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ABSTRACT

This ethnographic study examines two Developmental Reading/ 

English I classes an d  a total of 23 s tu d e n ts  who were reading, 

according to the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test, on the second-to 

sixth-grade levels a s  they entered n in th  grade. 15 students were 

African-American; 8 were Caucasian. The researcher investigates the 

reasons why stu d en ts  had  thus far not been able to succeed in the 

current educational system  and outlines ways to improve student 

attitudes toward reading and  writing. In answ er to the questions, 

“W hat type of program  m otivates s tu d e n ts  who are re luc tan t 

participants in reading and  writing activities?" and  “What types of 

readings or activities are effective for the rem edial at-risk reader?,” 

nine program modifications are proposed.

The researcher discovers th a t s tu d en ts  who initially indicated 

they were unwilling to read assigned texts were willing to read texts 

they had chosen of the ir own volition. Analysis of studen t writing 

sam ples abou t non-fictional and  fictional works, adolescent and  

m ulticultural literature is used to reveal s tuden t progress. S tudents
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were averse to EDL Learning 100 workbook activ ities an d  to rote, 

repetitive tasks, b u t were willing to engage in w riting when it was 

immediately related to their self-chosen topics or purposes. S tudents 

needed unvarying atten tion  to their individual needs an d  required 

continual inundation  with opportunities for successfu l experiences. 

S tuden ts who feared failure a t the ou tse t of th e  s tudy  eventually 

responded to challenging assignm ents in which they enjoyed success.

The findings su ggest that adolescent at-risk  s tu d e n ts  need help 

to streng then  the ir literacy as well a s  to boost th e ir  self-esteem. 

S tandard m easurem ents including standardized testing  and  grading of 

the final product alone were ineffective m ethods for determ ining how 

these s tu d en ts  could improve their literacy an d  for discovering why 

they had difficulty succeeding in the cu rren t educational system.

Finally, the results reveal th a t addressing bo th  issues sim ul

taneously, self-esteem and  remedial literacy, is beneficial for students 

and teachers. Teachers of reading an d  of English can  profit from 

performing individual m icroanalyses of s tu d e n ts ’ literacy skills in 

conjunction with case-by-case evaluations of the effects of self-esteem 

on studen ts’ motivations toward literacy tasks.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION

Sandy Stlehl was the reading coordinator for Kingsboro Count}-. As was 
customary, she met with the new reading teachers for the county the week 
before the beginning of the school term. It was her task to brief us on the 
group o f students for whom we were to be responsible in the upcoming 
school year. All were students who had performed at levels three to seven 
years below grade level norms in reading. She leaned confidentially forward 
by way of prefacing her remarks about the group in question. "Last year. 
Mr. Tomlin." she recounted (referring to the courtly Southern aristocrat 
who w as our Superintendent), “was talking about all the different kinds of 
students we had to educate in the county. We have College Prep kids, he 
said, and Tech Prep kids, and Life Prep kids, but we also have a group of 
kids who have fallen between the cracks and don’t fit into any of these 
categories. He went over to the board where he'd been writing down names 
for all these different groups when he ju st happened to pick up an orange 
dry marker and drew a box. So now we refer to these kids as Orange 
Box—though we don’t want you to ever call them that to their faces. ” She 
smiled knowingly at us here. "These are the kids that we are hiring you to 
teach this year. ”

I Studied a  Developmental Reading/English I program a t a  rural 

high school in S ou th  Carolina. The research  is primarily descriptive 

and the process of gathering Information h a s  come alm ost entirely 

from observation, field notes, informal interviews, and reading an d  

writing sam ples of my students. I was both teacher and researcher; 1 

collected writing sam ples of reactions to the course materials and  to 

classroom reading assignm ents. All my s tu d en ts  chose to sign the 

proper consent forms. Pseudonyms have been given to replace the real 

names of participants. I have included a  very helpful appendix (see



Appendix A) in which academic and  biographical profiles are given of 

the “Orange-Box Kids.” The study is ethnographic and, as a result, 

changes in the design have occurred a s  new questions arose and new 

discoveries came to light during the course of my observation and 

analysis. Changes or additions in th e  research design have been 

reported in writing to the Human Subjects Review Board.

The research took place a t Littletown High School in Kingsboro 

County, S ou th  Carolina and covered th e  duration of an  entire school 

year, beginning on August 18, 1995, a n d  ending on Ju n e  1, 1996. 

Follow-up research and interviews were conducted during the course of 

the following year a s  a  way to monitor th e  progress of students and to 

give s tu d e n ts , o th e r mem ber checkers, an d  peer debrlefers an  

opportunity to read and  to comment on my analyses.

The high school I studied had  se t up  a program in which it 

identified s tu d en ts  who were judged “a t  risk” and  even “in danger” of 

not succeeding, not graduating, perhaps not even reading far beyond 

the second-to sixth-grade reading level, w ithout some intervention. 

The Developmental Reading/English I program  at Littletown High 

School involved 52 studen ts in four c lasses taugh t by two reading 

specialists, myself and  one other teacher. Each of the four other high 

schools in  K ingsboro C ounty also  h a d  several D evelopm ental 

Reading/English I classes from which I could draw comparisons. The 

weekly reading meetings with the other seven reading teachers allowed



me to discuss w hat the o ther teachers were doing w ith their classes 

and how students were reacting to these assignm ents and  activities.

The s tu d y  its e lf  prim arily  involved m y two Developmental 

Reading/English I classroom s and a total of 23 s tu d e n ts  who were 

reading , acco rd in g  to th e  S tan fo rd  D iagnostic  Reading Test 

adm inistered in April of 1995, on the second-to sixth-grade levels as 

they were abou t to  en te r the n in th  grade, th e ir  first year in high 

school. 15 of the 23 s tu d en ts  in my classes were Afirtcan-American: 8 

s tu d en ts  were C au casian . (Two s tu d e n ts , bo th  African-American 

males, were expelled from school in J a n u a ry  a n d  th u s  were not 

counted as  part of th is  study.) I had  7 African - American females, 4 

Caucasian females, 8 African-American males, an d  4 Caucasian males 

in my classes. From  the beginning of the year un til the end of the 

year a t Littletown High School, I was searching for ways to make my 

students better equipped to face the future. While I observed, I was 

also searching for reaso n s  why they had  not so far been able to 

succeed in the cu rren t educational system  and  for ways to help them 

to improve their a ttitudes toward reading and writing.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

A large num ber of s tu d en ts  in Kingsboro C ounty were reading 

many levels below th e ir  grade level according to the assessm ent of 

adm inistrators and  teachers. The adm in istra to rs an d  teachers, in



tu rn , needed first to discover why th ese  s tu d en ts  now lagged so far 

behind o ther s tuden ts at the school, an d  then  set up a program  th a t 

would work for this type of s tu d e n t. As reading and w riting are 

considered sk ills th a t all s tu d e n ts  need  to m aster, a program  is 

necessary th a t teaches students appropriate reading and writing skills 

th a t would better equip them to m eet the dem ands of life and society.

My s tu d y  will show how one school attem pted in good faith to 

set up such  a  program; what aspects of the program worked; which 

aspects of the program did not work; w h a t the  reactions of s tu d en ts  

were to such  a  program, to w hat a sp ec ts  of the program s tu d e n ts  

seemed to respond best, what aspects best helped students to improve 

their reading and  writing skills; and  finally, how what is learned abou t 

the studen ts an d  the program may be utilized to understand w hy they 

did not succeed, and to change the program  in ways tha t would give 

studen ts  the prospect of success bo th  in  fu tu re  schooling an d  in the 

working world.

WHO ARE THE ORANGE-BOX KTOS AND WHY DO THEY MATTER?

I first becam e acquainted w ith  th e  term  Orange B ox a t  a 

m eeting with the reading coord inato r for Kingsboro County. Mrs. 

Stiehl. W hat Mrs. Stiehl told me an d  the o ther new reading teachers 

for the county a t  a  meeting one week before school started w as th a t 

students had been chosen for this program  because they had tested on



the second-to sixth-grade levels on the Stanford Diagnostic Reading 

Test (SDRS). These were students who had somehow fallen through 

the cracks of the system, and had su ch  extreme dlfiHculty reading th a t 

many could be characterized as n on -readers and all as very poor 

readers. Mrs. S tiehl then  went on to tell u s  what was apparen tly  

intended to be a hum orous story ab o u t how the program had come 

into existence, an d  how the s tu d e n ts  had  been given the ep ithet 

“Orange Box." One day a t one of the m eetings with all the program  

coordinators, principals, vice-principals, departm ent heads, and other 

various an d  sundry  adm inistrators, the  Superintendent, Dr. Tomlin, 

began writing on the board, listing groups an d  types of students, such 

as Tech Prep, and  Life Prep, and  College Prep, those who w anted to 

work, those who w anted to go to a  technical or two-year college, those 

who needed to take the SAT, circling all the different categories with a  

diy-marker, when suddenty he began talking about a  group of s tu d en ts  

th a t had  slipped th rough  the cracks, had  low literacy, did no t 

necessarily fit into any of the above-defined categories. They simply 

were non-definable, but were a large-enough group th a t up until now 

had never been tru ly  analyzed w ith  regard  to th e ir  academ ic 

“deficiencies", or even discovered.

As Mrs. Stiehl and  the others tell it. Dr. Tomlin Just happened 

to pick up an  orange dry marker and, with th a t infamous pen, drew an 

Orange Box around the undefinable group. The students represented



by the empty orange box were from that m om ent on called ‘Orange 

Box." not the Orange-Box studen ts, not the Orange-Box kids, but 

simply Orange Box.

To personalize my studen ts a  little bit. I have referred to them in 

the dissertation as The Orange-Box Kids, b u t I have refused to ever 

call my students th is before now, or to use th is appellation to describe 

them. I believe I was one of the few who refused to label these 

studen ts in such  a  derogatory way. Mrs. S tieh l laughed a t how 

humorous this was th a t the Superintendent had simply picked up that 

orange m arker a t the time an d  how am using  it is th a t the nam e 

seemed to stick, and  sticks still to this day.

During the year, an o th er teacher began to call them  “The 

Orange Blossom Specials" with a  little Sou thern  drawl added to the 

word orange in order to extend the length of the word and  perhaps to 

make fun of the whole idea, and  in turn, the s tuden ts. The principal 

repeated th is ph rase  quite often when he w as talk ing  about our 

students, sometimes only in front of me and the other reading teacher, 

bu t several times in front of the whole staff a t  s ta ff meetings. The 

entire staff invariably laughed—save for one person.

The only good thing th a t came out of th is was th a t the students 

themselves never became aw are of this stigm atizing label. Many 

teachers derided these s tu d en ts  privately, even th e ir own teachers, 

behind their backs—calling them  “Orange Box" or complaining about



them, saying, “Oh God, I have Orange Box today” o r once even, “We 

had to change rooms today, and if you think Orange Box have trouble 

anyway. Ju s t th ink  how confused they were w hen we had  to change 

rooms. They couldn’t hardly deal with it." However, I never heard one 

teacher call these s tu d en ts  “Orange Box” to their faces, nor did I ever 

hear a s tu d en t use the term. So, as far as  I know, th is was Just an 

inside Joke, a  dirty little secret between teachers and  adm inistrators. (I 

found out recently  th a t the next group of “Orange-Box" kids, 1996- 

1997, knows th a t they are called Orange Box. No one knows exactly 

how they discovered this, but the group h as used th is  nam e to tease 

others in th e  group, and  to make fun of them selves also.) The 

principal told me th a t next year, they though t m aybe the  new group 

would be called the “Rosebuds," however, the “Orange Box” remained 

the epithet during  the following year as well.

To me, th is is a  sad  story of how caught up  in ourselves and  our 

catchy phrases and  titles and new programs we become and  how little 

respect is given to s tu d en ts  who do faU between the cracks, students 

who are different, s tuden ts  who have difficulty m eeting the standards 

or fitting into the school mold for success, difficulty learning in the 

school system as  it is.

It shows u s  how callous and cold ad m in istra to rs  an d  teachers 

alike a t times can  be. It reminds us th a t we m u st begin to consider 

the needs of all of o u r students, and th a t teaching different types of



students is our job, no m atter how difficult. S tu d en ts  are not jokes. 

Teaching is not an easy profession, but, on the other hand, learning is 

even more difficult—a t least in the beginning. Each s tu d e n t m atters 

and  each student deserves the very best education, regardless of the 

skills with which he or she arrives a t school.

A SET OF QUESTIONS THAT GUIDED THIS STUDY

Although in th is research project I worked ra th e r open-endedly

to discover answ ers to m any questions related to young  adu lts ,

reading, writing and literature study, my central questions are:

W hat type of program  m otivates s tu d en ts  who are  re lu c tan t 
partic ipants in reading an d  w riting activities? W hat types of 
readings or activities are effective for the remedial a t-risk  reader?

In order to begin to answ er th is  m ajor question , th e  following

questions m ust also be asked:

W hat type of read ing  program  m otivates s tu d e n ts  who are 
considered low readers or s tu d en ts  who are considered behind in 
their grade level in reading?

W hat had created these studen ts’ lack of motivation to read and to 
write?

W hat is unrewarding or disengaging about reading an d  writing for 
these students? How can engagement be enhanced?

W hat se ts these  s tu d e n ts  a p a r t  from o th er m ore su ccessfu l 
readers? What is different about their approach to or beliefs about 
reading and its respective im portance in their lives?

W hat was the effect of the  labelling—Orange Box, Remedial, 
Developmental on s tu d en ts’ progress in reading an d  writing? How 
does the labelling affect s tu d en t work?
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What m otivates studen ts  to read and w hat motivates s tu d en ts  to 
write?

Does Inherent Interest play a part In m otivating studen ts to read 
and to write?

W hat types of literature do students like to read and are s tu d en ts  
motivated to read and  write abou t su b jec ts  or topics they are 
interested in?

Do these s tu d en ts  read mainly for pleasure or for assignm ents? Do 
they prefer to choose w hat they read and  w hat they write?

What are some of the methods or strategies th a t teachers are using 
to Introduce reading materials and to m ake m aterials Interesting to 
students?

What worked best in th is program? W hat were the most effective or 
motivational readings, assignments, tasks, teachings?

W hat worked least well In this program ? W hat were the m ost 
ineffective com ponents of this program? How could these aspects 
be changed. If possible, to make them  work to motivate studen ts?  
What chemges could be made?

What type of program would be challenging for the various types of 
students who would be channeled Into a  developm ental/rem edial 
program such a s  the one I taught?

How effective is the use of adolescent lite ra tu re  for s tuden ts who 
reportedly have dlfBcultles with reading and  writing?

Do students need to identify with the literature they are reading? If 
so. does Identification with literature m otivate studen ts  to read  
certain literature and subsequently to write abou t it?

These are th e  types of questions th a t originally motivated me to

carry out this study. All of the above are com plicated questions th a t

many teachers, paren ts, students, and adm inistra tors are continually

tiylng to answer. A study and description of how one school and one

teacher attem pted  to respond to these qu estio n s through teaching



strategies, th rough  using adolescent literatu re and  o ther relevant 

educational m aterials, th rough m otivational approaches to elicit 

reading and  w riting from studen ts, and finally, through creating 

special p rogram s such  as th e  Developmental R eading/E nglish  I 

program, may be an Important source of information for other schools 

th a t are attem pting to answer the same questions and respond to the 

same concerns. Perhaps some Innovative Ideas may be gleaned from 

th is study regarding the types of m aterials an d  program s th a t will 

work for their school system  to promote more active participation in 

reading and writing activities for their similarly classified students. An 

analysis of some of the teaching strategies, the  literature being used, 

and, in particular, the written reactions of the studen ts to their own 

chosen readings a s  well as the writing assignm ents accompanying the 

reading assignm ents, will be helpful in the u nderstand ing  of one 

teacher's overall picture of the difficulties of teaching reading and  

writing, and the motivation or lack of motivation on the part of the 

students th a t accompanied their academic difficulties.

LIMITATIONS AND BENEFITS OF THE STUDY

As the s tudy  was conducted with only a  sm all group of studen ts 

In two classes, my findings cannot be generalized to represent w hat 

might occur w ith o ther groups of sim ilar s tu d en ts . The s tudy  is 

primarily descriptive and anecdotal. However, through rich, “thick
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description" (Geertz, 1974) and cu ltu ra l and  classroom anecdotes as 

well a s  s tu d en t writing samples. I will reveal the processes th rough 

which my s tu d en ts  struggled with the ir reading and writing skills and  

also how they improved in attitude and  motivation toward such  tasks 

through assignm ents and positive direction. Even though th is  study  

was done on a sm all group of studen ts , I believe th a t teachers will 

discover similculties in their own stu d en ts  and may be able to consider 

the m otivational strategies and motivational assignm ents as useful in 

their own teaching approaches.

A brief synopsis of the p rocess taken  in th is s tudy  tow ard 

motivating stu d en ts  to perform a t higher levels of reading and  writing 

is usefu l here. At the beginning of the  year, these s tu d e n ts  were 

unwilling to perform  many reading o r writing tasks, so I needed to 

work to give them  appropriate assignm ents that they were willing to 

do. S tu d e n ts  were, for the m ost part, allowed to self-select reading  

and  writing topics. Their assignments became more and more complex 

as the year w ent by and  students’ responses in tu rn  became stronger 

as  the year w ent by. Most importantly, students began to read more, 

to write more, an d  to struggle less w ith performing their scholastic  

a ssig n m en ts . Moreover, s tu d en ts  w ere beginning to show  som e 

u n d ers tan d in g  of the importance a n d  value of education , an d  of 

reading and  writing, for their future success.
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Although the  process was slow, a n d  the gains are not easily 

described—a s  in te llec tu a l growth, m aturity , and  m otivation are 

difficult to m easure—studen ts did make progress in all of these areas. 

They began to becom e more self-assured th a t they were capable of 

reading and of w riting a t higher levels of proficiency.

The inform ation  presented in th is study, although  primarily 

descriptive an d  specific abou t a small group of unmotivated, anxious, 

u n in te re s ted , a n d  even troubled s tu d e n ts , may, however, be 

transferrable to o ther teachers as well as o ther schools with students 

in similar situations.

The anecdo tes an d  analysis of the s tu d en ts  in m y classes are 

written for th e  benefit of other teachers. It is the hope of every 

teacher-researcher th a t  the ir stud ies n o t only be read  by fellow 

teachers bu t also  by high level educational adm inistrators who are in 

a  position to provide for the academic environm ent in which students 

are better equ ipped  to develop academically. This d isserta tion  is 

written in a language th a t the teachers who are its intended audience 

speak: the language of pedagogy and of social reform. An analysis of 

how actucil literacy events play themselves ou t in the classroom  is our 

common ground, and  our common language is an  idiom which has the 

po ten tia l to be ex trem ely  valuable to o th e r  te ach e rs  an d  to 

researchers:
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One of the reasons that teachers’ research has not been taken 
as seriously  as I would argue it should  be is that teachers 
custom arily  conduct and report research  in anecdotal forms 
. . . .That teachers tell anecdotes when discussing teaching is 
common knowledge. What is not generally recognized are the 
functions th a t shaping, reshaping, and  rehearsing of anecdotes 
play in the  research we inform ally and . . . system atically 
conduct into our practice. For exam ple, when Jane and I 
began to shape the anecdote about Gilbert's mother’s growlng- 
up  story, we gathered pertinent information about a teaching- 
learning interaction. . . .When we reshaped the anecdote for 
colleagues, first in one setting, then  in another, we selected, 
deleted, organized and analyzed the inform ation we had  
gathered for a purpose: to effect better teaching and learning. 
The anecdotes we teacher-researchers tell and  account for to 
one an o th e r function in our research  com m unity as w hat 
K enneth Burke calls representative anecdotes: ’summ ations, 
containing implicitly what the system  th a t is developed from 
[them] contains explicitly.’. . .

In o u r professional talk, we teachers allude to the library 
of anecdotes we share. . . .Teachers avoid abstract statem ents 
w hen we ta lk  to each o ther a b o u t ou r professional work 
because while such  statem ents m ay be informative, they are 
n o t rep resen ta tiv e  of teach ing  a n d  learning. Anecdotal 
acco u n ts , populated and overpopulated  as  they are with 
m eaning and  significance, seem to serve u s  more usefully as we 
research  the  dynamic in teractions th a t constitu te teaching 
and  learning in our classrooms. (Stock, 1995, pp. 98-99).

It is the teachers, and students, after the anecdote has been

internalized by the teacher, who can m ost profit from hearing and

analyzing the real events that occur in classrooms:

Teacher talk has too often been denigrated as ju s t one social 
m anifestation of gossip: teachers’ lounge prattle, post-class 
com plaining, recitals of old stories. Teacher research is too 
often b ru sh ed  aside as merely anecdotal: robbed of value 
because it is occasional and rooted in occasions: not worth 
notice because of its particularity. My argum ent for teacher 
talk, for the  power of anecdote, for the importance of narrative 
in educational research rests in ju s t  these characteristics: in 
their very occasionality, in their very particularity. Teachers 
who read  the anecdote th a t J a n e  an d  I shared  with o u r 
colleagues as significant recognize elem ents of the anecdote as
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similar to ones they have experienced. In the particularities of 
the anecdo te ,they  recognize particu larities in the circum 
stances in which they teach. Furtherm ore, when teachers 
respond to telling anecdotes, we do so as good readers. We 
read the particu larities  in the telling aga inst the particu 
larities we would tell, looking for new ways to respond and act 
in analogous situa tions, on analogous occasions. As good 
readers do, we respond aesthetically to figured shapes of 
hum an activity th a t enrich our sensibilities. As we work to 
enrich or sensibilities and our understandings, they work to 
enrich our practice {Stock, 1995, p. 99).

The following account is based on real events, real students. 

This dissertation is addressed  to other teachers who are distressed 

about studen ts  who are either denied or refuse the ir educational 

opportunities. I have no doubt tha t teachers will see some of their 

own stu d en ts  and  relive some of the events in th e ir  classroom s 

vicariously through the  anecdotes and writings of my own students; 

they will also visit an d  revisit m ethods of m otivating and engaging 

students in reading and  writing through the assignm ents in which 

students have participated. Hopefully, this will give o ther teachers 

renewed in terest in reviving their own studen ts who are sim ilar to 

mine. Although unm otivated students who “hate" English are not the 

easiest s tu d en ts  to work with, we owe it to them  to accept the 

challenge and not to give up on them in spite of the obstacles.
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ORGANIZATION OF THE MANUSCRIPT

Following the Introduction, the first ch ap ter of my dissertation 

Is a review of the literature on motivation as  related to confidence, 

reading, and  writing: the second, a review of the literature on the 

history and definitions of ethnography a s  well a s  a  description of 

ethnographic patterns and procedures. The methodology used in this 

particular study then follows in Chapter Four.

Chapter Five provides a description of the ac tual school under 

study and the culture of the community. In C hap ter Six. I present a 

picture of the school com m unity as I understood  it before meeting 

students and beginning to teach, as well as a  d iscussion of the written 

and unw ritten assum ptions of the Developmental Reading/English 

course and a  brief dialogue on how students presen ted  themselves to 

me when I first m et them.

In C hapters Seven through Ten, I p resen t my findings on the 

characteristics of s tu d en ts  and the program. Through observation of 

student reading actions and reading habits, som e of the reasons why 

studen ts  had not succeeded in the cu rren t educational system  at 

Littletown will be revealed. Also discussed in these  chapters are 

student m anifestations of negativity toward reading and  the value of 

education, which was m ost evident in their strategies to avoid or resist 

work and in their u tte r lack of motivation toward reading and writing 

activities. C hapters Eleven through Fourteen are discussions of my

15



findings a b o u t s tu d e n ts ’ ac tu a l read ing  an d  w riting ab ilities , 

culminating with evidence of student success and Improvement. In my 

conclusion. I rev isit the original assu m p tio n s of the program  and  

provide suggestions on how to improve the course and. in tu rn , 

heighten studen t motivation toward reading and  writing.
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON LITERACY AND MOTIVATION

In order to answ er the question posed on why my students had 

so far been unab le  to succeed in the cu rren t educational system, 1 

needed to review th e  literature related to the  definitions, behaviors, 

and m otivations of “at-risk," remedial, a n d  re luc tan t readers and 

writers. 1 eilso needed to review the literature on motivation, especially 

motivation for reading, an d  what m ethods m otivated the reluctant 

reader and  w riter in order to discover strategies th a t might help a 

teacher to succeed in changing studen ts’ negative motivations toward 

reading and  writing to more positive ones.

My stu d en ts  were not using reading to its utm ost, if they were 

reading a t all. All of my students had dream s of what they wanted to 

be, but m ost of them  had no idea of w hat was expected of them in 

order to get there. The system had failed them  in part by in the past 

not providing them  with the reading opportunities th a t would lead 

them to h igher opportun ities to reach th e ir  goals, to reach their 

potential. The m ajority of my students readily adm itted tha t they had 

not read m uch and th a t they did not enjoy reading.
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The discovery th a t my students were no t motivated to read most 

of the time led me to frame my major question. “W hat motivates the 

reluctant a t-risk  reader and what categories of readings or activities 

are effective for th is type of student?" To ad d ress  th is problem. I 

reviewed the literature on achievement m otivation, at-risk  students, 

labelling, reading motivation, and reading a n d  w riting engagement 

strategies as  well as non-motivational s tra teg ie s . I also discuss 

relevant lite ra tu re  on the topics of ad o lescen t an d  m ulticultural 

literature.

MOTIVATIONAL THEORIES

The s tu d en ts  I observed and taught had  low motivation for many 

reading, writing, and  school-related tasks. Som e of the reasons for 

this may possibly be explained through general theories of motivation. 

Bernard Weiner (1992) indicates tha t “a theory of motivation should 

be those activities th a t are most prevalent in everyday life" and that 

“[i]n our cu ltu re , two sources of m otivation are m ost dom inant; 

achievement strivings and social bonding" (p. 363). As “the most 

prevalent concerns are achievement success a n d  social acceptance." 

which is related to “self esteem" which “h as been docum ented to be 

determined by experiences of competence an d  incom petence in the 

achievem ent dom ain , and  by accep tance a n d  rejection  in the
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interpersonal arena" (O’Brien & Epstein, 1974), then  “[tihese topics 

therefore should  be at the focus of a theory of hum an  motivation" 

(Weiner, 1992, p. 363).

Individual expectations o r emotions revolve around thoughts on 

success and failure in m ost m otivational theories (see Darom & Bar- 

Ja l, 1981; Cooper & Burger, 1980; Frieze, 1976). Probabilities of 

success and failure are interwoven into “achievem ent-related actions" 

according to Atkinson (In Weiner, 1992) in his expectancy-value theory 

of motivation:

Achievement-oriented behavior was viewed by Atkinson as a 
re su lta n t of a conflict between approach  an d  avoidance 
tendencies. Associated w ith every achievem ent-related action 
is the possibility of success (with the consequent emotion of 
sham e). The s tre n g th s  of th ese  an tic ip a te d  em otions 
determ ine w hether an  Individual will app roach  or avoid 
achievement-oriented activities. That Is, achievem ent behavior 
is viewed as the re su lta n t of an  em otional conflict between 
hopes for success an d  fears of failure (p. 181).

In com m on-sense term s, th e o rie s  of m otivation are  “hedonistic

conceptions” as “[1 Individuals are  believed to ac t to maximize pleasure

and minimize pain" (Weiner, 1992, p. 200).

Those who are motivated negatively by strong  fears of failure,

however, do not always move tow ard the easiest tasks nor shy away

from “tasks of interm ediate difficulty,” as all tend to choose task s in

the middle range, although the higher the motivation level, the more

prone to choose tasks of interm ediate difficulty:

. . . (A111 individuals seem  to prefer Interm ediate difficulty, 
a lth o u g h  th is p reference  m ay be m ore ev iden t am ong
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individuals highly motivated to achieve. These data pose some 
problems for Atkinson's theory, yet they do tend to support the 
broad (and often tested) hypothesis th a t groups classified by 
the s tren g th  of achievem ent needs will display differential 
preference for interm ediate difficulty tasks (Weiner, 1992, p. 
194).

One possible explanation for individuals choosing ta sk s  of

average difficulty is th a t these in term ediate  ta sk s provide m ore

feedback or inform ation for the individual upon completion and  th a t

Information is both  wanted and needed for both highly motivated an d

less highty motivated individuals:

An alternative  in terpretation  of risk preference appeals in 
inform ational ra th er than hedonic principles. Research h a s  
dem onstrated th a t outcomes a t tasks of intermediate difficulty 
provide perform ers with the  m ost inform ation ab o u t th e ir  
efforts a n d  capabilities. There are logical reaso n s th a t  
perform ance a t  in te rm ed ia te  difficulty ta sk s  provides a 
m axim um  of personal inform ation. Selection of easy ta sk s  
typically resu lts  in success, an d  th a t outcome is a ttribu ted  to 
the ease of the task  (see W einer & Kukla, 1970). In sim ilar 
m anner, selection of a very difficult task  typically resu lts  in 
failure, an d  the blame is placed on the characteristics of the  
task . T hus, selection of easy  o r difficult ta sk s  generally  
confirm s o n e ’s know ledge a b o u t th e  e x te rn a l w orld . 
Conversely, tasks of intermediate difficulty are ju s t  as likely to 
produce su ccess  as  they are  to produce failure. T hus, 
perform ance a t su ch  tasks provides inform ation ab o u t th e  
efforts a n d  abilities of the person  undertaking the activity. 
Given th is  conception, differential risk-preference behavior 
between groups differing in achievement needs would indicate 
d ispara te  desires for personal feedback or self-evaluation 
(Weiner, 1992, pp. 195-196).

The activities th a t a person chooses to do are th u s based in 

expectations of failure, success, and ability, as well as in the desire for 

feedback on ta sk s  performed. This indicates th a t m otivation to 

perform easy ta sk s  is perhaps not as strong as those to perform
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intermediate tasks, as the feedback on easy tasks would be self-made 

and the prospect of success is equal to th a t of failure. The majorité' of 

people, or students, will take the Interm ediate risk of failure in the 

quest for feedback or learning.

Success and failure are also m ajor com ponents in theories of

attribution. However, the extent to which one strives to achieve is

based more on the reasons behind past successes and failures;

A ttribution  theories departed  from  the expectancy-value 
tradition In the explanation of achievem ent-related behavior. 
In the attribu tional form ulation, achievem ent strivings are 
based on causal In terpretations of p as t outcomes—th a t is, 
whether prior success and failure were due to external causes, 
stable or unstable causes, and  controllable or uncontrollable 
causes. Expectancy of success Is linked with causal stability, 
and causes have affective consequences. Achievement striving 
Is then determined by expectancy of success and affects tied to 
causal perceptions th a t push  or goad the organism toward or 
away from the goal (Weiner. 1992, p. 347).

Thought (negative or positive, or goal-related) and action, choice 

an d  control, failure an d  success, s tim u lu s  an d  response, and 

motivation toward action and avoidance or Inhibition are intertwined 

in a complex m anner in theories of m otivation. Past and present 

responses to stim uli are central to u n d ers tan d in g  an  Individual’s 

motivation for tasks. In total, all of the  above dichotomies work 

together and for or against the individual attem pting any task. Most 

theories d iscu ss  action  or goal-re la ted  tendencies as well as 

immobilization or inaction tendencies, w hich is w hat my students 

appeared to suffer from m ost. A ccording to these theories of
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motivation, an  underlying principle is th a t action and inaction  are 

strategic opposites: thus, a need for action is prompted by feelings of 

prior success, an d  conversely, a  cause for inaction would be prior 

failure a t a  certain  task  or similar group of tasks, such as reading and 

writing activities. Furtherm ore, motivation is so com plex a n d  so 

dependent on a myriad past events th a t the changing of tendencies to 

ac t or not to ac t regarding certain tasks is difficult and occurs only 

with the appropriate interventions or changes in inclinations and  only 

w ith  tim e. B irch , A tk inson , & B ongort (1974) exp la in  th is  

phenomenon:

The theory of motivation as reconstructed in The Dynam ics of 
Action begins by noting th a t a change in activity can occur 
only if th e  relative s tren g th  of th e  in c lin a tio n s , or 
m otivational tendencies, of an  individual change. It goes on 
the identify the causal factors responsible for these changes in 
motivation and  how they operate over time.

C erta in  of these  factors are  to be found  in the  
im m ediate environm ent of an  individual, which is seen  as 
providing psychological forces on an  individual to engage or 
not to engage in various activities. The prior life experience of 
the individual determines w hat forces, with what m agnitudes, 
are imposed by the environment. If a  certain  kind of activity 
has been intrinsically satisfying or rewarded in th is  k ind of 
situation, there will be an  instigating force  for th a t activity. 
This will cause an  increase in the strength  of the  person’s 
tendency to undertake th a t activity, an  action tendency (pp. 
75-76).

And, an  individual “exposed con tinuously  to th e  instigating 

force" will continue the strength of the action tendency (Birch et al., 

1974. p. 76). On the other hand , the opposite is true for those 

individuals experiencing an inhibitory force on certain tasks, or perhaps
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all ta sk s in a  certain  category w here negativity w as p resen t in the 

past:

If a  certain kind of activity h as  been punished or frustrated in 
the past, the environm ent will be the source of an  inhibitory 

force and there will be grow th in the streng th  of negaction 
tendency , i.e., a tendency not to engage in th a t activity. The 
anticipation of a  negative consequence for engaging in an  
activity, which has the functional significance of an  inhibitory 
force acting to increase th e  strength  of a  negaction tendency, 
produces resistance to engaging in an activity. A negaction 
tendency  opposes an ac tio n  tendency an d  dam pens the 
resu ltan t strength  of the inclination to act (Birch, Atkinson, 
& Bongort, 1974, pp. 75-76).

W hat a  subject (in this case, student) expects to occur as a result

of their analysis of causality  of the success or failure related to a task

or a  certain category of tasks, i.e., reading or writing-related activities,

often h as  a profound effect on the outcome. Through the ir research on

competitive sport, McAuley & D uncan ( 1990) indicate that:

[i]t appears . . -that in cases where expectations w ith respect 
to future outcome are very strong with respect to outcome and 
are subsequen tly  disconflrm ed, negative outcom es produce 
more pronounced affective responses. Conversely, when there 
is some doubt as  to w hat the outcome might eventually be, 
th a t is, the situation Is optim ally challenging, then successful 
outcomes resu lt in stronger reactions (p. 42).

O ther negative outcom es a re  related to w hat a ttr ib u te s  or 

causes a  studen t gives for his or h er failure on achievement-oriented 

tasks. Self-esteem may suffer especially when a student a ttribu tes his 

or her achievem ent failure to ability (See Green wo Id, 1980; Weary, 

1981; Zuckerman, 1979; Psyzcznski & Greenberg, 1987). If ability 

is the considered culprit of the failure, then the future of sim ilar goal
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attainm ent Is lessened: . .[Flailure th a t is ascribed to low ability

should decrease the expectancy of future goal a tta in m e n t more than 

failure th a t is ascribed to bad luck, fatigue, or mood” (Weiner, 1974, p. 

56). H ew stone (1989), rephrasing  W einer, r e s ta te s  th e  various 

connections betw een success and failure, ability (an  in ternal and 

stable or uncontrollable cause) and self-esteem as  well a s  the major 

tenets behind achievem ent attribution theory:

1. Locus. The m ain hypothesis is th a t su c cess  attribu ted  
in te rn a lly  (e.g. to personality, ab ility  o r  effort) resu lts 
in  g rea te r se lf-esteem  (pride) th a n  su c c e s s  attributed 
ex ternally  (e.g., to task  ease, or good luck). It is also 
pred ic ted  th a t  failure a ttr ib u ted  in te rn a lly  will result 
in low er se lf-esteem  th a n  failu re th a t  is a ttrib u ted  
externally. . . .

2. Stability . The m ajor im portance of th is  d im ension  is in 
re la tion  to (changes in) the expectancy  o f success and 
failu re in th e  fu tu re  (Weiner et al., 1976): although 
W einer (1983) h as  suggested th a t stab ility  m ay be linked 
to affective reactions such as hopelessness', w hen  failure 
is a ttrib u ted  to internal and stable causes.

3. Controllability. This dim ension relates to sen tim en t and 
ev a lu a tio n s of o thers. The m ain hypo thesis  is th a t if 
personal failure is due to causes perceived a s  controllable 
by o thers, then anger is elicited. . . .  If negative outcom es 
for o th e r  people are  due to cau ses perceived as  u n 
controllable, then pity  is elicited (pp. 67-68).

Experiencing success and feeling th a t one is capable or has the 

ability to perform a  ta sk  or task  then is extremely im portan t. Positive 

emotions, such  as feelings of success and  pride in accom plishm ent, are 

motivating factors th a t may propel one to w ant to reexperience such 

emotions or ‘pleasure* surrounding a task:
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In achievem ent se ttin g s, pride in accom plishm ent h a s  a 
positive motivational function, directing the person to repeat 
pertinent goal-directed actions and hence to reexperience this 
emotion. That is, pride cap tu res a ‘pleasure’ th a t strengthens 
the likelihood of a  particu lar class of activities. Hence pride 
in accom plishm ent is a positive motivator, and it is therefore 
is desirab le  to foster th is  self-directed em otion following 
successful goal attainm ent (Weiner, 1992, p. 273).

It is im portan t to note th a t if achievem ent tasks are  too easily

attained, those performing the ta sk  will not feel as strong a  sense of

pride in their work a s  those who had  to work harder or as those who

performed a t least a  task  of interm ediate difficulty.

The presence or absence of coping mechanisms is also a  relevant 

aspect of the motivational picture. If participants are told th a t they 

will be successful on a task  or are given coping m echanism s, i.e. 

strategies for finding solutions to a  problem, participants will be more 

likely to use the  strateg ies available, be motivated to a ttem p t to 

complete the task , and  more likely to attribu te the source of the 

success to them selves or to th e ir ability to solve problem s. On the 

other hand, if participants are given no coping m echanism s, i.e., by 

being told th a t the problem is unsolvable, he or she is less likely to 

complete the task , and  may take a  defensive approach by blam ing 

external causes o r by becoming defensive for the failure in order to 

protect self-esteem, which according to Duval & Duval (1983) will be 

protected a t all costs. U nfortunately , “(t[he target o r ta rg e ts  of 

defensive attribution  will be those stim uli that remind the person of
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or, more generally stated , are associated with the problem (Duval & 

Duval, 1983, p. 133).

P artic ipan ts who become defensive may, however. In ternally

accept the failure as  attributed to their own ability, or lack of ability;

although they choose not to allow others to see their debilitation, the

effect of such  occurrences remains devastating and long lasting. The

ability to cope with situational distress Is virtuous In some respects

and may allow those with more availability of coping m echanism s to

rise over adversity  (See Lazarus, 1974; Bolles, 1974) and  to find

success. However, external a ttribu tions, or blaming o thers, the

difficulty of the task , or chance, for failure may produce a d istorted

ra th e r  th a n  an  Inform ed view of self an d  one’s capab ilities as

evidenced in the following example and m ay cause one to decide th a t

the goal was not w orth pursuing:

. . .[H]ow we handle causal attribution determines, a t least In 
part, not only what we expect from our acts b u t also how we 
will value the outcome. Aesop’s  fox who could not reach the 
grapes did no t reach the realistic conclusion th a t he w as 
Incapable of doing so, but the distorted conclusion th a t  the 
grapes w eren’t worth having (the fox was evidently a  high 
need-achlever) (Bolles, 1974, p. 18).

Although a distorted view of one’s abilities Is problem atic In 

some ways, in  the end there Is a fine line between telling a  s tu d en t the 

tru th  about ability. If It Is Indeed low, and  attem pting to motivate a 

s tuden t positively. Certainly finding positive value in the outcom e of 

any activity considered worthy Is often crucial; I.e. we would be, and
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probably have been, appalled if a s tu d en t cam e to the conclusion th a t 

he or she did n o t find education or reading or writing “worth having" 

simply to save respect for self following reading or writing that was too 

difficult, or for an y  reason (career choices, attitude, fear of failure). 

Furthermore, m ovem ent toward reaching a  goal is connected to the 

value of attain ing  th a t goal, w hether the goal is reaching the grapes or 

literacy;

The basic  assu m p tio n s of expectancy-value theory a re  in 
accord w ith  o u r com m onsense th ink ing  about m otivated 
behavior; W hat behavior is u n d ertak en  depends on th e  
perceived likelihood th a t the behavior will lead to the goal and  
the subjective value of th a t goal. Hence the greater the belief 
th a t th e  goal will be a tta ined  an d  the higher the incentive 
value o f th a t  goal, the greater th e  motivational tendency to 
engage in  th e  appropriate in stru m en ta l behavior (Weiner, 
1992, p. 161).

Teacher a n d  adm inistrator reactions are  crucial to enhancing or

destroying m otivation. S tudents are a s tu te  and  sensitive in particu lar

to teachers’ perceptions of them. In “Com m unicating Low Ability in

the Classroom; Bad Things Good Teachers Sometimes Do," S an d ra

Graham (1990) s tu d ie s  the effects of effort and  ability and  th e ir

relationship to success and failure;

Of all the  perceived causes of success and  failure, ability and  
effort ap p e a r  to be the m ost dom inant. When explaining 
ach iev em en t ou tcom es, we te n d  to a ttac h  th e  m o s t 
im portance to w hat our perceived competencies are and how 
hard we try. Recognizing the im port of these two prevalent 
self-ascriptions, much of the applied attribution research in 
achievem ent-related contests h as  been concerned with ability 
and effort, particu larly  the role they  play in coping w ith 
academic failure (p. 17).
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According to Graham , a  teacher’s subtle responses by either exhibiting 

pity, which reveals to s tu d en ts  th a t the teacher considers them of low 

ability, or by expressing anger, which reveals to students th a t the 

teacher finds the cau se  of failure to be lack of effort, are both 

understood a n d  in ternalized  by s tu d e n ts  (See also Weiner, 1995, 

especially pp. 44-45; Covington & Omelich, 1979a, 1979b).

S tu d en ts  of all ages also u n d erstan d  th a t the teacher is more

likely to help s tu d en ts  of low ability than  o ther students, or students

whose behavior and ability actions are controllable. So, cues are given

from the teach er to all s tu d e n ts  who can  not only severely judge

themselves b u t also judge o thers on their ability amd the reasons for

th e ir su c c e s s  or failu re. F u rth e rm o re , G raham  explains, the

consequences for believing one has low ability are considerable:

One w ell-established finding to have emerged from the prior 
research  is th a t self-perceptions o f low abüity versus lack of 
effort have far-reach ing  and  d isp a ra te  consequences (see 
Weiner, 1985,1986). Failure because of perceived low ability 
re f lec ts  on th e  failing  in d iv id u a l an d  therefore h as  
im plications for self-esteem. As a  chronic cause of failure, a 
se lf-ascrip tio n  to low ability  a lso  ten d s  to lower ones 
expectations for fu tu re  success. And because low ability Is 
perceived to a lte r th e  course of failure. Hardly a more 
debilitating a ttrib u tio n a l pattern  is imaginable. Attributing 
failure to lack of effort, on the o th er hand, is more adaptive 
because effort is perceived as both changeable and under ones 
volitional control. T hus the failing s tu d en t who believes that 
he or sh e  did no t try hard  enough can be bolstered by the 
expectation th a t failure need not occur again and by the belief 
th a t  th e re  is a  re la tio n sh ip  betw een  one’s effort and  
subsequen t outcom es. Guided by these causal distinctions, a 
num ber of application -oriented investigations have attem pted 
to change the failing s tuden t’s attribu tion  for failure from low 
ability to lack of effort. . . (p. 17).
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Graham would like to see teachers discover methods tha t allow

students to change their pessimistic attitude to an optimistic one, as

characterized by conversations such  as the following;

I haven’t solved any of these puzzles so far and the teacher 
obviously feels sorry for me. She m ust think I am  not good a t 
this task. I really did get the puzzles wrong because I’m not 
good a t puzzle solving, and  I don’t expect to do better In the 
ftiture.

Or alternatively:

I haven’t solved any of these puzzles so far and  the teacher 
obviously is angry with me. She m ust th ink I’m  not trying. I 
really did get th e  puzzles wrong because I d idn’t try hard  
enough, bu t I expect to do better In the future (pp. 22-23).

As W einer (1974) Indicates,"(lit. . logically follows th a t If the

attributions for success and failure made by the achievement motive

groups can be changed, then their achievem ent-related behaviors also

will be altered" (p. 64).

To avoid such overwhelming reactions, negative responses about 

ability, whether expressed through pity or anger or In other ways, are 

th u s  to be spared from subjects when possible. Conversely, providing 

studen ts with opportunities for the stronger reactions th a t come from 

expected or unexpected success Is a  much more viable and  productive 

option.

In a study  w ith stu d en ts  rem arkably sim ilar to those in my 

study, Peterson ( 1988) was able to show th a t s tu d en ts  who “receive a 

healthy dose of success coupled with challenge” (In Peterson, 1990, p. 

54) are able to change their efficacy and attitude:
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. . .1 m et w ith teachers and adm inistrators a t a suburban high 
school In New York who were u n d ertak in g  an educational 
experim ent. They were in te rested  in th e  fate of average 
students, those who seemed lost in the shuffle and destined to 
pass th rough  school w ithout achievem ents. Could something 
be done to encourage these studen ts to greater efforts, both in 
and  ou t of the classroom?

To th is  end, a special program  w as developed for 34 
s tu d e n ts  who fell in the gray region of th e  s tu d en t body. 
These s tu d en ts  were placed within their own class, and team 
tau g h t by th ree  instructo rs who coord inated  their effort in 
such  a  way so as to encourage s tu d en ts  to do more than ju s t 
get by in th e ir  stud ies. . . .[I]n psychological language, its 
s ta ted  goal w as to increase th e  efficacy of the studen ts  
involved. . . .

The resu lts  were clear-cut. At the begin n in g of the year, 
the s tu d en ts  in the special program scored som ewhat worse on 
the A ttributional Style Q uestionnaire, a s  would be expected, 
granted the criterion by which they were chosen. But by the 
end of the year, their explanatory style h ad  changed for the 
b etter, a n d  now  w as more o p tim istic  th a n  th a t  of the 
com parison group (p < .002). Interestingly, the students in 
the com parison group had become som ew hat more fatalistic as 
the school year progressed. As so m any  educational critics 
have charged, a typical school can erode a  s tu d e n t’s will to do 
well. However, it also appears th a t special interventions can 
stem  and  even reverse this trend (Peterson, 1990, p. 65).

In sum , a lth o u g h  th e ir  are  som e excep tions, individuals 

(students in th is case) need to feel successful in their achievements 

strivings in order to be successful in their achievem ents. Optimism is 

preferred over pessim ism , action over inhibition or passivity, and the 

positive over the  negative. Those who chose the  la tte r of the above 

dualities  a re  often  less successfu l an d  le ss  o rien ted  toward 

achievement. M ethods of securing the positive over the negative are 

methods th a t are more likely to secure the success of the participants. 

Expressions of failure and  success are then n o t entirely  based on
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actual ability or in fact, b u t Instead  are learned th rough  a form of 

cumulative subjective self-grading in past experience, and  are based on 

emotion, on feelings. Indeed even on the concept th a t “history  repeats 

itself." The Import of the research on hum an motivation for th is study 

Is that, although dllficult, gains are  able to be made w ith respect to 

m otivation. W hat needs to be done is th a t th e  scenario , or 

environment, replete with stores of memories of past failure m ust be 

somehow changed, in an  increm ental way, to encom pass a  new 

outlook on individual ability and  hope for future success.

READERS AT-RISK

At-risk studen ts are those studen ts  who, often, a s  a  resu lt of 

their inabilities to read or write or perform other academic tasks well 

enough to keep up  with their grade or age-level peers, are  a t m ost risk 

of dropping out of school.

Many factors may contribu te to the reasons why s tu d en ts  are 

at-risk . As was explained earlier in this chap ter in th e  section on 

motivation, adolescents are extremely sensitive abou t the ir abilities 

and their peers’ reactions to their abilities as well as their feelings and 

experiences related to their own successes and failures. Being retained 

in grade and being socially prom oted are often considered prom inent 

factors that can over time serve to destroy a  s tu d en t’s desire to leam  

with his or her peers (see M ann, 1986; Allington & McGill-Franzen.
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1995: Fine, 1991; Nelson, 1988)) and  often “[e)arly retention, with no 

effective rem ediation , propels s tu d e n ts  into cycles of cum ulative 

failure” (Fine, 1991, p. 238). Absenteeism, and  even being suspended 

during  high school Is also problem atic, especially  If teachers or 

adm inistrators are  expected to shun  or fu rther pun ish  studen ts by not 

providing studen ts  with m ake-up work upon their re tu rn  (Fine, 1991).

Reading level is also a significant factor th a t places students a t

risk. S tudents who are behind in their reading level m ay be working

diligently to “ca tch  u p ” w ith their peers; however, ultim ately w hat

m atters Is their te s t score or how they m easure  ag a in st w hat other

students are able to do:

Because in  schools the focus Is on grade levels an d  normal 
and average achievement, growth th a t leaves the  children still 
behind th e ir peers is discounted. Children w hose learning is 
not recognized and  respected are likely to qu it on us; In fact, 
children like those . . regularly drop  o u t of school (Roller, 
1996, p. 125).

My studen ts were considered below level in both read ing  and m ath 

(they were part of a  rem edial m ath program also) an d  th e  majority of 

them were also overage. The com bination of all of these  factors Is 

often deadly:

Having been left back in elem entary  school, overage upon 
entering n in th  grade, and behind grade level in reading and 
math, all serve as  solid predictors of dropping o u t (Fine, 1991, 
p. 238).

A student may drop ou t because he or she does not like school; being 

placed in remedial classes with different m aterials from the rest of the
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students, or being unable to read well are  som e of the reasons tha t 

Nelson (1988), citing the Children’s Defense Fund, gives for s tuden ts 

dropping out:

‘We found th a t children m ay not like school if they cannot 
read  well and are n o t given app rop ria te  in s tru c tio n  or 
m aterials in school. They m ay not like school if they are of 
average intelligence b u t are  incorrectly labeled and placed in a 
special class for slow learners’ (p. 230).

From her findings, Fine also discovered th a t low readers were at

grave risk of dropping out:

. . .if girls are poor readers, they are twice as likely to drop out 
as to graduate. If boys a re  poor readers, they are six times 
more Ûcely to drop out th an  graduate (p. 244).

Add to th is scenario, the fact th a t th e  majority of my studen ts  were

African - American females (followed by African - American males, white

females, and  white males), from low-income families, living in an  area

with few jobs or hopes for su ccess  w hether or not one received a

diploma, and the problem intensified for these students:

Since low-income studen ts disproportionately attend  dropout- 
prone schools, and since they  drop o u t more often th an  
relatively elite peers, it is im portan t to docum ent the economic 
im pact of their early departure  from high school. Here we find 
an even more elaborate layering of social inequity.

A high school degree is economically more valuable to those 
who are already privileged by class, race/ethnicity, gender, and 
geography. Women’s re tu rn s  on each year of education are 
estim ated to be 40 percent o f m en’s, an d  African-Americans’ 
are approximately 63 percent of w hites’. . . . The high school 
diplom a yields, for w hites, m en, an d  upper-m iddle-class 
s tuden ts , consistently more per additional year of education 
than  it does for Afirlcan-Americans an d  Latinos, women, and 
w orking-class or low-incom e s tu d e n ts , respectively. . . . 
W hether a dropout or g raduate, African - American women are 
two to three times more likely to be poor than  white women of
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the same age and education , an d  over four times more likely 
than white males. Not having a  high school degree th u s yields 
substantially different consequences by class, race/ethnicity , 
and gender. One m ight conclude, therefore, th a t a high school 
diploma bears little economic benefit for African-American and  
Latinos youth and adu lts  (Fine, 1991, p. 23).

Not g raduating  from h ig h  school, of course , does have

consequences. And, s tu d en ts  do have more hope of atta in ing  a job

w ith degree in hand  (Fine, 1991). In Littletown, even the paper

com pany and the steel com pany were adam ant about only accepting

applications from those with a  high school degree—and  there were

plenty of graduating students who would be more than  happy to find a

position a t one of these p lants. As there  were not enough jobs to go

around, however, a  high school degree might mean a com pany would

interview a graduate for a  job, b u t it certainly did not m ean th a t a

g raduate  would receive th a t job . And, the consequences for not

having a t least a high school degree are becoming steeper and steeper:

Projections for the year 2000. . are that new jobs will require 
a workforce whose m edian  level of education is 13.5 years. 
That means, on the average, th a t  the workers who will fill 
these jobs will have to have som e college training. Not to be 
the boss, mind you, b u t ju s t  to bring home a paycheck (Smith 
& Lincoln, 1988, p. 2). (See also Berlin, in Fine, 1991, p. 24).

Add to th is problem the fact th a t  S o u th  Carolina h as  the sixth

highest dropout rate, over 50 percen t (56.9) in the country (Nelson,

1988, p. 229) and Littletown s tu d e n ts ’ hopes shrink even further.
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REMEDIAL COURSES AND LABELLING OF AT-RISK STUDENTS

Schools today often find remedial program s necessary in order to

aid students who find themselves behind in their grade level; the m ost

common problem is not reading according to schedule;

Instructional sup p o rt program s are those  many and  varied 
efforts to in te rv en e  when le a rn in g  d ifficulties becom e 
apparent. Failure to m aintain an  on-schedule pace of reading 
acquisition  is the m ost frequen t b as is  for referral to an  
instructional support program (Walmsley & Allington, 1995, p. 
19).

Poorer students are more Ukety participants in these programs:

Children of poverty are the m ost likely participants in either 
remedial or special education programs, primarily because they 
have not been successful in acquiring reading ability or have 
not acquired it according to the schedu le se t by the school 
(Walmsley & Allington, 1995, p. 22).

And often, the participants in these program s are chosen based on low

test scores; som etim es selection is based on only one test as in my

s tu d e n ts ' s itu a tio n . U nfortunately , m an y  p rogram s also gear

instruction toward promoting test scores ra ther th an  actually helping

students gain in literacy :

Most rem edial programs live by a  very sim ple axiom—take in 
children who have scores below grade level, and graduate them 
back into th e ir  regu lar c lasses. . . .O f course, it isn ’t 
surprising th a t  m ost remedial program s are  fixed on helping 
the low est-achieving children ra ise  th e ir  te s t perform ance 
(Walp & Walmsley, 1995, p. 179).

In my class, the  workbook activities devoured over 50 percent of

the class time; they were considered to be of great importance by the

administration as the skills taught in the workbooks were expected to
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m atch closely w ith  the types of q u es tio n s asked  on The S tanford  

Diagnostic Reading Test, the test which h ad  caused  them to be placed 

in a remedial reading class. The purpose of the  class, as sta ted  in the 

assum ptions section , was expected to be to prepare s tu d en ts  for a  

tenth grade regular Enghsh classroom, to . graduate them  back 

into their regu lar classes", a goal difficult to achieve when we were 

required to spend  so m uch time on workbook skills.

Workbook m aterials eue also connected through the research as 

being related to heightened student dropout rate. According to Nelson 

(1988) “being fed on a  diet of duU, often stupid , rote materials" (p. 235) 

has a  long history  of being ineffective, a lthough  m uch used, for a t-risk  

students:

C urricu lum  m aterials are of critical im portance in w hether 
s tu d en ts  stay  in school. In recent yeeu's, the use of workbooks 
and xeroxed pages from workbooks h as  increased enormously. 
In the 1960s researchers on the d ropou t problem frequently 
pointed to a  connection between dropping out of school an d  
the overuse of workbooks and  o ther boring materials. W riters 
warned th a t  workbooks were a  te ach e r’s cru tch  and  n o t a  
su b stitu te  for teaching that was sensitive to individual needs. 
This is s till true  today. No m echanical form of in stru c tio n  
can su b s titu te  for classroom  in te rac tions. It is even m ore 
deadly for potential dropouts, for they frequently are trea ted  
as a separate  species who m ust be fed on a diet of dull, often 
stupid, ro te  m aterials. As W ilbur Bookover has cautioned, 
equality  o f opportunity  is no t facilita ted  by differentiated 
m aterials an d  m ethods based on the presum ed differences 
betw een ch ild ren . A com m on cu rricu lu m  with com m on 
m aterials is associated with an  open society. The heavy use  of 
S k innerian  technology with poorer s tu d e n ts  an d  Deweyan 
approaches with more able s tu d e n ts  will only create more 
dropouts, ju s t  as  it has been doing. It is also a  violation of 
educato rs ' com m itm ent to equal access  to the cu rricu lum  
(p. 235).
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Furtherm ore, “research does not su p p o rt the idea th a t s tu d en ts  who 

have never really become Interested in learning do best with a system  

of learning th a t  relies on workbooks, preprogram m ed instruc tion , 

drills, and  te s ts  (instruction delivered one piece a t a time. Indeed, 

such s tu d en t prefer discovery approaches" (Tanner, in Nelson, p. 236).

Beyond being given different m ateria ls , s tu d en ts  placed in

remedial program s often receive less d irec t reading instruction th a n

“regular” s tu d e n ts , ra th e r than m ore or an  “equal" am ount, w hich

often leaves them  even further behind;

We know  th a t increasing the q u an tity  of reading instruction  
provided is critical to acceleration of reading development, and  
yet partic ipation  in either rem ed ial or special education  is 
m ore likely to decrease th e  q u a n tity  of in struc tion , even 
th o u g h  m ost school p e rso n n e l assum e th a t q u an tity  is 
increased. . . .We know th a t one-to-one tutorial instruction is 
powerful, yet it is virtually unavailab le  in cu rren t program s. 
We know  th a t  active involvem ent in ac tual reading  a n d  
w riting of tex ts is critical to accelerated developm ent, yet 
rem edial an d  special education  s tu d en ts  are the group least 
likely to be asked to read  o r w rite—in any  su s ta in e d  
form—during instruction (Walmsley & Allington. 1995, pp. 22- 
23).

If certa in  s tu d en ts  have less eye contact, verbal interaction, 
and  tim e of direct reading in s tru c tio n , these factors m ay 
contribu te more to reading failure th an  socioeconomic factors 
(Heath, 1982, p. 44).

S tu d en ts’ in s tru c tio n  is also lim ited a s  the tasks th a t rem edial

students are given to accompany their reading also are restricted:

The instructional tasks th a t learners are assigned are an o th er 
critical d im ension of effective in stru c tio n a l program s. The 
ta sk s  rep resen t the experienced curricu lum  and delimit the 
range of learning. Poor readers have historically experienced a 
cu rricu lu m  quite different from  th a t  experienced by b e tte r
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readers (Allington, 1983; Collins, 1986; Hiebert, 1983). Low 
achieving readers are more likely to be asked to read aloud 
th an  silently , to have th e ir a t te n tio n  focused on word 
recognition ra ther than com prehension, to spend m ore time 
w orking alone on low-level work sh ee ts  than  in stru c tio n a l 
ac tiv ities . In s tru c tio n a l ta sk s , th en , d iffe ren tia te  th e  
experiences of children who have little difflculty acquiring  
reading an d  writing abilities and  those who have som e or 
m uch difficulty. Much of the difference in reading strategy 
between high-and-low-achievement readers can be explained 
by th e  differences in the in s tru c tio n a l ta sk s em phasized  
(Walmsley & Allington, 1995, p. 29).

Remedial studen ts are often considered students who are unable 

to perform m any reading and writing tasks; hence, students in these 

classes are n o t challenged or given appropriate  thought-provoking 

reading m aterials or writing assignm ents. In order to become better 

readers and writer, more reading and writing practice, is what studen ts  

need, not less:

T rad itional rem edial program s w ithho ld  in te llectua l an d  
literary experiences from poorer readers deemed not ready" to 
engage in them, and routinety underestim ate w hat these less 
able readers are capable of learning. O ur view of a  rem edial 
program  is th a t it should help the  poorer reader access and  
partic ipate fully in a rich core curricu lum . Our experience 
su gges ts  th a t Stanovich (1986) is righ t w hen he talks abou t 
the ‘M atthew effect": the better readers get better because they 
get to read the good literature, while the poor readers w ither 
on a d ie t of ‘high-interest," low -vocabulary books (Walp & 
Walmsley, 1995, p. 181).

Remedial program s often are “aiming low, . . scaling down. . .

expectations—as  so m any remedial program s do—training to do the

minimum, the minimum here being a simple workbook sentence free of

error” (Rose, 1995, p. 141).
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Furtherm ore, once studen ts  are placed in a remedial track, it is

unlikely tha t they  will ever traverse beyond it (See Fine, 1991; Passow.

1988; Rose. 1989; Walmsley & Allington, 1995; Leonhardt, 1996). The

stu d en ts  who a re  so labelled are “q u a ra n tin ed ” an d  rem ain in

quarantine, labelled and slotted and  kept away from their peers until

they are better s tuden ts , which is, of course, difficult a s  s tu d en ts  are

treated differently th an  o ther s tu d en ts  and are, as indicated above,

often given less reading and writing assignm ents than  their peers:

The theoretical and pedagogical model th a t w as available for 
‘corrective teaching' led educators to view literacy problems 
from a  m edical-rem edial perspective. Thus they  se t ou t to 
diagnose a s  precisely as  possible the  errors (defects) in a 
s tu d en t’s  paper—which they saw as sym ptom atic of equally 
isolable defect in the s tuden t’s linguistic capacity—and devise 
drills a n d  exercises to  remedy them . (One of the 1930s 
nicknam es for remedial sections was sick sections.’ During 
the next decade they would be tagged hosp ita l sections. ) 
Such corrective teaching was, in the words of one educator, 
the m ost logical as well a s  the m ost scientific m ethod .’ 

Though we have, over the last fifty years, developed a  richer 
understanding  of reading and  writing difficulties, the reductive 
view of e rro r and the language of medicine is still with us. A 
recent le tte r from the senate  of a local liberal a rts  college is 
sitting on my desk. It d iscusses a program in remedial writing 
for. . .[those! entering freshmen suffering from severe writing 
handicaps.’ We seem entrapped by this language, this view of 
s tu d en ts  a n d  learning. We still talk of w riters as  suffering 
from specifiable, locatable defects, deficits, and handicaps that 
can be localized, circum scribed, an d  rem edied. Such  talk 
carries w ith it the etymologicéd wisps and traces of disease and 
serves to exclude from the academic community those who are 
so labeled. They sit in scholastic q u a ran tin e  u n til their 
disease can  be diagnosed and  remedied (Rose, 1989, p. 210).

W hat is su ggested by Walmsley & Allington (1995), as well as 

others (Walp & Walmsley, 1995; Rose, 1995; Slavin, 1987, 1990) is
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th a t s tu d en ts  be educated  w ith th e ir  peers, and  with the sam e

curriculum  and tasks, not w ith  a w atered-dow n curricu lum  th a t

focuses only on a  few skills an d  on the  perform ance of simple task s

th a t do not promote practice with reading and  writing tasks th a t peers

would experience as they develop their literacy skills:

It is tru e  th a t the m ajor d ifferences between the literacy 
strategies of better an d  poorer s tu d e n t can  be explained by 
differences in curricu lum , opportun ities, and instruc tiona l 
tasks, then  there sh o u ld  be no  b arrie rs  to en titlin g  all 
children to the sam e literary experiences and expectations. 
Convincing regular classroom  teach e rs  and  specia lis ts  to 
afford all children th e se  o p p o rtu n itie s  is a m ajor task , 
however, in light of th e  long h is to ry  of d isen titlem en t 
(Walmsley & Allington, p. 29).

Although a  small num ber of s tu d e n ts  m ay benefit greatly from

such programs, according to m ost studies, the majority of s tu d en ts  do

not (Walmsley & Allington, 1995). Part o f the difflculty is related to

the negativity experienced as  a  resu lt o f a  lowered self image th a t

comes from stu d en ts  feeling left out, different, and  less able th a n

other students. S tudents who are segregated from their peers often

suffer extreme negative consequences:

. . .[Ilncreasing evidence suggest th a t segregation, be it the 
resu lt of flunking, or p lacem en t in a  special ed u ca tio n  
classroom, or even participation in  remedial or resource room 
programs, stigmatized children to  a  far greater degree th a n  
educators ever realized. It is th is  evidence that has fostered 
the movement toward inclusionary ' education (Walmsley & 
Allington, 1995, p. 41).

Leonhardt (1996), speaking to p a ren ts  of reluctant and  a t-risk  

readers, suggests th a t s tu d e n ts  sh o u ld  be able to choose th e ir
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placem ent because a  s tuden t will then  accept h is or her placem ent 

more readily and  also work hard  to make the program work for him or 

her:

W hen possible, le t y o u r  [child) be the one to m ake the 
decision abou t her educational placement, and  abou t the kind 
of help sh e  receives. There are two reasons for th is. If she 
m akes the decision she’ll be m uch more likely to buy into’ any 
arrangem ent, and so w ork hard . Even more im portant, she 
needs to  feel like a com petent, in-control individual in as 
m any areas of her life as  possible (1996, p. 88).

Although this option is rarely available for students, it is an  excellent

idea and one th a t I believe would have worked well for my s tu d en ts .

Not all of th em  would have  self-op ted  to go to a reg u la r

classroom —b u t th o se  who m o st fought the  program  a n d  those

stronger s tu d en ts  th a t I w anted to have the opportunity to be in a

regular class would have. Then, I would have had a  class willing to

accept the param eters of the c lass and  also more time to spend  with

those who truly needed my undivided attention.

L eonhardt also  suggests to parents, “Don’t  let her s tay  In a 

school situation  th a t is making h e r  desperately unhappy. Somehow  

get her out" (1996, p. 88). One of my studen t’s paren ts did exactly 

this, and it was indeed the best move, for I also felt tha t she did not 

belong in the class, b u t had tried unsuccessfully to arrange for her to 

take a regular class. I was unsuccessful a t moving any  other s tu d en ts  

whom I felt would be better served in a regular class. Actually, from 

the research cited above, it is u n c lear as to w hether s tu d e n ts  are
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served a t all from being cycled into such  a program. Many others were 

“desperate ly  u n h ap p y ” with their p lacem ent and had  extrem ely 

negative reactions ab o u t such placem ent th a t were also self-directed, 

for they found themselves questioning their ability and fought against 

doing work in a class th a t labelled them  as  incapable to begin with; 

they began to become less able in a  type of self-fulfilling prophecy. 

Certainly, no program  is worth the so rt of agony it created for som e 

students.

In order for rem edial programs to work, they are expected to 

support the core curriculum  without being dramatically different from 

it:

Remedial program s (including special education) are, w hen 
you th ink  ab o u t it, forms of ability grouping. To reform the 
rem edial p rog ram  as an  en tity  sep a ra te  from th e  core 
curriculum  m aintains the separateness of the two program s, 
an d  perpetuates the notion th a t  children need to be so rted  
into programs according to their literacy abilities. In contrast, 
if the remedial program is seen as  an  integral part of the core 
curriculum , th e  sorting notion gives way to a support model, 
in w hich ch ild ren  are given help  according to th e ir core 
curricu lum  needs. . . . ‘S upport implies th a t the rem edial 
program is an  integrate part of the core curriculum, and  th a t 
its role is to help  students partic ipate  successfully in th a t  
curriculum  (Walp & Walmsley, 1995, p. 193).

The setting ap a rt by ability grouping Is not only detrim ental to 

students because they are not using the sam e reading m aterials no r 

being given the same w ritten tasks as o ther students, but also because 

students are labelled an d  treated according to the  label as if they were 

less able than  other students:
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‘Locking ou t’ s tu d en ts  from equal access to knowledge is 
clearly  n o t a p rac tice  ed u ca to rs  sh o u ld  su p p o r t in a 
dem ocratic society. W here grouping institu tionalized  expec
tancies by classifying and labeling students, condemning some 
to in ferio r p rogram s a n d  lim iting  th e ir  e d u c a tio n a l 
opportunities while encouraging and challenging others, it Is 
clearly an  inappropriate practice, both educationally  and  
morally (Passow, 1988, p. 222).

The problems related to tracking, or setting studen ts  apart from other

studen ts  through separate programs, concluded by Schafer and  Olexa

(1971) are summarized by Passow (1988):

(a) the procedures used for assigning s tu d en ts  to a  track  
discrim inate against those from lower-income o r m inority 
group families intentionally or unintentionally since the tests 
and  teacher judgm ents are weighted in favor of white middle- 
class students; (b) the  organizational processes of curriculum  
a ss ig n m e n t are com plex, w ith a s su m p tio n s  m ad e  by 
counselo rs abou t th e  characte r, ad ju stm en t, an d  alleged 
potential of incoming s tu d en ts  playing a n  im portan t p a rt in 
the decision’: (c) the system  locks s tu d en ts  into educational 
an d  occupational career Unes prem aturely an d  provides little 
or no chance for shifting later on; (d) com pared to the program 
offered studen ts In the  upper tracks, the education provided 
low er-track s tu d en ts  is of inferior quality  resu ltin g  from 
‘dam aged self-esteem because of the stigma attached  to lower 
tracks, poor peer models, dull subject m atter, and ineffective 
and  uninspired teaching"; (e) by imposing economic emd racial 
segregation on the classroom  and lim iting co n tac t w ith 
s tu d en ts  with other backgrounds, the school system  fails to 
prepare s tuden t for effective living in an  open, m ultiethn ic 
society’; f) tracking ac tu a lly  con tribu tes to the problem s 
schools seek to prevent such  as rebelliousness, dropping out, 
and  delinquency by alienating youth, developing negative self- 
concepts, and lowering their aspirations for the  future (p. 218).

The above characterizations seemed to fit fairly accurately the  reading

program and  the students I was teaching: students were for the m ost

part minority and low-income; they were fed on dullness with respect

to the workbooks in particular; they were given different m aterials
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than their peers. B ut by far the most disturbing quality of the program 

was what placem ent in such a  course did to their self-esteem and their 

ability to be considered equal to their peers, and tha t, in turn, such 

placement may have jeopmdized their potentials for future success. 

The question th en  becomes, how do we help s tu d e n ts  succeed in 

reading and w riting w ithout the overwhelming negative effects th a t 

can occur?

Finding w ays to keep the at-risk s tu d en t from dropping ou t Is 

crucial. W orking tow ard making s tu d en ts  be tter readers, b e tte r 

w riters, better m athem atic ians, and  avoiding reten tion  and social 

promotion are som e of the ways which promote more likelihood of 

success for the a t-r isk  s tu d en t because these are the  abilities th a t 

cause a high schoo l s tu d e n t to both feel an d  be successful. If 

s tuden ts are not m otivated to read and to succeed in school, and  if 

they drop ou t before graduating, or graduate w ithout the  necessary 

skills, the results can  be devastating and will carry with them  for the 

rest of their lives. M otivating studen ts to hunger for knowledge, 

reading and writing ability especially in th is case, and to w ant to read 

and write better a n d  more are the m otivational aspects th a t will be 

discussed in the nex t section.
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MOTIVATION AND READING

Historically, motivation was characterized  a s  a drive or as 
being based  on the reinforcement of behavior. In contrast, 
cu rren t views of motivation describe it a s  readers’ beliefs 
ab o u t them selves, such  as th e ir  se n se  of self-efficacy, 
expectancies for reading success, and  sense of self as a  reader 
(Guthrie & Wigfield, 1997, p. 8).

In order to discover why some studen ts  read  an d  others do not, 

or choose not to read often, one m ust first look a t the factors Involved 

in motivating s tu d e n ts  to read. Although m otivational researchers 

have d isc u sse d  th e  re la tio n sh ip  of m o tiv a tio n  to academ ic 

achievem ent, “few of these researchers have explicitly addressed  

motivation for reading” (Guthrie & Wigfield, 1997, p. 5). The focus of 

the following section will be to review the literature th a t does focus on 

m otivation a s  re la ted  to reading, in p articu la r, a n d  writing, and  

literacy, in general.

Research on  w h a t I consider to be th e  five m ost im portant 

factors related to motivating reading for s tu d en ts  who are at-risk and 

who dislike reading intensely wlU be discussed. “The questions most 

directly relating to motivation are Can I succeed?" an d  ‘Do I w ant to 

succeed and why." In term s of reading, these questions are "Can I be a  

good reader?" and Do I w ant to be a good reader an d  why?'” (Wigfield, 

1997, p. 14). The five main motivational factors th a t will be discussed 

are; (1) In terest an d  Choice (2) Providing a  V ariety of Texts and 

Promoting Ownership (3) Motivational Nudges (4) Age Appropriate
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and C ulturally Interesting Materials: Adolescent and  M ulticultural 

Literature (5) Promoting Feelings of Success: Positive Envlslonments 

as Encouragement.

MOTIVATIONAL FACTORS

1. INTEREST AND CHOICE

One way of promoting feelings of success for studen ts is to allow 

them  to choose tex ts and writings th a t they will do based on an  

Interest they have e ither in the topic or in the p articu la r book. 

Motivation In general is expected to be high w hen a person  Is 

Interested In or notes value In the activity:

A no ther of the  com m onsense term s th a t  m u st have 
m otivational significance Is interest.. One m ight say, T am  
Interested In th is problem.’ We know, then, th a t presentation 
of th is problem  will engage motivational processes and  result 
In persistence and working with Intensity. . . . Importance Is 
yet ano ther such label tha t surely has motivation Impact. The 
person on the street might exclaim, it Is im portant for me to 
do this!’ an d  the listener can then  Infer th a t motivation will 
be high. Is Importance merely another word, a  synonym, for 
m otivation, or will It also require Incorporation Into the 
system atic study  of motivation, along with value. Interest, 
desire, w an t, and  a host of o ther ph rases th a t perm eate 
everyday language and connect with m otivational issues?  
(Weiner, 1992, p. 364).

“When Individuals value reading, and  they are In terested  in the

subject they are reading about, engagement Is enhanced." (Guthrie &

Wigfield, 1997, p. 8).

Interest an d  choice are not only related to Increased motivation 

bu t also to better comprehension :
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. . . .When children are involved in making decisions ab o u t 
w hat they will read and how much they plan to read, they are 
more likely to follow through with their commitments.

Another factor leading to increased motivation and learning 
is in te rest. W hen children have o pportun ities  to se lect 
m aterial they find interesting, they use more effective learning 
s tra te g ie s  a n d  have b e tte r com preh en sio n  th a n  w ith  
uninteresting m aterial (Wigfield & Guthrie, 1995). This work 
fu rth e r  su p p o rts  the  im portance of choice a n d  control. 
Children deserve m any opportunities to select books to read 
and  topics for investigation th a t m atter to them  (Santa, 1997, 
p. 227).

Similarfy, Midi (1990) found th a t interest and com prehension may be

interrelated. Hidi also presents evidence to show how stu d en t interest

an d  in teresting  text can  be im portant points to consider when

choosing texts and activities for the classroom:

. . .[Ijnterest is central to determining how we select and persist 
in processing certain  types of inform ation in preference to 
others. I have presented evidence to show th a t both individual 
and  tex t-based  in terest have a profound effect on cognitive 
functioning amd the facilitation of learning. . . .1 have suggested 
th a t processing interesting information involves elem ents th a t 
are n o t p resen t in processing information th a t do not clearly 
distinguish between the processing of interesting tex t segm ents 
and the  processing of important ideas in text. . . .

There are, however, m any unresolved qu estio n s in th e  
research on in terest th a t need to be dealt with. For example, 
the conditions, the length of engagement, and  th e  focus on 
ex te rn a l stim uli versus in ternal s ta tes  are  very different 
depending on w hether interest is due to individual, personal 
significance, o r the interesttngness of the text. . . A nother 
question th a t should  be investigated concerns th a t  role th a t 
individual in terest versus tex t-b ^ed  interest plays in learning. 
Because of the differences between these two types of interest, 
they m ay be contributing to different aspects of th e  learning 
process. Individual in terest might play a  strong  (but so far 
neglected) role in writing and intentional learning a s  well as  in 
difficult learning and expertise. Specifically, individual in terest 
may be the key to explain the difference between expert an d  
skilled performances. Situational interest, on the other hand, 
seem s to be more relevant to reading and to easie r learning.
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T hat is, it m ight best contribute to the beginning stages of 
knowledge acquisition (p. 565).

Furthermore, s tu d e n ts  who are interested in the reading th a t they do

are more likely to become independent and to read for intrinsic rather

than  extrinsic rewards:

The type o f learn ing  th a t occurs a t  hom e capitalized on 
in trinsic m otivation—motivation th a t comes from inside the 
child. W hen ch ild ren  are intrinsically m otivated they  leam  
because they  w ant to do what they are doing. As children are 
doing som ething  they enjoy, they leam  language. Researchers 
report th a t  in trin sic  motivation frequently produces higher 
levels o f su s ta in e d  in te rest and  better learn ing  (Malone & 
Lepper, 1987). Including choice in instructional environm ents 
takes ad v a n tag e  of th e  in te rest an d  learn ing  benefits of 
intrinsic m otivation. When children choose their own reading 
m aterials, th ey  are more likely to read tex ts th a t tell them  
som ething they w ant to know. If they want to know, they will 
persist in the ir struggle to construct meaning. The struggle for 
m eaning provides the motivation for learning and  practicing 
reading. In my classroom , book choice serves two functions: 
first, it takes advantage of intrinsic motivation, and  second, it 
breaks a  lock s tep  system  tha t h as  all children reading the 
same text w hen it is impossible to choose a  single text th a t is 
appropriate for all (Roller, 1996, p. 45).

As in terest in tex t h as  been shown to improve com prehension 

because s tu d e n ts  will often engage longer in activities an d  will be 

motivated to le am  a b o u t the subject on which they are  reading, 

interest may play a  crucial role for the reluctant reader. If a  studen t 

h a s  refused to re ad  in the  p ast, has been unab le  to p ers is t in 

completing reading assignm ents, then he or she may need to be taught 

how to choose in te resting  text and  perhaps more im portantly, to be 

allowed th a t choice. If a  s tuden t in the beginning stages of developing 

h is or her reading habit, a s  my students were, will not read unless he
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or she is able to choose what is read, th en  allowing choice of reading, 

and of interesting text is absolutely essential.

2 . PROVroiNG A VARIETY OF TEXTS AND
PROMOTING OWNERSHIP

In o rd er to provide an  a tm o sp h e re  for s tu d e n ts  to find 

in teresting  text tha t they truly wish to read, s tu d en ts  need access to 

the library as  well as a  classroom full of books, magazines, and other 

reading m aterials. These resources a lso  need to include as wide a 

range of reading levels and  types of m aterials as possible.

A teacher needs to “(c)lutter up th e  classroom ," “[plrovide time 

for reading,” emd “lelncourage the reading hab it throughout the school 

year" (Sanacore, 1996, pp. S14-S16) in order for s tu d en ts  to progress 

toward becoming better readers, toward moving into more dlfBcult and 

challenging reading, an d  ultimately, tow ard a  hab it of reading which 

might resu lt in turning the reluctant reader into a lifetime reader.

S tu d en ts  need to be given a  wide variety of choices, and  teachers

also need to allow them  to make their own choices independently In

order to promote their development:

Choice is only as  wide as the alternatives available. . . . Often 
classroom  libraries contain a  ra th e r  narrow  range of books 
deemed appropriate for the average child of th a t grade. We do 
th is  desp ite  o u r  knowledge o f th e  variab ility  in reading 
capabilities and  interests of th e  children in any  particu lar 
grade. O ur selections for classroom  and school libraries m ust 
acknowledge the range of reading abilities th a t exist in every 
classroom.
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In addition, the range of types of m aterials available is 
im portant. Some children love stories; others hate  to read 
them  because they are not true. Som e children like natu re  
books; others like books about machinery. Some children look 
through the books in their classroom s only to find th a t there 
are none about children like them . Classrooms m ust have 
m any books and other print m aterials available—new sprint, 
catalogs, advertisem ents, classroom  announcem ents, d irec
tions, poetry, nonfiction, story books, and  so on. And these 
m ust include m aterials on a  wide a rray  of topics, in m any 
genres, from a num erous variety of cu ltu res and life settings. 
The range m ust be as  wide a s  possible so th a t as m any 
children as possible can find books they both w ant to and  can 
read.

However, the problem  of choice is not as  sim ple as 
providing a  wide and appropriate range of reading m aterials. 
This is only the first step. T eachers m ust also create an 
environm ent th a t encourages differences. The ch ild ren ’s 
p re jud ices against easy  books a re  deeply held. To get 
struggling readers reading, teachers m u st first find ways to 
enable them  to read some of the  books they want to read, and 
then  find ways to make them  w an t to read  the books they can 
read. Teachers, in short, m ust ‘m ake difficult books accessible 
and easy books acceptable’ (Roller, 1996, pp. 45-46). (Also see 
Sherm an, 1996).

Allowing studen ts to make the ir own choices of w hat to read,

an d  to choose th e ir own topics for w riting is also positive and

m otivating  for th e  re lu c tan t re ad e r  b e cau se  giving s tu d e n ts

independence and  trusting their opinions helps to build feelings of

ow nership  a s  well as confidence. O w nersh ip  is also a  powerful

motivator and  is connected to choice an d  decision - making of readers

and  writers. Applebee (1991) defines ownership as:

In writing, opportunities for ow nership occur when topics call 
for s tuden ts to explore their own experiences and opinions, or 
to elaborate upon a point of view (p. 554).
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Feelings of independence, and  of in te rest in one's own ideas is also

encouraging for a  young adult:

Ideas a re  a  resource because adolescen ts a re  surprisingly 
responsive to any real encouragem ent to th ink  for themselves 
. . . ( Booth, 1980, p. 171).

A ppreciation of literature m ay also  come from teaching a

s tu d en t th e  stra teg ies for negotiating the m eaning of a text (in

literature the text is always negotiable) and  in allowing that studen t

to actually negotiate his or her own meaning:

. . .we also believe that confidence in one’s own negotiation of 
m ean ing  in a  text is a p recu rso r to the  development of 
individual appreciation of litera tu re . If we are  continually 
dependent on others for defining m eaning in the text we will 
n o t experience  the levels o f en joym ent an d  aesthetic  
appreciation th a t are possible when we have a  well-developed 
sen se  of con ten t and context ourselves (Purves, Rogers, & 
Soter, p. 132).

S tudents gain confidence when their ideas and opinions are respected 

and when they are allowed to make their own decisions.

In a study  of how students develop ownership an d  how it affects

their reading and  writing skills, Au (1997) defined ownership as a way

of involving oneself in literacy activ ities an d  as  a  resu lt of such

involvement, a  way of learning to value literacy: the goal of a

curriculum  th a t fosters ownership in s tu d en ts  is to help them to

choose to develop the habit of literacy on their own:

The overarching goal of the curricu lum  was ownership of 
literacy. O w nership was defined a s  s tu d e n ts ’ valuing of 
literacy, including holding positive a ttitu d es toward literacy 
an d  having  the habit of u sin g  literacy in everyday life. 
S tu d en ts  display positive a ttitu d es  by willingly engaging in
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reading and  writing, showing confidence and  pride in their 
own literacy, a n d  tak ing  an  in te re s t in th e  literacy of 
o thers....S tuden ts show  that they have the habit of literacy 
w hen they read books a t  home, write in Journals or diaries, 
malntciin books of addresses and phone num bers, make lists, 
c rea te  greeting ca rds, and  co rrespond  w ith friends and  
relatives. Some of these activities (such a s  jo u rn a l writing) 
m ay have been in troduced by teachers, bu t s tu d en ts  who 
have the habit of literacy engage m these activities outside of 
school when they are not required. . . .(Au, 1997, p. 169).

It is hoped th a t s tu d en ts  introduced to the  habit of reading, the 

ownership of literacy through reading and writing activities a t school, 

and through being able to select the literary tex ts they feel are not 

only in teresting bu t im portant to them, will choose to continue the 

literacy hab it a t home an d  will gradually become more proficient at 

school. As learn ing  is occurring as s tu d en ts  perform  more literate 

activities, s tu d e n ts  will, in tu rn , become m ore proficient a t these 

activities, a n d  thus, will be more successful, an d  ultim ately, more 

motivated:

In the whole literacy curriculum , a reciprocal relationship 
was assum ed  between ownership of literacy and  proficiency in 
reading and writing. S tudents who have ownership of literacy 
are m otivated to leam  to read and  write well because literacy 
plays a  central and  meaningful role in the ir lives. Also, as 
s tu d en ts  become more proficient a t reading and  writing, these 
activities can be carried ou t with greater ease and  success, so 
they become more motivating (Au. 1997, p. 169).
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3 . MOTIVATIONAL NUDGES

Although allowing students the right to choose their own books

and  their own topics is im portant because th is helps promote a sense

of ownership and independence, som etim es an  extra push  is needed in

order to help s tu d e n ts  find a book they  believe will be of interest to

them. Having used a  curriculum  based on choice for an  entire year. I

discovered th a t once studen ts were ta u g h t how to use  the library and

given the opportunity to choose their own subjects of in terest regarding

their literacy, they read. However, th e re  were tim es w hen studen ts

needed to be nudged in order to get s ta rted  choosing a  book. The book

talks I gave or o ther studen ts  gave w ere often all th a t  was needed.

There were, however, tim es when a s tronger nudge w as needed. So,

besides having an  ab u n d an t num ber of books available, it is im portant

to have some subversive tactics available to entice s tu d en ts  to read.

Swiderik (1996) indicates th a t “. . .the key to m otivation is twofold:

Timing, Timing. Timing and  Conning, Conning, Conning” (p. 54). She

came up  w ith a list of strategies th a t m otivate the re luc tan t reader;

below is a sum m ary of these “cons":

Con 1: The Read. This is sim ple b u t it works. If a  book is 
particularly  slow in parts, paraph rase , condense, or move to 
the exciting sections. Leave kids dangling if possible. . . .

Con 2: The Swear. Middle schoolers are fascinated with swear 
words and  they  delight in read ing  su ch  language in scrip t 
o ther th an  their own.

Con S.: The Tease. The Tease is easy  to do and, unlike the 
swear, you can repeat it over an d  over. One form is book talk.
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A nother m ethod is to read a  book silently (while the kids 
read), th en  say  each day, ‘Listen to this. I can’t believe th is.' 
Then read a  paragraph or two. I did th is with They Cage the 
A nim als a t Night by Jen n in g s M. B urch, and kids began 
pestering me to finish the book so they could read it.

Con 4: The Forbidden. The quickest way to pique 12-to 14- 
year o lds’ in te rest is to forbid them  to do something. Each 
year I om it one chapter in Torey H ayden’s One Child when I 
read it aloud. I stop, look up, say  very seriously, ‘I won’t be 
able to read th is chapter because your peirents might object.’... 
I used  the Forbidden with Robert Corm ier’s books. I read We 
All Fall Down and  then removed it from my bookshelves. I told 
the s tu d en ts  it was too violent.’ Several students read every 
Robert Cormier book in the library trying to locate the book 
(pp. 54-56). (See also Leonhardt, 1996).

My s tu d e n ts  were easily enticed th rough  such  tactics as those 

listed above, an d  especially by “The Swear." Once a  book was found by 

another s tuden t a t  the library that contained swear words, every other 

student in the class could not wait to read the book. As did Swiderik 

(1996), I too worried abou t parents’ reactions. However, my studen ts 

were up front with their parents, even brazen abou t taking their books 

home and flaunting  the swear words in the  book they brought from 

the school library. The parents that I talked to all indicated that they 

were a bit worried a t first, but then  accepted the book or books 

because they w anted their child reading. I told the parents to look a t 

the entire book before deciding to censor the  work or to deny its value.

S tuden ts also enjoyed the time we set aside for reading outloud. 

They often w anted to read the book or the story by themselves after we 

finished reading it. My students, for example, also thoroughly enjoyed 

our reading of m ystery stories where they really needed to listen in
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order to predict the ending. We also read scenes from Romeo and Juliet 

while s tu d en ts  played the parts. Reading aloud promotes a social 

bonding between students, o ther classm ates, as well as a p leasan t 

engagement with reading (Bloome, 1985; Heath, 1980).

Oral read ing  is also effective for enhancing  listening skills, 

vocabulary, an d  understanding  of reading. Many have d iscussed  

reading stories aloud to studen ts to foster initial phases of reading 

and  reading read iness (Teale, 1984; Bloome, 1985; Hiebert, 1981; 

Morrow, 1988) or for growth In com prehension (Anderson et al., 1985). 

Only recently have researchers examined how reading stories promotes 

motivation for reading in older s tu d e n ts  (Wilson, 1995; Sanacore, 

1992; Tanner, 1992; also see Collignon, 1991; for annotated reading 

lists, see H arris, 1992; Greene, 1990; Nilsen & Donelson, 1985; 

Cullinan & Galda, 1991). Reading ou tloud  to studen ts often brings 

o u t the m ost re lu c tan t student, especially  when the teacher and  

students read together, sometimes taking tu rn s  reading, and studen ts 

are able to interject discussion or com m ents in a  relaxed atmosphere.

My studen ts were also very interested in reading aloud any story 

tha t had been m ade into a movie. Hence, Alice Childress’ A Hero A in’t 

Nothin’ But A  Sandwich, Richard Wright’s “The Man Who Was Almost 

A Man,” (entitled Almost a Man when adap ted  to film), Maya Angelou’s 

/  Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, even Jaw s, are the types of stories 

th a t can be read aloud with the extra enticem ent of allowing studen ts
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to watch the movie together later. In my class, we read outloud the 

first two of the above listed stories th a t had  been made into films and 

then watched the  film afterwards. A good exercise to accompany this 

activity is to com pare scenes in the book to changes in the movie, and 

to discuss the differences between books an d  movie presentations of 

books (see Costanzo, 1992; Bogle, 1991; M arcus, 1977). S tudents will 

often decide th a t it is better to read the book th an  to see the movie, if 

only one can be chosen, as the book contains more scenes, and more 

details about the characters.

S tudents are also often interested in w hat the teacher is reading 

and will be able to see th a t the teacher finds both pleasure and value 

in reading, so it is im portant to read along with your studen ts (see 

also Sherm an, 1996, and  Leonhardt, 1996).

AGE APPROPRIATE AND CULTURALLY INTERESTING 
MATERIALS:

ADOLESCENT AND MULTICULTURAL LITERATURE

4.1 WHY USE ADOLESCENT LITERATURE TO INTEREST 
STUDENTS?

The main point of most of recent literary theory can be stated 
thus: Texts are written by authors, deal with something called 
the world,’ and  are read by readers. It used  to be th a t we 
looked a t literature primarily as reflecting the world. Then we 
thought of texts as the outpourings of the ir au thors. Then we 
thought of them as isolated specim ens to be examined. Now 
we th ink  of them  as  things read by people. Today, texts are 
seen as situated  in an in tertextual world, and  they have an 
inde term inacy  of m eaning d ep e n d en t upo n  the varying
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experiences and  natu res of th e  read e rs  (Purves, Rogers, & 
Soter, 1990, p. 43).

Adolescent literature should also be a  p a rt of literature s tudy

because it h as  the  potential to motivate an d  in te rest the young ad u lt

in ways th a t n o t all literature will. Many s tu d e n ts  do not ever leam

to enjoy reading, and  as a result, often will no t do the reading for

English class. W hen a young adult finds a  good adolescent literature

novel to read, he  or she will often tell an o th e r friend about the book.

It is in th is way, th a t the reading of literatu re ca n  become contagious.

Teachers shou ld  be able to use adolescen t lite ra tu re  as well as the

traditional lite ra tu re  in the classroom, an d  shou ld  allow readers the

opportunities to find many types of fictive worlds to enter:

To te a c h  lite rary  co n cep ts  o n ly  th ro u g h  tra d itio n a l 
lite ra tu re—those works found in  th e  anthologies—is to 
m iss a  g reat opportunity to teach  adolescents abou t th e  
w onderfu l ways in which good w riters have created the  
fictive worlds tha t they, the young readers, find so easy to 
u n d erstan d  and enjoy (Mertz, 1993, p. 148).

A literature teach e r needs to read, and to listen  to students to become

aware of the variety of good adolescent literature th a t is available; the

teacher also needs to be aware in order to suggest reading choices for

individual read ers an d  in order to choose adolescen t literatu re to

study in the classroom . The reading of ado lescen t literature along

with s tu d e n ts  d u rin g  their free read ing  tim e will also reveal to

stu d en ts  the  im portance of reading an d  will allow  the teacher to
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become more involved in s tu d en ts’ reading and even more aware of the

topics of interest to adolescents:

. . .[T]he teacher needs to be an  avid reader of young adult (YA) 
books. Seeing a  teach e r reading ‘th e ir’ books is far more 
powerful for s tu d e n ts  th a n  being  to ld  th a t  read ing’s 
im portant. If the s tu d e n ts  believe the  teach er reads avidly, 
they’ll share their opinions about the titles the teacher h asn ’t 
read yet. I can ’t count the times th a t a s tu d en t has taken me 
by the arm, led me to the bookcases, and given me a  book talk 
on his or her favorite title, closing with pu tting  the book in my 
hand and  looking s tra ig h t in my eyes—I get the message! 
Read it! J u s t  last week a  girl I never would have ‘pegged’ as a 
reader assigned me M artha Humphrey’s Until Whatever. I can’t 
wait to ta lk  to her on Monday—w hat a  book! And she 's 
probably hooked on reading forever (Sherman, 1996, p. 59).

The use of adolescent literature in the classroom  is extremely 

valuable because it relates often veiy directly to young adu lt concerns, 

and  it thus may be able to “tu rn  on” readers who m ight otherwise not 

be very interested in reading. The turmoil in an  adolescent’s life needs 

to be addressed smd adolescent literature does address m any of their 

concerns:

Perhaps the cen tra l concern of adolescents is the search for 
identity. A teen’s physical self and em otional reactions are no 
longer the familiar, com fortable fit they  were in childhood. 
Relationships with paren ts and  friends have undergone sudden 
changes. The s ta te  of aloneness m ay be faced for the first 
time. Some teenagers have the uncom fortable feeling th a t 
others are w atching them . O thers recognize for the first time 
that they have an  inner life, and  their though ts seem unique 
and troubling. . . .

In the search for identity the young use books, particularly 
fiction and  biography, a s  a m ain so u rce  of inform ation. 
Through them  they  try  on different roles, an d  som etim es 
discover people like them selves whom th ey  can  observe 
handling th e ir  lives. This m ay n o t be a  p roper use of 
literature, bu t it is a  phase th a t teenagers m u st go through if 
they are to keep reading . U nless th e  books offer them
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experien tia l encounters, m ost will be tu rn e d  off reading 
(Carisen. 1978, p. 15).

Carlsen also adds th a t “the developmental tasks facing the adolescent

represent experiences in dealing with hum an relations, dealing with

inner self, and  dealing with vocation" (p. 16). C onsidering all that

th is difficult stage involves, it is not surprising  th a t  C arlsen also

believes th a t s tu d en ts  “use reading in a  personal if no t therapeutic

way" (p. 16). A lthough I disagree with C arlsen th a t  adolescent

literatu re  “may no t be a  proper use  of lite ra tu re” a n d  th a t  “most

(italics mine) will be turned off reading" if we don’t teach young adult

literature, I do agree th a t this type of lite ra tu re  often deals very

effectively with s tu d e n ts ’ concerns and th a t it shou ld  be used (see

also, Sm ulyan, 1986; M anning & Allen, 1987, Black, 1967; Probst,

1984; Nilsen & Donelson, 1985; Cullinan & Galda, 1994).

Young ad u lt novels seem to speak specifically to adolescent 

concerns through the view of young adu lt charac te rs  in situations 

tha t a young adult can relate to more closely. Teachers can use some 

well-chosen young adult novels to spark studen t in terest and  to teach 

some unfam iliar concepts with understandable content. Many sources 

are available for the teacher who w ants annotated  bibliographies of 

works th a t are suitable on certain topics or categories of interest to 

young ad u lts  (See In ternational Reading A ssociation, More Teens’ 

Favorite Books, 1987 to present; Cullinan & Galda, 1994; Nilsen &
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Donelson, 1985: Probst, 1984; Lindgren, 1991; Lipson,1988; Journal qf 

Adolescent and Adult Literacy ; and English Journal).

The prevalent idea th a t adolescent literature is too easy, and too 

often deals with ideas th a t are not worth reading or discussing or that 

contain the “wrong" so rt of language is refuted by Mertz (1978) who 

explains th a t young adult novels not only are deep, b u t often “follow a 

rigid. . . moral code" (p. 103); and  tha t those who are criticizing and 

even banning their use in classrooms “have not taken  the time to read 

carefully the books they are banning" (p. 104). One book often banned 

is Salinger’s always controversial The Catcher in the Rye, which is the 

perfect capture of adolescence in all its glory a n d  doom. High school 

students should have the opportunity to read th is book and  to discuss 

it in class with adults, and  with other teenagers who may have some 

serious but im portant problems to discuss.

It is th rough  ado lescen t lite ra tu re  an d  books rela ting  to 

adolescent concerns, th a t s tuden ts may leam  ab o u t caring for other 

people, ab o u t relationsh ips w ith other people, including parents, 

siblings, and  friends, ab o u t decision-m aking, ab o u t goals for the 

future, and even about themselves. Adolescent literature  may help us 

to have those discussion about topics of Im portance to young adults 

th a t will help them to deal more effectively with decisions, choices, 

and  problems they are presently facing or will encounter later In life.
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Many have discussed how teachers can  use adolescent literature 

as a bridge to the classics or to more difficult litera tu re  (Purves, 

Rogers, & Soter, 1990; C arlsen, 1978; N ugent, 1984; Freier, 1983: 

Neulelb, 1983; Danielson, 1983, Johnson, 1984: Mertz, 1978, 1993). 

T eaching  them es or novels In com parison  can  tru ly  build  on 

understanding  of various concepts, genres, point of view, symbolism. 

It m u st be added, however, th a t some ado lescen t literature can  be 

difficult; It is termed adolescent literature n o t because It is written for 

low-level readers, bu t because It contains young  ad u lt characte rs , 

se ttings, and  them es. C hoosing wisely from am ongst all types of 

literature: adolescent, m ulticu ltural, trad itional classics can help to 

provide all kinds of balances, no t simply the  balance between difficult 

an d  less-difficult literature. Teachers sh o u ld  no t sell the ir young 

adu lts  short, thinking th a t they could not possibly tackle the concepts 

of Elle Wlesel’s Night until they  have first read  The Diary q f Arme Frank 

and  The Chosen (Chaim Potok). Of the three, the la tter is the longest, 

probably the m ost difficult, an d  Is a staple on adolescent literature 

lists.

When studen ts 2U"e allowed to self-select reading, they will often

begin with a  choice from am ongst the adolescent literature available.

bu t often will also choose gradually to move tow ard more difficult and

often diverse reading:

It w as m iraculous—I've seen too m any cases  for It to be a 
fluke. Self-selection really does work, an d  the best thing, the
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real pay-off, is th a t s tuden ts become readers. It still amazes 
me to read in a s tuden t’s reading jo u rn a l how she thinks R.L. 
Stine is too predictable now and th a t Lois Duncan is more her 
style. More than  one young w om an h a s  found her way to 
Cynthia Voigt and  Torey Hayden, n o t because I forced the 
Journey, bu t because she tired of the  less challenging authors. 
Seventh grade boys who don’t consider themselves readers at 
the beginning find th e ir way from  S tin e ’s Goosebumps: to 
Spinelli’s  Maniac Magee (which still brings tears to my eyes 
after m any readings); to Space Station Seventh Grade, through 
the superb  prose of Gary Paulsen; an d  finally to Remarque’s 
All Q uieten the Western Front, M agorlan’s Good Night Mr. Tom, 
and Piers Paul Read’s Alive! and  sim ilar titles, as they come 
back to me la ter to recom m end o th e r  a u th o rs  they ’ve 
discovered (Sherman, 1996, p. S8) (see also Swiderik, 1996; 
and Sanacore, 1996).

Mertz indicates th a t we need to con tinue  to search for books 

th a t reflect them es of interest for readers an d  to reconsider the place 

th a t  adolescent literature m ight have in o u r  curriculum s: “Perhaps 

w ith more discussions of the literary asp ec ts  of young adult fiction, 

those  who are still skeptics abou t this form of literature will realize 

t h a t  it is a n  im p o r ta n t p a r t  of to d a y ’s d iverse  lite ra ry  

landscape”(Mertz, 1993, p. 142).

4 .2  MULTICULTURAL LITERATURE AND OTHER MATERIALS OF 
INTEREST TO YOUNG ADULTS

As well as being interested in young a d u lt literature, teenage 

s tu d en ts  are also often interested in m ulticu ltu ra l literature or non

fiction works on or by African - American sub jec ts , especially if the 

s tu d en ts  themselves are African-American, an d  stories or non-fiction
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works on topics of concern to adolescents, such  as rela tionsh ips, 

career choices, and role models. Of course, all s tuden ts  can benefit 

from learning abou t others. Reading about different perspectives on 

the joys, tria ls  an d  tribu la tions of living are im p o rtan t to help 

studen ts build knowledge and understanding of self as well a s  others.

Having a variety of choices available to s tuden ts on sub jects of 

strong in terest to s tu d en ts  is highly m otivational for the  re lu c tan t 

reader, who, often, will not read unless he or she finds a  book or topic 

th a t Invites him  or her to participate in reading. Some enticem ent 

m ust exist for this type of reader, who often m ust find value in reading 

th rough  some kind of personal connection. E n terta iners , spo rts  

figures, rap  stars, drug and alcohol abuse, political leaders, young 

adult situations, are all often subjects of interest to m ost young adult 

reluctan t readers, and  are the types of m aterials th a t are available in 

the school and classroom  library, ab o u t both African-Americans and 

others. S trong characters and good role models who are also well- 

known are  also often of primary in te re s t to young ad u lt s tu d en ts . 

Such characters and  stories are available for the African - American 

studen t who wants to see a reflection of him  or herself in the  mirror.

Although there has been a shortage of m ulticultural literature 

available to s tu d en ts  in the past, m ore culturally  diverse au th en tic  

literature has been published in the last ten years in response to an 

outcry from parents, teachers, and o thers tha t the literary landscape
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was not complete w ithout the faces and stories of African - American s , 

Hlspanlcs, Aslans, and  Native Americans, as  well as m any o thers 

(Harris, 1992: Galda & Cullinan, 1994). One of the major problems of 

no t Including m ulticu ltu ra l lite ra tu re  In the curricu lum  cited by 

researchers was th a t studen ts were reading only the canonized works 

of dead, white males and  were not even aware of m any Im portant 

works written by others (Harris, 1992; Llndgren, 1991; Sim s Bishop; 

1982).

Furthermore, one of the prevalent theories In education Is th a t

students who do not find resemblance, or who do not see their culture

or themselves In the curriculum  are no t affirmed in the classroom ,

and  may suffer from lack of self-esteem . African-American, A slan-

American, and Hispanic students. In particular, who make up  a  large

portion of the overall school population, have In the past been unable

to see themselves or their cultures as Im portant enough to be Included

In the curriculum , which was harm ful to the self-esteem of studen ts

trying to form their Identities and  to find culturally appropriate role

models (see Asante, 1988; Hare & Hare, 1991). And, w hat was

available to be read often presented a  distorted or stereotypical Image,

which was also damaging to the ethnic groups presented:

Readers shape the ir view of the  world and of them selves 
partially through the books they read. If children never see 
them selves In books, then  th e ir  absence subtly  tells them  
“You are not Im portant enough to appear In books." Missing, 
negative, and  stereotyped Im ages of an  ethnic g roup  are 
harmful not only to the children of th a t group bu t to o thers
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who get a distorted view. Culturally diverse literature informs 
u s  abou t ourselves and helps us to know each o th er (Cullinan 
& Galda. 1994, p. 345).

W hat m any seem to be advocating is for all American children to 

find some resemblance or relevance to self, no t only at hom e or in the 

com m unity bu t In the art, literature, and activities tha t a re  provided 

a t school:

all aesthetics find their sources in resem blance (Welsh, 1979). 
W hen you say th a t you like so m e th in g  or do n o t like 
som ething, you are speaking on th e  basis  of an  idea in your 
m ind abou t what resembles you. This is more th a n  physical 
resem blance, it is sp iritu a l, em otional, and  in te lle c tu a l 
resem blance  as well. In m ost in s ta n c e s , it re flec ts  the  
idealized versions of ourselves. Thus, th e  beautifu l person is 
no t necessarily a look-alike of me b u t one who possesses the 
q u a litie s  I m ost adm ire . Only by u n d e rs ta n d in g  th is  
re la tionsh ip  between aesthetics an d  ourselves can  we tru ly  
u n d e rs ta n d  and appreciate  A frocentricity. . . .L ite ra tu re , 
dance, art, and theater are revolutionized because they  not 
only speak to us or of u s  h u t from  us. In essence, th e  sm art 
H arlem  Renaissance poets were speak ing  of u s  to  o th e rs .... 
This aesthetic is neither narrow  nor lim iting as som e critics 
have s ta ted . They m isco n stru e  n o t on ly  th e  n a tu re  of 
A frocentricity bu t also of art. All a r t is cu ltu re  bound . . . 
(Asante, 1988, pp. 82-83).

According to Asante, not listening to the values th a t m ake u p  the

A frican-A m erican’s spirit is denying th a t  self. So. th e  A frican-

American m u st always search out those things th a t “affirm” h is  or her

beliefs:

Do not be captured ty  a  sense of universalify given to you by 
the  Eurocentric viewpoint; such a viewpoint is contradictory to 
your own ultimate reedity. Isolate, define, and  prom ote those 
values, symbols, and experiences which affirm you (p. 41).
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As true as A sante’s sentim ent m ay be, it is not always so easy for the 

studen t to be “affirmed” in the classroom . Valuing one form of a rt or 

literature  or even of telling a sto iy  over ano ther can cause  stu d en ts  

who do no t find the ir “resem blance” in the “appropriate” form to feel 

failure (Michaels, 1981, 1984; Au 8c Jo rdan , 1977; Kochman. 1985; 

Heath, 1982, 1983).

H are an d  H are (1991) a lso  believe th a t “[w jhat h as  been

neglected m ost s tark ly  in the education  of inner city children Is the

affective" o r the “knowledge of s e lf  a n d  “secondly, the Junctional" or

“socioculturar w h ich  is “know ledge o f the soc ia l te rra in  o r

m anipulation of cognitive and affective knowledge for the advancem ent

of self, com m unity an d  society" (p. 89). S tudents need and  are entitled

to an education th a t focuses a t least a  good part of its attention on

knowledge of self and self-potential, who you are, w hat you 
w ant to become and w hat s ta n d s  in the way of it....A ttention 
m u st be directed to the functional—how the individual can 
apply h is knowledge toward negotiating the cultural, poUtical 
and  socioeconomic terrain” (p. 83).

M any African - American fam ilies believe th a t literacy should  

reflect cu ltu re  an d  can  be im p o rtan t for helping to improve the 

community; the schools should prom ote w hat the culture is trying to 

promote;

It is a com m unity that (despite being besieged by m any of the 
curren t social problems) has su sta ined  a respect for heritage, 
where education has been valued for the sake of learning, and  
w here literacy has been equa ted  w ith learning som ething’ 
th a t builds on culture and  resu lts  in community improvement 
(Gadsden, 1992, p. 331).
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Many also believe th a t the ir children can and should leam  about their 

legacy;

The legacy of lite racy  is no t lim ited to influences in the 
community. M any of th e  inform ants believe th a t the legacy 
h a s  been given by g re a t leaders ' in th e  com m unity , 
particularly  religious leaders, and by people with national 
recognition. Like m any children today, they learned in the 
absence of lite ra tu re  ab o u t their own group. Few knew the 
work of W.E.B. D uB ois, b u t a ll knew ab o u t Booker T. 
Washington. The vast resource of materials written by African 
Americans were inaccessible (see Harris, th is issue), unlike the 
opportunities to obtain  such  materials today (Gadsden, 1992, 
p. 334).

The m aterials are indeed readily available and easily found; however, 

we m ust ask why these m aterials are not used as m uch as they could 

be. We also have m uch new, an d  some old, information about the 

teach ing  an d  learn ing  o f A frican - A m ericans th a t  m ay not be 

considered deeply enough in schools or in teacher-training programs.

Ladson-Billings (1992) also believes th a t s tuden ts should have 

more choices to read ab o u t the ir own ethnicity, indicating support for 

“the basic assum ption. . th a t w ha t people are taught to read is as 

significant as  the fact th a t they read” ( p. 313). The lack of choices in 

most literature curriculum s th a t reflect African-American heritage is 

proof th a t the power issue is always a t work; those making the choices 

have the power to do so an d  “[t]eachers of African - American students 

who have a commitment to improving the students' literacy often find 

themselves left out of th e  literacy debate” (Delpit, ctd. in Ladson- 

Billings, p. 313)
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Many ed u ca to rs  h av e  w ritten  ab o u t th e ir  m u lticu ltu ra l 

literature choices and how to  use them  (See Schullstrom  (1990) for a 

variety of approaches toward expanding the canon; Peterson (1992) for 

a teacher’s personal choices an d  ways of including s tu d e n ts  in her 

choices, and Purves, Rogers, & Soter (1990) for some ideas for choices 

and about multicuIturallsm a n d  a  response-centered curriculum ; see 

also The English Journal). L iterature does not need to be labelled as 

“other” literature or included in  literature classes only because it is not 

the traditional dead white m ale b u t instead needs to be included 

simply as literature about life to be read.

Many have studied w h eth e r m ulticultural lite ra tu re  is being 

used and have shown how it is being used in the classroom. Applebee 

(1991) in his s tudy  of an tho log ies discovered th a t  only a  sm all 

percentage of minority w orks are included in the anthologies used 

today. Pace (1992) also m ade sim ilar findings w hen she studied  

anthologies. She discovered th a t  the works presented were often not 

representative of a  variety of types of characters within cultures.

Pace indicates th a t p a r t  of the solution to the problem  of not

including enough variety in m ulticu ltu ra l lite ra tu re  is to reflect

balance in reading selections, a  balance of the times an d  a  balance of

the positive and the negative, a s  well as to leave openings for

discussion about power structures:

Ju s t as we need to be aware of women characters a s  socially 
constructed beings, we need to see these m inority characters
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as crea tions of people from o ther tim es. W ithout dismissing 
th e  negative experiences of m inorities, we need to balance 
them  w ith  sto ries of positive, au to n o m o u s  experiences in 
minority cu ltures (p. 37).

[EJducators who teach these  w orks need to d iscuss these 
cu ltu ra lly  encoded structu res of pow er and  stereotyping in 
their historical perspectives (p. 37).

[T]here shou ld  be room in the scaffolding of our ideals for 
people to live b ^ o n d  stereotypes, for people to ask  questions, 
to seek answ ers, to be who they are (p. 38).

S tu d en ts  In US literature are no t ju s t  shadow  and  light and 
color, n o t celluloid beings; they a re  flesh an d  bone young 
adults. They need to face controversy, to leam  to tru st thetr 
own ability to m ake knowledge th ro u g h  the ‘problem posing’ 
kind of education  outlined by Paulo Frelre (1970). They need 
to see th a t  o thers like them  have ask ed  questions, sought 
Emswers, created change (p. 38).

Ultimately, “(tjo become involved in change, we have to see that it is

needed. We m u st believe th a t our voices m atte r, th a t we can speak

up, th a t we can  m ake a  difference. The silen t parade of women and

people of color th a t  visit our classroom s th ro u g h  th is  canon do not

deliver this m essage” (Pace, p. 38). Opening u p  the choices, creating a

balance of types of characters presented, a n d  being m indful of the

quality  an d  a u th e n tic ity  of the  w orks a re  w ays to p resen t

m ulticultural lite ra tu re  more appropriately. (See also Sim s Bishop,

1982; Harris, 1992; Cullinan & Galda, 1994; and  Llndgren, 1991 for

discussions on an d  reading lists regarding choosing au thentic and

balanced m ulticultural literature.)

The goals o f B anks’ (1991) m ulticu ltural curricu lum  are worthy 

and take into acco u n t a  variety of perspectives an d  ideals to make
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education for young a d u lts  of all walks of life to leam  from many 

different types of readings and activities;

1. The m ulticu ltural curriculum  should help studen ts  develop 
the ability to  m ake reflective decisions on issues related to 
ethnicity a n d  to take personal, social, an d  civic actions to 
help solve th e  racial and ethnic problem s in our national 
and world societies. Effective so lu tions to the enorm ous 
ethnic an d  racial problems in our nation and  world can be 
found only by an  active and informed citizeniy capable of 
making reflective personal and public decisions. . . .

2. The m u lticu ltu ra l curricu lum  should  also  help  s tu d en ts  
view historical and contemporary events from diverse ethnic 
perspectives, clarify their ethnic identities, an d  function 
effectively w ithin their own ethnic com m unities before they 
can relate positlvety to people who belong to different racial 
and ethnic groups. Educators need to foster the develop
m ent of self-acceptance, but to discourage ethnic ethnocen- 
trism.

3. The m ulticu ltu ra l curriculum  should also help individuals 
develop cross-cu ltu ra l competency—the ability to function 
within a  range of cultures.

4. Another im portan t goal of the m ulticultural curricu lum  is 
to provide s tu d en ts  with cultural and  ethnic alternatives.

5. The m u lticu ltu ra l curricu lum  shou ld  also  try  to reduce 
ethnic an d  cu ltu ra l encapsulation an d  enable s tu d en ts  to 
u n d e rs tan d  th e ir  own cu ltu res. . . The m u lticu ltu ra l 
curricu lum  seek s to help individuals gain  g rea ter self- 
understanding  by viewing themselves from the perspectives 
of other cultures.

6. The m ulticu ltural curriculum  should also help s tu d en ts  to 
expand their conceptions of w hat it m eans to be hum an, to 
accept the fact th a t ethnic minority cu ltu res are functional 
and valid, an d  to realize th a t a  culture can  be evaluated 
only w ithin a  particu lar cu ltural context. . . .[Efducation 
should deal w ith the total experience of h u m a n l^ d .

7. Another im portan t goal of the m ulticu ltural curriculum  is 
to help s tu d e n ts  m aster essential reading, writing, and  
co m p u ta tio n a l skills. . . .S tu d en ts  a re  m ore likely to
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m aste r skills when the teacher uses con ten t th a t  deals 
w ith significant hum an problems, such as ethnicity  w ithin 
o u r  national and world societies (Banks, pp. 24-26).

The purpose of the  m ulticultural curriculum  approach is “to  broaden

stu d en ts’ conceptions of what ‘American’ means and  to p resen t them

with new ways to view and in terp ret American society" (p. 20). Not

only studen ts who attend schools th a t are primarily m ulticultural, but

all students, even those who attend  all white schools, can benefit from

such  a cu rricu lum  (see also Larrick, 1965; Banks. 1991; Applebee,

1991; Ravitch, 1990).

S tu d e n ts  who read  m u ltic u ltu ra l lite ra tu re  have  th e  

opportunities to leam  about self an d  others, as well as to leam  about 

self in relation to others. Banks (1991) also indicates th a t knowledge 

of se lf  a n d  “[functioning] effectively w ithin th e ir  ow n e th n ic  

com m unities” presupposes “(relating) positively to people who belong 

to different racial and  ethnic groups.” My African-American s tu d en ts  

had a strong desire to leam about their culture, and had been denied 

th a t learn ing  a t least to some ex ten t in their earlier education; 

according to Banks, these stu d en ts  might be able to more strongly 

deal with th e ir  relationships w ith the world once they h ad  peered 

further into the ir own ethnic identity. Banks’ final goal is “to help 

studen ts m aster essential reading, writing, and com putational skills.” 

Banks also indicates that “tsjtuden ts are more likely to m aster skills 

when the teach er uses content th a t deals with significant hum an
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problems, such  as  ethnicity within o u r national and world societies.” 

Much m u lticu ltu ra l literature does deal w ith  “significant h u m an  

problems” an d  also incidents of historic significance (pp. 20-21).

To young adults, searching for identity  and their place within 

the world, a s  well as for reading of in te rest and  value, m ulticultural 

literature is often of extreme importance. M ulticultural literature th a t 

provides a  variety of different views abou t the world, presented through 

ch a rac te rs  som etim es like an d  som etim es unlike the s tu d e n ts  

themselves, is often of interest to the re lu c tan t reader, and is often of 

particular in terest to minority s tuden ts, b u t also to the curious teen 

who w ants to know not only about herself b u t about others and  o ther 

places an d  ways of living, ways of deahng w ith real-life s ituations. 

Allowing s tu d e n ts  to choose to read  a b o u t their own or o th e rs ' 

cu ltu res  accord ing  to the ir own p e rso n a l Interests is one m ore 

im portant a sp ec t th a t allows s tu d e n ts  to participate in the ir own 

literacy developm ent at their own ra te  an d  according to the ir own 

decisions ab o u t w hat is im portant an d  valuable to them. M aking 

certain th a t au thentic m ulticultural literatu re is available in plenty is 

yet ano ther motivational avenue for s tu d e n ts  continuing down their 

“chosen" pa th  of literacy and participation in their own literacy.

Allowing students, African - American stu d en ts  In particu lar in 

my case, to see th a t many authors of their cu ltu re  have participated in 

creating the m odem  literary scene is both motivating and welcoming
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to the Afirican-American reader. Promoting stu d en ts’ awareness of the 

African-American literature by such  au th o rs  as Maya Angelou. Toni 

M orrison. L angston Hughes, R u th ie  Bolton, W alter Dean Myers, 

Virginia Hamilton, Richard Wright, Alice Walker, and  many more is 

positive an d  affirm ing for the  you n g  African - American reader. 

Through knowledge of m ulticultural literature, and especially African- 

American literature, the teacher shows respect for students’ identities. 

G aining tru s t  through being respectfu l of s tu d e n ts ’ identities is a 

crucial elem ent teachers m ust rem em ber w hen motivating s tu d en ts  

who have experienced failure or resisted  their own education in the 

past (see Au, 1997; Ogbu, 1993; Erickson; 1993; Ladsen-Billings, 1992; 

Gadsden, 1992).

5. PROMOTING FEELINGS OF SUCCESS:
POSITIVE ENVISIONMENTS AS ENCOURAGEMENT

The use  of choice, in te rest, ad o lescen t an d  m ulticu ltu ra l 

literature, are all im portant aspects of motivating students to want to 

read an d  to develop their literacy h ab it. But, no plan will be 

motivational un less students feel th a t they will be capable of success 

in their reading endeavors.

Allowing studen ts  a choice of reading m aterials can help lead a 

s tuden t toward reading efficacy. Reading efficacy and  Intrinsic and  

extrinsic m otivation are  both im p o rtan t factors contribu ting  to 

s tu d en ts’ reading incentives. “Reading ejflcacy is the belief th a t one
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can be successful a t  reading" (Wlgfleld, 1997, p. 22). S tuden ts are

more likely to read more frequently when they feel com petent and are

m otivated In trinsically , for example, by curiosity , challenge, and

interest, ra ther than  extrinsically, by grades and  rew ards to read (See

Wigfleld, 1997; Sweet, 1997; Ruddell & U nrau , 1997; G uthrie &

McCann, 1997; Gam brell & Marlnak, 1997). Furtherm ore, students

also need to possess a  drive th a t will lead them  to find books and

topics th a t they are in terested  in as well as  lead them  as  a  m atter of

course to motivation th a t is intrinsically generated:

Research h a s  show n th a t in trinsic m otivations for reading 
also influence the growth of volitional s tra teg ies  (Como & 
Kanfer, 1993). S tuden ts who are in ternally  motivated to read 
m u st p o ssess an d  coordinate s tra teg ies for finding books, 
m anag ing  tim e, locating p laces to read , a n d  avoiding 
d istractions. These volitional strateg ies enable s tu d en ts  to 
initiate literacy events compatible w ith th e ir  in terests. From 
the motivation interview data, we observed a  high association 
between increases in intrinsic m otivations for reading and 
volitional s tra teg ies for accom plishing read ing  goals. This 
im plies th a t  s tu d e n ts  who decreased  in m otivations also 
decreased in volitional strategies for reading. We believe these 
findings suggest th a t engaging classroom s m u st support not 
only th e  firs t occurrence of in te re s t in  learn in g  or the 
opportunity  for pursu ing  intrinsic goals, b u t also the long
term  en h an cem en t of intrinsic m otivational goals such  as 
curiosity. Involvement, social exchange, an d  the enjoyment of 
chEiUenge (Guthrie & McCann, 1997, p. 142).

C reating  a  positive environm ent is a lso  c ru c ia l to reading 

efficacy, or to convincing a  s tuden t th a t he or sh e  is capable of 

success in reading, and  to motivating a  s tu d en t to continue reading 

and improving:
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The influence of environm ent on s tu d en t thoughts and beliefs 
is evident w hen teachers give s tu d e n ts  feedback (such as. 
‘T hat’s right. You really are getting good a t reading these 
science m a te ria ls’) th a t  raises self-efficacy and su s ta in s  
m otivation for skill improvem ent” (Schunk  & Zimmerman, 
1997, p. 36).

Leonhardt (1996) also suggests th a t a teacher find ways to make a 

s tu d en t feel successful; "praise” a  studen t for the things he or she 

does well, such as  listening, or reading, or writing, or a rt work done to 

accompany a story. She also se t up a  classroom  environm ent where 

studen ts could choose their activities and w here s tu d en ts  performed 

activities a t which they would succeed;

I gave them  lots of warm affection, and  placed them—as often 
as I could—only in s itu a tio n s where they’d do well. This 
m eans th a t, a s  far as  reading went, I gave them  only books 
they’d chosen  an d  I w as su re  they’d like. I set up the 
classroom  so they usually  had a choice of activities. They 
could read in the classroom, or go to the  com puter lab and 
write. If they w anted to read using pen an d  paper, tha t was 
okay. Maybe they w anted to write a t hom e on their own 
computer, and  spend all of their class time reading. That was 
fine. They ju s t  needed to bring in drafts every so often so I 
could see how they were doing (pp. 62-63).

Teachers and  paren ts need to make su re  th a t  the child feels 

successfu l in o rder for him  or her to choose to  continue with 

schooling: “The crucial elem ent in ensuring academ ic success with 

high-risk kids is making them feel like good kids, an d  successful kids. 

Don’t let anything jeopardize that" (Leonhardt, 1996, p. 63).

A lthough m otivation is enhanced  by c rea tin g  a positive 

environm ent, s tu d en ts  also need to continue to leam  skills, to be 

successful, and to value literacy in order to m aintain their self-efRcacy
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and  their willingness to improve. The script for the reluctant reader

needs to be continually monitored so th a t all parts of the successful

literacy picture continue to move forward:

Self-efficacy is im portant, bu t it is not the only Influence on 
ach ievem ent. O ther im portan t influences are  skills an d  
knowledge, outcom e expectation, and  perceived value of 
learning. High self-efficacy will no t produce a  com petent 
perform ance when requisite knowledge and skills are lacking. 
O utcom e expectations, or beliefs ab o u t the  an tic ipated  
consequences of actions, are im portant because students do 
no t engage in activities they believe will lead to negative 
outcomes. Perceived value (or the importance of learning or of 
the u se  th a t will be made of w hat is learned) affects behavior 
because learners show little in terest in activities they do not 
value (Schunk & Zimmerman, 1997, pp. 36-37).

In total, s tu d en ts  need to be given positive encouragement, a reading- 

oriented environm ent, challenging assignm ents, appropriate in struc

tion, plenty of books as choices for reading, and time for reading.

We w ant to avoid forcing studen ts to read only w hat is required 

of them —or to read  only a  sam pling of the classics we read and 

loved—and will instead attem pt to suppty students with a background 

for reading m any types of literature. We w ant reading to become a 

habit of pleasure before it becomes a  gruelling, tiresome task. If we 

allow reading to first develop from pleasure, then it may never become 

an uncom fortable task. If we allow students to choose w hat they read, 

they will not only pick texts that they will enjoy and can leam from 

b u t also will choose texts with which they will have a successful 

reading experience.
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We w ant to se t up  a positive reading environm ent, to continue 

to promote s tu d e n t choice and  ownership, and  to con tinue to help 

students build on th e ir reading skills and  knowledge, all of which are 

crucial building blocks through which reluctant readers may choose to 

participate in reading, and  perhaps make reading a  hab it th a t will in 

tu rn  allow their literacy to be strengthened. By allowing s tu d en ts  to 

read some works th a t  are  more in tune with their tastes, and  to read 

works of different types and  quality along with some classic works, we 

hope to have broadened their horizons enough th a t they, in tu rn , will 

search o u t o ther read ing  according to their own ta stes , needs, and 

abilities. And, if we have given students suggestions on w hat they 

might w ant to read next, and a  basis for judging literary texts, then we 

m ust accept the ir choices whether or not they  reflect ou r own often 

too haughty  ta s te s— for we have done o u r best to offer them  the 

opportunities to peer into as many types of literature, and  a s  many 

“worlds" or worldviews a s  possible. At the sam e time, we may also 

have moved our s tu d en ts  toward that lifetime hab it of reading.

77



CHAPTER 3 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE ON ETHNOGRAPHY

Through all my experiences with people struggling to leam . the one thing 
that strikes me m ost is the ease with which we m isperceive failed 
performance and the degree to which this misperception both reflects 
and reinforces the social order. Class and culture erect boundaries that 
hinder our vision—blind us to the logic of error and the everpresent 
stirring of language—and encourage the designation  of otherness, 
deficiency. And the longer I stay in education, the clearer it becom es to 
me that som e of our basic orientations toward the teaching and testing of 
literacy contribute to our inability to see. To truly educate In America, 
then, to reach the full sweep of our citizenry, we need to question received 
perception, shift continually from the standard lens. The exploratory 
stories. . . encourcige us to sit close by as people use language and 
consider, as we listen, the orientations that limit our field o f vision (Rose. 
1989. p. 205).

The following d iscussion  details the history an d  m ethods of 

ethnography and  also explains the reasoning behind choosing th is 

approach, as well as  the types of d a ta  that can be collected from such 

methodology and the ru les th a t an  ethnographer m ust follow in order 

to keep d a ta  valid, h o n est, tru stw orthy . A d iscu ssio n  of the 

methodology for this s tudy  will follow in Chapter 4.
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WHAT IS ETHNOGRAPHY?

Ethnography is the collection and  analysis of descriptive socio

c u ltu ra l d a ta . A research er norm ally  stud ies one g roup  in a 

naturalistic  setting and uses the descriptive data collected in order to 

m ake com parisons, generalizations, and  explanations. E thnography 

involves social relationships, hum an  beings interacting, the researcher 

as learner an d  as research instrum ent, participant observation, long

term  study, the study of everyday Ufe, and  the study of cu ltu re  from as 

m any perspectives as possib le  in  an  a ttem p t to com e to an 

understand ing  of the culture th a t goes deep beneath the surface. The 

research er will immerse him  or herse lf in  the cu lture , constantly  

posing questions, observing, comparing, generalizing, hypothesizing, 

2uid in terpreting  hum an behavior In order to understand  as  fully as 

possible an y  contexts w herein m eaning abou t the h u m an  actions, 

responses, p a tte rn s  or system s of the  group can  be discovered, 

compared, and  anedyzed.

The e thnographer can  take m any different ap p ro ac h es  to 

collecting da ta , and will in m ost cases be constantly  chang ing  or 

varying h is  or her approach , or q u es tio n s as a  re su lt  of new 

inform ation, fu rther observation, an d  more u n d ers tan d in g  of the 

m eaning of actions and interactions. The goal of ethnography for the 

anthropologist is to bring abou t understand ing  of the cu ltu re  from 

many perspectives or directions and  to be as unbiased as possible. An

79



ethnographer looks a t p a rts  of cu ltu re  in order to u n d ers tan d  the 

interconnections—how the p a rts  relate to the whole; looks for cross- 

cu ltu ra l fram es of reference, and  also hum an universals. W hat the 

e thnographer does canno t be done in a  laboratory  because the 

ethnographer w ants to understand  the group’s socio cu ltu ra l context, 

and  m eaning associated with various elements of cu ltu re  which is in 

meuiy ways specific to the surroundings. The ethnographer believes 

th a t is not enough to say, “These people do X" or to compile statistics 

to show  ju s t  how many tim es a  certain  group “does X” because it is 

more im p o rtan t to come to an  in-depth  u n d erstan d in g  of why a 

certain  group behaves, or believes a certain way in a  certain  type of 

situation  or context. “E thnography is, in a sense, an  evaluation, for 

it describes how relationships in social contexts ‘w ork’" (Spindler & 

Spindler, 1987. p. 80). E thnography is a  hum an approach which may 

often be able to inform in ways th a t other social scientific approaches 

cannot.

E thnography has been scrutinized because it does not fall into 

dom inant research modes, quantitative, and experimental, but seems 

to fall into a  category' all its own—a category tha t makes the study of 

people as  som eth ing  m ore th a n  a  com pilation of s ta tis tic s  or 

description of a  list of activities performed by a group. Although 

ethnography is not an exact science, there eire consistent m ethods for 

collecting d a ta  and its goal is m uch the same as other social sciences.
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“to provide. . tru e  and useful inform ation" (Pelto & Pelto, ctd. in

Spindler & Spindler, p. 65). Even in the “real" social sciences there

are no abso lu te tru th s  delivered, so ethnography’s version of the tru th

is at least as valuable as other presented versions and  is also in some

ways sim ilar to o ther social scientiflc m ethods:

‘However distinctive the purposes of social science may be, 
th e  m e th o d s it em ploys a re  m erely  refinem en ts of 
developm ents of those used  in everyday life’ (Hammersley & 
Atkinson). For example, we all have conversations with high 
levels of specificity, with th e  m ilkm an or ou r solicitor, which 
closely resemble the interview. We hypothesize abou t the 
n a tu re  of society in pubs an d  on trains, emd use comparative 
m ethod  to experim entally te s t o u r  ideas against reality  
(Spindler & Spindler, p. 68).

E thnography also leads to and includes ethnology, “the com parative

science concerned with how and why cu ltu res differ and are similar,"

and th u s  may be said to take the extra step  th a t o ther social sciences

do not norm ally take:

By com paring hum an behavior an d  cu ltu ra l phenom ena under 
various conditions, in all places th roughou t time, the ethnog
rap h er develops the understand ing  necessary  to explain the  
s itu a ted  natu re  of hum an behavior an d  cu ltu ra l phenom ena 
(ZaharUck & Green, 1989, p. 18).

E thnography allows a researcher to be comprehensive, and often

to discover answ ers about a certain  people or place tha t might no t

have been found had  further questions no t been asked:

Many of the early attem pts to m ake ethnographic inquiry an  
explicit procedure reflect th e  desire to be com prehensive. 
These attem pts are guides to inquiry, lis ts  of questions, of 
observations to make. They bespeaik a  stage of history when 
m uch of the  non-Westem world was little known to Europe, 
an d  when a  variety of reasons, scientific, religious, practical.
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m otivated some to seek m ore adequate knowledge. These 
guides to inquiry have in com m on a concern with all of a 
way of life. . . . W hat are the people of such and such a place 
like? (Hymes, 1982, p. 22)

Hymes cites Lewis H enry M organ’s questionnaires for recording

kinship  term inologies in the 1870’s to show  the im portance of the

types of inform ation  th a t can  be g a th ered  through ethnograph ic

research:

First, he had  a  contrastive, o r  comparative insight: from his 
experience w ith the Iroquo is Indians, together w ith his 
knowledge of classical Greece, he realized th a t there was a 
p rincip le of k inship  o rganization  sharply co n trastin g  with 
th a t familiar to contem porary Americans and E uropeans. He 
sough t then  to determ ine th e  m ain types of kinship  system s 
and  the ir locations th roughout the world. Second, he needed 
system atic information, inform ation not available except as 
he sough t it himself. Hence h is own travels in the W estern 
United S ta tes and his re len tless correspondence with those 
who could  help. Third, he  m ade use of h is findings to 
fo rm u la te  firs t a h is to ric a l. . . and  th en  evo lu tionary  
in terpretation . . .of the m ost general of hum an developm ent 
as a  whole (p. 23).

Jo h n  an d  Beatrice Whiting in th e ir studies also discovered the 

trad itional form s of research an d  th e  literatu re provided did not 

answer the questions th a t they needed answ ered in order to com plete 

their project, so they came up with an  ethnographic approach th a t 

did:

The W hitings had  a tte m p te d  to  come to som e genera l 
conclusions, testing hypotheses on a  theoretical base from the 
ethnographic literature th a t existed a t the time. They found, 
as so m any find, that their questions were more specific than  
the lite ra tu re  could answ er. The sources were no t detailed 
enough  for the ir pu rpose  a n d  n o t com parable enough . 
Therefore, they organized a  project to provide the detailed, 
com parable information they  needed. E thnographic team s
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(generally, couples) were trained  In term s of a  guide to the 
field stu d y  of socialization, se n t in to  the  field in several 
different societies for an extended period of time, kept in 
touch w ith th rough  correspondence th ro u g h o u t the field 
study, an d  b rough t back to w rite u p  th e ir  resu lts . (Six 
C ultures  by Beatrice Whiting. 1963 is a  principal outcome). 
Like Morgan, the Whitings had  insigh t into con trast and a 
general theoretical frame. . .to which co n tra s t and  specifics 
were relevant (Hymes, p. 23).

Further inform ation abou t a culture or a situation  may be only 

available through direct access to ac tual partic ipan ts  and  access to 

other types of inform ation th a t  cannot be gained from traditional 

methods:

In Philadelphia, for example, a  questionnaire  was prepared 
by a person generally qualified by train ing  an d  background. 
The purpose of th e  questionnaire  w as to find ou t what 
parents though t of a  com m unity-relations policy and person. 
The questionnaire w as duly adm inistered. The [researcher] 
adm in istering  the questionnaire  discovered, by informal 
co n v ersa tio n s w ith p a ren ts , th a t  th e y  in te rp re ted  the 
questions differently from the designer an d  the  school. They 
d istingu ished  between a play-ground (having equipm ent 
designed for ch ildren  to use) an d  a  play-yard , b u t the 
questionnaire did not. When asked if they  had  had a  chance 
to meet their School-Community coordinator, they answered 
no,' because to them, to ‘meet’ would require having ta lked , 
and knowing by name, even first-name, no t ju s t  having been 
introduced, b u t in term s of the questionnaire their ‘no’s were 
in te rp re te d  a s  n o t hav ing  m e t.’ The [re sea rch er] 
adm inistrating  the questionnaire was d istressed , bu t there 
was no way in the procedure of inquiry  for him  to take 
account of w h at he had  learned or to have w hat he had 
learned affect the presum ed resu lts (Abbott, qtd. in Hymes. 
p. 25).

Although ethnographers do sometim es use  s ta tis tic s  and  question

naires, they are “devised eifter sufficient participation and observation

83



to ensure their validity” (Hymes, p. 36). E thnography also allows for 

change and for reinterpretation to occur based on new information.

Zaharlick & G reen (1989) also indicate th a t e thnography  is

“more than  a set of field m ethods, data collection techniques (tools),

ana ly sis  procedures, or narra tive  description." Instead , “[lit is a

theoretically driven, system atic approach to the study of everyday life

of a  social group which Includes a planning phase, discovery phase,

an d  a  presentation of findings phase" (p. 3). E thnography h a s  to do

w ith hum an  beings, hum an  struggles, hum an  gains—an d  it is “a

culturally driven approach” (p. 3):

Ethnography is guided by a  concern for exploring the hum an 
condition to illum inate the nature of social being.’ The goal 
of the ethnographer Is to explore, describe, and  com pare the 
cu ltu res of different groups in order to ob ta in  a general 
understanding  of similarities and differences am ong peoples 
and  cultural processes (eg. literacy, com m unication, sociali
zation, educating children). Thus, ethnographers identify and 
explore the cu ltu ra l p a tte rn s  of everyday life an d  the 
consequences for participants of being members of particular 
cu ltu ra l groups (eg. religious, social, ethnic, educational, 
an d /o r  bluebirds reading group). Ethnography, therefore, is 
a deliberate inquiry process guided by a  particu lar point of 
view (i.e. cultural theory) (pp. 3-4).

In total, “Ulhe ethnographer’s task  is to develop a ‘cu ltu ra l 

grammar* of the life in the particular culture under study” and  “[t]he 

purpose of the ethnography is to develop a description th a t captures 

daily life* for m em bers of the cu ltu re and  th a t  can be used  by a 

stranger* (the ethnographer and  others) to guide participation in the 

cu ltu re under study” (Zaharlick & Green, p. 53) As the ethnographer
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does not really know a t  the beginning of the project w hat will be 

discovered about the interworkings of the community, and as there are 

so many interrelated details, norm s, expectations, activities, a t work 

on a daily basis, he or sh e  m u st observe, think, m ake com parative 

analyses, and allow the c ircu lar process to begin again in order to 

m ake as m uch m ean ing  a s  possible from th o se  observa tions, 

interactions, reactions, a n d  p a tte rn s  of hum an  behavior th a t are 

‘seen’:

The key is to collect a s  much inform ation as  possible to 
begin to understand  and  uncover the complex relationships 
am ong persons an d  the relationship of persons to objects 
and places in the  environment; th a t is the pattern  of daily 
life (Zaharlick & Green, 1989, p. 53).

HISTORY, PURPOSES, AND IMPORTANCE OF ETHNOGRAPHY IN 
EDUCATIONAL STUDIES

Before beginning an  ethnographic project, the researcher m ust 

first have an understanding of w hat the definition and  the purpose of 

ethnography is. Although Hymes (1982) indicates th a t the history of 

ethnography traces back to the ancient M editerranean world, it has 

become a “new” technique for educational researchers fairly recently 

(p. 21). Hymes also finds ethnography difficult to define and  indicates 

th a t it is a  particu lar problem to define especially in regards to its 

“relation to the study of in s titu tio n s  of our own society, su c h  as 

education” (p. 21).

85



A lthough doing an ethnography of ed u ca tio n  involves a great 

deal of work, the  rewards in the am ounts of various types of im portant 

inform ation involving the processes of education  are  worth the wait. 

As an  ethnographic researcher can study not only school life, but also 

home life, a n d  the community, his or her study  m ay have the potential 

to clear u p  m isunderstandings ab o u t the cu ltu re  or the classroom  

learn ing  en v ironm en t—a s  a re su lt of fu r th e r  inform ation being 

available th rough  direct access to the actual partic ipan ts. This is the 

type of acce ss  an d  Inform ation th a t  a  re se a rc h e r  based in the 

q u a n tita tiv e  o r experim ental ap p ro ach  will n o t norm ally have. 

E thnographic stud ies are im portant in education because they provide 

a way to a c ce ss  inform ation th a t  m ight n ever be accessed  or 

considered if th is  approach had not been taken, or if an  ethnographic 

ap p ro ach  h a d  n o t been inc luded  a s  an  a d d itio n a l p a rt of a 

quantita tive or experim ental study. And the  need for ethnography 

continues because “[tjhere are still discoveries of aspects of culture or 

of perspectives on culture [and of course schoolm g], such th a t the 

existing literature fails to provide m uch information" (Hymes. p. 23).

One of th e  first steps th a t an  e th n o g rap h er m u st take is to 

“select a  c u ltu ra l theory th a t su p p o rts  an  exp lo ra tion  of literate 

behavior, actions, or resources in the com m unity or group at large (p. 

206). A theory th a t a  researcher interested in education , and literacy.
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in particu lar, could use  is cultural ecology ; researching according to

this theory would lead the  ethnographer to;

a sk  q uestions about: who is o r is n o t litera te  w ithin a 
com m unity  o r social group; how literacy resources are 
d istribu ted  w ithin the com munity: who h a s  access to such 
resources; how resources are  associated with power; how 
literacy resources function to reproduce the  social order (e.g., 
w orkers vs. elites); and  how the beliefs an d  values (the 
ideology) of a group support a  particular type of social order. 
(Zaharlick & Green, 1989, p. 6).

W hat the ethnographer needs to ask  is “who m akes decisions about

literacy, w ith  w h a t ou tcom es, w ith  w hat e n su in g  rig h ts  and

responsibilities, under w h at conditions, for what purpose, when, and

where” (Zaharlick & G reen, p. 7) The goal of th e  ethnographer

ultim ately will be to come to “understand  why som e m em bers of the

group have access to ce rta in  types of literacy a n d  o thers do not”

(Zaharlick & Green, p. 7).

How does an ethnographer search  for some of the answ ers to

some difficult questions ab o u t literacy an d  schooling practices? The

ethnographer will need to first find as m uch background information

related to the  school u n d er study; some suggestions on w hat to look

a t in order to gain the necessary  background to begin a  study  on

access to literacy are discussed by Zaharlick & Green:

The ethnographer who seeks to understand literacy from this 
perspective will describe the allocation o f resources (e.g.. 
budgets, u ses of funds, d istribu tion  p a tte rn s  of books in 
schools) and  will explore the relationship of such  resources 
to social categories (e.g., ethnicity , c lass , gender). The 
categories to be explored are researcher defined categories 
(etic categories) derived fi*om the theoiy or p as t research and
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are no t categories th a t reflect the  m eanings of those involved 
in th e  culture (emic categories).

The ethnographer who adopts th is theoretical orientation 
would use interviews, partic ipan t observations, docum ent 
analysis , and h istorical analysis. The interviews, would 
focus on politicians, bureaucrats, leaders, literacy program 
d irec to rs  an d  personnel, a n d  p ro d u cers of m ateria ls . 
Participant observation would focus on decision making and 
d istribu tion  w ithin an  organization, governm ent funding 
program s, school system  resource distribution, new spaper 
subscriptions by subgroup within the culture, and policies of 
tex tb o o k  com pan ies an d  ad o p tio n  com m ittees. The 
ethnographer would also examine the policy docum ents and 
the h istory  of m ateria l resource d istribu tion  w ithin the  
cu ltu re  (Zaharllck & Green, p. 7).

The ethnographic researcher of an English classroom would also 

look closely a t  the  curriculum  document, for the curriculum, although 

often general an d  open-ended, does give strong  suggestions and  

guidelines to teachers an d  adm in istra to rs abou t w hat the English 

program should  be. The curriculum  is also an  interesting docum ent to 

study, for the ethnographer m ay see tha t the  curriculum  contradicts 

w h a t a c tu a lly  goes on in  th e  c la ssro o m . U ltim ately , th e  

classroom —th e  teachers and  th e  s tu d en ts  in teracting with ac tu a l 

tex ts and  assignm ents—will tell the tale. Knowledge of docum ents 

pertaining to the  English program  can then  be compared to w hat is 

actually happening in the classroom.

The e th n o g rap h er m u st observe th e  classroom , interview  

teachers and students, and  come to know the school, its m anagem ent 

and  its outcom es in order to p u t a t least p a rt of the picture together 

ab o u t how literacy is being addressed in school. The ethnographer
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also m u st know  from the o u tse t th a t all of the q u es tio n s  and

directions canno t be focused on. for the classroom, an d  the promotion

of literacy In the classroom is a  complex being; an  a p t analogy for

th is  is the focusing of the cam era, the angle or degree of the lens

decides for the ethnographer Ju st w hat needs to be seen  to make up

the picture of life in the school:

J u s t  a s  a  photographer m u st aim and  focus a  cam era in 
order to capture a scene, so too m ust an  ethnographer focus 
on w h a t the theory suggests is im p o rtan t in order to 
describe, and  possibly explain, some p articu la r aspects of 
culture o r even define w hat constitutes a  holistic description 
of the culture. Thus, a  theory can be though t of as a lens 
through which the ethnographer views the eveiyday life of 
p a rtic ip an ts  in a  social group and th e  occurrence and 
in terpretation  of social events. The value of th e  lens is the 
degree to which it perm its the e thnographer to see and  
record the  particular aspects of interest (Zaharllck & Green, 
p. 5).

The E nglish  teacher/e thnographer m ay d iscover th a t the

teacher’s theory of practice reveals more about the access studen ts

have to literacy an d  learning; classroom  interactions will also show

how teachers an d  studen ts are interacting with the cu rricu lum  and

what m aterials are  being presented to them; the ethnography often

begins in the classroom.

. . the curriculum  is w hat students have a n  opportunity  to 
learn in the  ordinary events of life in classroom s. . . . For 
our study, we view the classroom  as the appropriate level to 
begin the exploration of the English language a rts , since we 
agree w ith the argum ent th a t it is a t th is  level th a t the 
curricu lum  is constructed and  reconstructed in the daily 
in te ra c tio n s  am ong te ach e r, s tu d e n ts , a n d  m a te ria l 
resources (Zaharllck & Green, p. 32).
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The c u rr ic u lu m  and  o th e r  re la ted  docum en ts, th e  c lassroom

in te rac tio n s , and the  la rger soc ie ta l com m unity  (i.e. the hom e

en v iro n m en ts  of s tu d en ts) a re  all p a rt of the resea rch  tow ard

explaining a picture of the classroom  and  school com m unity th a t the

e th n o g rap h er is painting or describing; the classroom  may be the

ac tu a l place to begin the fieldwork and  the observations bu t all of

w hat occurs in the classroom , all of w hat a classroom  is and  s tan d s

for is always connected to various o ther contexts:

. . .[T]he selection of th e  classroom  level as a  place to begin 
does not mean th a t we ignore the other levels of interaction 
w ith the English Language Arts in which the  classroom  is 
embedded (e.g., the school, district, state). Rather, it m eans 
th a t  we will begin by exploring indepth  w hat occurs in 
particular classroom s an d  then  explore the relationship of 
o ther levels of context a s  indicated in the analysis of face-to- 
face in teractions (e.g. tex t selection decisions, m aterial 
provisions, grouping policies, content decision procedures, 
docum ents provided to th e  teacher. In th is  way we will 
explore English language a r ts  from a  situa ted  perspective 
an d  then move to a  com parison  across s itu a tio n s  (eg. 
classroom s) as  well a s  to  an  exploration  of the  local 
situation (the classroom ) in the larger com m unity contexts 
(Zaharllck & Green, p. 33).

Another step tha t m ust be prepared before entering the ’field’ or 

before entering  the classroom  is to se t up  a conceptual framework. 

W hat th is  m eans is th a t the e thnographer m ust lay the groundwork 

for the s tudy  by fully researching the  cultural group for the planned 

study an d  by discovering his or her own mental slate—including biases 

and assum ptions about the group emd about the expectations of the 

study a s  learned from previous reading and  experience:
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S uch  frameworks are  needed since ethnographers do not 
enter the field as  ‘b lank slates.* Rather, ethnographers need 
to leam  as  m uch as  possible ab o u t the cultural group or 
phenom enon to be studied. This knowledge forms a  m ental 
grid for the study. For example, . . . the m ental grid [could 
include] knowledge and  assum ptions about cultural behavior 
and phenom ena derived fi-om previous research on discourse 
processes, conversational analysis, ethnography of com m uni
cation, clcissroom organization, teaching-learning processes, 
ad u lt-ch ild  in te rac tio n s, ch ild  language, c ro ss-cu ltu ra l 
com m unication, evaluation of perform ance, socialization, 
reading acquisition and development, m etalinguistic aware
ness, sociolinguistics, and cognitive development. In other 
words, the conceptual fi*amework is based on a  review of 
relevant literature in which inform ation about the setting, 
group, and  processes are identified prior to en tiy  in to  the 
field (Zaharllck & Green, pp. 33-34).

It is after the researcher has reviewed the ‘literature’ in h is or

her mind and  written down these th o u g h ts a s  a reference th a t the

researcher can look a t again, in com parison to w hat he or she finds

during the study, tha t the process of th e  gathering data from the field

actually begins:

Once the researcher enters th e  field, th is information goes 
on h o ld ’; th a t is, the e th n o g ra p h e r  en ters  th e  field 
knowledgeable yet open-minded. The ethnographer does not 
use the predetermined descriptions or theories to control and 
delimit the study. Instead, these theories are used to help 
identify the initial types of d a ta  to be collected. During the 
s tudy , often the re sea rch er will have to ‘rew ork’ the 
descriptions of phenom ena or the information obtained from 
previous work. . . . These revisions or reworkings of concepts, 
phenom ena, an d  processes enab le  u s  to develop new 
understandings abou t the situa ted  natu re  of phenom ena of 
daily life w ithin an d  across social groups. These new 
understandings help to refine, extend, and  modify theory and 
provide the basis for compairative research across groups (i.e. 
ethnology) (ZaharUck & Green, p. 35).
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To en ter th e  field, an  ethnographer m u st be fully prepared with

questions, an d  with decisions m ade ab o u t w hat specific group to be

studied, when, and  where. The fieldwork will often commence with:

formal an d  informal interviews to leam  whether the in itial 
p a t te rn s  an d  im p ress io n s  being  developed (the etic 
perspective) reflect those of the  m em bers of the culture (the 
em ic perspective). This type of d a ta  collection-verification 
process is called triangulation. The ethnographer uses the 
m em ber’s  perspective in a  contrastive way. If the member's 
perspective and the e thnographer’s m atch, then the ethnog
ra p h e r  feels reasonably su re  th a t  a  piece of cu ltural 
knowledge’ has been identified an d  th is information can be 
used  to guide a stran g er’s u nderstand ing  of th e  culture 
(Zaharhck & Green, p. 52).

If there is no m atch between perspectives, the ethnographer may

need to g a th e r more inform ation a n d  to reconsider h is or her

approach: however there may also be additional reasons th a t are

beyond the researcher’s control th a t m ay seem to indicate a  m ism atch

(i.e. member’s tacit knowledge of culture, each member does not know

all cu ltural inform ation about the group, and  because culture is a

group-oriented concept, certain m em bers perform different roles and

hold different relationships with o ther members of a group). To truly

determ ine the n a tu re  of the m ism atch, the ethnographer m ust do

further study, ask  more questions an d  interview more members of the

community who perform different roles w ithin the community:

No single member of a  cu ltu re holds’ all cultural knowledge. 
Rather, cu ltural knowledge is a  group’ phenom enon. The 
e thnographer m ust ex tract th is  knowledge from different 
members of the group (e.g., women, men, children; teachers, 
s tu d en ts , adm inistrators, paren ts , support personnel; or 
high reading group members, middle reading group members.
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teacher). Members of a  cu ltu re  hold differential knowledge 
rela ted  to their roles and rela tionsh ips with o thers in the 
cu ltu ra l group (Zaharllck & Green, p. 52).

After th e  initial interviews (initial because interviews m ay need 

to be done th roughout the ethnographic project) have been completed 

and the ethnographer has refined his or her approach to the study, it 

is time to begin observing the cultural norm s of the group on a daily 

basis and  to  see how the group functions as  a  group. Again, p art of 

“It]he ethnographer’s task  Is to develop a  ’cultural grammar’ of the life 

in the particu lar culture under study" and  part of “(t]he purpose of the 

ethnography is to develop a  description th a t captures ’daily life’ for 

members of the cu ltu re and th a t can be used  by a stranger" (the 

ethnographer and  others) to guide participation in the cu ltu re  under 

study" (Zaharllck & Green, p. 52). In ethnographies of education, the 

ethnographer might also consider the ta sk  and  the purpose to be to 

find ways of both understanding how th e  educational process works 

and how it can  be made better for the cu ltu ra l group(s) under study, 

how the knowledge learned in this study can be transferred to inform 

other “sim ilar” schools throughout the nation.

W hat is  necessary for the ethnographer is to be systematic in all 

fieldwork, to ask  m any questions, to be observant, and  to consider 

the n a tu re  a n d  m eaning of all findings. Some of the types of 

inform ation th a t  shou ld  be stud ied  in  deta il when observing  a 

classroom are  the physical surroundings, related activities, sequencing
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of activities, th e  goals of all the participants, and even the “feeling" or 

“the emotions or reactions felt and  expressed" (Spradley, 1980. p. 78). 

It is in th is  w ay th a t the e th n o g rap h er can  discover p a tte rn s  or 

in te rre la tio n sh ip s  am ong the  m em bers of the group. As the  

ethnographer does no t really know a t  the beginning of the project 

w hat will be discovered about the  interw orkings of the com m unity, 

and as there are  so m any in terrelated  details, norms, expectations, 

activities, a t work on a daily basis, he or she m ust take copious notes 

and  observe, th in k , an d  observe again  in order to m ake as  m uch  

m eaning as possible from those observations, always accepting th a t 

there is more to know, more to see, b u t th a t ultim ate knowledge or 

total tru th  is no t possible. A good educational ethnographer will find 

a perspective th a t will both inform self abou t teaching and  education 

and th a t will inform  educators, adm inistrators, students, and perhaps 

even society in the doing.

This purpose, goal, and m ethods will continually be refined and  

redefined as the  ethnographer observes further activities and discovers 

the patterns th a t are  repeated and the relationships of how the p a rts  

observed relate to the whole: literacy, schooling, society. An ethnog

rapher will also need to redefine according to the make-up of the group 

in order to consider how groups w ithin the group function and  work 

w ithin the p a rtic u la r  classroom , i.e. non-native speakers, o r low- 

proficiency readers.
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A lthough the  ethnographer in h is or h e r  daily observations of

activities m ay be considered a  participant observer, som etim es acting

like a  fly on th e  wall’ who does not w an t to u p se t the natu ra l

environm ent, the  ethnographer Is a participant and  can actually help

teachers an d  stu d en ts  an d  other members of a  certain  social group to

see th in g s  th a t  m ight otherw ise have gone unobserved . The

e th n o g rap h er m u st, however, be careful n o t to  c ro ss  over any

boundaries th a t will dram atically affect the way the  group behaves in

their daily activ ities or th a t will reveal d isrespect for the cultural

norm s or righ ts  of the  group being observed. If all of these general

rules are followed, w hat the ethnographer discovers m ay well be an

Important p a rt of how classroom procedures occur In the  future;

For example, Erickson & Mohatt (1982) explored the ways In 
w hich  native (American Indian) a n d  non-native  teachers 
ta u g h t Indian s tu d en ts . W hat they  discovered was that 
there was a  difference In the ways in which the  native and 
non-native teachers interacted w ith s tu d e n ts  especially at 
the beginning of lessons. The native teacher simply began 
the lesson and studen ts tuned in’ a s  sh e  got the ir attention. 
The non-native teacher would not begin the lesson until he 
h ad  all of the  s tu d en ts  looking a t him . This particu lar style 
d id  no t m atch  the in teractional ex p ec ta tio n s  of Indian 
s tu d e n ts  or the larger Indian com m unity. This information 
w as sh a red  w ith school staff and  the  Ind ian  group and 
provided a basis for understanding w hy the  native teacher 
h a d  le ss  ‘tro u b le ’ with the s tu d e n ts  a n d  w as more 
successful. T hus, Erickson & M ohatt provided information 
th a t was unavailable to members of th e  social group (Indian 
com m unity) th a t  was then used  to develop th e  group’s 
u n d ers tan d in g  of an  ordinary asp ec t of dally  life and its 
co n seq u en ces  for a subgroup (the s tu d e n ts  an d  their 
teachers) (In Zaharllck & Green, pp. 53-54).
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An ethnographer with a  preconceived notion of w hat might occur in 

the classroom m ight never have noticed such a simple action th a t had 

such a dram atic effect on the teaching-leam ing process.

Teachers are often not conscious of their biases or the roles that

they place studen ts in as a result of setting up  a  “norm ” tha t does not

permit all members of the group, or all sub-groups to participate:

Michaels (1981) has found th a t in the  circle time event’ in 
k indergarten  and first grade there were expected ways of 
‘telling a  story.’ S tudents were to s ta n d  up, share one event, 
and then  sit down. The nsirrative form they were to use had a 
beginning, a middle, and  an  end.

Som e studen ts in the classroom s studied  did no t tell 
stories in this way bu t used another form th a t Michaels called 
topic associating.’ The narrative form of these stories was 
more like chains of loosely related actions or events with the 
topic left on the tacit level. This way of telling stories was 
related to the patterned ways of telling stories in the studen ts’ 
home community. . . .

Thus, some of the s tu d en ts’ sto ries did not m atch the 
expected norm s of the circle time group, b u t rather the norm s 
of the teacher who held an  asym m etrical role w ithin the 
group. However, the s tu d en ts’ actions were consistent with 
storytelling in the s tu d e n ts ’ home an d  ethn ic  group. The 
problem arose for these s tu d en ts  w hen the teacher did not 
accept the  ways in which they told th e ir  stories. In one 
instance, the teacher told a  s tu d en t th a t  she had already 
sh a red  one th ing  p a r t  way th ro u g h  h e r  story. W hen 
interviewed later by the ethnographer, the studen t commented 
th a t she was always being interrupted by the teacher and  did 
not get a chance to finish sharing (ctd. in Zaharlick & Green, 
pp. 22-23).

Zaharlick & Green’s synthesis of the Michaels’ findings explains m uch 

about the teaching-leam ing process in the classroom  and points again 

to the importance of ethnographic research to find and  help to correct 

some perhaps unconscious “errors”:
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This exam ple d em o n stra te s  th e  com plexity  of group 
m embership an d  the  crosscultural n a tu re  of th is eveiyday 
activity for s tu d en ts . The conflict in cu ltu ra l patterns and 
ways of interpreting events can be seen in the following:
1. The teacher had  developed a  set of norm s for participating 

in circle time;
2. She a ssu m ed  th a t all of the s tu d e n ts  shared  or had 

learned these norms;
3. The actions o f one subgroup of s tu d e n ts  indicated th a t 

they did not sh a re  the norm s or had no t learned how to 
participate in the  group in the way the  teacher expected;

4. The teacher’s actions did not help th e  s tu d en t leam  how 
to ‘do’ group in  circle time. Rather, her actions set up a  
tacit problem for the subgroup of s tu d en ts ; and  of the 
problem an d , therefore, did n o t p a rtic ip a te  in the 
expected way. This conflict or clash in cu ltu ra l patterns 
becam e problem atic in th a t the  te a c h e r  based her 
assessm ent of s tu d e n ts ’ ab ilities on  s tu d e n ts ’ perfor
m ance in circle time. The work. . ind icates th a t the 
teacher m ay have u nderestim ated  s tu d e n t narrative 
ability'. This work suggests tha t perform ance in classroom 
settings is often due to studen t’s perceptions of the tasks 
and to prior experiences, not to ac tu a l ability (Zaharlick 
& Green, pp. 23-24).

Michaels, the ethnographer in the above study, later tested out

her hypothesis to see w hether her analysis of the reading circle time

was appropriate; w hat sh e  discovered was the teacher's, and the

s tu d e n ts ’ actions during  storytelling time were connected  to the

m ethods of storytelling learned a t home:

In a later study, Michaels (1984) gave s tu d en t narratives 
from her ethnograph ic study  to a d u lts  represen ting  two 
different ethnic groups. One set of a d u lts  m atched the 
studen ts ' background and the o ther m atched the teacher's. 
Those adults who matched the teacher's background did not 
rate the s tu d en ts’ narratives as well-formed stories. Many of 
those whose background were more like the  students' 
indicated th a t the stories were well-formed an d  were similar 
to down home' stories: th a t is stories th a t m atched their 
sense of storytelling in the com m unity b u t not a t school 
(Zaharlick & Green, pp. 25-26).
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Certainly, describing events in the classroom th a t  cause problems for 

the learners can be difficult for ethnographers, so they m ust leam  to 

be diplomatic in writing up or explaining the findings of their studies. 

As a major goal of an  ethnographic study on access to literacy is in 

part to understand  the culture and also to help those members of the 

culture studied to have a better access to literacy, it is appropriate for 

the ethnographer to find a  method to explain the events in such a way 

as to allow  th e  c lassroom  com m unity  m ore m ean ingfu l and 

appropriate learning experiences in the future.

Shirley Brice H eath (1982) also d iscu sses  the  im portance of

ethnography and  th e  need to connect classroom  ethnography to the

larger community. She describes the techniques of the  ethnographer;

The range of techniques the e th n o g rap h er uses includes 
mapping; charting kinship and other p a tte rn s  of interaction: 
interview ing; collecting life h is to rie s; s tu d y in g  w ritten 
d o cu m en ts  re levan t to the h is to ry  of th e  group; and 
recording folklore of all types—n arra tives, songs, myths, 
riddles, rhymes, and  proverbs. If used  a t  all. survey data, 
questionnaires, and  experimental m ethods play a  m uch less 
significant role th an  participant-observation. The ethnog
rapher’s description will, ideally, deal w ith the totality of 
existence of a particu lar social group In its n a tu ra l setting 
(p. 34).

The ethnographer m u st “relate the origins an d  history of the 

group through time to consider the social p as t a s  well as the social 

present"; and  m ust study  “[in te rac tio n s within the school, such  as 

the lessons, a th le tic  gam es, com posing ac tiv ities , an d  reading 

circles”—because all are “interdependent pieces th a t go toward making
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up the cu ltu ra l phenom ena of the school” (Heath, p. 38). Classroom

artifac ts  a n d  “the uses of w ritten  m a te ria ls  are also particularly

Im portant for analysis by the ethnographer, since they often contain

hidden expectations for the students" (p. 40). Perhaps m ost Important

is th a t the e thnographer study not only  the  stu d en ts , b u t also the

school, home, and community in order to work toward a comparative

perspective. This is a thorough ap p ro ach  to studying learning or

education w hen we consider the com plete definition of education:

. - .education refers to th e  p rocess of cultural transmission 
which extends throughout life); formal schooling is only one 
aspect of th is process. Therefore, when formal schooling is 
the focus of research, an thropologists attem pt to study it in 
relation to the broader cu ltu ra l an d  com m unity context in 
w hich it exists. For exam ple, th e  behaviors of pupils are 
ideally viewed not only in re la tion  to fit or con trast with 
those  of teacher, typical s tu d e n t, or successfu l pupil, b u t 
also  w ith respect to hom e a n d  com m unity  enculturation 
p a tte rn s  of pupils and teachers . Thus, the ethnographer 
m u s t be concerned with a  defin ition of com m unity if the 
s tu d y  is to follow students in to  the ir home environments, or 
even if com m unities served by th e  school are  viewed as 
background for development of the school (Heath, p. 37).

Ethnographic research, although not norm ally quantitative or experi

mental in approach is able to reach fu rther an d  to probe deeper and in 

more m eaningful ways according to Heath:

Pieces of d a ta  about social g roups, such  as num ber of 
sib lings, income of p a ren ts , tim e of m other-child  in ter
actions in pre-school experiences, have been correlated with 
the o u tp u t of students expressed in te s t scores, subsequent 
incom e, and continued schooling. The effects of formal 
instruction  have been evaluated  by correlating these input 
factors with educational ou tpu t. Gradually, m any educators 
have begun to realize th a t large-scale surveys, correlational 
stud ies, and exclusively quan tita tive stud ies do not provide
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ac tu a l da ta  ab o u t events e ither in the classroom  or the 
com m unities of s tu d en ts  and  teachers. Moreover, their 
findings are often used to predict the academ ic future of 
certa in  groups of s tuden ts . Used in these  ways, they 
reinforce stereotypes and easy generalizations about abilities 
of s tu d en ts , th e  inability of o thers ' to fit. and  the d is
integration and  com munity life. They often allow already 
overworked teachers and principals to have reasons' for 
closing off innovations and options in instructional methods 
and  evaluation techniques (p. 43).

Also on the side of ethnography is its  “interactive-adaptive

nature" (Heath, p. 43) which m eans th a t the  researcher does not

necessarily follow a  certain  rigid se t of expectations, nor does the

researcher need to fit the results into a certain specified format that

might be used  to pu t s tu d en ts  into certain boxes th a t define future

achievement. Instead of relying on num bers, the ethnographer instead

relies on hum an beings and  hum an behavior for data  and  finds a valid

method of research:

The validity of abstrac t representations of hum an  behavior 
m ust rest on reality founded on disciplined observation and 
analysis. E thnography provides an  em pirical d a ta  base, 
obtained through immersion of the researcher in the ways of 
living of the group. This immersion allows perception of the 
interdependence of parts and also perm its frequent returns 
to the data. . . .Ethnographic da ta  can often help provide 
the context for expanded in te rp re ta tio n s done by other 
researchers.

Correlation studies (e.g., low scores on reading tests and 
low socioeconomic class) can be amplified by ethnographic 
work. For example, the ethnographic study  of a  specific low 
socioeconomic group may reveal tha t reading scores correlate 
no t only with economic level, b u t also w ith the  degree to 
w hich reading is relevant to group m em bership , s ta tu s  
achievement, work opportunities, and  retention of cultural 
values for the group as a whole. Ideally such  contextual 
evidence for specific communities helps educators reexamine 
school values for literacy in terms of how they can be related
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to home and com munity values. Another explanation of the 
correlation m ight be found in an ethnographic study  of 
reading circles done through videotape analysis, (cf. McDer
mott and Gospodinoff, 1979). If certain s tu d en ts  have less 
eye contact, verbal in teraction , and time of direct reading 
instruction, these factors m ay contribute more to reading 
failure than socioeconomic factors (Heath, p. 44).

In total, ethnography h as  the  potential to allow educators to 

discover ways to make schooling better and  to make a difference. Hymes 

believes th a t “(fjrom the standpoint of education, obviously one wants to 

consider the possibility of adding  ethnographic inquiry to the com

petencies of principals, teachers, an d  o thers involved w ith schools” (p. 

30). The strong need for a comparative perspective is of course necessary, 

so not only will one classroom be com pared to another, b u t the literacy 

of one group to another, and the cu ltu ra l expectations an d  knowledge 

th a t is brought from home to the classroom  should also be considered. 

The ethnographer can no longer be one who simpty observes classrooms, 

w ithout following the student home to discover the interworkings of the 

home, the methods of storytelling, the  m ethods of doing homework, and 

various o ther aspects th a t help to  determ ine a  s tu d e n t w ithin this 

particular group’s access to literacy.

Heath calls ethnography a  “tapestry—busily detailed, seemingly 

chaotic; however upon closer look, it reveals patterns, and w ith repeated 

scrutiny, it may reveal yet other pa ttern s “(p. 44), patterns th a t although 

seen by the albeit perceptive “eye of a  stranger” may be able to reveal 

meaning in every word, every move. Once a  pattern is uncovered, often
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positive changes can be made. E thnography’s Anal praise then is th a t it

is both a  thorough and a democratic response to the needs of students:

The fact th a t good ethnography entails tru s t and  confidence, 
that it requires some narrative accounting, an d  th a t it is an 
extension of a  universal form of personal knowledge, m akes 
me th ink  th a t ethnography  is peculiarly appropriate  to a 
democratic society. . . .As envisioned here, ethnography has 
the potentiality for helping to overcome division of society 
into those who know a n d  those who are known (Hymes, pp. 
29-30).

RESOLVING V A U D rrr ISSUES

Qualitative research and  ethnography done in particu lar in the 

fields of anthropology and educa tion  have allowed o th ers  to th in k  

th rough  and elaborate on through practice the m ethods and  gains of 

science other th an  the positivistic kind. But with th is liberation in 

rules an d  design of social scientific research has also come discussion 

abou t how one should proceed in  qualitative research in such  a  way as 

to best benefit the culture(s) stud ied  an d  hum anity as  a  whole. How 

can  th e  researcher produce valid  research  th a t both  benefits the  

research world and a t the same tim e the group(s) being studied? W hat 

are the rules for hum an decency th a t we can follow in order to get the 

inform ation we need without going too far? W hat is th e  purpose of 

o u r research and how can we minimize our m istakes? And, how can 

cu ltu re  be w ritten? Who sh ou ld  w rite culture, the  in sider or the 

ou tsider?  How can we be more objective by being subjective, or by 

adm itting our presence means som ething, eind by being reflexive about
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our role in the  research  gathering p rocess and in the com m unity  

studied? And, ultimately, how can we write up our research in a  way 

th a t benefits the  society studied an d  th a t  perhaps even allows for 

fu ture ethnograph ic research to be better, more beneficial, m ore 

insightful, and  more based in the reality  of w hat is seen th an  in the 

power of the well-written word?

Along with an  enormous num ber of new “problems” come also 

an enorm ous num ber of new possib ilities for the social sciences. 

Hopefully, we are on the way to discovering through this process w hat 

it is we w ant to know and  also how ethnographers learn ing  from 

practice and  due process (validity, e th ics, hard  work) can help to  se t 

new guidelines and more Importantly, find new information abou t the 

world of schooling th a t will allow u s  to  In teract m more beneficial 

ways with o th e r h u m an  beings and  h u m a n  social system s in  the  

future.

THE PROCESSES OF CREDIBILITY. VALIDITY, AND 
CONFIRMABILITY IN GATHERING AND WRITING UP 
ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA

One of th e  m ajor problem s o f observing and  th en  la te r  

representing a cu ltu re is th a t w hat one finds, the “tru th" th a t one 

thinks one discovers is only a  partial tru th , is only a small portion of 

the “tru th ” of the culture. And, the “tru th ” th a t one finds m ust be not 

only credible b u t ethical, and m ust acco u n t for the research er as
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Instrum ent and  the researched as contributors who together form the 

image presented to the world. Presenting a  “truthful" account, one 

th a t is verifiable th rough  the d a ta  collected, through negotiation 

between the researcher and the members of the society being studied, 

is a m u st for d a ta  to be considered credible. One of the m ain 

questions th a t an  ethnographer m ust a sk  is, “How can one establish 

confidence in the  ‘tru th ’ of one’s  findings of a  particular subjects [sic) 

with whom and  the context in which th e  inquiry  was carried o u t?” 

(Cuba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 234).

INTERNAL VALIDITY

There gu-e m any checks th a t an  ethnographer can perform on his 

or her data in order to present a  credible study. These checks m ust be 

made throughout the d a ta  gathering process an d  should also be on 

going throughout the writing process after th e  d a ta  has been gathered. 

The criteria of in ternal validity, which h a s  as  its  ultim ate goal the 

task  of “estab lish ing  a  m atch between th e  constructed  realities of 

respondents (or stakeholders) and those reafities a s  represented by the 

evaluator and a ttribu ted  to various stakeholders" (Guba & Lincoln, p. 

237), m ust be m et in as  m any ways possib le  by the researcher 

throughout the course of study.
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PROLONGED ENGAGEMENT AND PERSISTENT OBSERVATION

Prolonged engagement, or being Involved in the com m unity in 

m any different aspects for a n  extended period of time, is one credibility 

check, for it helps th e  re se a rc h e r  to “overcome the  effects of 

m isinform ation, distortion, or presented ‘fronts’ “ and  “to establish  

the rapport and  build the tru s t  necessary to uncover constructions, 

and to facilitate immersing oneself in and  understanding the context’s 

cu ltu re” (Lincoln and G uba, p. 237). Persistent observation, ano ther 

credibility check, is similar in some respects to prolonged engagement 

because it is observation of different kinds over time; it is im portant 

because it allows the researcher to “identify those characteristics and 

elem ents in the situation th a t  are  m ost relevant to the problem or 

Issue being pursued” so th a t  she  can  begin “[to focus] on them  in 

detail” (Guba & Lincoln, p. 237). It is through the research er’s 

Immersion in the com munity th a t the researcher may allow herself to 

become trusted  and known in the com munity and th a t the research 

com m unity can also come to “tru s t” her judgm ents abou t w hat is 

written about the community studied.

RESOLVING PACE VALIDITY ISSUES
FACE VALIDITY: PEER DEBRIEFING AND MEMBER CHECKING

According to G uba a n d  Lincoln (1989), fa ce  validity, o r the 

confirming of the accuracy of the d a ta  gathered through use of other
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eyes than  sim ply those of the  researcher, “needs to be seen as much 

more integral to the process of establishing d ata  credibility” (p. 235). 

They suggest bo th  m em ber checking, or having  d a ta  read  and 

d iscussed by members of the com munity being studied, and  also peer 

debriefing, or having data read and  discussed by a  d isin terested  third 

party, perhaps a  fellow ethnographer or studen t who is no t a  part of 

th e  study  a t hand . The m ain purpose of peer debriefing is to “[test] 

ou t the findings with someone who has no con tractual in te rest in the 

situa tion  and  [to help] to m ake propositional th a t ta c it an d  implicit 

inform ation th a t the evaluator might possess" (G uba & Lincoln, p. 

237). Som e o th e r  pu rp o ses  a re  to allow fresh  in s ig h t abou t 

methodology, biases, apriori convictions, and  also to provide some 

th e ra p y  to  a llev ia te  the  s tr e s s  of fieldwork th ro u g h  ex tended 

discussions of the research.

G uba an d  Lincoln consider member checks to be “the single- 

m ost crucial technique for establishing credibility" (p. 239). Member 

checking s tren g th en s our ability to satisfy “the tru th  value of any 

given inquiry, th a t is the ex ten t to which it estab lished  how things 

really are an d  really work” (p. 234) and it allows “stakeholders" to 

verify th a t w hat a researcher h as  written in h is or h e r  field notes 

m atches the participants’ view of the situation. The researcher wants 

to be as  certain  as possible th a t “the  œnstnicüons collected are those 

th a t have been offered by responden ts” (Guba & Lincoln, p. 241).
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D uring m em ber checking, the researcher can  check for erro n eo u s

u n d erstan d in g s of a member’s actions or in tentions, and at the  sam e

tim e review, sum m arize, revise, ask  follow-up questions, and  correct

in fo rm atio n  th a t  has been provided by p a rtic ip an ts . C ru c ia l

add itional inform ation may also be provided by partic ipan ts du ring

m em ber checking  sessions. It is su ggested th a t member checking is

done n o t only a t  the end of a project, but as  an  ongoing process. If

m em ber check ing  is only done a t  the end of a  project, m em ory of

in tentions, an d  memory of situations can be m ore difficult to retrieve

for bo th  p artic ip an ts  and researcher. Member checking allows the

researcher ways to strengthen the credibility of the  d ata  collected;

R eason an d  Rowan (1981) argue th a t su ch  member checks 
(recycling analysis back through a t  le a s t a subsam ple  of 
resp o n d en ts) need to become a  s ta n d a rd  part of e m a n 
c ip a to ry  research  designs: ‘Good re se a rch  a t  th e  non- 
a lien a tin g  end of the spectrum . . goes back to the sub jec t 
w ith  th e  tentative results, and  refhies them  in the light of 
th e  sub jects’ reactions’" (ctd. in Lather, 1986, p. 67).

Member checking also allows for the researcher “to  p u t the respondent

on record’ as  having said certain things and as having agreed th a t the

interviewer got it right " (Guba & Lincoln, p. 239). Credibility depends

on “collaborative reconstruction" (Guba & Lincoln, p. 244).
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CONSTRUCT VALIDmr

Construct Validity or showing th a t the study is firmly based in 

theory and  rationality of science should  also be confirmed through the 

citing of relevant theories and stud ies, on storytelling, on schooling, 

on in s id e r/o u ts id e r  research , on th o se  ideas th a t will show the 

ethnographer to have a  strong foundation in research on the content 

and contexts he or she Is studying. The researcher should  also give 

evidence in the writing of the study a s  to how much and  w hat kinds of 

interactions he or she had  had with the  community under study in the 

p as t. Som e re se a rch e rs , will, fo r exam ple, choose to s tu d y  

com munities of which they are no t an  insider, but in which they have 

spent a  g rea t deal of tim e and  p erh ap s even lived in or studied a t 

another time.

Construct validity :

m u st be dealt with in ways th a t recognize its roots in theory 
constru c tio n  (Cronbach & M eehl, 1955). E m ancipatory 
social theory requires a  cease less confrontation with the 
experiences of people in th e ir  daily lives in order to stymie 
the  tendency to theoretical imposition which is inherent in 
theoretically guided empirical work. A systematized rejlexivtty, 
which gives som e indication of how a priori theory has been 
changed by th e  logic of th e  da ta , becomes essen tia l in 
establishing construct validity in ways that will contribute to 
th e  growth of illum inating  an d  change-enhancing  social 
theory (Lather, 1986, p. 67).

Knowing from the ou tse t the present s tu d y ’s theoretical an d  research

grounding allows the ethnographer to look a t the theory th a t informs

the writing a t  a later point and also to consider any possible apriori

108



convictions th a t he or she may have had abou t the com m unity or the 

outcom e of the study.

TRACKING APRIORI CONVICTIONS:
PROGRESSIVE SUBJECTWITY

The tradition of objectivity In the social sc ien ces.. .has insisted that the T  
who writes the text is not welcome: for the I represents subjectivity and 
bias, the enemies of truth (Jones, 1997. p. 18).

Remember that knowing self is not one physical individual. As well as 
being partial, fragmentary and contradictory, your voice is located in and 
shaped by the historical /  gender / economic /  ethn ic/social situations and 
relationships In which you live (Jones. 1997. 32).

Some feminists believe that a reflexive strategy is not ju st politically 
Important, but also a necessary condition for a rational account. Donna 
Haraway. for instance, condem ns earlier versions o f rationality and 
objectivity, which em phasize neutrality and w hich  leave out the 
knowing/writing subject, as fantastic' and ‘Im possib le’ views from 
nowhere.' In other words, unlocated objective knowledge Is a (logical 
absurdity, and an explicit self-consciousness about the necessarily partial 
and limited we (social and other scientists) teU Is thus needed as a basis of 
rational social research/ writing (Jones. 1997. p. 27).

Critics o f objectification have not often noticed that the subjects of 
scientific history' are subjects irrevocably and permanently. There can t)e 
some counter-transference (in the Freudian sense), em pathy or partiality 
for his subjects In the historian/ there can be no transference, no real 
dialogue, perceive mutuality or continuity between the historian and his 
subjects finm the subjects' point of view. The historian's subjects are. after 
all. mostly dead. (This is unlike the subjects of the anthropologist who can 
show some semblance of defiance or rebellion against the anthropologist's 
construction of a culture by outliving him and appealing to the next 
generation of anthropologists. So much so that some an thro pologists can 
hope that the salvation  of anthropology—and that o f the anthro
pologist—may well lie in the subjects of anthropology (Madan. in Nandy. 
1991. p. 147)!

In ethnography, the I is welcome because it is th rough  the I, 

w hat we are, who we are. our past and present relations, th a t we will 

see culture . Our beliefs can not be divorced from the way we perceive 

o thers, or the ways th a t we are perceived by others: “H istorical/
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gender/econom ic /e th n ic  / social situa tions a n d  relationships” (Jones. 

1997, p. 32) all shape the research we do, how  we look at and perceive 

others, how we are  perceived, w hat particu lar questions we ask, w hat 

particu lar asp ec ts  of cu lture are  of in te re s t to u s, and w hat we 

ultimately write ab o u t the culture we study.

The ethnographer m ust track those apriori convictions, and his 

or her subjectivity or biases th roughout the  s tu d y  a s  part of ano ther 

credibility check on the data gathered and presented; this consistent 

confronting or track ing  of b iases th a t allow s th e  reader of the  

ethnography as well as the writer of the ethnography  to be aware of 

how her presence and  her influence might have influenced the study is 

called Progressive Subjectivity (Lincoln and  G uba, 1989) or Systematic 

Self-Reflexivity. To be “fair" to respondents an d  to interpret our d a ta  

“fairly” calls for a  tracking of ou r biases. The researcher m ust adm it 

tha t h is or her p art in the research might change the outcome of the 

research, and to avoid m isperceptions, will need to continuously 

monitor his or her beUefs, stances, expectations.

E thnographers believe th a t in teractional research cannot deny 

the effects the presence of the researcher m ight have on the data. 

E thnographers also  question w hether it is possible or practical to 

behave as “d isin terested  observer. . above or a p a r t from it a ll” 

(Erickson, 1986, p. 9). Feelings an d  m otives a re  part of hum an  

relationships and  th u s  we m ust continually analyze them  in order to
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be as  fair as possible to participants. Through progressive subjectivity 

a researcher m akes a  valid attem pt to confront his or her subjectivity 

and continues to confront or track  th a t  subjectivity th roughout the  

course of a research  project. To be “fair” or objective, a researcher 

m ust write ou t a s  m any “conscious” b iases and judgm ents about the  

research com m unity and  the society th a t m ight sway him or her to 

feel, react, or write abou t a  com m unity in a  certain way.

Subjects also should  be freely able to d iscuss the ir biases abou t 

research, about how /w hy t h ^  presented themselves in a  certain way 

to the  researcher or told a certain  s to ry  or behaved natu ra lly  or 

unnatu ra lly  because the researcher w as p resen t—because su b jec ts’ 

actions, reactions, biases, role-playing an d  storytelling abilities, are a t 

least equally a s  im portan t a s  the researcher’s  and  ju s t  a s  capable of 

changing the conclusions m ade ab o u t th e  d a ta  collected by th e  

researcher. In essence, the ethnographer believes th a t “knowledge is 

contextual, constructed In relationship” (Dyer, p. 120) and  confronting 

our subjectivity allows u s  to find w hat p a r t the “self” plays in th is  

relationship.

As the re la tio n sh ip  betw een th e  e th n o g ra p h e r  an d  th e

participants are ongoing and  always developing, the ethnographer's

constructions of m eanm g, of situation, of bias, should be tracked in

an ongoing, som etim es even a  dally process:

Prior to engaging In any  activity a t  the site or in the context 
in which the investigation is to proceed, the m quirer records
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his o r her a priori construction—w hat he or she expects to 
find once the  s tu d y  is u n d e r  way—and arch ives th a t 
record....A t reg u la r in tervals th ro u g h o u t the  s tu d y  the 
inquirer again records his or h e r developing construction. If 
the inquirer affords too m uch  privilege to the  original 
c o n s tru c tio n s  (or to  e a r l ie r  c o n s tru c tio n s  a s  tim e 
progresses), it is safe to assum e th a t he or she is not paying 
as m uch  atten tion  to the co n stru c tio n s offered by other 
partic ipan ts as  they  deserve ... If the inquirer ‘finds’ only 
w hat he or she expected to find, initially, or seems to become 
‘s tu c k ’ or ‘frozen’ on som e in te rm ed ia te  con stru c tio n , 
credibility suffers (Guba & Lincoln, p. 238).

Through th is  c o n tin u o u s  p ro cess , th e  e th n o g rap h er has 

enhanced her ability to see an d  enhanced  the  opportunity for a more 

com plicated, b u t also m ore credible a c c o u n t of the com m unity  

presented.

TRIANGULATION OF DATA

Studying m any different aspec ts  o f a  factual n a tu re  of the 

culture or community before, during, and  after gathering the data  in a 

process called triangulation o f da ta  will a lso  m ake the researcher’s 

study  more credible, for the researcher will show  her knowledge is 

backed by the facts; “triangulation should be thought of as referring to 

cross-checking specific d a ta  item s of a factual nature (num ber of 

target persons served, num ber of children enrolled in a school-lunch 

program . . ." (Guba & Lincoln, p. 241). T riangulation is also 

som etim es considered to be th e  com bin ing  of strateg ies w ithin 

paradigms or using  a variety of different strategies of gathering data, 

i.e. interviewing, participant observation; cross-referencing of d a ta
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gathered  may also be done during triangulation. Lather (1986) also 

considers triangu lation  as sm Im portan t p art of establish ing  d a ta  

credibmiy:

Triangulation expanded beyond the psychometric definition 
of m ultip le m easures to inc lude  m ultiple data  sources, 
methods, an d  theoretical schemes. Is critical in establishing 
d a ta  trustw orthiness. It is essentieil that the research design 
seek coun terpattem s as  well a s  convergences if data  are  to 
be credible ( p. 67).

As Lather Indicates, triangulation may also refer to the search for both

patterns and  coun terpattem s between the historical docum ents and

the stories or interviews of the partic ipan ts, and also to looking a t

d ata  firom as m any perspectives as possible In order to explain more

fully the reasoning behind interpretations of the data.

T riangu la tion  is im portan t b ecau se  It helps to allow the  

researcher to present life as complicated and  sometimes erratic, an d  to 

p resen t “tru th  as a  problem” (Lather, 1986a, p. 27) or as tentative. 

S ure ty  ab o u t resu lts  is m uch less credible than  ten tativeness in 

ethnographic studies: not including outliers, or not including negative 

case analysis, can make a  study look too easy, and a  study th a t looks 

too easy Is alm ost always regarded as suspicious. The readers will 

wonder w hether there Is any “hidden” d a ta  or whether the researcher 

has only Included Information or stories th a t prove her case; readers 

will also w onder w hether the researcher m ay have had a  certain  

expectation of the “answ er” to her research question firom the start.
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In studying the data from m any different directions, £ls well as 

through compsulng documents and stories told, and through including 

outliers, d a ta  m ay be confirmed in a  num ber of ways. T hrough 

triangulation, the researcher will have looked closely a t d a ta , an d  

attem pted to explain why some d a ta  do not fit, why some triangulated 

data will not m atch a theme or category set u p  by the researcher, and  

why some d a ta  do.

TRANSFERABILITY

The gathering of “fat d a ta” (Peshkin, 1988) or “thick description" 

{Geertz, 1973) is one of the key m ethods th a t ethnographers have th a t 

allows th em  to work tow ard find ing  m u ch  rich and  deta iled  

inform ation th a t can be beneficial for o thers. The research er is 

expected to include enough examples of data, i.e. personal narratives, 

relevant sections of interviews, in the  w ritten version so th a t readers 

will have enough evidence to Judge the credibility of the data and  more 

importantly, of the interpretation. The desire for credibility is th u s  

also related to the researcher's need to gather enough data  to inform 

others. D ata th a t is not considered credible will be less likely to 

“transfer" knowledge to o thers. The ex ten t of Transjerability (or 

generalizability) is based in the evidence th a t the researcher provides 

that is both credible and useful, b u t a t  the sam e time on w hat the 

receiver finds is useful:
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T ransferability  m ay be thought of a s  parallel to external 
v a lid ity  o r genera lizab ility . R igorously  speaking , the 
positivist paradigm  requires both sending an d  receiving to at 
least ran d o m  sam ples from th e  sam e population. In the 
constructiv ist paradigm , external validity is replaced by an 
em pirical p rocess for checking th e  degree of sim ilarity 
between sending an d  receiving contexts. Further, the burden 
of proof for claim ed generalizabüity is on the inquirer, while 
the bu rden  of proof for claimed transferabüity  claimed is on
the receiver............ The m ajor tech n iq u e  in the degree of
transferability is th ick  description, a  term  first attributed to 
anthropologist G ilbert Tyle and elaborated by Clifford Geertz 
(1973). J u s t  w hat co n stitu tes ‘p ro p er’ th ick  description 
is...still no t completely resolved.’ Furtherm ore, it may never 
be s in ce  th e  cond itions th a t need  to o b ta in  to declare 
transferability between Context A and  C ontext B may in fact 
change w ith the n a tu re  of the inquiry; the  ‘criteria th a t 
separate relevant firom irrelevant descriptions are still largely 
undefined”’(Guba & Lincoln, p. 241).

To achieve th e  powers of transferabih ty , o th e rs  reading the 

ethnography are able to say  th a t this situation  h a s  also occurred in 

my classroom, or in a  classroom  I have studied, a n d  the  suggestions 

given here may be transferred for u se  in my own situation , classroom, 

etc.. or in an o th e r s itu a tio n . Often a variety o f solid  conclusions 

based on solid, thick, fat. evidence is necessary in order to make the 

transfer. The stu d ies  of Boggs (1972, 1985); Au & Jo rdan  (1972); 

Michaels (1981. 1989), and  H eath (1982, 1983) have informed other 

teachers and researchers not only about the in teraction  of culture in 

the classroom, b u t also abou t the need for teacher aw areness of the 

micro-anatyses of the classroom. For some teachers, the  knowledge in 

the above studies can  be directly transferred a n d  u sed  in their own 

situations; in o th er classroom s, an d  for o ther teachers, w hat was
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discovered in the situations described by the ethnographies can not be 

directly transferred , b u t can still be useful. If a  teacher transfers the 

knowledge th a t observation and u n d erstan d in g  of the subtleties of 

classroom teach ing  m ay affect classroom  learning and  begins to look 

into his or her ow n teaching and classroom  to effect change, transfer 

has occurred. The researcher should always be striving to produce a 

study th a t is transferable; research for the sake of research does not 

meet the high s ta n d a rd s  set up for social scientific research.

PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER: 
THE QUEST FOR CONFIRMABILITY OF DATA

The study  of life is not expected to be “tidy” or to fall into neat

little categories. The m ost credible studies will adm it this and will,

instead of tidyfying all their data, a ttem pt to  analyze or explain as

plausibly as possible w hat these diversions m ay mean. By following

the guidelines for credibility set up by G uba & Lincoln, the researcher

will have revealed th e  accuracy of the data, o r confirmed the data as

real and not im aginary or made-up data. The researcher will have

attem pted to m ake h er d a ta  worthy of transferabihty, and an accurate

interpretation of th e  community under study th a t is useful to both the

participants an d  to society. What we are u ltim ately  striving for is

confirmability, which:

may be th o u g h t of as parallel to the conventional criterion of 
objectivity. Like objectivity, confirm abihty is concerned with
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a s su r in g  th a t  d a ta , in te rp re ta tio n s , and  outcom es of 
inquiries are rooted in contexts an d  persons apart from the 
evaluato r an d  are no t simply figm ents of the evaluator's 
im agination. Unlike the conventional paradigm, which roots 
its a ssu ran ces  of objectivity in method—that is, follow the 
process correctly and you will have findings that are divorced 
from the  values, motives, or political persuasions of the 
in q u ire r—th e  co n s tru c tiv is t p a rad ig m ’s a ssu ra n c e s  of 
integrity of the findings are rooted in the data themselves. 
This m eans th a t data. . .can be tracked to their sources, and 
th a t the logic used  to assem ble th e  in terpretations into 
structu ra lly  coherent wholes is both explicit and implicit in 
the narrative of a  case study (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 243).

The ethnographer’s data, when gathered systematically and accurately,

checked by members and  by peers, informed by theory and experience,

triangulated, constructed  and reconstructed in relationship m ust be

considered as a  viable form of research th a t can  inform educators and

society in some very im portant ways.

CATALYTIC VALIDITY

Ethnographic researchers are also creating new ways of making

their research “valid" not only for self an d  for o ther researchers and

educators, b u t more im portantly, for help ing  those researched to

become strengthened or catalyzed to act m  ways th a t are likely to be

more beneficial to them  th an  the act of sitting  by as others watch

them m the efforts of living and learning; for example, catalytic validity

. . . refers to the degree to which the  research process re
orients, focusses, and  energizes partic ipan ts in what Freire 
(1973) term s conscientization,’ knowing reality in order to 
better transform  it. Of the guidelines proposed here, this is 
by far the m ost unorthodox as it files directly in the face of 
the essen tia l positivist tenet of researcher neutrality. My
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argum ent is prem ised not only on  a  recognition of the 
reality-altering im pact of the research process itself, b u t also 
on the need  to consciously channel th is  im pact so th a t 
responden ts gain  se lf-understand ing  an d , ideally, self- 
determ ination through research participation (Lather, 1986b. 
p. 67). (Also see Lather, 1986b, for more on new types of 
validity).

As research into the methods of ethnography continues, we are 

likely to see other ways of approaching validity, ones th a t may further 

reveal ways th a t may allow ethnographic studies to be considered not 

only credible and  valid ways of doing science, b u t also more valuable 

an d  worthy types of research. We should always be aware th a t the 

way we view society an d  the way that we uncover the layers of the deep 

s tru c tu re  of society are  also ways of changing th e  inform ation our 

research  supplies to society about the groups or social system s we 

study. On the other hand, w hat is exciting is th a t new “practices of 

validity. . . new efforts to multiply new kinds of validity which both 

destabilize the dom inating practices of the sam e and  su p p o rt the 

shifting differences in m any dissimilar points of view” Eire being worked 

on an d  considered in ways th a t may help researchers to “vindicate" 

themselves by actively working together to “recognize, appreciate, and  

s tre n g th en  the m ultip le  differences in the play of th e  o th e r .” 

(Scheurich, 1992, p. 20). Adhering to the practices of ethics, and  

validity may help me from obscuring my view, eind to move tow ard 

producing truthful' an d  valued research. Hope of “the innum erable 

voices of difference. . . participating together in the  conversation of
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hum ankind. . .a c lam or of different voices, especially voices made 

silent and invisible” (Scheurich, p. 20) is returned.

TH E P O U T IC S OF R EPRESEN TATIO N : W R ITIN G  I T  ‘RIGHT*

The question: how  does one “w rite” or represen t cu ltu re  and 

make it credible b o th  to the scientific world, an d  a t the sam e time 

“tru thfu l” and  a t  th e  sam e time worthy of the  cu ltu re  represented? 

Writing the final in te rp re ta tion  is an o th er issue  th a t is related to 

validity in methodology an d  is an extremely im portan t step  once the 

researcher has gathered  his or her data. Clifford argues th a t w hat we 

may ultim ately be striv ing for is “p lural au th o rsh ip  th a t  accords to 

collaborators, no t m erely the status of independent enunciators, but 

th a t of w riters” (Clifford, 1986, p. 140). A lthough it m ay be a  long 

time before the  research er will truly allow a  sub ject to explain and 

analyze the researcher’s data, eind actually “w rite” u p  meaning, some 

strides have been m ade in  this regard. Researchers who do member 

checking will be delegating more responsibility to those researched in 

helping to p resen t a  view of their cu ltu re to the world. Teams of 

researchers, often m ade up  of both insiders an d  o u ts id ers  to a 

com m unity , will now  g a th e r d a ta  an d  give m ore th a n  one 

interpretation of th e  da ta , or a  text. And, we m u st also rem em ber 

th a t if the e thnographer does a good job of gathering  da ta , and  of 

presenting the rules, the morés, the texts, the dram a, an d  of checking
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the d a ta  aga in st the  facts presented by the com m unity  as it goes

about its daily life, th a t  the  com m unity will be involved in the

negotiation of the interpretation, as the community  has together with

the researcher created itself an d  also created no t only w hat was seen

bu t also perhaps w hat was m ost important to be seen:

S tanley Fish m akes a  similar argum ent. . . .He argues tha t 
all s ta tem en ts  eire interpretations, an d  th a t all appeals to 
the text, or the fact are themselves based on interpretations; 
th ese  in te rp re ta tio n s  are com m unity  affa irs  a n d  not 
subjective (or individual) ones—th a t is, m eanings are cul
tu ra l or socially available, t h ^  are not invented ex nihilo by 
a  sing le in te rp re te r . Finally, all in te rp re ta tio n s , m ost 
especially those th a t deny their s ta tu s  as  interpretations, are 
only possible on th e  basis of o ther in terp retations, whose 
rules they affirm while announcing their negation (Rabinow. 
in Clifford, 1986, p. 255).

Power and  political correctness are also essential Issues of the

politics of representation:

The anthropologist listens to sis many voices as she can and 
then  chooses am ong them  when she passes their opinions on 
to m em bers of ano ther culture. The choice is not arbitrary, 
b u t then  neither is the testimony. However, no m atter what 
form at the  an th ropo log ist/reporte r/w rite r uses, she even
tually tak es  the  responsibility for pu tting  down the words, 
for converting their possibly fleeting opinions into a  text. I 
see no way to avoid th is exercise of power and  a t least some 
of the stylistic requirem ents used to legitim ate th a t text if 
the practice of ethnography is to continue (Wolf, 1992, p. 
11 ).

As S u sa n  Bordo wisely counsels: It is Im possible to be
politically correct.' For the dynam ics of inclusion  and  
exclusion. . are played ou t on multiple and  shifting fronts, 
and  all ideas (no m atter how ‘liberatory’ in some contexts or 
for some purposes are condemned to be haun ted  by a voice 
from the  m argins already speaking (or perhaps presently  
m uted b u t awaiting the conditions for speech), awakening us
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to w hat has been excluded, effaced, dam aged (ctd. in Wolf, 
1992, p. 13).

W hat the qualitative social scientist m ust avoid in order to attem pt 

“political co rrec tness” is playing the “‘ritual gam e of having a self" 

(Goffman, in Geertz, p. 25) “where the  staff holds m ost of the face 

cards and all of the trumps" {Geertz, 1983, p. 25). Or, in other words, 

the research er/w rite r m ust no t be the only one w ith the power to 

decide w hat goes into the final text abou t a  com m unity—instead the 

power of decision of how a social text will read will be collaboratively 

determined.

Even th o u g h  the  researcher-type is changing, the issues

confronting how one writes a  text are equally com phcated whether an

insider or an  ou tsider writes the text:

M ohanty concludes her essay with this sage observation: It 
is tim e to move beyond the Marx who found it possible to 
say: They cannot represen t them selves; they m ust be
represented ' (1984: 354). And it is reassuring  to see th a t 
m ore and  more of the underrepresented ' are  now doing the 
work necessary to represent them selves’ (and I might add. 
encountering some of the sam e resentm ent an d  accusations 
of e litism  th a t w hite first-w orld an th ro p o lo g is ts  have 
experienced). We as an th ropo log ists  can  only try to be 
sen sitiv e  to the im plications of o u r perceived s ta tu s , 
im plica tions th a t m ay be even more troub ling  for the 
fieldworker who works in her own society (Wolf. p. 12).

The "politics of representation" debates are im portant because 

they have kept ethnographers honest, and ethnography has continued 

to enlighten an d  to create change th a t is often beneficial. That an  

ethnographer can  no longer walk into a  tribal ritual, a bar room, or a
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classroom  w ithout th inking about eth ics and  represen tation  is the

outcome of knowledge of the  politics of representation . The political

d iscussions should  continue and  more evidence of catalytic validity.

always with the thought of political ethics behind it, should be offered

up to the world:

No m atter how careful, I fear all of u s who do research m ust 
be prepared to be the resented O ther to the ‘objects’ of our 
study. . . .The m anner in which th a t resentm ent is expressed 
varies across cu ltu res, an d  even w ith in  villages, bu t it 
u su a lly  involves a  desire for a  red is trib u tio n  of wealth. 
Intellectuals of th e  culture w ith which we are engaged are 
m ost likely to accuse of m isappropriating  power, of using 
powerless women in Taiwan, India, or AMca to make careers 
for ourselves. They ask  what we give in exchange, and we are 
hard  pu t to give them  answers, or a t least answ ers that do 
no t so u n d  defensive or self-serving. Nonetheless, I do not 
th in k  we need to hang o u r heads in sham e. I do not 
apologize for the research I have done o r the  books I have 
w ritten about Taiwanese women. When I began my research, 
there were no Taiwanese scholars who were the least bit 
interested in women’s lives. I may not have always gotten it 
right, bu t Taiwanese women were taken seriously as agents 
because of my research and writing. Now they can speak for 
them selves or th ro u g h  th e  w ork of a  group of young 
Taiw anese fem inist scholars. B ut n o te  th a t these new 
scholars will also speak of a  vastly changed society. The 
q u estio n  Bordo p u ts  to critics of a  s im ila r h istorical 
developm ent in feminist theory is equally appUcable here: 
‘Could we now speak of the differences th a t inflect gender if 
gender had  not first been show n to m ake a  difference?’ 
(1990:141) (Wolf, 1992, pp. 13-14).

Hopefully, all of u s have learned th a t research  for the sake of 

research, or research or for the academic com m unity alone is not a valid 

aim of ethnography. Learning th a t giving back, or reciprocity, is more 

ethical, more hum an, and  also makes u s feel good, is one of the greatest 

gifts th a t  th e  d eb a te s  on  the po litics of re p re se n ta tio n  h as
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communicated. And, we need to continue our quest to make ethnography 

reflect ou r “desire for a  redistribution of wealth" (Wolf. p. 13).
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CHAPTER 4  

METHODOLOGY

Now It is a strange thing, but things that are good to have and days that 
are good to spend are soon told about and not much to listen to: while 
things that are uncomfortable palpitating, and even gruesome, may make a 
good tale, and take a great deal of telling anywav (Tolkien, The Hobbit.
p. 61).

DESCRH>TION OF THE STUDY AND ITS PARTICIPANTS

I studied  a  Developmental Reading/English I program a t a  ru ra l 

high school In S ou th  Carolina. The research  Is primarily descriptive 

an d  the process of gathering Inform ation h as  come almost entirely 

from observation, field notes, interviews, and  reading and  w riting 

sam ples of my students. I was both teacher and  researcher; I collected 

writing sam ples of reactions to the course m aterials and to classroom  

reading an d  writing assignm ents. All my stu d en ts  chose to sign the  

proper consent forms. Pseudonyms have been given to replace the real 

nam es of partic ipan ts. The study  Is ethnographic and, as a  result, 

changes In the design have occurred as new questions arose and  new 

discoveries cam e to light during  the course  of my observation an d  

analysis. C hanges or additions In the research  design have been 

reported  in w riting to the H um an S u b jec ts  Review Board. The
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research took place a t  Llttletown High School in Kingsboro County. 

South  C arolina an d  covered the du ration  of an  entire school year, 

beginning on A ugust 18. 1995, and ending on June  1, 1996. Follow-up 

research  an d  interview s were conducted during the  course of the 

following year as  a  way to monitor the progress of studen ts and to give 

students, o ther m em ber checkers, and  peer debrlefers an  opportunity 

to read and  to com m ent on my analyses.

The h igh  school I studied had  s e t up  a  program  in  which It 

identified s tu d en ts  who were Judged “a t  risk” and even “in danger" of 

not succeeding, no t graduating, perhaps not even reading far beyond 

the second-to six th-grade reading level, w ithout some intervention. 

The D evelopm ental Reading/English I program  a t  Llttletown High 

School involved 52 s tu d en ts  in four classes taugh t by two reading 

specialists, m yself smd one other teacher. Each of the four other high 

schools in  K ingsboro County also  h a d  several D evelopm ental 

Reading/English I classes from which I could draw com parisons. The 

weekly reading meetings with the other seven reading teachers allowed 

me to d iscuss w hat the other teachers were doing with their classes 

and how s tu d e n ts  were reacting to these a s s ig n m e n ts  an d  activities.

The s tu d y  itse lf  primarily involved my two D evelopm ental 

R eading/English I classroom s and a  to ta l of 23 s tu d en ts  who were 

read ing , a c c o rd in g  to the S tan fo rd  D iagnostic R eading Test 

adm inistered in  April of 1995, on the second-to sixth-grade levels as
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they were ab o u t to en ter the n in th  grade, the ir first year in high 

school. 15 of the 23 students in my classes were Afirican-American: 8 

s tu d e n ts  were C aucasian. (Two s tu d e n ts , both African-American 

m ales, w ere expelled from school in J a n u a ry  a n d  th u s  were not 

counted  a s  part of this study.) 1 had  7 African-American females, 4 

C aucasian females, 8 African-American males, and  4  Caucasian males 

in my classes. From the beginning of th e  year u n til the end of the 

year a t  Llttletown High School, I was searching for ways to make my 

s tu d en ts  better equipped to feice the fu tu re . While 1 observed, I was 

also search ing  for reasons why they h a d  not so far been able to 

succeed in  the current educational system  and for ways to help them 

to improve their attitudes toward reading an d  writing.

WHY USE ETHNOGRAPHY?

An ethnographic approach is a  powerful way to dig deeply into 

th e  innerw ork ings of a  school, its  program , a n d  its s tu d en ts . 

E thnography  gave me the tools to explain  s itu a tio n s in depth, to 

exhibit an d  to analyze the quaUty and  potential of s tu d en ts’ written 

assignm ents, and  to explain the type of teenager/studen t who existed 

in my classroom . In sharing  these observations w ith others, this 

m ethodology afforded me an  opportun ity  to delve into s tu d e n ts ’ 

trium phs, trials, and tribulations, in hopes th a t I would be able to 

transfer these  insights to other teachers, who, in tu rn , might include
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them in their teaching. I chose to describe m ethods, conversations, 

discussions, assignm ents, a n d  s tu d e n ts ’ w ritten  sam ples to help 

teachers work with and  perh ap s understand better their own students, 

who, w hether from a  ru ra l or an  urban school, were sim ilar in make

up to my own.

My students were complex individuals whose reading and writing 

was extremely disparate. Their commonalities, such as being placed in 

a remedial course, would reveal some patterns th a t  m ight shed some 

light on the plight of o ther s tu d en ts  placed in sim ilar courses. 1 chose 

ethnography because it is only through the wading through the mire of 

“thick description" that a  detailed analysis of the memy layers beneath 

the surface, or the deep s tru c tu re , of the type of s tu d en t mvolved in 

th is stu d y  could be righ tfu lly  described and  given th e  depth of 

atten tion  th a t is needed a t  th is  crucial time in a  teenager’s life both 

socially and  academically. Through ethnographic m ethods, I would 

a ttem p t to provide m ore in sig h ts  in to  th e  w ork ings of the 

developm ental reader th a n  re su lts  from s tan d ard ized  te s ts  had 

heretofore revealed.

Before meeting my s tu d en ts , I had learned th a t their test scores 

revealed th a t they were two to six grades below grade-level norms in 

reading. 1 knew that 1 would need to move quickly to determ ine what 

approach to take if I were to a ss is t them in the m assive improvement 

expected of them  by the end  of the year (Goal 1 : Increase reading level
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by two grades.) Through close observation during  the first m onths of 

the course, I discovered that my s tu d en ts  were a t  a crossroads, even a 

standstill, and  th a t  finding direction, motivation, and  possibly even 

hope was an  extremely essential need for them. My s tu d en ts  had  been 

labelled, or m islabelled In some cases, and  m a n y  felt th a t they were 

not capable of learning or of succeeding not only in high school but 

also in the future. Many had alm ost given up  on them selves, and I 

needed to move quickly to bring a  spark  back, a  spark  they m ay have 

had  during early literacy learning b u t appeared not to have any  longer. 

Into their literacy learning if not their fives. I w anted to travel every 

avenue through ethnographic m ethods In order to discover as many 

different possible travel routes w hich might allow new routes of travel 

for students to take In the future. For me. the best way to  look a t a 

variety of paths w as through ethnography.

MY ETHNOGRAPHIC METHOD

As I write u p  the data  Into Its final form. I have followed as 

diligently as p o ssib le  the ru les  an d  goals an d  th e  p ro cess  of 

ethnography as d iscussed  in the previous chap ter by doing m ember 

checking, peer debriefing. Journal writing, writing out my b iases and  

checking them  ag a in s t my in terpretations of the d a ta  p resen ted . I 

have included a s  m uch data as possible, m a in ly  in the form of written 

sam ples of s tu d e n t work. I have also included  exam ples of my
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opinions of the events in the classroom  and the school through citing 

examples from my journal, which was written before, during, and after 

class as often as possible.

ISSUES OF VALIDITY:
PROLONGED ENGAGEMENT AND PERSISTENT OBSERVATION

I spent an  entire year engrossed in the community and school of 

Llttletown. I lived in this tow n, a n d  socialized, except for the 

meetings with other reading teachers of the County, only with those in 

th is small town. My d iscussions w ith the other reading specialists 

and  the reading coordinator w ere all related to learning about the 

Kingsboro County students and  w hat types of activities, readings and 

writings, were beneficial to them . I attended  football, baseball, and 

softball games, the prom, organized a n d  met with the Traveling Poetiy 

Club, and  daity ate lunch at school w ith both teachers and  students. 

My duties included guarding “The Sm oking Tree” and  from time to 

time, m orning (breakfast) cafeteria duty . I shopped in Llttletown, 

called students or parents, m et with paren ts a t the school or when I 

visited their hom es, socialized w ith  teachers during  lunch , after 

school, an d  a t  s ta ff  parties . In th e  sum m er, I ta u g h t the 

developmental reading program a t Kingsboro High. I was involved in 

or observed alm ost every activity a t  the  school in order to provide as
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rational and  complete a  picture as possible of the culture of th e  school 

and the com munity.

I spoke to  s tu d e n ts  both In a n d  o u t of class. I h a d  an  

additional forty-five m inutes with which to observe those in my second 

block class because they were all in my academic assistance period 

(study hall). D uring study  hall where the atm osphere was relaxed, 

students would ta lk  abou t their boyfriends, girlfriends, or fights th a t 

they had or w anted  to have with other s tu d en ts  or their p a ren ts  or 

relatives. I also w as able to have some extra individual work time or 

conferencing tim e with students during th is period.

The academ ic assistance period became my advising period. I 

sometimes advised them  on various concerns, both school-related and 

other. During th is  period, students also sometimes advised me: on 

how I should w ear my hair, how I should dress, w hat I should  teach 

and how I sh o u ld  teach. I loved th is  period, even though  som e 

criticism h it hard . I listened to every com m ent made by a  s tu d en t, 

and although  som e did not make sense  for me to ac t on, o th e r 

comments were Immediately acted upon.

Conversations where students told everything were m uch more 

likely du ring  th e  beginning of the  year, and  were often qu ite  

enlightening, w hen stu d en ts  were building their a ttach m en ts  an d  

learning abou t th e  school. S tudents cam e in to school qu ie t and  

reserved, even shy. bu t with a  need to find ou t from each teacher w hat
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they needed to know to pass the class. They were also  more open 

because they were still “learning the ropes." Later on. once students 

knew the school and the “ropes." they became more brazen and defiant 

abou t school activities, especially ab o u t being in a  rem edial reading 

class. This I w as able to observe on a  daily basis in th e ir comments 

an d  in their reactions to reading a n d  w riting assignm ents. I also 

observed and  talked to studen ts during my lunch break  or my lunch 

duty, which w as a t  what I fondly called “The Smoking Tree," an area 

on the cam pus between two trees where the  sm okers m et and  tried to 

smoke w ithout being caught.

Although I had hoped th a t I w ould have th e  opportunity  to 

interview studen ts during the academic assistance period, I found th a t 

a s  the year w ent on, this was not possible. So, I observed students, 

conferenced w ith them one on one, an d  w atched their interactions as 

well as the interactions of the other s tu d e n ts  in  the school. I also had 

a  wall of windows in my room th a t allowed me to hear an d  see a great 

deal.

At the first interim grading period, I m et with paren ts who came 

to the evening opening house and d iscussed  the s tu d e n ts  and how 

they were doing in my class. It was here th a t  I first began learning 

abou t the paren ts and the home life of my studen ts  an d  learning more 

a b o u t my s tu d e n ts  th an  w hat o th e r te ach e rs  o r th e  s tu d en ts  

themselves had  said. For example, o ther teachers had  told me th a t
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the m ajority of paren ts of the  studen ts a t th is school did no t care 

ab o u t th e ir  children’s education  and were not Involved a t  hom e in 

push ing  the ir children to succeed. S tudents often talked ab o u t their 

hom e life a t  school, so th is  m eeting w ith p aren ts  was a  way to 

discover w hether the s tu d e n ts ’ perceptions m atched those of their 

paren ts. I found tha t th e  paren ts were often m uch more open about 

the ir s itu a tio n s  than  th e  s tu d en ts  and th a t the parents, each  and 

every one of them, said th a t education was the m ost im portan t factor 

in th e ir child’s life a t p resen t an d  tha t they supported their child in 

every way. It was at these meetings that the parents encouraged me to 

call them  if there were any  problems, or if I needed help m otivating 

their child.

Most of the paren ts were very serious abou t the im portance of 

education  for their children. They told me th a t they had  struggled 

during  school, but th a t they had  learned th a t working tow ard their 

education w as more im portan t th an  anything else, and th a t they  had 

done the ir best. They w anted their child to work hard  like they  did 

an d  they  w anted more opportun ities for their child th an  w h a t they 

had  been given. Most also adm itted that their children did no t appear 

to take th e ir  education seriously  any more an d  th a t m any of the 

paren ts’ a ttem pts at m otivating their children had  been unsuccessful. 

Almost all of them  indicated th a t children were m uch different these 

days an d  a s  parents, they did not always know w hat to do ab o u t it.
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I took the p aren ts’ advice ab o u t calling an d  I did call parents, 

for bo th  the good and  the bad, a s  often as I got the chance when I 

needed to. Parents were also required to pick up  their children’s  report 

cards every nine weeks, so I spoke with parents every term  about their 

child 's progress or problems, or both—the school set up  an  entire day 

for th is  process every nine weeks so there was am ple time to get to 

know the parents, and  as s tu d en ts  were out of school on those days, 

my stu d en ts  usually  accom panied the ir parents an d  were in on all 

conversations regarding their schooling. I also called each and  every 

paren t and  had an  hour-long m eeting with them in Jan u ary  and  again 

in May on the progress of th e ir  child in my program  an d  w hat I 

expected to be the prognosis for th e  following year in term s of whether 

they would be promoted or retained an d  whether there was more hope 

for th e ir child’s success. I also continued to s tre ss  th a t s tu d en ts  

m ight m ake better progress w ith  th e  p aren ts’ con tinued  help  of 

keeping their children reading, an d  writing if possible, a t  home.

I stayed after school every day, normalfy for a t least three or four 

hours, meaning th a t I often left school a t 7:00 in the evening. That 

m ade for almost a  12 hour day, a s  school began a t 8:00 an d  teachers 

were expected between 7:30 and 7:45. During this time, studen ts were 

encouraged to drop in after school to work on their workbooks, o ther 

w riting projects, or to receive help  firom me on either personal or 

school-related issues. It w as n o t u n til the end  of the year th a t
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studen ts  s ta rted  feeling the end-of-year “crunch" an d  coming In after 

school fairly often. Before then, s tu d en ts  mainly dropped in to say 

“hi" or to ta lk  while they waited for a  ride or to u se  the phone or 

sometimes to borrow money.

D uring my time as  a  full-time teacher a t Llttletown. I never 

missed one day  of school. I did not w an t to p u t these  studen ts at 

more risk  of getting into trouble. I knew  how m ost pupils behaved 

when they h ad  a substitu te—after all I had  been one— and  did not 

w ant my s tu d en ts  to have more opportunity  to “do nothing" (as they 

often said. “I a in ’t doin’ nothin’, and  as I often replied. “Yes, th a t’s the 

problem”), or to get referred to the principal. Maybe I should have 

been able to let go for a  day or two. b u t I was too com m itted to them 

to do th a t, no m atter how tired or fru stra ted  I becam e. I lived for 

these children, and spent more time with them  th an  w ith my husband 

(I was in Llttletown. he was in Charleston through the  week). When I 

came hom e on the weekends, my h u sb an d  often asked  me to stop 

talking shop, or to stop talking ab o u t my s tu d e n ts . I lived, ate, 

dream ed them , and  m any tim es, 1 felt they consum ed  me. My 

engagem ent w ith the school an d  my s tu d e n ts  w as noth ing  if not 

prolonged and  persistent.

My living in Llttletown allowed me to become a  memt>er of the 

com m unity, perhaps no t a  full-fledged m em ber a s  I still held a 

position of au thority  and I also had  not lived in Llttletown all of my
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life. Many of the teachers a t  Llttletown had grown up in Llttletown or 

in Kingsboro, some even lived right across the stree t from the school. 

I chose to live one block aw ay from the school where the neighbors 

who lived below me were two former students of Llttletown. one the 

daughter of the present a th le tic  director a t Llttletown High School. 

Next door weis a  present s tu d e n t a t the school, a  Junior who hved with 

his father and one with w hom  1 often talked to a t  the “Smoking Tree." 

My total Immersion in the com m unity and my voluntary  decision to 

live in Llttletown im pressed the  studen ts and their parents and  helped 

to make me as close an  insider a s  any outsider could be.

CONSTRUCT VALIDITY AND PROGRESSIVE SUBJECTIVITY

I was immersed in the  educational process of my s tu d en ts  and 

the students of Llttletown and  was immersed in the theories of reading 

and writing from my graduate work and from choosing to continue to 

keep abreast of the new theories coming out in my field th a t were 

im portant to making education  for students, my own stu d en ts  and 

those like them  in particular, better. In my review of the literature on 

theories of m otivation, read ing , the u se s  of ad o lescen t and 

m ulticu ltu ra l literature, a n d  m ain ta in ing  optim ism . I reveal the 

theoretical grounding th a t fed my perspective on how to best teach my 

students. My fifteen years of prior teaching experience from the high 

school to graduate level allowed me insight into my theoiy of practice

135



an d  in to  experiential knowledge of how s tu d e n ts  a c t and  react to 

schooling. I believed th a t an  analysis of the rich d a ta  th a t would be 

found in describing writing assignm ents about reading and an analysis 

of s tu d en ts’ reactions to challenging reading and w riting assignm ents 

w ould best yield inform ation ab o u t the program a n d  ways to make it 

b e tte r  for these s tu d e n ts  a n d  o ther s tu d en ts  in sim ilar programs 

across the country as  well.

In the In troduction  and  in Chapter 6, I d iscuss my impressions 

o f th e  assu m p tio n s of th e  program  and  my ex p ec ta tio n s of the 

s tu d en ts , im pressions w ritten down before school h ad  begun or before 

I h ad  even met one s tu d en t. I reflected on my b iases an d  Judgments 

th rough  taking daily no tes and  recording them in my jou rnal in order 

to m aintain  progressive subjectivity. Tracking my b iases throughout 

the  year. I strove to m ake su re  th a t the data I used w as not only th a t 

w hich  fit w hat I h ad  originally expected. I had  m any  surprises, 

inc lud ing  the tac it d isc lo su res of s tu d en ts  ab o u t the ir needs for 

Uteracy and their a ttitu d e s  toward school. That s tu d e n ts  were such 

novices of reading an d  writing, lacked almost all m otivation to read or 

to write, but responded so favorably to selecting th e ir  own reading 

m aterials were all revelations.
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CONFIRMABILITY, TRANSFERABILITY, AND TRIANGULATION

I also  saved every piece of w riting th a t each s tu d en t produced. 

S tuden ts  typed most of their w riting on the com puter and  saved them 

on the ir own diskettes which would rem ain in the com puter lab as a 

portfolio u n til the s tuden ts g raduated . In my class, s tu d en ts  were 

given folders in which to keep their work, and  I set up a  system  where 

they could retrieve whichever pieces of writing they needed for class 

ou t of th e  milk crates In the  c lassro o m  where they were stored 

alphabetically. The original prew ritings, rewritings, an d  final drafts 

were kep t in  the  classroom for me to look a t  the work they had done 

as well a s  the  comments I had m ade, an d  for students to look back at 

their work a t  all stages whenever they  needed.

It is through the use of an  abundance  of examples of authentic 

s tu d e n t tex t th a t readers will have enough evidence to Judge the 

credibility of the data. Although s tu d e n ts  wrote so m any more pages 

on a  variety of assignm ents during the  year, and only a representative 

sample of their work could be shared , the examples shared  should be 

am ple enough  to convey their au th en tic ity  and to bring to fight the 

difficulties an d  the achievements of these students.

The h igher the num ber o f credib le exam ples a n d  credible 

situations or events presented the more likelihood of the occurrence of 

transferability. When a  teacher, researcher, or adm inistra tor is able 

to say, “T hat sounds Just like A nton or Margo" or “I am  going to try
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th is  stra tegy  with my s tu d e n ts ,” th en  a successfu l tra n sfe r  has 

occurred. The extent of transferablhty  (or generallzability) is based in 

the evidence th a t the researcher provides th a t is both credible euid 

useful, b u t a t the same time on w hat the receiver finds is useful. For 

example, my peer debrlefer. Dr. M ichael Wilson, a  high school English 

and  history teacher, indicated th a t  he had never thought to use “book 

tasting" as a  strategy for older s tu d e n ts  until he read my dissertation. 

He p lanned  to immediately begin using  this strategy with his eleventh 

an d  tw elfth graders—indicating th a t  transferablhty had  occurred. 

A nother teacher could discover an o th er effective strategy or use for the 

classroom , depending on his or h e r needs or perspective.

To m eet the triangulation requirem ent, I have included in this 

s tu d y  m any different aspects of a  factual nature in order to ensure 

th a t I had  examined data  firom a s  m any perspectives as possible. 1 

reviewed inform ation provided by the U.S. Census, the Littletown 

S o u th e rn  Association of Colleges an d  Schools (SACS) 1996-1997 

report, m em oranda firom teachers an d  the Superin tendent. I also 

included information of a  quantitative basis by using the scores from 

The S tanford Diagnostic Test as adm inistered before s tu d en ts  entered 

my classroom , as well as their pre- an d  post-test scores while in my 

course . I spoke to paren ts, s tu d e n ts , teachers, an d  com m unity  

m em bers and  read the new spaper. The Kingsboro Voice on a  daily 

basis. As m uch information from as  m any different outlooks was
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considered and  provided to ensure th a t I had  searched and researched 

as  many avenues as there were streets in Littletown.

THE POLITICS OF REPRESENTATION AND RECIPROCITY

W hat I have w ritten ab o u t th e  Littletown com m unity, the 

school, an d  my stu d en ts , was a  collaborative effort. As mentioned 

earher, my peer debriefer was an  experienced high school EngUsh and 

History teacher who was not a  stakeholder in the study  but provided 

many valuable insights about the n a tu re  of high school students. As 

he had sdready earned his Ph.D., he also  provided some much needed 

empathy.

During the year I taught, I wrote down com m ents in my Journal 

on events th a t had  occurred. I often allowed studen ts to read parts of 

my jou rnal to corroborate what I wrote. Jam aica, for instance, read 

what I had  w ritten abou t the Ritual Denial: The Vivisection of the 

Reading Orange, as she was the in stiga to r of th a t event and  the 

studen t who had m ade the honorary  first slice. It was particularly 

im portant for me to discover w hether my in terpretation of this event 

was correct, an d  to determ ine w hether the ritual w as connected to - 

s tu d en ts’ abhorrence of the reading label. As s tu d en ts  were not told, 

and I did not w ant them  to know, th a t they were called Orange Box, I 

could not p resen t the entire version of th is episode to Jam aica. Ned 

also read his story and  was proud to be included in the book, as were
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Jam aica and the o thers. However, no t all s tu d en ts  were portrayed in 

a  positive Ught. C helsea, for instance, d id  no t necessarily like the 

anecdote abou t h e r pretending she was ill even though she adm itted 

th a t I had  written ab o u t it factually, nor did sh e  particularly savor the 

discussion of h er tan tru m s. However, from o u r d iscussions of her 

behavior, she was able to provide me with fu rth e r explanations of the 

reasoning behind h e r actions because, a s  sh e  rem arked, “1 w anted to 

make sure th a t you understood me.”

As 1 wrote, 1 had four major member checkers, two students from 

my class, an d  two teachers. The two s tu d e n ts  were Jam aica  and 

Chelsea, w ith w hom  I m ain tained  con tac t prim arily via phone and 

written correspondence, although I also visited them  and all the other 

members of the c lass on two separate occasions. Nancy, the other 

reading specialist a t  LHS, an d  I discussed o u r  s tu d en ts  alm ost daily, 

and  I also m ain ta ined  con tact with her th rough  letters and  personal 

visits. D uring th e  school year, we often com pared notes on our 

students, on activities, defeats, and accom phshm ents. After I left the 

school Nancy kept me ab reast of how my s tu d e n ts  were faring in the 

Reading/W riting W orkshop, th e  follow-up co u rse  th a t she  was 

teaching for s tu d e n ts  who h ad  not com pleted the  GA level of the 

Learning 100 w orkbooks, or in their reg u la r ten th  grade English 

classes.
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Another m em ber checker w as Jane, the ch a ir  of the science 

departm ent. J a n e ’s opinion was valuable because although she was 

n o t a  complete insider, she h ad  been teaching a t Littletown for five 

years, and was well-respected. Because she was no t an  msider. she 

was able to keep an  open m ind and  to provide valuable insights tha t I 

had  n o t always seen abou t the cu ltu re of Littletown and  the behavior 

of s tudents. Ja n e ’s two children were attendm g school in Littletown. 

one a t  the elementary, the other in the middle school, so she was not 

only aware of b u t deeply involved in the processes of schooling m 

Littletown. She was particularly  interested in the lack of motivation 

for both  readmg and  o ther school-related activities she  had  also seen 

in h e r  s tuden ts an d  now. she worried, in her children. Jan e  also 

believed th a t she saw  a  sim ilar lackadaisical a ttitude in the majority 

of teachers and  adm inistra tors who had  grown up in  Littletown. and 

shared  other eye-opening revelations th a t were for me always “food for 

thought."

Together, all of the above eyes and  ears, as well as my own. have 

coUaboratively worked to provide as accurate a p icture of Littletown, 

its high school, and  its Developmental Reading/English class.

My method of giving back to my students, the m ajor participants 

in th is study was to continue to motivate them after I left Littletown. 

As I had  spent an  entire year imm ersed in the school, the community, 

and  the  studen ts’ lives, I had  difficulty leaving all of th is behind. I
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was particularly saddened at leaving my stu d en ts  not knowing w hat 

would become of them. So. I have m ade a  pom t of keeping in contact 

with all of them. I have called each an d  eveiy student several times to 

say hello an d  to find o u t how they  are  doing in school. I also 

correspond w ith m any of them regularly. I send  Christm as cards and  

letters on b irthdays and  on various o ther occasions. Each s tu d en t 

was given a  book the Isist time I met them  in Littletown.

I also m ade and  will continue to m ake personal visits to each of 

their homes whenever I am  in town. A lthough students do not live in 

wealthy homes, m  fact only three of m y s tu d en ts  lived in houses, the 

rest lived in trailers, I have been welcomed into every home. As th is Is 

a rural community, homes are many miles ap a rt—I clocked the miles I 

travelled ju s t  to see my studen ts  a t  two hundred  the la s t tim e I 

visited. During the upcoming months, I plan to invite several groups 

of studen ts to visit my home in C harleston . I appreciate w hat my 

students have helped me to do in giving me permission to use them  in 

my dissertation, and  I actually believe in them  as people and  w ant to 

continue to let them  know that I am  available to them  if they need 

me. Each s tu d e n t also has my phone num ber and several do call 

periodically to tell me how their lives are  progressing. They have 

become a part of my life, ju s t as I am  p a rt of their lives.
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THE PLAN FOR LITERACY EVENTS THAT MOTIVATE, 
CULTIVATE, AND STIMULATE

I would like to move on to d iscuss w h a t my th o u g h ts  were 

behind the  p lan  for th e  literacy even ts th a t  o ccu rred  in my 

Developmental R eading/English I class a t Littletown. I originally 

assigned sho rter assignm ents and those th a t  s tu d e n ts  could easily 

begin and  finish w ithout m uch pressure p u t on them  in term s of 

grades and gram m ar. Assignments then becam e progressively longer 

and more complex as the year advanced.

GATHERING AND INTERPRETING DATA

One of the  first assignm ents I gave was a  jou rnal. The reason I 

assigned the jo u rn a l originally was to discover w hat s tu d en ts  could 

do. I also w anted  to find out w hether giving s tu d e n ts  freedom to 

choose w hat they  w anted to write abou t th e ir  first chosen reading 

assignm ent would free them  to write. With th e  jo u rn a l and  many of 

the beginning assignm ents, I was not concerned abou t how well they 

wrote because I only w anted to assess their m otivation to write, to 

find out if they could be motivated to write more th a n  a  paragraph or 

two if free to choose w hat to write. I was m ainly  concerned with 

finding out w hether they could write when prom pted an d  given clear 

directions and w hether they would write. In the process, I would then 

be able to observe their writing strategies, the ir work strategies, and

143



their writing abilities, as well a s  receive som e inform ation on the ir 

likes and dislikes related to school, reading, and  writing.

To discover more about my s tu d e n ts  an d  to get them  s ta rted  

writing, first I asked them  questions ab o u t their reading an d  w riting 

in terests, the ir goals, their s tre n g th s  a n d  w eaknesses, an d  th e ir  

opinions on tests  and  grading practices. Then, students were expected 

to write a  page a  day on the reading they had  done in class. They were 

firee to write whatever they wanted ab o u t their books. Later, they used  

the jou rnals  for brainstorm ing, w riting d rafts, an d  o th er process- 

oriented writing geared toward com pleting a  longer writing assignm ent 

on one of the books they were reading. The jo u rn a ls  then becam e an  

ou tle t for try ing  o u t w ritings a n d  for th in k in g  ab o u t read ing . 

S tuden ts were encouraged to let th e  ideas flow, and  were told th a t 

their journal responses would be used  w hen they wrote a  more formal 

paper, about their novel or other reading in which they were involved.

On several occasions, following th e  completion of reading a  book 

and writing in their journals on a  daily basis, studen ts  were expected 

to complete a  variety of prewriting exercises an d  then to write a  sh o rt 

paper from am ong their best work in  th e  jo u rn a ls  an d  prew riting 

assignments.

Not only h a s  reading p ro m p ted  ex tensive research  of its  

applications to writing, bu t also jo u rn a l writing has been the source of 

m any experim ents. Jam es Britton h a s  called th is  type of w riting
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“expressive writing" because it is “writing tha t assum es an  in terest in 

the writer as well as in w hat he h as  to say about the world" (1982, p. 

156). J a n a  Staton (1981) d iscusses jou rnal en tries a s  a  source of 

com munication between teacher and  student. She discovered journals 

were helpful because “most jo u rn a ls  co n ta in  significant themes which 

can  lead to extended discourse over time about the sam e underlying 

propositions” (p. 5).

Ken Macrorle (1979) recom m ends th a t each s tu d e n t keep a 

jo u rn a l as an  act of practicing writing, and  as a  m ean s for self- 

expression. He advocates free w riting because it re leases s tu d en ts  

from the obligation to write in a  stilted, formal style an d  directs them  

tow ard the ir own “selves." Free w riting can also take  the  form of 

“fab u lo u s  rea litie s” w hich ca n  be la te r developed in to  m ore 

sophisticated writings (in Graves, p. 54).

I used  the journal as p a rt of ano ther experim ent. I w anted to 

discover if studen t would respond  favorably to work th a t  w as not 

expected to be perfect. S tuden ts were told th a t the jo u rn a l would not 

be graded for mistakes in gram m ar, b u t Instead th a t they  would be 

given points simply for doing th e  journals. I did say th a t, of course, if 

it appeared that a student had  not tried to do the assignm ent, and  

had, for instance, only written a  sentence or two, w hen I expected a 

page, then  the points would be lowered. I told s tu d en ts  th a t they all 

h ad  every chance of receiving h igh  grades ju s t  for doing the
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assignm ents. I w an ted  to boost the s tu d e n ts ’ estim ation of their 

abilities, their self-esteem too if possible, the ir motivation, and most 

of all, as I had  no knowledge of these s tu d e n ts  writing, reading, or 

personalities, I w anted  to get to know them . I had  no preconceived 

notions of w hat type of information I would receive, nor did I have any 

idea of w hat their writing would be like.

The journal assignm ent was presented as  an  assignm ent that we 

would carry ou t th roughou t the year if possible. It ended up th a t 

students were writing so many different th ings during the year, th a t 

the jo u rn a l ended up  to be an optional form of pre-writing th a t 

students could use. Most preferred not to carry  the notebook around 

with them, and  instead  preferred to write all brainstorm ing and rough 

drafts on separate sheets of paper which were then  transferred to the 

computer disk when we went to the Mac Lab.

The journals, however, were a  great way to begin the year, and a 

great way for me to get a sense of how I sh ou ld  proceed with each 

individual studen t throughout the rest of the year. During the first 

weeks of school. I had  students answer questions, often in the form of 

a  letter either to me or to a friend abou t the ir personalities and their 

interests in school an d  outside of school. S tu d en ts  seemed to enjoy 

the letter-writing process and were perhaps more able to begin writing 

when they had an audience in mind an d  because they were familiar 

with the letter form at and how to begin. S herm an  (1996) found tha t
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letter w riting as  correspondence betw een s tu d e n ts  and  teachers , 

parents, and  friends was an  excellent m ethod of moving s tu d en ts  to 

share the ir literary experiences with o thers abou t self-selected text. 

Leonhardt (1996) also suggests a  letter-w riting format because it is 

one strategy for interesting studen ts in writing, informal, som etim es 

hum orous, writing: “Is there any o ther k ind  of writing th a t m ight 

easily engage their interest?" (p. 101).

My s tu d en ts  originally began writing the ir letters to me. w hich 

helped me to build a  rapport: one student wrote. “Well it has been fun 

writing to you." Later in the year students wrote letters to the au th o rs  

or subjects of their books. Many indicated th a t they really enjoyed 

writing letters. As students always knew who they were w riting to, 

they always had  a  place to begin, which was helpful for novice writers. 

The original directions and the assignm ents th a t 1 gave to s tuden ts are 

given in A ppendix B. W hat s tu d en ts  w rote in their jo u rn a ls  is 

discussed in Chapter 7 and Chapter 11.

ANALYZING READING SKILLS, INTERESTING TEXT, AND 
MOTIVATION TO READ THROUGH “BOOK TASTING" AND CHOICE

The jo u rn a l assignm ent th en  p rog ressed  into a  tim e for 

reflection on a  novel th a t studen ts were reading. Each s tu d en t was 

able to choose his or her own novel to read based on what I called a 

“book tasting  day." This was a  term  I h ad  learned from tak ing  a 

tutoring class a t Ohio State for mainly school-aged students who were
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either reluctan t readers or were having difficulty reading or both. 

W hat Dr. Sandra McCormick suggested was th a t we take a  sampling of 

books to our tu tee to have h im  or her decide which one he or she 

would like to read. 1 did basically the same thing with the whole class 

2LS I had  done with my one tu tee  a t  Ohio State. I brought out a  large 

sam pling of books th a t I h a d  brought from home on a variety of 

different reading levels and  topics. I then described the story line to 

s tu d en ts  and  had  studen ts  claim  the book as their own as soon els 

they thought it sounded in teresting to them. They were of course able 

to tu rn  the book In for an o th er if they found a  book later th a t they 

thought would better su it them . They were also able to begin a  book 

and  decide to re tu rn  it for an o th e r choice if they found out th a t they 

did no t like it after all or if they  discovered th a t it was too difficult, 

too easy, not interesting, or for any  other reason.

After having read all th e  s tu d en ts  jou rnals  an d  having had  

s tuden ts In my class for a  few weeks by the time I begem to use “book 

tasting,” I was also able to help s tu d en ts  make choices tha t I thought 

would be interesting to them  If they had  dlfBculty choosing.

Part of the purpose of th e  “book tasting" experience w as for 

s tu d en ts  to have em opportun ity  for sustained silen t reading for a 

period of fifteen to forty-five m inu tes per day, and  also a time to get 

focused in order to begin the class. In my mind, there is nothing more 

cahnlng or relaxing th an  read ing  a  good book of uour choice. I
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underline uour choice to underscore how my plan  to allow studen ts 

reading choices ran  throughout the course of th e  year and throughout 

the course of the curriculum  In my classroom. I was initially trying to 

discover how stu d en ts  read and  w hat types of m aterials they liked to 

read when I began “book tasting .” bu t con tinued  with this strategy 

th roughout the year. Using “book tasting” an d  allowing students to 

self-select their readings were two m ethods th a t  enabled students to 

consider reading as  a pleasurable experience. From  student reactions 

to certain  books, and  from their writings. I stud ied  the types of texts 

th a t motivated stu d en ts  to read.

The reading was set up sim ilar to the “drop everything and read” 

(DEAR) Program, which other teachers were im plem enting across the 

school. S tudents in m ost of the o ther English classes were expected 

to always have a book in hand. They were to bring a  book of their 

choice to class every day. Another expectation of the DEAR program 

implemented by the English teachers and in my classroom  was th a t 

s tu d en ts  would learn abou t what o thers were reading, and hopefully, 

w ant to read the books tha t they saw or heard o thers were reading. As 

s tu d en ts  were asked to write both informally an d  formally about their 

readings. I was able to assess stu d en ts ' initial writing abilities and to 

plan the methods for teaching them  writing strategies.

I continued the practice of book tasting th roughout the year. 

Som etim es this wels done as a class, bu t other tim es a  student would
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finish a  book and  begin the search for a  new one either by perusing 

the m any books in the classroom, asking for a p ass  to the library, or 

by ask ing  me to d iscuss some of the books h e  or she saw in the 

classroom . S tu d en ts  were expected always to have a  book of their 

choice on their desk. As all of the writing assignm ents were based on 

books a n d  top ics of the ir choice, th is  d e m a n d  was easily  

accommodated. The purpose of this was to keep s tu d en ts  motivated to 

read and to write. My premise was th a t studen ts  who choose w hat to 

read and w hat to write about would continue to read  an d  to write and  

would hopefully not only learn how to choose books they would like to 

read bu t also become excited about reading and perhaps even become 

life-long readers.

ROLE OF THE RESEARCHER

As I w as both the teacher and the researcher, I was teaching, 

observing, interviewing, conversing, conferencing, an d  collecting 

w riting sam ples a t various tim es on a  daily b as is . Some have 

questioned the ability of one person to be both teacher and  researcher 

a t the  sam e time primarily because it is difficult to perform the 

Intense work required of a  teacher and to be an im partial observer who 

is able to see the culture as a non-stakeholder m ight (Spradley,1980; 

Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). Certainly, as I was the ir teacher, studen ts 

w ould n o t alw ays sh a re  everything ab o u t th em se lv es du rin g
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conversations, nor did I always have time to draw  them  out. I was 

teaching and not able to  be there solely to socialize. However, as a 

daily participant and researcher. I could re tu rn  to pertinent questions 

or insights and  search for answers during my free period, after school, 

or the following day in class.

The teacher/researcher approach suited  my purposes best as I 

could to tally  im m erse m yself in the school, an d  th e  studen ts. 

Furthermore, I had access to parents and  school records, information 

tha t would have been m ore difiicult for som eone no t a part of the 

school to obtain. And, a s  an  analysis of s tu d e n t writing samples 

about their reading was to  be one of my major sources of data, I was. 

as both teacher and researcher, easily able to obtain  writing samples 

almost on a  daily basis. I also saw  each s tu d en t grow from the first 

day of school, and observed his or her daily struggles.

And, as  I was a  newcomer, although accepted into the culture of 

the school through my position as a  teacher there. I w as “new" and 

therefore not likely to ta k e  anything for granted. Every part of the 

culture of this particular school was fresh and  potentially Informing 

and I was not going to d iscount anything in my search  for meaning 

and understanding of th is  school environm ent and  its effects on my 

students. For example, I surprised a  great m any teachers when 1 asked 

them about the phrase, “I a in ’t know and I ain 't care” because most of
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them had  heard  It so often th a t they h ad  never thought tha t it carried 

any particu lar meaning.

S tu d en ts  knew th a t as  a teacher, I held some authority  which 

m eant th a t  they might n o t have been a s  open with me on certain  

subjects a s  they might have been w ith ano ther. However, s tu d e n ts  

tended to actually “forget” th a t I was both studying them and teaching 

them  b ecau se  we w ere co n s tan tly  involved in o u r roles a s  

teach er/re sea rch er an d  learner. As a  resu lt, s tu d en ts  behaved 

naturally. In fact, s tu d en ts  were always extremely quiet and reserved 

whenever a n  adm inistrator, ano ther teacher, or an outside observer 

was presen t in the room (this happened fairly often), but were more 

themselves w ithout “in truders.” They tru sted  me with their writing, 

som ething they were asham ed to show  others. Furthermore, I was a  

member of the  class whom they tru sted  would tell their stories in a  

beneficial way.

In total, through being a  teacher, a  researcher, and a  resident, I 

was able to socialize and research sim ultaneously  with both studen ts  

and parents and  to see them  on the streets, in the few restauran ts in 

town, a t  th e  grocery store, the c leaners, the hardw are store, the 

bakery, or a t Simpsons, the best little everything store in town. On a  

daily basis, I could also observe s tu d en ts  in their classroom roles as
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well. I had situ a ted  myself in  “the  cat-b ird  sea t.” ab le to view all 

aspects of the culture of the school and  the com munity first hand.

METHODS OF ANALYSIS

My m ethods for smalyzing the  data  were a t first, descriptive, but 

the primary m ethod was close tex tual emalysis for the rem ainder of the 

study. Some of my prelim inary work is descriptive, for I needed to 

provide a  p icture of what the classroom  contained: w hat books and  

materials, for example ; a p ic tu re  of w hat a “typical” Developmental 

R eading/English I literary experience was; a  picture o f w hat high 

school studen ts were interested in, w hat they were like; a  picture of 

w hat the high school under study  w as like.

Some of the above inform ation  also  helped me to  track  my 

subjectivity because it is inform ation tha t I reviewed later to determine 

w hat I saw when I first arrived, an d  w hat I thought about th e  set-up of 

the school—the teachers, the s tu d en ts , the adm inistrators—later. My 

initial interviews were open-ended, with the goal of getting to know 

students and teachers and their in terests, in reading and in  general. I 

asked studen ts to provide inform ation abou t the ir reading in terests, 

goals, likes and  dislikes in th e ir jou rn a ls . S tu d en ts  also  filled out 

reading inventories, information ab o u t their career choices, an d  gave 

me all sorts of introductory d a ta  to consider. I began to give s tu d en ts’ 

reading and writing assignm ents based  on choice of reading material
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and  choice of topic in order to assess  s tu d en ts’ motivation tow ard 

in te re s tin g  text. I a ss ig n ed  b o th  sh o rte r  a n d  longer w riting  

assignm ents to determine w hether studen ts  performed better, or were 

more motivated to finish work th a t could be completed in a day ra th e r 

than  a  week or more. I saved every piece of short or long writing in 

order to pu t together as complete a  picture as possible about these 

studen ts’ schoolwork.

I continued throughout the year to search for themes, patterns, 

m em orable sta tem ents, and  cues to help me to define s tu d e n ts ’ 

reactions to texts or situations. I also analyzed th e  written literary 

texts used  in the classroom s. I analyzed the co n ten t of w ritten  

sam ples collected from partic ipan ts. I com pared the reactions of 

s tu d en ts  to reading m aterials an d  to workbook activities th rough  

com paring the writing they did and  the reactions they had for each 

type of activity. I had access to conversations with students, teachers, 

and parents to analyze and  also to com pare to a  participant’s actions 

in classroom  events. In total, I constantly  observed an d  listened as 

well as read and commented on s tuden t writings in order to “read" and 

eventually “write" the interactions in the classroom.

From the gathering of rich, “fa t,” “thick” data , I was able to 

think an d  rethink the m eaning of d a ta  from a variety of directions, 

from a  variety of data  sources. I expected to have “multiple, often 

conflicting meanings and in terpretations” tha t m ight arise out of the
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data, b u t I expected to puzzle th rough  the  m ultiple perspectives, by 

analyzing, comparing, discussing negative case examples or examples 

tha t did not fit into categories or p a tte rn s  th a t I discovered, an d  

through member-checking and peer-debrieflng. Having multiple per

spectives an d  loaded d a ta  to work w ith  is w hat I w anted to use to 

ensure th a t the picture of the com m unity an d  the stu d en ts’ reading 

and w riting activities w as as a c cu ra te  a n d  detailed as  possible.

I was able to see o ther sides of s tu d e n ts  and see more of their 

lives th a t went beyond school through residing m  the com munity and 

also being a  teacher a t LHS. Through all the avenues I considered, it 

rem ained my focus to search  for w ays to b e tte r the reading an d  

educational program  se t up  for these  s tu d e n ts  and  to help them  

prepare for perhaps a  very dlfBcult fu ture. I w as constantly searching 

for patterns of life and culture and I saw  more as a  resu lt of being a  

part of the com m unity. My m ain goal b e c a m e to look into the 

prevalent a ttitudes these studen ts  h a d  tow ard schooling and  why 

these attitudes became prevalent for them , and, in particular, to look 

into how an d  why their a ttitudes tow ard  reading  an d  schooling 

affected their abilities to read, to write, an d  u ltim a te ly , to succeed in 

school.

Once the pattern  emerged th a t it w as indeed school and their 

previous as well as the predicted lack of success in school th a t seemed 

to have caused  them  the m ost harm . I began to center in on the
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schooling process, the curriculum , Eind the  reading program in which 

these s tu d en ts  now found them selves a  part. And once the pattern 

emerged th a t s tuden ts could read a n d  write better than  others had 

deemed possible, I began to center on the ir written materials and their 

motivation, or lack of motivation, to read  or to write. I continued to 

search for reasons why students were n o t m otivated toward literacy 

and  for m ethods from which I could  help  them  to change their 

attitudes an d  outlooks.

My joy  as  a  researcher Is to a tte m p t to analyze, explain, 

understand. Liberate, interact with, observe, “[describe] and [probe] the 

in ten tions, m otives, meanings, con tex ts , s itu a tio n s, and  circum 

stances of action" (Denzin, p. 19), or, in o ther words, to search for 

u nderstand ing  of th a t deep stru c tu re , th a t  m agnificent puzzle th a t 

h u m an  beings p resen t through Uving a n d  experiencing Ufe. I am  

idealistic an d  I w ant school life to be b e tte r for all students, so I was 

always conscious in my attem pt to g a th e r  data , and  to search for 

m aterials an d  m ethods that would allow me to be able to reach this 

goal. My goal was also to find some valuable Information tha t would 

be useful to both teachers and ad m in is tr a to r s . Throughout my study, I 

continued to proceed with these goals in mind.

In the following chapter, I will in troduce the community and the 

cu ltu re  of Littletown. The factual in form ation  as well as w hat I 

consider to be the most germane elem ents of the community life will
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be shared  to provide a  description th a t m ay explain  some of the 

reasons why s tu d en ts  a t LHS did not always give a  high priority to 

schooling.
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CHAPTER 5

LITTLETOWN: THE COMMUNITY AND THE SCHOOL

In the following chapter, I will describe the community and the 

culture of Littletown as  1 saw it. The purpose of th is chapter is to 

explain the basics of th is small, ru ra l town, and  its inhabitants. The 

Information provided here may also contribu te to an understanding of 

how the environm ent an d  socio-economic factors may play a  role in 

the desire for academic achievement.

A BEGINNING DESCRIPTION OF THE SCHOOL AND THE COUNTY

MEMO
From: Mr. Dylaui 
RE: REALITY CHECK
Date: 4 /2 2 /9 6

The other day my wife, who is also a  teacher, brought home a 
jo u rn a l en try  w ritten  by a  n ine-year-o ld-little  girl from 
Kings boro. It touched my h ea rt so m uch that 1 would Uke to 
share  it with you. The topic for the journal was, “If 1 Could 
Change My Age”:

"If I could change my age, I would like to be twenty years old. 
So I could get a house w ith  m y mother and Jamily. And I 
would like to have a car. A nd  I would like a phone. I would 
like to get a Job. I would be a teacher. I would like to have 

food  like m ea t And I would like to have dessert. I would like 
a party when my birthday comes. I would invite my friends."

M e s s a g e  to  T e a c h e r s :  L e V s  lo v e  o u r  s t u d e n t s  a n d
re m e m b e r  t h a t  m a n y  o f  t h e m  c a r r y  a  h e a v y  b u rd e n .
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The town of Littletown. where Littletown High School w as 

located, had a population of 3,050, where approximately 25.7 percent 

of the population was school-aged (between the ages of 5 and  17), a  

m edian home value of $46,400, and a  m edian household income of 

$15,871 (37.5 percen t of the popu la tion  ea rn ed  approxim ately  

$10,000), the lowest median household income by far in the C ounty 

(1990 U.S. C ensus Figures). The school w as located ju s t south of th e  

Main Street, which had  two stoplights.

The town w as a  small, torpid, rural, textile community, ab o u t 

twenty m inutes from the County seat, b u t quite separate. The town 

boasted of being the site of a nationally known t-sh irt company and of 

being the birthplace of a  famous African-American rock and roll s ta r  

from the 50’s. This rock and roll s ta r annualfy gave a  benefit for the  

youth of the com munity. The County had  several steel m ills , textile 

mills, and a  large paper mill. Many of the stu d en ts  planned to work in 

one of the above three types of major enterprises. It was no t u n til 

November of 1996 th a t  the County’s citizens could dial 911 in 

emergencies. It should  probabfy come ais no surprise that the school 

levy had not passed  in Littletown and  th u s  there was no money for 

repairs or for a  new  school.

The main textile mill and outlet store in  the town of Littletown 

unfortunately moved its facilities to Mexico during the year I taught, 

putting num erous paren ts of my s tu d en ts  a n d  m any others in the
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com m unity ou t of work in the process. The tow nspeople, although 

upset, seemed to take th is setback with resignation, as  if they were 

used to being let down an d  should not have expected more. They were 

forced to accept w hat was Inevitable; the sm all town was being passed 

by as it could not compete in the global economy. A lthough I have no 

census statistics on unem ploym ent for the  town of Littletown, there 

was widespread unem ploym ent for the m em bers of th is community. 

Many of my stu d en ts  indicated th a t their fathers or m others were out 

of work. The w om en often were employed, b u t u su a lly  had only 

temporary jobs a t the  factories, jobs which cam e a n d  went. Some of 

the women did sewing or alterations out of their homes; one student’s 

entire &mily ran  a  sewing business out of h er home to supplem ent the 

income of a  church  where the father was a  m inister. One studen t’s 

m other was a  school custodian with whom I conversed a lm o s t  every 

day after school.

The Littletown High School self-evaluation done for the  1996- 

1997 Southern  Association of Colleges an d  Schools (SACS) Ten Year 

Study described clearly the s ta tu s  of em ploym ent opportunities and 

the breakdow n o f professionals and  b lue-co lla r w orkers in the 

community:

The Littletown community is traditionally  one of blue-collar 
workers. In 1995-96 three h undred  a n d  twenty-five of the 
m ale p a re n ts / g uard ians were b lu e -co lla r w orkers. Only 
twenty-five of the males and  fifty-two o f th e  fem ales were 
professionals. The num ber of industries in th e  Littletown area 
th a t need laborers enhances the trend tow ard a  large num ber

160



of b lue-co llar w orkers in the com m unity . (* Inform ation 
provided through a  survey completed by s tu d en ts  a t school on 
M arch 20, 1996).

The profile of Littletown assem bled for SACS edso explains some of the 

difficulties those living in Littletown and attending  th e  high school 

m u st face:

In a  statistical profile of Littletown and  the su rround ing  area, 
sixty-six percent is classified as rural. The population of the 
L ittletow n area  is 9 ,766  o r which 45.5 is b lack  an d  54.5 
percen t is white. Seventy-seven percent of th e  families are 
traditional, and seventeen percent have females a s  the head of 
th e  household. Littletown is a  poor area. The percentage of 
people over twenty-five w ith a  high school diplom a is twenty- 
five percent lower th a n  the  rest of Kingsboro County. Half of 
th e  households have a n  an n u a l income less th a n  $19,815, 
an d  m ore than  one in five residents lives below the poverty 
level. Almost five percent of all housing un its lack plumbing.

According to com m unity leaders, em ployment Issues are a 
m ajor concern. The employment rate is low, an d  the lack of 
skilled workers deters the  attraction of new industries. The 
leaders also see poor educational structu res in Littletown as a 
d raw back . The physical facilities of L ittletow n High and 
L ittletow n Middle schoo ls  are in ad eq u a te  to  offer more 
educational opportunities.

The principal told me th a t the  school had  approxim ately 700 

s tu d e n ts , evenly divided am ong Afirtcan-Amerlcans an d  C aucasians. 

He told me th a t  this would presum ably be the approxim ate racial 

m ake-up  of my classroom. After arriving at the school, I assessed  the 

African-Am erican proportion of the school population to be actually  

ab o u t 10 percent higher th an  the principal indicated. I also discovered 

th a t  there  was one Asian-American student (1st generation Chinese- 

A m erlcan, p a ren ts  from M ainland China) and  one M exican s tu d en t 

who en tered  school around  November and knew  no EngUsh. The
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ac tu a l ethnic m ake-up of the school as provided by SACS was: “[LHS] 

h a s  eight h u n d red  s tu d e n ts  enrolled. . . .[and] h a s  a s tu d e n t 

population th a t is flfly-flve percent black and forty-flve percent white." 

In my two classes, th e  e th n ic  m ake-up was tw o-th irds African- 

American and  one-third C aucasian.

The poverty of th e se  s tu d e n ts  is also ev iden t in the high

percentage of students receiving free or reduced lunches:

The num ber of s tu d en ts  a t  Littletown High who qualify for free 
or reduced lunch averages between forty an d  forty-five percent 
each year. Factors th a t contribute to th is  num ber are low 
paying jobs and  single-parent homes. . . .

The stigma attached to needing assistance in the form of free lunches

created problems for the high school students:

According to the inform ation provided on th e  Title One school 
applications, th e  nu m b er of qualifying s tu d e n ts  should be 
higher. Both of th e  feeder schools have a  higher num ber of 
s tu d e n ts  in  th e  lu n c h  program . L ittletow n E lem entary 
currently  h as  69 .3  of its population qualifying for free or 
reduced lunch. Littletown Middle School h a s  61.1 qualifymg 
for the lunch program . Of the num ber of s tu d e n ts  who do 
apply for the lunch  program, the acceptance ra te  is high. The 
staff a t Littletown High feels many older s tu d e n ts  do not wish 
to be associated w ith the stigma th a t is a ttach ed  to receivmg 
free or reduced lunch ; therefore, the n u m b e r of applying 
students is lower.

Although I agree th a t receiving assistance of th is so rt is stigmatizing 

for young adults, I m ight ad d  one more reason to explain why high 

school students did not always apply for assistance. The parents were 

actually the ones who were required to fill out the forms an d  to supply
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all Incom e-related data . As some parents would have difQculty either 

reading or completing the forms, the forms were not completed.

For example, d e v o n  s grandmother was required to complete the 

form for his firee or reduced lunches; however, even though Sister King 

had  some help from the guidance ofBce, she was never able to finalize 

the  work a n d  th u s , could not turn it in for him. S iste r King could 

barely read, a n d  was no t functionally literate so it was difficult for her 

to finalize th is m atter for Clevon. Although Clevon w as em barrassed 

because he needed the firee lunch, it was even more problematic for 

him  w hen he h ad  no m oney or no lunch a t all. So, Clevon often 

sUpped into my classroom  right after the lunch bell rang  and  received 

his free lunch, w ith no one the wiser. When Clevon did not visit me 

a t  lu n ch  tim e, he did n o t ea t a t all, and  a s  he w as a  th in  and  

energetic child, th is was worrisome.

M ost of th e  s tu d e n ts  were Littletown n a tiv es  th rough  and  

through, having lived in th is town all their fives, m any having never 

v e n tu re d  fa r th e r  th a n  C h arles to n , th e  c lo s e s t m a jo r city, 

approxim ately 60 miles away. Most of my s tu d en ts  were content to 

rem ain in Littletown émd seemed unmotivated to leave. Few planned 

on a tten d in g  college, a n d  m ost envisioned finding a  job  in either 

Littletown Itself, doing w hatever work was available, o r in nearby 

Kingsboro, where the steel an d  paper mills were located. Only a few 

s tu d en ts  indicated  th a t they could not wait to get o u t of th is little
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dead-end town as it seemed to them. Since m ost of the studen ts  (and 

teachers, too) were Insiders, an  ou tsider was very noticeable an d  not 

easily accepted.

The town had one large superm arket, where a few of the  older 

high school s tuden ts worked, an d  several sm aller grocery stores, a 

bakery, a  convenience store, a  short, tw o-street row of hardw are 

stores, two typical small-town restau ran ts , a  thrift store, a  Chinese 

re s tau ra n t owned by the one Chinese femUy in town, and an  extremely 

expensive d ress shop which surprising ly  enough survived in th is 

im poverished community. There was a  bar a  few hundred yards from 

th is  s tr ip  o f sm all businesses, right off the  m ain highway. It so 

happened  th a t one of my s tu d en ts’ uncles owned it. She som etim es 

sw ept the  floor and  did other odd Jobs for him there.

Littletow n had the u su a l B urger King and  K entucky Fried 

Chicken franchises and, near the end of the year, a new McDonald’s, 

concerning which the whole town seem ed happy—it m eant progress. 

These were additional places of em ploym ent for the s tu d en ts—and  

som etim es their parents. In a  town so small, it was am using to note 

th a t  so m any  people, including myself, did not notice th a t  the 

M cDonald’s was bemg built, m uch less th a t it was finished. W hen 

one s tu d en t asked me if he could use my nam e as a  reference for a  job 

a t M cDonald’s, the whole class seem ed to ask, “Which McDonald’s 

and  how  are you going to get there?" No one seemed to believe th a t
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there  was Indeed a  new  McDonald’s planned for the ir little town. I 

h ad  driven by the building site on Main Street, ju s t  p a s t the railroad 

tracks, which seem ed always to have the crossbar down, and  had never 

seen  the McDonald’s. Som etim es the closer one is to som ething the 

harder it is to see.

Considering the  sm allness of this town an d  the fact th a t m ost 

of these kids had  grown u p  together, gone to the sam e schools, and  

been in m any of th e  sam e classes, it should no t be su rp rising  th a t 

people in th is  tow n seem ed quite used to each o ther. The blacks 

associated  prim arily w ith the o ther black s tu d en ts  w ith whom  they 

h ad  grown up  in  the ir neighborhoods bu t they also mixed together in 

th e  classroom  w ith  th e  w hite s tu d e n ts  whom  th ey  h ad  know n 

prim arily through school classes an d  programs. The w hite s tu d en ts  

m ostly socialized w ith o ther white students, a t lunch an d  after school, 

an d  mainly had  best friends who were other white s tu d en ts , b u t they 

were usually very friendly and  familiar with the black s tu d en ts  in the 

classroom. Clevon explained th is very succinctly w hen he said, “Well, 

som etim es we do o u r  th in g  an d  they do th e ir  th ing , an d  th en  

sometimes we do our th ing together. But mostly we get along.”

165



FINDING A PLACE TO LIVE: TRYING TO BE AN “INSIDER" BY 
BECOMING A PART OF THE CULTURE OF LITTLETOWN

I w anted to be an  insider to the communlly, a t least by living In 

It. Most of th e  o ther new teachers, bo th  those in o ther programs a t 

Littletown an d  in th e  reading program, lived outside of Littletown or 

outside the adjoining com munities in which they taught. Most either 

found apartm ents in  the city of Kingsboro, or even better yet, although 

a  much longer drive to and from school, in one of the upscale. afQuent 

beachside com m unities. The principal told me th a t he definitely did 

not th ink I shou ld  live in Littletown because there was nothing to do, 

no nightlife, no  culture . I, however, had  plenty to do, an d  if I were to 

find ou t an y th in g  ab o u t “c u ltu re ,” especially  the cu ltu re  of the 

Littletown com m unity, I certainty needed and  w anted to be there. So, 

I leased an  ap a rtm en t on the top floor of a  house th a t rented for only 

$200/m onth  an d  was only two blocks away from the school.

I ended  up  spending  alm ost a ll of my tim e in Littletown, 

teaching of course, th en  after school doing my grocery shopping and 

other errands. I often m et and conversed with parents in the shopping 

aisles or talked to stu d en ts  as they walked down the street In front of 

the little s to res  or th e ir places of em ploym ent. Littletown was a 

friendly town. Everyone In the town seemed to recognize and  to know 

hy nam e all th e  new teachers. They welcomed u s  and  I came to love 

walking down th e  stree t in Littletown where everyone In town greeted 

me with, “Hey, Mlz Baglnski."
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CHAPTER 6 

BIASES, ASSUMPTIONS, REALITIES OF THE 
DEVELOPMENTAL READING/ENGLISH I PROGRAM

W hat follows by way of in troduction  in the  following chapter 

and  su b se q u en t chap ters  is no t necessarily  a  stric tly  academ ic 

analysis of th e  situation  and problematics of teaching reading to lower 

skill level s tuden ts. However, it is intended to serve as a  sample of the 

subjective assum ptions and  biases th a t underlie my approach to the 

problem as I encountered it in its real contours.

It is Im portan t for the reader to u n d e rs tan d  th a t I describe 

Littletown from my perspective and tha t the lens through which I view 

the cu ltu re  o f th is  sm all com munity an d  th is  sm all high school is 

subjective. For the ethnographer. It Is Impossible for it to be otherwise 

for “1" am  in th e  text and “1" am in all th a t I see in the text which is 

the com m unity an d  the school and  all of Its individual members. 1 

saw Littletown as  a  village that had been m arginalized and 1 saw the 

students In m y classroom  as educationally cheated, if you will, by the 

lim itations of th e  adm inistration and  the  m onetary  assets of the 

community. 1 walked Into my classroom believing th a t I would do my 

best to give th ese  studen ts  more than  w hat they had  ever been given
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before. The best way to describe the situation  in th is case was to be 

honest about w hat I saw  and  about how these s tu d en ts  were treated.

The tone of th e  narra tive  ab o u t the ad m in is tra to rs , o ther 

teachers, and the coord inator is not m eant to be condescending or 

patronizing, bu t Instead to be as sincere as possible. My stance is one 

as student advocate; I have always tried to be a  s tuden t advocate and 

thus, the lens through which I “take the picture” of the school and the 

com munity is tin ted  in their favor perhaps. The record of what was 

said and  by whom com es from copious notes taken  a t meetings and 

from my own recorded  Jo u rn a ls  a n d  th u s , h a s  been  carefully 

docum ented in an  effort to provide a  fair and  accurate  account of the 

events, attitudes, activities, assum ptions, an d  cu ltu ra l environm ent 

th a t guided the  school com m unity an d  m ade the  developm ental 

reading program w hat it was a t  Littletown High.

EXPOSING MY BIASES: WHAT I THOUGHT BEFORE ENTERING 
THE SCHOOL AND BEFORE MEETING MY STUDENTS

In order to ex p la in  fully my s itu a tio n  a n d  to docum ent 

accurate ly  my study , I m ust, as an  e thnographer, describe my 

reactions to the school, to th e  studen ts, to the situ a tio n  a t hand, 

from the beginning of the school year. The discussions below serve to 

reveal my thoughts on  the teaching position I h ad  accepted and the 

early concerns I had ab o u t the  program and its effectiveness for the 

students I believed I would be teaching. Once my biases were written,

168



I was free to contem plate more openly a n d  honestly  the needs of the 

studen ts, the effectiveness of the program  as  It existed, and  finally, 

the realities of w hat I might be able to teach  and  how I might be able 

to help my stu d en ts  learn to read and  write better.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS: A ROOM WITHOUT A VIEW

I drove by the  school once before accep ting  the job. I saw  a 

terribly dilapidated group of buildings a n d  a  row of trailers; la te r I 

learned they were to be called “portab les.” I shuddered. 1 had  never 

seen trailers u sed  as  classroom s before. There were th ree  m ain 

buildings; la ter I learned they were called A-Building, B-BuUding, and  

C-Building. The principal had  told me In a  phone conversation th a t he 

hoped th a t I would no t decline the  job based  on the  appearance of the 

school. He sa id  th a t the people m ade th e  school, not the  school 

building. I told him  th a t it did no t m atter w hat the school looked like, 

and  I m eant th a t wholeheartedly. I did n o t believe that it could be 

th a t bad.

But nothing could have prepared m e for w hat I would find. I 

found out th a t my classroom would be in B-Building. The next time I 

saw the school was after the new teachers orientation meeting, a  few 

days before school began. Each of the read ing teachers was issued  a 

M acmtosh com puter for their classroom  an d , shice I had  a  pickup 

truck, I was designated to deliver the com puters to the school. I met
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the principal, who informed me th a t my classroom  would be in the B- 

B uild ing , in  th e  CCC or co m p u ter lab , an d  th a t th e  o th e r 

developm ental reading teacher, Nancy, would be in a  portable behind 

the B-Building. I w as thankful a t th a t tim e th a t I was not assigned a 

classroom  in a  trailer.

I was told th a t  I would be sharing  th e  room (with a  teacher’s 

a ss is tan t, who w ould be working with s tu d en ts  who had not passed 

BSAP, or th e  B asic Skills A ssessm ent Program , the s ta te ’s exit 

exam ination). I walked into my room and  all I saw  were com puters, 

com puters all a ro u n d  the room, and  large uneven tables, two large 

shelves, one filing cabinet, a  desk, a  tail wooden cabinet, all filled with 

the o ther teacher’s, or the  com puter aide’s  papers. There were no 

books or o th e r m ateria ls  for me to use, b u t  I d id  have one MAC 

com puter, incidentally with only a  few gam es and  one word-processing 

program. The com puters and com puter-desks extended around the 

circumference of th e  room, the other fu rn itu re an d  office furnishings 

took up  the rest of It. I had no chalkboard o r whiteboard, no desks or 

chairs for s tu d en ts , no books, and th is w as only a  few days before 

school was to s ta rt. I was worried bu t confident th a t the principal 

would rectify this.

The day before school started , 1 still did n o t have desks or 

chairs, b u t the principal promised I would have desks and  chairs by 

the end  of the day. Around 3:00 P.M. they appeared, thrown into the
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room in complete d isarray  while I attended a  meeting. I returned, and  

tried to set up som e sem blance of a  classroom, and tried to m ake it 

inviting.

There was still no board. Although I was forced to go to the 

principal alm ost every day to try to procure one, I did not receive a 

board until the middle of November. The board I got was found in the 

com er of another teacher's room and had  been sitting there since the 

sum m er. I p rocured  a  large m etal cab inet from the gym for my 

m aterials which I squeezed into the room in a creative yet economical 

way; the two large cab inets now ju tted  ou t from the wall in front of 

the windows.

I felt uncom fortable ab o u t my classroom  b u t I had  a  sanguine 

attitude. I thought th a t th is  room could work as well as any o ther 

and I believed like th e  principal th a t “The teachers make the school, 

not the building.” I wholeheartedly agreed with him and hoped th a t I 

could make the best o u t of a  difiBcuit situation.

Later on I learned  th a t in between the two cabinets and  the 

com puters there w as a  sm all space where studen ts had ju s t enough 

room to hide, to quickly open up  the window and  yell out. or to play 

with the com puters for the o ther class, all of which they knew they 

were not allowed to do and  all of which they did anyway when they felt 

restless, which was m ost of the  time, a t least in the beginning of the 

year.
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I did not know th is yet b u t the set up of the room, which really 

was the only way it could have been set up, allowed s tu d en ts  to create 

distractions, and  to d isru p t the  class and their own and  the others' 

learning a t a  whim. They used  th is room to their advantage whenever 

possible. Had I been able to predict all the problems th e  environment 

alone would create, I would have tried much harder to change it. We 

really were a t a  disadvantage in th is room. But, in th e  end, there was 

nowhere else for u s to go. The school simply did n o t have a  better 

“learning" space.

ENVIRONMENTAL CONCERNS: THE SHELVES WERE EMPTY

There were no books m  the  classroom the day I arrived to begin 

setting up my classroom. Although Mrs. Stiehl had chosen a  workbook 

as the main focus of the course, we were not to expect its arrival until 

mid-September a t the earliest. The workbook actually tu rn ed  up mid- 

November, alm ost a  full th ree m onths into the school year. The day 

before school, I fo rtu n a te ly  h ad  carted  in boxes of books and  

magazines from home.

I had also procured a  class se t of the previous year’s geography 

textbook from the A ssistan t Principal, Mr. Jones, because  he was 

trying to get rid of them. After all. the textbook was com pletely out of 

date and the geography classes had  gotten brand new textbooks this 

year. Certainly, ou r reading  program  was not the only  one with
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critical needs, a s  it w as August of 1995 a n d  the geography book used  

throughout the  1994—and through m ost of the 1995 school year— 

still had  the Berlin Wall in it. Many other changes which had  occurred 

in the 1990’s w ere outdated  or unm entioned in these books, b u t th e  

school had  been unable to buy updated editions for years. But, having 

nothing, I would take anything I could get. My thought was th a t there 

might be some w ay to study the structure of the textbook, or a way to 

get s tu d e n ts  in te re s te d  in finding o u t m ore inform ation  ab o u t a  

certain country. I ended up using the books in exactly th is way, a n d  

a t the s ta r t  o f th e  school year in the  absence  o f a  real p lan  o r 

curricu lum , th e se  were some su itab le  in tro d u cto ry  lessons. The 

geography books helped in some ways to get s tu d en ts  going on th e ir 

first paper as som e of them  read books an d  wrote papers on a  country  

t h ^  would like to visit.

Beyond m y books an d  magazines from home, th e  geography 

texts, and  a  few dism em bered dictionaries and  th esau ru ses  nobody 

wanted fi’om the  reading coordinator’s office, there was nothing b u t 

me and my shadow.

INITIAL ASSUMPTIONS ABOUT STUDENTS* LITERACY, ABILITY,
AND PROJECTED PROGRESS

I had  several interviews and conversations an d  one all-day 

meeting with the reading coordinator for the Kingsboro County before
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I ever en tered  my classroom  or m et any  students. The following 

discussion will show how the studen ts and  the program were defined 

to myself an d  the other new teachers o f the course a t a  meeting a  few 

days before the beginnmg of school.

In the absence of any  written docum ent abou t the program ’s 

objectives, I will describe the assu m p tio n s of the program  from  

detciiled notes taken during all early meetings and conversations w ith 

the reading coordinator, Mrs. Stiehl. Mrs. Stiehl inform ed me th a t  

there w as no written curriculum  for the program.

I accepted the position, not really knowing m uch about it, even 

though I had  tried diligently to find o u t as much abou t the program  

an d  th e  p re p a ra tio n s  I sh o u ld  m ake before sch o o l b eg a n . 

Unfortunately, one week before the opening of school, Mrs. Stiehl still 

had  not chosen amy textbooks bu t she  informed me by phone th a t  

during the meeting we would have th a t week tha t I would “come hom e 

with more m aterials than  I knew w hat to do with."

A lthough I am  a  social person, I was focused on the ta sk  a t 

h and  th a t day; I w anted to know w hat was it exactly th a t I w as 

teaching on Friday, August 18th. I asked quickly about the books a n d  

other m aterials, wherein Mrs. Stiehl prom ptly replied, with a  cheery  

smile on her face, “Don’t worry, Lee. You’ll all have everything you 

need by the end of the day." Then we played a Scavenger H unt gam e 

to get to know the other teachers better. I knew that I would have to
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make up my own mind ab o u t how I w anted to approach th is class. I 

realized then th a t the new program had  the potential to be whatever 

we the teachers w anted it to be. I was no t entirely sure a t this time 

whether such freedom would be a  positive or a  negative.

I listened closely as Mrs. Stiehl explained the program and  the 

types of students we would have. I listened and  began to th ink abou t 

how I would approach the class, and I listened for ideas. I w anted so 

much to do a  good job and  to help these studen ts . I had not even m et 

a  single one of them  b u t I knew th a t  I w ould devote m yself 

wholeheartedly to their cause and  that their betterm ent would become 

my purpose.

No grants were written: no money cam e in for our program. We 

started out with the large sum  of $1000 per teacher, which m eant th a t 

with only two of u s  teaching a t  Littletown we would have a  to tal of 

$2000 for the program. Being good with money. I thought th is could 

go a  long way. The way it tu rned  out. Mrs. S tiehl ordered too m any of 

the lower-level workbooks for our students, who were the least likely 

to need the more advanced workbooks according to counts made of the 

placement of studen ts a t each site. The s tu d e n ts  a t Littletown High, 

contrary to popular belief ab o u t their deficiencies, were actually  the 

first to get to the highest-level workbook. As a  result, $1300 of the 

$2000 total we were given to spend on books for ou r classrooms went 

to buying more workbooks a t  the higher levels for our school. We
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ended up having paid a great deal of money for the lower level books 

and had  far too m any of them, b u t they were ours.

Mrs. Stiehl had  originally bought m ost of the workbooks for our 

studen ts th a t fit the second, third, an d  fourth grade level. We were 

told th a t the Littletown students were the absolute lowest and would 

never need the 5th, 6th, 7th, emd 8 th  grade books. Preordained failure 

was implied and accepted. After all, being advanced to the tenth grade 

required s tu d en ts  to, a t the m inim um , complete the GA, or 7.0-8.5 

proficiency level workbook.

I was being told th a t of the four other schools, my school and 

its reading partic ipants were the least able and the m ost in need of 

assistance. Those studen ts who would find themselves placed into 

this program were those who had tested on the second-through-stxth 

grade level. This judgm ent, of cou rse , was based  on only one 

standard ized  te s t, w hich I d iscovered later, w as no t read  very 

accurately as studen ts who placed into the 7th through 10th grade on 

a subsequent test also ended up in my class for undisclosed and never 

to be disclosed reasons. Those who tested  a t actual grade level or 

above on the S tanford Diagnostic Reading Test given in September, 

including one studen t in my class whose score read post high school, 

were reta ined  in the class. For w hatever reason, the ir original 

placement was upheld.
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I was told th a t I should not expect a w ritten curriculum  but also 

th a t I could be assu red  th a t the adm inistration  had  anticipated the 

needs of a  new program. I thus accepted w hat little was known, tried 

to learn more, emd rem ained open-minded abou t the program. In the 

following paragraphs, I will explain exactly w hat I was told by Mrs. 

Stiehl about th e  program  and the students.

THE STUDENTS: ACCORDING TO MRS. STIEHL

W hat Mrs. Stiehl told me and the other new reading teachers a t 

a m eeting one week before school s ta rted  was th a t ou r students had  

been chosen for th is program because they had tested on the second- 

to-sixth-grade levels on the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test (SDRT). 

We would be giving the SDRT again as a  pre-test and  then a t the end 

of the year as a  post-test to monitor their reading levels. She said th a t 

the stu d en ts  needed to be told when we adm inistered the tests th a t 

“This is to show  us w hat you really know" instead of “This is what you 

need. S tuden ts  are used to the test being used against them."

These w^ere s tu d e n ts  who had  som ehow fallen through the 

cracks of the system , and  had such  extreme difficulty reading th a t 

m any could be characterized  as non-readers a n d  all as very poor 

readers. She th en  told u s about the origin of the epithet “Orange 

Box," an  am using  anecdote to her bu t an  outrageously callous one to 

me. This story is recounted earlier, in the Introduction. What seemed
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to be a hum orous story to insiders about how the program  had come 

to be, and  how the s tu d e n ts  had  been given the  nam e “Orange Box” 

was recounted many tim es by others during the year b u t continued to 

infuriate me every time I heard  it.

After describing the origin of the “Orange Box” label, Mrs. Stiehl

continued by describing w hat our students would be like:

These are s tu d en ts  who have low self-esteem , have difficulty 
looking anyone in  the  eye. They are the type of student who 
will be loyal to you an d  will be your firiend for life. They are 
diverse, street-w ise, creative, b u t no t in  a  stru c tu red  way. 
Th^r need to be ta u g h t organizational a n d  study  skills, might 
lack social skills, an d  are emotionally needy, wanting lots of 
atten tion . They lack  m otivation, have low self-esteem, little 
confidence in them selves, are anx ious, a n d  not eager to 
participate.

Mrs. Stiehl suggested th a t we build: 1) structu re ; 2) study skills; 

and 3) param eters. Giving s tu d en ts  specialized folders and  structured 

assignm ents would assuage their desperate need for routine; it would 

be something they could co u n t on.

If we did all of th e  above, she believed th a t  we should “see 

marked differences by C hristm as.” S tudents loved to be successful, 

and  we would be able to m ake them feel successfu l an d  thus be 

successful. She said, we needed to find a  way to “connect with these 

kids” because “connecting  is the only th ing th a t  m atte rs. If you 

connect with these kids, they’ll do the rest.” She told u s  we needed to 

be aware of the difference between reacting (or over-reacting) and  

responding. One in troductory  gesture we could m ake would be to
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sh ak e  hands with each s tu d e n t a t the door. I was hopeful th a t I 

would be able to connect with my studen ts an d  th a t there would be 

“m arked differences by C hristm as”: however, I was skeptical about

m aking such a  difference in only three-and-a-half m onths.

Mrs. Stiehl also recommended other teaching strategies. Some 

sm all mini-lessons would be to write a  quote, a  saying, or a  question 

on the board eveiy day which the students could discuss or elaborate 

in wnriting on its meaning. O ther routine-oriented activities would be 

to d iscuss or write ab o u t cu rren t events th rough  read ing  the 

new spaper or listening to the news every day. She also believed in 

reader-response theories an d  believed tha t we could help s tu d en ts  

access their prior knowledge through teaching them  the strategies of 

m apping and webbing, and the usefulness of advanced organizers.

On a more personal level. Mrs. Stiehl suggested th a t we call 

every parent or send home a  note if the  family did not have a  phone. 

We needed to make sure th a t we said “at least one nice th ing” abou t 

each . “When in doub t,” she said, “call the paren ts because the 

parents will collaborate with you: they want the studen ts  to succeed. 

Som etim es p a ren ts  have given up, too, a n d  they need you r 

su ggestions.” “Whatever else," she said, “the positive is preferred over 

the negative." Giving students rewards was also good for th is type of 

studen t. She suggested a pizza party  perhaps, and  during the course 

of th e  year, she proposed m any o ther parties for the s tu d en ts , all
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involving food. I gave studen ts only reading-related rewards, pens, 

pencils, paper, books. I had  always beUeved In accentuating  the 

positive in order to help studen ts gain confidence ab o u t themselves 

and I planned to be as upbeat as possible w ith my students.

All of the above Information th a t Mrs. S tiehl told us. especially 

the positive com m ents were Inspiring to me. A lthough I had been let 

down by Mrs. S tiehl In term s of m aterials an d  Information about the 

job. m ost of w hat she said  about these stu d en ts  an d  w hat they would 

be like turned out to be true.

SETTING UP WRITTEN GOALS

All of us asked Mrs. Stiehl repeatedly and  all day long about the 

goals of the program. W hat are the goals? W hat are the expectations? 

W hat do you w ant u s  to do? How far do you expect u s  to get with 

these students?

Near the end of the meeting, Mrs. S tieh l Indicated th a t there 

were no written goals for the  program as yet so we would write the 

goals for the program together. W hat she w anted u s  to think about 

was w hat we hoped to achieve th is year an d  w hat we hoped our 

studen ts could achieve th is year. So, we brainsto rm ed  Ideas. Not 

knowmg m uch of anything really abou t the  s tu d e n ts  or the school 

system, the majority of u s  having Just stepped into Kingsboro County 

and having not as yet encountered even one ac tu a l s tu d en t fi-om the
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county, we suggested  and  Mrs. S tiehl se lec ted  the following from 

among our m any ideas:

1. S tuden ts will increase reading level two grades.
2. S tu d en ts  will increase u se  of reading stra teg ies to 

improve comprehension.
3. S tu d en ts  will increase u se  of study  s tra teg ies  to 

enhance performance in con ten t areas.
4. S tu d en ts  will become independent, lifelong readers 

an d  writers.

Some of the o th e r suggestions were changed  or reworked slightly as 

some were red u n d a n t an d  because Mrs. S tieh l believed th a t simple 

objectives were best. “We do not want to s ta te  too m any goals," she 

said, “because th en  we will have to reach  them ." To me, these goals 

were shallow clichés, b u t Mrs. Stiehl wsuited only a few goals, and 

stated th a t w hatever we decided on th a t day  had  to be achievable or 

the program m ight very possibly be eliminated.

At the time, the  item tha t jum ped o u t a t  me most forcefully was 

Goal 1: Increase reading level by two grades. Mrs. S tiehl repeated  

that she thought th a t this would be possible, since studen ts would be 

working individually an d  would have individual attention because we 

would have a  g reat deal of time for each of them  since we h ad  such  

sm all classes. Not knowing the s tu d e n ts  a t  all, not having  even 

surveyed one se t of tests results or one writing Scunple or one glimpse 

of anything th e  s tu d e n ts  were capable o r n o t capable of doing, I 

doubted w hether th a t was a  fitting or possible goal. I, however, did 

have the a ttitu d e  th a t  anything was eventually  possible, an d  I also
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wanted studen ts  to acquire this attitude, b u t I did not believe that two 

grade levels higher on one standardized te s t (The Stanford Diagnostic 

Test of Reading) was necessarily a tta inab le  In one year nor would It 

m ean th a t s tu d e n ts  were actually two grade levels more proficient In 

the ir reading a n d  com prehension abilities If they did attain such a 

score. I continued to keep my mind open.

Mrs. S tieh l had  decided th a t Goal 1 w ould be the main goal. 

“Setting sights high Is good," she said, contradicting herself. She had 

only Just told u s  th a t we sh o u ld  n o t s e t  too m any goals, or by 

Implication, se t too high a  goal, because we would have to reach It. 

Maybe our sigh ts were too high b u t then  again maybe the sights were 

no t high enough yet, I thought. I had  no Idea; I had  not yet met a 

single s tu d en t. But, If all th a t  Mrs. S tieh l h ad  said  about these 

studen ts were true, and  they were really th a t deficient, how could they 

possibly acquire two standardized grade-levels of reading skills In only 

one year? The o th e r reading teacher a t  Littletown, Nancy, also 

recognized the difficult position In which we were placing ourselves, 

and  asked, “If these students had  never In the p ast moved up one full 

grade level, th en  how could we expect them  to move up two grade 

levels In one year? It really doesn’t m ake sense." Mrs. Stiehl was. 

however reasonably certain  th a t by the end  of the  year we would be 

able to do this. “And," she added, again shifting the responsibility for
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achieving these  expectations to us. "then you will each  need to be 

accountable for w hat does or does not happen In your classroom."

THE UNWRITTEN ASSUMPTIONS

From the m eeting we had  tha t day. from the “reading meetings" 

we had  every week in Kingsboro with Mrs. Stiehl. and  from the basic 

ou tlin es I read  from  d iscussions with s tu d en ts , teach e rs , an d  

adm inistra tors early in the year. I will describe w hat I consider the 

unw ritten assum ptions, goals, and expectations of the course. Mrs. 

S tiehl declared th a t ou r goal and the goal of our studen ts  was to “get 

as far as we can  as  fast as we can." She said th a t all of the students 

would initially be two or more grade levels below grade-level norms in 

reading. The s tu d en ts  would earn the same num ber of u n its  for this 

class and  would ea rn  credit for English I (ninth grade English) if they 

passed th is course according to our regulations. The teachers a t this 

time had  no idea w hat the qualifications for passing this course would 

be as these h ad  no t yet been established by the a d m in is tra tio n . We 

actually were no t provided this information, or what the qualifications 

for p assin g  th is  c lass  vs. the qualifications for moving on to a 

“regular" ten th-grade English class, until after the May. 1995 testing 

of the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test. We were given only a  partial 

set of qualifications in January .
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We were told classes w ould be small; there would be no more 

th a n  15 s tu d en ts  per course. This implied th a t studen ts  in sm all 

classes would learn better. I thought this was an  ideal work situation 

and  th a t with so few students, I could really help them  a great deal.

S tudents would be given a  workbook so th a t they could leam  a t 

the ir own pace on their own level. The levels would be determ ined 

th rough  a  second testing  of the  Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test 

(SDRS) sometime in Septem ber. Then, s tu d en ts  would be given a  

criterion-referenced test from the grade level we selected after reviewing 

th e  re su lts  of the SDRS. The criterion-referenced te s t w ould 

determ ine exactly which skills in their grade levels of their respective 

w orkbooks th e  s tu d e n ts  n eed ed  to rein force or learn . The 

representative from the pub lisher for the workbook chosen by Mrs. 

S tieh l had  told her th a t the workbook com plem ented very well the 

S tanford Diagnostic Reading Test and  thus, studen ts  should be able 

to increase their scores by the end of the year through using it. I have 

always had an aversion to worksheets and workbooks because I do not 

believe th a t s tuden ts leam  inform ation in abstraction  and w ithout 

context, nor th a t w hat is learned  from the workbook exercises is 

transferrable to other learning situations. However, this was how the 

class was to be handled so I would do my best to m ake the workbook 

readings and  activities worthwhile to studen ts and  be careful not to 

make my opinion about the workbooks known to students.
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W hat w as Implied from th e  above activities was th a t  the 

program  would be set up  so th a t s tu d en ts  would have individualized 

education p lans an d  would be working a t  possibly every stage or level 

im aginable a t  the  sam e time. Normally, w hen students are working a t 

so m any  different levels that would entail th a t the classes would be 

even sm aller th a n  15 studen ts because setting  up individual lesson 

p lans for 15 s tu d e n ts  per course, for a  to ta l of 30 studen ts would 

require more work an d  time than  any  class where students would be 

doing a  great deal more together. However, the program w as not 

s tru c tu re d  to allow teachers to have the  necessary time to crea te  

individualized p lans for each student, an d  left me feeling th a t I m ight 

be pu lled  in too m any directions a t  once un less a  more organized 

m ethod of m anagem ent were established. The managerial aspects were 

left for the teacher to devise.

A lthough it appeared th a t a  tu to ring  session for each s tu d e n t 

w ould be w arran ted , there w as no possib ility  of being ab le  to 

im plem ent this with the num ber and diversity of students assigned to 

the c lass an d  lacking the proper resources. On the one hand, Mrs. 

S tiehl told teachers th a t the workbooks an d  individual work m u st be 

com pleted, b u t on the other hand , sh e  left it open for us to decide 

exactly how it would be possible to do th is. I believed th a t m uch  

stronger guidelines were necessary in order for a new program to be 

truly effective.
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Mrs. S tieh l em phasized th a t these s tu d en ts  needed structure, 

bu t w hat s tru c tu re  w as possible considering the different activities 

occurring a t  once th e re?  I believed a  model was needed for our 

classrooms. Only then  would it have been possible for teachers to be 

more creative in s tim u la ting  learning in  the classroom . Guidelines 

th a t are too restric tive  or guidelines th a t  are too vague cause 

confusion.

We also learned  th a t studen ts would not use litera tu re  texts. 

Literature books were assum ed by the supervisor to be too difficult for 

the studen ts in my classes to read, so they would read from workbook 

selections a n d  com plete accom panying skills an d  drills. Teachers 

would be expected to  supp lem ent th ese  w orkbook read ings and  

activities w ith readings th a t they w ould personally select. Possible 

extensions of th is  assum ption  were that: 1) students in my classroom 

would find “rea l” lite ra tu re  too d ifficult to read; a n d  2) these 

particular s tu d en ts  would leam  better If no t exposed to Literature, the 

literary canon, an d  if no t challenged. These assum ptions ru n  contrary 

to the research (AUlngton & Walmsley. 1995; Walp & Walmsley, 1995; 

AlUngton, 1994; AUlngton & McGlU-Franzen, 1989; Slavin, 1991; 

Levin, 1987, 1990) which supports the claim  th a t challenging students 

and  giving them  access to the same materlcds as their peers rather 

than  giving them  the easiest assignm ents is a  much better way to help 

students work toward literacy.
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As studen ts in our classes had scored well below reading levels

of the average ninth grade student, they would n o t be granted the

opportunity  to read the litera tu re  that o ther s tu d en ts  in the County

were reading and, in tu rn , would not be allowed to be like the other

studen ts . According to th is  assum ption, even the sim plest fictional

or non-fictional writing th a t  m ight be included in  a  ninth-grade

literature class was deemed too imaginary or too deep, in any case not

straightforw ard  enough for o u r studen ts; su ch  lite ra tu re , it was

assum ed, would have ham pered studen ts’ progress in th is program.

Allington & Walmsley (1995) beheve, as I do, th a t  not teachm g

stu d en ts  w hat others are learning slows down rather th an  accelerates

s tu d en ts’ literacy progress:

Slowing down the pace of instruction ensu res th a t children 
will always rem ain behind other children whose instruction 
proceeds at a norm al pace. If we design instruc tion  so that 
one group of first graders completes only th e  preprimer and 
prim er levels of a  reading series, we should n o t be surprised 
when the scores of these children on achievem ent tests fall 
below grade-level s tandards. If we have fourth grade students 
whose pace of instruction  has been slowed to the point that 
they are still reading only easy-to-read trade books series, we 
again should not expect dem onstrations of literacy proficiency 
com parable to peers  who are reading m ore complex texts 
(p. 8).

According to conventional wisdom, poetry, too. w as som ething for 

w hich these studen ts sim ply did not have the requisite background 

and  thus, simply would be unable to understand or enjoy.

After all. what they would be tested on in the workbook levels 

an d  the m ajor standardized tests the school would be administering
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during th e  course of the year (and in  years to come) was based on 

m astery  o f sk ills , com prehension  of sh o r t reading passages, 

understanding of vocabulary, and  hand ling of the ever more important 

and  ab u n d a n t, m ultiple-choice qu estio n s. Workbooks have been 

regularly described as promoting empty, unconnected, repetitive, and 

mindless skills th a t not only provide little learning but may also cause 

s tu d en ts  to lose in terest in  reading (See Rose, 1989, AUington & 

Wahnsley, 1995, Roller, 1996). Having s tu d en ts  read and respond to 

critical, far-reaching questions would be not only non-essential b u t 

would no t help them  on standardized tests—the same tests that had 

b rought th e m ,h e re  in the first place. This assum ption and  its 

corollaries, along with the o ther unw ritten  assum ptions described 

above, served to outline the extreme im portance that the standardized 

test had  com e to play in this County an d  in this program.

According to this plan, the teacher would decide on readings 

th a t the s tu d e n ts  would read  to g e th er an d  the teacher would 

supplem ent th a t reading with a  particu lar lesson on, say. Main Idea or 

C ause an d  Effect because th a t is w h a t we would be teaching a t 

various levels through the workbook readings and workbook exercises.

Reading aloud was one activity th a t Mrs. Stiehl indicated the 

studen ts would enjoy and the teacher should  do eveiy day if possible. 

Even though  s tu d en ts  were all on different individual levels, real 

literature could be read to them  by the teacher who could decipher the
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difficult words an d  perhaps help to provide an  explanation  of the 

story . Reading a lo u d  w as assum ed  to en h an ce  m agically and 

mystically the s tu d en ts  ability to read, and because all people love to 

be read to, reading aloud would magically an d  mystically teach all 

s tuden ts to come to love literature. I have no argum ent with the 

claim  tha t reading a loud  to s tu d en ts  enhances a  variety of skills. 

Including vocabulary, listening, com prehension, exposure to and 

understanding of h igher level texts, and has been well docum ented 

(see Anderson et al., 1985, Chomsky, 1984).

Anderson et al. (1985) h as  produced convincing evidence that 

reading aloud has a  strong  effect on reading achievem ent gains: their 

research also  su p p o rts  th is  claim  as a large p a r t  of th e  reading 

im provem ent w as show n to have occurred  th ro u g h  te s ts  of 

comprehension. Including w ritten work. I did not, however, ascribe to 

the belief that reading aloud would necessarily Incite a  s tu d en t to be 

motivated to suddenly  “love literature"; I do concede th a t students 

who are being exposed to “real” literature as the teacher or students 

read aloud are partic ipating  In a  unifying classroom  experience by 

reading and d iscussing  a  piece together. The stren g th  of s tu d en ts’ 

learning through oral reading would also be effected If accom panied by 

writing activities th a t would allow the s tuden t to explain his or her 

understanding  of the works read. I w anted to take th is one step 

further and to have s tu d en ts  do more writing abou t w hat I read aloud
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to them  b u t it was suggested by Mrs. S tieh l th a t there would not be 

tim e for th is  d u rin g  the  day as  there w ould be too many o ther 

activities th a t were more essential. Hence, oral reading was suggested 

in o u r program  for its own sake as purely a  m otivational technique, 

and  one for enjoyment.

I p lanned , therefore, to read to my s tu d e n ts . This was an  

activity I always included in my teaching, an d  som ething I remember 

enjoying and  still enjoy. The time set aside for reading aloud would be 

stric tly  for p leasure, for relaxation, for a  change in  routine before 

s tu d en ts  would need to do their own read ing  an d  writing, in other 

words, as a  m otivational strategy to entice studen t-in itia ted  learning. 

If the o th er benefits of reading aloud also  followed from this, then 

even better.

W riting, an d  w riting abou t read ing  w as expected to be an  

im portant p art of the program. The research of the p as t ten to twenty 

years h a s  prom oted a tten tion  to w riting an d  read ing  connections 

(Langer & Applebee, 1987; Applebee, 1984; Graves, van  den Brock & 

Taylor, 1996; Flower, 1985; Purves, Rogers & Soter, 1990; Corcoran & 

Evans, 1987; Blount, 1973; Mertz, Petrosky, & Farr, 1983) I had 

sdways had  s tu d e n ts  write abou t the ir read ing  a n d  had  also had 

studen ts answ er critical questions about the ir reading through essays, 

journals, and  other assignments.
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The crux  of the program then would center on the workbooks, 

which for the m ost part attem pted to teach  studen ts reading strategies 

su ch  as  m ain  idea, inference, com parison and  con trast, persuasion, 

an d  o th e r com prehension strategies through sh o rt reading passages 

and  multiple-choice questions where a  certain percentage needed to be 

answ ered correctly before they could move to the next skill or the next 

level.

S tu d e n ts  also needed to leam  a  m odicum  of basic grammar. 

Mrs. S tieh l indicated th a t studen ts w ould be qu ite  deficient In their 

knowledge of gram m ar and spelling, b u t with aU the o ther aspects of 

the program , and  especially the workbooks and  daily  oral reading, 

there w ould be minimal time to spend  on gram m ar. We were each 

given a  copy of the 6th grade Daily O ral Languaige (DOL) book from 

which we could write sentences on the board.

Gam es an d  other motivational strategies were good, according to 

Mrs. S tieh l, b u t should not be used  too m uch because  studen ts 

needed to spend  a t least 45 m inutes per day on th e  workbooks, the 

o ther 45 could  be spent doing any of the  other activities. Writing 

about the oral reading or other writing activities would also need to be 

included in  the curriculum.
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SUMMARY; THE ORANGE-BOX KIDS WERE DEFICIENT IN 
EVERYTHING

In to ta l, w hat I su rm ised  from  Mrs. S tieh l’s u n w ritten  

assum ptions and  her analysis of these s tu d en ts  was th a t there was 

not m uch th a t “The Orange Box” did  know  how to do. and a s  a  result, 

they would need to be taugh t everything on the most simplistic level. 

She had  told u s that I) the studen ts could not read 2) the studen ts 

could no t spell 3) the s tu d en ts  did no t know basic gra m m a r  4) the 

s tu d en ts  could not write since they could  no t read 5) sho rt, easy 

reading passages in the workbooks were better than o ther readings 

th a t m ight come out of novels, or sh o rt stories, or poetry because 

s tu d en ts  would be unable to u n d erstan d  anything more. In effect, 

w hat sh e  w as saying an d  a s s u m in g , w as th a t they were virtually 

deficient In everything. It was unfathom able to me th a t th is  entire 

group of students, all presum ably diverse Individuals, who had  passed 

into the n in th  grade could truly be th a t academically needy. I needed 

to see for m yself before 1 would mgike the determ ination th a t these 

studen ts were so utterly deficient In all basic skills. In the following 

section I will explain my earliest f irs t-h a n d  observations of the 

studen ts th a t 1 would teach.
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REALITY: THE FIRST DAYS

“Hey. lady, is this a resource class? We’re In a  resource class."

“We're retarded."

“I don’t belong In here."

When I first walked into my classroom  I had  very httle idea of 

w hat to expect. I had been told very, very little abou t the type of 

s tu d en t enrolled in my classes. The first com m ents I heard from the 

studen ts  were: “Hey, lady, is th is a  resource class? We're in a  resource 

c lass” and  “We re retarded.” “I don’t belong in here.” I did not know 

w hat my studen ts were telling me a t the time because I thought tha t a 

“resource class” was som ething sim ilar to a  library  class. I thought 

th a t I would be teaching studen ts about how to use the Ubraiy and to 

use “resources” so I did not understand  w hat my studen ts were telling 

me. I did not know tha t “resource” was the term  th a t the sta te  used 

to describe special education classes.

Later in the week, a  s tu d en t who was n o t in my class came to 

the door and  asked me in front of a  group of my studen ts, "Is this a 

resource class?" Still not know ing w h at th is  te rm  referred to, 

edthough I had asked the students, I told the s tu d e n t who asked me 

th a t I did not know. That was one of my first m istakes. Once I found 

ou t w hat the term  meant, I realized th a t the s tu d e n ts  wanted to be 

assu red  th a t they were not in a  “resource” class an d  tha t they were
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not “retarded" or special education  s tu d e n ts . I m issed an  early 

opportunity to set their m inds a t ease, an d  as  a  result, I had  to try to 

convince them  for the rest of the year th a t they were not, absolutely 

not in a  special education course.

Before I tell my story, and  the story of my s tu d en ts . I m ust say 

th a t I believed very little of w hat little I was told ab o u t my students, 

and refused to label them  or make Jokes of them.

Before I even met any  of my students, I w as certain th a t I would 

have some veiy good s tu d en ts  who would defy the  odds, some students 

who had  been misplaced an d  did no t belong in my classroom , some 

studen ts who could do m uch  more th an  they b ad  ever shown if they 

were challenged, and  some s tu d en ts  who would have diffic u lty  reading 

and  writing b u t would also  benefit from individual instruction  and 

challenging assignm ents.

Mainly w hat I was told was th a t all those s tu d e n ts  chosen for 

the developm ental read in g /E n g lish  I program  w ere n in th  graders 

reading on the second-to sixth-grade level. They were being given one 

year to boost their reading scores. Once identified by the Stanford 

D iagnostic R eading T est (SORT) as sc o rin g  below  expected  

performance levels, s tuden ts were required to a tten d  this course.

I also had  very little knowledge as to how they had been selected 

for this program or how they had  come to find them selves reading at 

such  low levels. I knew th a t the  main reason  for the placem ent of

194



tJiese studen ts in the developmental reading course was based  on one 

ad m in istra tio n  of th e  S tanford D iagnostic Reading T est the  year 

before. I learned m uch later th a t “questionable” s tu d e n ts  had  been 

pulled out of the ir lunch hour one day during the Spring sem ester and 

th a t the group of s tuden ts who received the lowest scores on  th is one 

adm in istra tion  of the  test were rou ted  into our classroom s. How 

these studen ts  becam e “questionable” to begin with w as a  question I 

could never completely answer. I had  no access to scores of s tuden ts 

who were not placed in this class.

The read in g  coord inato r a lso  ind icated  th a t  sh e  h ad  no 

inform ation on how students were placed into our classroom s. She 

told u s  th a t she particularly questioned the placem ent of the  studen ts 

from Littletown Middle School because the ad m in is tra to rs  of th is 

middle school h a d  done the paperwork themselves and  h ad  no t asked 

for any  assis tan ce  from Mrs. S tiehl. She told us th a t  sh e  though t 

th a t some of the s tu d en ts  had been placed in our classroom s because 

they were discipline problems a t  Littletown Middle School. These 

s tu d e n ts  who were discipline problem s m ight also have h ad  low 

reading scores on the SORT an d  th u s, have been correctly  placed 

according to the standards for placem ent into the program. However, 

th a t inform ation w as not accessible from Littletown M iddle School, 

nor from the new principal there, no r from our guidance counselors or 

our own principal a t Littletown High School.
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I was considered part of the English departm en t at Littletown 

High, so I attended the weekly departm ent m eetings and  was an active 

part of the conversations about EngUsh an d  ab o u t reading in our 

school. The consensus of all the EngUsh teachers , including the 

chair, and  all the other teachers I spoke to during  the course of the 

year was th a t all s tuden ts  could benefit from su c h  a  class, all were 

weak readers and  writers across the board, in every class, in every 

subject a t Littletown High School.

I did n o t know th is a t  first, b u t som e of the s tu d e n ts , 

approxim ately five of them, were definitely m isplaced as they were 

ready for a  “regular" ninth-grade English course in com parison to the 

other n in th  graders whose work I saw. Three of my studen ts had  also 

scored very high on the Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test bu t were 

placed in my classroom  anyway. I leauned la te r th a t some of the 

studen ts were considered to be m ajor discipline problem s th a t the 

middle school adm inistrators w anted to “dum p" somewhere. O ther 

studen ts seemed to fit quite well into the progra m  in term s of their 

reading “actions."

However, those s tu d en ts  who really did n o t belong in my 

classroom and  who felt cheated, pigeonholed, and  slotted, were often 

the m ost difficult to deal with in term s of discipline and, as a  result, 

helped to consum e in some ways th e  time an d  energy th a t was 

necessary to devote to those s tu d en ts  who did need extra attention.
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time working on phonics sometimes, or vocabulary, or writing, and, 

m ost importantly, making sense of their reading. The o ther students, 

those I discovered had been correctly placed according to the standards 

set up  by Mrs. Stiehl, were angry and  em barrassed  abou t being in a 

remedial class and  also often behaved childishly an d  acted  out their 

anger about their placement. In fact, all the s tu d en ts  placed in this 

class in som e way resen ted  their p lacem ent—they  were pained, 

em barrassed, an d  extremely self-conscious ab o u t the ir segregation 

from their peers,

I originally noticed a few stu d en ts  who were extremely weak. 

And I thought th a t these students perhaps would have been better 

“served” had  they been held back a  grade. S ta rtin g  a  specialized 

reading program  so late, during the first year in high school rather 

th an  in e lem entary  or middle school, in a  s tu d e n t’s career is 

problem atic in  itse lf as  some s tu d en ts  have th e  po ten tia l to be 

extremely far behind. Although the major basis for selection into th is 

program was only one test, students were adm inistered the test again 

by their own developmental reading teachers in Septem ber of 1995. 

Notice th a t the m ajority of studen ts  who took th e  te s t could fall 

anywhere in the gam ut from second through sixth grade. Notice also 

th a t th ree  s tu d e n ts  on the second ad m in is tra tio n  of the te s t 

su rpassed  the six th  grade level, two placed in the n in th  an d  ten th  

grade (see Stanford Diagnostic Reading Test results. Appendix C).

197



As a  resu lt of th is second testing, however, no s tu d e n ts  were 

placed in a  regular English class even w hen their scores were at the 

n in th  or ten th  grade levels. One studen t, however, w as moved to a  

regular class before taking the reading test for a  second tim e because 

her parents complained to the principal. I was pleased to see Michelle 

moved because she was the b es t s tu d en t in both my classes. O ur 

principal told me that the reason she was moved was because they had  

m ade a  gross error in placem ent. I was given no further inform ation 

regarding this transaction. I personally questioned the placem ent of 

four other s tuden ts who would have been better served in a  “regular” 

class, bu t no further ad justm ents to my roster were made. The results 

of th is test were to be used solely as p re-and  post-test guidelines. We 

were to adm inister the S tanford Diagnostic Reading Test a g a in  in the 

spring. From the end-of-year resu lts , we w ould th e n  determ ine 

w hether s tuden ts had m et goal 1 which w as to progress two or more 

grade levels in reading.

“Social promotion" w as cited a s  th e  m ajor rea so n  for th e  

placem ent of m any of the stu d en ts  who were now in the developmental 

reading program by num erous teachers from  various dep artm en ts  

within the school and the County. AUington & McGiU-Franzen (1995) 

explain th a t although social prom otion is norm ally th e  preferred 

option over failing a studen t, social prom otion is stiU problem atic if 

s tu d e n ts  are promoted b u t n o t assisted  a n d  because it “carries a
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stigm a and  seems to locate the learning dlfflcultles in the child" rather 

th a n  In “the failure o f the educational system . . .for the failure to 

design early school educational environm ents th a t accelerate the 

literacy development of children who begin school behind their peers." 

In addition , s tu d e n ts  who are socially prom oted "usually rem ain 

am ong the low est-achieving m em bers of th e  group (only retained 

children perform less well)" (p. 49). Although I could not delve back 

Into the  elem entary an d  middle school d a ta  for these students, I did 

And a  few studen ts who were so weak In every skill of hteracy, tha t 

som e Intervention, years earlier, probably w ould have been helpful, 

appropriate, and even necessary.

I also had only three students who were still 14, the age of the 

majority of n inth  graders who had followed a  norm al path, when they 

arrived in my classroom . The others, between the ages of 15 an d  17 

m u st have been held back In the past bu t the C ounty appeared not to 

believe th a t a 15-, 16-, or 17-year-old could belong In a  middle school 

a t these ages and the accompanying levels of adolescent maturity. As 

a  resu lt, the w eakest s tu d en ts  In my class appeared  to have been 

"socially promoted." My estim ation Is th a t the school officials were as 

worried about the esteem  of the older Individual taking classes with 

the younger s tu d en ts  as  they were abou t the safety an d  moral well

being of the younger stu d en ts  being subjected to the attitudes of the
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older students. All of the above indicators placed my studen ts at-risk

of dropping out:

The question asked: What are the relationships among school 
and  individual variables th a t place m ost s tu d en ts  a t risk of 
dropping o u t of high school?. . . .Having been left back in 
elem entary school, overage upon en tering  n in th  grade, and  
behind grade level in reading a n d  m ath , all serve as solid 
predictors of dropping out (Fine, 1991, pp. 237-238).

S tudents placed in th is program all accepted their placement in 

class by attending the class, so none of the studen ts  had  dropped out 

before a t least trying the class. S tu d en ts  had  been told th a t if they 

passed the class th a t they would be able to receive credit for English I 

and for one elective, and  most im portantly to them , th a t they would 

be able to continue on to tenth grade (possibly ano ther form of social 

promotion for some) if they passed the requirem ents. S tuden ts a t 

least were a ssu red  th a t they had an  opportun ity  no t to fail n in th  

grade. And, the program  did thus serve to keep stu d en ts  in school. 

Well, a t least, I thought, the County superin tendent. Dr. Tomlin, who 

had by accident invented the appellation O range Box, had  come to 

some sense of urgency abou t the reading a n d  writing skills of these 

studen ts and  had  begun a  program to rem ediate. I knew tha t the 

Superintendent an d  the reading coordinator also planned to set up a 

similar program in the elementary schools, a t  the sixth-grade level the 

next year, using the  sam e one-test approach, and  thought th a t this 

was a t least a  sm all step in the right direction, because it could serve 

to keep these s tu d en ts  in school, to give them  necessary extra help,
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and  m ost im portan tly , to keep them  learning . This w as valid, 

however, only if I could find ways to move studen ts  forward, and  away 

from an obsession with their abhorrence of the stigmatizing label an d  

the “ability” grouping.

MY EXPECTATIONS AND GOALS

Setting goals was helpful for me once I learned more about w hat 

my s tu d en ts  m ight be like. I decided th a t I needed to se t high 

standards for myself an d  for my s tu d en ts  in order to help them  to 

progress. I also decided th a t I would be positive about my hopes for 

these s tu d en ts  an d  my hopes for them  to succeed. By writing down 

these goals. I was also committing m yself to working toward these 

goals. I had m any goals for these young people th a t were shared  with 

both parents and  studen ts  in the first few days of class. The specific 

motivational goals I se t up  are as follows:

MOTIVATIONAL GOALS OF ENGLISH I PROGRAM:

S tuden ts will:

• Set up  reading and writing goals.

• Leam ways to actively and immediately begin tackling those 
goals.

• Leam how to begin reading, writing, studying tasks from the 
day they are assigned.

• Learn how to complete reading, writing, and o th er h igh 
school assignm ents.

• Always ti}' to do their best work.
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• Learn, to work hsird and to be proud of th e ir  work.

• Receive rew ards, praise, positive reinforcem ent, and  good 
grades for tackling and  completing difQcult assignm ents.

• Attempt to consider all learning activities an d  assignm ents 
as learning opportunities.

• Leam th a t they  can be successful a t  w hatever they w ant to 
do If they try. Trying and  doing the best one can is the best 
model for success.

• Have a  positive a ttitude toward reading, always do his or her 
best a t attem pting  all assignments, an d  a s  a  result, discover 
th a t reading can  be enjoyable, relaxing, an d  fun.

• Read, write, s tu d y  in a  n o n th rea ten in g  m anner, and  a 
comfortable atm osphere.

The above were mainly general statem ents of m ine about w hat 

types of goals I would like to see students try to reach. These goals 

were also m eant to be positive and  uplifting, o r m otivating. I was 

always conscious of th e  above goals as I p lan n ed  s tu d e n t activities 

and  responded to them  ab o u t their reading an d  writing, and future 

school success.

Although I certainly wanted to accomplish all of tlie above goals 

and  to streng then  th e  cu rricu lum  by giving s tu d e n ts  a  variety of 

challenging reading a n d  writing assignm ents, I d id  n o t know how 

much material I could cover In one year, nor how s tu d e n ts  would react 

to the materials, the workbooks, the literature, a n d  the  writing tasks. 

However, I was com mitted to assessing the situation  of each and every 

student on an  Individual beisis and  to finding assignm ents that would 

prove to the ou tside  world, w hich Included an y o n e  outside the
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im m ediate c lassro o m —ad m in is tra to rs , te ach e rs , p a ren ts , o th e r 

s tu d en ts—th a t my s tu d en ts  were extremely capable. I was going to 

find a  way for them  to reach down deep inside themselves and come up 

with their best work. Some of my commitmen t is revealed through the 

le tter I wrote to paren ts during the first week of school:

Dear Parents:

All of u s  a t L ittletow n High School a re  excited ab o u t the  
upcoming year. We welcome your child to the n in th  grade class 
and to ou r high school community. Through pm ents, studen ts, 
and teachers working together, we hope to  m ake th is school year 
the best ever for your son or daughter. I look forward to working 
with your child and  to getting to know him  or her.

In the first days of class, studen ts  were instructed  on classroom  
rules and  have signed a contract sta ting  th a t they will follow the 
rules se t up  a t  all times. S tu d e n ts  w ere inform ed of the 
consequences for no t following the rules. I have enclosed a copy 
of the class contract, the consequences, an d  the rewards for good 
behavior.

S tuden ts have been given a  list of m aterials they will need for 
this class. The Homework To Do file will be an  im portant hie for 
your child to sh a re  with you every evening. Although your child 
may not have homework every night in every class, he or she will 
be likely to have some homework every night. For next week in 
my class, for example, your child will be writing a short jou rnal 
assignm ent each night. It would be a  great support to me and  to 
your child if you could urge him or her to come prepared to class, 
with all homework already done and  ready to be turned in.

In my Developm ental Reading/English I class, s tu d en ts  will be 
reading bo th  techn ical and  n o n -tech n ica l m aterial or both 
textbooks an d  novels, short stories, and  poetry. S tuden ts will 
also be keeping a daily jou rnal ab o u t th e ir  reading and  study  
habits, and  abou t the reading assignm ents they have completed; 
s tu d en ts  will respond  according to th e ir  own opinions ab o u t 
fiction and  o ther reading assignm ents, a n d  will answ er specific 
questions a b o u t reading th rough  th e ir  jo u rn a l writing. The 
s tu d en ts  in my class will also be learn ing  effective study  and  
note-taking strategies, organizational skills, and  methods to help
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them begin an  assignm ent amd to follow through and  complete 
that assignm ent by the due date. S tuden ts  will be given daily 
motivational tips to keep them  on track  th roughou t the day. 
Some of the beginning tips are; 1) Take notes in all classes 2) 
Listen in class 3) Begin all assignm ents the day they are given 
and  com plete th em  by the day they  a re  due, an d  m ost 
importantly, 4) Have a  good attitude.

1 know th a t you will agree with me about the im portance of your 
child’s education. This year has s tarted  o u t on a  very positive 
note: so m any paren ts came to the n in th  grade orientation and 
to th e  g e n e ra l m e e tin g  a b o u t  th is  D ev e lo p m en ta l 
Reading/ English I course. Let’s con tinue w ith th is positive 
thinking and  good a ttitudes throughout the year for “this is the 
stuff th a t dream s are  made of." All studen ts need to be given the 
opportunities to follow their dreams. Let’s keep reaching for the 
stars, setting those goals, and dreaming those dream s. If there is 
any way th a t I can be of help to you, please contact me a t the 
school.

Sincerely,

R, Lee Baginski
English 1/ Developmental Reading Teacher

The letter was a  true reflection of w hat I hoped I could do with my 

students, and  also a  true reflection of how m uch I hoped they would 

succeed. In the following chapter, 1 will specifically describe my 

stu d en ts’ opinions on literacy and schooling a s  expressed through 

their written comments and  tacit routines. In a  subsequen t chapter, I 

will d iscu ss , th ro u g h  th e  p resen ta tio n  o f s tu d e n ts ’ w ritten  

assignments, how the s tu d en ts  and I strived collectively to help them  

achieve the above goals.
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CHAPTER 7 

STUDENT READING AND WRITING INTERESTS AND ATTITUDES

It Is . . .because of the many children I have seen w ho technically can read, albeit 
slowly and haltingly, but refuse to read. . .  . Many of the children I work with simply 
hate reading, emd they will say quite readily that they hate it. Who wouldn’t hate 
something they have spent years trying to leam  and still do not do very well (Roller. 
1996. p. 33)?

In the following chapter I will explain my stu d en ts’ motivation 

and  attitudes tow ard reading and writing activities as well the reasons 

I discovered for why they had failed to succeed  in the cu rren t 

educational system . The data, mainly in the form of students' written 

documents, will be used first to reveal how the ir motivation, or lack of 

motivation, h indered  their progress in reading an d  writing activities 

performed a t school. Following th is d iscussion , s tu d en ts’ written 

products an d  th e  teach er’s w ritten com m ents will be used  to 

dem onstrate tha t; (1) choice of reading m aterials as  well as writing 

topics (2) the use  of adolescent literature an d  m ulticultural literature 

and (3) the use o f motivational strategies (for example, giving praise 

as well as good grades for work completed to the best of a s tu d en t’s 

current ability or providing ways to begin a  project) are techniques
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th a t work for s tu d en ts  labelled “at-risk" or “developmental” or “slow 

readers" or “below grade" or “Orange-Box."

Equally im portant, these techniques work also for the average 

student, the everyday student, the ones who simply do not like to read 

or write, an d  who also lack the conviction th a t they can  read or write 

well. S tu d en ts  who once experienced only failure, can find themselves 

successfu l a t  reading and  writing. Not needing to expect perfection 

from th e  o u tse t of a  s tu d en t’s high school career, a teacher can  

instead convince studen ts  both subtly an d  honestly th a t they can read 

and  write be tter th a n  they had ever imagined. Boosting confidence in 

self, not allowing s tu d en ts  to continually a ttribu te  blame to self or to 

consider them selves failures, and “getting the engine sta rted” through 

positive com m en ts an d  helpful nudges an d  suggestions to p u sh  

stu d en ts  to begin assignm ents are some of the m ethods th a t will be 

discussed in the pages th a t follow.

THE ‘SYMPTOMS’

The theoretical and pedagogical model th a t was available for 
corrective teaching’ led educato rs to view literacy problems 
from a  m edical-rem edial perspective. Thus they set out to 
d iagnose a s  precisely as possible the erro rs (defects) in a 
s tu d e n t’s paper—which they saw  as  sym ptom atic of equally 
isolable defect in the s tu d en t’s linguistic capacity—and devise 
drills an d  exercises to rem edy them . (One of the 1930s 
n icknam es for remedial sections was sick sections ' During 
the  n ex t decade they would be tagged hosp ita l sections. ) 
S uch  corrective teaching was, in  the words of one educator, 
the m ost logical as well as the m ost scientific m ethod.’
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Though we have, over the last fifty years, developed a  richer 
understand ing  of reading and writing difficulties, the reductive 
view of error an d  the language of medicine is still with us. A 
recent le tter from th e  senate of a  local liberal a r ts  college is 
sitting on my desk. It discusses a  program  in rem edial writing 
for. . .(those] en tering  fireshmen suffering from severe writing 
hand icaps.’ We seem  entrapped by th is  language, th is  view of 
s tu d e n ts  an d  learning. We still ta lk  of w riters as  suffering 
from specifiable, locatable defects, deficits, an d  handicaps that 
can  be localized, circum scribed, an d  rem edied. Such talk 
carries with it the etymological wisps an d  traces of disease and 
serves to exclude from the academic com m unity those who are 
so labeled. They s it in scholastic  q u a ra n tin e  u n til their 
disease can  be cfiagnosed and remedied. (Rose, 1989, p. 210).

The s tu d e n ts  in my classes were all so individual b u t at the 

sam e tim e they  d isp layed som e com m onalities in  th e ir  attitudes 

toward reading an d  w riting. I learned abou t my s tu d e n ts ’ interests, 

d isin terests, fears, and  failures through the ir Journals, reading and 

writing questionnaires filled o u t in class during  th e  first weeks of 

school, and  through discussion  with stu d en ts  abou t the ir work in my 

class.

The m ajority  of s tu d e n ts  ind icated  th ro u g h  th e ir  various

writings th a t they hated reading and writing or th a t they did not think

that they did well in either of these activities;

“W hen it com es down to writting 1 don’t have an  earthly idea 
of w hat 1 be doing. Yes a t times 1 consider m yself as  a  good 
writter. I like to w rite about those th ings th a t  interesting, or 
rom antic. I ha te  to write about someone dieing or anything 
sad. 1 really don’t know. 1 hate Math and  Reading."

“The last experience 1 had on a  book report w as in the 6th 
grade an d  it was kindea boreing."

“1 feel good abou t reading aloud because 1 love to read."
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“My favorite subject Is social studies. The th ing I hate  m ost Is 
language a r ts .”

“I think I write fine and  some times I write sloppy. Sometime I 
can write so good the  it looke bad too me an d  o ther people 
think look good.”

“One of my accom plish is th a t I would like to read  better but 
sometime I ju s t h a te  to read.”

“W hat can [help] me to be more in teresting in reading is to 
enjoy more books. . . .I'll found some fun book to read."

“W hat would I like to accomplish is to read more & to study 
more and  to do better in my classes. My goal in English clsiss 
I would read more & write more and listem  more ceu-ely. What 
can I do so th ing  can  in terest me more pick F un  books to 
read. Tiy to enjoy the book some. . . ."

“Yes I ju s t  w an t to say  th a t I am working h a rd  to read alot 
some of the books look fun to read and some are boring.”

“W hat I wont to do better on is Read."

“I don’t really like read ing  aloud in a  c la ss  o r during  a 
p resen tation  in fron t of others. But I will do it to m ake a 
good grade. I really don’t like to read. If I do n ’t have any 
thing else to do I m ight pick up a book an d  read a little. I 
have done a  report on alot of books in school. I have been 
writing Jo u rn a ls  since the fifth-grade, bu t I’m  not to good at 
it.”

“My writing is no t to good. I don’t Uke to write. I don 't write 
to much. I don’t consider myself a  good writer.

I hate  to write. But if I write regularity I will leam  to 
write better. I can  not hardly write in cursive an d  barley in 
print, I like to write ab o u t things I have done, letters. 1 hate 
to write reports.”

“I hate reading w hen I am  reading my mind is no t in it.”

“Well you w an t me to describe my w riting abilities. I 
describe them  as I dont like writing.

I consider. . .myself as  a  good writer w hen I w ant to be. I 
hate writing.
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I really dont like writing abou t anything, b u t (what] I 
dont hate [about] writing [is] I really like writing letters. . . .

My strongest skill in English I am not aw are of yet."

“I hated reading books an d  writing book reports."

“I hate reading an d  writing and school. I havent read a  book 
sence 1st grade and  I hated it."

On the subject of writing in particular, to the question "When 

you are given a  writing assignm ent, how do you approach it?," all but 

two students circled the response, “I don’t know how to begin." The 

two others circled the  response  “With a  feeling I can  do OK." 

A lthough none answ ered, “I look forward to it [writing],” it is 

promising to note th a t none circled the response, “I’m sure I will fall."

S tudents in my classroom , however, did have a  fear of failure 

th a t they had  perhaps harbored  for quite some tim e ab o u t their 

reading and writing abilities a t school. On the “S tu d en t Motivation 

Information Form" s tu d en ts  filled out, to the question, “I’m very proud 

tha t. . .” ten studen ts m ade com m ents sim ilar to these: “I pass my 

grade," “I made it to the n in th  [grade] (3 studen ts  answ ered exactly 

th is way). That three s tu d en ts  wrote, “I made it. . . .” indicates some 

possibly veiy real fear of “not making it to the ninth grade."

One studen t who indicated th a t "an im portant goal” was “to 

finish school" also wrote: “One of my better accomplishments" was “to 

get to the n in th  grade.” This studen t was 16 years old, intelligent, and 

ended up running away from home, then being transferred to another 

school where his personal problem s continued to plague him. He
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ended  up  hav ing  to repeat n in th  grade again  the  next year for 

absenteeism  an d  for not completing enough courses. Another student, 

one who had  a  great deal of difficulty with school an d  needed the extra 

help th a t a  reading teacher could provide, and  who subsequently failed 

n in th  grade for absenteeism  an d  for no t completing the work expected, 

wrote; “I w onder a b o u t . . "finishing school." This studen t dropped 

out the year after th is study w as completed; however, he told me th a t 

he p lanned to s ta r t n in th  grade again  the following year, the year he 

would be 17. S tuden ts  wrote “Som etim es 1 worry abou t . . “passing 

a  test,” “my grades," “going to jail," “my future," and  “If I be failing."

W hat s tu d e n ts  indicated th a t they m ost w anted out of school 

from their teacher was for her to be proud of them . To the question, 

“If I did better a t  school, “ I wish my teacher would. . “be proud of 

me (3 students)," “tell me w hat a good job 1 did," “give me no more 

homework," “give me an  award," “give me a reward," “give me a  good 

grade," “give me a  passing  grade, “tell me,” “always let me know," 

“congradulate me."

To the question, "A good thing my teacher could do for me is. . 

s tuden ts  responded: “help me more In school,” “give less work," “teach 

m e,” “give all A’s ,” “help me with som ething I don’t understand," “pass 

me (3 students)," “teach me the best she could," “encourage u s like 

sh e’s doing."
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Beyond hating  reading and  writing an d  n o t feeling particularly 

co m p eten t in  th e se  areas, s tu d e n ts  in d ic a te d  above and  in 

conversations with me tha t they had for the m ost part not done much 

reading or w riting. O thers adm itted  th a t a lth o u g h  they had been 

assigned reading an d  writing throughout their school years th a t they 

had  not done th e ir assignm ents m ost of th e  tim e. On a reading 

inventory th a t  I adm inistered to s tu d e n ts  early  in the year, the 

majority of s tu d en ts  had  not been read to ty  th e ir parents when they 

were children. M uch research h as  show n th a t  the  more successful 

readers were read  to often a t hom e (see Teale, 1984: Clark, 1984; 

Morrow, 1983; D urkin, 1974, 1975). Only th ree  s tu d en ts  indicated 

th a t they chose to read  books beyond those assigned  for required 

reading, a lthough  m any studen ts indicated th a t  they  liked to read 

m agazines. One s tu d en t wrote, “I don’t like books so much. But 

magazines are my Favorites.” The favorites were Je t, Ebony, Seventeen, 

Teen, YM, an d  Sports Illustrated.

In conversations, four students indicated th a t they loved to read 

a t home, b u t did not like to partic ipate in read ing  and  writing a t 

school. One s tu d e n t’s mother told me th a t her daughter often stayed 

up alm ost all n ight to read novels and  then com plained that she was 

too tired to go to school. From the work th a t C helsea had done in my 

class, I knew  th a t she was very capable and  th a t she could read and 

write better th a n  the  m ajority of o ther s tu d e n ts ; however, this
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s tu d en t normally, a t least in the beginning, did very little on h er 

reading and  writing assignm ents in my class and  tried, on alm ost a  

daily basis, to underm ine the o ther s tu d e n ts ’ educational time, by 

causing  a  variety o f d istractions, from feigning illness to creating 

d istractions to having tantrum s. I wondered why this student had no 

problem reading a t home, but every difficulty with reading at school.

W hen s tu d en ts  were asked ab o u t their reading habits, all b u t 

one indicated tha t they read “less frequently” now after entering Junior 

high school. Some of the reasons given for reading less were: “because 

I got lazy,” “[blecause I wanted to get ou t an d  meet new People and 

have fun." “because I had  alot of th ings going on in my life, “I ju s t  

d idn’t feel like reading a t all som etim es” an d  “I read less because it 

seemed like reading w as less im portant.”

One studen t who said that he now read less frequently indicated 

th a t “[i]n the 3rd grade I loved to read." W hat had happened to m ake 

these studen ts who remembered reading “Little Red Riding Hood, ” The 

Cat in the Hat. “The Three Little Pigs," Winnie the Pooh, and nursery 

rhymes like “Mary Had a Little Lamb," “Gorg>' Porgy" “Jack and J i l l” 

lose in terest in reading? One of my n in th  graders wrote th a t h is 

favorite book of all time was The Little Train That Could. Was there no t 

a way to help this s tu d e n t find ano ther book th a t he would like th a t 

might in terest him and  motivate him to read and  to remember fondly?
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CHAPTER 8

PROTECTING SOCIAL IMAGE AND SELF-ESTEEM: 
OBSCURING THE TRUTH ABOUT ABILITY AND EFFORT

It is no longer a matter of difference between teacher and student that 
derives from intergenerationally transmitted communicative traditions. It is 
also a matter of cultural intention as a medium of resistance in a situation 
of political conflict. As students grow older and experience repeated failure 
and repeated negative encounters with teachers, they develop oppositional 
cultural patterns as a sym bol of their disaffiliation with what they 
experience (not necessarily  w ithin full reflective awareness) as an 
illegitimate and oppressive system . The more alienated the students 
become, the less they persist in doing schoolwork. Thus they fall farther 
and farther behind in academic achievement. The student becomes either 
actively resistant—seen  as sa lien t and Incorrigible—or passively  
resistant—fading into the woodwork as an anonym ous well-behaved, low- 
achieving student (Erickson. 1993, p. 41).

The classroom cultural vignettes to follow will describe the ways 

th a t my studen ts behaved and  felt about themselves, their reading, 

the ir writing, their memories of past failures, the ir placem ent in a 

rem edial class, what they called a “class for dum m ies." a  “resource 

class." a "class for retards." The stories and descriptions below will 

also describe my studen ts  as loath, disinclined, unwilling, hesitant, 

averse, reluctant, inhibited, antagonistic, and even a t times hostile 

tow ard the classroom activities an d  others conspiring, in a real or 

im agined way. in the plot against them. At v irtually  no time did 

s tu d en ts  place the blame for their education solely a t  their own feet.
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because they first chose to blame adm in istra to rs , m ost specifically 

Mrs. S tiehl who, they all knew had instigated the new program and 

also their previous middle school principal (for three of these students 

th is was also Mrs. Stiehl) Mr. Leduc, who was now their cu rren t high 

school principal. Equally guilty was their cu rren t teacher, primarily 

because I was unable to devise methods to move them immediately to 

a regular class, where all but a few of them believed they belonged, amd 

because I was unable to im m ediate^ turn their failures into successes. 

S tuden ts  w anted im m ediate gratification for everything, were unable 

to understand why reading and writing would need to take so long to 

leam , and even seemed to question why literacy seemed so im portant 

to others.

Although I do no t assign sole blame to any  of the above, nor to 

the studen ts themselves, if blame m ust be assigned, and  I’m  not at all 

sure th a t th is  is helpful, then  all of u s m u st share it. I am  also 

re lu c tan t to blame s tu d e n ts  for their inab ility  to succeed  in the 

curren t educational system  because these s tu d e n ts  had  not received 

“equal opportunity" for success as proposed by law. Their perception 

of a  societal conspiracy to deny them success may have been very real 

because they had been labelled, denigrated, and  denied the same 

opportunities to read literature  and perform the sam e activities th a t 

the  o ther s tu d e n ts  in  regu lar English c la sse s  were given. The 

psychological dam age of th is blaming an d  fingerpointing w as most
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detrim ental to these students and  had a  profound effect on both the ir 

present an d  predicted success. The adjectives th a t I used to describe 

s tu d en ts’ m otivational detachm ent, if you will, traverse the course of 

the anecdotal evidence below.

CREATING OBSTACLES TO THEIR OWN LEARNING

I gathered a  great deal of initicd inform ation on my stu d en ts  a s  I 

observed them  an d  read their journals in the first few days and  weeks 

of the school year. Many of these s tu d e n ts  adm itted freely th a t  

although they could read they never did. When a  teacher gave them  

an assignm ent, they rarely read it. Even w hen the assignm ent w as 

given in class, they would instead instigate some kind of trouble, talk, 

sleep, or write notes instead.

My observations led me to believe th a t one of the reasons why 

my stu d en ts  h ad  not succeeded in the cu rren t system  had to do with 

their own a ttitudes toward reading, toward writing, toward school, and  

especially tow ard placem ent in a  rem edial class. Another reason for 

these s tu d en ts’ inability to succeed was th a t their beliefs abou t their 

own abilities, derived not only from placem ent in this class, b u t also 

from their need to protect themselves from others' beliefs th a t they  

lacked academ ic aptitude in reading, writing, or any  school subjects. 

The latter perception caused them  to convey the impression to o thers 

tha t their lack of success was related to the ir lack of effort ra th er th an
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to their lack of ability. This phenom enon is explained by Covington & 

Omelich (1979):

Why do others hide their effects and refuse to adm it th a t they 
study hard? [This resu lts  from] . . .a pervaLsive tendency in our 
society to equate the  ability to achieve with hum an  value. . . . 
From th is self-esteem perspective, expending effort becomes a  
potential th reat to the  ascriptions of low ability. . . .In effect, 
effort can  become a  double-edged sword for m any students. 
On the one hand, they m ust exert some effort to avoid teacher 
punishm ent, but n o t so m uch as to risk public sham e should 
they try hard and  fail (pp. 169-170).

According to Weiner (1995):

the presence of low effort may suggest th a t the person is 
uninvolved in the activity an d  is indifferent to the outcome. 
Conversely, the expenditure of effort indicates the desire to 
succeed. Hence, failure ascribed to a  com bination of high 
ability and  low effort m ay be ‘preferred’ precisely because the 
failure is construed as not meaningful or im portant (pp. 44- 
45; see also Weiner, 1985, 1986).

Furtherm ore, a lth o u g h  s tu d e n ts  may actually  no t m ake an  

effort on assignm ents th a t a re  not meaningful to them , adolescents 

are  very likely to act in w ays th a t bring social approval of their 

adolescent peers, and act in different ways to help them  to avoid 

punishm ent from teachers or parents or to actually receive assistance 

from parents or teachers if it is needed. All of my studen ts  indicated 

on a  questionnaire that their a ttitudes toward reading and writing had 

nothing to do with their peers because they did not allow others to 

influence their behavior: one s tu d en t wrote to the question of w hether 

she had any studen ts with whom  she could converse about books: “No 

one. Because all my friends hate  reading too.” Although 1 believed in
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the honesty and  value of my s tu d en ts’ responses, I also believed that 

students could be in some ways naïve and unaw are of the effects of 

their peers on themselves; their responses were also p a rt of the defiant 

attitude of teens who desperately w ant to be in control of their lives 

and who express pride in any  independence they can espouse, whether 

reed or imagined.

Adolescents are, despite their protests, profoundly affected by 

their peers. Weiner (1995) explains four “chains of inference” th a t 

reveal th a t reasoning behind adolescents’ placem ent of responsibihty 

for failure in either lack of ability or lack of effort;

1. Adolescent fails > Adolescent com municates lack of effort > 
Adult ascribes the failure to low effort > Adult assum es th a t 
effort is contro llable > A dult perceives the adolescent as 
responsible >Adult is angry >Adult will punish.

2. Adolescent fails > Adolescent com m unicates lack of ability 
>Adult ascribes the failure to low ability >Adult construes low 
ability as uncontrollable >Adult perceives the adolescent as 
not responsible >Adult feels sympathy >Adult will help and not 
punish.

3. Adolescent fails > Adolescent communicates lack of effort > 
Peer ascribes the failure to low effort > Peer assu m es th a t 
effort is controllable > Peer perceives the other a s  intentionally 
violating adult rules > Peer expresses adm iration >Peer accepts 
fellow adolescent into social network.

4. Adolescent fails > Adolescent com m unicates lack of abüit\^ 
> Peer ascribes the failure to low ability > Peer assum es th a t 
ability is uncontrollable > Peer perceives fellow adolescent as 
not responsible > Peer feels sympathy > Peer may help but not 
adm it the different’ fellow adolescent into the social network 
(pp. 49-50).
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Considering the  above chains, the norm al adolescent would

never attribu te failure to lack of ability to their peers if they wanted to

be accepted. However, students would adm it or som etim es feign lack

of ability as  the cause for failure in attem pts to m anipulate parents or

teach ers in o rd e r to receive help  o r to p reven t punishm ent.

M anipulations ab o u t lack of effort an d  actual lack of effort, however,

have a  way of catching up  with studen ts, and is ultim ately intolerable

in society: as a  result, a  person who does not work hard  is punished

and  is expected to change:

. . .(LJack of effort m ay be p u n ish ed  because trying is 
instrum enta l to the survival of society. T hat is, it is functional 
for all persons to work and  contribute to the common good: 
in to lerance of those who do no t try, then , decreases the 
likelihood th a t th is behavior will continue, teaches o thers a  
moral lesson, and  provides some retribution (Weiner. 1995, p. 
52).

One studen t. Incidentally a s tu d e n t tha t 1 felt had much higher 

th an  average ability over the other m em bers of the  class, told me a t 

the end of the yeeu-, after I had once again prodded him, pleaded with 

him, and e\^en begged him to try harder to complete the work I knew he 

could do: “ 1 always do that. 1 never do any work until the end of the 

year, and  then I ju s t  do enough to pass. It always works. I pass and 

th a t 's  all 1 w a n t.” Regardless of my realistic beliefs ab o u t his 

intelligence, his abUlty, questions abou t his abihty, m ost likely set off 

by his being placed in this class, led him  to protect h is image with his 

peers by showing a  complete lack of effort on assignm ents with the
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proof of h is a c tu a l ability  in h is  q uarte rly  and final grades which 

revealed th a t he passed with little or no effort, thus revealing to o thers 

that he was after all intelligent a n d  th a t his placem ent in a  “class for 

dum m ies” was unjustified . As tim e w ent on and h is  effort did no t 

change, or changed only minimally, the fact th a t he did not do m uch 

work obscured my ability to determ ine w hat his true ability was.

How m any o th e rs  in th e  c lass displayed su ch  a ttitu d e s  of 

defiance in light of their p lacem ent in th is remedial class? And how 

could one discern w hether a s tu d e n t was no t working hard , o r no t 

even trying in some cases, because of purposeful lack of effort, which 

also m anifested itself in  the form of disciplinary disruptions, sleeping 

poses, and  pretending to work gazes, or because of lack of ability.

Had pretending become the norm  th a t had led to th is reahty? 

Had the s tu d en ts  pretended to read or to work for so long th a t they 

could no longer catch u p  with the ir peers, an d  until they had  indeed 

lost the ability to leam ? Were they  being punished by a  society’s 

“intolerance of those who do not try ” (Weiner, 1995, p. 150) o r had  

they begun a practice of m anipulation  th a t had backfired an d  now 

become habit, a  hab it th a t had  led to studen ts  falling irrevocably 

behind in the ir schoolw ork, a h a b it th a t now m ight be a lm ost 

impossible to break, although still considered as under the control of 

the stu d en t?  How could  s tu d e n ts ’ volition or lack of volition for 

trying, for working hard, be changed for the better? Peer pressure, fear
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of failure, lack of effort, not finding classw ork Im portant, disruptive 

behavior, sleeping In class, feigning illness, loud in terrup tions, all 

contributed to s tu d e n ts  successfully creating obstacles to the ir own 

learning. The more obstacles that could be placed In their own paths 

ty  themselves as  well as  by other members of the  class, the  less likely 

t h a t  th e  te a c h e r—or p erh ap s m ore im p o rtan tly  th e  other 

studen ts—could a ttrib u te  their failure to lack of ability.

Pretending or hiding behind pretense or m anipulations obscured 

accurate  a sse ssm en ts  of s tu d en ts  as  well a s  the time needed for 

studen ts  to com plete work and  for the teacher to help s tu d en ts  who 

did need help. S tuden ts , however, only w anted help when no one else 

was watching, w hich  was Impossible In th is  classroom  setup , and  

th u s, the need for social approval overcame the s tu d en ts , and  the 

teacher’s hopes for a  successful learning atm osphere were violated.

However, s tu d en ts  were able to protect their social image Inside 

the classroom  by creating  those obstacles. They were, unfortunately, 

unable to leam  successfully In this atm osphere, but their peers would 

not be able to assess  lack of ability as the reason. Everything revolved 

around protecting th a t Image, and image became the be-all and  end- 

all of the ir classroom  activity; the m ost Im portant sen sa tio n  for 

s tu d en ts  was pride, n o t In the value or im portance of learn ing  to 

become better readers and  writers but in m ethods of d istracting others 

from realizing w hat w as their greatest fear: th a t others m ight believe
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they had  low ability. The fear of not being intelligent, or of not being 

considered intelligent had, 1 suspect, always been and continued to be 

a nagging susp icion  these s tu d en ts  held ab o u t them selves tha t, 

w ithout a  w ork ethic, might end up  to be true. W hether s tu d en ts  

actually h ad  low ability or had only had  th e  idea implanted in their 

psyches th rough  repeated negative experiences did not necessarily  

m atter to s tu d e n ts  anymore, for the majority of studen ts now believed 

th a t they h ad  low ability and even th a t they  “were dumb" and  would 

do any th ing  to prevent others from finding out. How could th is 

vicious cycle be stopped?

In th e  following section, I will explain  the  shields students 

wielded to pro tect themselves from being considered by o thers a s  

lacking in ability.
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CHAPTERS 

SHIELDS TO PROTECT SELF-IMAGE

S tuden ts p u t up  a  variety of shields to protect themselves from 

performing activ ities a t  which they  m igh t fail. Many of these 

protective sh ie ld s  m anifested  them selves in s tu d e n t behavior. 

Awareness of su ch  defenses in studen ts  who have low self-esteem is 

the first step in discovering methods of breaking down these defenses. 

The following chapter will also begin to reveal the relationship between 

low literacy an d  low self-esteem and  will in p art explain the reasons 

why some studen ts  did not value the education provided to them. The 

effects that negativity, passivity, and resistance to their education had 

on these studen ts ' a ttitudes toward literacy an d  schooling will also be 

discussed.

PRETENDING TO READ

I noticed early on in the yeeir several s tu d en ts  who did as much 

as possible to make it look as if they were reading. One student, the 

studen t who ended u p  working the h a rd es t th roughou t the year, 

adm itted in one of my prelim inary q u es tio n n a ires  th a t she had  

practiced the p retense of reading for quite som e time: she wrote,
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“When I w as told to read I would Ju s t s it a n d  stare a t the book, to 

make me look like I was reading.” A pparently, previous teachers had  

not noticed th is  before or had  chosen to  ignore it.

I w as aw are th a t s tu d en ts  m ight be pretending to read, an d  I 

decided th a t I would work to discourage th is  from happening. On one 

of the first days of school, I walked over to  one studen t who w as no t 

reading and  w hispered into his ear, “Nobody ever died of reading." I 

had caught on  to his trick of “pretending to read ,” although I am  sure 

tha t he had  no idea tha t I knew. After m y sub tle  revelation to th is 

s tudent, Marvell laughed and  did ac tu a lly  read  a  little b it th a t day, 

which w as m ore th a n  he u su a lly  d id , he  adm itted  la ter. And, 

although I can n o t say th a t my com m ent to Marvell on th a t day got 

him reading an d  loving it, it was a  com m ent th a t broke the ice an d  

one th a t got Marvell started, knowing th a t  I w as not a  teacher who 

was about to let him  sit there all day p retend ing  to read. 1 wrote in 

my journal on th a t day:

Marvell was lying on h is desk  w ith his head an d  book 
completely immersed beneath  a  t-sh irt. I walked over, where 
I saw  him  open his eyes and  p re tend  to be reading under the 
sh irt. I knew he w asn’t read ing  an d  he knew  I knew  he 
w a sn ’t reading. He said , “I a in ’t sleep in ’. 1 like to be 
com fortable when I read and  it’s  cold in here." I then  said to 
him , “No one ever died from  reading ." He laughed  and  
s ta rted  reading. Some of the o th e r kids heard w hat I said to 
h im  a n d  they laughed an d  a lso  s ta rte d  reading. O thers 
s tu d e n ts  besides Meirvell were also  pretending to read  b u t 
w eren’t. I walked around  the room  to keep an  eye on all of 
them  an d  noticed they were w atch ing  me too. After a  time, 
everyone settled in and  read b u t it took them  some tim e to 
“get comfortable."
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I hope th a t  I can  somehow do enough to get all of 
them  reading an d  no t pretending to read  every time they are 
asked to. I hope they’re not pretending because they really 
can’t read  the books t h ^ ’ve chosen. Certainly other teachers 
m ust have noticed s tu d en ts  th a t don’t read when they are 
given silen t reading time. Should I ignore them ? Would that 
m ake th em  m ore com fortable? Am I observing them  too 
closely? No, I do n ’t th in k  so. I th in k  th a t m ost of these 
s tu d en ts  have been Ignored for too long. It would be too easy 
to ignore them . I hope I can discover w hat it is exactly that 
is causing  such  an  aversion to reading for so m any of them 
an d  th a t  I can  figure o u t a  real p lan  to change their habits 
so th a t they  can  become better s tu d en ts . I am  determ ined 
more th a n  ever to discover ways to m ake th is program  work 
for my s tu d en ts  or to develop a  better one th a t will!

DISCIPLINARY ACTIONS AS EDUCATIONAL DISTRACTIONS

Before I s ta r te d  teach ing  a t Little town, I had  w orries about 

discipline and  as a  resu lt of my discussions w ith the teachers, I had 

worries ab o u t my ability to be firm enough. O ne of the ass is tan t 

principals, an  Ahrican- American woman, gave all the new teachers to 

Littletown some beginning advice on how to deal with discipline. She 

said, “Never take on a studen t. You'll never w in.” Although I did not 

completely u n d e rs tan d  th is  com m ent at the time, it did prove to be 

good advice. The s tu d en ts  were very good at verbcd argum entation and 

a t continuing the argum ent. O ther s tu d en ts  would always come to 

the aid of the ir schoolm ates if a teacher tried to sp a r back with a 

student and the situation  could change very quickly from a seemingly 

insignificant episode to a  m ajor confrontation to a situation  ou t of 

control.
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On the  whole, though, the s tu d en ts , m ale and  female, in my 

classroom  during  the  year com m itted only m inor infractions of the 

rules. A group of males in my first period c lass had  m om ents of 

childishness where they needed to shoot rubberbands a t each other, or 

throw  pencils a t each other. One s tu d en t in my second period class 

one day decided to make a  w ater balloon in the classroom  sink  and  

throw  it on  the floor. Another s tu d en t in the second period classroom  

threw  ta n tru m s  from time to tim e w hich were often d irected  a t 

an o th e r s tu d e n t who had  m ade a  com m ent she  did not like an d  

cu lm inated  in  the former s tu d en t throw ing books or chairs on the 

ground, an d  in a  trip  to th e  office. 1 deem th a t these were m inor 

infractions because none of the discipline problem s involved direct 

violence against another person.

There w as only one event th a t  could tru ly  be designated as  

violent between members in my classroom . Two studen ts, Margullis 

and  Devon, cornered a th ird  s tu d en t, Clevon, du ring  first period, 

wherein Margullis promptly knocked Clevon out. The fight happened 

so quickly an d  there was no prior evidence th a t a fight was abou t to 

ensue th a t m ost of the members of the class were dum bfounded by its 

occurrence. 1 rushed  to d ev o n  s side, while o thers went to sum m on 

help. Clevon stood up, eind calmly walked to the principal's office with 

the other two; Margullis and  Devon received two days worth of after

school detention and  Clevon was suspended for three days for starting
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the fight before school began. I told M argullis and Devon th a t if their 

case had  been decided by a  court of law, their aggressive behavior 

would be term ed “a ssau lt and battery" an d  th a t they would receive 

more than  two half-hour sentences. I spoke to each of their p a ren ts  

and the paren ts agreed with me.

There w as one o ther d is tu rb in g  event in J a n u a ry  w here a  

s tu d en t who h a d  been  in my c lassro o m  for only a few w eeks 

threatened to p u t  me in the hospital. W hen the principal cam e to 

discuss this w ith the  class, the other s tu d en ts  corroborated my story, 

and the s tu d en t w as promptly expelled.

I did no t Uke to write disciplinary referrals to the office in  the  

beginning of the  school year because I did no t feel th a t anything they 

did was really so  b ad  th a t it needed ou tside  attention. But, as  time 

went on, I no longer hesitated to write referrals, whenever a  s tu d en t 

was infidnging on the rights of other pupils to leam. I knew I had  one 

year to get th ese  s tu d en ts  going, and  I did not w ant them  to w aste 

their time, an o th e r’s time, or their own or another’s chances to go on 

to a non-rem edial class and a brighter future.

Unfortunately, although their ac ts of disruption might well have 

been considered  “m inor" in som e re sp ec ts , d isru p tio n s  of any  

magnitude also derailed, a t least temporarily, the educational process 

for themselves a n d  others. I wrote in my jou rnal a t the beginning of 

the year;
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Well, goofing off is norm al for k ids th is age. I wonder if th is  is 
part of the reason why m any o f them  are  considered to be so 
far behind  or are so far behind. I know tha t 1 am  giving them  
enough to do, so their acting u p  is no t because of lack of work, 
or because they are finished w ith  everything. I need to look 
in to  w h eth e r they are do ing  th is  because they  d o n ’t  like 
reading, or don’t understand  w h a t they’re reading, or don’t like 
th is p articu lar assignm ent, o r if it’s  because they are holding 
me accountable for their p lacem ent in th is reading program . I 
need  to  find a way to s to p  th is  negative a ttitu d e  tow ard  
assignm ents, toward reading, a n d  tow ard this class in  general 
from destroying all of my a tte m p ts  to help them  a n d  from 
destroying their own abilities to  leam . I discussed one Tip of 
the Day: Have a good attitude: an d  told them  th a t I th o u g h t 
th a t  hav ing  a  good a ttitu d e  a b o u t learn ing  w as to  me a  
g u a ra n te e  for be tter g rades. I do n o t w ant th e  ex trem e 
negativity of a  few of the s tu d e n ts  to bring the o ther s tu d en ts  
down either. The discipline problem s will get be tte r if I am  
able to  help studen ts accept th e ir  placem ent in th is program , 
an d  if I am  able to get th em  to believe th a t they  ca n  do 
som ething well.

Before I began teaching, I h ad  n o  idea of the ex ten t to w hich 

disciplining the  studen ts would consum e my time and energy, no r did I 

have any firm  idea of the ac tu a l read in g  an d  writing skills of my 

s tu d en ts . I discovered fairly early th a t  th e  s tu d en ts  w ould cau se  

d isrup tions every chance they got in o rder to keep them selves from 

reading or from  doing the work expected. Although I learned  th a t 

there were a  few studen ts who actually h ad  extreme difficulties reading 

and writing, the  majority of s tuden ts were of average ability in reading 

and writing for n in th  grade studen ts  a t th is  school, regardless of w hat 

the test scores indicated. S tuden ts also acted  ou t because they simply 

did not w ant to be in a  class entitled “developm ental reading.” In the 

next section, I will attem pt to explain how  the culture of the school
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con tribu ted  to w idespread negativity, fear of failure, and  “seeming" 

lack of energy an d  ability on the part of the  s tu d en t body, an d  my 

studen ts  more specifically.

PERVASIVE NEGATIVITY AND IMMOBILIZATION TACTICS; I 
AIN'T KNOW AND I AIN'T CARE

A nother eye-opening characteristic  of the  culture of Littletown 

High School w as w hat I have term ed the  “I a in ’t know, I a in 't care 

syndrome." T eachers were frustra ted  across the school due  to the 

half-completed, shoddy work th a t studen ts  did In class or tu rned  In as 

hom ework assignm en ts. S tuden ts  w ere know n to do a  little, then  

quit, or to do a  little b u t never bother to tu rn  in  the  finished product. 

I w ould no t le t my s tu d e n ts  qu it. I gave them  guidelines, or 

directions, to get them  going an d  to keep them  going. Otherwise, 

nothing would ever get done. W hat I realized early on was th a t my 

s tu d en ts  were n o t used  to following th rough and, more Importantly, 

had  been used to getting away with It.

A nother early  revelation for me w as th a t w hen studen ts In my 

classroom  were asked  a  question, they often—In fact extremely often— 

answ ered w ith either “I a in ’t know" or “I a in 't care" or both. Besides 

the obvious u n u s u a l gram m atical construction , the a ttitude of not 

knowing emd n o t caring about no t knowing weis endemic in the school. 

I heard th is litany frequentty from s tu d en ts  all over the school. This
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answer could come both in the classroom  a s  a  response to a  question 

about a  reading assignm ent or o th er assignm ent, or to an  inform al 

query outside on the cam pus grounds. From  the mom ent I first heard 

these phrases, I knew they were sym ptom atic because they conveyed 

an a ttitu d e  of extrem e negativity a n d  passivity. W hat tangle of 

pathologies were concealed beneath these  facile claims of indifference? 

Did s tu d en ts  who m ade th is com m ent really mean th a t they did not 

know and th a t they did not care or w as th is  statem ent made because 

perhaps they cared too much about protecting their image and  esteem ?

The com m ent was sometimes u tte red  in frustration  because a 

studen t had  been asked  a question in front of his o r her peers to 

which he or she did no t know the answ er. That was a  way to beg off 

the question, have the attention diverted elsewhere, an d  also a  code 

that revealed to the o ther students th a t  he or she did no t care about 

not knowing. Sometimes a student m ade one of the above com m ents 

to m ake o th er s tu d e n ts  believe th a t  th e  s tu d e n t being ask ed  the 

question realfy knew the answer bu t w as being deliberately belligerent 

to the teacher amd proud of the deception. Sometimes a  s tu d en t was 

simply not energized to give an  answer, sim ply did not feel compelled 

to answ er, som etim es it was sim ply th e  n a tu re  of th e  question , 

som etim es it w as the  s tu d en t's  n o n ch a lan ce . O th er tim es, the 

student w as too shy  to answ er and  th is w as a  sure-fire way no t to 

have to say m uch. But, s tuden ts Sciid th is  both when they were in
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small groups, an d  w hen speaking alone to the teacher. They repeated 

these form ulas as  a  joke, an d  ju s t as often, when they were serious. 

As It was not always possible for the teacher or for other s tu d en ts  to 

determ ine exactly  why th e  s tu d en t h ad  m ade the  com m ent, the 

student was able to “save face"—no one would ever know w hether the 

studen t knew the answ er or not, or w hether the student cared or did 

no t care abou t h is  or her education.

These p h ra s e s  m ay seem  of m ino r Im portance, b u t they  

perm eated th e  cu ltu re  of the  school, and  were of major significance 

and  of lasting Im pact on the attitudes of the  studen ts  there. S tudents 

would fall back  on  these  form ulas again  an d  again for w hatever 

reasons and  a s  a  resu lt It w as extremely difficult to get s tu d en ts  to 

explore any Issue In depth. S tudents also, for the most part, refused 

to share the ir opin ions or to be critical or to analyze any  piece of 

reading or w riting or cu rren t event, a t least In the beginning of the 

yeeir. I was no t the only teacher who had  th is  problem. The phrases 

were used in every area of their schooling, and, according to stu d en ts’ 

parents, a t hom e as well.

Teachers all over the school were giving up  on their studen ts. 

They said th a t th e  group of students they had  were the worst they had 

ever seen. They show ed me projects or portfolios th a t s tuden ts had  

worked on for m on ths th a t were turned In with only one or two pages 

of Information o r a  few assignm ents completed.
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But. looking a t the prospects th a t th e  town of Littletown an d  

the  county of Kingsboro had to offer, th is prevalent attitude of “do n ’t 

know, don’t  care" w as not at all surprising. This a ttitude was bound 

to suffuse the academ ic en terprises of s tu d e n ts  in  my c lass a n d  

studen ts a t the school as  a  whole.

STUDENTS* CAREER CHOICES

Correlation studies (e.g., low scores on reading tests  and  
low socioeconom ic class) can  be am plified by e thnograph ic  
work. For example, the ethnographic s tu d y  of a  specific low 
socioeconomic group may reveal th a t  reading scores correlate 
not only w ith economic level, b u t also  w ith the degree to which 
reading is  relevant to group m em bership, s ta tu s  achievem ent, 
work opportun ities, an d  re ten tion  of cu ltu ra l values for the 
group a s  a  whole. Ideally such  contextual evidence for specific 
com m unities helps ed u ca to rs  reexam ine school v a lues for 
literacy in  te rm s of how they  can  be rela ted  to hom e a n d  
com m unity values. (Heath, 1982, p. 44).

Another com ponent of the attitude of the  school was the lack of 

desire of m any s tu d e n ts  to do any th in g  w ith  th e ir lives. Som e 

stu d en ts  spoke of going on to college in a  noncom m ittal way, o th ers 

talked about working as  engineers, for example, bu t never abou t going 

to college, others talked about working b u t were often not responsible 

enough to m ain ta in  their after-school jobs for veiy long, still o th e rs  

had  no ambition for school or a  career and  unfortunately, they tended 

to be the largest group and  the m ost com m itted of all.

S tu d en ts’ ca ree r choices were also ind ica to rs of their lack of 

motivation for enhanced  literacy or their lack of understanding  of the
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need for literacy in the ir choice of profession. One student wrote th a t 

he w anted to be e ith er an “NBA Player." an  “NFL Player," although he 

w as neither on th e  basketball or football team , and lastly, if these 

am bitions did n o t p an  out. he ju s t  w an ted  to “have a Job." indicating 

th a t any job  w ould do. A nother s tu d e n t w anted  to be a  “farmer, 

construction  w orker, or construction owner." Although this s tu d en t 

loved h u n tin g  a n d  th e  great ou tdoors, he w as no t enrolled in the 

ag ricu ltu ral ed u ca tio n  course the school offered; he also was not 

enrolled in the build ing  education course nor the business education 

course; these were courses specifically designed to help studen ts leam  

abou t the trad es  in  which he had ind icated  an  interest. Many of the 

women chose cosm etologist as their first choice, second choices often 

were teacher, secretary , or nurse. Two women indicated th a t they 

w anted to be doctors as  their first choice; neither were taking science 

courses. One w om an wanted to be: first, a  body builder, second, a  

n u rse , th ird , a  ch o ra l director: sh e  w as n e ith e r taking physical

education, science, or music, nor was sh e  involved in the choir. The 

s tu d en t who d id  th e  least am ount of w ork during  the school year 

w anted to be a  teach e r although she had  no p lans to attend  college. 

One male s tu d en t wranted to be a  “Train Driver, work for steel(e] plant, 

work for p ap er com pany, work for River R un (Sanitation)," which 

indicated m ore realistic  career asp ira tions, a s  all of these industries 

were based in the C ounty seat.
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Although s tu d e n ts ’ ca reer goals for th e  m ost part seem ed 

unrealistic, considering th a t the m eans of a ttem pting  to atta in  such  

goals were basicalfy nonexistent for them, I had  to remember th a t they 

were only in the n in th  grade and  did not really know w hat they w anted 

to do nor w hat they would be able to do. I also would never denigrate 

any  what-seem ed-to-be-unrealistic goals because I believed th a t these 

studen ts  as well a s  all o thers could do anything  they set their m inds 

to; however, I knew th a t 1 would need to try to motivate them to work 

h ard er to get w hat they w anted out of the ir education  and to help 

them  to understand  w hat they needed in order to reach those goals. 

S tu d en ts  unm otivated to do work would n o t do work, and  hence, 

those same s tu d en ts  m ight be unsuccessfu l a t  a tta in ing  the jobs of 

th e ir  choice, or even an y  job  a t  all. Even th e  p ap er an d  steel 

com panies nearby expected s tu d en ts  to have a t  least a  high school 

diploma, and some of these studen ts were a t risk  of not receiving their 

degrees unless they began to do their schoolwork, the reading, the 

writing, the building, the business, the science and  the math.

Many of my s tu d e n ts  believed tha t schoolwork should be easy 

an d  th a t one should  be able to move quickly an d  effortlessly from 

n in th  grade to graduation to a  job of their choice (See examples of this 

on the Graduation Day writing assignm ent in the  next chapter): after 

all they had moved from first grade to n in th  grade w ithout having 

hardly  read a book: why couldn’t  they continue to do the same once
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in high school? S tuden ts needed m ore reasons to find schoolwork 

enticing, a n d /o r  they needed changes to be m ade in the curriculum  

th a t would allow them  to leam  the types of th ings th a t would help 

them  in settling into their profession of choice. For the majority of 

s tuden ts , w hat we were teaching did n o t appear to be particulEirly 

relevant or im portant.

CREATING DISTRACTIONS: TRICKS AGAINST THEMSELVES

The stu d en ts  a t Littletown and  those in my class were experts a t 

sitting w ithout moving, pretending they were working, finding ways to 

get out of class, or causing a  d istraction  or d isrup tion  to get out of

doing their work or participating in class. One teacher made up a  list

of the studen ts ' top ten excuses to get ou t of class:

1. May I use the restroom?
2. May I get a  drink of water?
3. I left my book in my locker.
4. 1 feel sick.
5. May I go to the nurse?
6. I need to go to the guidance office.
7. I have to do a  report in ano ther class.
8. I need to call home.
9. I need to take my medicine.
10. I left my coat in another class.

This list may appear to be a  list of conventional tricks th a t 

s tu d en ts  all over the country use to try  to get ou t of class and  th a t 

would probably be correct. I know th a t in th e  beginning I fell for every 

single one of these excuses and even a t the end  of the  year I could still 

fall for the one, “I feel sick.”
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One stu d en t, la te  in the y ea r ac tually  went to th e  ex ten t of 

causing everyone in th e  class to th in k  th a t she was ab o u t to faint. As 

she was unab le to w alk  to the office to have them  ca ll e ith er the 

emergency room or h e r m other or both, another s tu d en t ran  down the 

hall to get a  wheelchair for her and  to inform the office of the  problem. 

When the s tu d en t got back  to the classroom  with the w heelchair, the 

student prom ptly stood u p  and w alked to the office. S he tu rn ed  and  

grinned as she  walked down the hall. Half an  hour later, she was in 

the cafeteria eating two slices of pizza. She and her M ends invited me 

to jo in  them , w here C helsea, th e  s tu d e n t in the  above episode 

cheerfully adm itted th a t it was all a n  act. Her little ac t took up over 

half an  hour of everyone’s educational time.

The problem w ith the  list of top ten  excuses, aside from its lack 

of creativity, was th a t m any  teachers h ad  given up on th e ir s tu d en ts  

and thus, would allow stu d en ts  to use  any excuse they w anted. And, 

as a result, during  reg u la r class tim e there were a great num ber of 

s tuden ts  walking a ro u n d  In the halls, always on the ir way to the 

com puter lab  or som ewhere other th a n  where they were supposed  to 

be: in class.

Many s tu d en ts  who were on th e ir  way to the com puter lab to 

supposedly write a  paper for another c lass or even those who were sent 

specifically by their English teacher or history teacher to write a  paper 

would walk around  th e  halls, peer in to  classroom s, ru n  down the
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halls, or find o th er ways to d isrup t classroom s, doing anything bu t 

actually sitting  down an d  working on the ir assignm ents. Strangely 

enough, the group of m eandering studen ts  included a  large num ber of 

seniors. This w as quite surprising to me because I had  hoped that 

the older s tu d e n ts  had  begun to care ab o u t th e ir  education, or to 

think abou t the ir fu tures a  little more th an  the younger students.

My classroom  w as right next door to the com puter lab and both 

the s tu d en t restroom s so my studen ts an d  I were d istracted  daily by 

studen ts milling around, some even obnoxious enough as  to knock on 

the door to crea te  the u ltim ate d istraction . All of the  wandering 

s tu d en ts  had  ac tu a l assignm ents to do, I knew  th a t, b u t instead of 

using the time given to them  during class time, they  chose to wander 

the halls, often no t tu rn ing  the assignm ent in a t all. S tuden ts at all 

grade levels were doing their best to get ou t of c lass emd to get out of 

doing work. It w as am azing to see how m any s tu d e n ts  thought that 

they had  nothing to do or did not care w hether they had  schoolwork to 

do or not.

In so m any ways, I observed w hat seemed to be very little drive 

in the m ajority of s tu d en ts . Negativity w as so overwhelm ing that 

many teachers were ready to throw up  their h ands in defeat if they had 

not already done so.

The s tu d e n ts  of Littletown High School seem ed to have been 

bom  into a  cu ltu re  of n o t knowing an d  no t caring, even though deep
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down, if I could ever get th a t far, I knew th a t they  understood  and 

cared about things m uch  more deeply. Daily, I had  to p u sh  studen ts 

(1) to get sta rted  an d  (2) to do their work, to follow through  on even 

the simplest of assignm ents.

It was am azing to me to see so m any s tu d e n ts  per day who 

assum ed the sleeping pose immediately upon entering the classroom. 

I told them  on the first day of school th a t I did not allow s tu d en ts  to 

sleep in my class. I told them  th a t I realized th a t som e of them  might 

be tired bu t th a t none of them  could be more tired th a n  I was since I 

had stayed up  all n igh t the n ight before to write my syllabus and to 

prepare for class. I often said  to them  on days th a t I h ad  stayed up 

late or all night grading or preparing, “Have you ever seen me sleeping 

in class?” They always told me that I was not allowed to sleep in class 

because I was the teacher. I told them th a t the sam e ru les applied to 

them  because they were the students. I also talked to them  about 

always having a good a ttitu d e  and  about being a lert in class so that 

they could understand  and  follow through on their assignm ents.

S tudents all over the school, and in my classroom  in particular, 

appeared not to have a  “learning orientation” (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). 

This might be defined a s  simply knowing “w hat reaching a  goal means" 

expressed in s tuden t s ta tem en ts  like these: “Tt m eans I decide w hat I 

really need to do, a n d  th en  do it!’" or “’doing w h at 1 need to do,’ 

getting my work fin ished,’ an d  being the first to get my work done ”
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(Bruning & Schweiger, 1997, p. 159). S tuden ts were choosing not to 

get their work done, and  a s  a  result, time was catching up  on them . 

They were falling farther an d  farther behind eind now becoming either 

defensive or passive about the ir education, of which neither strategic 

pose was successful.

My stu d en ts  appeared to be more “performance oriented" (Dweck 

& Leggett, 1988, in  Bruning & Schweiger, 1997, p. 159), an  orientation 

toward learning which is characterized as “learners. . more concerned 

w ith how they com pare w ith o thers or w ith ex ternal s ta n d a rd s .” 

Furthermore:

s tu d e n ts  who adop t learning orien tations tend  to me more 
adaptive, strategic an d  persistent. In contrast, a  performance 
orientation tends to lead to m aladaptive behaviors such  as  
lack of persis tence an d  learned help lessness (B runing & 
Schweiger, 1997, p. 159).

All bu t one of my stu d en ts  appeared to have some of the above- 

m entioned characte ristics o f the perform ance-oriented s tu d en t the  

m ajority of the time. Some studen ts  were in term ittently  persistent, 

and  were m ost persistent when the reading or writing they were doing 

was selected by choice, readings on African-American history or about 

African - American characters  if they were African-American, if they 

believed they were capable of completing the task, or if they believed 

they would receive a  good grade, if the writing had a  purpose to them, 

an d  if the reading or writing had  some m eaning or connection to their 

lives.
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CHAPTER 10 

YARDSTICKS AT BOTH ENDS OF THE SPECTRUM: HOW 
ATTITUDE AND PROGRESS ARE INTERTWINED

Before I describe th e  literacy even ts  th a t occurred in my 

Developmental Reading/English 1 class, 1 would like to recount what I 

consider to be the  benchm arks or yardsticks which dem arcated very 

clearly two of the extreme directions th a t s tu d e n ts  in my classroom 

could  take. Both are true accounts of events th a t occurred in my 

classroom; one I have entitled: “The Ritual Denial; The Slicing Up of 

the  READING Orange"; the o ther “Convincing S tudents the Sky’s the 

Limit: The Ned Story."

Both s to rie s  dem onstra te  how a t t i tu d e  and  progress are 

intertwined: s tu d en ts’ reading and writing progressed only when the 

a ttitu d e  they brought to class allowed them  to perform: to work, to 

write, to read, to do assignm ents w ithout rebelling against the idea of 

the program itself. Without a  barrage of con tinual positive com m ents 

from the teacher, or a way to steer the class away from an  obsession 

w ith the “Reading" portion of the class (the course was listed on the 

s tu d en ts  schedules as Reading/English I an d  the students were given 

two credits for their successful completion of both courses, taught ty
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me, meeting for a  total of an  h o u r and a h a lf  every day). S tudents did 

no t w ant to be in a  Reading class—to th em  th a t  brought them  only 

sham e vis â  vis o ther c lassm ates who were in the regular program  of 

English I. The stu d en ts  often would balk a t  assignm ents, for the work 

they had  done in the p as t h a d  only gotten them  into this program, 

which, to m any of them, w as alm ost the w orst th ing  that had  ever 

happened to them . I told them  daily th a t I knew  they were bright, I 

knew they could do more, I knew  they could  do a  great job a t Just 

ab o u t anything if they tried. The extrem e positive or the extreme 

negative were very often the only roads th a t s tu d en ts  took; and in the 

beginning, a s  I w as attem pting  to have s tu d e n ts  read and write their 

first assignm en ts, th e  m ajority  of them  w ere heading  down the 

negative road.

BENCHMARK 1: NEGATIVITY AND THE STUDENTS’ SENSITIVITY 
TO LABELLING: “RITUAL DENIAL: THE SLICING OF THE
READING ORANGE”

On the one hand, s tu d en ts  could react very negatively and  take 

very personally the ir p lacem ent in a c lass en titled  “Developmental 

Reading." S tu d en ts  were aw are th a t they were in a  remedial reading 

class, even though they were unaw are of th e  ep ithet “Orange Box." 

an d  were em barrassed  enough by this p lacem ent to take the position 

th a t som ething w as wrong w ith them  educationally—so why do any 

work? They could also take the position th a t there W cis no way ou t of
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this class because they  were so deficient and th a t they might as  well 

prove the system  right by not tiying, by not showing others w hat they 

could do. A s tu d en t who assum ed th is  attitude would need extreme 

am oun ts of a tten tio n  smd co n tinuous positive feedback and  w ould 

need to m ake an  a ttitu d e  tu rn a ro u n d  in order to survive in th is  

classroom or any other.

The first anecdote which follows details the extrem e negative 

side of the coin, a n d  the problem s th a t could ensue  if a  s tu d e n t 

became so caught u p  in the label of “Developmental Reading" th a t he 

or she could only seek  revenge ag a in st the label, against his or her 

placem ent in the class, and by rebelling against the m aterial presented 

in the class, the  teacher, and m ore Importantly, him  or herself, by 

refusing to leam . I have titled th is  syndrome, “Rltued Denial: The 

Slicing of the READING Orange."

A more positive anecdote will follow, one in which a s tu d en t 

moved beyond the stigm a of being placed in a remedial reading class 

and dem onstrated h is true potential by tiying, by not being a  quitter, 

and  more im portantly, by trying to  do h is best. I have entitled the 

positive benchm ark story, “Convincing S tudents the Sky’s the Limit: 

The Ned Story.” It w as the “bench" th a t I wanted all of my s tu d en ts  

sitting on by the end of the year if possible.
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RITUAL DENIAL: THE SLICING OF THE READING ORANGE

One event th a t occurred in my classroom  with the second period 

class served to open m y eyes to how  debilitating and  degrad ing  

placem ent in the Developmental R eading/E nglish  I program w as for 

my studen ts. One day during the firs t few weeks of class, I found in 

my mailbox a  picture of myself tak en  th e  day before school s ta rted  

stapled onto a  piece of orange construction paper cut into the sh ap e  of 

an  orange with black lines on it dividing it into sections m aking it 

look like an  orange. This photo a n d  photos of all the new teachers 

had been hanging on a  bulletin board  display in the Ubrary for all to 

see since the beginning of school: th e  librarians were anxious to set 

up  a new display so they gave the pho tos back to the new teachers. I 

only noticed then th a t th e  paper w as orange, and the shape of the 

border was hke an  orange, meaning th a t the librarians who had  made 

the display were already in on the Joke abou t the “Orange Box” long 

before the  school year s ta rted  a n d , of course, had  ch o sen  an  

appropriate color an d  design for m y pictorial introduction to the 

faculty and  students. It is worth m entioning  that the heading over 

the p ic tu re indicated in bold-face th a t  the  subject I ta u g h t was 

“READING,” not English and  Reading, b u t simply “Reading”.

The day I received the  photo in my mailbox, I took the picture off 

the border and  took th e  orange-shaped, orange-colored design and  

placed it on the display board in my room, without giving it a  thought.
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I do not know why I did th a t as  I had always told s tu d e n ts  th a t they 

were getting credit for English I and  so th is class was called nothing 

b u t English I. I had  a lso  told them  th a t I would never call th is  a 

“reading" class an d  th a t  they  did not have to either; they  simply 

needed to tell the ir friends th a t I was their English teacher. They 

w ould be getting cred it from me for both English an d  read ing  but 

nobody needed to know  th is . I knew even a t the  beginning of the 

school year how sensitive these studen ts  would be concerning this 

label. I do not know why th a t day I was so insensitive or casual about 

placing th a t word, in bold face, and  in capital le tters, right in their 

faces.

The first period th a t  day went w ithout incident. The second 

period students, however, were for the m ost part older, an d  were also 

angrier about their placem ent in this class. And, in  my opinion, there 

were more s tu d en ts  in th is  class who were incorrectly placed. The 

second period class begem w ith Jeimaica, a  studen t, asking to borrow 

my scissors, som ething sh e  often needed for one reason  or another. 

All the other s tuden ts h ad  taken their seats as Jam aica  walked over to 

the display board, removed the orange design m arked READING, and 

with the scissors made a  sm all slice in the orange an d  sim ultaneously, 

the word READING. S h e  th en  walked over to a n o th e r  s tu d en t, 

handed  her the sc isso rs, an d  w ithout com m ent, the nex t s tu d en t 

removed a  slice of the orange with the scissors. This con tinued  from
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s tu d en t to s tu d en t, and  not a  word was spoken, until the  entire class 

h ad  participated. W hen this p a rt of the ritual was complete, Jam aica 

carried th e  orange READING symbol, now totally shredded, over to the 

w astebasket, w here she crum pled it up  and  threw  it in the trash .

T hat w as th e  en d  of the ritucil an d  the end of the orange symbol 

w hich stood for “reading"and “rem edial” and “resource" an d  all of the 

o th e r labels they  abhorred. The c lass was silen t d u rin g  the entire 

r itu a l an d  no t a  word was spoken aifter the event. We all understood 

exactly w hat had  happened; th is experience was both one of bonding 

an d  renewal. Once the  symbol w as destroyed, it w as dead, a t least 

figuratively in the ir minds, and  they  could symbolically let go of the 

b u rd en , th e  w eight, the em b arra ssm en t th a t being in th is  c lass 

b rought with it an d  they could find hope in themselves anew.

This one event did not, of course, erase all of th ese  s tu d en ts ' 

w orries or the  em barrassm en t ab o u t all the labels or b u rd en s th is 

program  laid on them , or elim inate the teasing they read in the eyes of 

their friends an d  fellow studen ts who were in regular English classes, 

nor did it ereise all th e  years th a t these students had felt a  low sense 

of self-worth, the years they felt they  were deficient an d  not like the 

o ther adolescents. This ritueil did. however, if not open my eyes to, 

then a t least rem ind me of the anger and  sensitivity of my stu d en ts  to 

their placem ent in th is developmental reading class.
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During the year, I constantly needed to remind them  of the great 

work they were doing, and to keep boosting them, to continue to show 

them  how good their work was com pared to those in regular, to them 

“real," E nglish classes. Often I ac tu a lly  could convince th em  th a t 

their work w as even better th a n  th o se  In regular English  classes 

because in som e cases it was.

This ritual dissection also served to rem ind me of how weighty the 

label of reading w as and how m uch th e  quality of their work depended 

on my helping them  to get eu’ound the  label. My students never forgot 

where they were: they never forgot all year long tha t they w ere In a 

remedial reading  class; the work they  did or did not do w as always 

tied either to my reactions or sensitivity to the ir needs; my s tu d en ts  

were moody ab o u t being In th is c lass—they  could choose to rebel 

against the program  by not doing an y  work a t  all or they could work 

harder to dispel the myths su rrounding  them  and the quality  of their 

work. I labored constantly to keep s tu d e n ts  on the “working harder" 

side of the fence, bu t I was not always successful, or was successfu l 

one day bu t no t the next.
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BENCHMARK 2; THE POSITIVE SIDE: CONVINCING STUDENTS 
THE SKY IS THE LIMIT: **THE NED STORY"

One of the  best exam ples to show how underrated  some of these 

students were t y  teachers an d  adm inistrators alike is w hat I call “The 

Ned” story. I retold th is story  to adm inistrators, other teachers, other 

students, Ned himself, and  Ned's parents.

Ned was a  s tu d en t who, w hen I first met him the evening before 

school began a t  the n inth  grade Parent-Student-Teacher Night, seemed 

to be a  nervous and  unpredictable pupil. He was very tall, bu t seemed 

very im m ature. His m other told me that he was very shy  an d  tha t I 

would need to draw  him  out. She did not tell me anyth ing  about his 

learning abilities except th a t he had  some trouble w ith h is reading 

and his spelling. Ned looked a t me as h is m other w as talk ing and 

made a  peace sign behind his m other’s back and  he sm iled in a  way 

that made me th ink  he could be trouble. After the meeting, I pu t eiU of 

this aside however and  began teaching my classes the next day. When 

Ned walked in to  my second period class the next day. dum ped his 

books on the floor, threw  him self into a chair, and  propped his big feet 

on the desk. I saw  Ned in exactly the posture in which he  rem ained for 

Eilmost the entire year. He w as very casual about sitting in his chair, 

about putting h is feet all over the desks, and about h is work, too.

But th is is  no t really the point of the story. W hen the reading 

coordinator. Mrs. Stiehl, walked into the room for the first time, she

2 4 6



immediately noticed Ned, head down, body sprawled all over the desk, 

a  book underneath  h is lanky arm s, his eyes open b u t looking a t the 

book, then looking a t the ceiling, but certainly  no t reading. I had 

already spoken to him  earlier th a t period a b o u t the  book he had 

chosen and had asked him  w hether this book m ight possibly no t be a 

good choice for him. T hat was the reason why he w as not reading. He 

had  argued th a t he could read the book, though, an d  started  poring 

over it again. When Mrs. S tiehl walked in. he  had  stopped reading 

and I knew th a t he had  no t really read m uch if anything th a t period.

Mrs. S tiehl told me th a t I really had to w atch him because his 

test scores on the S tanford Diagnostic Reading Test fSDRT) had  been 

so low. she estim ated th a t his results were som ew here on the second 

or third grade level, an d  offered the opinion th a t sh e  did not think 

th a t he could read. I told her th a t I thought th a t he could read but 

th a t he simply had not selected the right book and  th a t I would work 

to help him find one th a t he did like and would read. I also told her 

th a t he had written his requisite journal en tries an d  th a t his written 

journals indicated th a t he could indeed read. His test resu lts  were 

actually quite low—an  average of grade level 3.1. The second time he 

was tested he scored grade level 3.7 on C om prehension . 8.0 in 

Vocabulary, an d  5.2 on Scanning, with an  average of 5.4 (see Appendix 

C). Regardless of the standardized  test results, th is nonetheless weis a 

student who could read an d  I knew it.
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Later th a t day. after Mrs. S tieh l had  left, I took Ned over to the 

book cabinet and  said, “Let’s find a  book you would like to read." He 

had  told m e before tha t he could read, bu t th a t he had  n o t actually  

read a  book cover-to-cover since th e  first grade. A lthough I believed 

th a t Mrs. S tiehl was relying too heavily on the Stanford te st results, I 

made the  decision to suggest th a t Ned select some of the easier books 

in the cabinet. He chose Sign o f the Beaver and My Name is Davy: I ’m 

an Alcoholic. As he had not been reading m uch and  as  all the o ther 

s tu d en ts  h ad  been working tow ard completing a  second book by now, 

he was already behind in his reading  assignm ents. He had  no t been 

able to write m uch in his Journal ab o u t his first book because he had 

not enjoyed it ^ d  th u s had  not read  very much of it. I s u ggested to 

h im  th a t  he take the books hom e w ith him to catch  u p  an d  to 

elim inate th e  distractions he m ight have from being in the classroom  

ra th er th a n  in a more comfortable reading setting. He liked th a t idea 

an d  im m ediately began reading in  class, and, from th a t  day on. 

reading also  a t home. Ned loved the  books he had chosen th is time. 

He wrote a  good paper on My Name is Davy: I’m an Alcoholic an d  also 

suggested th is  book to others. S hortly  after reading the la tte r book. 

Ned began reading several books on archery, one of h is  favorite 

pastim es.

Ned nevertheless always h ad  trouble getting s ta rted  on h is 

reading, h is writing, and his workbook activities. In December, he
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totally stopped working again. He h ad  no t been moving very quickly 

through the  workbooks even though  I suspected he could do a  much 

better Job; he also  often did a  ca re less  job  on h is o th e r  written 

assignm ents, definitely not h is b e s t work. Ned sim ply found the 

workbooks boring, and  did no t try  very hard. He w ould walk into 

class, sit down, p u t his head or h is feet on the desk, get comfortable, 

and  quit. I had  a  long talk  w ith h im  ab o u t this behavior one day 

during the academ ic assistance or s tudy  period. I told h im  how sm art 

he was an d  th a t I wanted to see how well he could do on th e  workbook 

activities.

S tu d en ts  in my classes were assigned  a w orkbook level that 

m atched th e ir  te st scores on the  S tanford  Diagnostic R eading Test 

(SDRT) S tu d en ts  who tested on th e  second grade level began a t  the 

BA level, s tu d en ts  who tested on th e  th ird  grade level began a t the CA 

level, and those who started on the fourth  grade level began a t the DA 

level. A lthough som e studen ts did te s t higher than the fourth  grade 

level on the test, the coordinator did not allow the Little tow n teachers 

to begin s tu d en ts  any higher th an  DA, or the fourth grade level. The 

coordinator had  decided th a t all s tu d e n ts  m ust complete the  GA (7th 

to 8th grade) level in order to pass th e  class and to go on to a  regular 

ten th  grade English. Ned had  s ta r te d  in CA (3rd grade level) as a 

result of his S tanford test scores an d  had  hardly moved upw ard since.

249



Ned w as now finally ready to move on to take the DA test. 1 told 

him  before he took the  DA criterion-referenced te s t, a  te s t tha t 

specifically tested studen ts on certain  skills or criteria th a t  a  student 

reading peissages on the specific grade level should be able to answer, 

th a t 1 w an ted  him  to try, and  th a t I wanted him  to really  show me 

w hat he knew  and  w hat he could do. I told him  th a t if he w as bored 

with the  Learning 100, or the workbook activities, th a t  he could cut 

ou t som e of th e  work by doing a  better Job on the te s t. The fewer 

questions he missed, the fewer assignm ents in the workbook he would 

have to do. Ned jum ped a t th e  opportunity to move more quickly 

through the workbooks—he subsequently  took the criterion - referenced 

test, m issing  so few item s th a t  he did no t have to  do even one 

workbook exercise in the DA (4th grade) level workbook. The next day 

d u rin g  c la ss  he then  was ab le  to take the  EA level C riterion- 

Referenced Test. He did well again, needing to only com plete a few of 

the w orkbook exercises. I asked  Ned what it was th a t  caused  the 

tu rn aro u n d  for him  and he said, “You told me to try an d  I did."

Ned con tinued  to work, a lthough  sometimes still sporadically, 

th roughou t the year, showing th a t  he could read novels, non-fiction 

books an d  sirtlcles, workbook readings, and do very well on tests if he 

p u t h is  m ind  to it and  tried. His writing often h a d  qu ite  a few 

gram m atical an d  spelling errors, b u t his writing assignm ents became 

better w ritten  a s  well as more interesting as the year w en t by. Mrs.
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Stiehl had  counted  him  out from the first day  b u t I had not beUeved 

her.

W hat Ned needed was to be given sim ple tips on how to get 

s ta rted ; he needed  some p rodd ing , n eed ed  a  great dea l of 

encouragement, and  needed to choose his readings and his work style. 

Ned was one of the first students to com plete the workbook exercises 

and one of the first to be able to move to a  regular English I class for a  

few weeks as a  reward. I never counted h im  o u t and  he knew it; he 

also knew th a t he was doing the work n o t only for me b u t also for 

him self and  he w as extremely pleased with the  results.

O ther s tu d en ts  who heard or observed first hand  “The Ned story” 

could not believe how well Ned was suddenly  doing in class. They, too, 

knew th a t they could do better in class, in reading, and in writing, 

with the right a ttitu d e  and with persistence an d  the willingness to try  

to do the ir best. 1 had  been advocating  th ese  principles for m y 

s tu d en ts  all y ear long and, little by little, they  began to feel m ore 

secure about the ir abilities. But, no th ing  could be as effective an d  

uplifting as a real-life example to show s tu d en ts  how rewarding effort, 

and  even more im portantly, believing in them selves and their own 

abilities could be. My students all thrived on extra attention, positive 

feedback, and positive results; they needed all of these things in order 

to grow in this environm ent; and  they needed a  model to show them  

they did not need to be em barrassed by doing well.
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HOW ATTITUDE AND PROGRESS ARE INTERTWINED

Both sto ries, a s  well a s  som e o f th e  o th e rs  in the prev ious 

ch ap te rs , show  how  a ttitu d e  an d  ach ievem en t are  in te rtw in ed ; 

s tu d e n ts ’ read ing  an d  writing capabilities improved only w hen the 

a ttitu d e  they  brough t to class allowed them  to perform: to w ork, to 

write, to read, a n d  to complete assignm ents w ithout rebelling aga inst 

the idea of the  program  itself. W ithout a  barrage of continual positive 

com m ents from the  teacher, or a  way to s tee r the class away from  an  

obsession w ith the reading portion of th e  class, the s tu d e n ts  often 

would balk a t  work, for the work they h ad  done in the p as t had  only 

placed them  in to  th is  program, w hich, to m any of them , w as the 

alm ost the w orst thing tha t had  ever happened  to them. I told them  

daily th a t I knew  they were intelligent, I knew  they could do more; I 

knew they could do a  great job a t Ju st ab o u t anyth ing  if they tried. 

The extreme positive or the extreme negative, however, were veiy often 

the only roads th a t s tu d en ts  took; an d  in the beginning as  I w as 

attem pting  to have s tu d en ts  read an d  w rite the ir first assignm ents, 

the majority of s tu d en ts  were heading down the negative road. W hen 

Ned began working and  proving to me a n d  to o thers Ju st how good a 

s tu d en t in o u r Developmental Reading program  could be, I saw  Ju st 

how im portant accentuating the positive could be.

The following chapters will reveal how my stu d en ts  progressed. 

Continue to keep in mind the obstacles, the  hurd les th a t needed to be
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surm ounted  in o rd er to overcome th e  a ttitu d e s  of th e  studen ts of 

being unwilling to read, unwilling to write, unwilling participants in a 

class entitled D evelopm ental Reading, unw illing to believe th a t they 

could do anything, th e  culm ination of w hich h ad  for m ost students 

been the unw illingness to ever do any real reading or writing before.
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CHAPTER 11 

MOTIVATING "THE ORANGE BOX KIDS" 
TOWARD BETTER READING AND WRITING

I was initially trying to answer the questions of how I could help 

s tu d en ts  to become better readers through writing or better writers 

through reading. One of my original and  immediate concerns became 

th a t of motivation, or the lack of motivation on the  parts  of most of 

my studen ts  after I noticed repeated patterns of lackadaisical attitudes 

tow ard m ost acth^ties in my class. I was also informed by these 

s tu d en ts’ o ther teachers, from m ath to physical education, that they 

behaved similarly in these classes as well; for example, m any students 

did not even bother to dress for gym class even though th a t was all 

they needed to do in order to pass. However the a ttitu d es of my 

studen ts will only be discussed in the context of my classroom.

In the previous chapters, I analyzed events in my classroom that 

revealed, a t least in part, the sources of my stu d en ts ' motivational 

problems. I th en  devised a plan aimed a t rebuilding their motivation 

toward school in general, and toward reading and writing specifically.
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I wanted my s tu d en ts  no t only to be motivated to do the work b u t also 

to believe th a t they were and  would continue to be successful a t it.

As d iscussed  in C hapter 6, one of the  s tu d e n ts ’ m otivational 

problems was re la ted  to the ir placem ent in a  rem edial class; their 

opening rem arks to me were all sim ilar to these: “Hey, lady, is this a 

resource class? W e’re In a resource class.” “We're retarded” and “f don’t 

belong in here. ” They were indeed bitter abou t their placement.

S tudents also h ad  an  inability to get s ta rted  on work, especially 

on reading, which alm ost all of them  indicated was boring. Also on 

the first day I w alked into the classroom  I found th a t during the 

course of the hour-and-a-half that I watched my studen ts, more than  

half of them  in each  period, put their heads down on the desk and 

proceed to sleep. This occurred sometim es while I w as talking, but 

more often during  th e  time set aside for th em  to write jou rnals , 

complete short inform ational assignments, or read. Later in the year I 

saw students, both my studen ts and those in my homeroom, actually 

fall asleep in the middle of school-wide standardized tests. I wondered 

about my studen ts w hen this occurred emd suggested th a t they try to 

remain alert and  in terested . One s tu d en t’s response is particularly 

memorable: immediately upon my adm onition against her resting her 

head on the desk, she  lifted her head, sa t up righ t in her chair, and 

remained, a t least m ost of the time, th roughou t the year alert and 

ready to partic ipate in class. She told me la te r th a t th is was an
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im portan t m om en t for her too: “You told m e to s it up  an d  to

participate a n d  always have a good a ttitu d e  a n d  I though t about it 

and decided you were right and I did it." A lthough a  single intervention 

will not alw ays have su ch  dram atic resu lts , s tu d e n ts  needed to be 

awakened th rough  positive, uplifting com m ents, a s  well as through 

books th a t they  would perceive not as boring o r tedious, b u t instead 

as in te restin g  enough  to keep them  aw ake a n d  a le rt enough to 

discover Just how m uch a  good book (here, a  good book equals one that 

will be read from cover to cover) had to offer.

MOTIVATIONAL GOALS: COMMITMENT TO THE POSITIVE:
POSITIVE COMMENTS, RESPONSES. GOOD GRADES

1 had  m ade a  decision at the beginning of th e  yeeir th a t I would 

work as  exclusively a s  possible w ith positive com m ents, positive 

responses/reinforcem ent, and  good grades for work completed. I knew 

th a t s tu d e n ts  had  been thoroughly d iscouraged  in  the past with 

disparaging rem arks abou t their work. I believed th a t studen ts might 

not do the work, or their best work, un less they beUeved th a t it would 

be accepted w ithout severe criticism. Although “constructive” criticism 

is often beneficial, I had  the in tu ition  th a t s tu d e n ts  in this class 

might consider “constructive” criticism as “destructive” criticism and 

made the assum ption  th a t they were likely to qu it if responses to their 

writing were n o t more sensitive. I believed th a t s tu d e n ts  who did not
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feel good abou t the ir work or about the reception of th e ir work were

less likely to do the assignm ent, and more likely to qu it adtogether. I

needed, of course, to be m indful th a t too m uch praise an d  too little

blame or accountability could have adverse effects:

[A] teacher’s reluctance to criticize her pupils [may] reflect a  
genuine desire to protect their self-esteem. . .(Tjhere may be 
unin tended m essages communicated by [a] teacher's generous 
use of praise and  minimal assignm ent of blame. According to 
our analysis, the studen t might use such  feedback to conclude 
th a t the teacher views him or her as  low in ability (Graham, 
1990, p. 23).

All s tuden ts were given praise for jobs completed and  jo b s well done, 

b u t the praise was no t excessive for sm all assignm ents o r unw orthy 

assignm ents. S tu d en ts  were, however, given the im pression th a t if 

they w anted the teacher to be proud of them , that they had  to work 

hard  and bear responsibUity for the quality of the work th a t they did, 

the time they sp en t on work, the choices they had m ade along the 

way, and  for tu rn in g  in th e ir best work. As I believed th a t the  

s tu d e n ts’ abilities were m uch greater than  w hat their standard ized  

test scores had  indicated. I also believed th a t 1 was not m aking them  

feel th a t the ir ability  w as in question when I gave th em  positive 

responses on work com pleted well. I also knew what they were capable 

of. and th u s , also knew  w hen the rew ards in te rm s of positive 

comments and suggestions were warranted.

The negativity su rro u n d in g  “Ritual Denial: The Slicing of the 

READING Orange” a s  opposed to the contrasting positive story. “The
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Ned Story," reinforced my opin ions ab o u t the relative m erits of 

criticism  and  praise, and  convinced me even more of the im pact of 

positive reinforcement on my studen ts. I strove to remaiin positive in 

both my spoken and  w ritten com m ents to s tu d e n ts  an d  to remain 

forever sensitive to the hum iliation and sham e resu ltin g  from their 

placem ent in th is  reading program . There was alw ays a  fine line 

between the two directions a  s tu d en t might take on an y  given day, but 

I vowed to help the students cross the bridge from the negative to the 

positive through my encouraging rem arks, through challenging them 

to write in te re s tin g  re sp o n se s  to ch o sen  read in g , an d , more 

importantly, by allowing s tu d e n ts  to believe th a t they could finish an 

assignm ent an d  do well on it. It was only as time w ent on th a t more 

and more studen ts  slowly began to believe m themselves.

My goal becam e to p u s h  my s tu d e n ts  beyond th e ir  self

established limits, to find out w hat they cared about, to a sk  the right 

questions, questions that dem anded more than  simple answ ers, not to 

accept “I ain’t know” or “I a in ’t care" and the cloud of negativity these 

phrases carried with them. B u t how could this be reversed? How 

could 1 work to tu rn  a negative a ttitude into a positive one? How 

could I help stu d en ts  to view school work, in particular, reading and 

writing, as no t only worthwhile activities b u t also a s  activities at 

which they could be successful? In the following sections, I will reveal
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some of my strategies for working with students who were when I first 

met them so negative an d  hopeless.

MOTIVATION THROUGH READING AND WRITING ASSIGNMENTS

One of th e  re a s o n s  I dally  assigned  my D evelopm ental 

R eading/E nglish  I s tu d e n ts  w riting to accom pany their reading 

assignm ents was my beUef th a t reading and  com m enting on good 

writing helps unskilled, as  well a s  skilled, w riters leam  to produce 

m eaningful and purposeful writing. In their writing about reading, 

studen ts  could do a  variety of things: ( 1 ) practice writing in a  variety 

of modes; (2) do prew riting an d  writing in stages geared to longer 

paper assignm ents; and. (3) com m ent in writing on ideas sparked by 

reading assignm ents. The read ing  which was used  in the writing 

assignm ents were primarily assigned to give stu d en ts  the opportunity 

to choose readings th a t they liked and  were motivated to read. As a 

resu lt, s tu d en ts  would be able to produce in w riting ideas they 

considered meaningful to them  about their reading.

Although the m ajor focus of the class was expected to be on the 

developm ent of reading  skills, a m eaningful te s t to discover w hat 

s tuden ts  had learned from the ir reading was to have them write about 

the readings. S tuden ts in my class wrote every day and their written 

m aterials reflected th e ir  bes t work and  revealed their progressive 

abilities and motivations tow ard reading and writing.
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And, although  s tu d en ts’ w riting w as n o t perfect, and  was a t 

tim es extrem ely flawed, even rep lete  w ith  error, s tu d e n ts  w ere 

experiencing reading and writing, som ething which they had not done 

in the past. The belief I held abou t enabling s tu d en ts  to read and  to 

write w ithout excessive criticism is th a t s tu d e n ts ’ literacy “canno t be 

acquired un less it is experienced” (G uthrie & Wigfleld, 1997, p. 9). 

Through my s tu d e n ts ’ varied read ing  a n d  w riting activities, th ey  

progressed from stu d en ts  unwilling to read o r to wnrite to students who 

were m uch m ore indep en d en t a n d  sk illed  a t those ac tiv ities . 

S tuden ts who cam e to me saying, “1 haven’t read  a book sence first 

grade. . .” now begin anew to read and  to write.

MOTIVATIONAL METHODS: CHOICE

One of the m ajor com ponents of my p lan  to inspire studen ts  to

read and write was based on choice. As my s tu d e n ts  were all so highly

differentiated in term s of both the ir reading an d  writing abilities a s

well as their in te rests , s tuden ts  would alw ays be reading different

m aterials so as to be working a t their own pace and  with their own

individual in te rests and  goals in m ind. Everyone was reading, an d

everyone was partic ipating , even if on d ifferen t, individualized

assignm ents. More importantly, allowing choice created an avenue for

me to be able to accommodate the extreme diversity in my classroom:

The s tru c tu re  allows everyone to partic ipa te : everyone can  
write som ething.. and everyone can m eet with the teacher. . . .
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Yet th e  s tru c tu re  allows for differentiation. The choice th a t 
form s the base  of the w orkshop assum es th a t everyone will 
read different stories and  approach classroom  them es in their 
own way. Choice is a  powerful m echanism  for accom m odating 
variability (Roller, 1996, p. 135).

S tudents read  a t the ir own pace and  read w hat m ost interested them

and actually m otivated them to read. And. my s tu d en ts  did read  when

given the choice of w hat to read.

BOTTOM-UP STRATEGIES: GRADUALLY LEADING INTO MORE 
DIFFICULT TASKS

To get s tu d e n ts  started  on w riting, I often gave them  sh o rt 

assignm ents th a t could be completed in a small portion of the period. 

These assignm ents often gave me information abou t studen ts’ lives as  

the m ajority of these  shorter assignm ents were autobiographical in 

n a tu re . T hese sh o r te r  pieces of w riting were assigned by me a s  

motivational m om ents, or times w hen studen ts could reach a  goal by 

com pleting a  project an d  reaping the  rewards: satisfaction, p raise , 

h igher m otivation during  one c lass period. G oal setting a n d  the 

opportun ity  to  reach  short-term  goals are significant m otivational 

stimuli: “Goals can  by distinguished by how far they extend in to  the 

future. Com pared w ith temporally d is tan t goals, proximal short-term  

goals are achieved more quickly and  resu lt in greater motivation and  

higher efiBcacy” (Shunk & Zimmerman, 1997, p. 39).
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JOURNALS: STUDENTS’ BEGINNING STAGES OF WRITING 
AND ADVICE ON WHAT STUDENTS WANTED FROM THEMSELVES, 
FROM THE CLASS

One of the beginning projects th a t s tu d e n ts  did was to write a 

journal (see Appendix B: Journal Assignments). Much of my reasoning 

behind assigning a  jo u rn a l is d iscussed in the  Methodology chapter. 

Making studen ts feel successful on short-term  task s such  as the short 

answer journals was p a rt of the purpose of the  assignm ent. S tudents 

could write the jou rnals in a short am ount of time, and  would receive 

full points for completed Journals. In the previous chapter. I utilized 

the com m ents that my students made in their jo u rn a ls  to explain how 

my studen ts felt about reading and  writing. Indeed, finding out about 

what s tu d en ts  felt ab o u t reading and  w riting w as one of the main 

purposes of the jou rnal. 1 wanted to take in to  consideration w hat 

studen ts wrote in order to decide how to plan the class. 1 believed 

that one of the best ways to make my class better for these students 

was to give them  some power of decision in w hat we did. Thus, I made 

a com mitment to listening to their com m ents w ith the aim of tailoring 

my educational efforts to their interests.

I beUeved that the students themselves could provide some clues 

through the ir writing on what might m otivate them  to read and  to 

write. So. 1 asked them  questions th a t would help me to pro\4de a 

better class atm osphere for them to read and  to write. I also allowed 

students to write in epistolary form, either to me or to a  friend, and
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promised them  I would not correct their writing. W hat they wrote on 

the first days of class were samples of the ir beginning writing ability in 

its tru est form.

Although my studen ts  were not very articulate in these journals, 

some recurring ideas came through. F irst of all, the majority of them  

despised reading an d  writing, and had  n o t had m uch experience or 

success with either, as discussed in the previous chapter. However, 

they had some ideas about what they needed in order to read more an d  

to take the risk of writing. One of the meiin ideas th a t cam e through 

about w hat might motivate them had to do with having interesting or, 

as my studen ts phrased  it, “fun” books to read. One studen t indicated 

this very clearly: “W hat would I like to accom plish is to read more & to 

study more and to do better in my classes. My goal in EngUsh class I 

would read more & write more and listem  more carely. W hat can I do 

so thing can in terest me more pick Fun books to read. Tiy to enjoy the 

book. . . . "  To my follow-up questions, “W hat types of books do you 

like to read? W hat is a  fun book?” she answered. “Peom book Sounder 

Old Yeller.” She also made a  comment ab o u t what she thought about 

the variety of books she had seen and h ea rd  abou t during  “book 

tasting”: “Yes I ju s t  w ant to say tha t 1 am  working hard  to read alo t 

some of the books look fun to read and  som e are boring.” W hat she 

indicated here was th a t she knew she had a  choice of a broad selection 

of books, some of w hich she was not m otivated to read, b u t som e
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books she was free to choose th a t she thought would be “fun to read" 

rather than  “boring." In sum , she told me th a t reading was m eant to 

be pleasurable and  th a t it could  be if she could find m ore books to 

enjoy: “W hat can  [make] m e to be more in teresting  [interested] in 

reading is to enjoy more books."

Brittany had  a very negative attitude abou t reading and  writing

in general; she had hardly read  a  book, indicating to me th a t she had

only read one book before, cover to cover, in her entire life. The book

discussed here was one th a t w as not only required b u t also  one th a t

she absolutely hated. In a  le tte r to a  friend, she wrote:

She w anted me to write abou t the types of books th a t I like to 
read the types are Mystery books, bu t I realy don t like reading. 
She a lso  w an ts  me to tell you w h at su b je c ts  are  m ost 
in teresting to me a n d  they are Math. W hat is a  good book 
th a t I have read recently  and  that book was called Sum m er 
Spy. W hat I liked a b o u t it w as no th ing . I w ould not 
recom m end th is  book to a  new s tu d en t because it did not 
maike any since [sense] an d  it was dumb.

What Brittany needed in order to be motivated to read would be books

th a t did make “sense” and  th a t  she  would like. As sh e  had  freely

chosen to read the book. Sum m er Spy,  for h er su m m er reading

assignm ent, an d  she had  n o t liked it. she seem ed to need some

assistance in choosing books th a t were better w ritten th a t  she would

hke. She also needed to be m otivated to read for o ther reasons than

to satisfy the reading requirem ent. Brittany had had  a bad experience

in her language arts  c lass th e  previous year: “Hey you w ant me to

write about w hat activities I loved an d  hated. I hated reading books
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and writing book reports. I realy did n o t like doing anything because I 

did not like h e r [her previous teacher], an d  her class." However, she 

had  not given up  on trying to do well an d  on trying to read books, 

indicating th a t  there  was hope th a t sh e  could be m otivated to read  

more if she  w as given meaningful assignm ents and  a better choice of 

reading m aterial. She was definitely willing to continue to try to do 

better;

Hey you would like to know w hat I w ant to accom plish in th is
class. I would like to accom plish to try to m ake A & B’s  in
th is  class an d  also my other classes. Another thing is to read  
a t least 2 books.

S trengths
1. T hat I can read.
2. I can  pronounce all the word [words].
3. T hat I am  trying to like reading.

W eaknesses
1. My vocabulary.
2. Trying to stay  awak while 1 read.
3. S tarting  to like reading.

I would like to approve [improve] in all areas.

W hat B rittany w anted  was books th a t were interesting to her. books 

th a t would keep h er “awak[e] while [shejread” and then perhaps she  

would be willing to read.

A nother s tu d e n t told me th a t sh e  liked Romance novels an d

also books on African - American history and  culture:

I'm ju s t  w ritting you to tell you the kind of books I like to read  
is ab o u t Romance. Subjects I th in k  th a t’s m ost in teresting to 
me is Social S tudies because you get to leam  abou t y o u r 
cu ltu re  an d  country and you get to study about black history.
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The best book I have recen tly  read was Scarlette . And I 
Recommend this book to you.

Within the selection of books in the  classroom , there were plenty of

books for Q ueshana to choose. Q ueshana was one of the few stu d en ts

who indicated from the beginning th a t she loved to read, b u t she also

ind icated  th a t  she m ight read  m ore if the choices w ere m ore

specifically su ited  to her interests. S he did not like writing a s  m uch

as she liked reading, however, an d  indicated that she did no t have

much experience with writing, especially with writing about books, as

she had  n o t w ritten about a book since sixth grade and she was now

in the n in th  grade*. “The last experience I had  was on a  book report

was in 6 th  grade and it was kinda boreing." My hopes were th a t if she

wrote ab o u t books that she really loved auid practiced w riting more,

she would become more com fortable w ith, more skilled, an d  more

interested in writing.

Q u esh an a  also had some specific grading expectations: “I would 

like to get good grades and always try my best." For her, one way to 

feel su c ce ss fu l was to get good g rades, and  to be g rad ed  on 

assignm ents th a t she felt she could have a t least a hope for a good 

grade:

Things 1 like to be graded on is easy things like an  open book 
test an d  when you come to class on time. When you are quiet. 
W hen you take notes in c lass an d  when you use you’re time 
wisely to read a  book. The Things I hate to be graded on is 
w hen you forget your pencil an d  when you eat candy in class 
the th ings you wear to school. How you act a t school, and  
your attiude and thing like th a t. . . .The type of test 1 w anna
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be tested  on is an  open book test. I hate a 2 question test 
because you only get 50 points for each when and th a t’s wrong 
[you fail).

Another s tu d en t echoed these sentim ents, w anting “easy” work, which

may have simply m eant tests or grading on work at which she felt she

could be successful;

. . . w hat I like to be graded on is w hat I do good and  w hat 1 
try on. The things th a t I h a te  to be graded on is the things 
th a t I don’t do good on a n d  if we had  to read. I don t like 
being graded on that.

Again, an o th er sim ilar com m ent revealed th a t studen ts indeed had

aspirations for achievement, b u t were extremely diffident abou t their

chances for success: “1 like to be graded on mostly what 1 do best. I

like to be graded on how I write in my Jo u rn a l and the things I don’t

have trouble in .” Failure had definitely been a  part of m any of these

students’ educational pasts.

From w h at my studen ts  wrote in the ir journals, it was not 

difficult to read  between the lines; w hat I assum ed and  w hat I 

witnessed directly by students and  w hat my intuition told me was tha t 

if they liked it. they would read it. and  if they felt they would be 

successful, they would make an attem pt a t the task. I believed what 

my students had  said about themselves and  I believed in them. I also 

felt th a t I owed it to them to try the  m ethods I believed they had  

suggested. Below, I will describe some of the reading and  writing 

assignm ents th a t I gave to studen ts an d  some samples of their writing 

and how it progressed throughout the year.
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ACHIEVEMENTS FROM WRITING ABOUT SELF: GOAL-SETTING. 
THERAPY, MOTIVATION FROM SUCCESSFUL COMPLETION

Autobiographical essays were assigned a s  one component of the 

sho rt writing I in tended  to use  to motivate s tu d e n ts  to read and  to 

write. Before s tu d e n ts  wrote, we read aloud different autobiographical 

stories from the lite ra tu re  textbook; s tu d en ts  then  would be able to 

reread the stories to see, for example, how the au th o rs  added details 

or used dialogue. The studen ts  seemed to enjoy th is activity of writing 

about themselves a n d  were all able to write m any different stories on 

the topics of the ir choosing. I gave them a  list of suggestions such as 

a major tu rn ing  po in t or m ajor decision, the m ost influential person, 

a  prank or trick, a  fight, a trip, a  time w hen a  person was judged 

wrongly, a lesson. W hat was m ost interesting a b o u t these stories was 

th a t studen ts who normally took a  great deal o f tim e to warm up to a 

longer assignm ent would jum p right in and  write. Some pieces were 

shorter than  others, bu t some students, when only expected to write a 

page would con tinue  writing for two, three, o r four pages on a story 

once they had discovered after starting to write th a t it was one th a t 

they really w anted to tell. S tuden ts were also given the opportunity to 

type their stories on  the com puter and all b u t one studen t typed and 

rewrote their narratives.

One reason  s tu d e n ts  may have been so eager to begin these 

short autobiographical writings was because they  knew more abou t 

their subject—them selves—th an  ju s t about any th ing  else. S tuden ts
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were also able to choose the topics ab o u t which they w rote, which

perhaps gave them  the freedom to write. In the introduction to Dixon’s

(1993) book. Writing Your Heritage: A  Sequence o f Thinking, Reading,

and Writing A ssignm en ts . Blau d iscussed  the importance of choosing

writing topics th a t  the  studen t is in terested  in, with which he or she

is even “intim ately fruniliar," and  "personally invested," as  well as  the

reasoning behind the sequence s tu d en ts  followed for their writing:

Her own observations of h er own students. . .suggested not 
th a t h e r s tu d en ts  lacked th ink ing  skills or academ ically  
acce p tab le  ways of o rg an iz in g  an d  p re se n tin g  th e ir  
th o u g h ts , b u t th a t  th e y  m ore essen tia lly  lack ed  a 
com m itm ent to the topics or ideas they were dealing with, 
and  lacked as well the k ind  of intim ate familiarity w ith the 
subjects. . . .

Her experim ents eventually became a  carefully constructed  
seq u en ce  of ass ig n m en ts . . . th a t had  th ree  pow erful 
in s tru c tio n a l virtues. F irst, the sequence in su red  th a t 
s tu d e n ts  would be research ing  and  writing abou t subjects 
in w hich they were personally  invested and to w hich they 
were therefore likely to a tte n d  with serious, engaged, and 
concentrated  thought. Second, the sequence w as designed 
to build an d  draw upon funds of knowledge w hich would 
allow the studen ts to move in steps to increasingly more 
dem anding kinds of discourse. . . (p. vi).

An in teresting  outcome of s tu d e n ts ’ autobiographical w ritings 

was th a t s tu d en ts  used  their writing for purposeful reasons, including 

goal setting emd therapy. They were also able to write didactic m orals 

to the ir stories or to succinctly s ta te  the  lessons they learned from 

their experiences.

Through th e  autobiographical writing, I also discovered th a t 

these were tough studen ts  who had indeed been through m uch in their
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young lives. One stu d en t below writes about his father coming home

drunk  emd how frightened he an d  his brother were:

Som ething th a t happened  to me and my family a  few years 
ago. It happen one n igh t w hen my father cam e home drunk. 
When he cam e into the house one night he s ta rted  m akeing 
loud noises. That’s w hen every one started  w akeing up. My 
and  my brother left the room the same time. W hen we got to 
the front we saw my father breaking things th a ts  when me and 
my brother was wrestling with him. After everything was over 
everything was broken. Livan

A nother studen t writes abou t how she helped ou t a t hom e with her

m other who was in a  wheelcheiir an d  needed constant supervision, but

unfortunately, there was not always enough money to pay someone to

help her:

An major decision cam e u p  into my life th is  la s t sum m er. 
Last Sum m er my m other was in and out of hospitals when she 
came home we had  to h ire  someone to keep h e r so I gave up 
my job th is  sum m er a n d  stayed home with h e r in stead  of 
hiring and  giving som eone th a t money th a t could be more 
money for u s to life off. So o ther than th a t my sum m er was 
great. Lakeisha

These studen ts  h ad  to overcome m uch more th an  the  difficulty of 

doing well in school; as indicated in the introductory chapters, m ost 

of my students were from low-income families, who had  already faced 

m uch hardsh ip  in their lives. Considering all th a t I knew  these  

stu d en ts  had been through in the ir lives, their negative a ttitudes and  

lim ited expectations of them selves an d  their fu tu res  were no t so 

surprising.

One common theme th a t appeared  in students' writing was tha t 

of a  motivational, influential person  who convinced them  th a t they

270



did not need to fail, an d  th a t school w as im portan t. W hat these

writings told me w as th a t students did need boosts from adults who

reassured them  th a t they were intelligent an d  th a t they could do more

with their lives an d  their schooling. Their p m en ts  an d  grandparents

were trying to motivate these students. S tu d en ts  also seemed to gain

an unaccustom ed energy, a  boost after w riting ab o u t someone who

had believed in them . After transcrib ing th e  encouragem ent given

them, s tu d en ts  seem ed to feel more com m itted to stand ing  by the

promises they h ad  m ade to their m entors an d  them selves. Writing

down goals appeared to have the effect of su bstan tia ting  the goal and,

also the possibilities of reaching it. Below are a  few sam ples that

reiterate this common theme:

The person who influnced me the m ost w as my step-father. 
The way how he influnced me was w hen he would always tell 
me I shou ldn’t belive what people say  because if I know it isn’t 
true th a t’s all th a t m atters. He always belived in me no matter 
what 1 did. He taught me how to drive an d  to play basketball. 
When ever I w anted to give up he never let me and  when ever I 
thought I failed to him I succed. Q ueshana Taylor

A tu rn ing  point in my life was th is year. 1 have changed my 
life alot. At one point I was on m y way to a  girls home, 
because all I did was get in trouble a t home and  in school. My 
mom an d  dad  do not influence me to do anyth ing . My 
grandm other an d  I talk about th ings th a t I do th a t could get 
me in trouble. I could tell her anything, and  we could talk 
about it. 1 do tell her everything. I left home an d  went to live 
with my grandm other, and th a t is w here the tu rn ing  point 
came. The reason was because she cared, and  she talked to 
me about w hat 1 was doing. J u s t ab o u t every weekend I would 
go ou t an d  get d ru n k  and come hom e ab o u t 4:30 in the 
morning. She would wait up  on me an d  talke to me about 
w hat 1 w as doing, and  where it w as leading me. She talks to 
me about my attitude and it has changed. She told me that if
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I kept on  doing what I was doing I was going to either end up  
dead or in a  girls home, where I could n o t do anything. Now, 
every week, 1 don’t go o u t an d  get d runk . She knows w here I 
am, who I am  with and  w hat 1 am  doing. Whatever she w an ts 
1 will do, because 1 love her, an d  w ant her to be happy. S he 
has been there  for me whenever I need her. When she needs 
me 1 will be there for her. So now I have changed, 1 eisk them  
instead  of Ju s t leaving. That h a s  helped alot. That was my 
changing point. Brittany Lam bert

W hen I w as in the Fifth G rade 1 w as doing really bad in 
school. So I told my mom I hate  school emd I said it’s to hard . 
So she sen t me to my G randm other’s house. She talked to me 
For a  long time. She said never Give u p  on school because If 
you qu it school you’ll never be no th ing  in life b u t a  dum m y. 
And she said  1 know you dont w ont to be a  dummy all you life 
emd she said  I’m  right aren t i. I sa id  yes mam. And she also 
said  “W hen you go back to school m ake Good Grades. Make 
your m other an d  Father Feel p roud. Especially me. So my 
G randm other had  Gotten [me to] w here 1 am  today. And [I’m] 
Glad she had  to talk to me are [or] 1 still would of been in 5 th  
grade. From  day on [one] I’m  In the n in th  grade. An tw ain 
Jones

1 th ink  the  person who has influenced me the most was S u san  
Thompson because she would pay m e to m ake good grades an d  
th a t worked for a while. Then a lo t of s tu ff went wrong a n d  
everything got messed up. She h a s  influenced me not to drink  
an d  not to smoke. S u san  h as  told me th a t if I ever neded 
anything th a t I could always come to her. Like if I went to ja il 
I could call h er and she would com e an d  get me. So S u sa n  
Thompson h as  influenced me the m ost by telling me or helping 
me u nderstand  all of this her stuff 1 have talked about.
Chelsea Logan

The person who influenced me m ost was me. One of the m ajor 
decisions i m ade was to make better grades this year than  I’ve 
ever m ade before. Every year un til these [this] one i have h ad  
failing grades on my report card. B ecause i never did hard ly  
any  work. B u t this year i decided to m ake better grades. 1 
in tend  to p a ss  every th ing  on my report card an d  so far i 
haven’t failed any. And from these [this] year own [on] i plain 
[plan] to do th e  same. That is m y tu rn in g  point or m ajor 
[decision].
Ned Norton
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The person who has influenced my life a  great deed is my uncle 
who h a s  though t [taught] me a  great deal on th in g s  th a t I 
need to survive in an d  o u t of school. He show ed me th a t I 
should  be able to read so I can  leam  how to do certa in  things 
has [as] 1 grow up. W hen 1 w as not in school he show ed me 
th a t  I sh ou ld  know ce rta in  people Just in case people s ta r t 
trouble who could help me out. He has thought [taught] me a  
great deal on things th a t I need to survive in the real world of 
today’s time. He teach me th ings tha t I need to survive on the 
stree ts an d  how to get people to remember my nam e where ever 
I w ent. Devon

The person th a t influenced me the most is my grandfather. He 
h a s  h is own construction com pany and he told me if [I] w ant 
som ething in life th a t I would have to work for it. I really took 
th a t to h ea rt after I th o u g h t ab o u t it the next day [I] s ta rted  
working for when I was 9 years  old and now 1 am  16 years old 
a n d  I still works for him . Me an d  my grandfather have the 
sam e hobbies our favorite hobbies are
h u n tin g , fishing, football, working, an d  driv ing trac to rs . 
T hats w hy I love my g rand fa ther very m uch and  he is a  very 
good roll [role] model. Love, Marvell

Influence m eans—‘an  ethereal fluid held to flow from the s ta rs  
a n d  to  a ffec t th e  a c tio n  h u m a n .’ To m e in f lu e n c e  
m eans—som eone th a t p u sh e s  you to do your best a n d  for a 
reason. My father influences me. He influences me to be all 
th a t I can be in society. He w ants me to get ou t of school and 
go to college. Each year th a t  I am  in school he keeps asking 
me questions about school.

My father is a  nice a n d  easy going m an. He tells me 
th a t if I do n ’t get my work in school I will never am o u n t to 
anything, an d  th a t’s one o f reasons th a t m akes him  the best 
father in the world. M argullis

The person  th a t [has influenced me] is Mrs. Baginski. She 
tells me not to go with the wrong crowd. She tries to tell me 
th a t I’m going to fail b u t i d o n ’t cair. But one day w hen 1 herd 
th a t I had  a  zero I sa id  “I’m  going to do my work a n d  work 
h ard  un til the end of the year. She is now telling me “Marquez 
do you r work and i sit down an d  1 do my work. Her nam e is 
Mrs. Baginski and she’s my teacher.

sh e ’s sm art, inteUigent, good [to] all of my [classm ates, 
us?] an d  give u s  all the love an d  respect we need. She comes 
to school sick Just to be w ith u s  and we aren ’t all glad to she 
[see] her. b u t she gets us to  do our work. If we don’t  we get a
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one way p a ss  to  the ofiice. Well th a t’s all [I] can say for write 
[right] now b u t I like her.

The writings above w ere extremely revealing abou t the students. All of

the above exam ples reveal s tuden ts’ adm issions and  coming to grips

w ith their own fa ilu res as well a s  the ir hopes an d  their significant

others’ hopes for th e ir success. One reveals a  rebellious student with a

serious drinking problem  who declares she heis changed because of her

grandm other: a n o th e r  student indicates th a t  h is grandm other had

kept him from dropping out of school.

S tudents were indeed quite fearful of failure an d  had, upon the

verge of resigning, ind icated  this to the ir p a ren ts  or grandparents,

w herein  those re la tiv es  im m ediately found  ways to boost the ir

confidence, ways to meike them feel like w inners instead of losers:

“When ever I w anted to give up  he never let me and when ever 
I thought I failed to him I succed.”

“So my G randm other had G otten [me to] where I am  today. 
And [I’m] G lad she had to talk  to m e are [or] I still would of 
been in 5 th  grade. From day on [one] I’m In the ninth grade.”

O ther students cam e to understand the value of work for advancing in

life, adm itting th a t before being motivated by discussions with their

loved ones they had no t worked hard enough to a tta in  their goals:

“Every year u n til these [this] one i have had  failing grades on 
my report card . Because I never did hardly any work. But this 
year i decided to make better grades. I in tend  to pass eveiy 
thing on my report card and  so far i haven’t failed any.”

“He showed me th a t I should be able to read so I can leam  
how to do certa in  things has [as] I grow u p .”

274



“He has h is  own construction com pany and  he told me if [II 
w ant som ething in life that I would have to work for it."

Sometimes these lessons were delivered harshly but were nonetheless

successful exchanges th a t were received attentively:

“He tells m e th a t if I don’t get my work in school I will never 
am ount to anything, and th a t's  one of reasons th a t m akes 
him the best father in the world.”

“She talked to me For a  long time. She said never Give u p  on 
school because If you quit school you’ll never be noth ing  in 
life b u t a  dummy. And she said I know you dont wont to be a  
dummy all you life and she said I’m  right arent i."

“She tries to tell me tha t I’m going to fall bu t i don’t cair. B ut 
one day w hen I herd  tha t I had  a  zero I said “I’m  going to do 
my work an d  work hard until the end of the year. She is now 
telling me “Marquez do your work and i sit down and I do my 
work.”

S tuden ts h ad  internalized the m otivational m essages delivered

by their relatives an d  friends but simply were not always able to follow

through on their prom ises to others. Although Chelsea was motivated

by w hat her m entor, S u san  Thompson, did for her, including S u sa n ’s

good-grades-for-cash incentive, she needed more than  money in order

to work harder in school:

I th ink  the person who has influenced me the m ost was S u san  
Thompson because she would pay me to make good grades and 
th a t worked for a while. Then alot of stu ff w ent wrong and  
everything got messed up.

Chelsea w as sim ilar to the o ther s tu d en ts  in my classroom  in 

m any respects. Like th e  o ther s tu d e n ts , C helsea’s life a s  an  

adolescent was complicated. She needed constan t motivation to work 

because of her complete lack of confidence in herself, an d  her strong
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belief tha t she was “s tu p id ,” some of which m ay have resulted  from

her placem ent in m y developm ental read ing  c lass . In a separate

autobiographical en try  she  wrote;

These days I realy don’t  care w hat my grades are  because if I 
don 't know how  to do som ething I don’t  know  how to do it 
th a t Ju st m eans I am  stupid, and  can ’t do it so I d o n ’t care 
about my grades anymore.

Until Chelsea wrote th is  comment, I had not understood  her behavior

in class; after read ing  th is , 1 knew th a t C helsea  w as m uch  more

insecure th an  I had  suspected . Her tan tru m s, a n d  conversely, the

relative ease with w hich she set herself to work once her ego h ad  been

stroked, cdl m ade sen se  now. In response to C helsea’s complete

resignation, emd to o th e rs’ sim ilar expressions of inadequacy, I always

responded with as  m uch  uplifting, bu t pragm atic advice as  possible.

This is the com m ent I w rote in response to C helsea’s earlier tragic

remark:

Chelsea,
You are  so sm art th a t you can do an>d:hing. I know 

that, and  deep down, you know th a t too. I find it hard  to 
believe th a t there  are some things you w on’t  even try  to start. 
That is usually  h a lf the battle. Give me som e writing or some 
work to look a t  a n d  I can help you more. You need to ask 
questions if you don’t know how to do things. Don’t ever give 
up again. You also need to be pa tien t. I can  only help one 
person a t a  time. You know that.

Also sym ptom atic in my comment above is th a t Chelsea needed 

so much attention th a t I w as a t a loss to mollify h e r  a t every moment 

even though I m ight have wished tha t I could have done more. What 

was curious about her behavior was th a t C helsea w as indeed able to
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read and  to write very well and  without m uch difiaculty. if she could be 

convinced to try. W ithout my personal attention , Chelsea would often 

become erratic, d isp laying  tantrum -like behavior. A lthough C helsea 

was the only s tu d e n t to have tan trum s, she w as not the only s tu d en t 

who needed c o n s ta n t a tten tion  with every aspect of an  assignm ent. 

The m ajority of s tu d e n ts  needed constem t uplifting, p lacating , and  

rebuilding of confidence. I worked daily w ith every s tu d e n t to the 

greatest extent possible to provide them  with the positive m otivational 

stimuli they craved; I also tried to instill confidence in them  through 

the individual critiques I m ade on their papers.

The au tobiographical writings were interesting in concept, and 

informative. I learned  a  great deal abou t my s tu d e n ts’ com plex fives 

and knowledge on  how  to m otivate them . F u rth e rm o re , w hen 

s tu d en ts  had  com pleted  th e ir various self-writings, s tu d e n ts  were 

proud of w hat they  had  accomplished, and  for the m ost part, actually  

sounded hopeful ab o u t themselves as they came to their conclusions 

abou t th e  d ec is io n s  a n d  events in th e ir  lives. The w riting  they  

completed w as a lso  more writing th an  they had  ever done before in 

their fives, a s  they  them selves adm itted. My positive responses to 

them and the good grades they received for assignm ents com pleted 

also helped to ra ise  the ir confidence levels. Raising the ir confidence 

in their own ab ilities  w as a  helpful s ta r t  tow ard moving s tu d e n ts  

towEU’d more difficult reading and writing assignm ents.
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HOW THEY HOPED: TH ER WISHES AND DREAMS: GRADUATION

A nother short goal-oriented, confidence-building assignm en t 

was the “G raduation Assignm ent." I originally p lanned  this a s s ig n 

m ent because I had heard  the principal tell the p aren ts  at the n in th  

grade meeting, the day before school started , th a t “Ninth grade is a 

very Im portant year. More stu d en ts  drop  out in n in th  grade th a n  any  

other grade. We need to keep s tu d en ts  in school." W hat I w anted to 

effect th ro u g h  th is a s s ig n m e n t w as how s tu d e n ts  felt a b o u t 

graduation, euid whether they believed th a t graduating was im portant 

to them. I also wanted to discover how they felt ab o u t their abilities 

to attain  a  long-term goal, specifically, graduation from high school. 

Additionally. I w anted to give th em  th e  o p p o rtu n ity  to p ro jec t 

themselves to the point of graduation, an d  to actually  imagine th e  big 

day happening to them. By projecting them selves into the role of 

graduate through the process of writing about the event, I hoped th a t 

they would actually believe th a t g raduating  would be possible. Every 

studen t was, on the surface, positive abou t h is or her prospects of 

graduating. They could envision them selves at graduation and see the 

pride on their own as well as their paren ts ' faces. They could feel the 

excitement in their racing hearts as they walked up  to the podium  to 

collect their diplomas in the South  Carolina sunshine.

Another reason th a t propelled me to give th is  assignm ent w as 

because I knew  that my s tu d e n ts  were considered to be a t-risk  of
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dropping out of school, a n d  that, according to the principal, they were

more likely to drop o u t a t  Littletown High in the ninth grade th an  a t

any other time. The Littletown High School SACS report explains

exactly how serious the drop-out rate is a t th is school:

By the end of 1995-96, enrollm ent had  dropped to 707. The 
largest concentration  of s tu d en ts  is traditionally in the n in th  
grade. By the tim e these s tu d en ts  reach the twelfth grade, the 
size of the c lass h as  decreased by alm ost one-half. S tu d en ts  
repeating grades, entering alternative programs, dropping o u t 
of school, transferring  to o th e r schools, and being expelled 
cause th is noticeable decrease.

In my review of th e  literature, I d iscu ss  reading and  w riting 

deficiencies as  well a s  th e  o ther m ajor factors tha t con tribu te  to 

s tu d e n ts ’ dropping o u t of school. My s tu d e n ts  fit in to  all of the 

worrisome categories, including overage upon entering high school, 

poor readers, retained in previous years of schooling, and placed into a 

rem edial program , a n d  th u s  were high risk  of dropping out. As 

students in South  Ceirohna could legally drop out at age 16, and  m any 

of my s tu d en ts  were already  16 but also seemingly u n happy  w ith 

school, I took the sta tis tics  above very seriously. I wanted to look into 

their insights on them selves through the  guise of having them  write 

about graduation and  w hat it might m ean to them.

I learned  som e in te restin g  p a r tic u la rs  about my s tu d e n ts  

through these w ritings. M any casually  m ade self-deprecating com 

m ents about their abilities. Jam aica believed th a t she would graduate, 

“I would like to g rad u ta te  because th a t’s the most im portant part of
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my life," b u t also, “1 probaly won’t g radu ta te  ahead of the class bu t I 

still will be speacial because it will be my special day.” Through her 

writing, she indicated her belief th a t sh e  weis not the most intelligent 

individual in th e  class b u t th a t she w ould g raduate  nevertheless, 

which m eant both that she was not very confident in her abilities, but 

th a t she would persevere to reach the “happy” end she contemplated: 

“And I will be so happy." Billy T hom pson also  made a  sim ilar 

com m ent ab o u t h is graduation ranking: “1 will provable [probably] 

g raduate  99 in my class.” In Billy’s com m ent, there was a sense of 

pride commingled with shame, anger, £ind defiance.

Even Shaquetta, a studen t whom I considered a  top s tu d en t in 

the class, was also not very confident in  her abilities. Although she 

p lanned  to go to college, she q u estio n ed  w hether she would be 

accepted to the college of her choice, an d  adm itted  th a t she would go 

to emy school th a t would give her the opportunity: “After 1 graduate I 

w ant to go in the services or go to SpÜlman college in Georgia, or any 

college th a t would take me. To me g raduation  is very im port suit. I 

would be so happy to be out of school, an d  going to college.” Her last 

line is a  contradiction, because if sh e  goes to college, she will, of 

course, still be in school. S haquetta  w as no t a  hard  worker except 

when sh e  w anted  to be. She appeared  to be very certain  of her 

capabilities in ou r class because she h ad  no difficulty completing any 

of the workbook assignm ents or any o ther assignm ent; she was able
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to finish assignm en ts quickly an d  able to accept the  first d raft as 

“enough.” It w as Indeed difficult to get her to p u t m u ch  tim e and  

effort into an  assignm ent, or to rewrite, or add  to a piece of work; in 

other words, she did not push  herself to do her best work because she 

did not feel she h ad  to, especially in a  class for poor readers.

S haquetta  fought the idea of being in th is class a n d  sh e  refused 

to work hard  for reasons th a t m ay have been connected to  a  variety of 

factors, including previous years  of schooling, the school cu ltu re  of 

negativity and  its  belief “there 's  nowhere to go, so th e re ’s no th ing  to 

do,” her placem ent in a rem edial reading class where sh e  did no t feel 

she belonged (and neither did I), and  the lack of a  work eth ic  a s  p art of 

the cultural norm . She was usually  m ature, however, a n d  often acted 

as if she felt she were better th a n  the rest of the m em bers of the class. 

However, as seemingly confident as she was, being placed in th is class 

made her re th in k  her s ta tu s  a s  a  good stu d en t, as a  s tu d e n t who 

would have the confidence an d  abilities to get into a specific college. 

She also began to think m ore seriously ab o u t jo ining the  m ilitary 

instead of going to college.

O ther s tu d en ts  wrote ab o u t celebrating with friends an d  family, 

rappers, and  alcohol. Several wrote that they expected a  new  car from 

their paren ts upon  graduation. A few spoke abou t going to college, 

bu t m ost m arked  high school a s  the end  of their schoo l careers. 

Marvell had no u se  for school after graduation, and adm itted  th a t he
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found high school difficult; he had  goals for his Ufe bu t education

beyond high school would no longer be necessary: "When 1 graduate 1

w ant my mother and father to buy me a new  truck. After I graduate I

don’t w ant to go to college because high school is hard  enough, b u t 1

w an t my own construction  com pany, to travel all over the world, to

build things." Devon cdso wrote about graduation  from high school as

being the  end of h is schooling. Once done w ith school he believes

th a t  he can do w hatever he w ants: “O n th e  day th a t 1 plain  to

graduate  is going to be the biggest of my school days. It is the last day

th a t I will have to stay  in school, and  I don’t have to Listen to any of

my teachers. 1 can do w hat ever 1 feel like doing." Chelsea writes; "I

will be happy when I g raduate because th a t m eans no more school."

M arianna proffered yet an o th er sim ilar com m ent abou t how great it

would be to be “out" of school: “I can’t w ait u n til my Senior year.

T hat year will probably go by fast. I only have (3) three more years to

go th en  I will be out ‘Thank Goodness.’"

Billy makes his hatred for school, the teachers, indeed the entire

system, perfectly clear:

When 1 graduate Im not going to college because 1 do not like 
school because it the w orst place to  be, you have to get up  
early and you have to stay  all day a n d  w hen you get home the 
whole day is gone. Som e teacher gets on my nerves I could 
slap some of them . W hen I graduate my whole family while 
[will] be there an d  w hen it’s all over I’m going to the beach 
and I’m going to get so d ru n k  1 m ight no t even come home. 
P.T. will speak a t my graduation 1 will m ost likely say i have 
beer for sale. I will provable graduate 99 in my class. People 
say school is best part of your life b u t th a t’s not true.
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The anger, th e  th re a t of violence, the defiance in h is  tone  is 

Brightening. Although I did not feel th a t any part of th is com m ent was 

directly aimed a t me because Billy and  I had an  understand ing  and  a 

good s tu d en t-teach er re la tionsh ip , 1 knew from th is  w riting  th a t 

som ething h ad  gone d rastically  wrong with Billy an d  h is  a ttitu d e  

tow ard education . A ctually, Billy rep resen ts  m any of th e  o th er 

studen ts’ a ttitudes toward school. O thers revealed their anger through 

other m eans th an  writing. In th is way, wriüng was beneficial for Billy 

because it provided an  avenue for him  to vent his anger. I chose not 

to comment on the  gram m ar, th e  writing style, b u t in stead  on the 

ideas th a t are presented and  how telling they are abou t th e  au tho rs 

and  about the culture of the school an d  the a ttitudes of th e  specific 

students.

How could Billy feel th a t he had  wasted eveiy m om ent of every 

day in school? Had there been nothing of any value for Billy in all of 

his years of schooling? W hat were his goals? W hat would be the best 

p art of his life if he dropped o u t of school or g raduated  from high 

school last in h is class? A negativity toward high school th is deep 

might only worsen and  certainly would not help him  advance towau'd 

any goal, except perhaps th a t of dropping out. This was alw ays the 

primary worry for “at-risk" studen ts. As indicated earlier, being placed 

in a  remedial class was one of the factors contributing to the drop-out 

rate. Ironically, labelling s tu d en ts  “at-risk" as if to place them  where
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they m ight receive more help ac tually  made them  more “at risk” of 

dropping out. On the positive side, Billy had an opinion and he had 

written it down. He had  imagined him self graduating. He had written 

about h is anger, his violent tendencies, bu t through his writing, he 

had vented this anger w ithout needing to act it out. This was a sm all 

step forward, bu t a  step nonetheless.

Something was missing from these graduation writings th a t was 

also very telling about these s tu d e n ts . Only one s tu d e n t mentioned 

“hard  work” as part and  parcel of th e  path  toward graduation: “ 1 will 

be happy because th is is w hat I w anted for a long tim e of hard work 

and it finally paid off.” This was th e  sam e student who told me later 

in the year tha t he only did enough to get by, enough to pass every 

year, so I have trouble believing th a t  he m eant w hat he said here. 

Jam aica fatalistically based everything in her life on whatever was 

God’s will; she believed that she would graduate “if the lord spell my 

life to be living this day." (Tiki also  m ade a sim ilar comment in her 

writing.) Jam aica did not believe th a t whether she graduated or not 

had anything to do with her strength, courage, or hard  work. It would 

either happen according to divine predestination or it would not. If 

she did not graduate, there would be nothing she could do abou t it. 

One s tu d e n t could easily picture the time Just flying by until she 

would receive her diploma, alm ost magically: “My cousin  and I have
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been waiting all of o u r  lives to g raduate an d  I am getting closer and  

closer every day. It will be here right before my eyes."

Everything was expected to be easy—ninth grade to g raduation  

to new truck—easy effort. As long a s  they were still alive, they  would 

graduate an d  their lives effortlessly proceed as they fan tasized , no 

more schoolwork, jo b s  th a t would be easy: few were m otivated  to 

continue their schooling. Although s tu d en ts  did not specifically write 

about this, my knowing these s tu d e n ts  an d  my reading betw een the 

lines served notice th a t  these s tu d e n ts  were envious of o th e rs  who 

seemed to get th rough  life and school m uch more effortlessly th an  

they did. They believed th a t everyone else had  it easier. They especially 

envied those in regular classroom s. They did not seem  to value nor 

understand the concept of assiduousness or they were so overwhelmed 

by the m any assignm ents they were n o t sure how to cope. The culture 

of the school an d  th e  com m unity m ade certain  of th a t a s  well. 

S tudents seemed to w an t life and school to be unchallenging, for they 

were overwhelmed by apprehensions of failure in com petition with 

others. U nderneath, they told a story of how they have been let down 

by the school in particu lar because they had  not been given th e  extra 

help emd positive push  th a t might have made them beUeve differently 

about themselves and  the ir hopes for the future. All of the above may 

help to explain s tu d e n ts ’ performance in school: they were eifraid of 

failure and  m ade self-deprecating com m ents: they h ad  n o t been
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encouraged a b o u t th e ir abilities or hopes for success; there was no 

com m unal w ork ethic a t the school for them  to em ulate; hence, they 

not se t m any goals for themselves, w hether realistic or unrealistic, 

high or low.

One s tu d e n t appeared  to have professional aspirations but they 

were unrealistic; she  p lanned to be a  doctor afte r a  couple of years of 

college:

I plan to go in to service before I go to college because if I go in 
college firs t I will no t be able to go in  service because I am  
going to school to become a  doctor. I will be in college for a  
couple o f years becoming a  sucessfu l doctor, making som e
thing o u t of my life.

Although her d ream  of becoming a “successful doctor” was unlikely to

be fulfilled by a tten d in g  college for only “a  couple of years," having a

goal and  a  ten tative p lan  w as much better th a n  having almost no plan

a t all, and  I did no t fau lt her for this. L akeisha was a  determined

s tu d e n t who w as  only in the n in th  g rad e  an d  m ay not have

understood  yet how  long it might take to becom e a  physician.

Determined as sh e  was, I would never take th a t  dream  away from her.

and I believe th a t there w as hope for her to Join the arm ed services

and also become a  doctor.

A nother s tu d e n t also seemed quite su re  of himself: Margullis

seemed to have m ajor p lans for himself:

W hen I get o u t of school I will have achieve one of my goals. 
My m other an d  father put me through school all my life and 
now there  sending me to college. They know I have something 
to look forw ard to. Putting me th ro u g h  college will be a
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pleasure for them. W hen I get out of school I w an t to be an  
engineer.

Peaches was also very unsure  abou t her skills, her grades and  her abihty

to achieve h er dream , a lthough  by the end of her com position  she

expressed a  will and  determ ination to change her ways an d  to succeed:

I f  [em phasis mine] I g rad u a te  I w ant to go to a  college in 
A tlanta, Ga. I hope I have good credits so I can  get good 
classes to become an  registered nurse. If I do no t become th a t 
m  try to major in law  or try  to become a  lawyer. I’m not 
getting the grades I shou ld  be getting to go to college. I hope 
to graduate from college an d  live in my own house, have my 
own car and  tiy  to become somebody in the world. It seem  like 
edl girls th in k  ab o u t [is] getting m arried or having  k ids or 
having a  boyfriend; b u t those should not m atter; not yet you 
need to try to get your school work. So I hope my fu tu re  is 
th a t I finish high school; emd to find the  r i ^ t  job  for me. 
Still an d  all I have to g raduate  from high school a n d  I’m [a] 
long way from th a t I’m  only in the nineth grade. I do belivie I 
have to study  hard; read  more; and have a  good m ind to my 
work. So I have to do these things to be able to go to the 
ten th  grade so I well [will] try  to improve and  I w an t [won’t] 
say I can’t because I will do it so I say I will. So th is  is w hat 1 
hope for the future.

Although 1 have cited a few exam ples of studen ts  who appeared  to

have strong goals, wills, a n d  the m otivation to reach  them , the

majority of s tu d en ts , however, did no t write abou t w h a t they  h ad

learned or how hard  they would have to work in order to graduate or

succeed in life.

Their d ream s were for th e  m ost p a r t sim ple  a n d  n o t 

undifferentiated; they would do w hat everyone else in th e  school 

talked of domg:
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“When I h n ish  school and  G raduate, I'm Going to Get a  Job  a 
house. Get a  car. Get Married have kids. Im Going move out 
of S ou th  Carolina."

“W hen I g raduate  I hope I get a  new car. Two weeks after I 
graduate  I am  going to find a  good job. I don 't know exactly 
w hat I’m  going to be yet 1 Ju st know 1 am  going to go get a 
good job of som e kind."

“1 will be w earing what everyone else Is wearing."

Most also w rote abou t getting “out" of school for the sake  of 

being “out." Many indicated tha t they w anted to leave South Carolina 

or Little town; how ever, the fact w as th a t n o t m any did ever 

successfully get “out" of Littletown, in part because change is difficult 

and  they were “comfortable" with the way things were there, bu t more 

importantly, because they ended up  being unable to take skills with 

them  th a t would m atch  w hat o thers had  to offer. The energy, the 

strength to persevere to  reach a  goal was virtually nonexistent. Those 

who were p art of the world of business in other, larger towns m ight 

have difficulty accepting the views of a  Littletown graduate, and  even 

less of a Littletown dropout. The Littletowners who graduated from 

LHS might discover th a t the world outside was passing  them by, and  

they were not prepewed.

A nother telling writing ab o u t the cu ltu re  of the school w as 

subm itted not by an  “Orange-Box Kid" bu t by a  twelfth grade African- 

American studen t in th e  school poetry club (1 was the  adult supervisor 

who organized th e  club) who did actually  g raduate  from Littletown 

later that same year:
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In 1996 there will be a  prime G raduation. For 
the people who don’t walk across the S tage It’s 
going to be a  bad  situation.
For 12 whole yesirs I had to exploit my Intellect.
Male prop’s  an d  respect Is w hat I’m o u t to get.

Littletown High School was a  corrupt Learning S tation 
J u s t  an o th e r obstacle before I face the Nation.
A decent Life an d  lots of Money the dream s 
I’ll be forever chasln.
L.M. (Senior In Poetry Club abou t to g raduate. Note: L.M. 
did graduate as  plemned).

He spoke a b o u t L ittletow n High School a s  “a  co rru p t Learning

Station" and  an  “obstacle" bu t also Indicated th a t, a s  a  consequence.

all he expected from his education might elude him: “A decent Life and

lots of Money the  d re a m s/I’ll be forever ch asln .” His poem  Is similar

to my own s tu d e n ts ’ w ritings and unspoken  th o u g h ts  In the sense

tha t he therein revealed his awareness th a t som ething had  gone wrong

with his education a n d  as a  result, those dream s of easy money and

success might be un a tta in ab le , and th a t he w as leaving school stül

unsure of his capablhties in the outside world.

Another poetry club student, also revealed an  acceptance and 

understanding of the  Littletown High School cu ltu re  th a t he had been 

a part of his en tire life an d  now had to leave, still feeling less than 

optimistic abou t th e  s itua tion  and beUevlng th a t  o thers shared  his 

despair about his fu tu re  also:
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Getto Poetry: On the Occasion of My G radution

Why should I be treated Like I’m incarserated 
I do n ’t like it So I hate  it. Why shou ld  
people ac t like my m ind is desecrated.

As 1 face the nation  on my special occasion 
you expect to see anything except cultivation.
Peace a n d  harm ony is noüiin  b u t a  apparition 
Spreadin  love peace affection in every Home 
Should  be the Mission. But in stead  deprivation 
leads to Murder, M adness, Mayhem eind World 
insubordination. Cause in the ghetto  there 
is NO constitu tion  only Smoked O ut 
C rack heads and  Inner City pollution.

So take  a  look a t the reedily of th e  situation 
th a t I apprise. So keep your eyes on the prize 
And you wül Rise.

By Leon King, Travelling Poetry C lub President, 1996, 
the year of my pending graduation.
(Note: This s tu d en t did graduate in Ju n e  of the year 
the poem was written.)

He sp eak s of n eg a tiv ity  a n d  w ith h o ld in g : “any th ing  excep t

cultivation," “no th in  b u t a  appeirition," “B ut in stead  deprivation," and

even describes Littletown as  “the ghetto." H is la s t line is the only

positive one in the  poem: “So keep your eyes on the prize/ And you

will Rise," indicating perhaps th a t he still h a s  dream s, although he

feels tha t m uch of his hope has been taken away. Incidentally, th is

student did graduate. And. a t the graduation ceremony, as he walked

up  to accept h is diplom a, h is m other scream ed o u t severed tim es so

th a t edl could hear, “Now you're on your own. Get your own place and

get a job! I’ve had  it!" Neither h is  life m  school n o r his life a t home

had  helped him  to feel good abou t himself. His teachers had apprised
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me tha t they did no t expect him to pass because he spent more time 

walking around th a n  working and he had no t tu rned  In the m ajority of 

h is  assignm ents all year. But, he did g rad u a te , and  there w as. 

considering the s ta tem en ts  of his teachers, som ething ‘corrupt’ abou t 

that.

Two other poem s were more positive; the first one was w ritten

by two Afidcan-American juniors; they both had  passed the exit exam

with high scores, skipped school as often a s  possible, were suspended

from school on n u m ero u s occasions, and  both also dropped o u t of

school at the end of the  year:

13 years have peissed and I’ve 
always been In school.
I’ve done some bad  things
thinking It w as cool.
the time h a s  come, that now
I m ust leave. I can  assure
you teachers there Is nothing up my sleeve.
I’ve learned a  lot about readhig, m ath, and  gym.
I’ve also learned th a t learning is w ithin.
This dream  I’ve been working for has 
finally come true. Mom. Dad. there’s 
no fool m ade of you.
The time h as  come for me to say Goodbye 
So m any th ings th a t I could almost cry.
T.J. and  A.J. (Juniors In Poetry Club)

A nother more positive response came from an  African-Am erican

senior, who g rad u ated  b u t did not go on to college as he did n o t

receive a scholarship, nor did his family have the money to send him:
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Since the first grade I have, 
acquired knowledge after 12 grade I going 
s tra igh t to college. In school for years 
abou t 12 of them. 1 have been here 
for 4 years an d  on May 31 ,1996  It 
will be time for the ultra fix.
G raduation is the key and maybe in a  few 
years you will see.

M otivation
Dedication all the way to 
G raduation.
J.K. (Senior in Poetry Club about to graduate. Note: J.K. 

did graduate as plsmned).

Perhaps the mere completion of th is assignm ent would not serve

to hold s tu d e n ts  in school until graduation, b u t It might have allowed

stu d en ts  to d ream , to set a goal, an d  to propel them selves into

believing not only th a t they could, b u t th a t they would reach it. All

students contem plated reaching their objective an d  all studen ts clearly

w anted  to re ac h  it. Many m ade com m en ts th a t  expressed  th e

excitem ent a n d  th e  joy they an tic ipa ted  they  would feel if they

accomplished the  task  and graduated:

“My G raduation  Day I will be so happy and  cheerful."

“1 will be happy when 1 graduate because th a t m eans no more 
school. W hen I graduate I am  going to have a big peirty a t  my 
sis ters  house. . . .1 am going to buy five kegs of beer an d  six 
bottles of liquor. The party will s ta r t  a t  7:00 until whenever. 
Everybody is invited to it."

“My graduation  is going to be one of the greatest m om ents in 
my life. It will be a treasu re  to  rem em ber for a  fife tim e, 
som ething to tell your kids, and som ething to be proud of."

“1 have p lanned to see this day com e for a  long time. On my 
g ra d u a tio n  day everyone will be so excited. It will be 
aston ish ing  an d  a  fulfillment to see everyone on th is big day.

292



everyone with there gown an d  cap on waiting to recieve their 
diploma. The field will be big and  bold with the  aston ish ing  
chairs and the lights flashing on  them.”

“As I walk across the stage to  receive my diplom a. I will feel 
very happy and  pleased w ith myself.”

“I am  kind of shy  right now  b u t when I get on th a t  stage and  
get my diplomona I will yell for joy.”

“The day of my graduation . I will be happy, because  I would 
have waited for th a t a  long time. I will be w earing  w hat 
everyone else is w earing. Everyone will know  th a t  I am  
graduating. The day  a f te r  m y graduation . 1 am  going to 
through the biggest, get d ru n k  party you have ever seen. I am  
going to be d runk  ou t of recognition. . . .”

“My mom will be there a n d  I am  ready for th a t day  to come. 
Because it will be the  b es t day  of my life because  I will be 
proud because 1 did w hat I w anted to do.”

I ju s t can’t wait until my graduation. I can see it now. All my
friends w earing nice, g lam ro u s clothes. All th e  girls in 
beautiful dresses. My m om  looking proud when I get my nam e 
called. Reaching my h a n d  o u t to get my deplom a. Looking 
around one more time, telling all my teachers good by. hoping 
to see my friends again. P laning toward the fu ture . Shaking 
Mr. Leduc’s hand  as he h an d s  me my deploma. . . .

One student. Marquez, also paid me a  compliment th a t indicated th a t

I was an  important part of his pending graduation when he projected

th a t  I would be the speaker a t  com m encem ent; “I will have Miss

B aginski as the speaker and  w hen the  show is over I will Be taken

horn [home] in the latest [fastest] lemo [limo] on earth .”

To me. this assignm en t w as a  positive ach ievem ent a n d  a

positive indicator, even though the  majority of studen ts sim ply w anted

to graduate to be out of school a n d  m any mentioned drinking as  their

p rim ary  method of celebration . P e rh ap s  they had  n o t succeeded
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because they h ad  never imagined them selves succeeding. After all. 

they had  not been given m any encouraging pushes in  the ir educational 

life.

When th is project w as finished, we h u n g  th e  g raduation  day 

writings on the display board and students spoke ab o u t graduating for 

days. The s tu d en ts  th en  typed their responses into the com puter and 

kept th is writing on  their perm anent disk so th a t they  could retrieve it 

later, even years la ter. Some of the written responses were childlike 

bu t they were positive an d  they were attem pts a t com m unicating their 

not-yet-extinct hopes: “th a t would be the goodest feeling in the world 

when you g raduw ait from school.” A lthough m any  of my stu d en ts  

never learned the proper spelling of the word g raduation  (which was 

not the purpose of th e  task), this assignm ent w as in  msuiy ways an 

overwhelming success: (1) the studen ts wrote, (2) 1 learned  a  great 

deal abou t the s tu d e n ts , an d  (3) the s tu d en ts  im agined a  positive 

event occurring in the ir hves. I wanted more than  ever to help them to 

a tta in  their goal of g raduation , and I w anted to m ake th e  program 

work for them  so th a t  they  could be more con fiden t ab o u t their 

potential for success, abou t their ability to become m ore Literate in the 

ways th a t they needed to be literate, about their opportun ities to be 

happy not only on  g raduation  day, b u t also in the fu tu re , no m atter 

what they decided to do w ith their lives.
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CHAPTER 12 

THE ROLE OF LITERATURE IN STUDENTS* DEVELOPMENT OF 
MOTIVATION AND SKILL IN READING AND WRITING

BOOKS GALORE AND SEARCHING FOR KNOWLEDGE

C ertainly  s tu d e n ts  needed m ore th a n  dream s in o rd er to 

graduate, and  in order to be successful in life. Knowledge that derived 

from books a n d  th e  knowhow to search  for the inform ation they 

required was a lso  crucial. Learning how  to find inform ation and  

choosing w hat inform ation they m ost w anted to leam was in itself 

motivational.

One of th e  m ost im portant asp ec ts  of a  program to motivate 

reluctant readers is access to books: providing so many choices th a t 

students would always find a  book to in te rest them, a  book with 

which they could connect personally, emotionally, and intellectually. 

Sherman (1996) discusses the im portance of having as many books as 

possible available not only th rough  th e  library but also in the  

classroom:

A school library will work, bu t I never realized what im pact a 
classroom  library would have on studen ts. Does it m ake the 
media center happy? No. but it m akes magic for my students. 
My collection num bers ab o u t 450  titles now. th an k s  to a  
generous principal and my sharing  my own allowance. . . .My
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principal says he get m ore re tu rn  on h is do lla rs in my 
classroom  collection th a n  anywhere else he spends money, 
and  the presence of th e  books in the classroom  c rea te s  a  
fantastic atm osphere (p. S8).

As indicated earlier, there were no books in my classroom  w hen I 

arrived a t the school in the  beginning of the year, so I b ro u g h t as 

m any books from home as  I could. The majority of these books were 

adolescent literature, m ulticu ltural literature, stories for all ages and  

levels of reading m aturity. 1 also brought magazines, including Sports 

Rlustrated, Ebony, Jet, Seventeen, Time, and  Newsweek:. S tuden ts  were 

free to choose any  of the books I had  in the classroom  for p leasu re - 

reading time or for assignm ents, and  they were also free to go to the 

school library or the Littletown PubUc Library to choose books to read. 

Approximately every two weeks we would visit the library so th a t 

studen ts would have the opportunity  to look for particular books, or 

books on a  certain  subject, or sim ply to go through the shelves to 

skim  through a  variety of books in order to find one, or often more 

them one, book th a t they really w anted to read.

As m any s tu d en ts  had  not visited the library often during  their 

previous years of schooling, and  as  they had only begun high school 

this year, they had  never been to their school library until I took them  

during class in the first weeks of school. I taught studen ts how to use 

the com puter w hich listed all the titles under category, au th o r, and  

title. S tuden ts loved to go through the books both in the library  emd 

in the classroom . Remember th a t these were s tu d en ts  who, e ither
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through their own refusal or th e ir feeder school’s inablUtj' to provide a 

large variety of reading  m aterial, had  not had  m uch access  to the 

“right” books, or to books th a t they would actuedly read.

On one of the first days of school. 1 informed the principal th a t I 

Intended to se t up  a  reading cen ter In my own classroom , filled with 

cill so rts  of books th a t  s tu d e n ts  could look at. hopefully get excited 

about, and  read. read. read. We did no t have m uch m oney to spend 

on these  books, b u t with th e  approxim ately $500 I h a d  for the  

program . I bought some fiction an d  non-fiction th a t th e  s tu d e n ts  

could no t wait to delve Into. S tu d e n ts ’ written reactions to some of 

these books will be shared la ter in th is chapter. W hat can  be learned 

from th is Is th a t regardless o f w hat studen ts might have said  earlier 

abou t the Importance of reading an d  their feelings about books, these 

s tu d en ts  did like books and  they  did  like reading. However. It was 

ap p aren t th a t they liked read ing  on their own term s, m eaning  th a t 

they liked the books and the topics th a t they selected, b u t were not 

likely to read unless they did the choosing. Reading then indeed had the 

potential to become a  more Im portant part of their lives.

TEEE BOOKS STUDENTS CHOSE

The majority of s tu d e n ts  w ished to read adolescent an d  more 

particularly  adolescen t m u lticu ltu ra l novels, as all of the  s tu d e n ts  

were teenagers and  all but eight of them  were African-American. Many
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found  ado lescen t novels th a t  related  very closely to th e ir  own 

lives—Timmy read a  novel abou t a  child who w as not accepted by his 

peers and had  no b len d s a t  camp, writing in a  book report later, “Hey 

would you w ant to my M end[?l,” “and he cannot get any friends a t aU. 

. so he w ants to go hom e” to characterize the misfit he w as writing 

about; unfortunately, h is own life closely resem bled th is character’s. 

W hen he wrote. “One day he get to Leave camp, an d  go home.” he also 

drew a  huge welcoming house below his caption. Two other studen ts  

read  a  book on th e  problem s of being m ale, living with a  single 

m other, and suddenly having the absentee father come home to form a 

relationship—th is w as the ir real-life situation.

Another s tu d e n t read a  novel about a  male living with a  single 

m other who allows her boyfriend to move in with them—this s tu d en t’s 

m other m arried her boyfriend during the period th a t he was reading 

the  book; a t first, my s tu d en t seemed very happy  abou t h is new 

family, bu t two weeks la ter he ran  away from home. The s tu d en t 

him self told me how beneficial it was for him  to read a book th a t was 

so m uch like his life; he felt better knowing th a t someone else was in 

the sam e situation an d  he wanted to find out how the character would 

deal with the situation . I spoke to his m other who told me ab o u t the 

m any problem s they had  had  recently and th a t they might need to 

send him to a  teen hom e—and th a t was exactly w hat happened.
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When he first ran  away, two of my o ther studen ts who were very 

close firiends with him told me th a t they knew  where he was and  th a t 

he was alright, b u t he would no t go hom e because of all the family 

problem s When th is  s tu d e n t eventually did come home three days 

later, he was sen t away and  thereafter attended  ano ther school in the 

county.

His new teacher an d  I conversed regularly and  she rem ained 

continucilly worried about him —she told m e th a t m ost of the time he 

simply slept in class and he w as extremely depressed. Neither of u s  

could u n d e rs ta n d  why he w ould throw  aw ay so m uch—he was 

incredibly intelligent. He did, however, request the book, so th a t he 

could continue reading it in h is new class, an d  according to the other 

teacher, he did finish it. 1 do no t have any  information as to w hether 

he wrote about this book, or euiy of his com positions since the time he 

transferred. But he was, according to o th e r s tuden ts, an alcoholic 

and a  drug abuser, and  he was incredibly depressed. He dropped out 

before the end of the year.

W hat th is story is m eant to explain, in part, is the complicated 

life of the teenager, and  in th is  case, the tragic consequences th a t 

som etim es come from depression, and  su b seq u en t drug and alcohol 

abuse. But, th is story also rem inds u s th a t eilthough books cannot 

save a  person from every problem, they can  sometim es help to provide 

an individual with some solace, and  some ad\dce. This student opened
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up  to me abou t som e of h is  problem s, problem s of w hich I might 

otherwise have been unaw are, because he was reading th is  particular 

book. This s tuden t’s situation  also made me increasingly more aware 

of the m any problems th a t my stu d en ts  had to deal with, both in and 

o u t of school. A teacher h ad  to be sensitive to all of th ese  realities: 

sex, drugs, alcohol, family problem s and  even abuse could very well be 

part of even my best s tu d e n ts ’ private lives. As is evident from the 

exam ples above, s tu d e n ts  o ften  chose books w ith  s itu a tio n s  

resembling their own lives th a t  would help them  to deal w ith their 

problems. The reason for th is  m ay well have been th a t they believed 

they  could receive help w ith  personal trau m a  th ro u g h  reading. 

Reading books could help th em  to deal with, or a t least in different 

ways, th ink  abou t some of the ir problems, an d  m ore im portantly, 

allow them  an  avenue along which they could traverse certain  topics 

th a t were difficult to open up abou t or to discuss.

Brittany, a  white female, chose to read Scoiplons by Walter Dean 

Myers as her first novel. S h e  w as in terested in African-Am erican 

culture, and she liked the description I gave of the book during  “book 

tasting"—som ething to the effect th a t the story was ab o u t two teens 

who get into trouble with a gang. From my description of the story, 

she assum ed th a t the story w ould involve drug  ab u se  because she 

thought tha t “all gangs do d rugs.” As she was highly in terested  in the 

drug subculture, she chose th is  book. The book, however, did not
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contain any graphic d iscussions of her major topic of interest, b u t she 

loved it anyway because it w as abou t teenagers who became involved 

in trouble both on the school an d  home fronts.

When presen ted  w ith the  choice of w hat non-fiction works to 

read, studen ts again chose topics of concern to adolescents, and  often, 

if s tuden ts  were African-American, books related to African-American 

or African culture. Every African-American s tu d en t discussed a t  one 

time or ano ther h is or h e r in te rest in finding o u t more abou t black 

h isto ry . Som e s tu d e n ts ,  p a rticu la rly  th e  m ales, exp ressed  a 

heightened in terest in African - American sports figures, and w anted to 

read abou t them  alm ost to exclusion. However, white studen ts  were 

also interested in black cu ltu re  an d  black writers, and  did also read 

books by A frican -A m erican  a u th o rs  a b o u t A frican-A m erican  

characters.

The female s tu d en ts  were also interested in stories of rom ance 

and  som etim es mystery. Male stu d en ts  generally preferred stories of 

adventure or sports, an d  one white student even became interested in 

Hitler (fortunately, he found Hitler an  abom inable man) because of a 

book he found In the library. Many students also became interested in 

stories about teen drug  culture; th is movement was spearheaded by 

Brittany, who told others abou t the great books she was reading abou t 

drugs. I will not include lists of books tha t were studen t favorites, as 

each individual c lass will be different and  because a  good English
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teacher will a lready  be aware of th e  im m ense variety of titles from 

which to choose on  every conceivable topic. A rticles in the  English 

Journal an d  the Journal o f Adolescent and Adult Literacy are regularly 

published th a t  d iscuss books of in te re s t to young adu lts  and  how  to 

teach  th ese  books. (Also see Nilsen & Donelson, 1985; C ullinan  & 

G alda.1994; S im s Bishop, 1982; L indgren,1991; H arris. 1992; an d  

Sherm an, 1996.) Some of the selections studen ts read will also become 

evident th rough  my discussions of th e ir writing abou t certain books. I 

accepted the ir choices—I wanted them  reading.

A CAUTIONARY NOTE ON THE WRITING LEVEL OF STUDENTS

The curricu lum  in Developmental English breeds a deep social 
an d  in tellectual isolation from print; it fosters a ttitu d es and  
beliefs ab o u t written language tha t, more th a n  anything, keep 
s tu d e n ts  from becoming fully, richly literate. The curricu lum  
teaches s tu d en ts  tha t when it comes to w ritten language use, 
they are children; they can only perform the m ost constrained 
a n d  o rdered  of ta sk s, a n d  they  m u st do so u n d e r  the  
regim ented guidance of a  teacher. It teaches them  th a t  the 
m o st im p o rtan t th ing  a b o u t w riting—th e  very essen ce  of 
w riting—is gram m atical correctness, no t the com m unication 
of so m eth in g  m eaningful, o r the  generative struggle w ith 
ideas. . n o t even word play. It’s a cu rricu lum  th a t rarely 
raises s tu d e n ts ’ heads from th e  workbook page to consider the 
m any u ses  of w ritten leuiguage th a t su rro u n d  them  in their 
schools, jobs, and  neighborhoods. Finally, by its tedium , the 
cu rricu lu m  teaches them  th a t  w riting is a  cru sh in g  bore. 
These s tu d e n ts  traverse co u rse  after rem edial course , be
com ing increasingly tu rn ed  off to writing, increasingly co n 
vinced th a t they are hopelessly inadequate. ‘W riting,’ one of 
th e  s tu d e n ts  tells me. ‘M an ,’ I’ve never been any good a t 
w riting .’ ‘E ng lish ,’ says an o th e r, is n o t my th ing .’ (Rose, 
1989, p. 211).
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As Indicated earlier, I w anted my students to experience writing 

w ithout feeling th a t I w as the pedantic  English teacher who w ould 

always be searching for th e  ‘defects’ in their writing. On the contrary. 

I was trying to free s tu d e n ts  to express them selves w ith fewer 

restrictions in hopes th a t they would write. Many of my s tu d en ts  had  

never w ritten m uch of anyth ing  a t  all before they cam e to m y class 

and so, they were extremely inexperienced. They did not know m uch, 

if anything, abou t proofreading, o r gram m ar, an d  were often poor 

spellers. I decided th a t a s  long as  I could understand w hat they were 

trying to say, I would accept w hat they wrote. 1 also p lanned to help 

them leam  how to revise and to proofread, and to in struc t them  in the 

rudim ents of gram m ar, b u t I decided th a t these were not the  m ost 

im portant things for a  beginning writer. Most studen ts  wrote exactly 

as they spoke and  so they  had  m uch  to leam  about m atching writing 

to purpose and  audience as  well. It would, of course, no t be possible 

in a  single year to teach  them  everything about writing—so I would 

merely attem pt a  sampUng of gram m ar and  proofreading exercises, 

although the focus of the  class would be on getting s tu d en ts  s ta rted  

and moving them  in the direction of increased confidence abou t their 

writing. S tu d e n ts  w rote som eth ing  every day, w hether in th e ir  

Joum als, or on short o r longer writing assignm ents th a t accompemied 

their individually selected readings; they wrote about fictional a s  well 

as non-fictional works. W hat was m ost im portant for these s tu d e n ts
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was th a t they  wrote—th a t was the only way th a t  they would gain

experience an d  leam  m ethods with which to tackle fu ture writing

assignm ents. Being overly critical ab o u t th e ir  w riting would not

enhance the ir motivation to write;

My studen ts  needed to be im m ersed in talking, reading, and 
writing, they needed to further develop the ir abüity to th ink  
critically, and they  needed to gain confidence in themselves as 
system atic inqu irers. They had  to be le t into the academic 
club. The fact th a t they misspelled w ords or wrote fragments 
o r dropped verb endings w ould no t e rec t in surm ountab le  
beirriers to the benefits they would gain from su ch  immersion. 
A traveler in a  foreign land best learns nam es of people and 
places, how to express ideas, ways to carry  on a  conversation 
by moving aro u n d  in the culture, partic ipating  as  fully as  he 
can, making m istakes, saying things hedf right, blushing, then 
being encouraged by a friendly native sp eak er to try again. 
He’ll pick up  th e  details of gram m ar an d  usage as he goes 
along. W hat he m u st not do is hold back  from the teeming 
flow of life, m ust no t sit in his hotel room and  drill himself on 
all possible gaffes before entering the streets. He’d never leave 
h is room (Rose, 1989, pp. 141-142).

Furtherm ore, I did no t find my s tu d e n ts ’ w riting any more 

disconcerting than  th a t of Mina Shaughnessy’s (1971) remedial college 

studen ts. They made sim ilar m istakes, in sub ject-verb  agreement, 

capitalization, pun ctu a tio n , spelling, om itted  w ords, run-ons, bu t 

they responded to lessons on grammar and  proofreading. I was able to 

categorize my s tu d e n ts ’ m ajor errors individually, as Shaughnessy  

suggests, an d  to discuss the ir basic errors with them  individually as 

well. My m any years o f experience a s  an  E nglish  as  a Second 

Language teacher, a  rem edial writing teacher, an d  as a  composition 

teacher afforded me an  understanding  of the logic of language errors.
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made by both native a n d  non-native speakers, an d  th e  m ethods of 

trying to help s tu d en ts  overcome them. Correcting su ch  errors th a t 

often derive prim arily from writing as one speaks, an d  w ithout the 

habit of rereading and  proofreading, often takes a  great deal of time for 

a student; to actually move from being able to notice errors in o thers' 

writing to noticing a n d  being able to correct erro rs in  one’s own 

writing takes longer.

Although teaching studen ts how to m ake their m eanings clearer 

was a  peut of w hat w as attem pted in the classroom, th is  w as not th e  

focus of the class nor is it the focus of th is paper. As I describe the  

writing sam ples below, although I could have, I have chosen  no t to 

analyze (as Mina S haugnessy  has done) the errors and  the reasoning 

behind the errors, nor my m ethod of teaching stu d en ts  ab o u t basic 

writing skills. If one is interested in th is, see S haugnessy  (1971), 

Labov (1969), or any of a  num ber of gram m ar books, including Celce- 

M urcia & L arsen-F reem an  (1983); S teer & C arlisi (1991); a n d  

Greenbaum & Quirk (1990).

Allowing s tu d e n ts  the opportunity  to experim ent with th e ir

w riting, to m ake m is tak es, an d  to co n tin u e  to w ork on th e ir

compositions is more effective for beginning writers:

Kate Friedlander. . noticed the trem endous satisfaction young 
children derive from reading sto ries related to a n  O edipus 
situation . . b u t she sharply  d istinguishes th is  sa tisfaction  
from a  literary  response ,’ which, she seem s to  feel, m u s t 
somehow have to do with art ra ther than  life. I eun sure she is 
wrong; these responses are unsophisticated. . .but they are the
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stuff from w hich, w ith refinem ent and  developm ent, literary 
responses are m ade. Again, a t quite a  different level, teachers 
using the ‘p rac tica l criticism ’ m ethod som etim es in troduced 
passages of lite ra tu re  paired w ith sen tim en ta l or otherw ise 
second-rate writing, inviting com m ent leading to a  verdict. Is 
not this an  a ttem p t to drive out bad currency? If, a s  I believe, 
satisfaction w ith th e  second-rate differs in degree b u t no t in 
kind from the  h igher satisfaction, teachers sh o u ld  surely  be 
concerned to open doors; a s  the pupils advance, o ther doors 
will close b eh in d  th em  with no need for th e  te a c h e r  to 
intervene (Britton, 1968, pp. 3-4).

Perhaps we, as English teachers, have become too obsessed with 

writing errors, especially since, a s  a  result of o u r obsession , we have 

often led studen ts to feel th a t  everything they do is w rong and  th a t the 

only good piece of w riting is a  perfect piece of w riting. P erhaps an 

obsession with error stifles the  studen t writer an d  m akes him  or her 

feel that writing is no t w orth  doing because it is a lm ost virtually  

impossible to be successfu l a t  it. Mina S haugnessy  (1971) did not 

choose to th ink  of her s tu d e n ts  as failures because of th e ir  lack of 

writing prowess, nor did Mike Rose (1989) or Ja m es  B ritton (1968). 

They chose instead to w ork w ith them  in order to teach  them —they 

chose to endeavor to u n d e rs tan d  the reason, the logic in the ir errors, 

without judging them  as failures. I chose to do the sam e, b u t through 

analyzing their ideas, their potential, and especially the  clues they left 

behind in their com positions abou t w hat m otivated them  to read, to 

write, and to want to succeed academically.
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WRITING ABOUT NOVELS/BEGINNING WRITING AND READING

L anger e t al. (1990) d isc u sse s  th e  role of read ing  a n d  of 

a ttem p ting  to understand  a  literary  tex t a s  an  im portan t asp ec t of 

learning; “th e  process of u n d ers tan d in g  literature is a  n a tu ra l and  

necessary  p a rt of the well-developed intellect” (p. 1 ) Langer classifies 

reader’s  s tep s toward understand ing  literature  and calls each  step  a 

reader’s stance, according to w hat a  reader goes through in the process 

of understand ing  a  text; notice th a t the reader of a literaiy text reads, 

reth inks, th in k s critically often according to personal experience and 

personal theory, then objectifies, o r d istances him or herself from the 

s itu a tio n  in order to m ake genera lizations, analyses, tran sfe rs  of 

knowledge th a t  might be usefu l in  th e  fu ture; notice a lso  th a t 

lite ra tu re  b rings out th o u g h ts  a b o u t th e  hum an  s itu a tio n  an d  

em otions:

W hen they approach a  text, there are four broad recursive 
s tances readers adopt to carry  them  through their experience. 
These are: being out an d  stepping  in ,’ where readers m ake 
acquain tance  with aspects of the piece with which they are 
unfam iliar, ‘being in an d  m oving th rough ,’ w here they  use 
th e ir envisionm ents to inform  their growing understand ings; 
stepp ing  back and  re th ink ing  w hat one knows, ‘w here they 

u se  th e ir envlsionm ent to reflect on personal experiences, 
ideas, or knowledge; an d  stepping  ou t and  objectifying the 
experience, where they look critically at their envisionm ents. 
th e ir  reading experiences an d  the  text itself. A cross the 
read ing  of an entire piece, u n d erstan d in g  is in th e  ac t of 
becoming, as readers use their p as t experiences, the text, and  
th e ir growing envisionm ents in different ways as they move in 
an d  ou t of the various stances. . . .

. . .[Dluring the read ing  of literature , they trea ted  the ir 
growdng understanding more openly, raising possibilities about 
th e  horizon as well as ab o u t their m om entary ideas, focusing
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on the h u m an  s itu a tio n , seeking to u n d e rs ta n d  interplays 
between events a n d  em otions and eventualities—tow ard an 
understanding of w hat m ight be (p. 19).

S tudents began reading a  novel of their choice in approximately 

the second week of school. They were expected to read  daily during 

silent reading time, which commenced usually a t the beginning of the 

class and lasted  from fifteen to forty-five m inu tes. After reading, 

students were expected to either write in their Joum als or to work on 

one of the creative writing projects related to their books (see Appendix 

B: Novel Assignments). In th e  following section, I will d iscuss some 

of their writing sam ples an d  how their attitudes tow ard reading and 

writing improved through th e  experience.

When studen ts began writing about the books they had  selected, 

normally they only sum m arized “w hat happened” or rehashed  the plot, 

in very simple words an d  sim ple chronological order. B rittany chose 

Scorpions, by Walter Dean Myers and  indicated th a t she  immediately 

liked it; what is perhaps more striking about w hat she wrote was not 

her description of the plot b u t instead what she says abou t her lack of 

previous reading:

Classwork 8-30-95

Dear Mrs. Baginski

You w ant me to tell you w hat my book was abou t. The nam e 
of my book is Scorpions. It is about a boy nam ed Randy and 
he has gone to prision  for killing a  store clerk. He h as a 
brother nam ed Jam el and  a  sister nam ed Sassy. Jam el moma 
was telling him to s tay  away from the Scorpions because that 
was who his b ro ther had  got in trouble with. I am  on page 21.
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Jam el is In the 7th grade and  he is getting in trouble for being 
late and  the principle was fussing a t him about being late four 
tim es. That principle said  th a t a t least he com es to school 
because his moma don t care w hat he does, b u t she  realy care 
w hat he does. S assy  is the sister she is only eight years old. 
She is the cutest girl in the 3rd grade tha t is w hat they edl tell 
her. There is th is one boy th a t Jam el’s mom d o n t w ant him 
to m ess with and  h is  nam e is Mock because he w as one of the 
boys th a t had got in trouble with his brother an d  he was bad 
news. Mack had  got in a  lot of trouble befor th a t he had  been 
in a  home for a  long time because of a fight th a t he had  got 
in. I think that I will enjoy this book. This is only the second  
book that I have read, (italics mine). Talk to ya later. Bye.

Brittany really does enjoy th e  book and  later writes, “It is good." What

her writing above also provides is a  gauge of her progress; her use of

run-ons and  her lack of proofreading may later be utilized to compare

how she  wrote a t the beginning of the year to how she wrote a t year’s

end.

B rittany was literally “on a  roll" and  was excited to continue 

after reading one book th a t she had  so enjoyed and  th u s , when tha t 

book was finished, she immediately proceeded to the library to find the 

next book to read; th is is w hat she originally had to say  abou t her 

new book:

9-25-95

1 sta rted  reading ab o u t a  new person his nam e was J.D . and 
he was 14 year old when he started using. Hi stepdad  used 
pot. He went an d  told his mom that he w anted to try it and 
his mom said th a t he could try it, and he did it an d  he liked 
it. He started  doing it alot. Then he got into heavier drugs 
like cocain and poping pills. . . .

Here w as a  studen t who, by her own admission, had  only read one

book in its entirety before s ta rtin g  n in th  grade, a book m entioned
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earlier en titled  Sum m er Spy,  which B rittany  indicated w as “dum b," 

saying “W hat I liked about it w as nothing." Now, already w ith in  the 

first m onth of a  new school year, once allowed to choose from a  large 

selection of books, she was reading h e r second book for the year.

Two o ther studen ts also read Scorpions, indicating th a t it su ited  

their in terests  a s  well. M arianna, a  s tu d e n t who had adm itted  th a t 

she often pretended to read in class, wrote: “My two favorite chapters 

in Scorpions are  the  last two” an d  “The reason  1 liked th is  book is 

because, I w as reading about gangs an d  I w anted to see w hat Jam al 

would do to stay  o u t of the gang." W hat M arianna indicated here is 

that ( 1 ) she w as already interested enough in gangs to have begun to 

read ano ther book on gangs and (2) sh e  w as interested enough in the 

book to read it cover to cover, trying to find o u t what would happen, 

choosing the final episodes as her favorites. Bill writes: “I like this 

book because it [is] a  very good book. 1 like th is book a  whole alot." 

Surprisingly enough, through his w riting on his favorite p a rts  of the 

book. Bill ind icated  th a t he had no t needed the opening ch ap te r  to 

capture his a tten tio n  or to keep him  reading: “I chose th ese  p arts  

because they were the best parts in th e  book to me. The frist [first] 

chap ter was n o t very good becau se  I w as not in te re s ted  in it." 

Although Bill ind icated  th a t the firs t ch a p te r  did n o t p ique his 

interest, and  th a t “interest" was a large part of his motivation to read, 

his anticipation of exciting events w as undoubtedly w hetted through
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the a u th o r’s subtle hints by way of foreshadowing in the in troductory 

chap ter of his book. That Bill had  read the first chapter and  picked up 

on the au th o r’s subtle clues was evident in the fact th a t he continued 

to read  the book.

Chelsea, the student who h ad  w ritten this response on  one of

h er autobiographical assignm ents: “I realy don’t care. . . because if 1

don’t know how to do som ething I don’t know how to do it th a t Just

m eans I am  stupid , and can ’t do it”: read novel after novel fairly

quietly a t her desk and had few tan tru m s (and her tan trum s were now

sp ark ed  by o ther s tuden ts who tried  to bother her as sh e  becam e

im m ersed in a good story!). She wrote two very long pieces on two R.L

Stine books she read; about one of them  she opined:

The reason I liked th is book is because it is very interesting. 
Some of the chapters are good an d  some are not. The chapter 
I read [wrote] about w as very in teresting it w as the  best 
chap ter in the book. W hen I read this book I figured it was 
going to be a good book from the start. The reason  I picked 
th is book is because all of the R.L. Stine books are good books 
so 1 picked The Knife because 1 figured it would be a  good book 
since all the other ones I read were good. That is all of my 
comment.

My accom panying comment to Chelsea also revealed that there was a 

noticeable change in her behavior and  her work in my class: “Chelsea. 

You’ve really read a great deal th is  n ine weeks. I’m im pressed with 

how m uch you’ve read. Keep Reading.”

Eveiy single studen t found a first book tha t they loved. And 

from then  on. s tu d en ts  were reading a  book of their choice every day

311



during  the  fifteen to forty-five m inu te  free-reading time. Som e 

studen ts read  m ore th an  other s tu d en ts  an d  some read a  very wide 

variety of books. S tudents were required to write about several of the 

books th a t they  read, bu t every s tu d en t read  more than  ju s t  those 

books they actually  wrote about. They generally selected their favorite 

books abou t which to write. W hat is m ost im portant abou t these  

findings is th a t they provided h ard  evidence th a t the studen ts could 

read and did no t need much prom pting to read once they found a  work 

they enjoyed. Reading became a  p leasurable experience; enjoying a  

book was essentieil for this group of students.

WAYS OF PROMOTING WRITING ABOUT TEXTS

I w anted s tu d en ts  to begin to enjoy writing in the same way they 

had begun to enjoy reading. So I gave them  the sam e opportunities 

and  the sam e choices tha t they had  been given with reading—they 

could choose their own topics related to the book(s) they were reading. 

As the m ajority of studen ts had  indicated th a t their biggest problem 

with w riting w as “I don’t know  how to begin.” I gave s tu d e n ts  

suggestions on w hat to write. They were also given many options from 

which to choose for the composition th a t would count as part of their 

grade; some of these options included artistic or creative work so th a t 

studen ts were no t confined to only write the  u su a l book report. As I 

had to evaluate s tu d en ts  or grade them. I w anted to grade them on the
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types of assignm ents th a t they believed they would do best on because 

I wanted them  to feel successful a t writing. As indicated earlier, the 

majority of s tu d e n ts  did not like writing an d  also did not believe th a t 

they were particu larly  successful a t it. In order to motivate s tu d en ts  

to desire to write, their image of them selves as  writers needed to be 

somehow changed.

In one of the creative novel projects, s tu d en ts  had to imagine 

tha t they were both a  character in the book, and  in turn, an advice 

colum nist who needed to write a  le tte r of advice to the character. 

Some s tu d e n ts  had  indicated earlier th a t  they liked to write letters, 

and they had all done well at getting started  w hen I had students write 

letters to me o r to a  friend for their Journals. Many students chose 

this assignm ent a s  one of their writings and  wrote some interesting 

letters th a t revealed th a t they had indeed read their books as well a s  

gave them  m ore experience at writing shorter, more motivating pieces 

of writing. S tu d en ts  also revealed th a t they found strength in the 

ways th a t the characters in their books dealt with their problems, and  

thus, they learned m any lessons about hardsh ip , responsibility, and  

often, how to be strong in the face of adversity. Most of the characters 

in young ad u lt novels reveal strength  of character, and most, even 

though they often find themselves in a  predicam ent of their own 

making, are n o t inherently “bad” kids. These characters, when finding 

themselves in trouble, are resourceful, and  ultimately, like Huck Finn.
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do the  right thing. Many s tu d en ts  also saw  some of them selves in 

their chosen characters.

One s tu d e n t did a  num ber of creative assignm ents before he

wrote a  paper on the book. He ended up  using  almost all of w hat he

had w ritten in the creative assignm ents (most were webbing activities

where he used  adjectives an d  quotes to describe one character). Here

is his le tter to the advice colum nist and  his response:

My nam e is Styx. I am  having som e problems in my life. I 
have a  buch [bunch] of pressure on me like my club is raising 
m oney for a  B asketball tou rnam en t an d  if I don’t get all the  
m oney 1 need We will not be having it again. And in school I 
am  failing emd I w ant my grades to come back up.

D ear Styx,
I have received your letter I th ink  you should not th ink  abou t 
all th a t  Pressure you have on your mind. And about raiseing 
m oney for th a t basketball toum m en t you should ju s t keep on 
rem inding them  abou t it. And I th in k  you should stop t^ in g  
clown in class and  listen and try hard er and  your grades will 
come up.

What Jacquez  was doing here was giving him self advice; he actually  

sounded  like a  paren t. He knew th a t  he w as so m uch hke the 

character in the book th a t he was pleasantly surprised. But. th a t was 

also w hat m ade him  enjoy the book so imm ensely, and also w hat 

made him  connect to the story. In the first sh o rt sample. Jacquez 

shapes his webbing into a  piece of writing on the character of Styx, 

from the book The Mouse Rap by W alter Dean Myers. Then, in the 

second sam ple , he tells h is  audience m ore abou t the book and  

compenses him self to the character.
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My nam e is styx I am  a very talktive person. And I am  noisy, 
cool, funny, active. The things th a t I feels Is w hen I am in 
class I am  a  person who worries a  lot, an d  I can ’t s tan d  when 1 
lose bets, an d  in c lass 1 worries abou t if I am  going to fail the 
te s ts  we be takeing. I a t school we have a  lot of gangs 1 
worries if they will try  and s ta r t  some troub le  w ith me. The 
way I look is I have brownskin, tall, an d  I have browneyes, and 
I have a  m u sta sh . 1 am  a person who likes to rap  what I 
always says is WHOOP! WHOOP! CHUM-CHUMMMM, YO! MY 
NAME IS MOUSE AND I’M MR. COOL, YO! YOU WANTA 
PIECE OF ME, Yo! WHATS MY NAME.

In his longer piece, he w rites again ab o u t h is  sim ilarities to the

character and, a t the sam e time, uses some nice descriptive words and

quotes from h is  previous creative w ritings, w ebbing, or mapping

activities:

STYX

Styx is m y m ain character. The reason  why I like him so 
m uch is because he and  1 have some of the  sam e ways. I 
would tell you som e of the ways. We like to rap  an d  some of 
the line styx like to say  are “whoop! whoop! chum -chumm m m , 
yo[“i “my nam e is m ouse and  I’m mr. cool, you w ant to [a] 
piece of me, yo! W hat’s my nam e ["]. Both of u s  also like to 
be the clown of the class, and like to dance, an d  do bad stuff. 
And an o th er reason why styx is my m ain ch a rac te r is becase 
he likes to play basketball a lot. And einother reeison why styx 
is my m ain charac te r is because we have ou r way with girls. 
And an o th er reason why he is my m ain ch a rac te r is because 
we ta lk  a  lot an d  we look alike . . .[left o u t repeated  words] 
b ecau se  all b o th  of u s  [are] tall, b row n sk in , an d  have 
brow neyes. The th in g s we feel ab o u t is we w orries about 
classes, c a n ’t s ta n d  losing bets, worries ab o u t te s ts  worries 
about the  gangs a t school. The problems we have are we have 
a  bunch  of p ressure  on us. The possible event m ight happen 
in ou r Ufe is th a t [we] might become a  rap  s ta r  an d  have our 
on [own] stud io . And ano ther possible event [we] might 
become th e  riches]t] people in the world. And we might be 
owning hotels. And be hotels [recopied by mistake?]. And be 
owning all the stores in the world.
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Timmy, the s tu d e n t m entioned earlier who w as rem arkably 

sim ilar to the timid character of S tuart G lassm an in the novel How I 

Survived My Summer Vacation, not only finished reading the book, but 

wrote a letter th a t alm ost brings me to tears because it is so telling 

ab o u t Timmy and how he feels about his schoolm ates who bully and 

tease him:

Dear Timmy,
My nam e is s tu a r t  glassm an and  I w ent to cam p beacause I 
though t it w ould be fun. But w hen 1 got there people kept 
picking on me an d  calling me nam es. So I w anted to leave the 
camp.

Dear S tuart,
I th ink  you should  s ta rt standing up  for your self an d  not let 
people say th ings to you behind your back. If they do don’t 
say anything an d  don’t let it bother you. Let them  say what 
they w ant to say.

Timmy was notably the weakest student in the class. Although he had 

no t completed the assigned journals and wrote only one or two short 

autobiographical pieces because he had been ab se n t over half the 

school year, I am  fairly certain th a t this was one of the first books he 

had  ever read. Although Timmy read slowly, he could read, if a  book 

could be found th a t interested him. Timmy also read well enough to 

pass his written driver’s  hcense test and to receive his license—he was 

one of the few in my class who had been able to do th is on his first 

attem pt.

As Timmy was no t present in class so m uch of the year it was 

difficult for me to help him. I ended up buying him  novels, and  books
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on fishing and  hun ting  th a t I took to his trailer. Although he came to 

school only sporadically until Ju n e  of 1996, he did not officially drop 

ou t until the 1996-1997 school year, intending even then to return to 

school, and to the n in th  grade, for the 1997-1998 school year, the year 

he would tu rn  19. Timmy said  th a t he and  h is m other were reading 

the books together and  he loved them. He w as planning to continue 

to read while he was out of school so th a t he would be a  better reader 

when he returned to school the following year.

It was lam entable th a t Timmy had been made to feel so inferior 

to and  so frightened of h is peers th a t he h a d  difficulty attending  

school until he was older, an d  perhaps a  little bit taller, because 

Timmy was intelligent, bu t anxious and apprehensive. His fearfulness 

had , for years, brought him  feelings of sham e and  inadequacy. At 

lunchtime, Timmy, carrying a  stack  of five textbooks, literally held up  

a  brick wall on the side of the cafeteria, not speaking or being spoken 

to by a soul until 1 invited him to stay in my room during lunch. His 

m ath teacher then also offered him the same consideration.

Timmy also had gone unnoticed a t his previous school because 

his of his quiet, unassum ing mannerisms. He w as the type of student 

who would do anything a  teacher asked of him , bu t would not seek 

o u t help when he needed it. A teacher had  to remzdn consciously 

aware of his presence in order to remember to teach him. He hterally 

beamed whenever he was given personal help.
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Timmy w as one student who would have been m uch more able 

to perform h is  academ ic duties had  he been tutored. The problem s 

th a t he had  w ith the  other s tu d en ts  d isrup ted  his ability to focus a t 

times; a t o th e r tim es he was able to tu n e  o u t any d istractions or 

feelings of in secu rity  th a t were b rough t on by his in tim idation by 

alm ost everyone. W hen 1 was working w ith o ther students, I often had 

Jam aica or S h aq u e tta  work with him  because they worried abou t him 

and were nice to him. Antwain an d  Ned also began to build a  rapport 

with Tim when they discovered they had  in te rests  in hunting and  guns 

in common. Bobby Boyd, a  m em ber of the  first period class, also 

made an  effort to befidend Tim, and  actually  tried to call him a t home 

b u t Tim’s phone h ad  been disconnected. Unfortunately, Tim attended 

school so infrequently  th a t these incipient peer friendships had  little 

time to grow.

Other s tu d e n ts  also found parallels to themselves and their own 

lives in the novels they read an d  indicated through their writing th a t 

th is was a  m otivating factor in w hether they would read the text. 

Marquez w rites a  le tte r to the m ain ch a rac te r in Sounder and  then 

answers the letter;

Dear Bosco:
This is Marquez an d  i w ounder [wonder] if you could 

help m e? Yesterday two white m en cam e over to our house 
abou t d in n e r time and  tu rned  my house up  side down and 
took m y father two [to] Jail then  sh o t my dog and now I can ’t 
find m y dog, we don’t have any food and  our house is a  mess. 
Could you please help us? In your news paper artical you said 
you could solve any problem.
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Dear M arquez,

I got your letter and  the two men th a t took y o u r father 
to jail, sh o t your dog, an d  m essed up  you house were racist 
cops. They took him to jail because he is black. I’ve solved 
your problem , I found your dog. He came down h e r  for h is 
m aster. Now were [we’re] sending your father home, an d  forget 
abou t th e  m ess. Were [we’re] pu tting  you into a new  house, 
and  we re giving you S I000, an d  3 years worth of food. So 
M arquez, have a  good Christm as.

S tuden ts identified so closely with the stories an d  the characte rs they

were reading a b o u t th a t  they often used  the ir own nam es a s  the

character w riting to the newspaper advice colum nist. W hat M arquez’s

good wish le tte r sdso revealed is th a t he, first of all, felt com fortable

enough sharing  h is tru e  feelings abou t the events in the story  with a

white teacher, know ing th a t she would not have any problem  with

w hat he w rote. S econd  of all, th is  sh o rt le tte r reveals a lso  th a t

Marquez u nderstood  the story, an d  especially the section w here the

father is taken  aw ay to jail, because the beginning of the sto ry  is all

about racism . Thirdly, his letter reveals th a t he h as indeed read the

end of the story , because in the end S ounder as  well as th e  boy’s

father do come hom e and  things are norm al again. That he w ishes the

family well by m aking everything all right again with the new  house

and the money is unrealistic but reveals both a  desire for o thers to be

happy and  a desire for himself and his own family to be brought out of

poverty as well. M arquez was identifying with the character an d  the

events in the book because his life was very sim ilar to the boy’s. He
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lived with his grandm other, his paren ts had  both abandoned him, and 

he grew up in poverty in a  rural setting.

Marvell also wrote about Sounder. The comparisons that Marvell

m akes between him self and the m ain character, who he neimes John

Boy (the ch a rac te r is simply called “the  boy” in the book), are even

more striking th a n  Marquez’s:

Dear friend, my name is Jo h n  Boy and  1 am  the oldest boy. 1 
am  having some very bad problem s. My dad is in prison and  
me and  my m other don’t have m uch food in the house to feed 
me and  my m other and my 2 bro thers so 1 am  writing you to 
ask  you to send me some food for me and my family.

thanks your friend 
John  Boy

Dear Jo h n  Boy,
1 recieved you letter and  1 feel very bad for you. 1 have lots of 
deer m eat in the freezer and  I will send you all of it. I will 
keep on sending you all kind of food and  takes [thanks] for 
w riting me. We can be friends forever and  1 will send you 
other th ings when the sum m er come. We can plant some com  
and  o ther crop. We can trade all kinds of vegtables you grow 
in your garden. Then I’ll eat yours and you’ll eat mind [mine]. 
1 will never forget you JohnBoy.

your friend,
Marvell Stone

Marvell w rites to “John Boy" as if he were his oldest friend, and  

I honestly  believe th a t he felt th a t close to the character. The 

similcUdties between the two and the reasons why Marvell became so 

attached to the character are revealed in another piece that he wrote 

about the book:
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“Sounder"

I like my book Sounder because me an d  the  oldest boy Jo h n  
Boy are alike in many ways. We do lots of things alike we h u n t 
alike b u t different kinds of anim als. Jo h n  Boy h u n t racoons, 
possum s, and  bird, I h u n t deer, raccoons, turkey, quails, doves, 
emd squirrels. But they are having som e very bad problems. 
The raccoons and possum s went to a  w arm er climate and  we 
don’t [have) m uch food left to ea t so he th an k s  [thinks] of a 
address from the S ou th  and  he wrote a  le tter so someone can 
send his family some food. So the letter came to my house and  
me and  my dad got the letter an d  we sen t them  a  lot of food. 
So he and  I still write to each other an d  we are good friends.

your friend,
Marvell Stone

Meirvell’s favorite hobbies were hunting  an d  fishing and  he reveals a 

deep knowledge an d  love of su ch  activities in his writing. He wrote 

other pieces on Sounder which dem onstrated his understanding  of the 

complete novel. Marvell had  also adm itted th a t never before had  he 

finished a book because he was an  expert a t pretending to read. No 

longer was Marvell pretending to read.

One s tu d en t read Rainbow Jordan by Alice Childress. Peaches

takes on the responsibility  of an  adu lt a s  she  tries to solve the

difficult problems of Rainbow Jo rdan , a young African - American girl

whose m other is irresponsible, leaving Rainbow w ith a foster paren t

who treats Rainbow with respect and  actually teaches her a great deal

about love, trust, an d  responsibility; Presented here is Peaches’ letter

to the advice colum nist and her response:

If I was rainbow Jorden I would tell my cosail [social] workr to 
sen t me to my dad so I could live w ith him . Because my 
m other do not care a t all she leave a t all time of day & night
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ru  build [our buüding] ca tch  on fire I scared. She got pu t in 
jail for th a t  she need to leave burke a n d  come houm e and  
found a  real job. If I saw  rainbow for m yself hi [for an] hour 
you well 1 know been going through a lo t and  would like to 
come five w ith me for long as  you w an t we can[workj these 
thing o u t w ith you & your mother.

Now, acting as the  advice colum nist. Peaches answ ers the letter:

ru  rainbow  to come live w ith me for a  little bit then  TU found 
her m other s it he [hert down and  have a  long ta lk  her about 
her respisble [responsibilities] to she have a  child there five 
one th e re  you are sleep  w ith  people take care  of your 
respicable or send her to h e r father.

Although Peaches’ situation is actuaUy quite different from Rainbow’s,

she h a s  great com passion for the young girl w hose m other does not

take care of h er th e  way she should . Peaches wrote o ther pieces,

including those in her journal an d  some chsuacter mappings, which

she finaUy put together into th is basically unedited piece of writing:

Rainbow Jo rd an
Rainbow is a  13 year old an d  she is to brave to be a  child and 
to scared to be a  woman. Rainbow lives w ith her mother. Her 
moher does no t take care of her. After h er father left her 
m other, h e r  m other had  to go and fina a  job bu t she niver 
found one. So she s ta rts  sleeping with m en for money and a t 
night she woul leave Rainbow. She always say do not use any 
kind of m atches. Late th a t night their building catch on fire, 
so the firefighters got everybody out and  they took rainbow to 
the police so soon as  m o th er found they  a rre s t an d  p u t 
Rainbow orphans. So h er m other spen t one night in jail so 
she go o u t she  tried to get Rainbow back the mother still left 
her alone so a  the lady next door let her stay  with her till her 
m other cam e home. But still and  all Rainbow was going back 
an d  forth  to  the  o rphan . Will her m o th er change? No 
because Rainbow mother c a n ’t stop going ou t or leave rainbow 
home alone. But now rainbow  is having bad  dream about the 
Fire in th e ir old build and  her is not there to tell her it alright 
She there for her. So now  she  is w ith a  lad [lady] & her 
husband  they  have a  nice house no ch ildem  She alway be 
home by herself because h e r  husband  gose on buissen trip’s
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So she le t rainbow  cook w ith her and  se t u p  th e  table for 
d inner S he teachers rainbow  a  lot of things. Now the sasocil 
[social] se  rive [service] let h er m other come see h e r  once a  
week. H er is still w ith  bu rke th a t her m other boyfixend he 
came th e ir  one night say ing  h er know had so babyup in own 
house & he  ask  me a n d  I do not see anym en in th is  he said 
rainbow  w as lieing. B u t all in all I like the book because 
rainbow  w as scard  brave th en  strong sometim e th ro u g h  the 
whole book tha t how I am  som e time. So th a t w hat I read  in 
rainbow Jordon I in enjoy it.

W hat is m ost im portant to notice about th is piece o f w riting is 

no t the  grammau" or the m isspellings, b u t instead th a t the experience 

of reading was rewarding to th is  s tu d e n t and th a t the reading an d  the 

w riting  w as com pleted. The p ro d u c t is n o t alw ays th e  rew ard . 

S tu d en ts  leam  by attem pting to leam  and  eilso by m aking m istakes. 

This s tu d en t sa id  th a t she h a ted  reading, b u t she always welcomed 

books about African-Americans. A lthough Peaches’ s ituation  a t  hom e 

was th e  com plete opposite of Rainbow ’s, Peaches nonetheless co n 

nected  with th e  book because sh e  felt she saw  a  bit of h erse lf  in 

Rainbow: additionally, she liked the independence and streng th  of the 

characte r and  sh e  enjoyed the book enough to w ant to finish reading 

it: “B ut all in all I like the book because rainbow was sca rd  brave 

then  strong  som etim e th rough the  whole book th a t how I am  some 

time. . .1 in enjoy it."

I only ow ned one copy of Rainbow Jordan, so one s tu d e n t in 

each class was able to read the book, which made Peaches angry—she 

th o u g h t th a t we should  have m any  copies of th is book an d  she 

though t th a t everyone should have the  opportunity to read th is  book.
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As Peaches was a  very vocal student, her pleas abou t the importance 

of this book were far-reaching; o ther studen ts took th e  book home or 

read it during free-reading time and  I ordered four m ore copies of the 

book with our m aterials money. I believed that Peaches’ reading would 

improve and her w riting and her errors would lessen a s  long as she  

continued to cultivate the experiences of reading and writing. 1 would 

continue to work w ith her on her understand ing  of th e  text and  on 

proofreading, b u t m o st im portantly , on avenues to  provide h e r 

opportunities to con tin u e  and to enjoy the beginning reading an d  

writing experience.

Jam aica, who h ad  originally begun to dissect the reading orange 

(see Chapter 10), was adso fast becoming an  advocate o f reading about 

African-Americans. Unlike Peaches, Jam aica was aware of what books 

she really wanted to read  and  actually had  a  list. As we did not have a  

copy of The Color Purple in the classroom  books and  the  library adso 

did not have a copy, Jam aica  literally begged me to bring my copy of 

the book from home. She had, of course, seen the movie and really 

wanted to read the book. 1 had decided against bringing this book to 

class because I th o u g h t the s itu a tio n  of incest a n d  some o ther 

situations was too advanced for n in th  graders, bu t Jam aica  made a  

convincing argum ent against this; p a rt of the argum ent was that she 

already knew the story because she h ad  seen the movie so she would 

not be reading som ething to which she had  not already been exposed.
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According to my philosophy, getting s tu d en ts  reading—anything and  

everything—was key, so why I was w orried abou t censoring w hat 

students read  was beyond me. If a  teacher finds a  s tu d en t begging to 

read a  book, let the s tu d en t read it (See Swiderik, 1996).

So, Jam aica  read The Color Purple, and  even though  her father

was a  m inister, her p a ren ts  never criticized me for th e ir  daughter’s

choice of reading. Ja m a ic a  was the  only s tu d e n t who wrote a

dreimatic scrip t as her creative assignm ent: Peaches actually  jum ped

in to help h er because she  had  seen the movie and  read  some of the

best parts  of the book via Jam aica. The two wrote together out of

their memories of scenes th a t had actually  occurred, including many

stage directions, and  they  had  a great tim e w riting together and

laughing ab o u t w hat they wrote. The two also read the ir play aloud to

the class, which was no t only en terta in ing  but proved to in terest

others in th e  book. Later, Jam aica wrote a more serious piece, a

basic, short synopsis of the book. Jam aica’s writing style reveals many

shortcom ings: a  lack of organization, a lack of variety  in sentence

structure, a  lack of vocabulary, and a lack of gramm atical knowledge:

The Color Purple w as about th is family th a t the step father 
m arried there m other. There father always trea ted  nettle with 
pride an d  never m ess with her. b u t Celie w as his little hoe 
[whore]. Nettie an d  celie mother died and left them  with there 
s tep  father none of them  like him  bu t he d id n ’t care about 
th a t Celie had h er first child and  it was a boy witch [which] 
she couldn’t nam e him. That child was given to her by her 
father. Next she had  [a] little girl by her father to bu t she had 
a nam e for th a t one and it was Ohvia, she h ad  to give th a t 
one away to. She felt really bad abou t her little going to stay
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w ith people she d idn’t know. Well one day her dad  thougth 
th a t it was tim e for her to go. It was a  m an  cam e looking for a  
wife, so h er dad  call for ciele [Celle] you come here. CeSe did 
no t know the m an  a t all bu t her father m ade h e r marry him  
an d  she w ent to live with him. The kids did no t really except 
[accept] her b u t she had  to live there anyway. One of the boys 
cam e o u t a n d  h it her In the head  with a  rock, an d  she Just 
ab o u t bleed to death. But her husbamd Ju st had  sex with her 
one night an d  d idn’t even stop.

One day nettle decied [decided] to ru n  away from home 
an d  come live w ith celle. Ceüe w as so happy  th a t she an d  
nettle sanged dance and  even played there sister song. Nettie 
th o u g h t [taught] celle how to read  w rite a n d  every thing. 
O neday nettle  w as going to school and  Mr. tried  to make a
move on h e r an d  she hit him in his [word left out] that was
the day  she  had  to leave they couldn’t s tan d  being apeirt from 
one an o th er they cried and cried he even h it her with rocks to 
get h er to go. Celle life w asn’t always easy  b u t she made It. 
Her h u sb a n d  love a  good blues singer, barreled into her world 
an d  gave celle the courage to a sk  for m ore then  [than] being 
h it o r trea ted  bad, b u t to laugh to play a n d  finally to Love. 
This book w as great it Just w as in te rs ting  [interesting] an d  
good one th ing i like about the book is th a t celle was a  strong 
woman.

Faulting Jam aica  for recapitulating the story  strictly  according 

to the sequence of events, or for capitalizing words only occasionally, 

or for w riting perhaps some of the world’s longest ru n -on  sentences 

was, again, not the purpose of the assignm ent. Beginning writers and 

readers need to s ta rt somewhere and to make errors in order to leam  

from them; 1 was working with her individually on  all of this. What 

was m ost im portan t abou t her written reaction w as th a t she showed 

that she had  read the book cover to cover, understood it, and  loved it: 

“This book w as great it Just was intersting [interesting] an d  good one 

thing i like abou t the book is th a t celie w as a strong  w om an.”
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From reading th is book, from perusing  the library shelves to see 

w hat was available, an d  from becom ing aw are of w hat o th e rs  were 

reading a b o u t A frican-A m ericans, J a m a ic a  discovered a  field of 

interest, a  niche If you will, an d  con tinued  to read avidly w ith in  this 

genre. During the year, Jam aica  d id  more reading th an  an y  other 

studen t in the class an d  was more in terested  th an  anyone else in what 

o ther studen ts  were reading, w anting to  read everything they read  and 

to peruse all the  books in the classroom  an d  the library; she w as also 

extremely in terested  in the personal sto re  of books th a t I w as reading 

an d  chose to tcike home novels an d  books of poetry w ritten  by and 

about African - Americans th a t I often though t were too advanced (I do 

also love adolescen t literature, however, an d  reading m ulticu ltu ra l 

a n d /o r  adolescent literature is one of my favorite things to do). She 

only w anted to read  books ab o u t African-Am ericans a n d  African- 

American cu ltu re , which w as perfectly acceptable to me. S he  had 

m ost likely been denied access to th is literature throughout m ost of 

her schooling a s  atten tion  to m ulticu ltu ral issues is a product of the 

late 80 s to 90 s. Schools have been criticized for considering African- 

American literature only in February, o r during Black History Month. 

Although Jam aica  chose The Color Purple to write about, d u rin g  the 

period s tu d en ts  were specifically expected to be reading novels, which 

lasted  approxim ately two or three m o n th s , Jam aica read  Rainbow 

Jordan (Childress), The Friendship (Taylor), The Gold Cadillac (Taylor),
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The Autobiography o f  M iss Jane Pittman (Gaines), I Know Why the 

Caged Bird Sings (Angelou), and  more. She also read the stories to 

accom pany a  variety  of literary videos I owned, including “The Man 

Who Was Almost a  Man" (Wright), because she  w anted to see the 

“movie.” She had  become a  reading m onster, an  avid reader who could 

not be contained. S h e  enjoyed the feel and  the smell of a  book, not to 

mention the words, a s  m uch as any true reader could. I felt certain 

th a t the road to reading  Jam aica  was traversing would adm it her into 

many other worlds of reading—indeed m any o ther worlds—if she could 

m ain ta in  her fascination.
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CHAPTER 13

A BREAK IN MOTIVATIONAL MOMENTUM: THE WORKBOOKS

S tu d en ts  were required daily to com plete assignm ents in the 

Learning 100 Workbooks (EDL). Often, after reading quietly an d  

w riting a  little  bit every day on th e  w riting assignm ents th a t 

accompemied the  reading, studen ts  were forced to change to keep up 

w ith the  w orkbook assignm ents. T h at often led to a b reak  in 

m om entum  which caused students to be pulled away from the type of 

reading an d  w riting assignm ents th a t  were m otivating them  to 

continue reading emd writing.

A lthough m any teachers co n tin u e  to use w orksheets or

workbooks, an d  some even prefer to use them  to “ensure participation"

or to com m andeer time, these fill-in forms often do not provide

stu d e n ts  a rea l opportunity  for learn ing  or for valuing literacy.

Shum an (1986) discusses the reasons why those teachers she observed

all used worksheets as a major aspect of their courses and the type of

learning tha t was expected to occur from this practice:

Fill-in forms teach a certa in  mode of writing and  require 
certain  kinds of understanding of writing. They also require a 
particu lar sort of interaction. The purpose of the worksheets, 
according to the teacher, w as n o t so m uch to m easure the 
s tu d e n ts ’ understanding of th e  m aterial a s  to ensure their
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participation In the lesson. The w orksheet gave the s tu d en ts  
som ething to do and paced their work th roughout the lesson
(p. 100).

The teachers’ preferences for using w orksheets were based on 
the quality  of s tuden t participation ra th e r  th an  on the kinds 
of th in k in g  or writing dem anded by th e  w orksheet. These 
preferences Included the conceptualization of answers In the 
form of single words or brief phrases ra th e r  th an  questions (p. 
100).

In a  c lass where holding s tu d e n ts ’ a tten tio n  was the m ajor 
problem , th e  teacher found th a t  he  cou ld  encourage full 
participation by giving studen ts  the w orksheet to fill In. If he 
could keep the ir attention, he felt he w as doing all he could to 
encourage them  to answer the questions on their own (p. 100).

A characteristic  quality of forms Is th a t th e  purpose of writing 
is to m ake a n  Incomplete piece Into a  com plete piece whose 
com pleteness Is defined a  priori by th e  au th o r of the form. 
The person who fills In the form Is no t th e  au tho r bu t ra th e r 
the In strum en t of completion. Further, forms allow no room 
for equivocation  or am biguity; they  d iscourage tangen tia l 
questions. In filling in a  form, It Is n o t possible to answ er a 
question with a  question (Shum an, pp. 100-101).

S tuden ts in my class could choose the books they read and  the 

m ethods in w hich they completed assignm ents on  everything except 

with regards to the workbooks. As will be d iscussed  In the following 

section, my s tu d e n ts  enjoyed the ir freedom  w ith  respect to the ir 

reading and w riting experiences. The workbook exercises were in a 

myriad ways a  restriction of this freedom, did n o t in any way “ensure 

participation," an d  were an impediment to s tu d e n ts ’ understanding of 

the definitions an d  values of literacy.

In Jsuiuary , I h ad  spoken to each of th e  s tu d en ts  and  the ir 

parents in individual conferences abou t the requirem ents for passing
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the class an d  proceeding on to a regular te n th  grade English class.

This is the  le tter th a t  th e  teachers gave to s tu d e n ts  an d  psu'ents to

explain the requirem ents during these meetings:

TO: Parents o f Ninth Graders Enrolled in English I/Reading

FROM: S andy  Stiehl, Reading Program  C oordinator
Tommy Leduc, Principal 
Lee Baginski, Reading Specialist 
Nancy Moore. Reading Specialist

RE: C riteria for Promotion

This y ea r your child h a s  been  enrolled  in a special 
English 1 c la ss  designed to improve h is  o r h er reading skills. 
O ur goal is for your child to be able to move into  a regular 
English II c lass  nex t year amd to be su ccessfu l in all ten th  
grade classes.

S tu d en ts  en tered  this program  read ing  a t  all different 
levels and  needing help with a  variety  of skills. The reading 
program  is so  indiylduadized th a t  y o u r  ch ild  is receiving 
instruction  a t h is  or her appropriate level a n d  in those skills 
in which he or she needs assistance.

Your ch ild ’s promotion to regu lar te n th  grade Enghsh 
depends on h is /h e r  meeting the following criteria:

1. R eaches a  reading  level of a t  le a s t 7.0-8.5 by 
com pleting  level GA in th e  EDL Learning 100 
m aterials

2. M akes sufficient p rog ress a s  m easu red  by the 
S tan fo rd  D iagnostic R eading  T est given in the 
spring

3. M akes passing grades

As you can  see, the requ irem en ts for prom otion are 
different from o th e r classes because we w an t to be as certain 
as  possible th a t  your child has the read ing  skills necessary to 
be successful in the ten th  grade.

If your child does not meet these  criteria  by the end of 
the  year, we will d iscuss with you th e  following options for 
next year: ( 1 ) con tinuation  in th is  program  u n til a reading
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level of 8 .0 -9 .5  is reached; (2) en ro llm en t in an  ad u lt 
education program . We also plan to have a sum m er program 
for s tu d e n ts  who need to continue to work on the ir reading 
skills.

P lease do not hesitate to con tact me if you have any 
questions o r need additional information.

After reading th is  le tte r an d  a ttending  th e  individual conferences,

s tu d en ts  an d  th e ir  p a re n ts  knew ju s t  exactly  w hat w as a t  stake

regarding prom otion. They also knew th a t because the Learning 100

was the focal point of th is  docum ent, it was to be considered priority.

Although th e  le tter placed the workbooks as priority, 1 beUeved 

th a t too m uch em p h asis  had  been placed on them  th roughou t the 

course. S tuden ts had  been allegedly “learning” through workbooks in 

esirUer classes a n d  in  earlier years, and  these workbooks, w ith their 

fiU-in-the-blanks, an d  multiple-choice questions, perhaps led only to 

teaching studen ts  test-tak ing  skills, if that.

And so far, th e  w orkbooks an d  th e ir  activities had  led my 

students to m uch less th an  simple test-taking skills, an d  from what I 

observed, only to m ass  confusion. For example, a  s tu d en t beginning 

in level CA. would first take the criterion-referenced test to discover 

which skill cycles he or she would need to complete in order to move 

up to the next level. O n average, s tuden ts needed to complete ten to 

twelve cycles in each level before moving ahead.

W hat was involved in completing a  cycle? First, s tu d en ts  were 

provided with list o f vocabulary words, which I had  them  read aloud to
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me to ensu re  th a t  they  could  pronounce th em  properly. Then, a 

s tu d e n t would read  a se lection  In the R eading  C om prehension 

workbook; this read ing  w as broken up by lines an d  pictures and  

sometimes the words, “Stop tape” and other directions. The reason for 

the  directions regard ing  th e  tapes was th a t  th e  workbooks were 

expected to be accom panied by cassette tapes; however, we could not 

afford to p u rch ase  th e  tap es to go w ith th e  w orkbooks. As the 

workbooks only cam e with th e  tape directions included, the s tu d en ts’ 

reading had  to be in te rru p ted  in places w here the tape directives or 

questions would be. In the Reading C om prehension section of the 

cycle, students were never able to read a  com plete reading all the way 

through un in terrup ted ; in addition to the tape directions, studen ts  

Edso had to tackle m ultiple-choice questions placed in various areas 

throughout the text. Once finished with the reading  selection for the 

Reading Com prehension portion, which averaged three to five pages, 

including the interpolations, studen ts had to answ er the rem ainder of 

the comprehension questions.

The next p a rt of the cycle was com pleting the  Language Clues 

workbook. S tuden ts had  to use their word ch a rts  to fill-in-the-blanks 

to compose complete sentences; these fill-ins were fairly easy in the 

beginning levels, b u t became progressively more difficult in the higher 

levels. As there were no definitions of the words on the vocabulary list 

given in the workbook an d  each  one could include as  many as fifty
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words, s tu d e n ts  were required to either look up  m any w ords in the 

dictionary or decipher their m eanings from context. In the higher 

levels, there were sim ply too m any words for a s tu d en t to work with, 

and  m ost did no t look up each and  every word. S tu d en ts  were also 

unlikely to absorb  the meanings of th a t m any words a t once. In Part 

II of the process, the Language Clues workbook, the vocabulary fill-ins 

were followed by gram m ar and language p ronuncia tion  questions, 

items th a t were never discussed or taugh t through the text nor in the 

directions. S tu d e n ts  completed on average approxim ately  50-75 

m ultip le-choice an d  fill-in-the-blank questions in  each  Language 

Clues portion of the workbooks.

Part III of the  process was the  GO Book, a  book th a t looked 

m uch like a  paperback  novel. In the GO Book would be a  sto ry  of 

approxim ately four to seven pages; a t the conclusion of the narrative, 

s tu d en ts  w ere required  to answ er ten  questions, u su a lly  m ultiple- 

choice with one or two fill-in-the-blank questions abou t the story. Of 

all the workbook activities, the GO book was preferred—stu d en ts  liked 

the short stories, the book was easy to handle and fe lt  like a  book, and 

there were only ten  questions, which were easy to self grade, and  not 

so m any q u es tio n s  th a t they overwhelm ed pupils by th e ir  sheer 

numbers.

After com pleting the GO Book, s tu d en ts  were done w ith  the 

cycle. However, they still needed to fill out three separate  w orksheets
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In order to receive a  grade. S tu d en ts  w ere graded according to how 

many cycles they completed, no m atter w h at level they were on, as well 

as on the grades they received on th e  th ree  w orksheets. The first 

worksheet was labelled C, which stood for Com prehension; s tu d en ts  

were normally given three or four m ultiple-choice questions related to 

a short reading passage th a t would test them  on the ir facility w ithin a  

particu la r skill (m ain idea, cau se  a n d  effect, o r sequencing, for 

example); the m ain problem  with th is  w orksheet w as th a t if s tu d en ts  

m issed one question , they  received a  70, w hich w as a  D. If they  

missed two questions, they could no t p ass . The second w orksheet, 

which w as labelled  R, w as a g ram m ar w orksheet, which tes ted  

studen ts on gram m atical issues which were never tau g h t through the 

reading nor explained in the worksheet directions.

As stu d en ts  were expected to com plete all th is work, I was often 

pulled away from working with w hat I considered  more im portan t 

reading d iscussions, to teach, for exam ple, a  g ram m ar point to one 

student, as every s tu d en t would come to each w orksheet a t his or her 

own individual moment. The final w orksheet, labelled W, which stood 

for Writing, was an  essay-like question, w hich s tu d en ts  could answ er 

through com posing a  page-long response: however, the short-essay  

questions were no t in any  way re la ted  to th e ir  reading, an d  only 

confusion resulted  when students h ad  no idea of w hat to write abou t 

in order to respond. S tuden ts appeared to have more difficulty writing
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w hen they did not have a  reading assignm ent to provide them  with 

writing stimuli, as evidenced by their ability to begin on th e  variety of 

reading/ writing essay questions 1 gave them  in the English portion of 

the class. S tudents also h a d  difficulty beginning to w rite w hen the 

essay  question did not appeal to them  euid when they h ad  no t been 

able to choose the writing topic.

On the other hand, these short essays were the types of writing 

th a t they would have to do in fu ture schooling, an d  they  could have 

been m otivating in the  se n se  th a t they were sh o r t w ritings th a t 

s tu d e n ts  could com plete quickly. However, m ost o f th e  essay  

q u estio n s were n o t of m u ch  m te res t to s tu d en ts , d id  n o t rela te 

viscerally to their personal lives, an d  came as the last leg of a very 

long workbook cycle. I w orked w ith s tu d en ts , suggesting  ways to 

begin, and  although some of the questions were not those th a t m ight 

prod me to want to respond, s tu d en ts  nevertheless were learning to 

write for essay tests and th a t w as ein im portant process th a t  could be 

intrinsically worthwhile. The W w orksheets were the only parts  of the 

w orkbook activ ities w here 1 could partic ipa te  w ith  m ean ingfu l 

com m ents—I read the  s tu d e n ts ’ essays, and  w rote enco u rag in g  

responses, sometimes w orking with gram m atical issu es  pertinen t to 

the particular student.

After completing each p a rt of the process before the  w orksheets, 

s tu d en ts  were expected to self-check their answers: a s  each  s tu d en t
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was working on different workbooks a n d  different sections of the  

three-part workbooks, it was virtually im possible for the teacher to 

check all of the s tu d en ts’ work, so each s tu d en t was expected to grade 

his or her own work. A table was set up  im mediately behind my desk 

where studen ts could go to check their responses whenever they were 

finished. As s tu d en ts  were finishing their w ork a t different times, and  

there was room for th ree  or four s tu d en ts  to check their work a t a  

time, this system should  have worked.

However, in s te a d  of working to f in ish  one section  of the  

workbook, grading it, checking their work, looking over missed answers 

to understand  the ir errors, and going system atically  on to the next 

section, s tuden ts found ways to cheat. First, they started  taking the 

answer keys for th e  next section they needed to work on ou t of the 

notebook; I caught a  few students doing th is  as  they tried to hide the 

plastic-coated sheets under their clothes or u n d er books and I found a  

few sheets crum pled up  and  stuck behind th e  com puters. Although I 

endeavored to be w atchful of students, som e studen ts still continued 

to get away with th is  form of cheating. A nother method was for one 

student to make copies of their work and  give th a t to another studen t 

who would soon be encountering the sam e exercise or cycle. Some 

students also simply gave their work to an o th er studen t out of their 

folder as soon as they  were done and before I had  a chance to pull 

completed work from their folders—I tried to go through their work
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every day an d  place completed work in folders that I kept locked u p  In 

a  file cabinet in my classroom. S tu d en ts  desperately w anted to get 

into th a t cabinet—where all the exercises and  thousands of m ultiple- 

choice answ ers abounded—but they were never alone in the classroom .

A nother form of cheating was th e  one where s tu d e n ts  s a t  a t 

their desks an d  pretended as if they were reading the questions and  

filling in the responses, but were instead  filling in any letter eind any 

word or group of words to make it appear as  if they were finished; to 

make th is  m ore beUevable, when they  finished writing dow n any 

answer, they would head for the grading table, where they proceeded to 

m ark a t random  some answers wrong so th a t their “com pleted” work 

looked credible to me. This form of ch ea tin g  took me longer to 

discover, b u t once I did catch on to it, I had  the unenviable ta sk  of 

grading and  spot-checking many more assignm ents than  were possible 

in a norm al school day; 1 then spent m any more hours after school 

checking the th o u san d s of workbook responses every day an d  soon 

discovered th a t there was hardly a  s tu d e n t to be trusted  w ith doing 

the assignm ents w ithout some form of cheating.

1 was luckier, however, th an  m ost of the other teachers; the 

others told me of simileu" schemes going on in their classroom s, and  

more. A s tu d e n t from another school, for instance, stole th e  entire 

answ er key notebook for a class, p u t it in her locker, and  refused to 

open her locker an d  re tu rn  it un til the principal and vice-principal
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compelled h e r to in front of a  large crowd of the s tu d en t body: a  

student, or group of studen ts In Nancy’s, the  other reading teacher’s 

a t my school, classroom  broke in to  h e r portable (what the t r a n s 

portable or trailer-like classroom s were called) and stole her en tire  

notebook for th e  G A or top level of the workbook from a  locked 

cabinet—only h er s tu d en ts  subsequen tly  knew where the notebook 

was clandestinely  kept an d  only h e r  s tu d e n ts , and  m ine, w ould 

thereafter benefit from the answ er keys—no one was ever caugh t in 

th is incident. I also  taught sum m er school a t Kingsboro High th a t 

year, where th e  s tu d en ts  played th e  sam e cheating tricks. After 1 

caught them  immediately from experience, they told me th a t they had  

cheated all year with their regular teachers.

The cheating  came an d  w ent all year for my studen ts; once 

caught, a  s tu d e n t would often honestly  work for a while and  th e n  

s ta rt cheating again. The cheating also became dramatically worse a t 

the end of th e  year because s tu d e n ts  were under real p ressu re  to 

perform, and  to get ou t of this class once suid for all. A few s tu d en ts  

a t the end of the  year began taking the  workbooks home so th a t they 

could finish a  level or the program , an d  sp en t h o u rs  filling in 

hundreds of answ ers, bringing to c lass stacks of “com pleted” pages, 

only to s ta rt again, as they had  not read  anything or even looked a t  

the questions in an  attem pt to answ er them. This final b u rst of speed 

came too late a n d  usually  was done incorrectly. Often, it was no t
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even a ttem p ted  a t  all. For th e  s tu d en ts  Involved in th is  form of 

cheating, the ir actions cost them  either the sum m er, for they had  to 

attend  sum m er school In order to complete the workbooks, or the first 

sem ester of the  following year, for they had to take the sam e program  

again (to be CciUed R eading/W riting II or Reading/W riting Workshop), 

do the workbooks an d  com plete two more levels, HA an d  lA In order to 

escape the Learning 100 workbooks. What is sad abou t th is situation  

Is th a t the  m ajority of s tu d e n ts  were perfectly capable of com pleting 

th e  w orkbooks an d  of going on to a “reg u la r” E nglish  c lass  by 

performing th e  workbook task s; the studen ts knew th a t  they were 

perfectly capable of com pleting the workbook exercises during  the 45 

m inute time allotted them  dally during class, b u t they continued  to 

avoid them. For some reason, studen ts had a  true aversion to doing 

exercises in th e  workbooks.

I knew th a t it was n o t only my students who were fighting the 

workbooks, an d  doing perhaps more cheating th an  learning. So, my 

question  becam e not w h a t a re  they learning, b u t w hy are  they  

cheating? The answ ers could  be th a t they did not u n d e rs tan d  the 

questions or have the skills required to do the workbooks, so they 

cheated. They could also find the  workbooks boring, so they cheated. 

They could sim ply chea t because  they liked the th rill of the iUlcit 

behavior and  because they had  always cheated—and, probably gotten 

away with it. Perhaps, too, s tu d en ts  were ju s t  simply lazy. Or—this
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was my first choice—they could have cheated  because they  were 

p ressu red  to advance to the nex t level th rough  com pleting the  

corresponding workbook levels, and the workbooks were so emphasized 

by the principal, by the reading coordinator, emd by tlie time they were 

required to spend on them in class. The workbooks and the Stanford 

Diagnostic Test were the only item s specifically designated as relating 

to their passing the course and  being adm itted  to a  “regular” English 

class. Hence, studen ts “read betw een th e  lines" of the m essage of 

their educato rs’ em phasis and  recognized where their true priorities 

lay. They were going to find a  way to  be adm itted into a  “regular" 

English c lass no m atter what. A lthough s tu d en t priorities were no t 

really the com pleting of the workbooks, they had “p u t two and  two 

together" an d  reasoned tha t doing the workbooks or pretending to do 

them  was the only way out. That the workbook exercises were tedious 

and  copious only stoked their determ ination  to cheat ra th e r th an  to 

complete su ch  m ultitudinous and m onotonous exercises. Perhaps the 

workbooks held priority for teachers an d  adm inistrators but were not 

Im portant to students.

I did not believe that the workbooks would be very helpful from 

the s ta rt, b u t as we had spent so m uch  money on them  and  it was 

expected to be the focus of classw ork, I w anted s tu d en ts  to leam  

w hatever they  could from them  an d  to give themselves a chance a t 

succeeding in th is class. I still q uestion  the  am ount of time and
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energy they and I devoted to these weapons o f mass confusion as I term 

them now. But, a t the time, I hoped th a t their scores on the Stanford 

Diagnostic Test w ould increase  a s  a  re su lt of these  workbook 

exercises, as the representative from the EDL (Learning 100) company 

and  Ms. Stiehl, the reading coordinator had  indicated they would. I 

hoped tha t my instincts abou t su ch  a  program  based on workbooks 

would be wrong and  so I carried on, attem pting to conceal my bias on 

the subject from studen ts  so a s  no t to give them  any more reason to 

quit “workbooking"—I could always be wrong, and, regardless of my 

opinions on the subject, s tu d en ts  could not pass w ithout completing 

the workbook portion of the class an d  they could no t go on to a 

“regular” EngUsh class w ithout completing the GA level. Furthermore, 

I was told by my superiors th a t th is  was w hat was expected of me—I 

am  extremely so n y  th a t I was unable to do more to keep studen ts from 

w asting even more of their valuable tim e b u t I was no t absolutely 

certain th a t s tu d en ts  could no t be helped through workbooks and 

worksheets and  I had no choice in the m atter. Perhaps some students 

did leam through the workbooks, b u t I believe that the m ajority did 

not leam much in the way of usefu l Information or skills th a t would 

improve their reading or writing.

Students also developed such  an  aversion to the workbooks that 

they avoided doing them  in o ther ways too. Beginning in December, 

we reported reasons to Ms. Stiehl during  our meetings as to why some
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studen ts were not com pleting a  reasonable num ber of cycles per the 

time allotted. Then, in Ja n u a ry , after we h ad  spoken to each of the 

parents regarding the ru les for promotion of their child, Ms. Stiehl 

provided a  form  th ro u g h  w hich we could report to h e r  on each 

student’s individual progress. We were to place check m arks in boxes 

ind icating  ea ch  level a  s tu d e n t had  com pleted an d  to provide 

explanations of the rea so n s  why those s tu d e n ts  who had  not yet 

com pleted even one level in more th an  two m onths’ tim e lagged 

behind. The reasons to explain why s tu d e n ts  had not completed a 

level had  alm ost entirely to do with a lack of motivation.

On Ja n u a ry  7, the first week of the second sem ester, I reported 

that I had  10 studen ts  who were still working in their initial workbook 

level. I had two stu d en ts  who had  begun in the BA level, who, I wrote 

“[had] m any skills to com plete b u t are working steadily b u t slowly." 

One of the above s tu d e n ts  really did need extra help in order to 

complete these  exercises, b u t the other s tu d en t, in retrospect, was 

much more capable of com pleting the exercises necessary to continue 

and could have worked m uch faster. He was slowed down because he 

was upset th a t he had begun in the lowest level, and was em barrassed 

because he felt singled o u t in th is class, a s  he confirmed to me in a 

private conference, as a  “dum m y in a resource class."

As Ms. S tiehl determ ined what level s tu d en ts  in which students 

began in th e  w orkbooks according to th e ir  S tanford Diagnostic
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Reading Test re su lts  an d  h e r  own p e rso n a l im pression  of each 

studen t’s capabilities, 1 could no t cheuige Jacquez’ level even though I 

felt tha t he should  have sta rted  a t a h igher level—CA at the minimum. 

Jacquez was sim ply mortified by the fact th a t he was placed in the 

class; placing him  in the lowest level w here he had to complete so 

m any exercises in order to ever get to GA and  to get ou t of th is class 

simply added in su lt to injury. C om phcating th is w as th e  fact th a t 

Marquez was more anxious abou t tests th a n  any other test taker 1 had 

ever seen: his self-esteem and  self-confidence was so tenuous that he 

w as rarely able to do well on tests . On the Stanford Diagnostic 

Reading Test: he had only a ttained  a grade level placem ent of 3.3 on 

the pre-test which had been adm inistered in September: h is results in 

May on the post-test were worse ra ther th a n  better—he scored only a 

3.0, although his grade in my class for th e  year had been an  85, a B. 

His performance on the w riting and  o th e r assignm ents dram atically 

brought up his grades on the workbooks, which were low because he 

did not progress very far throughout the year—he only completed level 

DA by the end of the year and  had  to a tten d  both sum m er school and 

a  similar program, called Reading W orkshop II, the following year. He 

was, however, able to accom plish more th a n  acceptable w ork on the 

reading and  writing I required. Nonetheless, his ability to succeed in 

the course and to no longer feel him self to be “a  dummy in a  resource

344



class" were denied to him due to his inability to work to succeed in the 

workbooks and  his extreme test anxiety.

In the inform ation 1 sen t Ms. Stiehl, I included a  d iscussion  of 

five other s tu d en ts  tha t I believed were “n o t progressing due to apathy, 

lack of motivation, lack of focus, and  poor attitude." Concerning two 

of these five s tu d en ts  I wrote, “has trouble getting going; w astes time 

getting sta rted . Not m any skills to do in  respective books; could 

easily move ahead." When I look back a t w hat I wrote about these ten 

students who had  not completed even one level in the workbook after 

two m onths, I realize th a t the above s ta tem en ts  could have been 

written abou t any  of my s tu d en ts  concerning their progress in  the 

workbooks. The cheating th a t s tu d en ts  com mitted was sim ply one 

more m ethod o f escaping the “apathy, lack of motivation, lack of 

focus, and  poor attitude" toward “getting going" on the workbooks. 

Although only ten  of my s tu d e n ts , o u t of 23 total, had  n o t yet 

completed a  cycle, by Jan u ary  30, only seven students had completed 

two or more levels. By March 25, a few more had completed a second 

level, and ten had  completed either three or four levels.

One s tu d e n t who com pleted level CA a t the end of Ja n u a ry  

finally, du ring  the  last week of school, com pleted the DA level. 

A lthough Bobby was perfectly  cap ab le—his beginning read in g  

comprehension score had been 6.6—he ju s t  sa t there during workbook 

time trying to motivate himself, but to no avail. This same s tu d en t
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wrote short papers ( 1 -2 pages long) on ghost stories an d  on books he 

read for ex tra-credit to make up for h is com plete lack of drive on 

completing the workbook assignm ents. If th is s tu d en t was motivated 

to read and write, why was he not motivated to do the workbooks?

Another studen t, Annette, who h ad  a  to tal score of 9.5 on the 

com prehension portion of the pre-test (8.8 p re-test total) completed 

two levels, level EA and  FA ty  Jan u ary  30, and  rem ained in the same 

place, a lthough  still working sporadically  on GA, on March 25. 

A nnette w as a  s tu d e n t whom 1 h ad  tried  unsu ccessfu lly  a t the 

beginning of the year to place in a  regular English I class—if her 

scores were 9.5 on the pre-test, and  th e  test w as eveiything to Ms. 

Stiehl, then Annette did not belong in th is  class. W hat w as happening 

to her was extreme boredom a t the workbook activities. Annette was, 

according to the pre-test, reading a t a  9.5 grade level, b u t Ms. Stiehl 

decided th a t she had  to s ta rt in the EA, or fifth grade, level; the only 

reason 1 can ascerta in  for this Is th a t Ms. Stiehl did not want any 

studen t to finish the program too early because we would not know 

w hat to do with th a t studen t—once a s tu d e n t w as so labelled and 

made a part of th is class, it was impossible to get beyond it. whether 

or not their p lacem ent was “correct." A^Tiat w as in teresting  about 

A nnette’s predicam ent was th a t she loved writing, especially poetry, 

and  she cam e to love reading, as she found meuiy books tha t she 

wanted to read. She was one of the stu d en ts  who, w hen we visited the
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library, often re tu rned  with th ree  o r four books. A lthough alw ays 

working h a rd  a t  her reading a n d  w riting when she had  chosen  the 

work, she constan tly  avoided th e  workbooks, and only finished G A 

during the la s t week of school, a t  my prodding, five m onths after she 

had begun th is level.

W hat w as A nnette  d o in g  d u r in g  the w orkbook tim e  of 

approxim ately forty-five m in u tes  p er day? A nnette sp en t h e r  day  

trying to work, sometim es ask ing  questions, sneaking reading o f the 

books she h ad  chosen a t the  lib rary  (sometimes I pretended n o t to 

notice), and  often doing a  g rea t jo b  of helping o ther s tu d en ts  In the  

c lass w ith w hatever they need ed  help  on (she w as a  w onderfu l 

assistan t). A lthough Annette d id  eventually complete the GA level of 

the workbooks, she had great dlfiiculty doing so, not because of lack of 

skills, b u t b ecau se  of lack o f m otivation . W hat is even m ore 

in teresting  ab o u t A nnette’s s itu a tio n  Is th a t her 9.5 com prehension  

on the p re-test reverted to a  5 .1 on the  post-test. Certainly, In her 

case, the w orkbooks had not helped  h er on the test; in stead , the  

workbooks and  the incorrect placem ent of Annette in a  remedial class, 

had  taken away whatever m otivation she  had to do well on workbook 

exercises an d  on the ir co rresp o n d in g  tests, an d  p e rh ap s  o th e r  

assignm ents a s  well. 1 am  convinced th a t A nnette’s reading  h ad  

indeed improved, an d  that her original score was her true score; w hat 

Annette was sentenced to was slow  dea th  by monotony; as the sh o rt
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passages for the workbook te s ts  an d  the o ther activ ities were so 

similEir to a  reading te s t form at, and  after a  com plete school year of 

the sam e thing, it w as difficult to read those passages, answ er the 

multiple-choice questions, a n d  even to care how well she did—after 

all, she had  done well a t the  beginning of the year an d  yet it had  not 

changed a  thing, for she rem ained in a  remedial class regardless.

O ther s tu d e n ts  also regressed  in their reading levels. Nine of 

the 23 s tu d en ts  regressed on th e ir  reading com prehension from pre

test to post-test; th e  regressions ranged from -.1 to -4.4 (Annette) 

grade levels. Bobby, described above, achieved a  grade-level score of 

6.6 on the com prehension p re -test, and  then scored a  4.2 on the 

com prehension post-test, a  difference of -2.2. He began the Learning 

100 workbooks a t the CA, or th ird  grade, level and  com pleted only the 

DA, or fourth grade level.

Another studen t. Chelsea, who began the workbooks a t the DA. 

or fourth grade level, s ta rted  o u t with a reading com prehension score 

of 8.4; she te s ted  o u t a t  th e  end  of the year w ith  a read ing  

com prehension score of 5.7. C helsea began in DA an d  ended by 

com pleting EA; as a  resu lt of n o t com pleting the GA level, she was 

required to go to sum m er school to complete it. W hat w as so strange 

abou t Chelsea’s lack of progress w as th a t she found the  workbooks 

incredibly easy b u t she chose n o t to complete them  because she did 

no t find su c h  an  activ ity  w orthw hile . As C helsea d isliked  the
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workbooks an d  sum m er school, and  all th a t would be accom plished in 

summ er school was the workbooks, Chelsea was not going to attend . I 

spoke, however, to both Chelsea a n d  her mother, telling Chelsea th a t 

if she did n o t com plete the w orkbooks, she would have to take a 

similar course the following year, w here she would have to com plete 

two additional levels beyond GA. an d  complete both HA and  lA as  well. 

If she ever w ished to leave the Leeiming 100 workbooks behind, work 

that she did not consider worthwhile, th is  was her only chance. I 

advised her to get it over with in the sum m er so tha t she would never 

have to ca tch  sigh t of the  w orkbooks again. So. C helsea w ent to 

sum m er school, com pleted the workbooks, and found herse lf in a 

regular te n th  grade EngUsh class, w ith  no workbooks, the following 

year. She wrote me a  letter a t th e  beginning of the nex t year 

explaining how happy she was to escape the workbooks: “ I am  glad 

that I finished the Learning 100 too because I hated all of th a t work."

A lthough o th er s tu d e n ts  in d ica ted  their d is in te res t in the 

workbook activities through their alm ost complete lack of en thusiasm , 

still only one s tu d en t m entioned th e  workbooks as problem atic and 

futile in his evaluation: “I would give everyone a Language book and 

make the[m ] do work o u t of it. L earning 100 d idn ’t teach  me 

anything.” D uring the year, the s tu d e n ts  had decided th a t they 

wanted to be like their classm ates an d  to have their own copies of the 

English I textbook: having no lockers, they vaUantly carried  these
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heavy textbooks with them  eveiywhere In an  attem pt to fit In. And 

although we did some reading both aloud an d  silently and held some 

discussions of some of the texts we read  together, the time spent on 

the w orkbooks occupied m ost of our tim e an d  it became difficult to 

work w ith th e  textbook, the workbooks, an d  the s tu d en ts’ selected 

reading in the  limited class time. It w as extremely unfortunate th a t 

the time sp en t on the workbooks cu t in to  the  s tu d en ts’ time which 

would have otherw ise been available for reading the more challenging 

m aterials presented  in the textbook, an d  into their time to read and  

do w hat the o ther s tu d en ts  were reading an d  doing, the time where 

they could be “regular" s tuden ts not worrying about w hat the other 

s tu d e n ts  w ere th in k in g  abou t them . They refused to take the 

workbooks w ith them —those needed to be hidden from their peers 

because they  were recognized as being  th e  reading class books, 

and  would be easily  spo tted  ac ross ca m p u s  due to the ir large 

dim ension an d  their bright and conspicuous colors: pinks, oranges, 

turquoises, euid other bold, outstanding colors.

The u se  of workbooks should have m ade it easy to teach my 

class, a s  so m uch of the class time w as already planned for me. 

However, the layers of work involved in a  cycle, as well as the lack of 

motivation s tu d en ts  had  for the m onotonous activities only made the 

day harder for me and  more d ishearten ing  for them. Nelson (1988) 

d iscusses the problem s with workbooks, indicating th a t the use of
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workbooks m ay be one more p u sh  for s tu d en ts  who are a t-risk  and

considering dropping out:

C urriculum  m ateria ls  axe of critical im portance in w hether 
s tuden ts stay  in  school. In recent years, the u se  of workbooks 
a n d  xeroxed p a s sa g e s  from w orkbooks h a s  in c reased  
enormously. In the 1960s researchers on the  dropout problem 
frequently po in ted  to a  connection between dropping out of 
school an d  th e  overuse of w orkbooks a n d  o th e r  boring 
m aterials. W riters w arned tha t workbooks were a  teacher’s 
cru tch  and  n o t a  su b stitu te  for teaching th a t w as sensible to 
individual needs. This is still true today. No m echanical form 
of instruction  can  substitu te  for classroom  in teractions. It is 
even more deadly  for potential dropouts, for they frequently 
are treated as  a  separate  species who m ust be fed on a  diet of 
dull, often s tu p id , rote m aterials. As W ilbur Brookover has 
cau tioned , eq u a lity  of opportun ity  is n o t fac ilita ted  by 
differentiated m aterials and  m ethods based on the presum ed 
differences betw een children. A com m on cu rricu lu m  with 
com m on m ateria ls  is associated with an  open  society. The 
heavy use of S k innerian  technology with poorer s tu d en ts  and 
Deweyan approaches w ith more able s tu d en ts  will only create 
more dropouts. Ju s t a s  it h cis  been doing. It is also a  violation 
of educators’ com m itm ent to equal access to the curriculum .

Moreover, a s  D aniel Tanner pointed ou t. . . research 
does not suppo rt the idea that studen ts who have never really 
becom e in te re s te d  in learning do best w ith  a  system  of 
leam m g th a t rehes on w orkbook, preprogram m ed instruction, 
drills, and  te s ts  (instruction  delivered one piece a t  a time). 
Indeed, su ch  s tu d e n ts  prefer discovery ap p ro ach es. Rote 
instructional p rocedures will not keep secondary  s tu d en ts  in 
school (pp. 235-236).

The s tu d en ts  them selves had substan tiated  eveiything th a t the 

research  on workbooks had  to say. They were no t m otivated, they 

considered dropping o u t, they were bored, they w ere no t receiving 

equal access to materisds, an d  they said as  m uch, bo th  directly and 

indirectly.
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The problem  with the w orkbooks is th a t s tu d en ts  were no t 

m otivated to leam ; rather, they w ere m otivated to cheat, or to quit. 

Or, a t tim es, they  were not m otivated a t all. O thers rebelled a t  the 

perceived u se le ssn ess  of the w orkbook activities. In some cases, 

s tu d en ts  ac tua lly  regressed ra th e r th a n  progressed as show n in the  

results on th e  Stanford Diagnostic Reading T est, which was supposed 

to correspond w ith the skills taugh t in  the workbooks.

The aversion  to the w orkbooks w as, for most, a detrim en ta l 

factor in th e ir  learning because th e  m ajority  of s tu d en ts  were no t 

m otivated to le a m  through  the w orkbooks. Some s tu d e n ts  w ere 

m asters of immobilization and  sh irking during  the time scheduled for 

workbooks; som e stu d en ts  began in  one level and stayed there for 

m onths. O th e rs  worked, moved up , th en  qu it for a while, th en  

perhaps reverted to cheating once again, and  on and on it went. Only 

one stu d en t really stuck  with the w orkbooks straight through to the 

end; it should  be noted th a t she worked systematically, did not cheat, 

asked  q u e s tio n s  w hen she  did n o t u n d e rs ta n d  som ething, an d  

indicated th a t she liked the workbooks.

Most s tu d en ts , however, did no t consider the workbooks useful, 

challenging, o r interesting, all elem ents th a t are necessary in order for 

leam ing to occur, and  for m otivation tow ard further learning to be 

stim ulated. S a n ta  (1997) d iscusses som e of the  relevant literature on
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th e  question  of w hether sim ple or challenging m a te ria l is m ore 

worthwhile:

It is hardly a  su rp rise  th a t the exploration of challenging 
con ten t an d  issu es  is m ore m otivating to s tu d e n ts  th a n  
reading from textbooks or doing skill sheets. For example, 
Miller, Adkins, an d  H ooper (1993) found th a t th ird  graders 
had more Intrinsic m otivation for complex assignm ents th an  
for simple assignm ents. In fact, simple assignm ents such  as 
copying an d  w riting  single words or sen ten ce  fragm ents 
prompted work avoidance (Turner, 1995) (p. 229).

Birch et. al. ( 1974) in their s tu d y  of stream  of behavior, indicate th a t

negative reactions lead to resis tan ce  which then  leads to avoidance

an d  finally, to “a  delay in the initiation of the activity” (pp. 76-77).

Although the workbook activities were neither challenging nor 

difficult, s tuden ts  had  an  extrem ely adverse reaction to them  an d  

clearly avoided them. Furtherm ore, a student had to be system atic, or 

organized, in order to com plete the myriad activities involved in even 

one cycle—Reading C om prehension , Language C lues, Go Books. 

C om prehension , L anguage, a n d  W riting W o rk sh ee ts—w ith o u t 

becom ing overwhelmed, bored, an d  frankly, simply tired (Remember 

th a t students often had to com plete 10 to 12 of these cycles, or more, 

before going onto the next level to s ta rt the same process over again). 

Considering all th a t was involved in a cycle, and  the  th o u san d s  of 

sh o rt answers and m ultiple-choice questions they h ad  been adm in is

tered  even by Jan u ary , no t to  m ention by the tim e they were still 

performing the same m undane routine in May, it was understandable 

th a t s tu d en ts  avoided or even rebelled against th is work. S tu d en ts
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understood the  process after going th rough it a  num ber of times, but 

they could still be overwhelmed by the  am o u n t of work involved to 

complete a  cycle. If 1 was overwhelmed by the sheer num ber of steps in 

the process, the s tu d en ts  had to be—these workbooks were more than 

“drill-kills”, they were overkill, and  I believe th a t they killed the spark 

my stu d en ts  m ight have had for reading and  writing. However, th a t 

spgu’k was often rekindled through activities o ther th a n  the work

books. Would th a t I had  had the tim e sp en t on the workbooks to 

spend on these other, more engaging reading an d  writing activities.
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CHAPTER 14

WRITING AND ITS EFFECTS ON MOTIVATION AND SKILL
DEVELOPMENT

FOLLOWING FORMULAS IN BEGINNING WRITING: STRENGTHS
AND WEAKNESSES

The w ork th a t  I believe revealed s tu d e n t im provem ent in 

writing an d  cam e closest to show ing s tu d e n ts  being effectively 

prepared for fu tu re  academic expectations were those in w hich they 

wrote according to a more formulaic assignm ent sheet th a t I had 

written (see Appendix B: Library Book Paper). S tudents used  th is 

assignm ent sh e e t to write abou t one book and two m agazines. 

Although s tu d e n ts  were still given th e  choice of w hat book or 

magazine artic les they wanted to read an d  also selected which events 

and what questions they would include in their sum m ative assign 

m ents, they w ere expected to follow a preconceived order of 

paragraphs. This was done in order to help studen ts to get s tarted  on 

what would be the longest piece of w riting they had ever composed. 

The suggestions of w hat to include in each successive paragraph were 

developed so th a t s tuden ts would exam ine closely various aspects of 

their books an d  would also arrive, upon finishing each paragraph, at
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being able to know where to search  next for the ideas to be included in 

the following paragraph.

S tuden ts , to be sure, expressed  their anxieties ab o u t completing 

the assignm ent, but I told th em  th a t we would take a s  m uch time eis 

we needed in order for them  to complete it successfully. I tau g h t them 

brainstorm ing, prewriting, webbing, and m apping strategies, an d  also 

ta u g h t th em  how to w ork w ith  th e  d ictionaiy  an d  the  th esau ru s. 

A lthough m ost s tu d en ts  d id  know  how to use  the  d ic tionary  and 

th esau ru s , an d  had used  these  resources in the classroom  when doing 

the workbooks, poetry, an d  o th e r assignm ents, they d id still need to be 

rem inded th a t these were tools th a t could be used  w hen writing. They 

were to ld  th a t  they could u se  an y  of their prew riting in the ir final 

writing.

P art of my charge a s  a  reading  specialist was to get studen ts 

read ing  a n d  writing. I w as also  expected to get s tu d e n ts  ready for 

te n th  grade English, w hich, to me, m eant th a t they  needed to be 

challenged to read and write a s  m uch  as possible: th a t they should be 

reading, an d  writing abou t th e ir reading. And, as all the  n in th  grade 

s tu d e n ts  in “regular” c lassroom s would be expected to write a  term 

p ap e r a t  the end of the year, I w anted to launch  s tu d e n ts  on an 

assignm en t th a t would be sim ilar to a  research paper in som e ways. 

S tu d e n ts  w ould work w ith sum m aries, quotations from texts, non-
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fictional material, th e ir own questions abou t the text, and  paragraph 

organization.

A lthough a n  experienced  writing te ach e r  who h ad  tau g h t

com position to b o th  native an d  non-native sp eak ers  a t  both the

college and high school level, I had heretofore never given studen ts

such  a  “formula" for writing a s  I did with th is assignm en t because I

had  always found th a t a  good piece of writing can  be w ritten in an

infinite num ber of ways. I also believe th a t a  piece of writing will be

w hat needs to be sa id  to answ er the questions a  w riter poses about

the writing. However, 1 knew  my studen ts by now  an d  1 knew th a t

they needed a  little prodding in order to get sta rted  and  to develop the

confidence to co n tin u e  w riting  a piece th a t  w as d ifferent from

anything they had  w ritten  before—and notably longer. My students

were also novice w riters, therefore giving them  som e ex tra  direction

was appropriate; they were not independent w riters who could work

through a  se t of w riting problem s or could be left to m uddle through

all alone w ithout direction:

Although research ers  caution against form ulaic in te rp re ta
tions of the steps in the writing process for teaching, they do 
not suggest an  approach  that leaves s tu d e n ts  to their own 
devices. Instead , teachers are being encouraged to organize 
th e ir in s tru c tio n  in ways th a t provide for th e  s tu d e n ts ’ 
development of abilities in writing over tim e (Bright, 1995, p. 
9).

Through the b ra in sto rm ing  and prew riting activities, writing a 

little a t a  time, w riting a  Uttle more every day, s tu d e n ts  m ight realize
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th a t they could w rite more th an  they had  ever Imagined. The short 

writing an d  the prew riting assignm ents th a t I assigned to stu d en ts  for 

th is longer paper allowed them  to advance slowly th rough  the  writing 

process and  tow ard com pletion of a  paper. S tu d en ts  h ad  access to the 

com puter to type th e ir  d rafts which could be w ritten an d  rew ritten as 

they proceeded. In th is  way, 1 also had time to oversee their writing, 

their dilemmas, and  to provide comments and  suggestions in successive 

stages. When s tu d en ts  h ad  completed a rough draft, I would read their 

essays and write com m ents.

After s tu d en ts  com pleted their brainstorm ing an d  prewriting, they 

were given time in class to complete the reading of the book on which 

they had chosen to write. S tuden ts actually  only needed to read one 

chap ter carefully in o rder to complete the book assignm ent, b u t the 

majority of s tu d en ts  read  the entire books they h ad  chosen. When we 

spen t time choosing books from the library, the  re su lt w as th a t some 

studen ts  even read two or three books on the sam e subject, or found 

other books or subjects in which they were interested. On a  daily basis, 

s tu d en ts  were also given time to work on the p arag rap h s  they were 

expected to write in order to produce a completed paper.

I will adm it th a t  w hen I first gave the assignm ent. I was worried 

ab o u t it. I am  includ ing  a complete entry  from my jo u rn a l on my 

thoughts abou t th is  assignm ent because I beUeve it dem onstra tes not 

only my understand ing  of my studen ts’ needs b u t also my reservations.
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th a t I eventually work through, about the abilities of my students. The

reason I decided to move forward with th is  assignm ent was because I did

not w ant to believe w hat others h ad  to ld  me or believed abou t these

studen ts, an d  I knew  th a t this was an  assig n m en t th a t might not only

prove tha t s tu d en ts  were capable to me b u t also, and  more importantly.

prove it to the s tu d en ts  themselves:

October 1. 1995
I am  afraid  tha t the assig n m en t I've given for the n o n 

fiction w riting  assignm ent (The L ibrary  Book Paper) is too 
difficult for them . The read ing  o f the assignm en t sh e e t is 
difficult enough. I read it aloud to them  today as they followed 
along, an d  they seemed confused. S tu d en ts  were supposed to 
have com pleted  all the b ra in s to rm in g /p rew ritin g  activ ities 
already, bu t m any did not do all of them  or did not do a  thorough 
Job of it. an d  they are confused. The s tu d en ts  are on so m any 
different levels, some beirely able to write a  sentence, o thers very 
capable b u t  n o t m otivated, a fra id  p e rh ap s , o thers  w riting 
anything a n d  th en  quitting long before the rest of the class is 
finished, o thers writing fairly clearly an d  a  great deal quickly and  
well, gicunmatically at least, bu t no t pu tting  any  time, energy', or 
deep thinking into their work w hen they have the potential to do 
a m uch better job.

I hope I have given them  enough questions / suggestions to 
help them  begin writing. I hope th a t  I haven’t done too m uch 
and th a t they can  make this paper the ir own. I have given them  
a  way to get s ta rted  writing, w hich is for me the hardest part of 
writing. I w ish someone had given me as  assignm ent like th is 
when I was leam ing about writing. Hopefully the form I’ve set up  
will open up  possibihties ra th er th a n  restric t them  like the five 
paragraph them e seems to do—th a t seem s to be m uch more exact 
than what I have given them. I w ant to give studen ts a chance to 
realize they have something to say. I don’t w an t a  blank page 
which is w hat always happens if I d o n ’t  ask  the right question or 
give strong directions/suggestions/ p u sh e s / shoves.

But. on the  other hand, I did give them  th is assignm ent 
in writing after they had been in troduced slowly into the process 
of writing. Everyone has chosen a  book they like on a topic they 
are in terested  in. The reading of th e  assignm ent sheet, even if 
they have to read  it again and  again  is reading too. They know 
they can always ask  me questions an d  I will help them  get started
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on each  section o r to catch up  on w hat they  haven’t done yet. I 
hope th a t I am  no t treating them  like college studen ts. That is 
my expertise an d  1 need to rem em ber th a t they  are only in n in th  
grade.

Well, we still don’t have an y  books, an d  th is  is the  
assignm ent 1 have come u p  with to help them  to read more an d  
to read better. I am  glad th a t we don’t  have the workbooks yet 
b ecau se  th a t  is one p a r t of th e  p ro g ram  1 am  n o t a t all 
com fortable w ith. I have never worked w ith  workbooks and  1 see 
no sense in knowing what a  m ain idea is. B ack to the immediate 
problem / issue.

I am  proud  of the assignm ent I have w ritten. It h as  the 
potential to get me some really great papers . 1 am  sticking with 
Itl Ms. M. Is no t doing anything nearly a s  dlfQcult; she Is having 
s tu d e n ts  draw  pictures of a  story  sh e  Is read ing  In class to go 
with th e  sequence captions she h as  w ritten  on  colored sheets of 
paper. S tu d en ts  are then told to p u t th e  story  In order and  are 
then  allowed to p u t the p ictures in a  border around  the walls of 
the  room . S he Is trea ting  them  like ch ild ren  who can n o t do 
anything, like rem edial kids. Am I doing Ju s t the  opposite? Ms. 
Stiehl seem s to like everything she does. P lease tell me th a t Ms. 
S tiehl will no t tell me, “They can ’t do th a t!” That is w hat her 
eyes tell me even if she doesn ’t  say  it in  w ords. She always 
m akes m e feel like 1 don’t  know w hat I'm  doing. But 1 do! This 
assignm ent h a s  to work. It is w ell-thought out, even if difficult.
I am  only going to grade s tu d e n ts  accord ing  to their ability. 
Timmy, for in stance , wiU only be able to  w rite a  paragraph or 
two, a n d  th a t’s  O.K. Most of the  o th e rs  are  going to su rp rise  
them selves emd me too. 1 hope.

If s tu d e n ts  follow the  plan, they  will also  leam  how to 
sum m arize—they all had difficulty sum m arizing before when they 
wrote th e ir  S um m er Reading A ssignm ents— m ost were plagia
rizing, ta k in g  ex ac t w ords from th e  novels or th e  n ew s
paper/ m agazine articles they read. S tu d en ts  will also write their 
first long paper, the ir first of msuiy papers to come: they will be 
behind In ten th  grade if they don’t write longer papers and  then  
their “deficiencies” will be even greater. They will be so proud of 
their papers if th ings turn  out like 1 w ant. T hat will be worth the 
risk!

By breaking u p  the  assignm ent into sm aller parcels, I was able 

to get s tu d en ts  in gear, a  hurdle m any s tu d en ts  h ad  earlier adm itted 

they had  difficulty leaping, emd to m ake them  feel th a t they could be
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successful. They had  practiced w ith shorter pieces of in -class writing 

from o ther assignm ents in c lass  an d  had appeared  to prefer those 

assignm ents th a t could be com pleted within one class period. S hunk  

& Zim m erm an (1997) indicate th a t  it is im portan t for s tu d e n ts  to 

break longer assignm ents into sm aller short term  w orkable u n its  in 

order for them  to reach their long term  goals: “Research show s th a t 

broader, longer range goals (such  a s  writing a  term  paper) are  best 

accom plished by subdividing the ta sk  into a  series of sho rt-term , 

m anageable sub tasks" (p. 39) My s tu d en ts  had  been overwhelm ed 

before ty  fear and  confusion ab o u t assignm ents and  the grades they 

might receive. Breaking the assignm ent up into “m anageable subtasks" 

was an  appropriate m ethod of m otivating s tu d en ts  to com plete the 

longer, more difQcult task.

W hat I learned about my s tu d en ts  throughout the time we spent 

on each of the three pieces of writing—actually each piece w as in itself 

many sho rter pieces, segm ents, or paragraphs of writing ab o u t one 

book or one magazine—was th a t the studen ts took ow nership of their 

w riting from the  s ta r t  b ecau se  they  had  se lec ted  th e ir  books 

individually and  could choose w hat parts  of the book they w anted to 

write about. Bright (1995) d iscusses how im portant it is to listen to 

studen ts and  to allow them  to choose their own reading m aterials in 

order to motivate them  to write:

Melissa, one of the s tu d e n ts  I observed during  my research.
sedd th is about her writing: ‘I ju s t  find I can write a  lot more if
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I can  choose th e  sub jec t and  the th ings I w ant to write. 
Otherwise, I’m  n o t really in the mood for writing.’ And if any 
of u s were M elissa’s teacher, w ouldn’t we leam  a lot ab o u t 
how to su p p o rt h e r writing by encouraging and  listening to 
comments su ch  as  this? (p. 5).

Beyond m otivating  s tu d e n ts  to write, 1 w an ted  to provide

s tu d e n ts  w ith o p p o r tu n itie s  for su c cess  th ro u g h  com pleting

challenging activities. Additionally, 1 w anted s tu d e n ts  to be provided

with a  classroom cu ltu re  or context th a t would lead studen ts to value

literacy, and to consider it to be m uch more th a n  rote, m echanical

practice, as the workbook activities suggested:

Socioconstructiv ist in te rp re ta tions of literacy learning are 
based on certa in  tenets. First, the society or cu lture of the 
c lassroom  h e lp s  c re a te  sh a re d  u n d e rs ta n d in g s  a b o u t 
meanings, forms, an d  uses of literacy. For example, in some 
classroom s, s tu d e n ts  are  asked  to d em o n stra te  co rrec t 
apphcation of literacy skills by com pleting practice exercises, 
whereas in o ther classroom s, studen ts in terpret and compose 
texts. These opportunities influence s tu d e n ts’ understanding  
of what it m eans to read and write (Turner, 1997, p. 184).

S tuden ts were in terested  in their topics, and  found that, once they

had  read their books, an d  w ritten different parts of their essays day by

day, th a t they had  som eth ing  to say, an d  th a t th e ir papers fell

together and sounded increasingly logical and  orderly; furtherm ore.

the students appeared no t to be avoiding the ta sk —in fact, some of

the most reluctant readers reUshed it.
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THEIR CHOICES OP ENJOYABLE AND PURPOSEFUL READING

W hat Is interesting ab o u t w hat the students chose to read and 

to write about is th a t they alm ost always chose realistic or concrete 

works. W hat 1 m ean by th e  term  realistic texts in th is  case are works 

th a t were abou t real people, real issues of concern to young adults, 

real people like them: am ong the books the young women chose were 

those on topics of abortion, pregnancy, relationships, while the young 

men chose sports figures, political leaders, for example. If they read a 

book about a  person, all w anted to find and  most succeeded in finding 

strong, independent men an d  women whom they adm ired and  wanted 

to emulate. As occurred in  the ir earlier novel readings, studen ts were 

very likely to find sim ilarities between themselves an d  the situations 

discussed in the books; if the s tu d en ts  were African-American, they 

alm ost always chose a book abou t an  African-American and indicated 

th a t they w anted to read ab o u t strong, im portant people who were 

African-American like them.

A nother topic of in te rest to these young ad u lts  was drug and  

alcohol addiction. Drug problem s were not ubiquitously ram p an t in 

Little town, although many of my s tu d en ts  admitted on a  school survey 

about drugs and  alcohol, th a t  if they had  not already tried drugs or 

alcohol or both th a t they were curious and wanted to try them . One 

studen t indicated th a t she w anted to read about drugs to deal with a 

real problem she had—she w as desperately curious abou t taking drugs
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and  w anted to find a  way to com bat th a t desire. She ended u p  being 

so sickened by reading  what drug addicts did to them selves th a t she 

changed her m ind, th u s  employing reading to wrestle successfully with 

a real-life dilemma.

My s tu d en ts  read to find answ ers to real-life s itua tions an d  to

find m eaning an d  connection to the ir lives; they read for therapy, or to

settle their em otions on certain subject;

The b asis  of learning is em otion. . There is no in tellectual 
in te re s t w hich  does no t sp rin g  from the need to sa tisfy  
feelings. . . .Not only is learning fostered by the need to satisfy 
feelings b u t  feelings them selves are relieved an d  helped  by 
learning. For work to be creative, feeling as well a s  intellect is 
involved. Any education  m u s t always take  in to  ac co u n t 
ed u ca tio n  of the em otions (G ardner, qtd. in C u llinan  & 
Galda, 1994, p. 314).

And, ultim ately, they  learned because  they w anted to leam  abou t

these topics; the books they chose were answ ers to real-life questions

they had  ab o u t life, about being a  wom an, ab o u t being African-

A m erican, a b o u t avoiding becom ing a d rug  addict, ab o u t being

independent, abou t being better h u n te rs  or farmers, about being in the

lim elight. In allow ing s tu d e n ts  to  choose the books they  read,

s tuden ts were eilso able to choose th e  questions th a t they would like

answered by their reading. Hence, th rough  this assignm ent, reading

was show n to be purposeful as well as enjoyable. They were able to

search th rough  th e ir  prior knowledge on a  certain  sub ject a n d  to

determ ine w hat fu rth e r inform ation they w anted, and  to search  out
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books th a t would help them to a tta in  th a t particu lar knowledge they

decided they w anted to learn;

You probably remember m uch more associated with a  special 
project th a t you may have had  to research  and develop for a 
p resen ta tio n , a  science fair, or a  dem onstration. We leauTi 
w hen o u r em otions are Involved, we leam  when we are actively 
engaged, and  we leam  when we pursue o u r own—ra th e r th a n  
som eone else's Interests. We rem em ber facts when they  are 
In tegrated Into our conception of reahty, and we m ost often 
le am  a n d  re ta in  them  w hen they are p a rt of a  m eaningfu l 
experience (Cullinan & Galda, 1994, p. 314).

THEIR WRITING

Below are  exam ples, excerpts, an d  com m entaiy  on p ap e rs  I 

received from s tu d e n ts  who I was Informed by the coordinator, the 

p rin c ip a l, a n d  th e  o th e r m em bers of th e  L lttletow n E n g lish  

departm ent could barely read or write. Q ueshana discusses abortion, 

asking some valuable questions, which. In tu m , lead her to elucidate 

her opinion on the topic:

The title of my book Is ABORTION: THE CLASH OF
THE ABSOLUTES Laurence H. Tribe Is the au th o r of th is  
book. The reason I picked this book Is because I thought th a t 
It would be Interesting. W hat I knew abou t this book before I 
picked it w as th a t this book was going to have everything 
abou t abortions.

The sum m ary  of th is  book Is a b o u t why we have 
ab o rtio n s . Should  it be legal. Why som eone who h a s  an  
a b o rtio n s  sh o u ld  suffer in ja il?  Why would anyone get 
p regnant and  then kill her child before h e /sh e  has a chance to 
live?

W hen I th ink  about th ings like th a t it m akes me feel 
like crying because you are no t only h u rting  yourself you are 
h u rting  society. I believe th a t every women should th ink  h ard  
before she  has a  abortion.
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The chap ter I aun reading is Approaching Abortion Anew. 
It is interesting because one of the section called. Rights it is 
to live not to kill. And 1 th ink  th a t you r will find th is book 
in teresting  because it h a s  a lot of facts an d  s ta tem en t. 
Abortions are not Illegal b u t it should be. Take it from me.

One of the question 1 have is “w hat is the purpose of an  
abortion?” If a  women get pregnant a t  an  early age then  she 
will decides she  doesn’t w an t the child  is th is  the easy  way 
out? The second question is “why are abortions legal?” One 
of God’s com m andm ents is thou shalt no t kUl.

The facts 1 learned from this book are  th a t you should 
not have an  abortions. It is valuable for me to know these 
things because when we have children 1 w ant to love them  the 
same. 1 w ould definitely recom m end th is  book to everyone 
because Ju st reading th is  it m akes you th in k  before you do 
something stupid.

Yours truly,
Q ueshana Taylor

Q ueshana’s book w as actually quite long and  quite difficult; however, 

her passion  for discovering inform ation on th e  sub jec t led her to 

continue to read it. Her paper is organized an d  mformative an d  gave 

me an  insight into h e r opinions an d  her reaso n s for choosing the 

book. W ithout the questions on the assignm ent sheet 1 asked studen ts 

to d iscuss. 1 m ight have received a  list of facts, ra th e r th a n  an 

indication of Q ueshana’s thought processes an d  opinions forming on 

the topic a t hand.

Shaquetta also wrote her essay on a subject of m terest to young

adult women:

TEENAGE PREGNANCY
The nam e of the book I’m reading is cadled Teenage and 

Pregnant: W hat Can We Do, bv Herma Silverstein. The reason 
why 1 p icked  th is  book is b ecau se  th e  title  so u n d e d  
interesting. 1 know th a t a  lot of girls Eire getting pregnant.

The book was abou t teenage girls getting pregnant a t a 
vary young eige, and how they were afraid to tell their parents.

366



As the book w ent on and told w hat girls have to go through to 
have a n  abortion . The book also told the step  by s tep  of 
having a n  abortion. The book went on to d iscuss adoption 
an d  th a t  som e girls d idn 't w an t to give their baby up  for 
adoption. As the book continued  they talked about labor and 
deUvery, how often most girls have a  contraction, and  how 
painful it can  be. The book told tha t when your water broke it 
is time for you to have a  b a ty . When having your baby the 
head m u s t come first. If you baby head  doesn’t come first 
then you  will have to have a  C-section which m eans you will 
have to have an  operation. After that they talked about STD's 
which m ean s Sexually T ransm itted Disease. O ther STD's are 
herpes, syphilis, gonorrhea, chlamydia, and  A.I.D.S.

O u t o f th e  whole book  the one ch ap ter th a t  m ost 
In terested  me w as the ch ap te r about STD's. Everyone m ust 
know ab o u t STD's because th is  is very easy to get bu t hard  to 
get rid of. STD's are a  m ajor diseases th a t so m any people 
have.

How do you get STD's You can get STD's from sexual 
intercourse and  needles.

The m ost im portant fact I learned from the book was 
about lab o r an d  delivery. The reason why you should know 
th is is to  know w hat happens during delivering a  baby, and 
how long will it take far a  baby to be delivered.

I w ould recommend every girl to read th is book. The 
reason w hy for th is  is to s to p  so m any girls from getting 
p reg n an t. Let them  know w h at they have to go th rough  
during pregnancy and after. Let them know about STD's and 
other diseases.

The tone of S h aq u e tta 's  argum ent is forceful and her writing is clear. 

She is writing to promote a  cause an d  the urgency of paying attention 

to the inform ation  she has learned is evident m ost clearly in her 

concluding paragraph.

The m ajority  of African-American s tu d en ts  chose books and  

wrote about im p o rtan t black historical figures. Sunny, for example, 

read a book on H arriet Tubman, writing: “The reason why I picked this 

book is because I w ant to know more abou t her. 1 had already know
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th a t she  w as a slave woman. W hat I learned ab o u t H arriet w hen I 

picked th is  book w as th a t  she h ad  a  d ream  for a b e tte r life for h er 

people.” S he seemed shocked by some of w hat she read, writing, “This 

whole book is about b lack  slaves. B lack people were treated so b ad  

back in th e  [those] day(sj. The black people could no t read or write." 

And finally, she writes, “Yes I would ercom med [recommend] this bok 

[book] to an th e r [another] student. B ecause our b lack people should  

know w here they came from and the th in  [things] sam e [some] black 

people h ad  Ben [been] to u r [through].” Sunny  was a n  extremely weak 

student, especially in writing. She s tru ggled with her reading also, b u t 

was able to read extensively in this book on Harriet Tubm an because 

she had  always wanted to leam  ab o u t African - Am erican history b u t 

had never before had the opportunity.

J a q u e tta  (Peaches) also wrote ab o u t an  im p o rtan t African- 

A m erican h istorical figure. W hat sh e  w rites does n o t follow th e  

pattern  I h ad  set up for students and as  a  result, h e r paper does not 

seem organized. However, she uses the information she leam s abou t 

Sojourner T ruth  as a  springboard for reasserting  her opinions on 

strength of character and  the im portance of black history: her written 

opinions th en  lead her to write about goals she has m ade for herself, 

clearly indicating a  feeling of com raderie with S o journer Truth an d  

w hat she represented for Jaquetta:
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Sojourner T ru th  
Ain’t I a  w om an

Sojourner w as a hard working woman she work day and 
night. She also  wrote song’s and  poem s Sojourner believe in 
fighting for w hat is right. When m en in the old days they  use 
to treat w om an wrong they would rape them  make them  work 
till they fall o u t in the su n  so Sojourned was tried of men 
trea ting  w om an wrong so she spoke o u t after th a t  th ing  
changing slow  b u t they did change. Sojourner is like Mrs. 
Rose parks sh e  w as not abou t to o u t of h e r seat a n d  she 
d idn’t so th ey  boycott people stop  riding the bus afte r th a t 
thing change so people can make a  different in due time.

S o journer an d  Rose Parks I th a n k  them  for m aking it 
easy for a  young  lady as myself to s tan d  up  an d  be th a t brave 
I th an k  you. If I had a  chance to m eet Sojourner T ru th  1 
would tell how  m uch she m ean to me an d  how she have made 
a  different in  my life. So keep on  m aking a  different th a t 
o ther will see th e  different too. One p art of the book I did 
enjoy it was called; the last cause it is abou t the right to volt 
it’s called th e  fifth Eunendment on th a t day men and wom an 
was given th e  right to voite. They vote for w hat they believe 
in. So men a n d  womem vote for they like and  dislike a n d  men 
are making a  different’s too like Martin. L. King jr an d  Jessie  
Jackson. I look up  to them  also for my hero’s in life there are 
m any heros like your m other or your fa ther it can be your 
teacher or anyboby you look up  to. So found your hero and 
be true to w h at you believe in and  m ake the right choice not 
the wrong. I have se t a  goal for myself first I want to finish 
high school th e n  tiy  to go to collage in A.G to be a  R.N or to 
go to the navy for four year and  to come o u t on top to make 
som ething of my self, so th a t goal I hope to gain in life. So 
Sojom er T ruth  is my true hero in life. The end

As Jaq u etta  indicates in  her last line. Sojourner T ruth  is a role model

who has m ade her re th in k  her goals in life; my African - A m erican

students yearned for real-life heroes who helped to make them aware

of their heritage an d  h a d  accomplished som ething w ith their lives, in

spite of the obstacles. Tiki, when writing abou t D iana Ross, echoed

these sentim ents:
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I would recommend this book to a  friend or so [some] one who 
th inks th a t their live [life] don’t m eans any th ing  to them  and 
after they get though [through] with the book they would 
th ink  of some th ing  else th a t could make th em  feel th a t their 
live is im portant to them.

S tuden ts apparen tly  were searching for uplifting lessons abou t life

through the books th a t they chose.

The m ajority  of m ales read ab o u t spo rts figures or on the 

hobbies of hunting, fishing, or working on cars. An tw ain wrote about 

a  book on football: h is active writing style and h is u se  of words like 

“amazing" and “intense" is indicative of his enjoyment of the book:

The chapter I like best is C hapter 2. The reason I like it 
is because Sam m y Baugh h as  won aw ards an d  cham pion
ships. It’s a  good chapter. He can throw bulle t passes. He 
gave a  runn ing  back confidence. He said no t to be scared 
because you dropped the ball one time. To th e  o ther student 
they should  be interested in th is  book. It Is Intense. It has 
talked about some amazing plays and catches. . . The reason I 
would recom m ent this book is interesting an d  good.

Margullis also wrote a b o u t a book on the h istory  o f football: he

included paragraphs on two African-American players. Marvin Leroy

Keyes and O.J. Simpson, where he included a great m any details from

his reading. He adm itted th a t he was reading to le am  and  th a t he

enjoyed the book because he had learned from it: “I would recmmed

[recommend] th is book for everyone to read if you w an t to leam  more

about football. This book tells you abou t football in its old days and

it educates you."

Bill chose to write about Nebraska because he knew  they had a 

“good football team  a n d  were big on farming." A lthough 1 was
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surprised by h is choice, I was even more surprised  about how intrigued 

he was by the book as he continued to read  it. His paper Included so 

many details an d  opinions th a t clearly revealed Just how m uch he had  

read an d  how  m uch he enjoyed the  book. He picked up  on th e  

difficulty of farm ing and  talked  ab o u t h a rd  work as som ething to 

em ulate from the N ebraskan farmers; “All farm ers should have th e  

same approach to farming an d  to work hard ." His favorite part of the 

book was the section on farming and its difBculties; “The reason I said  

the heart of the  book was th a t it had  a ll the good stuff. N ebraska 

takes a  different attitude because they a re  good farmers and  they do 

the best they can do."

Marvell read and wrote about one book and  one m agazine on 

hunting. He had  specific reasons for read ing  about deer hun ting , 

mainly th a t it was deer hun ting  season, a n d  specific questions th a t he 

w anted answ ered. As he wrote, he gave his reader a  great deal of 

Information abou t himself and  about how  reading material m ust be 

closely connected to his Interests in o rder for him  to connect with it 

and read It; here are two sam ples of Marvell’s writing about the hun t: 

FIELD & STREAM

The reason why I Uke th is  book so much is because I 
like h u n tin g  deer. My m agazine is mostly abou t deer an d  
o th er anim als to h u n t  h u n tin g  is like a challenge to me 
because deer are h ard  to keep com ing around if you don’t  p u t 
com  ou t for them to eat. I s ta rted  hunting  when I was nine 
years old and now I’m sixteen y ea rs  old and 1 will never qu it 
hunting. When I get married a n d  my wife have my son he is
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going to be hun ting  with me all the time. I love being in the 
Outdoors.

The o ther reason I pick this m aginze is because I love 
being in a boat going fishing. Fishing is one of my favorite 
hobbies, bu t I don’t go fishing more th a n  I go hunting. I tiy  
to go hun ting  eveiy evening and I try to go fishing when I am 
not a t  work or doing other things. The th ings I like most 
about hun ting  an d  fishing is th a t you can  go fishing when 
you c a n 't go h u n tin g  fishing is never o u t of season, bu t 
hunting  is out of season. I love being in the natu re  part of 
Life.

“Wild Life In the Outdoors"
Marvell Stone
Complete book of H unting
Author-Ormond

The nam e of my book is The Complete book of Hunting. 
I picked th is book because I really liked to h u n t and do 
outdoor things. I knew alot because I was hun ting  since I was 
nine years old. I w anted to leam  how to sk in  a  deer better 
and  see what the far remge on different guns was.

This book is abou t all kinds of an im als to h u n t and the 
main thing I got the book for is about deer I w anted to leam a 
little m ore on deer. I want to leam  how to h u n t and  kill 
o ther anim als.

The best chap ter I like in the book is the chapter on 
deer because it is deer season and I w ant to kill a s  many deer 
as possible and to leam  more things ab o u t them. I can leam 
how to stuff my own deer when I kill a  sm all deer.

How far is the  ranges of different guns?  The ansew 
[answer] to th is question is that all guns have different ranges 
and rifles go farther th an  shot guns.

How to skin a  deer better? This books tells you how to 
skin a  deer m different stages or in steps of 1-6. That is how I 
know how to skin a  deer better. Then I can s ta rt skinning for 
other people.

The m ost im portan t fact in my book is abou t you are 
not ever supposed to kill a  doe out of season because a doe is 
a  girl and  a  doe brings more deer in the world to h u n t so don’t 
kill anything bu t the bucks because they are boys.

I would recom end my books to young m en th a t hunt 
deer an d  o ther an im als. To me hun ting  deer is a  good sport 
b u t I th ink  women have no business in the wood hunting 
with their husband . Hunting is a  fun outdoor sport.
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Although one m ight n o t sh a re  h is opinion ab o u t wom en h u n te rs , 

Marvell does express an  opinion. Brittany. Chelsea, an d  Marieinna, 

the m ost experienced female h u n te rs  in the classroom  had  an  intense 

discussion ab o u t th is  w hen  they heard w hat he h ad  w ritten  and 

Marvell did concede a  few points.

Marvell also learned more from the book th a n  he wrote in his 

papers; for example, in h is  prewriting he wrote; “it [the magazine] 

show s me o th ers  p laces th a t  I can shoo t the  deer an d  kill him  

instantly" and  “[I learned] [t]o calm  down before I s ta r t  to skin  the 

deer and take my time doing it and  I don’t have to worry abou t busting 

the bladder or cu tting  th e  m eat.” Those were specific details th a t 

revealed how closely he h ad  read  and u n d ers to o d  the  m aterial 

presented in the magazine.

Marvell was the consum m ate informational reader, in the sense 

th a t he w anted to read m ateria ls th a t would help him  in his future 

career as a farmer, a h u n te r, or a construction worker; otherwise, 

schooling had no use for him . Through reading his article, Marvell is 

able to im agine an o th e r  possib le related profession  for himself, 

som ething th a t he knows he would enjoy: “That is how I know how to 

skin a deer better. Then I can s ta rt skinning for o th er people." After 

observing Marvell for one year, I am  confident th a t he would not have 

read one word of text if he had  not found som ething in it for him;
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thus, he only read for a purpose th a t was immediately related to his 

own future, which was also the only way th a t reading could ever be 

enjoyable to him. As Marvell had discovered th a t books and  magazines 

did contain  worthwhile information th a t he could use, an d  after he 

had  discovered magazines such as Field and Stream, he wrote th a t he 

would continue to search out the information he needed on  his topics 

of interest.

Bill, who had already written a piece abou t Nebraska, d iscussed 

above, read an d  wrote about two more articles on hun ting—one on 

training a coon dog and one on hun ting  bear. Bobby read and  wrote 

about a  book on ghosts and then on two articles on hunting—one on 

goose, the o th er on deer hunting. Timmy, although not p resen t long 

enough to com plete very m uch w riting, read  an artic le  on au to  

m echanics, com menting, “I knew alot abou t cars from experience"; 

wondering, “how did they tu m  th a t truck  from a rusty piece of Ju n k  

into the best truck  in the car, truck  shows (?]"; and learning as he 

read, “I learned he [how] to restore an  old car from Ju n k  to like new." 

Bobby, after completing his assignm ent on ghosts, when asked  what 

he had learned from the assignment wrote, “That Reading Books Is fun 

after all." S tu d en ts  who had not read m uch, if anything a t all, were 

becoming avid readers in their fields of interest. Their writing, too, 

was becom ing longer, more detailed, more organized, and  clearer in 

overall conception.
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SHARING WORK WITH AN AUDIENCE: A SIGN OF CONFIDENCE

I w anted my studen ts to th ink  in term s of o ther audiences and  

th a t was why I often suggested th a t s tu d en ts  begin writing, on days 

where w riting was difficult, in the form of a  letter, either to myself, a 

friend, or a  parent. After the papers they wrote on a  book were done, 

th is  time I w anted  the  students to feel proud enough of their writing 

th a t they would be willing to consider ano ther audience, their parents. 

P aren t-teacher n ight was to be la ter in the week an d  I w anted to 

discover w hether they would be more motivated to work hard for their 

paren ts an d  w hether they would have the confidence to shau’e their 

writing with others.

"Confidence in w hat one h as  w ritten  can be observed in the 

audience w ith whom a  writer is willing to share his or her work. And, 

writing for a n  audience, e ither the teacher or o thers, can have a 

powerful influence on a  studen t” (Britton et al., 1975). My studen ts 

knew and  accepted  the fact th a t I w ould read th e ir papers, write 

suggestions, an d  ultimately, grade them, perhaps because they had to, 

and  because they were accustom ed to th is system  after years of 

schooling.

S tu d en ts  were, however, fearful of allowing s tu d en ts  outside of 

our classroom  to see their work. A lthough I still d id  not have a 

chalk bo eurd, an d  had  no useable walls for displaying studen t work, I
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had acquired a  display board from the Art D epartm ent an d  had in the 

past used  it to show  off my studen ts’ work in the sam e m anner th a t 

other teachers h ad  hung their s tu d en ts’ projects in their rooms or in 

the halls outside the ir rooms. S tudents enjoyed reading their own and 

o thers’ work on  th e  display board an d  seem ed to have a boost of 

confidence from seeing the ir work an d  h ea rin g  the, always good, 

com m ents ab o u t th e ir  work from their fellow s tu d e n ts . The other 

stu d en ts  were often honestly  excited ab o u t a n d  in terested  in w hat 

their c lassm ates h ad  w ritten and were in no way critical of anyone 

else’s work.

S tuden ts , however, had never allowed me to hang  their work 

outside the room  because they did not feel it w as good enough, and 

they did not w an t o ther students who walked by the  room to look at 

their work and th ink  th a t they were in a “resource” class. My students 

had  long ago begun  to believe the lie th a t  sa id  th a t  there was 

som ething wrong w ith their brains, th a t they could no t do anything 

that others would see as good; they were em barrassed  of themselves 

and w anted th e ir work an d  what went on in o u r classroom  to stay  

enclosed in ou r little room, to be our little secret. They had  come to 

believe th a t they were incapable because of th e ir placem ent and they 

did not w ant schoolm ates to laugh or make judgm ents ab o u t the work 

they were doing in a  remedial reading class. As long as they had to be 

in this class, no one w as going to be able to see the work they did but
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me and  som etim es the ir classm ates—I was the only audience th a t they 

had come to accept. On rare occasions, however. If they would allow 

another to work w ith them  during peer editing or group work or allow 

me to hang  their w ork on the display board in th e  classroom , other 

stu d en t(s) w ith in  th e  confines of o u r c lassro o m  were g ran ted  

perm ission to take on the role of audience.

I knew th a t my s tu d en ts  were not ready to allow their peers to 

see th e ir w riting a s  a  first step, but I believed th a t they w ould be 

willing to open up an d  sh a re  their successes with their paren ts. I had 

seen w hat my s tu d e n ts  were writing and  I though t the ir papers were 

quite good. I had  n o t graded them  or m arked the  final product. I 

decided th a t the s tu d e n ts  should finish their papers by copying their 

final version onto high grade paper by hand , or by finishing a  typed 

version In the com puter lab, and  th a t we would th en  together as a 

class a ttach  the p ap ers  to the display board. It was Interim-Report 

time an d  the paren ts were coming for their first real meeting with their 

ch ild ren ’s teach ers . I hoped th a t my s tu d e n ts  w ould w an t the 

classroom  to look nice for their paren ts and  th a t  they would allow 

their work to be show n to their parents.

When I suggested the idea that they pu t together their best draft 

of th e ir  pap er for p a re n t-te a c h e r  n igh t, s tu d e n ts  accep ted  the 

challenge readily. S tu d en ts  worked hard and some worked together to 

get their work done, to rewrite, to make their papers more legible, more
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Interesting, m ore finished. Brittany stapled all the essays onto colored 

paper and hu n g  each essay by stringing each page together like a  legal 

parchm ent. The class was proud and  ready to show off their work and 

so was I. I believe th a t the papers the s tu d en ts  h ad  w ritten  would 

reveal to the ir p a ren ts  th a t they  h ad  improved an d  were honestly 

learning som ething of value in my class.

The first paren t-teacher m eeting could no t have been better 

received. A lm ost all of the  p a ren ts  were p resen t; only d ev o n  s. 

Jam aica’s, an d  Marquez’ paren ts or guardians did not attend . As was 

customary, the s tu d en ts  attended the event along w ith the ir parents. 

Each student walked his or her paren t or parents to the  display board 

whereupon the papers were read, and  discussed. The paren ts were 

extremely pleased by what they saw  and  even com m ented on their 

child’s writing style, indicating th a t the writing or the sub ject was one 

in which they knew  he or she had  expressed an  in te rest. Many 

parents also read  w hat the o ther s tu d en ts  had w ritten  and  enjoyed 

this as well. At the conclusion of the evening, Mr. Leduc dropped in. 

and for the first time, truly recognized and  appreciated w hat students 

were working on  in my class, and  w as evidently q u ite  pleased. 

Although he did not look closely a t the studen t work, th e  look on his 

face at the sheer length of the writings told me th a t he weis surprised 

th a t I had been able to motivate my stu d en ts  to write th is  m uch. The 

s tu d en ts  an d  p a re n ts  were com fortable, some s tu d e n ts  were even
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delighted, to see Mr. Leduc noticing their work. I always respected Mr. 

Leduc, and even though he did sometimes refer to my studen ts as “The 

Orange Blossom Specials,” I knew tha t he w anted to see them  succeed 

as m uch as their paren ts and  I did.

Strong evidence of confidence m self were m anifested through 

the events su rround ing  th is  assignm ent and  the  su b seq u en t display 

board breakthrough. These were studen ts who h ad  heretofore been 

afiaid to let anyone see their work. These were s tu d en ts  who had  never 

w ritten a longer paper. Some of them were those who had  never 

bothered to finish reading a  book, whether they could understand  it or 

not. If these s tu d en ts  had  not been confident in their work and  proud 

of their accom plishm ents on th is assignm ent, they would never have 

allowed me to show them  to anyone else, not even the ir parents, and 

especially not Mr. Leduc.

END OF YEAR WRITING: SOME COMPARISONS

Later in the year, w hen all the “regular" English s tu d en ts  were 

writing term papers, I added paragraphs to the first extended essay 

assignm ent (see A ppendix B: A utobiography/B iography Research 

Paper) in order to challenge stu d en ts  to write even longer papers in 

response to th e ir  se lec ted  readings. The genre 1 had  s tu d e n ts  

experim ent with was autobiography or biography. As s tu d en ts  had 

indicated th a t they were extremely interested in o th er people’s lives.
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an d  were especially Impressed w ith certa in  sports or popular cu ltu re  

figures whom  they considered role models. 1 knew th a t they would be 

able to find books th a t would in terest them  immensely. We h ad  also 

recently received the books I h ad  personally  ordered an d  a  g rea t 

n um ber of books were biographies of African-Am erican sp o rts  or 

en te rta in m en t figures, or au th o rs . There were also a great m any 

autobiographies and  biographies a t the school library for s tu d e n ts  to 

peruse.

As s tu d e n ts  had  done before. 1 h ad  them  perform prew riting 

activities, su c h  a s  the KWL (Know-W hat-Leam ) forms, looking u p  

vocabulary words, writing questions, an d  the writing of themes. Some 

of th is  w as done a s  s tu d en ts  were reading. After s tu d e n ts  were 

finished reading their books, they were asked  to write a letter to the 

person ab o u t whom they were reading. It is from these letters, th a t 1 

som etim es discovered Just how appropriate their reading choices had  

been for them .

For example. Annette’s reading of Lisa, Bright and Dark, a  story 

of a  suicidal adolescent prom pts her to reveal in a  letter th a t sh e  had  

also contem plated suicide:

Dear Lisa.

1 am  only on chap ter 4. an d  th a t 1 cem see th a t me an d  
you are  allm ost alike. Som etim es 1 feel like 1 am  going crazy 
too. b u t 1 don’t tell anyone because 1 £un scared th a t people 
will look a t me and th ink  bad stuff. 1 can  remember one time 
when 1 tiyed to kill my self. 1 took so m any pills and 1 tryed to 
slit my wrist. But one of my good friends told me th a t 1 had
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alot to live for. B ut it seem s th a t  all my friends are dicing. 
Well I know  th a t I will see them  som e day. well now all my 
friends a n d  I promised each o th e r th a t we would live to see 
each o th e r get married emd have kid, an d  then we would see 
each  o th e r  become g randparen ts . Well Lisa no m atte r how 
crazy o r depressed you get you shou ld  look a t all of the good 
th ings in  life, and  allways rem em ber th a t your friends will be 
there. A nnette Armstrong

By the time A nnette read th is  book, she  had  already lost two friends

during the year, an d  w as particularly depressed. She and her friends

had been b rough t together by the tragedies in their own young lives,

and had  been w orking with the school counselor, me, and with their

friends an d  family to deal with their losses. A nnette had also written

poetry abou t the  loss of her friends eis therapy. Reading th is book a t a

time w hen A nnette  w as already dealing  w ith so m uch m ight have

seemed a  bit m uch . However, A nnette selected th is book, identified

with the ch a rac te rs , an d  also used it to provide her with the m uch-

needed therapy th a t  reassured her th a t she w as not alone in her grief.

Through read ing  A nnette’s w riting ab o u t her reactions to the 

book, I was able to glean m uch more ab o u t her th an  she was able to 

speak of openly. A lthough none b u t a  few friends knew  abou t 

A nnette’s su ic idal im pulse, significant ad u lts  were then m ade aware 

through her w riting and  th u s we were able to help her deal with this 

serious m atter. As a  resu lt of her reading, an d  in response to her 

writing, A nnette w as able to reveal an d  d iscu ss  her contem plation of 

suicide with a d u lts  an d  again with friends. A nnette’s preoccupation 

with death  had  surfaced  earlier in her writing, when she read a  book
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on teenage m urders. Her reading pa tte rn s had  given the adults in her 

life an opportun ity  to help h er to deal w ith  th is  preoccupation a n d  

fear of death  a n d  her friends’ deaths. T hus, reading was rendered 

valuable to A nnette by allowing her to le am  information and receive 

therapy abou t a  sub ject of situational in terest. Annette herself had  

chosen th e  book w ithou t an y  p rom pting  by either myself or th e  

librarian indicating th a t she knew how to search  for books according 

to her own educational and psychological needs.

Lakeisha read  a  biography of O prah  Winfrey, indicating in h er

letter ju s t how m uch  she admired and  looked up  to Oprah; in fact, she

says as m uch in  the  post-script to her letter.

DCcU* O prah  Winfrey,
How are you doing? Fine I hope. How has life been 

treating  you? Oprah, my teacher Lee Baginski ordered some 
books called Black Americans of Achievement and I’m reading 
a book ab o u t you. O prah, 1 really adm ire your wisdom an d  
hospitality. 1 didn’t know th a t you were entered / sponsored by 
a black radio station to en ter a  beau ty  pageant. Oprah, you 
were po p u la r in high school. You were voted m ost popular 
and  d a ted  th e  most popu lar boy in school, Anthony Otey. 
O prah , I d id n ’t know  th a t  yo u  were in m any schoo l 
organizations such as the Drsuna Club. In 1970, O prah you 
were invited  by President R ichard Nixon to represen t E ast 
High School a t the White House Conference on Youth held in 
Estes Park, Colorado. Vernon a n d  Zelma did a great job  of 
raising  you. Oprah, O prah, you are  a  sm art and  ta len ted  
lady. 1 adm ire people like you because you put your m ind to 
som ething an d  do it. When 1 grow up  1 want to be a doctor 
bu t 1 th in k  th a t if I p u t my m ind to it I can do it. But, now I 
am  praying and  trying to work on getting my license.
P.S. 1 adm ire and look up to you Also 1 Love you.

Love Ya! Leikeisha Jackson
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In the end of her letter. Lakeisha indicates th a t reading th e  book on 

O prah has inspired her to think about her own dream s an d  how she 

p lans to reach them . After learning that O prah’s childhood had  not 

been easy, and  th a t  she had  gone through m any trials in order to 

become the strong, Africam-American role model th a t sh e  is today, 

Lakeisha, in tu m , realizes tha t she too could grow up, in spite of the 

obstacles, to m ake a  difference in the world.

Tiki also expresses a  similar adm iration for the “course in life" 

taken  by Bill Cosby, an d  is motivated by w h a t she has learned  abou t 

h is life:

Dear, Cosby
l,m  Just writing to tell you about your book. As 1 

was reading it tells about your fu tu re . Well, you m ade an  
good s ta rt with your book. As 1 was reading it tells abou t your 
future. Well, you made an good s ta rt with your life. Because 
m ost people don’t use their head Uke tha t m ost people let 
their friends m ess them  u p  by trying to live th e  h ard  way 
buying u sing  Drugs, selling Drugs & going to ja il in stead  of 
trying to m ake som ething ou t of th e ir Uves. B ut 1 like w hat 
you did. You made up and did w hat you put your m ind to do. 
You made good money tha t 1 wished 1 had. So far your wife & 
you so u n d  th a t you both really love each other after those 
miles you traveled to be with her to show her th a t  you love 
her. That is real Love. That’s good th a t you both agree to get 
m arried & had  some beautiful kids. 1 hope th a t your kids 
would m ake their minds up say, well, my father is fam ous and  
he made good choices like 1 will and  in the future they could 
ju s t  look back and  say, well, 1 got me a  good course in life. 
Then have a  good life. Tiki Jackson

Tiki had  in ternalized some of the m essages given in the book 

abou t behaving well, and  had often been moved to write ab o u t the 

lessons she learned  through reading ab o u t o thers’ lives. She was
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constantly searching for ways th a t she could become a better person 

and was desperate to stop causing  trouble for herself and her parents. 

She had indicated as m uch in her graduation  writing, an d  had  made 

similar com m ents regarding th e  earlier reading  an d  writing she had 

done about D iana Ross. Tiki was obsessed with the difBculty she had 

a t behaving appropriately  to h er teachers, h er friends, an d  to her 

parents. Her choice of read ing  revealed a  p a tte rn  of search ing  out 

testim onies by o thers who h ad  learned to rise above their environ

ments and not be brought in by the crowd to do things th a t were not 

right.

Q ueshana was also m otivated to read  a book by or ab o u t an  

African-American. Q ueshana read the book, gal: a true life by Ruthie 

Bolton. I had  suggested the book as I h ad  recently read it an d  had 

also searched o u t the a u th o r  through the  women who m ake the 

sweetgrass baskets in M ount Pleasant, w here Ruthie lived. Although 

the subject of the book was physical emd em otional abuse, I believed 

tha t the autobiography w as appropriate for my studen ts  because one 

of its major them es was hope in the face of adversity. Q u esh an a  

absolutely loved the book, as  can  be seen in her letter:

Dear Gal,
I really enjoyed your book and to tell you the tru th  I do n ’t 
know how you p u t u p  with it. Me m yself never h ad  to 
experience that. I know  it m u st have been hard  for you 
especially knowing th a t you couldn’t see your daughter. It is 
a wonderful book. 1 enjoyed reading it an d  I would som etim es 
not even do classwork ju s t  to read your book.
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W hat happened in your life m u st have been  horrible, 
know ing th a t you could’ve had  m uch  more. B u t you d idn’t 
an d  th e  Lord blessed you anyw ay w ith five I’m su re  beautiful 
kids a n d  with a  husband  I’m  su re  th a t would do any th ing  for 
you.

To say 1 read your whole book 1 should have more to say 
b u t I’m  pretty  sure you don’t need to relive th a t experience by 
me ta lk ing  about it. You know w hat happened a n d  I read the 
book. I’m  prety sure it w as more awful for you because  I only 
read th e  book, you had to live in it ( th a t’ll be o u r little secret). 
B ut I really  enjoyed your book a n d  if 1 had  to give a  scale 
m easurem ent 1 out of 15 1 know you’ll be gettin’ a  20.
Always.
Q ueshana 
9 th  grade studen t
P.S. I’ll always be your #1 fan .................................................

Q u e sh a n a ’s writing above is qu ite clear. She feels th a t she 

knows her aud ience firom having read her book, clearly indicating th a t 

she not only adm ires Ruthie for w hat she w ent through a n d  how she 

accepted h er life with optimism ra th e r th a n  pessim ism  b u t also th a t 

she feels th a t  they are friends. Q ueshana also knew w hen she  wrote 

this th a t she m ight have the opportunity to me Gal, or R uthie Bolton, 

as  the au th o r w as planning to visit our school in the middle of May. i

1 Unfortunately, for the students. Ruthie Bolton canceled the day she was to
\dslt and would not respond to my or the guidance office's phone calls to set up another 
visit. Many students were quite upset about this event or non-event. Annette and some of 
the other students had made banners to welcome Ruthie. Queshana. Jamaica. Jaquetta. and 
Sunny were planning to sing for her. The librarians had closed off the library' for this event. 
The home economics teacher, who also had several of my students, had students make 
sandwiches, various hors d'oeuvres and desserts, and set up glasses, ice. and drinks, for 
an after-school book signing to which all students and staff were invited: the home
economics students were planning to serve the students and adults who attended. Mr. 
Leduc, had first read pans of the book, decided that Ruthie’s coming to Llttletown would be 
worthwhile, and then had extended an invitation to her. saying that this would be a 
wonderful opportunity for our students. 1 made up an invitation, with the cover of the book 
on the front, which was placed in every teacher, administrator, and custodial staffs box.
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When Q ueshana completed h e r  paper, her true excitem ent about 

the book came through in her quick tone. She includes m any details, 

an d  her writing becomes clearer th e  more she writes. Her w riting at 

the  beginning of the year was extrem ely difficult to follow, b u t w hat 

she  wrote a t the end of the year is m uch  longer (her paper is 5-6 pages 

d o ub le -spaced ), m ore to th e  p o in t, a n d  con ta ins m an y  fewer 

g ram m atica l e rro rs ; Included is Q u e s h a n a ’s entire p a p e r  a s  a 

representative sam ple to exhibit how  m uch  longer s tu d en ts ’ papers 

had  become by th e  end of the year (alm ost all papers were equally 

long). Q u esh an a’s paper is also ap ropos here because she includes 

sub titles for the p a rts  of the paper ask ed  for on the assignm ent sheet.

Students all over the school were excited: as one Junior said to me during lunch. 
“No real author has ever come to Llttletown. I can't wait. 1 brought money to buy a book.” 
Ruthie had accepted when I had visited her in Mount Pleasant, had accepted again \,da a 
phone call from me. saying, “I’ll definitely be there. 1 would do anything for those kids." and 
then again. lea\dng a similar message on my answering machine at home. When Ruthie 
canceled, all of our plans had to be canceled, which would have been acceptable, if ever we 
would have been able to reach her again to set up another meeting. Immediately upon 
hearing the news that Ruthie would not be coming, Annette took all of the banners she had 
made or supervised their making, and ripped them up angrily into a million pieces, saving. 
"Nobody ever comes to Llttletown.” She was not the only one who felt that way. 1 felt 
extremely disappointed, and so did ever>'onc else.

We were never told why Ruthie chose not to visit our little school, and I was never 
able to find her again, as she sold her dress shop in Mount Pleasant where I had originally 
discovered her. and she refused to return any of our phone calls to the shop during the last 
weeks of school. This is further evidence that students wanted, even needed real people 
about which to read and write. When Ruthie did not materialize, it was absolutely 
devastating to the majority of students. My students, in particular, were let down, because 
this was something that they were most involved in. something that had originated out of our 
class, and something that would show others that they were in a real English class, and not 
a class for “dummies. They were proud of the opportunit>’ to receive some acknowledgment 
from their peers. Unfortunately, this all fell apart when Ruthie denied them.
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which, in  tu m , reveals the internalization of a  strong organizational 

pattern:

Gal: a  true life
The nam e of the  book I’m reading is called Gal: a  true 

life story. This book w as written by R uth bolton.
The reason I picked this book w as when my teacher Mrs. 

Baginski showed me the  book and  sh e  was saying how good 
th is  book was bu t I w as like auh  th is  book was going to be 
boring b u t when I read the in eover I w as like this book is phat 
an d  I couldn’t wait to s ta r t  reading it.

W hen I saw the subject of th is book I really d idn’t know 
w hat th is book was abou t. I w anted to know did som ething 
bad  happened th a t m ay have motivated her to right (write) this 
book. I couldn’t really th ink  nothing because I never saw  this 
book before so I couldn’t  think nothing about her.

I th ink  tha t h e /s h e  whoever read this book will enjoy it 
w hen you read th is book it will probley (probably) m ake you 
w anna cry b u t you have to understand  th a t’s life b u t you will 
Indefinitely enjoy it.

The Sum m ary
Ever since gal w as a little girl she lived w ith her 

g ran d m o th er and  step -g rand fa ther Clovis Fleetwood. Gal 
w hich her real nam e is Ruth homer Bolton was nam ed after 
h e r grandm other Ruth hom er Fleetwood gal got th a t nickname 
because she would be standing in the road or som ething like 
th a t  gmd her grandfather would say get th a t gal ou t the road 
an d  after th a t every one started calling her gal. Gal never met 
any  of her brothers’ or sis ters’ because every time her mom got 
pregnant she would give her babies away.

W hen Clovis had  m et Ruth they had three daughters: 
Florence, Kitty, and  Naomi. Leathia who is gal real mother 
w ould come once a  week to see her an d  stay for a  couple of 
days. One day when clovis was gone an d  Ruth was gone know 
one w as home bu t leath ia  and gal and  leathia had  one of her 
friends nam e Marlon to come bye so leath ia  an d  m arlon 
steuted kissing and hugging and touehing on each other. Gal 
never knew  who her fa th er was an d  she would go in her 
grandm other pocketbook looking for papers with her nam e on 
it b u t there w asn’t none and  she would always see stu ff with 
kitty, Florence, and naom i on it but nothing with her nam e on 
it.
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Well since m arlon was there  an d  gal pulled on her p an ts  
leg an d  ask him  was he her daddy b u t he never said  something. 
Leathia left abou t 2 days and sh e  never came back. When Gal 
grandm other died Gal, Florence, kitty. & Naomi w ent to stay  in 
M ississippi w ith there other s is te rs  Sylvie, Evelyn, & Pamela. 
They stayed up  there for abou t a  year and  th a t’s  when Clovis 
came to Mississippi to pick them  u p  because h is brother O scar 
told him  th a t Florence, & Kitty w as m essing around . When he 
got then  [them] hom e he w ant th e  house clean, the  bathroom, 
and  all the room s deems, emd h is food on the table. Clovis 
would make Gal, and  Naomi clean  the c ru st ou t of his toes, he 
would make them  stan d  al [all] there  holding the  an tenna  for 
the television. Later on when gal was 18 she had  a  baby for a  
m an nam ed Peach. Geil didn’t  really love peach because while 
she w as married to him she was dating a  white m an. His nam e 
was JcfiBrey Brewster and she knew  if Peach was to find out he 
would [have] killed her. Later on  he found ou t th a t Gal was 
seeing Jeffrey because Gal had  hide [hidden] the  letters th a t 
Jefifey wrote her in a  raggy pocketbook. When Peach had asked 
Gal she  to lie b u t couldn’t so he beat her tail an d  she left him  
and  she  let her daughter Maiy s tay  with peach m other and his 
w hether [mother] w ant [won’t] give her back to Gal. After doing 
a  world of sin full things she finally found a  m an and  a family 
to love and adore her and they had  4 children.

3 &4 The Im portant Events
One of the event that happened  in her life w as when she 

lost her first child and  It happens like this. Gal first husband  
Peach found ou t th a t she was cheating  on him an d  he beat her 
up  all in her head and  was boxing her an d  se s ta rted  crying and  
then Peach was like oh Gal I’m sorry. The next day Gal called 
Mr. Millican which is peach m other an d  told w hat happened 
and Mrs. Millican replied and sa id  th a t’s the good for you b u t 
gal sa id  you can  keep Mary for a b u t [about] a  week so I can 
look for a place for me and her. Mrs. Millican said  yes. Gal 
brought her over there about 15 m inutes later Gal kissed Mary 
and  said, m am a will be back soon b u t Mary Ju s t stand  at the 
door crying. When the week w as up  Gal came to get Mary bu t 
Mrs. Millican w ouldn’t let Gal see Mary and  Mrs. Millican son 
would push Gal down and tell h er not to come back. Gal would 
come back every week smd after ab o u t a  week.

The second event that H appened in Gal life was how she 
got abused  ever since she was a  little girl. After Gal grandm a 
died she had no choice bu t to listen  to her g randfather she 
Would go to school and  get in trouble and  knew she would get a 
beating. The kind of beating G al an d  her s is te rs  would get
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w asn t’ call for if the toilet w as clean and if he  see ju s t  a  little 
scratch  he’ll beat you like you going fool.

The Q uestions 5 & 6
One of the questions I h ad  w as will R u th  ever get to see 

her daughter again. The answ er is yes her oldest daugh ter Mary 
who is 16 now did get to see her daughter. Mrs. Milhcan had 
understand  tha t Gal h a s  changed an d  Just w an t w hat’s best for 
her daughter.

The second question  w as w hen R uth fa th e r died Clovis 
Fleetwood died did she get to keep the  house. Yes. b u t she had 
to pay $350.00 a  m onth  to Naomi a n d  her h u sb a n d  because in 
the will Clovis left the  house to Naomi.

7&8 The im portant Themes
One of the th em es I w rote w as Even th o u g h  she was 

abused  by her father w hen he w as sick she took care of him 
un til he died.

The second them e was w hen she had no  one to love her 
cmd tell her th a t she w as pretty an d  to hold h e r  w hen she was 
down, bu t some how she found a  m an  to love h e r for herself. A 
family to be there for h er and  her children.

9 The m ost Im portant knowledge
The most im portan t fact of knowledge th a t  I leam  was 

even though she w asn ’t  love sh e  found som eone to love her. 
O ther people could benefit from th is  because no m a tte r what 
you will always find som eone to care for you if you open up to 
o ther people.

10 Concluding paragraph

Would I recom m ent this book to ano th er s tu d e n t?  Yes, 
because it is a  wonderful book an d  I really enjoy it euid I think 
you can leam  from h er experience. An Im portant fact or piece I 
th ink  you can leam  is no m atte r w hat you have y ou r self to 
leam .

Q ueshana’s sentence stru c tu re  becom es stronger a s  she  writes, 

and  there are  no m n-on  sen tences afte r th e  sum m ary. She had 

leam ed so m any valuable lessons from the book, which is never more
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evident than in her concluding sentence: . .no m atter what you have

y our self to leam ." Furtherm ore. Q u esh an a  h ad  never been more 

affected by a  book th an  th is one. In particu lar, she enjoyed th a t the 

autobiography was narrated  in dialect, which she believed allowed her 

to use  words like “phat." an d  phrases like, “going fool.” She also 

sim ply enjoyed the  book, an d  had  found th a t there were absolutely 

great books in which she could literally im m erse herself.

Chelsea edso read  gal: a  true life; she  adm its  th a t she first 

selected the book because she enjoyed read ing  ab o u t other people's 

lives:

The nam e of my book Is gal: a  true  life. The au th o r of 
my book is R uthie Bolton. I picked th is  book because Mrs. 
Baginski told me abou t the book an d  it sounded like it would 
be a  good book. And when I began to read th is book I wemted 
to leam  w hat h as  happened in h e r life an d  now I know w hat 
happened in her life.

A nother reason  th a t I picked the book g ^  is because I 
thought it would be a  good book. I am  the type of person th a t 
likes to read abou t dm gs and o ther people's lives, “gal" was a 
good book because it told me a b o u t everything th a t h as  
happened in her life, well almost everything.

Her conclusion is replete with opinion and revealed deep consideration

of the subject of abuse  as represented in the autobiography she had

ju s t  read:

The lesson th a t sh ou ld  be leam ed  from th is  book is you 
should not beat som eone because they do som ething wrong, 
because it will all come back on you w hen you die like it did 
on gal’s father. If you ask  me I th in k  th a t deep down inside 
tha t gal's father did really love her. b u t he ju s t  did not w ant 
to show h is love for her. I think the  reason th a t he did not 
leave gal euiything In h is will was because she was not really 
his child and  he m ade all the rest of the children th ink  th a t
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he did no t like her. So, he w as n o t going to leave her 
anyth ing  in the will to prove to h er th a t he did not love her. 
But it w ould not prove to him  th a t  he  did not love h e r 
because he did. But this was a  good book in my opinion.

African - American role models were often sought by my African- 

American studen ts . For example, both Peaches and  Jam aica admired 

Maya Angelou immensely. Jam aica  read  M aya’s  autobiography, I 

Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, while Peaches read  a  biography of 

Maya Angelou. In her introduction, Jam aica  wrote: “The reason why 1 

picked this book is because I am  in love w ith her work." Jam aica also 

adm ired her because she was a  strong womem in spite of the obstacles 

her life had p resen ted  her and  was extrem ely im pressed with Maya 

because she w as intelligent and  was not ash am ed  to show it; she 

wrote:

The m ost im portant fact of the book is w hen her and Bailey 
Jr. went against each other in saying there [their] time tables. 
They usua lly  said them  so fast to were [where] there grand
m other would tell them  to sh u t up. The reason why it is so 
valuable to me is because th a t showed me th a t back then they 
were even sm arter then [than] ever. I can  benifit by reading 
the book an d  finding o u t things ab o u t h e r and  there [their] 
sm artest [smartness].

and:

If you shou ld  read th is book it would be very interesting to 
you an d  o ther people an d  you w ould learn  a lot about her 
history. My opinion ab o u t th is book is th a t she is a very 
upright woman. W hat I m ean is th a t she stands up for her 
rights.

My book is about a  wom an of courage and a  woman 
th a t will speak  her mind. She likes to tell it with a lot of 
attitude. She likes to read books w ith her brother Bailey Jr. 
They do everything together. Maya is a  nice girl and woman
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w hen she w ants to be. She likes everything to be done right 
or else she likes to show people how sm art she is in front of 
eveiybody.

I could  really say  th a t  th e ir  o u treach  on life w as 
positive. Som e of the th ings sh e  d id n ’t [want) them  to 
h ap p en  th e  way they did an d  there  is not ano ther way to 
describe the ir life a t all. There is som ething 1 really do like 
a b o u t h er an d  th a t is her love poem s an d  other things. 1 
w o u ld n ’t w ant to write any  poem s because th a t’s not my 
d ream  or goal. I couldn’t tell w hat the subject and 1 would 
disagree abou t because I don’t th ink  there 's anything th a t we 
w ould disagree about. T hat’s ju s t  how I feel. She is very 
in teresting  to life. hope, and peace.

In her reading. Jam aica  continued to seek o u t works about African-

American history, and  for role models with whom she could identify.

Although M aya’s life was dif&cult—as Jam aica’s had been (living in a

two bedroom  house with eight siblings Just to start)—Maya’s attitude

is always optim istic. Jam aica is able to recognize th is optimism in

the m idst o f  struggle and  poverty, and  able to latch onto the book’s

overall m essage of “. . hope and peace.”

Peaches w as so motivated by w hat sh e  read about the sam e

African-American au th o r and poet th a t she commented:

My opinion about Maya Angelou is th a t she opened my eyes up 
to a  lot [of] things tha t I was doing wrong with my life. When I 
read  her poems, they matke me w an t to write until I canno t 
anym ore. Sometime when I am  down 1 can get one of Maya 
Angelou s books and everything would be alright. I leam ed tha t 
nobody can  make your dream  come tru e  for you. only you can 
m ake it happen  for you; Maya Angelou h as  really m ade a 
change in my life, so I try everyday to read one of her books. So 
th is is Maya Angelou.

Peaches h a ted  reading and  writing a t the beginning of the year, bu t

cam e to th e  n in th  grade with an  obvious obsession  with African-
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American au th o rs , a n d  Maya A ngelou in  particu lar. P eaches had  

enjoyed writing poem s during our p>oetry unit, and had  told me th a t she 

was inspired by having read some o f Maya Angelou’s poem s discovered 

when we went to th e  library. Knowing th is, 1 ordered several books of 

poetry an d  the se rie s  of au tob iograph ica l works by M aya Angelou. 

Peaches an d  o th e rs  often read p a r ts  of these works a n d  th e  poetry 

together. Peaches a lso  ended up borrowing all the autobiographical and  

poetry books, which she read in her free tim e a t home. A lthough highly 

selective about w h at sh e  would read  an d  write. Peaches h a d  definitely 

begun to read  a n d  to  w rite m ore. There were m any o th e r  Afirican- 

American au thors w hom  Peaches adm ired, and  1 was convinced th a t she 

would continue to read  an d  to write for her own personal enrichm ent, 

and  as  a  resu lt, w ould continue to  become a m uch m ore proficient 

reader and writer.

Brittany outd id  herself by reading  an d  writing abou t yet an o th er 

book on the topic of d rug  addiction. Her entire paper Is included here 

as an  additional representative seunple of the student w riting develop

ment th a t occurred in  my class:

Go Ask Ahce
By: B rittany Lambert

The nam e of my book is Go Ask Alice and  the  a u th o r  is 
Anonym ous. It is abou t th is  girl who lives a  very wild life 
until drugs tak es her life. S he died a t  a  very young age. The 
reason  th a t I picked th is book is because I enjoy read ing  
about drugs. I knew everything abou t drugs before I read  th is 
book. People sa id  th a t I shou ld  read this book because it was 
a  book ab o u t d rugs and it w as a  good book. I th in k  th a t  you
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would be in terested  in this book because it is a  good book. It 
is kind of sad  the way AUce m essed u p  her life. Some stuff 
you could leam  from this book is to s tay  off drugs if you w ant 
to keep y o u rse lf  healthy and alive. 1 th ink  th a t she would 
have lived a  lot longer if she would have received help and  
found som e new friends.

Go A sk Alice is about th is  young  girl who loved drugs. 
She s ta rted  a t  a  young age and  stayed on them  until she died. 
She w ould n o t have been on d ru g s  if she  found the right 
friends. F irs t she  started  doing sm all th ings like cutting 
school a n d  drinking. At first she d id  well in school, but th a t 
did no t la s t long. She tried to change h e r life b u t she was so 
used  to th e  old one th a t she could  n o t change it. She had 
done som e wild an d  crazy th ings in  su ch  a  sh o rt life. She 
died from a  d m g  overdose. The d rug  th a t killed her was pills. 
Some of th e  pills were Valium an d  speed. She stayed on a 
diet and  speed  helped her lose weight.

O ne th in g  th a t  she did not u n d e rs ta n d  was th a t she 
w as a  very loved child, but she did no t th ink  so. There is 
nothing th a t  1 adm ire about th is person. 1 th ink  th a t she had 
som e goals a n d  dreeuns, bu t d rugs a n d  sex got in tha t (the) 
way. O ne sh o r t quote th a t she sa id  w as “Why change? 
You’re going to die of something so die happy.” (p. 75).

One of the  m ost Important events th a t happened in her 
life w as th e  tim e she lost her virginity. Her first time having 
sex was w ith a  boy tha t she had  ju s t  met, and  they were both 
high. They h ad  sex in the back se a t of h is car. After she did 
it she w ished th a t she had not, an d  w ondered w hat it would 
have been like if she had not been high. One reason tha t she 
w ished th a t  sh e  had  waited was because she w anted to lose 
her virginity w ith th is boy, Roger, whom  she loved so much.

The o th e r special event in h er life was the time tha t she 
ran  aw ay w ith  her friend. When they  left they  only had a 
little bit o f m oney and  stayed in a  sm all apartm ent. They 
both got jobs, an d  they loved it. They saved enough money to 
s ta rt their business. One day she decided th a t she wanted to 
go home. S he  could not beheve it b u t she w as homesick. 
When she got home she stayed stra igh t for a  little while, until 
she s ta rted  hanging with the wrong people again.

1 feel b ad  for Alice because sh e  died a t such  a young 
age. She could  have received help from her mom because her 
mom was willing to help her. Alice w anted  help bu t she could 
be talked in to  anything.

One question  tha t I w anted to have answered was why 
would som eone p u t herself in th a t position? The emswer is 
th a t people c a n ’t help it. They say  th a t  they are in control
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but really the drugs are. T h ^  ju s t  need to get help, an d  pick 
some more friends. They know th a t they w ant help bu t they 
want to ac t “bad” and tell people th a t they are fine.

A nother question 1 have is w h at do people get out of 
doing d rugs? People say th a t they  only try it one time, but 
when they try it th a t one time they get hooked. That is what 
they get for saying th a t they could no t get hooked. If they 
ever get clean t h ^  know not to ever try  them  again.

One them e th a t 1 liked was th e  one th a t said Drugs will 
kill you b u t you th ink that they are helping you. That means 
when people do drugs it kills th e ir body and  the ir m ind but 
t h ^  are so used  to it th a t if they do not have any  drugs they 
th ink living w ithout drugs is going to kill them . Reedly what 
is killing them  is the drugs. You a re  ju s t  so hooked on drugs 
when you don’t have any drugs you th ink  you are going to die, 
but you really helping yourself w hen you live w ithout them.

A nother them  [ theme 1 is th a t  drugs m ake you no t care 
about yourself. All you care ab o u t is drugs, an d  having the 
money to buy the dnigs. Drugs control you so m uch th a t all 
you worry abou t is getting the money to buy the drugs. People 
who work an d  buy drugs are stupid . They should spend their 
hard earned money on something useful euid no t harmful.

A lesson th a t th is book h a s  tau g h t me is to never do 
drugs because I would not like to Uve the life th a t she lived. 
The o ther lesson is to pick the righ t M ends. One th ing that 
best describes her is a  wild person who doesn 't care about 
anything, no t even herself. So, sm art people, stay  away from 
drugs and  the people who do drugs. If you have a  M end that 
is trying to get you to do drugs, stay  away from them. People 
who care abou t you would not let you h u rt yourself. Pick the 
right M ends.

One [of the) references th a t I used  was the book Len 
Bias. The way th a t Alice and Len Bias were alike was th a t he 
used drugs because he said th a t it m ade him play well. The 
reason th a t she said tha t she used  them  was for attention 
and for people to like her. Len said  th a t they m ade him  play 
better because they made him feel no pain and relax while he 
was on th e  court. She used them  for atten tion  because she 
wanted people to like her. Another reason th a t she used them 
was th a t she  was addicted to them.

A no ther [of the) references I u sed  w as th e  book 
Addicted. Ahce an d  Roger were alike in the way th a t they 
were all heavily into drugs, bu t there is a  difference in them. 
The difference is th a t Roger did no t die when he alm ost died 
he changed his life and stayed away from drugs. When Alice 
alm ost died she  was clean for a  httle while. W hen Ahce got
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around  the wrong people she s ta rted  using sigain and  th a t 
time she died.

So if you ever w ant a  good book to read pick th is book 
Go Ask Alice because it is a  great book. It is not only a good 
book it is eilso sad. If you do n o t [like] reading you will love 
th is book because th is book is  Ju st th a t good it m akes you 
w ant to keep on reading it. So if you have time you shou ld  
read th is book, so in your spare  time do yourself a  favor an d  
read this book.

The End

Brittany admittedly was curious ab o u t experimenting with drugs 

a t the beginning of the year. After reading B rittany’s final paper. I was 

certain  th a t she would indeed never u se  them . Her opinion of drug 

add ic ts is sprinkled th ro u g h o u t the essay , w ith strong advice to 

firiends or anyone else who might w ant to experim ent with controlled 

substances. Brittany had vehemently ha ted  reading a t the beginning 

of the year, bu t by the end of the  year is compelled to write: “ If you do 

not [fike] reading you will love th is book because this book is ju s t th a t 

good it m akes you want to keep on reading it. So if you have time you 

should  read th is book, so in your spare time do yourself a  favor and  

read th is book.” Brittany not only provides evidence th a t even those 

who hate  reading most will be able to find som e reading of in tense 

in terest to them, and also th a t reading of th is sort is som ething th a t 

is worth doing even “in your spare time."

The m ales again mainly read books on sports figures th a t they 

adm ired an d  wished to em ulate. MarguUis read a book on Michael 

Ja ck so n  because he adm ired m usic ians; Devon read a book on 

Michelangelo because he wanted to be an  artist. Marvell wrote abou t
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M uhammad AU, indicating th a t he might wish to be a  boxer some day 

(although he had  previousty adm itted that he w anted to be a  hun ter or 

a  construction worker more); Livan had the sam e aspiration  (although 

he also w anted to be an  NBA player). Marquez h a d  adm ired Michael 

Jo rdan  forever an d  w anted  to read everything he could find on him. 

Some of w hat they wrote ab o u t the lessons they h ad  leam ed revealed 

th a t these m en were considered im portant role m odels whose advice 

and examples t h ^  would heed:

Marquez wrote:

If you w ant to be like Michael Jo rd an  you m u st do these 
things:
1. Never give up . 2. Don’t use drugs. 3. Try to m ake it to 
the top. 4. And m ost of all stay in school.

and:

"I w ould recom m end these  two Ixjoks to  an o th e r s tu d en t 
because h e /s h e  w ho m ight want to leam  ab o u t Jo rd an  and 
may be Just like him . They could leam  to play and  leam  that 
even Jo rdan  is no t perfect.

Livan wrote:

A lesson th a t I leam ed  is everyone who you th ink  are your 
friends a re n ’t. In the  book there was a  lady who always 
traveled to see M uham m ad fight. After a  fight one night he 
went to her and  sh e  asked  for his au tograph . He have seen 
her a t  some of h is  fights before. W hat AU found ou t about 
th is lady is th a t sh e  d idn ’t Uke him. M uham m ad was very 
shocked because he thought everyone was h is friend.

This lesson is im portant to me because now I know not 
to tru s t everyone. From reading th is book. I know now that 
everyone who you th ink  are your fidends a ren ’t.
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MarguUis wrote:

I leam ed  th a t you can s ta rt from noth ing  and  you don’t have to 
be a  rocket scientist to become rich.

and:

M ichael is a  hard working person. He worked day in day o u t 
performing. Many tim es they w ould have to ride aU n igh t to 
re tu rn  home from a  concert. His fa ther pushed them  aU to do 
th e ir  best. Michael is living proof th a t if you work heird a t 
w hat you w ant you wiU get it. . . .

I would recom m end th is  book to everyone th a t Ukes 
m usic. I th ink  th a t th is book Is fiiU of information like how 
did he started  singing and  who first sing with him. The th ing 
th a t  1 like m ost was w hen M ichael’s fa ther said “Let’s go 
boys", (p. 17) AU those tim es th e  boys thought th a t he w as 
ju s t  h a rd  on them but he w as giving them  the key to success.

MarveU wrote:

O ne im portan t them e is a  tru e  w inner never loses. T hat 
m eans ü ia t if you wemt it bad enough and  you do no t ch ea t 
you can  do anything. If you cheat to win it wiU aU come back 
on you w hen you need to win th e  m ost. So, if you w an t to 
win aU you have to do is practice h ard  and  keep your m ind on 
it.

and:

If you w ant to read a  good book you should  read th is book. If 
your dream s and goals are to be a  boxer you should read th is 
book. It WiU help you become a  g rea t boxer and it wiU help 
you with your boxing skiUs. So be a CHAMP and pick up  th is 
book.

Each of th e  above students, a s  weU as  th e  m ajority of o thers (only 

Timmy smd Clevon did not com plete the irs), wrote longer, b e tte r 

w ritten, a n d  m ore thorough an d  insightfu l sum m aries of the books 

they had  read. W hat they wrote indeed com prised their best work for 

the year. S tu d en ts  had  continued to m otivate themselves to read an d
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write th rough  choosing  books th a t  were, for th e ir  own personal 

reasons, exciting to them.

Beyond w riting longer, more in teresting , an d  clearer papers, 

there were two o ther m easures of progress worthy of discussion. When 

studen ts had  com pleted their papers. I asked them  w hether we could 

display the papers on the fiame board outside the classroom. Earlier, 

s tuden ts  were asham ed  to show their work to o ther s tu d en ts  in our 

class bu t were able to overcome th is fear th rough becoming accu s

tomed to their peers. On parent-teacher night, s tu d en ts  allowed their 

parents and Mr. Leduc to see their writing, bu t they were adam antly 

opposed to allowing any  studen ts or ad u lts  outside of o u r classroom 

to review their work because they were afraid th a t the o thers would 

laugh a t them . S tu d en ts  had worked extremely hard  on their hnal 

papers and I had  the sense that they presum ed th a t they were good. I 

was also extremely pleeised with the resu lts. After asking them only 

once in each classroom , the students immediately began helping me to 

staple their papers onto the exterior t>o£uti. In fact, once they began to 

assist me. I stepped aside and allowed them  to perform the hanging 

ceremony—for th a t is w hat it truly appeared to be—on their own.

Another m easure of success was reflected in the resu lts  of the 

peer editing session . Each studen t read  a t least two o ther studen t 

papers. As they had  all read each other’s papers tjefore. studen ts were 

also able to see th e  progression in their c lassm ates’ work. All of the
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s tu d en ts’ com m ents consisted of constructive criticism  and  positive 

an d  m otivational com m ents. For example, w h a t Bill wrote abou t 

M arquez’ final paper was evidence th a t he recognized a  new strength 

in the la tte r’s writing: “Marquez th is is one hell of a  report keep up 

the good work." As Bill had  never written such a n  uplifting comment 

before ab o u t M arquez’ or any other s tu d en t’s work, th is  kudo truly 

m eant som ething. I also believe th a t Bill had  p e rh ap s  internalized 

some of my m ethods of writing com m ents full of encouragem ent, 

which I took as  the  ultim ate compliment. His evaluation also revealed 

th a t my w riting of positive comments when they were deserved was 

stim ulating for him  and  allowed him to better perform  his work, and 

thus, he w an ted  to m otivate others in the sam e m anner. In the 

following section , I will d iscuss fu rther exam ples th a t reveal, in 

s tu d en ts’ own words, how much they had  improved, and  how much 

stronger were the ir potentials for success a t reading and  writing and 

schooling in com parison to the beginning of the year.

FINAL EXPRESSIONS OF CLASS EFFECTIVENESS: IN STUDENTS’
OWN WORDS

A lthough I feel th a t there was m uch m ore learn ing  tha t my 

studen ts needed to do in order to succeed in high school, to graduate, 

and to be successfu l beyond high school, I do know  th a t students 

learned. Som e of the ways tha t they leam ed, even though in some
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cases did not feel th a t they  had, are expressed in their own words. 

S tuden ts’ evaluations were kept In a  folder by an o th er teacher until 

after 1 had  subm itted th e ir grade, so 1 did no t read them  until after the 

course had  been com pleted. And, a lth o u g h  th e ir com m ents were 

expected to be anonym ous, an d  studen ts were instructed  not to write 

their nam es on the ir evaluations, m ost of them  did anyway. Beyond 

tha t, 1 was by then  able to recognize m ost of my s tu d en ts’ writing and 

thus, am able to explain more about their c o m m e n t s  th an  If 1 had not 

known who were the au th o rs. As this final evaluation of the class eind 

m aterials w as done a t  th e  end  of th e  year, an d  afte r an  exam, 

studen ts’ responses were less detailed th an  they could have been, but 

they did make some revealing comments abou t how they leamed, how 

they might better leam , an d  which activities helped them  and which 

were not as  helpful. L istening to w hat s tu d e n ts  wrote abou t their 

im pressions of the course is one way to evaluate the class.

In Chapter 7, s tu d en t comments from their Journals were shared

to im part how they felt abou t reading an d  writing a t the beginning of

th e  year. The m ajority of s tu d en ts  revealed through  the ir various

opinions th a t they h a ted  reading an d  w riting or th a t they did not

th ink  that they did well in either of these activities:

“W hen it comes down to writting 1 don’t have an  earthly idea 
of w hat 1 be doing. Yes a t times 1 consider myself as a  good 
writter. I like to w rite about those th ings th a t interesting, or 
rom antic. I h a te  to write about som eone dieing or anything 
sad. 1 really don’t know. 1 hate M ath and  Reading."
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“The last experience I h ad  on a  book report w as in the 6 th  
grade and it was k lndea boreing."

“I feel good about reading aloud because I love to read .”

“My favorite subject is social studies. The th ing  I hate  m ost is 
language a rts .”

“I think I write fine a n d  some times I write sloppy. Sometime I 
can  write so good th e  it looke bad too me a n d  o ther people 
th ink  look good.”

“One of my accom plish is th a t I would like to read  better b u t 
sometime I ju s t  hate  to read .”

“W hat can [help) m e to  be more in teresting in  read ing  is to 
enjoy more boofe. . . I'll found some fun book to read .”

“W hat would I like to  accom plish is to read m ore & to study  
more and to do better in my classes. My goal in  English class 
I would read more & write more and  listem  m ore carely. W hat 
can I do so thing can  in te rest me more pick F un  books to read.
Try to enjoy the book som e. . . .”

“Yes 1 ju s t w ant to say  th a t I am  working heu-d to read alot 
some of the books look fun to read and some are  boring.”

"What I wont to do better on is Read.”

“I don’t really like read in g  aloud in a  c la ss  o r d u rin g  a 
presentation in front of others. But 1 will do it to m ake a  good 
grade. I really don’t like to read. If I don’t have an y  thing else 
to do I might pick u p  a  book and  read a  little. I have done a 
rejx>rt on alot of books in school. I have been w riting Jo u rn a ls  
since the fifth-grade, b u t I’m not to good a t it.”

“My writing is not to good. I don’t like to write. I don’t  write
to much. I don’t consider myself a  good writer.

I hate to write. B u t if I write regularlly I wül leam  to 
write better. I can  n o t hardly write in cursive a n d  barley in 
print. 1 like to write ab o u t things I have done, letters. I hate  
to write reports.”

“I hate reading when I am  reading my m ind is n o t in it.”
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“Well you w ant me to describe my writing abilities, I 
describe them  as I dont like writing.

1 consider. . .myself as a  good w riter when I want to be. I 
hate  writing.

I really  d o n t like writing abou t anything, bu t [what] I 
dont h a te  [about] writing [is] I really like writing letters.

. . . .My strongest skill in English 1 am  not aware o f yet.”

“I hated  reading books and writing book reports."
“I ha te  read ing  and  writing and  school. 1 havent read a  book 
sence 1st grade and  I hated It.”

On the su b jec t of writing In particular, to the  question “W hen 

you are given a  w riting assignment, how do you approach It?,” all bu t 

two stu d en ts  circled the response, “1 don’t know how to begin.” The 

discussion of th e  end  of the year evaluations below will serve as  a 

direct com parison of the way students felt a t the beginning of the  year 

about their reading  an d  writing and  how their a ttitude  had changed 

by year’s end.

To the question , “How has th is class helped your reading and  

writing skills,” one s tu d en t wrote: “This class h as  helped my reading 

and writing skills by helping me get prepared for eui 10th grade EngUsh 

class. This c lass  helped me by the teacher giving me reading and  

writing assignm en ts. ” As one of my goals was to give students reading 

and writing assignm ents th a t would correspond as  closely as possible 

to w hat the “regu lar” or non-orange-box studen ts did, that a s tu d en t 

believed she w as ready  to tackle 10th grade w as a  very positive 

Indicator. S tu d en ts  were, for the m ost peut, m uch more positive abou t
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their skills th a n  they had been a t  the  beginning of the year. O ther

positive com m ents were:

“It h as  help me a  whole lot.”

“It h a s  helped me to read faster an d  write more.”

“My reading and  writing h as  improved alot sense the beginning 
of the year. 1 like to read an d  write even more than  before."

“My Reading & Writing has improven alot sense the beginning 
of th is  wounderful school year. 1 have injoyed being in th is 
c lass an d  1 would like to th a n k  my teacher Ms. Baginski for 
no t giving up  on me.”

M arianna wrote, “This class h a s  helped me alot. When 1 first 

started  n in th  grade 1 had  trouble ab o u t reading a story and telling it’s 

main Idea. I really hate  to read an d  I still do bu t I will read if I half 

[have] too." 1 had  not expected any  s tu d e n t to consider that “reading 

a story an d  telling it's main Idea” w as the purpose or goal of reading, 

nor did I w an t s tu d en ts  to only read  because they had to. bu t from 

w hat I know  abou t th is student, th is  w as a  very positive statem ent. 

She was a h ard  worker and did leam  more about reading and writing 

than  she indicated here; her specific reference to skills such as finding 

the m ain idea was a  reflection of the workbooks' em phasis because she 

had been the  m ost inspired to com plete the  Learning 100, or the 

workbook series. She had. however, also done m uch extra reading on 

her own, worked hard  on expanding her vocabulary, and throughout 

the year she had the highest grade in the class. She received an award 

at the end of the year for having the  h ighest grade in the course, bu t
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due to her sh y n ess  was absent from school the day it was conferred.

Much of th is  achievem ent resulted  from her persevereuice a n d  h e r

upbringing w hich had  taugh t her to do what she was supposed to do,

and  th a t inc luded  doing work in order to get good grades. O n the

other hand, h e r  in te rna l motivation was higher th a n  she m ight have

indicated. She h ad  gained so m uch confidence in her abilities because

she had done so well in the workbook series and  in everything o th er

facet of the course. She had  gone to a  “regular," ninth-grade, English

class for a  m on th  an d  had  written an  excellent paper on a book she

had  chosen to  read  from our class library. She still was n o t a s

confident ab o u t h er abilities as 1 felt she should be, b u t I felt th a t th is

would come in time. And, indeed I believe tha t her tim e has come; as

she indicated in a  le tter sen t to me the following year:

I’ve been so caught up  in my school work 1 have not even been 
riding a ro u n d  town latefy. . . . Both Brittany an d  I have been 
taking o u r school work this year very seriously. We know th a t 
we only have two more years to go, and they’re going by pretty  
fast. . . . I've done pretty  good so far. I adready have ten  
credits. I need twenty-six to graduate. I would really enjoy 
being in  y o u r book. I am  w riting you on  my new w ord 
processor I got for Christmas. To get back to my schooling, I 
have Mr. M anning for English II. It’s pretty' hard, bu t I ju s t  
s ta rted  a  couple of m onthes ago. Today we had  to present our 
plays to  th e  class, it was p retty  cool. In my group it is 
Marvell, M .J., J.M ., D.G., T.B., and  me. I’m trying my best to 
get o u t of my shyness. I’m not th a t shy anym ore. I’m all the 
time picking a t people now. You always told me th a t I h ad  to 
get ou t of my shyness, to make som ething of myself. I’m trying 
my best to.

G raduation  w as definitely on h er m ind, and  she  w as extrem ely 

motivated to see th a t day arrive.
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To the question geared to th e ir  reading, “How do you feel about

reading now?," m any studen ts had  changed their m inds about reading;

Instead of “pretending to read” a s  they  had  done In the past, they now

read because they liked to read on topics th a t they liked and In order

to get better grades:

“I feel th a t reading Is a  big su cess  and an  big accom phshm ent 
In life."

“1 use to h a te  reading bfore school I hated reading b u t know 
[now] I do (like reading.]"

“I really don’t  like to read b u t If It counts as  a  good grade I 
have no choice b u t to read."

“1 love it."

“I enjoy reading now ju s t  a  little especlcdly on the topic th a t 1 
like."

“1 feel good ab o u t a  little bit."

“(Tlhat th is c lass help me to read an(d] I could do better."

“1 feel m uch ab o u t reading because one time 1 couldn’t s tan d  
reading. |B )ut now I could read  so m any books and  p lus I 
could u n d erstan d  them .”

“Well I always love to read so I guess reading Is cool."

“Before school started 1 h a ted  reading But now I have grown to 
like it. [lit goes to show w hat can change you in one school 
year."

“I Uke to read."

“1 like to read now. I Uke to find out what happens."

“1 feel very good about my reading because I c a n ’t read veiy 
weU."

“How do 1 feel abou t reading now. Reading Is fun."
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W hat was worrisome yet still telling ab o u t the studen ts and  the 

way th e  class was se t up  were the negative com m ents. A num ber of 

s tu d en ts  indicated th a t they still did not like reading:

“1 still hate  it."

“[t]he sam e way I felt a t the begining of the year."

“Crossed out: It sucks A lot
Chemged to: I don't like it a t  AU.”

“ (1) don’t Like it."

“I hated reading when I came and I still hate  it know (now).

“I stiU feel the sam e way abou t reading I do not like it.”

But, as only six studen ts of the original tw enty-three tha t this 

study  d iscusses offered th a t they stiU “hated" reading, the class might 

yet be considered quite successful. Ned had w ritten, “It sucks A lot." 

an d  changed th a t to: 1 don’t like it a t  AU." As d iscussed  in C hapter 

10, Ned was not m otivated to do any work a t  aU untU he realized tha t 

he w as able to com plete assignm ents by sim ply attem pting  them . 

Ned’s change in a ttitude  was remarkable, and  he enjoyed a great many 

books during  the school year: however, Ned’s characte r inclined him 

to write an d  to say anything provocative m ost of the time; that was 

simply part of Ned’s m akeup—he did not want any one to take him too 

seriously  or to th in k  th a t he took h is schoolw ork seriously. The 

coordinator had told me th a t he could not read, bu t he had. read. Ned 

was probably never going to be a  m em ber of the Book-of-the-Month 

Club (Purves, Rogers & Soter, 1990, p. 3), b u t he had  become a m uch
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better reader and  w riter th roughout the year. His spelling was and  

probably still is a trocious, b u t h is ideas a n d  h is confidence and  

appetite for being able to read more and  m ore abou t agriculture, or 

building, or hunting, or archery, or to read m ore adventure stories or 

books abou t people involved with drugs would continue to grow (he 

wrote papers and  read  books abou t each of these  subjects). He had 

shown me tha t he could perform adequately  an d  th a t he did enjoy 

some readings, h is protests notw ithstanding. Ned had  also been one 

of the first studen ts  to complete the GA level of the workbook which 

thereby permitted him  to attend  a  regular n in th  grade English class as 

a reward. Although scores on standardized te s ts  do not necessarily 

m ean th a t a  s tu d en t is a  good reader, h is scores on the year end 

S tanford D iagnostic Reading Test revealed im provem ent a n d  a 

newfound strength  in vocabulary; h is scores on  the MAT 7 . ano ther 

standardized  test s tu d e n ts  were expected to  take and  th a t 1 was 

expected to prepare s tu d e n ts  for, were indeed  m uch higher th an  

average for the n in th  grade.

One studen t wrote th a t he wanted to try to like reading: “1 still 

need to improve in readfing] so th a t I could like it.” This was a 

margmally positive com m ent th a t indicated an  understanding not only 

of the importance of literacy bu t also how an  enjoym ent of reading can 

som etim es lead to fu rth e r and  m ore so p h is tica ted  reading and, 

ultimately, becoming more literate.
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Another s tu d en t wrote: “Well th is class h a s  helped me none. 1 

knew  everything w hen I came here. I ju s t  goofed around  last year.” 

This s tuden t was one whom 1 believed did not need to be in the  class 

from the beginning. Her writing was unquestionably  the best in the 

class, and her reading improved m arkedly because, for one thing, she 

found  herself in te rested  in books on young people overcom ing or 

succum bing to the tem ptations of drugs and  could  not stop reading 

them . She had been in  a  great deal of disciplinary trouble in middle 

school, and  she was right, she was placed in th is class for disciplinary 

reasons, because she “ju s t  goofed around last year." Although she  had 

im proved, she could n o t see it because she  w as still. I suspected , 

resen tfu l and  angry th a t  she had been placed in the class in the  first 

place.

For some s tu d e n ts , being in the c lass prevented them  from 

learn ing  as much as  they  could have, as they could not get p as t the 

an g er and  em barrassm en t a t the ir p lacem ent, nor, perhaps m ore 

im portantly , the rejection and the lack of confidence in th e ir own 

intelligence it implied. This comment alone supports the argum ents of 

those who oppose ability grouping. However, once th is s tu d en t was 

o u t of th is course, a n d  in a “regular" schedule of classes, sh e  felt 

m uch  better about herself: she continued reading books on you ths 

w ith drug addictions, a  subject in which she had  originally developed a  

h e ig h ten ed  in te res t on  the occasion  of o u r  firs t longer w riting
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assignm ent. She w as now try ing  very h ard  in school, settling down.

and  rem ained in terested  in becom ing a  drug counselor, something we

h ad  d iscussed  m any  tim es th ro u g h o u t the  year; B rittany confirm s

this in a  letter she  wrote to m e in the  Fall of the following year;

School is doing real good, I m ade honor roll. I am  taking 10th 
grade English. 1 still like reading about drugs, Yes I am  still 
th inking abou t being a  drug  counselor.

The m ost positive com m ents cam e from stu d en ts  in response to

the question, “How do you feel ab o u t writing now?”:

“I love to write always will from now until eternity .”

“I felt realy Good w riting the S haq  report."

“I feel good about writing.

“I k ind of like w riting, know  (now] when I Uke w hat I am  
writing about."

“I have Eli ways loved w riting an d  know [now] because of Mrs. 
Baginski 1 like to write even m ore.”

“I Uke w riting but n o t m uch. B ut 1 understand  how to write 
papers better now th a n  I did .”

“I could [can] write b e tte r.”

“I th ink  ok"

“I enjoy w riting except long papers. I have improve a lot in 
writing assignm ents.”

“I feel better because I know a  little better th an  before.”

“1 feel th a t  I could probaly  w rite now w rite a term  paper 
because you have teach  me so m uch .”
“It’s alright."

“I have always Loved w riting a n d  Know [now] I Love to write 
even more.”
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“I feel good abou t writing."

“It helped m e leam  more ab o u t w riting an d  w hat to write 
about."

“It has helped a  lot words th a t 1 d id n 't know I know Know 
(now) an d  I seem s to like writting a  little bit more.”
“I[tj has helped me a  lot because 1 have been improving on my 
writing. . . ."

“It helped me improve the way 1 write my papers.”

“How do 1 feel about writing. W riting is fun to [do]. I write net 
[neatly]. People like my hand  writing."

“I always love to write bu t now I like to write and get a  good 
grade."

“1 love my writing Because everytime I write I get a  good grade.”

“I like w riting now more th an  I use to I d idn’t like it none one 
time."

In the  above com m ents, s tu d e n ts  ind icated  th a t they were 

extremely pleased w ith themselves and w ith the work they had done. 

They enjoyed w riting because they had  received good grades for it, 

because they had  th e  opportunity to write on topics th a t they liked, 

and  because they h ad  leam ed m any sk ills  th a t enabled them  to 

express themselves more freely. They also enjoyed writing because now 

they h ad  gained confidence in the ir ab ility  to write. W hat w as 

som ew hat surprising  about so m any s tu d e n ts  expressing feelings of 

success abou t the ir writing w as th a t they h ad  ju s t  finished a  long 

paper on which they had  spent a  great deal of time abou t a book they 

had read. Actually, the ir com m ents are streng thened  by the context;
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studen ts were no t tired of writing but, on th e  contrary, exhilarated by 

it—especially w hen it worked for them.

Two of my favorite com m ents from  s tu d en ts  are  related to

motivation, an d  are great testam ents of th e  efficacy of structu ring  my

class a ro u n d  constructive  criticism , positive a ttitudes, optim istic

beliefs, good grades, pats on the back, an d  ultimately, around  trying to

inspire s tu d en ts  to reach their potential:

“My Reading & Writing has improven alot sense the beginning 
of th is w ounderful school year. I have injoyed being in th is 
class an d  I would like to th an k  my teacher Ms. Baginski for 
not givmg up on me.”

and:

“To: Mrs. Baginski,
You really have helped me to  become a  big success m 

reading and  writing. You have m spired me to keep writing and 
the  w riting I’ve done was really g rea t which I know it was. 
Thanks for the honesty and sweet mspiration.
Love ya, Lakeisha P.S. Don’t forget me not m atter w hat.”

I tried to guide and  to inspire them  to do the ir best a t all times, but I 

did not realize th a t my s tu d en ts  noticed th is. As being positive about 

all the literacy events in the classroom  a n d  considering stu d en ts  as 

hum an  bem gs w ith highs and  lows, s tren g th s  and w eaknesses were 

the basic tenets of my classroom  procedure, it was pleasing to see tha t 

some s tu d e n ts  had  appreciated  my endeavors. But, w hat is most 

exciting abou t these com m ents is how cheerful, positive, and  success

ful both of these studen ts  felt about them selves and their work; the 

first studen t writes tha t she h as  strengthened her reading and writing
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skills, b u t £ilso th a t she had  a “w ounderful school year”; the second 

writes th a t she has “become a big success in reading and  writing” and  

“the writing I’ve done was really g reat.” There was nothing th a t could 

have possessed these two studen ts  to have talked about their reading 

and writing in such a positive way w hen they first en tered  my class. 

The transform ation of these two w as absolutely cimazing.

Although some s tu d en ts  s till m ade negative com m ents ab o u t 

their reading and  writing skills, clearly  m ost of the s tu d e n ts  were 

m uch m ore positive ab o u t these sk ills th a n  they had  been a t the 

beginning of the year. S tuden ts felt better about their abilities, had  

not been allowed to fail a t anything th a t they had tried, smd actually 

were better, more rounded studen ts as  a  consequence of being stronger 

readers and  writers. And, as a resu lt, they were more motivated. They 

now knew th a t they could do good work because they had  done it. 

They had learned; they were proud of themselves, and they had  gotten 

back some of their dream s, and som e m ethods and hopes of reaching 

them.

One student seemed to have stayed relatively the sam e in term s

of her a ttitude  toward taking responsibility  for her life; in her ten th

grade year, she chose to continue to cause trouble in her classes an d

she was proud of it:

W hat have you been up  to  me no t m uch of nothing. Well 1 
know you are wondering if 1 am  the same old Chelsea! Yes! 1 
am  the sam e m ean young lady, an d  1 am still up  to the sam e 
m ean things. Well 1 have already gotten suspended a  total of
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four days all together, two days were for m issing my detentions 
five tim es well really skipping them , and  I got su spended  for 
two more d ay s for fighting. I am  glad th a t I fin ished the 
Learning 100 too because I hated all of th a t work.

However, although sh e  had  chosen to fall alm ost all of her classes,

she had  not succeeded  In falling mine, an d  she had  been able to

attend sum m er school In order to complete the workbooks so th a t she

could a ttend  a reguleu*, ten th-grade, English class. Her grade w as

lowered because she d id  no t complete the Learning 100 workbook, bu t

she did not fall.

Chelsea was n o t th e  only s tuden t who felt th a t the workbooks 

were not the best learn ing  tools. As discussed earlier in th is chapter, 

the majority of s tu d e n ts ’ aversion to the workbooks reflected th e ir 

beliefs In the relative un im portance of the activity and  the inability of 

such exercises to enrich  their literacy experiences. Only one s tu d e n t 

discussed his opinions of the Learning 100 workbooks explicitly and  

his com m ents were s tro n g ly  negative: “1 w ould give everyone a 

Language book an d  m ake the(m] do work out of it. Learning 100 

didn’t teach me anything."

Although only one s tu d en t specifically m entioned the Learning 

100 series as a problem, 1 believe tha t when studen ts were asked “How 

do you feel about your reading now?" and when they discussed  their 

improvem ents in read ing , they  considered the ir im provem ents in 

reading based on e ith er the ir opinions of the workbooks or on the ir 

progress In the workbooks. They divided the class into two parts, one
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tha t was called Reading, in which they received a  grade th a t was based 

solely on their progress in the workbooks, and  th e  o ther for English I. 

which w as based  on th e  reading and  w riting they  did beyond the 

workbooks. When they  said th a t they did no t improve in reading, I 

honestly believe th a t they m eant that they had  n o t learned m uch from 

the workbooks. They did not feel that they had  progressed very far in 

finding the m ain idea, an d  o ther basic reading  skills on which they 

were tested. As the m ajority of s tu d en ts  had  n o t done well on the 

multiple-choice tes ts  an d  had difficulty m otivating them selves to the 

workbook tasks, all of which formed the basis of the ir Reading grade, 

they concluded th a t they  were still not good readers. That they read 

many books and  could understand  many words an d  m any stories, and 

th a t they enjoyed the reading and  the related w riting they had  done 

did not m ean—to them —th a t they had im proved in th e ir reading. 

Reading to m any of them  then was how well they did on the workbook 

skills tests. W hat an  u n fo rtu n a te  side-effect of th e  a tten tio n  and 

resources devoted to the workbooks.

In total, however, s tu d en ts  had indeed learned  to read and to 

comprehend better th a n  even they realized. They had  selected books 

and  many other types of m aterials and read them —fiction, non-fiction, 

poetry, meigazine articles, short stories, novels, au to  biographies; they 

had  written dally in a  variety of different modes—sum m aries, poetry, 

editorials, stories, sh o rt essays, longer essays. A lthough neither the
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activities m en tio n ed  above n o r the  following were d iscussed  In 

particu lar In th is  d issertation  as time did no t permit, s tuden ts also 

learned study  skills, tim e-m anagem ent skills, an d  hbrary or research 

skills. But, w h a t they  had  learned  m ost of all was to be self- 

m otivating a n d  to d irec t the ir energies tow ard  finding in teresting  

hterature and  reading  It. Their a ttitudes tow ard reading and  writing 

had also changed dram atically since the beginning of the year In every 

respect except w ith regards to the workbook an d  Its accom panying 

skills, multiple-choice, and  fill-ln-the-blank exercises. Their confidence 

levels were unquestionably higher than  they had  been a t the beginning 

of the year. They had  all been successful a t a  wide variety of tasks and 

had  begun to beheve in their abilities once again. Although s tu d en ts’ 

writing still may have contained many gram m atical mistakes, they were 

novice writers who were all better a t editing and  were becoming more 

fluent writers. They were w riting daily an d  becoming better, more 

interesting and  stronger writers from the practice. In one short year, 

students had gone from feeling hopeless emd Incapable to feeling strong 

and  able. There is no t much more th a t a  teacher could expect in one 

year than such  positive reactions to reading and  writing coming from 

students who. for the m ost peut, had  virtuedly refused to read and  write 

for many years previously. S tuden ts certainly had  m uch more to leam  

a b o u t literacy  b u t hopefully th e ir  m otivation  levels w ould be 

m aintained in their fu ture years of schooling.
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CHAPTER 15 

CONCLUSION

Current patterns of Instructional organization do not serve struggling 
readers well. Our schools and our classrooms do not adapt well to 
many kinds of differences, including linguistic, racial, cultural, and  
socioeconomic differences—any type of variability. We know a lot 
about how children leam  to read, and we know that there Is wide 
variability In the rate and manner of literacy learning. Acting on this 
knowledge means reorganizing the delivery of literacy Instruction. 
There are ways to teach  literacy that accommodate the reality of 
variability and allow children the dignity of learning at their own rate 
and In their own ways (Roller. 1996. p. 125).

Not only is there no reliable method of identifying which children 
would be best considered remedial or mildly handlcapp)ed. there Is 
also little evidence that the two programs, as currentfy- offered, differ 
substantially in the intervention strategies com m only employed. 
Alllngton and McGlll-Franzen (1989a) report the u se  o f similar 
materials, tasks, and techniques In remedial and special education  
programs. However, a critical difference was Identified (Alllngton & 
McGlll-Franzen. 1989b) In the amount of reading Instruction offered 
to the two groups of students. Mildly handicapped special education 
students recelv«l significantly less reading Instruction than remedial 
students, and there is evidence that both groups actually received less 
reading instruction than better readers (Haynes & Jenkins. 1986: 
Vanecko. Ames. & Archambault, 1980). Similarly, studies of effective 
instructional intervention with special student populations (Larrlvee. 
1985; Lyons. 1989) suggest that there are no truly specialized 
materials or teaching strategies with demonstrated advantages over 
the best teaching avEillable in regukir education classroom s. In short, 
it seem s that while we have two broad program types and routinely 
separate low-achieving students Into one of these two strands, there 
is little evidence that su ch  assignment Is carried out in a reliable 
manner, or that the Instructional Interventions offered In the two 
programs differ from each other (Walmsley & Alllngton. 1995. p. 22).

Our concern Is the design of Instructional support programs that 
alleviate, if not resolve, the reading difficulties of all participants 
(Walmsley & Alllngton. 1995. p. 25).
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To sum m arize my findings, I discovered th a t s tu d e n ts  who 

Indicated th a t they were unwilling to read  assigned texts were willing 

to read texts they had  chosen of their own volition. I also discovered 

that s tu d en ts  were averse to workbook activities and  to rote, repetitive 

tasks bu t were willing to engage In w riting w hen It was Immediately 

related to th e ir own topics or purposes a n d  to the reading of th e ir 

choice. The evidence presented in my s tu d y  indicates that, in order for 

studen ts  to progress, they needed to be able to choose th e ir own 

reading m ateria ls  an d  writing topics, a n d  to be provided w ith a 

nurturing atm osphere and a significant am o u n t of attention  to the ir 

individual needs. These students who feared failure when my study 

began responded In the end to challenging assignm ents in which they 

were able to succeed. 1 did not determine th a t my students were willing 

and unable, bu t, quite to the contrary, th a t they were unwilling an d  

able when they entered my classroom. Their progress in my class in 

terms of the num ber of books they read an d  the num ber of pages they 

wrote attested  to their growth.

To answ er the  conundrum  of why they had  been unab le to 

succeed in the cu rren t educational system , I found tha t the m ajority 

of studen ts m ay have been placed Into the program  because they had  

been classified as  discipline problems a t the ir previous middle school. 

Although s tu d e n ts  were given The Stanford Diagnostic Test of Reading 

as a placem ent exam, and all s tuden ts  who were tested did place in
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the first th ro u g h  sixth grade levels, s tu d e n ts  were adm inistered the 

test under less th a n  optimal conditions, on sho rt notice during their 

lunch hour. Moreover, several s tu d en ts  placed in my class were not 

tested a t all. To m ake m atters worse, only certain  students from each 

middle school were tested, and  the reasons for those few being chosen 

from am ongst the  entire eighth-grade-student body remained unclear. 

Additionally, s tu d e n ts  who scored high on a  second testing (the pre

test 1 adm inistered  in Septem ber of 1995) were retained in my class 

regardless of protests. Those s tu d en ts  who, according to their teacher, 

were com petent enough readers and  w riters to attend  a  regular class, 

were nonetheless retained in my class.

According to Walmsley & Alllngton (1995), a  student's  place

m ent may depend on "chance" as  m uch  a s  on other factors:

It is also clear from o u r review th a t there are not sufficiently 
well defined  categories of reading, w riting, and learning 
d isab ilities to Justify sep a ra te  funding, separate diagnoses, 
a n d  se p a ra te  in stru c tio n a l m a te ria ls  an d  techniques for 
s tu d e n ts  who basically are all having difficulty in learning to 
read an d  write on schedule. We do not deny that there are 
m any  c a u se s  and m a n ife s ta tio n s  of learning difficulties: 
cu rren t classification schem es (including referral procedures, 
testing, an d  remedial In structiona l approaches), however, do 
n o t d iscrim inate adequate ly  betw een the  various m an i
festations, an d  in practice—w hich is the acid test—a child is 
more likely to be in one program  or another, being treated by 
one approach  or another, a s  m uch by chance (e.g.. to whom 
the child was initially referred or by availability of funding) as 
by ac c u ra te  and ap p ro p ria te  d iagnosis followed up  w ith 
appropriate remediation (pp. 25-26).

As over one-th ird  of the school’s population  was considered to have

significant read ing  difficulties, scoring from two to six grades behind

419



in their age-appropriate reading levels (Littletown High School SACS 

report 1996-1997), sanctioning the segregation of only 52 studen ts  

into a  remedial course, while leaving the o thers to fend for themselves 

in regular classes could only occur by the luck of the draw. I suspect 

th a t a  large nu m b er of my s tu d e n ts  were consp icuous to the 

adm in istra tion  because they often visited th e ir  offices th rough  

disciplinary referrals. If a  remedial program is necessary for over one- 

third of all s tu d e n ts  a t Littletown, then perhaps the remedial course 

should become the norm, or the “regular" class.

1 also discovered a  connection between lack of self-esteem and 

the behavioral problems this produced. Self-esteem an d  behavior are 

comphcated issues th a t are perhaps better understood  if addressed 

together. If disciphne had been a  problem in the p as t for some of 

these studen ts, it certainly had the potential to become worse in a 

remedial program in which a student did not belong or did not want to 

be. S tu d en ts  exhibited a variety of inappropriate behaviors, from 

pretending to be immersed in a reading activity to creating educational 

disruptions. Their actions, including the d issection of the reading 

orange, could only be construed  as resistance to the education 

provided to them  (see Chapters 8, 9, and 10).

A lthough only a  few stu d en ts  were “actively” passive, as in 

Timmy’s case (non-attendance, apathy, fatahstic acceptance of being a 

low reader), s tu d e n ts  were nonetheless rejecting the ir educational
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opportunities th ro u g h  passive behaviors su c h  as  their hab itua i 

resistance to read ing , th rough  various ploys su ch  as creating  

d istrac tions in th e  c lassroom , an d  th ro u g h  the self-hypnosis 

manifested in th e  oft-repeated phrase, “I a in ’t know and I ain’t care." 

S tudents were refusing the ir education due to a  variety of factors, 

including the m akeup of the program, the labeling inherent in the 

course’s title, th e  m ind-num bing workbook activities, and studen ts ' 

overall sense of failure created for some sim ply by their noticeable 

segregation from their peers. All of the above caused  these students to 

regard education, a t least according to the way th a t it was presented 

to them, as not w orth pursuing.

Orange-Box s tu d en ts  were also extremely u nsu re  of themselves 

and of their potentials for success. Being placed in a  remedial class to 

them m eant th a t  they were failures while those o thers placed in 

regular classroom s were perceived as being m uch more capable. In 

sum, stu d en ts  actively discarded their educational opportunities in 

protest, out of sim ple boredom at their choices, and  because they felt 

predestined to fail a t the s ta rt. Erickson describes the reactions of 

students who could have been my own, placed in analogous courses, 

and their su b seq u en t ac ts of protest or passivity', terming them “acts 

of resistance” ag a in st the curren t educational system  in which they 

found themselves:

It Is no longer a  m atter of difference between teacher and
s tu d e n t th a t  derives from in tergenerationally  transm itted
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com m unicative trad itions. It is also a m atte r o f cu ltu ra l 
in ten tion  as a m edium  of resis tance in a situation of political 
conflict. As s tu d e n ts  grow older and experience repeated 
failure and  repeated negative encounters with teachers , they 
develop oppositional cu ltu ra l p a tte rn s  as a sym bol of the ir 
disaffiliation w ith w hat th ey  experience (not necessarily 
w ith in  full reflective aw aren ess) as an  illegitim ate an d  
oppressive system. The more alienated the s tu d en ts  become, 
th e  less they persist in do ing  schoolwork. T hus they  fall 
fa rth e r and farther beh ind  in  academ ic achievem ent. The 
stu d en t becomes either actively resistant—seen as sa lien t and 
incorrigible—or passively re s is tan t—fading into the woodwork 
a s  a n  anonym ous.w ell-behaved, low-achieving s tu d e n t 
(Erickson. 1993. p. 41).

Dr. Tomlin, the Kingsboro C ounty Superintendent, indicated in

response to the proposed Accountability Act. South Carolina’s a ttem pt

to es tab lish  a  struc tu re  of school perform ance accountability  which

h as since passed, that m any of the s tu d e n ts  either were n o t ready to

accept or actively refused the opportunities presented to them;

R ather than  make the schools accountable for the ‘quality  of 
education  offered’, it [the Accountability Act] tries to m ake 
them  accountable for the students* responses to th e  oppor
tu n ities  offered them  by the  institu tions. One of the avowed 
in ten tions of the bill is to hold schools accountab le for all 
stu d en ts achieving high acad em ic standards.’ . .[em phasis 
in original).

Is there anyone anywhere who seriously doubts th a t learning 
is a  participation sport? No one can leam  anyone anything. 
Reflection on our own experiences, and some com mon sense, 
will rem ind u s  th a t  s tru c tu r in g  learning o p p o rtu n ities  
(teaching) is the responsibility of the teacher: th a t active e n 
gagement with those opportunities is the responsibility of the 
learner; and th a t  l e a r n in g  is th e  end p roduct of su ch  
engagem ents by the s tu d en t [em phasis in original).

Schools produce learning opportunities for s tu d en ts  and  
form al schooling is  th e  organ ized  presentation  o f  th o se  
opportunities (italics in original). Schools do n o t produce 
s tu d en ts  of any kind—only biological parents can accom plish
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tha t feat—an d  schools cannot guarantee th a t studen ts always 
can o r will avail them selves of the opportun ities tha t the 
schools do produce [emphasis in original].

What Dr. Tomlin failed to understand  was th a t there  are  methods of

motivating s tu d e n ts  to acquire the desire to succeed, an d  even more

im portantly, to know  how to succeed in the cu rren t educational

system. M otivational m ethods, which previously have been seldom

used or may have no t been used a t all, are urgently necessary with the

type of s tu d e n t who is e ither not academically p repared  to engage

actively in learn ing  or who actively refuses h is or her educational

opportun ities in th e  m an n er in which it is cu rren tly  presented.

S tuden ts require  a  choice of reading m aterials, a tten tio n  to their

individual needs, including but not limited to task analysis, and  above

all, need to be constan tly  inundated with opportunities for successful

experiences.

Those s tu d e n ts  who resisted educational opportunities were so 

extremely fearful of failure and m indful of their self-esteem  tha t they 

appeared not to have recognized or accepted the “opportunities" as 

opportunities a t  all. In o ther words, th is type of s tu d e n t was more 

likely to view classroom  assignm ents as occasions for impending 

failure than a s  opportunities for success. S tudents, however, willingly 

and  positively responded to. as well as actively partic ipated  in. tasks 

perceived as  carrying a  future value for their own lives. Furthermore, 

they readily accepted any  assignm ent th a t they knew  would allow
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them ample chances for success, th a t they felt they could master, and 

which im plicitly  carried  the prom ise of heightened self-esteem . 

Apparently, they had  not been offered su ch  opportunities in their prior 

schooling, an d  th u s  they preferred not even to attem pt such  tasks so 

that others would be led to believe th a t lack of effort ra ther than lack 

of ability  w as the  reason  for th e ir  failure. The opportunities 

presented to them  had heretofore been considered obstacles or barriers 

to learning. The cu rren t educational system  needed to be revised in 

order for s tu d e n ts  to accept responsibility for their own leam m g and  

to seize these opportunities. The m otivational m ethods described 

th roughou t th is  d isserta tion  catered  to creating and  providing 

opportun ities th a t  were considered tru e  “opportunities" by the 

reluctant student.

S tuden ts  had  also failed to succeed in the current educational 

system because they had very little exposure to reading and  writing. 

They were unm otivated  to perform ta sk s  a t w^hich they might be 

unsuccessful, an d  they were constantly  an d  actively resisting their 

education as it was provided to them. As they were not motivated to 

read or to write, and  were missing c lass time due to disciplinary 

referrals, s tu d en ts  simply did not have m uch opportunity to read or 

write, in p a rt d u e  to their Inability to consider su ch  tasks as 

opportunities. S tu d en ts  were also not in terested  in the readm g and  

writing assignm en ts they had been given in their previous classes.
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W hat Brittany wrote on a  questionnaire handed ou t a t the beginning 

of th e  school year would very likely be the sen tim en ts of the other 

s tu d en ts  In my class as well: “If I like It I will read It, bu t If not I will 

not read It. So you can [can’t] say I really don’t like to read. "

Although the opportunity for only reading literary materials that 

one liked throughout one's schooling Is unrealistic, having hesitant or 

re luc tan t readers begin their experiences with books they liked was, a t 

least for the members of my class, the only way to encourage students 

to read  a t all. They needed to experience these tasks, and  they needed 

to perform them  at their own volition. S tuden ts who were able to self

select reading and writing topics and  were allowed to make decisions 

regarding th e ir own learning exhib ited  a stro n g er propensity for 

intrinsic motivation, or performing tasks to meet the ir own Inner goals, 

r a th e r  th a n  extrinsic motivation, perform ing ta sk s  solely to meet 

som eone else’s requirements. S tu d en ts  with intrinsic motivation are 

more hkely to continue to read and  to  leam  according to their own 

needs and  purposes m the future.

S tu d en ts  may also have failed to succeed In their previous 

schooling because their teachers were unaw are of the effect of task  

analysis, or of breaking tasks Into th e ir  com ponent parts, on the 

ability of s tudents to perform more complicated or lengthier tasks. As 

teachers were either unaware of the technique or did not know how to
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utilize ta sk  analysis, they did no t use it to help  studen ts to m aster 

tasks, to boost their self-esteem, an d  to break down their resistance to 

participation in writing tasks.

S tu d en ts  in my class were given sm alle r b u t more frequent 

tastes of success in order to propel them  tow ard the completion of 

more difBcult and challenging tasks. The phrase “They can’t do that" 

did not exist in my vocabulary. Furtherm ore, I tried in every way 

possible to bar negative sentim ents such  as “I can 't do th a t” from 

studen ts’ repertoire of phrases. In order to inspire studen ts to rem ain 

positive ab o u t th e ir  ab ilities, I strove to rem ain  positive in my 

comments, in my actions, in my conversations with students, and  in 

every aspect of the teaching and  learning process. I also worked via 

task  analysis, designing tasks th a t would not only improve s tu d en ts’ 

ability to read and to write bu t also those th a t would sim ultaneously 

boost the ir self-esteem. By breaking tasks in to  sm aller u n its  th a t 

students could complete, students were able to experience success and 

more Importantly, feel successful abou t their abilities on a daily basis.

If I discovered th a t a s tu d en t or group o f s tu d en ts  could not 

perform a task, it w as incum bent on me to  b reak  a ta sk  down 

differently for tha t s tu d e n t or group of studen ts . The knowledge of 

s tu d en ts’ individual capabilities was beneficial for both the teacher 

and the student. From a  m icroanalysis of each s tu d e n t’s actions and  

reactions to a  task, I tried to tailor the assignm ent to the mdivldual.
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Often, the b reak  down of the ta sk  Into sm aller segm ents worked well 

for all s tuden ts , alleviating the need for individualization. It is useful 

to know th a t every task  can be fu rther broken down a n d  further 

individualized w hen necessaiy. Sometimes a  ta sk  needed to be made 

more difficult r a th e r  than  sim plified because the more advanced 

s tu d e n ts  n ee d ed  m ore ch a llen g in g  ac tiv itie s , m ore read in g  

eissignments, or more essay paragraphs to include in order to m ain tain  

in terest in an d  to feel successful ab o u t a particu lar task. Depending 

on an individual s tu d e n t’s needs, th e  teacher can  exercise the  option 

of adding to or sub trac ting  from the assignm ent, or of further breaking 

down a  task  in to  more manageable segments.

W henever s tu d en ts  experience repeated success as a  resu lt of 

th is task  m anipu lation  technique, the  s tuden t an d  teacher benefit in 

equal m easure. The teacher will experience a heightened sense of 

professional self-regard from s tu d e n t success. Likewise, the studen t 

who h as daily opportunities to receive feedback an d  to encounter 

success will gain  greater confidence and  self-esteem . W hen both 

teacher and  s tu d e n t experience repeated success, the a ttitu d es and 

abilities of bo th  profit and bo th  parties will be more willing to 

continue to engage in such exciting encounters whereby literacy and 

self-esteem progress hand in hand.

Finding m ethods to change my stu d en ts’ a ttitudes on all of the 

above Im pedim ents toward reading, writing, and  learning was a  slow
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b u t co n tin u o u s  process w hich  nevertheless proved ex trem ely  

successful in the end, as all s tu d en ts  became more fluent readers emd 

writers, and all b u t a  few indicated in their course evaluations th a t  

their interest in reading and writing h ad  been renewed. Through hard  

work an d  positive reinforcement, m ost students were able to grow into 

more m ature and responsible readers an d  writers. They arrived a t  the 

understanding th a t part of the responsibility for learning had to come 

from themselves—an d  they were willing to pursue opportunities when 

they were presented in ways th a t allowed them not only to partake bu t 

also to succeed a s  a result of the ir participation. Furtherm ore, the 

m ajority felt tha t they were and  w ould continue to be successfu l in 

their academic endeavors.

SUGGESTED MODIFICATIONS OF THE DEVELOPMENTAL 
READING PROGRAM

In this section, suggestions for modifications of the program are 

presented. These program modification were devised in response to the 

needs and reactions of my studen ts to the materials and the activities 

presented to them during the course of th is study.

Nine changes are recom m ended in the curriculum  to give all 

s tu d e n ts  reason to participate. The ensuing  list of suggestions or 

revisions to the developmental reading program may also be useful for
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other remedial reading programs and perhaps English courses as well. 

The recom m endations follow;

1. A ttention to all s tu d e n ts’ literacy difficulties and  self-esteem

crises requires early a n d  continuous in tervention. The Kingsboro

C ounty  Schools needed  to identify s tu d e n ts  who were having

difficulties with self-esteem  a n d /o r  literacy m uch earlier th an  the

n in th  grade. There should  not be one more occasion to say, “It’s too

late to help tha t studen t. We were too late.“

Many other school systems begin remedial reading programs as

early a s  the first or second grade, and  thus help studen ts to overcome

difficulties before they are overwhelmed by them  or their self-esteem

has plummeted to dangerous levels.

Some understand ing  of the origins of the learning difficulties

experienced as studen ts  first enter school is evidenced in Dr. Tomlin’s

written comment related to the Accountability' Act:

Many children in our s ta te  come to the schoolhouse door 
initially unable to take advantage of the  formal opportunities 
provided there. Common sense again d ictates tha t these needs 
m ust be addressed  before there will be the substan tia l im 
provem ent in average achievement te s t scores th a t we all 
desire. The provision o f full-day kindergarten would be an 
excellent place to  begin [emphasis in original].

Although an aw areness existed on the part of the Superintendent, Dr.

Tomlin did not change his attitude tha t the paren ts and  the studen ts
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were primarily to blam e for not being able to accept the opportunities 

presented.

The knowledge th a t many s tu d e n ts  have extraordinaiy  needs 

when they arrive a t school should presuppose a  willingness to address 

the problem  im m ediately by providing opportun ities in which the 

underprepared s tu d en ts  of the County could partake as  of their initial 

encounter with school. To be sure, with the opportunity  to provide 

only a  half-day of daily instruction for students, teachers could have 

been overwhelmed or even frustrated by the lack of time to confront 

this serious issue. However, when the  reality of the situation Is denied 

until s tuden ts  have already been advanced to the n in th  grade, an d  is 

coupled w ith the self-acknow ledged aw areness th a t  these same 

students were already unprepared or underprepared a t  the time they 

entered the  “schoolhouse door,” it becomes clear th a t everything th a t 

could have been done to ensure th ese  s tu d e n ts  the  educational 

opportunities they craved and were due was not attem pted. By th is 

time, the educational neglect had already taken its  course and  its 

deleterious toll on the students.

That Kingsboro County did no t have a program  to help these 

students earlier was in part the consequence of inadequate resources. 

Dr. Tomlin, the Superintendent, indicated a deep understanding and  

a t the sam e time a  sense  of powerlessness about the situation in his 

statem ent concerning the Accountabihty Act:
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It can certainly be argued that, in S o u th  Carolina, the formal 
learning opportunities presented in m any schools m e woefully 
inadequate, but, this is primarily d u e  to a  history of woefully 
inadequate funding ac ro ss the s ta te  w hich no one even 
debates. Many, if not m ost, of our schools have inadequate 
facilities in general, in a d e q u a te  sc ien ce  labo ra to ries , 
inadequate libraries, inadequate num bers of textbooks. In
adequate technology, only half-day k indergartens. . . .B ut 
another announced in tention  of the bill is the con tinuation" 
of adequate funding to provide educational excellence." This 
m ust be a typographical error. How can  one continue 
something th a t has never occurred?

Most of o u r studen ts have never been provided even a  level 
scholastic playing field, m uch less an  adequate’ one. Now 
comes the ‘A ccountabihty Act" to hold schools accountable, 
not for the opportunities they were in tended to provide, bu t 
for s tu d en t perform ance th a t is logically connected to ex
posure to the  very opportun ities th e  s tu d e n ts  have been 
systematically denied! W hat is wrong with th is picture?

However, allowing so many s tu d en ts  to “fall through the cracks,"" as

the C ounty superintendent phrased  it, and aUowing so m any students

to co n tin u e  year after year being promoted for the wrong reasons.

some recognized, o thers not. created many m ore problems that were

more complicated and  of longer duration  an d  heightened magnitude

for the  school system, its teachers, and in particu lar its students than

was healthy  or necessary . Certainly, cdlowing so m any students to fail

and no t intervening m uch earlier was not an  appropriate response.

Beginning the following year after this stu d y  was completed, the 

C ounty planned to have a program  for elem entary s tu d en ts  who had 

fallen similarly behind grade-level expectations. In time, perhaps this 

program  will develop into som ething more significant and  will work for
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those students who have gone for years w ithout adequate attention or 

remediation for the ir schooling dlfBcultles.

I acknowledge th a t the Kingsboro County officials did no t wait 

once they finally recognized the  problem, an d  se t ou t to a ttack  it 

immediately. They did not wait for the next group of s tuden ts, and 

they did not allow this charade to go on any longer for the group of 

s tu d en ts  who ended up in classroom s like mine ail over the County. 

There is som ething to be said for the validity of the truism , “Better 

late than  never.”

The County did not wait to nam e a coordinator or to se t up a 

program once the crisis had been identified. The problem th a t ensued 

from this, however, was that the program was hurriedly conceived, was 

not w ell-thought ou t and  not m onitored closely enough to discover 

w hat worked, w hat did not. an d  w hat could be done to improve it 

continuously for s tu d en ts  th roughou t the County. F u rther ethno

graphic study of the s tu d en ts’ responses to various aspects of the 

course and further study of teacher methods, including successes and 

failures, in these developmental reading and English courses would be 

valuable inform ation th a t could be used to strengthen the curriculum  

and  to continue to improve the class.

2. Involve choice as  the main motivational element of the program. 

Allowing s tu d en ts  to self-select tex ts was the smgle-most effective
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s tra teg y  in m otivating my s tu d e n ts  toward literacy and  tow ard 

becoming lifelong readers. The adolescent rem edial reader or writer 

needs to begin to read and  to write for enjoyment, according to his or 

her own purposes or interests, and  a t his or her own pace. S tudents 

will naturally  move toward more differentiated and sophisticated texts 

over time. They will also develop a  habit of reading and leeum about 

varieties of reading m aterials an d  writing styles available to them  

through the process of choosing.

Why studen ts  needed to enjoy w hat they read  and w hat they 

wrote may be connected to their reading habits, which were, in turn, 

related to their self-esteem. By being allowed to choose works th a t 

were uplifting to them  for various reasons, including the fact th a t 

m any o f the chosen  read ings were m u lticu ltu ra l or adolescent 

lite ra tu re  th a t were closely connected  to th e ir  own situations, 

questions, and  concerns, or provided useful inform ation related to 

decisions they needed to m ake in their lives, s tu d en ts  willingly 

accepted and willingly completed the reading tasks assigned. The fact 

th a t s tuden ts were able to find their own paths, their own reading 

n iches, th rough  th is p rocess no t only raised studen ts  literacy 

proficiency but also built the ir self-esteem. When students are given 

opportunities to make independent choices and  are successful, their 

abilities to set goals and  their confidence in atta in ing  those goals is 

raised a s  well. S tu d en ts  who se t goals, perform activities, and
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ultim ately, th rough  the repeated success of th e ir  endeavors, reach 

even-higher goals are not only more likely to a ttem p t to set new goals 

bu t also to gain assurance of ways to reach them . Furthermore, they 

will persevere to reap the positive encouragem ent in term s of the 

confidence im parted by learning an d  the higher self-regard that their 

endeavors have continued to bring. S tu d en ts’ confidence that such  

success can  be transferred or repeated on other ta sk s  is also enhanced 

an d  th u s  m otivation toward greater literate proficiency is in tu rn  

heightened.

3. D iscontinue the use of workbooks. Assigning workbooks as  a 

learning tool com m unicated to s tu d en ts  the m essage th a t literacy' is a 

set of skills to be m astered, nothing more, no th ing  less, and th a t it 

had no contextuad relationship to or bearing on their actual lives. In 

contrast, w hat I wanted studen ts to discover was th a t literacy is more 

than  a  mere se t of skills, but instead  a  valuable learning and survival 

tool.

F u rth e rm o re , th e  w orkbook activ ities w ere dem eaning to 

s tu d en ts’ self-esteem. Not only were the “regular" studen ts  not doing 

any workbook activities but they were also not forced to do rote drills. 

Instead, “regular" studen ts had textbooks with " rea l” literature and  

rea l” writing activities. My s tu d en ts  had  brightly colored workbooks 

and m onotonous drills in which s tu d en ts  could no t make their own
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decisions ab o u t w hich readings w ould be most beneficial for their 

learning. S tu d en ts  h ad  completed workbooks in th e ir previous years 

of schooling, but now they considered It “babywork” b ^ o n d  which they 

yearned to move. Being detained  In workbook exercises caused 

studen ts  d istress a s  they  were not able to see or feel improvement as 

long as they were still doing work th a t only lower-level s tu d en ts  would 

need to do. Their self-esteem  could only be improved through giving 

stu d en ts  more challenging activities th a t were sim ilar to, If not the 

same as, w hat the "regular" studen ts were doing.

As a  resu lt of prioritizing the workbooks, “the focus was on the

product, not the process of the tasks":

Because right answ ers were indicators of achievem ent in these 
classes, giving or receiving help  could be construed  as either 
cheating  or incom petence. As a result, s tu d e n ts  who were 
unsure often resorted to behaviors that produced answers but 
hindered learning (Turner, 1997, p. 197).

In my class, the m ajority of studen ts cheated in a ttem pts to complete

the workbook tasks, ra th e r than  learned. Furtherm ore, they came to

consider literature and  literacy tasks as  presented to be rote material

that was essentially m eaningless to the ir lives.

If d iscon tinua tion  of the practice of using w orkbooks, or of 

using Learning 100, the  workbook series used in m y course, is not 

acceptable, I would suggest purchasing the software th a t accompanies 

the series. A lthough I do not advocate “throwing good money after 

bad" to alleviate a deleterious situa tion , there are som e benefits th a t
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m ight in p a rtic u la r  be gained by the  re luc tan t reader th rough  

com puter-based instruction . As grad ing  of exercises and  te s ts  is 

provided via the software, the difficulties arising from self-grading and 

the problem of cheating would be largely eradicated. My studen ts, as 

well a s  m ost o ther s tu d en ts  I have observed, immensely enjoyed 

working on the M acintosh com puters in the lab, and on the CCC Atari 

com puter read ing  a n d  m ath  p ro g ram s (the com pu ters in my 

classroom)—an d  w ith o u t coercion. The New York City B oard of 

Education s tu d y  (1992) of s tu d e n ts  reading below grade level in 

English as  a  Second Language, Special Education, an d  English 

courses, and using the EDL Learning 100 computer program, the same 

workbook series used in my class, reported significant gains in s tu d en t 

proficiency for all of the above groups.

As com puter w ork was considered  advanced technology to 

students, their self-esteem would n o t suffer as a resu lt of using  the 

computers as it had from using the ac tu a l workbooks. The time spent 

on workbook activities would also be shortened, as it would take less 

time to perform the activities via com puter. That extra time could be 

spent on more challenging reading an d  writing activities th a t would 

approximate tasks th a t the “regular” s tu d en ts  would be doing. Thus, 

in providing more tim e for perform ing activities th a t th e  other 

students were doing, s tu d en ts  would be preparing to be successful in 

future grades and in non-remedial classes. The more “regular" English
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classroom  task s a t which studen ts could be successful, the stronger 

the p o ten tia l for heigh tened  self-esteem  a n d  in tu rn  the more 

motivated a  stu d en t would be toward enhanced literacy.

4. Motivate stu d en ts  to progress from sh o rte r to more elaborate 

writing using  formulaic assignm ents when necessaiy. Teachers and  

studen ts can both profit whenever task anedysis is used. Through this 

m ethod, ta sk s  are  tailored to the abilities of the  s tu d en ts  and all 

s tu d en ts  a re  capable of com pleting all assignm ents successfully. 

Rogers & Medley (1988) in discussing the  use  of au then tic  foreign 

language m aterials indicate th a t “guidance" and  “tailoring]” of tasks 

is an  extrem ely powerful technique for improving stu d en t com pre

hension of texts and  successful m astering of assignm ents; “(I]t is the 

task and  the subsequen t guidance tha t the task  provides—not the text 

itself—th a t m u st be tailored to the level of the studen ts" (1988, p. 

470).

Inexperienced (eind experienced) writers often need assistance at 

form ulating or organizing pieces of writing. Helpful suggestions on 

ways to begin writing will often allow the inexperienced writer the 

nudge he or she needs in order to attem pt a  task. Dividing longer and 

more detailed writing tasks into shorter su b -task s keeps a student 

from becom ing overwhelmed by an assignm ent an d  also allows a 

s tu d en t m any opportunities for success, as  he or she will receive
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Information on progress more often and no t need to wait until he or 

she com pletes the m ore elaborate task  to receive feedback or to 

experience su ccess . S tu d e n ts  w ith  low self-esteem  a re  often 

overwhelmed by fear of failure and are th u s unlikely to attem pt larger, 

more difBcult assignm ents unless these task s are divided into smaller, 

more manageable pieces. In th is way, with appropriate feedback from 

the teacher an d  classm ates, the s tu d en t is continually  offered little 

pieces of success which will culm inate in a  m uch more fulfilling sense 

of accomplishment when the longer, more difficult assignm ent Is also 

completed successfully. Self-esteem and literacy goals are once again 

achieved in tandem.

5. Revise m ethods of placem ent. S tu d en ts  who test a t higher 

levels on the pre-test or show  exceptional classroom  gains in reading 

or writing levels shou ld  be immediately moved to a  regular English 

class before further dam age is done. S tu d en t writing samples should 

also be considered as  p art of the placem ent process. Furtherm ore, 

students should not be placed in a remedial course because they are 

discipline problems. D isciplinary problems need to be solved a t the 

adm inistrative level, in conjunction with each  classroom  teacher’s 

cooperation and advice concerning how best to deal, on a case-by-case 

basis, with s tu d en ts’ behavioral problems.
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The self-esteem  of a  s tu d en t who is incorrectly placed into a 

remedial reading clsiss will suffer equeiUy if not more so th a n  the self

esteem of a  s tu d en t who does indeed need remedial assistance . The 

knowledge of th e ir  p lacem ent will be used ag a in st them  by other 

students, and  s tu d en ts  may even stop learning in p ro test simply as a 

result of their rem edial placem ent. Appropriate placem ent is of course 

necesscuy so th a t those s tu d en ts  who need extra assis tance  receive it. 

b u t those s tu d e n ts  w ho are  more self-sufficient sh o u ld  n o t be 

segregated unnecessarily . The fewer s tu d e n ts  in a  c la ss  the more 

attention the teacher can focus on them. S tuden ts who are correctly 

placed in a  remedial program and whose academic and social needs are 

accurately addressed m ay also accept their placem ent m ore readily.

6. As tutoring m ay not be possible, devise ways to reduce class size 

so that studen ts  receive more individualized instruction. Accordingly, 

the teacher will have more time to gauge accurately s tu d e n ts ’ needs 

and  to devise specific m ethods to assist them. A teacher would also 

have more tim e to devote to individual ta sk  analysis an d  toward 

streng then ing  s tu d e n ts ’ self-esteem  th rough  providing n o t only 

personal atten tion  to each s tu d en t’s individual needs but also through 

providing co n stan t an d  daily avenues for success. With the  adoption 

of the 4 by 4 block scheduling  system  expected in the  1996-1997 

school year, teachers could serve eight s tu d en ts  in four classes, or
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thirty-two studen ts  to tal. I personally would prefer to have smaller 

classes and no planning period th an  to have larger classes and  a free 

period for planning. I suggest th a t the school system  present this 

option to its reading specialists an d  perhaps to o ther teachers as well. 

The school would be also well-advised to set up a  program in which 

tutors from within the school or recent graduates could be employed 

as tu tors. Jun io rs , sen io rs , or even peers could work as  s tuden t 

volunteers. The school would need to se t up a tra in ing  program for 

them and could possibly geiin more willing volunteers if peer tutors 

were given school credit for their participation in the program.

7. Involve all te ach e rs  an d  ad m in is tra to rs  in th e  process of 

motivating s tu d en ts  to read , to write, an d  to value education. 

Negativity, lack of m otivation, and passivity toward education needs to 

be eliminated across the school environm ent as a  whole in order for 

students to break down the walls erected between themselves and their 

education. S tu d en ts  m u s t choose to learn  an d  to accept the 

opportunities p resen ted  to them . Teachers need to revise their 

approaches constantly in order to reach and to motivate all students 

to perform their best work, to feel capable of success in their learning 

endeavors, and  to be in te rested  in their own learning. Teachers, 

studen ts, and  ad m in istra to rs  m u st work together as  each of the 

preceding groups are com ponents in a  team effort.
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8. S tuden ts placed in a remedial course m u st be encouraged to 

perform challenging activities in not only their reading class but all 

other classes as well. Enhancing students’ motivations toward reading 

and  writing activities should  not be left for the reading specialist to 

negotiate alone:

Yet the issue of reading engagement is far too im portant to 
occur inside one o r two classroom s. It m u s t be a  peut of 
entire schools and districts. For th is to happen, every aspect 
of a  school’s cu ltu re  m ust be conducive to an  engagem ent 
perspective. This requires changes in th e  sociology and 
curriculum  of schools so tha t teachers are no t only supported 
bu t also  challenged to create contexts w here children can 
become deeply involved in reading and  learning. . . (Santa, 
1997, p. 218).

Thus, strengthening the core curriculum  is a  m ajor element of 
refo rm ing  a rem ed ia l program . S u s ta in in g  effects of 
rem ediation—one of the critical indicators of success of the 
C hapter I program—depends more on the quality  of the core 
curricu lum  th an  on the excellence of the rem edial program, 
and so we have no choice but to attend  to Qie core curriculum  
as diligentlv as we do the remedial (Wsdp & Walmsley, 1995, p. 
181).

Furthermore, reading specialists and  English teachers can  work in 

unison to perform task  analysis and to coordinate activities th a t 

would be beneficial for both the remedial and  the  more advanced 

reader. The m ajority of high school s tu d en ts  need a ss is tan ce  in 

developing stronger literacy hab its and also in heightening their self

esteem. Teachers of reading and English and other subjects can pool 

their knowledge on psychology, ethnography, task  analysis, technical 

preparation an d  academ ic preparation courses, an d  field conten t to 

strengthen the m otivational aspects and creativity of the curriculum .
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From th is  b road-based  knowledge of s tu d e n ts  an d  the teachlng- 

leam ing process, perhaps teachers will be better understand  studen ts 

and teaching m ethods will improve.

9. Set u p  c lasses more closely a ttu n e d  to s tu d e n ts ’ needs and

in terests, including classes where s tu d e n ts  perform tasks more

su ited  to  th e  careers they plan for them selves. The m ission

sta tem en t of Littletown High School ind icates th a t th is  is a

major goal for members of the school:

The m ission  of Littletown High School is to equip and 
em pow er o u r diverse s tu d e n t po p u la tio n  w ith the com 
petencies necessary to succeed in a  complex global society by 
utilizing innovative instructional practices, by involving family 
and  com m unity, and by providing realistic experiences th a t 
in c re a se  each  s tu d e n t’s o p tio n s for su c cess  (S ou thern  
A ssociation of Colleges and  Schools (SACS) Ten Year Study, 
Littletown High School. 1996-1997).

S tu d en ts  who chose the vocational p a th , o r the technical or life

preparation route, need to be given the opportunity  to pursue those

interests across the curriculum, from English to science to m ath, and

to be offered specific courses in which they  can learn  about their

prospective professions. The year th a t I ta u g h t a t Littletown High

School there w as no noticeable difference between the Tech (or Life)

Preparatory co u rse s  and the College P reparatory  courses except

perhaps in so  far as  the teachers appeared to expect less from the

studen ts  in the  former track. There was a building construction, a

welding, and  a n  au to  mechanics course offered th a t most s tu d en ts
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were however unable to take until they were seniors an d  had taken all 

their required basic courses. A cosmetology course was expected to be 

offered In the near future. Many of my s tu d en ts  were, however, able to 

enroll during the ir first year in high school In the agriculture and  the 

sewing classes, which were two p rom inen t fields o f in te rest and 

po ten tia l cho ices of profession. A pproxim ately one-fourth  of my 

studen ts were enrolled In one or the o ther of these classes. Over hedf 

of my s tu d en ts  were enrolled in ROTC courses, wherein six or seven of 

my s tu d e n ts , m ale an d  female, decided th a t  they  were possibly 

Interested In pursuing a profession In the military. Littletown High 

School needs to continue to offer su b s tan tia l life preparatory courses 

th a t will prepare studen ts for the types of careers they may choose.

S tu d en ts  who have ample opportunity  to m ake choices, and  to 

leam  ab o u t potential careers will feel m ore confident about their 

future opportunities for success and  will consequently  set goals and 

value literacy an d  other academic skills as a  m eans of propelling them  

toward asp ira tio n s th a t are m eaningful and  th a t are through their 

education accessible. A variety of avenues o f learning are necessary 

for all s tu d e n ts  in order for each s tu d en t to have the opportunity to 

make inform ed and  confident choices about th e  path  tha t he or she 

will choose.
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A FmAL NOTE: BRINGING STUDENT, TEACHER, AND LEARNING 
OPPORTUNITIES TOGETHER TO PROMOTE POSITIVE EFFECTS 
FOR ALL

This is a  hopeful book ab o u t those  who fail. L ives o n  th e  
B o u n d a ry  concerns language an d  hum an connection, Uteracy 
and  cu lture , an d  it focuses on those who have trouble reading 
and  w riting in the schools an d  the  workplace. It is a  book 
abou t the  abilities hidden ty  c lass and  cu ltu ra l barriers. And 
it is a  book ab o u t movement: ab o u t w hat happens as  people 
who have failed begin to participate in the educational system  
th a t h a s  seem ed so h a rsh  a n d  d is ta n t to them. We are  a 
nation obsessed  with evaluating our children, with calibrating 
their exact d istance from some ideal benchm ark. In the nam e 
of excellence, we test and  m easure them —as individuals, a s  a 
group—an d  we rejoice or despair over the results. The sad  
th ing is th a t though we stra in  to see, we m iss so m uch. All 
s tu d e n ts  cringe under the scru tiny , b u t those most harsh ly  
affected, least successful in the com petition, possess some of 
our g reatest unperceived riches (Rose, 1989, p. xi).

In sum , s tu d e n ts , teachers, adm in istra to rs , parents, an d  the  

com munity need to work together to promote participation, education, 

and  success for all involved. Literacy is necessary and  im portant for 

all s tu d en ts  in o rder for them to m ake informed choices and  to feel 

confident th a t they  possess the abilities needed to be prepared for 

either a  career or fu rther academic studies.

U ltim ately w h a t an d  how a  read ing  or an  English teach e r 

teaches s tu d en ts  ab o u t Uteracy and  its value depends on “knowledge, 

practice, and  choice” (Purves, Rogers, & Soter, p. 45). The good 

teacher will use knowledge of students, of teaching, euid of reading and  

writing to develop practice and to choose wisely w hat tasks an d  w hat 

techniques of teaching will work best for her own students. Teaching
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an d  Iccirning are complex entities because both are inseparable parts

of one interactive process where teacher and studen t together m ust be

active agents of knowledge production:

Pedagogy is addressing  ‘the transform ation of conscious
ness th a t  tak es  p lace  in  the in te rsec tio n  of th ree  
agencies—the teacher, the learner and the knowledge they 
together produce’ (Lusted). According to Lusted's deto ltlon , 
pedagogy re fu ses  to  in s tru m en ta lize  these  relations, 
d im inish  th e ir  in te rac tiv ity  or refuses one value over 
another. It, furtherm ore, denies the teacher a s  neutral 
transm itte r, the s tu d e n t as  passive, an d  knowledge as 
im m utable m aterial to im part. Instead , the concept of 
pedagogy focuses a tten tio n  on the conditions an d  means 
through which knowledge is produced (Lather, 1994, p. 85).

Teachers continually need to find ways to involve the learner in his or

her own literacy development, euid in responding to tasks in order to

m ake classroom  m ore in te rac tive , less teacher-cen tered : the

classroom  needs to be a  negotiable terrain between teachers and

s tu d en ts , a place w here le a rn e rs  are equally responsib le  and

responsive to literacy and  learning, a  place where studen ts have more

opportunities to respond and to create their own learning an d  to feel

confident about their abilities to perform tasks th a t are valuable to

them.
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CONCLUSIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER SCHOLARLY 
INQUIRY

My findings suggest th a t my students needed help to strengthen  

their literacy as well a s  to boost their self-esteem. S tudents needed to 

be evaluated individually an d  on their own term s. The standard  

m easuring instrum ents including standardized testing and grading of 

the final product alone had  not been helpful in determining how these 

particular s tuden ts could improve their literacy or in discovering why 

they had difficulty succeeding in the current educational system . In 

the absence of a  school psychologist to assist in interpreting studen ts ' 

resistance to their education and the reasons for their previous lack of 

progress in the cu rren t educational system, ethnographic tools were 

both useful and  necessary. The ethnographic approach provided 

valuable insight into the reasons why these students previously had 

not responded but now responded to literacy activities. E thnographic 

m ethods, including studying s tu d e n ts’ Individual resistance to tasks 

in relation to their self-esteem , as well as performing task  analysis 

were the strongest evaluation tools.

Students needed constan t attention to these two major aspects 

of their development, self-esteem and  literacy, in order to participate 

fully in their education and  to opt for learning rather than  resistance. 

My attention was focused the entire year on addressing both issues 

sim ultaneously. My findings further demonstrate that addressing the 

two issues, self-esteem and  remedial literacy, together is beneficial for
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studen ts and their teachers. Teachers of reading and  of English can 

profit from using individual m icroanalyses of s tuden ts’ Uteracy skills 

in conjunction with evaluating a n d  understanding, on a  case-by-case 

basis, the effects of enhanced self-esteem  on studen ts’ performance of 

Uteracy tasks. All teachers, additionaUy, can benefit from learning to 

utilize task  analysis for s tu d e n ts  who have difficulty on any level 

performing literacy tasks. Furtherm ore, the im portance o f under

stand ing  how self-esteem  an d  streng then ing  Uteracy are related is 

worthy of further scholarly pursu it.

Another aspect of th is study  th a t m erits further research is the 

efficacy of the continued use of workbooks and  of standardized testing 

in remedial courses. Unfortunately, reading test developers and  other 

specialists in the field of reading, school adm inistrators, an d  even 

studen ts contm ue to adhere to the faUacy th a t the ability to complete 

exercises in reading w orkbooks invariably resu lts in heightened 

reading proficiency. In addition, the vaUdity of reading test scores has 

repeatedly and justifiably been questioned by scholars, m any of whom 

consider these tests insufficient evidence for the purpose of placement, 

promotion, an d  exit exam inations. W ith stubborn  disregard to a 

growing m o u n ta in  of sc h o la rsh ip  th a t  d em o n stra te s  no valid 

correlation between the score a tta ined  on a  reading or workbook test 

and true m asteiy of the act of reading, education officials nonetheless 

are re luc tan t to reexam ine the existing positions which m ain ta in
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reading tes ts  and  workbook activities a s  the prim ary yardsticks for 

m easuring  readm g success. Are these practices sim ply the easiest to 

adm inister, to score, and  to use for political an d  financial reasons? 

Why do educational adm inistrators so unyieldingly an d  inflexibly bow 

to w orship a t the a lta r of the  test score hypothesis? Are there no 

better m ethods of testing studen ts  and  of finding o u t w hat they know, 

how  they leam , and w hat strategies of teaching w ould best work to 

help them  raise their literacy proficiency? Would m ore attention  to 

the reading of literature ra th e r than  to practicing standardized test- 

taking strategies produce better readers an d  writers?

If p lacem ent of s tu d en ts  in rem edial courses is difflcult and 

m isplacem ent of studen ts  occurs often due to testing  practices and 

o th er m eans of placement, and  if remedial courses often lead to not 

only fewer bu t less-challenging reading and  writing assignm ents, then 

are rem edial courses really necessary a t all? Or, could regular courses 

be tau g h t th a t include “remedies” for the weaker studen t, courses that 

are no t blatantly  different and  do not create noticeable segregation of 

certain  studen ts?  Through the use of remediation as “remedy,” are we 

denying s tu d en ts  their rights to literacy? Are we placing them  in the 

p a th  of predestined  failure, a  path  from which th ere  appears no 

re tu rn?  Are we placing them  on the path less travelled, w ithout a  fork 

in the  road a t which a  s tu d en t would have the opportunity  to swerve 

from th e  p reo rdained  road, of stigm atiza tion  a n d  self-fulfilling
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prophecy, to take the o th e r road, th e  road th a t will m ake the 

difference?

It is evident tha t teachers need to find new methods of assisting 

studen ts long before they are on th e  verge of alienating themselves 

from the m ainstream  of schooling activities. How can educators break 

down the barriers created between s tu d e n ts  and  their schooling so 

th a t all s tu d en ts  choose to partic ipate In the ir education? Further 

ethnographic studies of s tu d en ts  In bo th  remedial and in regular 

classroom s could be used to determ ine why some studen ts willingly 

engage In literacy activities, and why o thers resist, do not participate, 

or do not understand  how to participate. All students deserve equal 

access to literacy and equal opportun ity  to participate actively in 

m eaningful learning processes. T hrough close observation of the 

current educational system , and  th rough  fu rther study of those like 

the “Orange-Box Kids" we may come closer to offering all s tuden ts  the 

education they so rightfully deserve.
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APPENDIX A 

ACADEMIC AND BIOGRAPHICAL PROFILE OF 

THE ORANGE-BOX KIDS
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Academ ic and B iographical Profile o f  th e  Orange B ox Kids

Name Description of Student
Annette Armstrons WF. Age; 16. Placement: No Test 1. Considered 

Discipline Problem: Expelled last week of school in 
8th grade for stealing a golf cart with a group of 
friends; best friend and another good friend died 
during the first half o f the school year; loved to write 
poetry and started reading extensively; made me signs 
and cards whenever she thought I was down; one of 
first to get to GA level of workbook and to attend a 
regular English class; hated, and was extremely bored 
by the workbooks; took five months to complete GA; 
enjoyed and was successful at playing teacher and 
helping others with workbooks exercises, and writing 
assignments; liked to bring candy for all members of 
the first period class; lived with grandmother (fondly 
called Mama); her mother abandoned her when very 
young but returned in the summer to steal Annette's 
fiancée.

Marquez Brown A AM. Age; 15. Placement; low test scores; had 
difficulty concentrating without talking for long 
periods of time; took a great deal of time on reading; 
sweet disposition but had been discipline problem in 
8th grade and continued to have fighting attitude in 9th 
grade; often admitted that he could not stop himself 
from talking and that he liked to fight.

Jacquetta Brown AAF. Age; 16. Placement; low reading scores; 
writing almost unintelligible at first; disciplinary 
problem; tough and manipulative; best friends with 
Sunny, who sometimes was able to keep Jaquetta 
from misbehaving in my class.

Bobby Boyd WM. Age; 15. Placement; higher scores Test 2; not 
a discipline problem in 8th or 9th grade; his best friend 
and another good friend died during the first half of 
the school year; started out perfectly capable of doing 
work: regressed 4  points on reading test by end of 
year; was unable to move out of his funk due to 
depression and feelings of insecurity. Not very tall; 
other students teased him about this; mother was a 
middle-school teacher and also could not help Bobby 
to get his motivation back; made excuses for 
everything not completed; nice disposition but had 
extreme difficulty acclimating himself to any task for 
very long after the death of his friend.
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Livan brooks AAM. Age: 16. Placement: Low reader. Apathy tor 
school activities. Disruptive sometimes but not 
manipulative or angry. Upset about placement.
Began to change dramatically and to take school work 
seriously the following year, saying, "you kept telling 
me to work harder, to read more, and to take my 
school work seriously but I did not do it. Now 1 know 
that you were right.” Mother was a beautician who 
always did his hair. Lived with father at the beginning 
of the year. Moved in and remained with mother 
during the rest o f the year. Had seven brothers and 
sisters, of whom two others were also in ninth grade 
at LHS and were in Ms. Moore’s Reading/ English 
class.

Lakeisha Jackson AAF. Age: 16. Placement: low reading scores, poor 
test-taking skills. Definitely not a discipline problem 
in previous school. Hard worker. M eticulous. 
Worked very slowly, but diligently. Always turned 
in assignments on time. Sometimes took more time on 
assignments than she needed. Lived with mother and 
aunt. Mother was handicapable and Lakeisha needed 
to help out as much as possible. Absent, and 
eventually hospitalized the last few weeks of school 
due to complications of diabetes.

Tiki Jackson AAF. Age: 16. Placement: low reading scores but 
definite discipline problem. Sweet as pie and then 
extremely angry at the world at a m om ent’s notice. 
Always writing about how she was trying to change 
her attitude and behavior to school, to teachers, to 
friends. Very moody. Worked sporadically, then 
quit. Especially abhorred the workbooks. Went to 
alternative school the following year.

Shaquetta Johnson AAF. 15. Placement: Not administered test at middle 
school. No Test 1: highest score T est 2 Total: I 
always questioned her placement. Possibly discipline 
was reason for placement. Writing was very good at 
the start of the year. Grammar was good. Did not put 
much effort into her work but was still able to do well. 
One of first to finish GA level of workbook and to 
attend a regular class as a reward.

Antwain Jones AAM. 15. Placement: low reading scores. Very 
well-behaved. Quietly worked, although was 
susceptible to Jacquez’ antics as the two were very 
good friends. Parents were very involved with his 
education. Mother decided to go to school to become 
a nurse the following summer. Met parents by 
accident at a store in Charleston during the first few 
weeks of school. Antwain was very unsure of himself 
when he first arrived, but was able to understand and
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Antwain Jones cent. to tackle every assignment with ease. Became bogged 
down and frustrated with the m yriad details of the 
workbooks at times. He may never have worked as 
diligently as be could have, and always worked harder 
when reading about a basketball or football player.

Clevon King AAM. Age 17. Tested and accepted into Special 
Education at the age of 17 for following year ( 1996- 
1997); transferred to regular program at another 
school in August of 1996; expelled for fighting during 
the first few weeks of school during 1996. When I 
called Q evon’s grandmother because I had never met 
her (she did not come to school for the parent-teacher 
meetings or to pick up his report cards) she almost 
cried because no one from the school in 17 years had 
ever called her about Clevon before. She immediately 
came to the school the following day to meet me and to 
discuss Clevon s progress. We maintained an 
excellent rapport. On the last day of school I met 
Sister King, who told me that she did not want me to 
leave because 1 was the only one who had ever 
expressed an interest in Clevon’s education.

Sunny Kinlaw AAF. Age: 16. Placement: very low test scores. 
Well mannered so was not a discipline problem. 
Needed extra help with phonics and extra time for 
reading and writing assignments. Worked slowly but 
surely through BA, CA, and DA in workbooks. Took 
a picture of me in the classroom and hung it on her 
bulletin board in her room at home along with my 
letters. Best friends with Jacquetta (Peaches).

Brittan}- Lambert WF. Age: 15. Placement: Higher test scores than 
most others: Discipline problem: indicated she had 
been in Mr. Leduc's office almost every day the 
previous year: a leader who could get almost anyone to 
follow her. very tough acting. Her mother told me 
that she was too young to date, but Brittany had more 
boyfriends that she knew what to do with. Had a real 
jealous streak—had a vendetta against another female 
student, a junior at LHS, because this student had 
dated one of Brittany's rejects.

Chelsea Logan WF. Age: 14, the youngest member of the class. 
Placement: Considered disciplinary problem, remedial 
program previous year, tantrums; lived in a house 
with a swimming pool; had her own suite: tagged 
along with me like a little sister; best friends with 
Brittany until Chelsea's mother found lewd photos of 
Brittany taken by Marvell with Chelsea's camera; 
continues to call to talk; obese but subsequently acts 
tough: tried to kill herself during 1997-1998 school 
year by taking all the pills she could find after being
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Chelsea Logan cent. year by taking all the pills she could find alter being 
expelled, according to Chelsea, for saying, “damn.”

Jamaica Mani gauit AAF. Age: 16. Placement: Low test scores but also 
disciplinary problem; had the most beautiful singing 
voice but was booted out of choir during the first week 
due toattitudinal problems with authority; admittedly 
bossy. Very talkative and loud, especially when with 
Shaquetta, her best friend. Became very interested in 
reading about African-Americans. Made the honorary 
first slice in the Reading Orange. Very opinionated 
and outspoken about her and others’ placement in this 
remedial class. A member checker, along with 
Chelsea.

Timmy Nelson WM. Age: 16. Placement: Passive student ignored 
or unnoticed during previous years of schooling; 
needed one-on-one attention; absenteeism problem 
previously and during 1995-1996 school year; 
dropped out following year shortly after the beginning 
of the year; planned to return to 9th grade at the age of 
19 for the 1997-1998 school year.

Ned Norton WM. Age: 15. Placement: very low scores but chose 
not to take test seriously, admitted he did not care and 
he did not try, just wanted to finish; careless and 
hurried; learned to be an excellent test taker if her 
tried; did not do best work; would rather hunt with 
the boys than fight; not a discipline problem; 
somewhat passive but also obnoxious; idolized male 
teachers who hunted, knew guns, and knew building 
construction. One of the male teachers borrowed one 
of his guns and subsequently dropped it into the Little 
River in front of Mr. Leduc’s cabin where these 
teachers often socialized on the weekends. One of the 
teachers donned scuba gear to retrieve the gun from 
the bottom of the river. Ned was pleased to have been 

_part of this transaction.
MarguHis Prioleau AAM. Age: 15. Placement: A serious student whose 

Test 1 results were at the high end for students 
accepted into program; a hard worker who wanted to 
go to college to be an engineer; his father was an 
engineer, not a discipline problem in 8th grade but 
knocked out Clevon (King) during class because of an 
earlier argument. Clevon was suspended for three 
days, Margullis only received two days of after-school 
detentions. The aforementioned incident was the only 
event of this nature that Margullis was involved in 
during the year. Often late for class in the mornings. 
Lived only a few blocks from school but chose to take 
the bus and often missed it. As tardiness often 
counted as an inexcused absence. Margullis did not
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Margullis Pnoleau cont. pass the bnglish portion of the class, even though his 
grade from me was a high B. He was thus, required 
to take the Reading Workshop 11 course, the follow-up 
course in which students needed to complete through 
lA in the L I00 workbooks. Margullis was the student 
who wrote in the evaluations that he had not learned 
anything from L I00.

Marianna Somnier WF. Age: 15. Placement: Shy but serious student; 
not a  discipline problem. Highest final results, highest 
grade in class; every assignment done to the best of 
her ability. I worked all year with her to push her to 
share her opinions on many subjects. She got into 
some trouble for fighting on the bus near the end of 
the year, which was a good thing for Marianna in this 
case because she had stood up for herself and held an 
opinion. The others in the class were extremely 
surprised to hear about M arianna's fight on the bus, 
and said, "You go girl.”

Marvell Stone AAM. Age: 16. Placement: Test results could have 
been much higher than they were; did not try; found 
no value in formal schooling—wanted to be a farmer 
or construction worker, constant discipline problem 
during 8th and 9th grade; was stabbed (but not 
seriously hurt) by his girlfriend over a drug deal 
during the summer after my class; had been in jail for 
a drug-related crime earlier in the summer; cunning.

Queshana T aylor AAF. Age: 16. Placement: Mediocre test results,
5.9 on Reading Comprehension, 3.7 on total; Possible 
discipline problem in 8th grade; was suspended in 9th 
grade for 5 days for fighting another girl over a boy. 
Was a hard worker who liked to read when she was 
not consumed with family and boyfriend troubles.

Bill Thompson WM. Age: 15. Placement: lackadaisical attitude 
much like Ned’s (Ned and Bill were best friends); 
low test scores: did actually work hard but never so 
hard that he had to sweat. Always completed 
assignments.

Devon Washington A AM .  Age: 15. Placement: highest Reading 
Comprehension scores (7.7) on Test 1; total brought 
scores down to 5.6; Post High School (PHS)
Reading Comprehension score on Post-Test (Test 3); 
never accepted placement in program; admitted that he 
chose not to work until the end of the year and to do 
the minimum because he knew he had the ability to 
pass; involved in fight between Clevon and Margullis; 
also received 2 days after-school detention while 
Clevon was suspended for starting the fight before 
school; admitted that he didn’t care if he got in trouble 
because "when 1 go to the office, I don 't get nothin’.
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Devon Washington cont. nothing.’ Was suspended near the end ot the year tor 
fighting a female student (not in our class), throwing 
her in the mud and wrestling with her behind the 
portables.

Jacquez Wilson AAM. Age: 16. Placement: low reading scores and 
lack of self-confidence; needed help with every step 
o f an assignment, although actually quite able if 
continually nudged and inspired.
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STANFORD DIAGNOSTIC TEST RESULTS: 
READING COMPREHENSION AND TOTALS

N A M E T1
R C

T1
T o ta l

T 2
R C

T 2
T o ta l

T 3
RC

T 3
T o ta l

Annette Armstrong NT NT 9 .5 8 .8 5.1 5 .4
Jaquetta Brown 6.4 3 .7 2.5 3.2 5.8 5.4
Marquez Brown 4.9 5 .4 3.3 3.5 2.9 3 .6
Bobby Boyd 5.7 3.1 6 .6 5.8 4.2 5.6
Livan Brooks 4.0 4 .8 3 .5 3 .6 3.9 5 .4
Lakeisha Jackson 5.2 •4.6 2 .6 3.6 3.5 5.3
Tiki Jackson 4 .9 3.1 3.1 3.6 3.7 4 .0
Shaquetta Johnson NT NT 5.8 7.5 8.6 7.3
Antwain Jones 4 .9 2.8 3 .4 4 .8 5.5 5.6
Clevon King 2.0 2.1 2.3 2.6 2.1 2.3
Sunnv Kinlaw 2.7 1.9 2.5 3.1 2.2 3.0
Brittany Lambert 5 .4 5.6 5 .6 6.8 6.6 7.3
Chelsea Logan NT NT 8 .4 5.9 5.7 5.6
Jamaica Manigault 4 .9 3.7 2 .9 3.3 4.2 5.2
Timmy Nelson 2.5 2.8 2 .5 3.5 2.3 2.6
Ned Norton 2.5 1.8 3 .7 5.4 3.8 5.8
Margullis Prioleau 4.0 3.9 5.2 5.3 5.3 5.1
Marianna Sommer NT NT 8 .4 5.7 8.2 7.6
Marvell Stone NT NT 3.3 3 .5 3.6 3.6
Queshana T aylor 5.9 3.7 3 .4 5.2 7.5 5.7
Bill Thompson 3 .8 2.6 4 .0 5 .4 7.3 7.3
Devon Washington 7 .7 5-6 5.6 7 .4 PHS 8.1
Jacquez Wilson 2.8 1.6 2 .7 3.3 2.6 3.0

T1 = Test One—Administered in May of previous year at middle 
school

T2 = Test Two or Pre-Test—Administered in October of 1995 in my 
class

T3 = Test Three or Post-Test—Administered in May of 1996 in my 
class

RC = Reading Comprehension 

NT = Not Tested
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JOURNAL ASSIGNMENT RULEIS: MS. BAGINSKI

1. Do your best to cuiswer the Journal assignm ent given.

2. Write neatly.

3. Double Space.

4. Write a t  leas t one or two parag raphs in  you r jo u rn a l each day 
during in -class jo u rn a l time, and  a t least one or two paragraphs in 
your jo u rn a l homework for each assignm ent given.

5. Use a  new  page for each new jo u rn a l assignm ent. Write on only 
one side of the page.

6. Date each  en try  an d  label w hether the assig n m en t is an In-class 
Jo u rn a l o r a  Homework Journal. Label an d  date  your assignm ents 
a t the top line of the page.

7. Title each joum ed assignm ent at the top of the peige after you have 
finished w riting it.

9. Begin w riting a t the  margin on the left h a n d  side of the page. Do 
not write inside the mcurgin.

10. Turn in your jo u rn a l to me a t the end of c lass  every week on Friday 
or on the la s t day of the school week.

11. You will receive 10 points per jo u rn a l en try . At the end of the 
grading session , 1 will total the po in ts for the  joum eil a ss ig n 
m ents, bo th  in -class journals and  o u t of c lass journals, and  will 
give you a  grade based on the num ber of po in ts you have e a r n e d  
divided by the num ber of total points possible.

12. You will for th is nine-weeks be able to ea rn  all the points for the 
jou rnal provided th a t you follow the above in struc tions and turn  in 
all assignm ents.
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JOURNAL ASSIGNMENTS

IN-CLASS JOURNAL: MONDAY. AUGUST 21

LETTER OF INTRODUCTION

Write a  letter to me telling me abou t yourself.

Include in your letter:

1) W hat eu"e you like as  a  student? How do you usually  behave as  a  
student? How would you describe your personality?

2) Explain how  you feel about reading a loud  in class or doing a 
presentation  in front of others. Tell me abou t yourself as a  reader. 
Describe an y  experiences you have had reporting on books.

3) Don’t  forget to sign your neune.

Jo u rn a l Homework: For Tuesday (to be com pleted a t home an d
written in English 1 Journal. A ssignm ent is due a t the beginning of 
class).

Write ano ther le tter of m troduction to me in  your journal.

Include in your le tter the following information:
1) Describe your writing/com posing abilities.
2) Do you consider yourself a  good w riter? Describe your feelings 

abou t writing.
3) W hat kinds of things do you like /hate  to write about?
4) W hat are your strongest and weakest skills in English?
5) W hat areas would you Like to improve in?

461



IN-CLASS JOURNAL ASSIGNMENT: Tuesday. A ugust 22

Write a  le tter to your English teacher (me) answ ering  the following 
questions:

1 ) Think back to the last few years in English or language arts classes. 
Describe assignm ents or activities th a t you loved and  those you 
hated. (Hint: Try to th ink  of specific teachers an d  specific books 
or stories th a t you read and  w hat you did in those classroom s as 
you were reading those books.)

Jo u rn a l Homework: For Wednesday, August 23

We are  getting  to be good pen -pals  by now. Write me a  le tter 
explaining the following:

1 ) W hat would you like to accomplish in th is class?
List a t least 3 one sentence goals for yourself in th is class.

2) W hat can I do tha t will be m ost interesting or helpful to you?
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IN-CLASS JOURNAL ASSIGNMENT: W ednesday. A ugust 23

Write a  letter to  me on your honest feelings on th is  question:
W hat types of te s ts  do you do best on? W hat type of tests make you 
worry m ost? W hat sub jects do you do best in? W hat type of tests do 
you w ant to leam  how to do better on?

Journal Homework: For Thursday. August 24

Write a  letter to me answering the question: 
What do you like to be graded on?
What do you h a te  to be graded on?

IN-CLASS JOURNAL ASSIGNMENT: Thursday, A ugust 25

Write a  letter to a  new studen t a t Andrews o r a  s tu d e n t you would like 
to become fi*iends w ith (Hint: Think of a specific person and write the 
letter with th a t person in mind) describing the following three things 
about you:

I ) W hat types o f books do you like to read? W hat subjects are most 
in teresting  to  you? W hat is a  good book th a t  you have read 
recently? W hat did you like about it? Would you recommend this 
book to th is new  studen t?

2) W hat are your in te re s ts /  ta len ts/  hobbies?

3) W hat cure you p roudest of that you have accom plished in school or 
outside of school?

4) Don't forget to sign your name.
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IN-CLASS JOURNAL ASSIGNMENT; Friday, August 25

You have w ritten quite a  few le tte rs  th is  week. Pat yourse lf on the 
back for com pleting all of them . You will receive 10 points per letter, 
for a  to ta l of 90 points th is week! Wow! Give yourself 10 more points 
for com pleting  all of the  le tters, for a  to ta l of 100 points, a  perfect 
score.

1) R eread  th e  letters you have w ritten  abou t yourself. If you see 
som ething  you w ant to change ab o u t w hat you have w ritten, cross 
ou t neatly  the section  you w a n t to  change an d  w rite  in  an y  
ch an g es neatly in th e  ex tra  sp ace  above the sentence / idea / word 
you w an t to change.

2) As you are reading, th ink  a b o u t w h a t you have w ritten emd then  
afte r reading through your le tte rs  for th is week, respond  to these 
q uestions in your last letter to  me for th is week:

3) Is th e re  any  other advice you 'd  like to give me or any  questions 
you’d  like to ask me? Think o f a t  least one question an d  one piece 
of advice.

4) Is th e re  anything else you feel 1 sh ou ld  know about you? Think of 
a t  le a s t one more piece of in fo rm ation  about yourself th a t you 
th in k  1 should  know.

• • • D on’t forget to sign your nam e an d  to tu rn  in y o u r Journal
notebook to me before you leave c lass today.
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NOVEL ASSIGNMENTS

D irections: C hoose five o f  th e  follow ing assign m en ts to  do after
you  have com p leted  reading your n ovel in  c la ss . A ll p ieces o f
w riting m ust be at lea st 2 pages in  length.

1) Write a  dram atic scrip t (a play) of your book. You m ay a) either 
make your own book o u t of your script, decorating  the  book any 
way th a t you wish or you m ay ac t ou t the sc rip t in front of the 
class. (You m ay need to find o thers in the class to help you for the 
second one).

2) Write a  comic strip  for your book. You may choose only the events 
th a t were hum orous or funny in the book. O r you m ay make a 
more serious event hum orous. Make a  comic book o u t of your 
comic strip. Make sure to give your comic strip a  nam e.

3) Read your favorite part or peuts of the book outloud (in front of the 
class, or in fron t of th e  teacher) or on ta p e  a n d  write an  
explanation of why th is  is your favorite part of th e  book.

4) Make a  large bookm ark of the im portant events th a t occurred in 
the book. Write two pages explaining why you chose the events 
th a t you did.

5) Make a  web or a  m ap of the events in the s to iy  o r abou t the 
characters in the story. Some suggestions: You m ay use any major 
image (picture created by the words in the story) from the book to 
base your web or story m ap on—i.e. a basketball net, a  rainbow, a 
tennis shoe or pair of tennis shoes, a  gun, an  alcohol bottle. You 
may do a  character web which you draw for one character. If you 
do a character web, you will need to write a  detailed  description 
of that character and  his or her part in the book you have read.

6) Make an Accordion Book to show  w hat happened in each chapter 
of the book. You m ay draw  p ic tu res or p as te  p ic tu res  from 
magazines to illustrate your book. You will need to write a  detailed 
description of th a t characte r and  his or her p a rt in the book you 
have read.

7) Write an  A-Z or A lphabet poem about the characters and  events in 
your book. The first line of the poem m ust begin w ith the letter A 
or include an  im portan t word in bold prin t or cap ita l letters, i.e. 
APPLE, th a t begins with the le tter A. Each new line of the poem 
m ust begin with or include in bold print or capital letters the next 
letter of the alphabet. Illustrate your poem any way th a t you like.
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8) Make a  tim eline/ goal line of the book. You m ay either make a 
basic time line or you can try a basketball goal timeline, a football 
goal tim eline, a  rainbow  timeline, or some o th er creative timeline of 
your own design. Write an explanation of a) why you included the 
events you chose on your timeUne o t  b) explain w hat the goal or 
the problem  of the  character was at the beginning of the book and 
show how h e /s h e  reached h is /h e r goal or solved h is or her problem 
or c) explam  why he or she did not reach h is  goal or solve his or 
her problem.

9) Write a  final ch ap te r for your book. Illu stra te  the  final chapter 
with p ic tu res from m agazines or th rough  y o u r own drawings or 
creative borders. Or p u t your final ch ap te r together as a  book. 
Give the ch ap te r  a  creative title and  m ake a  book Jacket or book 
cover for th a t book.

10) Make a  Shoebox to illustrate the story. You can  pu t inside the 
shoebox room s to display the major events in the story or rooms to 
tell abou t the  characte rs  in the story. You m ight also try to make 
rooms to show  h o w /w h ere  each  c h a ra c te r  lived or w hat one 
character m ight do or how he or she m ight behave in each of the 
different room s/ environm ents he or she had  to be a  part of during 
the story (school, home, guidance office, basketball court, movie 
theatre, beach).

Write a  report on w hat you included in you r shoebox and why. If 
you set y o u r shoebox up in separate  room s, you might w ant to 
write how the  charac te r feels in each of h is or her environments or 
in each of h is or h er rooms.

11) Write a  poem  or a  song about the story. Illustrate this poem 
according to th e  words in your poem. Make su re  to put the 
poem on a  nice sheet of paper first; then glue th a t to a piece of 
colored construction  paper.

12) Make a  new spaper advice column. Become a  character in the
story. W rite a  le tter to an advice co lum nist m entioning all of 
your problem s. Now, acting as the advice colum nist, answer the 
letter. S u ggest possible ways for the cheuacter to solve all of his 
or her problem s. Give your new spaper colum n a  title and give 
yourself a  catchy name. Make a  logo for your advice column and 
draw a  p ic tu re  of yourself (a self-portrait) for your newspaper 
audience to see. You may w ant to advertise all the skills you 
have in advice giving on this cover or a ro u n d  your picture. Put 
the title of your colum n and your p icture of yourself and all of 
on a book jacket. Draw also a  p icture of th e  character whose
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problem s you have solved on the front w ith a  list of all of h is 
problems and  how you have solved them.

13) Make a mobile of the characters and  events in your stoiy. Write 
Em explemation of the events and  the characters you Included in 
your mobile cind why you chose these events and  cheuacters to 
m dude.

14) Choose one of the story maps the teacher provides. Fill it o u t as 
completely and  thoroughly as you can. Then write a  book report 
based on the  story m ap you have used. Illustrate the story  m ap 
so th a t it can  be used els a cover for your report. MEike su re  th a t 
the title of th e  book is clearly displayed on the  front cover.

15) Write down a  list of the best quotes from the book. Mcike su re  to
show which character made the com m ent an d  elIs o  tell to whom  

the character was speakmg. Then write a t least a  one sen tence 
ex p lan a tio n  of th e  m eaning o r im p o rta n ce  of th e  q u o te  
immediately below the quote. You may p u t th is together ch ap ter 
by chapter an d  m ake an Accordion book o r you may sim ply p u t 
th is together els a  book of quotes.

16) Come up  w ith your own web idea or an o th e r w riting/ creative 
idea. You m ust check with your teach e r to  have y o u r idea 
approved.

• You will receive a  grade on both your written Emd your creative pEirts 
o f your project. The m ore elaborate and thorough  you have been  
about telling your c lassm ates, other stu dents, and your teacher about 
your book, the higher the grade wiU be.
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LIBRARY BOOK PAPER— NON-FICTION—CHOOSE A BOOK!

13 C hoose one category of in terest below:

A) A Teenage Problem: For exam p le . Drug or A lcohol A ddiction;
Dating; Gangs; Violence; Self-E steem ; Teen-Parent Conflict.

B) A Profession: For excimple. Rem odelling/Carpenti^^ A utom otive  
B u sin ess; B aseb a ll Coach, Bcisketball Coach, B oxing  Trainer or 
Manager; Teacher; Artist; Poet; Writer; Opera Singer; H air Stylist; 
Model; Retail M anager; F a st  Food M anager; H otel M anager; 
D aycare C enter Manager; M edical Doctor; Lawyer; P sych iatrist; 
Nurse.

C) A Country or a  U .S. State: For exam ple. Jam aica, J ap an , Nigeria, 
E thiop ia, Eritrea, Sierra L eone, England, A u stra lia , G erm any, 
S ou th  Carolina, A laska, H awaii, New York.

D) A Person: M aya Angelou, M argaret Thatcher, D iana R oss. Mike 
Tyson, Langston H ughes, C lint Eastwood.

E) A Sport: Baseball. Boxing, H unting, Fishing, B asketball.

n ) After you have ch o sen  a category above, decide on one su b ca tego iy  
or topic that in terests  you . C h eck  in the com p u ter  un d er the  
subcategory or u n d er the n a m e o f person, country , p rofession , 
sp ort, or teen a g e  problem  for p ossib le  title s  o f  in te r e st , call 
num bers, and sh e lf  areas to brow se.

HI] S k im  through th e  books on  th e  sh elves relating to you r  topic 
looking for the m ost interesting one on your topic.

IV) C hoose one book on  your topic that you w ant to read. The book  
m u st be long en ou gh  to allow  y o u  to read and be inform ed on the  
is su e  or topic o f  your choice a n d  m u st conta in  m ore text than  
pictures. If you find a text th a t you  w ant to read bu t you  believe 
m ay be too short for you to get en ou gh  information from, a sk  your  
teacher. She m ay su ggest th a t you  need to take ou t m ore than  
one book on your particular topic.

V) C hoose one book on  your topic, ch eck  out the book follow ing the  
library procedures. Write d ow n in your Journal n o teb o o k s the  
title, author, and  call num ber o f  the book you have ch o sen . Also  
write down the titles, authors, an d  the call num bers o f  the books 
you looked at bu t did not c h o o se . (You m ay w an t to find th ese  
books again).
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VI) Begin s kim m ing the entire book a s a  prereading exercise, looking  
for the section s of the book that are o f m ost interest to you. (See 
Homework A ssignm ent below  for su g g estio n s  on how  to begin  
studying and reading the book.

VU) If there is  s till tim e left in th e  period, you may sp en d  tim e  
choosing other books from the Ubrary that you want to read on  
your own or for other assign m en ts. Or you m ay start reading the 
book you have chosen.

READING ASSIGNMENT AND JOURNAL HOMEWORK: DUE
WEDNESDAY, SEPT. 6

1) Sk im  through the entire book you  have ch osen  at the library, 
jotting down in a  list form im portant or repeated words and ideas 
that you see throughout the book. A lso, write down in a list form 
any words that you see  that you  d o n ’t know. Leave at lea st 2 
lines blank following each  word that you  list.

2) Look at the Table of Contents; the index, and the glossary, and  
for any other appendices or extra sec tio n s of the book.

3) D ecide on  th e  one ch ap ter  o f  th e  book that appears m ost  
interesting to you and begin reading th a t chapter. (If your book is 
a biography or an  autobiography, you  will probably need to start 
reading at the beginning.)

4) Read at least 5 -10  pages from your book at home.

5) Write 5 questions that you hope that the book will answer.

NOTE: 1) You will be expected to read 5 -1 0  pages at home per night
every night th is w eek and to write a b o u t w hat y o u ’ve read in your
joum eil.

2) You will be u sin g  what you ’ve w ritten in your journals to write a
short paper about the information presented in the book you have 
chosen . It is th u s im portant for you  to choose a book th at is 
interesting to you and that will at th e  sam e time provide you with  
enough information to write a  paper ab ou t th is information.

3) We will work together decide on a  narrow ed topic abou t your  
subject for you to write about. You w ill not need to write about 
everything there is to know  ab ou t Jam aica , or Mike Tyson, or 
Amelia Earhart.
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Som e exam ples o f narrowed topics:

• One Jap an ese  sport
Mike Tyson’s  Personed Life 
Mike Tyson Before Boxing 
Mike Tyson: Life in Prison 
Carpentry: How to Build A S h e lf
Baseball: How to S tea l a B ase  (Sports Topics: one a sp ec t of the  
gam e or one section of the rules will work)
Modelling: How to Be A S u ccessfu l Model, The D os and D on’ts or 
M odelling is Not as Easy a s  It Looks.
Alcoholism: Teenagers and Their Parents 
Alcoholism: Teenagers and Alateen: The S u ccesses

4) Rem em ber to u se  what you know  as you are reading emd to  sheure 
your ow n opinion about w hat you ’ve read a s  you are writing. Your 
reactions to your reading are always important.

5) C lose the book as you try to sum m arize a  section or chapter--to  
m ake su re  th a t you u se  y o u r  own w ords. A su m m ary  is  a 
shortened  or condensed version of the original. Do not copy the 
original or recopy the book. Think of w ays to briefly explain what 
w as sEiid in the book about your topic. A com plete chapter might 
eeisily be sum m arized in one or two paragraphs.

REMINDER: BRING YOUR BOOKS TO CLASS TOMORROW!
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LIBRARY BOOK PAPER

Directions: You will be writing a  paper on the library book you picked  
o u t. You sh ou ld  h ave already com pleted se v en  or e igh t prewriting 
assign m en ts abou t you r  book th a t you sh ou ld  look  through and u se  
a s  you are writing th is  paper. O ne previous a ss ig n m en t w as the list o f  
w ords you did not know , the list o f repeated w ords and  ideas you sa w  
throughout the book. (This w as a lso  called Brainstorm ing.) You a lso  
sh o u ld  have done two different KWL forms an d  a  list o f  five im portant 
th em es /  issu es /  v a lu es  /  attitudes /  lesson s that you  learned about in the  
book. You will need a ll of these assign m en ts w ith  you w hen you begin  
to write your paper. You m ay u se  any o f the id eas, the words, or the  
q u estio n s you have already w ritten about to w rite your first draft o f  
your paper on one chapter of your libraiy book.

H ere is  th e order o f  th e paragraphs you w ill n eed  to  include in  
your paper. E ach paragraph m ust be at le a s t  5  sen ten ces in  
length:

1. Tell your aud ien ce the nam e o f the book and  th e  author. Then tell 
them  why you  picked  the book. W hat did you  know  about the  
su bject before you  chose th is  book? W hat did you w ant to lea m  
about the subject w hen you picked this book? W hat did you think  
abou t the person  w hen you picked th is book? As the last line o f  
th is your opening paragraph, write a  one sen ten ce  sum m ary of your  
opinion o f th is  p>erson and your im portance o f  learning about h is  
person to you rself and to others.

2 . Write a  one paragraph summauv o f w hat th e  w hole book is about. 
Do not look at th e  book a s you  write your sum m ary. Write the  
sum m ary com pletefy in your ow n words.

3. Now tell your reader in one paragraph which ch ap ter/section  o f the  
book is the m ost interesting one and why it is  the m ost interesting  
one to you. A lso tell your reader why you th in k  he or she might be 
in terested  in  th is  book a n d  w hat th ey  ca n  learn  from th e  
information presented  in the book.

4. Now look at the q u estion s th a t you wrote th a t you  w anted the  
book to answ er. Use the book  to an sw er  a t lea st two o f th e  
q u estion s you a sk ed . Write one paragraph for each  o f the tw o  
q u estion s. You m ay write m ore than  o n e  paragraph for each  
question  if you w ish . Any extra paragraphs are to be written only  
after you have com pleted edl 6  o f the steps on  th is sh eet.
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5. Write one paragraph on w h at you think is the m ost im portant fact 
or piece o f  knowledge that you  learned from the book. Why is this 
fact or idea  im portant or valuable for you  to know ? How could  
others ben efit from know ing th is fact or idea that y o u  learned in 
th is  book? You may in c lu d e  several related or sim ilar  facts or 
id eas in o n e  paragraph on ly  if they  are c losely  related or very 
sim ilar in  top ic. If you have more th an  one very im portant fact 
th a t you  lea rn ed  that y o u  th in k  sh o u ld  be se p a r a te d  by a 
paragraph  in d en ta tio n , th e n  you m ay write m ore th a n  one  
paragraph. Any extra paragraphs are to be written on lv  after vou 
have com pleted  all 6 o f the step s  on th is sheet.

6. Write a  C onclud ing Paragraph. In th is final paragraph, answ er the 
following qu estion : W ould you  recom m end this book to another
stu dent?  W hy or why not? (What u sefu l inform ation in peurticuleir 
do you th in k  another stu d en ts  could leam ?)

7. Give your paper a  title. Your title m ust be different from the title 
o f the book. Place the title a t the top o f your paper.
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NOTE:

1 ) If the questions you have ask ed  can n ot be answered through using  
the book, then you will n eed  to go through the chapter of the book 
again to find two q u estion s that the book does help you to answer.

2) Do not copy down words exactly from the book un less you need to 
quote a sta tistic  or som eth in g  very im portant that som eone said. 
Make sure to put quotation  marks (“. . .” around the quote or the 
words you take Grom the text.

3) Also m ake sure that you put the page num ber where you found the
words you have quoted right after the quotation marks like this:

The Q ueen once said: “Let them  eat cake” (p. 45).

4) Cite the bibUography o f  you r book a t  the end of your paper a  few 
lines below your last paragraph like this:

Childress, Alice. (1978). A Hero Ain’t N oth in ’ B ut a Sandw ich. New 
York: Bantam  Books.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY/BIOGRAPHY RESEARCH PAPER

General D irections: You will be writing a paper on the library book 
you picked o u t. You sh ou ld  have sdready com pleted seven  or eight 
prewriting assign m en ts about your book that you should  look through 
and u se  a s  y o u  are writing th is  paper. O ne previous a ssign m en t was 
the list o f w ords you did not know, the list o f  repeated w ords and ideas 
you saw  through out the book. (This w as a lso  called Brainstorm ing.) 
You also sh ou ld  have done two different KWL forms and  a list of five 
im portant th em es / issu es  /  va lu es /  attitu des /  lesson s th a t you learned 
about in the book. You will need  all o f th ese  assign m en ts with you 
w hen you begin to write your paper. You m ay use any o f  the ideas, the 
words, or the qu estion s you have already written about to write your 
paper.

You w ill a ls o  n eed  to ad d  in form ation  from 2 ADDITIONAL 
REFERENCES OR SOURCES. Any notecards that you wrote will also 
come in handy and  should be placed in the order that you  plan to use 
them  in your paper. Follow all the guidelines for quoting a s explained  
in class and on  pp. 889-895  in your literature book.

R em em ber to  p u t  th e  p a g e  n u m b ers w here y o u  fin d  the  
in form ation /q uotes in parentheses following the quote th a t you take 
from the book. You always need  to follow th ese  rules every time you 
use a quotation or you take three words or more from an y  text.

Below is the su ggested  order o f paragraphs that sh ou ld  m ake your 
paper writing easier  and more organized. You will need to write your 
first draft follow ing th is order, but you m ay, if I am  given and I 
approve a w ritten  outline o f  the changes you deem necessauy, then 
you may deviate from this order of paragraphs in your final draft.

Remember to try to make the subject of your autobiography/biography  
come alive and be interesting to your readers. Make them  a s excited 
a s you are ab ou t som e of the information presented in the book. Give 
them  enough information about the subject and the life o f your person 
to know about them .

One step  a t a  tim e, a lit t le  b it a day, and a w onderfu lly well- 
organized. w ell-w ritten , and in terestin g  paper w ill em erge, before 
you even know  it . Good Luck!
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY/BIOGRAPHY RESEARCH PAPER

Here is  th e  order o f  th e  paragraphs you w ill need to  in clu d e in  
your paper. Each paragraph m ust be at lea st 5 se n te n c e s  in  
length:

1. INTRODUCTION. Tell your audience the nam e o f the book and the  
author. Then tell th em  why you picked the book. W hat did you  
know about the su b ject before you chose th is book? W hat did you  
w ant to leam  ab ou t the su bject w hen you picked th is book? W hat 
did you th ink  a b o u t th e  person when you picked th is book? A lso  
tell your reader w h y you th ink  he or sh e m ight be interested in th is  
book euid w h at th ey  ca n  lea m  from the inform ation presented  in 
the book. As th e  la s t  line o f  th is  your opening paragraph, write a 
one sen ten ce  su m m ary  o f  your opinion o f  th is  person an d  your  
importance o f learning ab ou t th is person to yourself and to others.

2. Write a  one paragraph SUMMARY of what the whole book is about. 
D escribe the p erson  your book is about, by explaining the major 
events in their life, an d  their outlook on life. Was their outlook  on  
life positive or negative?  Or is there anoth er word th a t w ould  
describe their o u tlo o k  on  life? Is there som eth in g  a b o u t th is  
person that you really  adm ire or would like to em ulate (imitate)?  
Do you have sim ilar goa ls or dream s? If so . w hat are they? If not. 
what do you think y o u  and  the subject o f your book w ould disagree 
about? Do not look at the book a s  you write your sum m ary. Write 
the sum m ary com pletely in vour own words.

Only after writing an sw ers to the above questions, may you look at the 
book to ch oose any  sh ort (no more than one or two sentences) quotes  
that support your v iew  o f the person’s attitu de toward life or th a t  
describe the su b ject o f  you r book very well so  that your au d ien ce  
(others reading your paper or those who might be interested in reading  
about th is person or th is  book in particular) will leam  som e o f w hat 
you leam ed in your reading. You m ay wemt to use your Subject Card 
that you sh ou ld  have on  on e  notecard to help  you to organize the  
sec tio n s in you r su m m ary . If you  need to write m ore th an  one  
paragraph for this section , you  may.
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3 & 4. This section  is a t legist TWO PARAGRAPHS LONG. Now, pick 
the TWO MOST IMPORTANT EVENTS in the person’s life and  
describe them  in detail. D escribe the setting (place and time) 
where the incident happened, describe what happened, describe 
w hat the character/  person felt ab ou t the event at the time and  
if th is  inform ation is  given, w h at the person felt years later 
ab ou t the event. First, exp la in  th e  meiin problem the person  
en counters in one or two se n te n c es . Next, describe the clim ax  
(the m ain turning point o f th e  story, or the event that ca u ses  
th ings to change rapidly so  th a t a  decision can be made, or the  
con clu sion  o f  the even t can  occur) in  one or two sen ten ces . 
T h en , d e sc r ib e  a ls o  th e  con clu sion  (h ow  th e  s to r y /  
even t/ep isod e  ends) in one or two sentences.

After exp la in ing  the even t by follow ing w h at 1 have w ritten above, 
describe how  you feel ab ou t w hat happened  to this person. Would you  
have done anything differently? W hy or w hy not?

If you have don e a tim elin e o f th is  person 's life and the im portant 
events in h is or her life, you  will be ab le  to u se  this now. The favorite 
passages or events notecards may a lso  com e in handy for th is section.

5 & 6. This section  is  a t lea st TWO PARAGRAPHS LONG. Now look 
at the QUESTIONS that you  wrote that you w anted the book 
to an sw er. U se th e  book to a n sw er  at lea st two o f  the  
q u estion s you ask ed . Write one paragraph for each  o f the two 
q u estion s. If your q u estion s can  be answered in one word, one 
d ate , or in on e  se n te n c e , y o u  w ill need to rew rite your  
q u estion s so  that th ey  deal w ith  a  larger issue or question  that 
you can  write a  com plete paragraph about. Or, if the questions 
you have asked  can n ot be answ ered  through u sin g  the book, 
then you will need to go through the chapter of the book again  
to find two q u estion s that the book does help you to answer.

You m ay write more than one paragraph for each question if  you wish. 
Any extra paragraphs are to be written onlv  after vou have com pleted  
all of the step s on th is sh e e t .

* * * Add paragraph(s) on additional sources?

* * * Look for th is sym bol for p laces to  add inform ation from  the  
two additional sources you  have read on th e  subject o f your paper. 
If you found another sou rce, or an oth er book or m agazine article, 
that has helped  you to  answ er th e  q u estion  that you  asked, add a 
paragraph d irectly  after th is  paragraph about the inform ation you  
found in  th is book or artic le . Be su re to  g ive the nam e o f th e book
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or th e  t it le  o f  th e  article and th e nam e o f  th e author in  th e  first 
se n ten ce  o f  th e  new paragraph. A lso say  in  th is  se n ten ce  what 
q u estion  th e  author has helped you to  answ er or w hat particular 
subject th e  author w rites about, is  an  expert in , or ta lk s about in  
h is or h er book or article. You w ill n eed  to  u se at lea st one short 
(one or tw o sen ten ces] quote from th e  book or article.

R em em ber to  u se quotation m arks and to  put th e page num ber in  
p aren th eses follow ing th e quote. Try to  p ick  a quote th at fits  the 
b est w ith  th e  top ic  o f your paragraph and th e  su b ject/q u estio n  
th e w riter is  help ing you to  answer. You m ay also w rite a second  
paragraph u sin g  a th ird  so u rce  w h ere you  g iv e  ad d ition a l 
in form ation  about th is top ic in  a new paragraph.

I have m arked w ith  * * * other se c tio n s o f  th e  paper w here you 
m ay ch o o se  to  u se your two required additional sou rces. You may 
o f cou rse ch o o se  to  add inform ation about one ad d ition al source 
in  one se c tio n  o f  your paper, and in form ation  about th e  other 
additional sou rce in  another section  o f your paper.

7 & 8. T his section  is at least TWO PARAGRAPHS long. Now, look at 
th e  prew riting exerc ises that you  did  on th e  IMPORTANT 
THEMES/ ATTITUDES/ ISSUES/ PROBLEMS/ LESSONS of
you r book. Write one paragraph (at least) on the im portance of  
tw o o f  th e  th em es th at are p resen ted  in th e  book. Give 
exam p les from the book to sh ow  how  the person  in the book 
ta u g h t you  a lesson  about th is them e. In o th er  words, what 
are the two m ost im portant lesson s you leam ed from the book 
a n d  how  did the inform ation in the book a llow  you  to leam  
t h i s ,  or h ow  did  th e  b ook  te a c h  y o u  th is  le s so n ?

* Add paragraph(s) on additional sources?
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9. Write one paragraph on  w hat you think is  th e  MOST IMPORTANT 
FACT OR PIECE OF KNOWLEDGE THAT YOU LEARNED FROM 
THE BOOK. W hy is th is fact or idea im portant or valuable for you  
to know? How could  others benefit from know ing th is fact or idea  
that you leam ed  in th is  book? You m ay include several related or 
sim ilar facts or id eas in one paragraph on ly  if they  are c lose ly  
related or very sim ilar in topic. If you  have m ore than one very  
important fact th a t you leam ed that you th in k  shou ld  be sepeirated 
by a paragraph inden tation , then you  m ay write more than  one  
paragraph. Any extra paragraphs are to be written onlv after vou  
have completed all o f  th e  step s on this sh eet.

* * * Add paragraphes) on  additional sou rces?  

OR;

Now tell your reader in one paragraph w hich CHAPTER/SECTION OF 
THE BOOK IS THE MOST INTERESTING ONE an d  whv it is the
m ost interesting o n e  TO YOU. Also tell your reader w hy you th ink he  
or sh e  might be interested  in th is book and w h at they can leam  from  
the information presented in the book. You m ay u se  the notecards you  
wrote on the p assa g es from the text that you  liked the best for th is  
section .

* * * Add paragraphes) on  additional sou rces?

10. Write a  Concluding Paragraph. In this final paragraph, answer the  
following question: W ould you recom m end th is book to another  
student? Why or w hy not? (What usefu l inform ation in particular 
do you think another stu d en ts could leam ?) As either the first line 
o f the last line o f  your concluding paragraph, you  will need to 
choose  a nice qu ote  from the book that you  th ink su m s up the  
person’s  life and the inform ation that you have presented in th is  
paper.

11. Give your paper a TITLE. Your title m u st be different from the 
title of the book. Place the title of your paper at the top of the first 
page.
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12- Now that you have fin ished  the first draft o f your paper, reread it 
to look for gram m ar and  spellin g  errors, w ords left out. and for 
strength and clarity of sen ten ces  and ideas.

If your version is typed, m ake su re  that you u se  spell-checker every day 
at the end o f your writing se ss io n  before you  print out. You will still 
need to proofiread or edit your paper even if it is  typed.

13. When you have finished a  draft emd have com pleted #s 1-13 to the 
BEST OF YOUR ABILITY, find som eone e lse  in the c la ss  to read 
your draft and  to help you to fix your errors and  strengthen your  
ideas. Each stu dent will be required to have their paper edited by 
at least two different people and  to a lso  ed it a t least two other  
students’ papers. Those reading and editing the papers will need to 
provide written c o m m e n t s  to the au th or/w riter  o f  the paper. The 
editing work will cou n t for a  grade so  p lease  do your best. The 
editors will a lso  be expected to d iscu ss w h a t th ey ’ve w ritten w ith  
the author in a  five to ten  m inute conversation  concerned strictly  
with the person’s  paper and w ays to m ake h is  or her paper better.
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RULES FOR QUOTING AND FOR DOCUMENTING SOURCES FOR 
RESEARCH PAPERS

1 ) Do n ot copy dow n w ords exactly  from the book u n less  you need to 
quote a sta tistic  or so m eth in g  v e iy  im portant that som eon e said. 
Make sure to put q u otation  m arks {“. . around the quote or the 
words you take from the text.

2) Also m ake sure that you  put the page num ber where you found the 
words you have quoted  right after the quotation m arks like this;

The Q ueen  once said: “Let them  eat cake" (p. 45).

4) Cite the bibliography of your book and the two additional sources 
a t the end of your paper a  few lines below your la s t parag raph  or 
on a  separate sheet of paper in alphabetical order according to the 
au th o r’s last nam e. For exEunple:

1. C hildress. Alice. (1978). A Hero Ain’t N othin’ B ut a  Sandw ich . New
York: Bantam  Books.

2. W ashington, George. (1789). GW and Friends. W ashington, D C.: 
George W ashington UP.

3. Zebra, Zed. (1996). How I O utran the Giraffe and Grew From the 
Experience. New York: Wild African Anim als Press.

See pp. 8 8 9 -8 9 5  in  our litera tu re book for inform ation on how  to 
cite m agazine articles, books w ith more than one author, and  others 
library so u rc es  correctly . Follow  the form at or the order o f  the  
information that the exam ple gives you and ask  me to help you if you 
need som e further a ss istan ce .
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APPENDIX D 

STUDENT CONSENT FORM
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THE OHIO STATE UNIVERSITY Protocol No: 94B0011

CONSENT FOR PARTICIPATION IN 
SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH

I co n sen t to participating in (or my ch ild ’s  participation in) research  
entitled:

THE READING AND WRITING OF RURAL SOUTH CAROLINA HIGH 
SCHOOL STUDEN TS IN A DEVELOPMENTAL READING AND 
ENGLISH CLASS

R. Lee Baginski or h is /h e r  authorized representative  
(Principal Investigator)

has explained the purpose of the study, the procedures to be followed, 
and the expected  duration of my (my ch ild ’s) participation. Possible  
b en efits  o f  th e  s tu d y  have been  d escr ib ed  a s  have a ltern ative  
procedures, if su ch  procedures eire applicable and available.

I acknow ledge th at I have had the opportunity  to obtain additional 
inform ation regarding the study and tiia t emy questions I have raised  
have been answ ered  to my full sa tisfaction . Further, I understand  
that I am  (my child  is) free to w ithdraw  con sen t at any tim e and to 
d iscon tin u e  participation in the stu d y  wdthout prejudice to me (my 
child).

I also acknow ledge th at my (my child) is  w illing to be interviewed and  
taped on the sam e subject related to the stu dy o f the u ses o f literacy  
m ateria ls in th e  c lassroom  and th at I (my child) am  aware th at  
transcripts will be m ade by the researcher o f the interviews so th at  
th is  d a ta  ca n  be u sed  as exam p les in  a w ritten  report. I a lso  
understand th at the tapes will be stored  In the investigator’s hom e  
during the cou rse  o f the study and th at they will be kept in a safety  
deposit box at th e  en d  of the stu d y  an d  that no one e lse  but the  
principal investigators will have access to these tapes.

I also agree th at m y (my child’s) w ritten work m ay also be used  as  
sam ples that m ay be included a s part o f the researcher’s  written work.
I (my child) have given my (my child’s) written work to the investigator  
freely for h im /h e r  to u se . I also understand that the investigator will 
make a copy o f  all written materials given to h im /h er  by me (my child) 
and that I will keep the original.

I understand th at my (my child’s) nam e will not be used in the actual 
written report but that a  pseudonym  will instead  be used.
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Finally, I acknow ledge th a t I have read and fully u n d ersta n d  the  
co n sen t form. I sign it freely and  voluntarily. A copy h a s  been given  
to me.

Date: ____________________  Signed:
(P articipant/S tudent)

Signed: ___________________  S ign ed :______________________ _
(F*Mncipal Investigator or h is /h e r  (Person Authorized to C on sent
Authorized Representative) for Participant--Parent or Guardian)

W itness:

H S-027 (Rev 3 /8 7 )—To be used  only in connection with soc ia l and  
behavioral research.)
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