In the forest, there exists an endless stream of new ideas, things to see, places to travel.  The delight in the forest, is that for each new find, there exists a new pondering, a new desire.  To best know the forest for all its gifts, the traveler needs to be well tooled, so that her explorations will be endless and fruitful.  There are those who have acquired navigation systems to find their way, while still others use field guides and relief maps.  Some areas of the forest though, include clearly marked trails.  These trails are reserved for travelers that it has been determined by some, reinforced by others, are only capable of experiencing the forest from these predictable, limited paths.  Included are signs all along the way warning, “Stay on clearly marked trails”, and these travelers do their best not to stray.  They must keep moving on the barren, well worn trail. The managers of these manicured forest trails have never had to stay on them.  But they tout their usefulness in managing the forest for all visitors, providing a reasonable view while not disturbing the forest.  Revealing itself along the edge of the trail is the dialectic of what it is to explore.  The sweet song bird does not call from the trail, but from deeper in the forest.  The fiddlehead would be a fool to stretch and grow on the trodden trail.  Curiosity scurries beneath the leaves, a short distance off the trail.  And the sign reminds travelers, “Stay on clearly marked trails”.  The forest architects would try to convince travelers that the trails meander through the forest, sharing all of its vistas. But I challenge you, adventurous souls, come with me, stay on the clearly marked trails, try to see the forest, for all its gifts, and you too will see, you are not meandering through, but remaining on the periphery.

View from the Fire Tower


The Woodsgate School District has been a familiar environment for me for many years.   The school I am conducting research in has always been a welcoming community.  Evident throughout the school is an atmosphere of the American dream, that is, the reward for hard work is promise and potential.  Common are character education motifs, voting booths, assemblies, and song all promoting a high level of patriotism.  Socioeconomically, it would be considered middle class, as well as predominantly white.   Most of the students come from suburban homes, although there exists a rural element as well.  Test scores and grades are of the highest priority in this school.  Compared to Finn’s models (1999), this school would be categorized as “middle class”.  According to Finn, the dominant theme in this type of school is possibility; “viewing knowledge as a valuable possession that can be traded for good grades, a good college education, and a good job” (1999, p. 14).  As I began my quest for a research classroom, I thought of a teacher, Ms. Hall, who would welcome me, and give me open access to her classroom.  This 3rd grade class community includes 26 students, Jackie D. (a one-on-one aid), Mrs. London (a full time inclusion aid), and Mrs. Gulch, (a “reading assistant” that “pushes in”), as well as the classroom teacher, Ms. Hall.  All are white female adults.  There are 13 male and 13 female students.  Included in the male population is Lenny K., an African American, and Wilbur, a Hispanic student, with the balance of the class being European American.  This inclusion environment is unique in that this class will loop together this year and next.  The physical classroom is welcoming, and dynamic.  There are six groupings of seats, heterogeneous and gender mixed.  There is also a large community rug for all to share ideas, thoughts, and literature in a circle.   

Looking over the Terrain

I was excited, and motivated to develop an idea, a question, and move myself to a new way of understanding, perhaps a dawning moment within my pedagogical philosophy.  I began looking at curriculum in the classroom, the community aspect or atmosphere of the classroom.  My focus began to change rapidly as I began to see mixed messages being sent to students, a shift in philosophical stance, and clear unintended consequences for students.  Things were changing in this teacher’s classroom. 

 At this point, I think it is important to note that I am in no way indicting this teacher in particular, but my focus began to shift from the intended to the realized goals within this 3rd grade classroom.  Within our conversations she discussed many of the pressures she is feeling to execute curriculum, with the major and only acceptable outcome being test score improvements or accommodating standards within the classroom.  Until last year this particular teacher never used ability groups to deliver or cultivate learning outcomes.  She incorporated a rich literacy environment with a whole community atmosphere.  This year was different.  She had begun ability grouping as a way of reaching the needs of all students, or so she believed, and hone in on needed skills for the 1/4 of her class who were at greatest risk of not performing well on the 4th grade ELA tests they would take next year.  She shared with me the new ideas the district was implementing in the areas of literacy, including a new writing program that uses a high level of direct instruction, and a leveled basal series to be used in reading. 

I wanted to understand more about what external, and internal pressures were at play here, completely wreaking havoc with what I had previously believed was a very healthy learning environment.  Although ability grouping has been researched, and many agree to disagree, I had questions.  How do mandates, such as the No Child Left Behind Act, influence what a teacher does in a classroom?  As Kincheloe points out, “In the new right-wing educational order that exists in the twenty-first century, knowledge is something that is produced far away from the school by experts in an exalted domain” (2004, p. 17).  How can a teacher resist, successfully reaching students without compromising her core beliefs on learning and teaching?  I began to see, that because a topic of research has been looked at extensively has no bearing on the need for an individual teacher to look more closely at it.  I was now a participant in action research, with concerns unfolding before me.  Trends in education flux, and with these trends, old tried-and-failed methods resurface.  Why and how they do, and the necessary responsibility to resist, or at least find compromise, became my focal point.  “What is happening here?  What wants to happen here?” became consuming, relevant questions for me in each of my early observations.  

And then, after many observations, my dawning moment occurred.  I was looking for external factors, explanations of what I was seeing happen in the classroom.  Through reflection of weeks of field notes, categorizing them, and reading the ethnographical inserts that continued to arise, I realized what was happening, because it was happening to me.  In my observations I continually saw flying throughout the room, injustice, inequity, and voluntarily imposed structures that interfered with authentic learning.  Why was I looking for excuses for it?  There will always be influences outside the classroom such as state mandates or other political influences.  As Kincheloe states clearly, “Too often, mainstream education teaches students and teachers to accept the oppressive workings of power-in the name of a neutral curriculum, in the attempt to take politics out of education” (2004, p. 34).  Kincheloe further concludes, “Education is never neutral and that when we attempt to remain neutral we fail to expose the political inscriptions of so-called neutrality” (2004, p. 35).  The real questions I began to focus on were critical.  Kincheloe challenges that we must look at cultural issues, including race, socioeconomic class, gender, as well as other factors in determining cognitive differences.  He further states that one must, 


understand the effect of these contextual factors, in particular 


the ways they affect school performance.  Without such an 


understanding, cultural and cognitive difference are confused


with academic deficiency.  Learning to make this distinction and


then developing a curriculum to address the difficulties students


experience is a necessary ability in a critical complex pedagogy. 










(2004, p.22)

If I rejected what I was seeing, why, what are my beliefs on how a learner becomes literate?  If I believe that the classroom mirrors society, and I do, what does imposing the structure of ability grouping say about how one views society and the political nature of school?  How can a teacher impose practices upon the classroom that refute their core philosophical/pedagogical beliefs regarding how learning occurs and be effective?  I had not been seeing the forest for the trees.  In observing the impact of practices in this classroom, while concurrently researching ideas on authentic learning, I came to see that I cannot and should not stray from what I believe about learning.  I decided that I would follow the advice of Kincheloe, when he states, “Critical teachers listen for marginalized voices and learn about their struggles within their environments” (2004, p. 33).

Zaragoza shares her thoughts regarding critical teaching when she says:


What you believe about yourself and your students will influence 


what you do pedagogically.  Put it this way: We all have a 


psychological 
philosophy and a pedagogical philosophy.  


What we believe about people psychologically should 


have a direct impact on our pedagogical philosophy-


what we believe we need to do educationally in our classrooms. 










(1997, p.6) 
The Explorers

Although my research tended to focus on two boys in particular, it is important to look at the population of the lowest ability group as a whole.  There were 6 students in this group.  Included in this group were the African American and Hispanic male students.  Out of the other 4 students, 3 more were boys.  This is not to suggest that there are not academic reasons for the placement of these boys within this group.  Yet, imagine the opposite, a low ability group composed of all white girls, and it is worth noting for my purposes.  In the School Board News article, “Tracking Trounces Test Scores”, Wellner points out that  low-income and minority students tend to be concentrated in low-track classes.



 And, once placements are made, they tend to take



 on a life of their own.  Labels do become fixed.  It’s



 much more likely for a student in a high-track



 to be moved to lower track than the other way around.  (2004, p. 2)

George W. and Lenny K. were the main focus of my observations.  The other members of this group are Billy Bob T., Gary C., Wilbur, and Scarlet.  Many times I observed the group dynamic, and their responses to their determined place within the classroom.  At other times, I focused exclusively on the experiences of George W. and Lenny K. 


George W. has a hard time keeping his head off the desk.  He has a cooperative personality, is easily approached, and as easily distracted.  Often he is tired, or out of focus.  It is hard to ascertain whether he is involved with the class at times.  Lenny K. has a very positive, outgoing personality.  He is often reprimanded for his “color” within the classroom.  He is almost always focused and engaged, often overbearing to students around him.  Fritzberg  uses a description that captures Lenny’s classroom experience and personality when discussing low teacher expectation and cultural incongruity in the classroom:



One way that certain students respond to teachers who have low 



academic expectations for them is to find nonacademic roles in 



classroom life in which they can please teachers.  In Linda Grant’s 



(1984) case studies of six elementary-school classrooms, she 



observed that while both black and white girls receive less 




academic feedback in heterogeneous classrooms than do black and 



white boys (black boys receive primarily negative feedback).











(2001, p. 115)

Lenny K. trying to find that non-academic way of participating in his community:
10/14/04 “Think of me Thursday”


Lenny tells me again, that he would like to have a job,


I remind him again, that he knows that jobs are assigned…


He smiles and walks away……always tryin' to fool the sub,


but I know he just needs to find ways to be a part of this


community, and it works out just fine because the “messenger”


is absent, so he is thrilled when I ask him to fill those shoes


And he gets to leave the room with the lunch count….

A Fork in the Trail


I had been observing mainly the lowest ability group with constant, predictable findings.  The behavior and attention span of the group was predictable, and consistent.  The curriculum “offerings” were as well.  These students go into the crowded room, full of boxes, perhaps supplies, and other things unrelated to them.  Their curiosity is piqued, and they are distracted as well as interested in the contents of the box labeled, “Math Manipulatives”.  They sit around a table, with Mrs. Gulch, a reading assistant that the students work with during literacy.  Although she has no formal education in the area of literacy, managing the students in this atmosphere is a large part of Mrs. Gulch’s lesson.  Ms. Hall, the classroom teacher, has assured me within the casual, informal conversations we have held, that she intends to meet with these students at least once if not twice a week.  For most of the three months I have observed, her role has been divided between the upper and middle reading groups, as well as pulling students out for reading inventory tests.  


I watched the students in the low ability group do a phonics lesson with paper letters in an alphabet tray, and then a following cloze ditto.  

Field Notes 10/30/04

George W: Billy Bob is too close to me…no reply


But he keeps touching me

Lenny K. now begins that foolish grin,


Begins kicking under the table.

Mrs. Gulch: Just put away your letters now please

George W. I did put mine away, there’s nothin’ else to do

Mrs Gulch: We’re waiting for everyone to put away their letters

Billy Bob: Knock it off Lenny!

Mrs. Gulch: Children! Sit quietly, while others put their letters 



away.  George, where are my pencils, what did you do with them?




George: I’m just looking at them, they’re here (pulls them from 





under his table)




Mrs. Gulch: Put them back in the basket and give it to me

OK, everyone look at this paper (cloze activity), we are going to read each word…students fidgeting still





You know what? I have changed my mind.





We’re going to read these words (in a word box)





Now you can read silently, Billy Bob come over to the 





table And I will listen to you read




Lenny and George W. race through text, not reading only

looking for vocabulary.  Lenny shouts out when he finds one first.





They continue in this manner, not reading, but playing.

Through this observation, and many more, it was clear that management and behavior were continual problems within this group.  Within the class community, this group of students exhibits typical classroom behavior.  During the literacy time frame, when they are isolated from their class and teacher, behavior changes.  Zaragoza (1997),  Kohn (1995) and others have addressed the need for choice, commitment and community for student behavior to manage itself.  These ideas are self-evident when they are not present, as in the above situation.  Zaragoza (1997) helps to extend this premise when she chooses the phraseology of “classroom interactions” vs. “classroom management”.  “The word management denotes a relationship where one person takes charge of another…The word supports the idea that students need to be managed by an outsider because they are incapable of managing themselves” (Zaragoza, 1997, p. 158).  Further revealing her philosophy, she expands on the notion of “interactions” in relation to student behavior:



The word “interactions” indicates a more reciprocal 

relationship where rules form within a respectful environment.

While at least one adult remains in the room, this adult does

not hold all the power.  He or she follows the rules of the

community the same way all learners do. (p. 158)


 In order for interactions to replace the idea of management, there needs to exist reciprocally, between all learners, choice, responsibility, respect, and love.  I agree whole-heartedly with Zaragoza when she elaborates, “One cannot really separate classroom instruction from classroom interactions (formerly classroom management).  Meaningful, purposeful, contextualized instruction means positive interactions between all members of the community” (1997. p. 158).


I decided to take another turn and observe what is happening around this group.  For example, I wondered why always, at reading time, this group’s names were announced to leave with the reading assistant, Mrs. Gulch.  I decided to walk in their footsteps.  It took me 20 steps, 13 stairs, 3 steps, 13 more stairs, and 43 more steps until I got to the room identified with the sign, “WORK ROOM”.  Lenny K. willingly did a sample for me of my first 20 steps.  He took 28 steps.  The math works out to be one hundred twenty nine steps before they are fully removed from their familiar learning environment to be satiated with skills to help them “succeed” in the “WORK ROOM”.  

Concerned with the literacy experiences of the lowest ability group, I decided to take a look at what other groups were doing at the same instructional time.  I wanted to know, what was not happening here, that perhaps was happening elsewhere.  I’ve learned that to find what you are looking for, it is important to look here, there, and elsewhere.  

Field Notes 11/10/04

Lenny & George’s Group 

in the Work Room

Mrs. Gulch hands out small reader (6 pgs. Limited text)

She writes words on wipe off board

Mrs. Gulch: Let’s read these words together

Students: In unison recite words,

 “Olympics, meter, marathon, sneakers, race, finish”

Mrs. Gulch: Great! Now we are going to

read this story aloud, Billy Bob, would you begin?

Students take turns reading aloud

Mrs. Gulch asks students questions after reading:

Who won the race? S: Mark came in first

What does “meter” mean, do you think? S:It’s how far they run

How does Danny feel about the race? He’s sad

What happened to his sneakers?  S: Somebody put something on them

OC….all literal questions no text to self/world connections, Nothing. 

Mrs. Gulch: Students now we are going to do this worksheet

We are going to cut out the pictures and put them in order

Can someone tell me what happens first?

Sequencing Activity continues…I leave


The level of questioning, content, and expectation for student performance in this observation are all at the literal, or what Finn (1999) terms the functional level.  Finn details four levels of literacy: performative, functional, informational and powerful.  He maintains that in Anyon’s working class schools, students are not provided with opportunities for informational and powerful literacy.  “Giving  children more and more drills in phonics and basic skills never has and never will lead to powerful forms of literacy” (Finn, 1999, p. 127).  Finn points out that basic literacy instruction leads to domestication, not to higher levels of thinking, or a powerful literacy that would exist in Anyon’s elite school (Finn, 1999).
Middle Reading Group

Reading a chapter book (aloud) with Mrs. London (inclusion aid)

Whole group discussion of text to text, text to world, text to self 

Example found in book

Mandy: In the book, when Anna sees the puppy

reminds me of when I got my dog,

Except, I got him for Christmas…

I think having a puppy would help Anna
Then she could stop missing her Gramma

High Reading Group

Lying around in pairs reading aloud

Ms. Hall brings them together on Community Rug

Ms Hall: Conversation about protagonist, main character.

Students: give a variety of responses
Miss Hall:  In your discussion, were any of you able to determine her problem?

Students: Everything is going wrong, but mainly she misses her friend
                         

Miss Hall: What do you think might be some solutions or endings?
                          That we can predict, what might happen?
                          Students: She might make a new friend

            Her friend will come back, he will not move for good

Miss Hall: Those would both be great endings for her,
    


We’ll have to read more to find out, it’s getting exciting…..

OC It sure is


These examples are patterns that I saw repeated daily within ability based groups.  The levels of questions are indicative of what teacher expectations are for student’s cognitive abilities.  The questions range from literal in the lowest group, to inferential and synthesis in the highest group.  The teacher expectation here is that students in the lowest ability group are not yet capable of higher levels of thinking regarding the text.   

Zaragoza articulates this well in her views on instructional practices within ability grouping:



When we group in levels, we tend to believe that reading 



proceeds in a hierarchical way.  That is, you need to know this,



then you can learn that.  This view is also called the “readiness view”



of literacy. (1997, p. 60)  

  She continues with this premise when she shares, “In a readiness classroom that groups according to “reading level” different interactions occur in different groups.  Teachers talk to the Bluebirds in a different way than to the Buzzards” (p. 61).  Zaragoza’s views were echoed in what I saw in my observations.  The ramifications to these literacy experiences are immense.  There lies an assumption that because a student has a decoding weakness, or a limited vocabulary, they are not ready for literacy experiences that encourage them to relate to their world, or imagine any other.  Instead of focusing on the strengths that each learner has, ability grouping focuses on weakness.  This compelled me to ask what are the future implications for students based on these experiences, both societal and political?  Will gaps in achievement shrink or increase?  I am quite certain, without the exposure to complex thought, and motivating literacy experiences, these students will remain with the lowest ability. Fritzberg further expands on the importance of this idea:



Since there is very little mobility across ability groups throughout 


the elementary school years (Rist, 1970; Machler, 1969; Eder, 1981), 


and a strong correlation exist between membership in low-ability 


groups in elementary school and low-track status in secondary


school (Rosenbaum, 1976; Oakes, 1985; Hallinan and Sorensen, 1985), 


the impact of initial ability group placement decisions upon children’s


futures are profound and often permanent. (2001, p. 118)

Zaragoza asks us to consider this:


Do you ever wonder who decided on these levels?  


What textbook company have we allowed to shape our literacy


 curriculum?  Why do levels focus on ability, and not reader 


interest, function of material?  How does the concept of levels 


support the principles of reading groups?  How, in turn does it 


reinforce the economic, political, and social structures of our society?  


Think about it.  Our economic structure is based on how many levels?  


That’s right: upper, middle, and lower. (1997, p. 64)


George W. was lying on the floor during a whole group reading experience, not listening at all, rolling around, and looking in a mirror, physically off the rug, detached from the community group.  The inclusion aid, Mrs. London, is unable to refocus him because she is writing student generated ideas on an easel on the other side of the room, for Ms. Hall.  George is in the lowest group, and often bored with school.  On a daily basis, he is force fed phonics and word recognition exercises.  Fritzberg frames a picture of a student like George:

 

After a few years of unsuccessfully trying to compete with their 

 

peers, many non-mainstream students accept the verdict that they are 


academically mediocre at best.  They resign themselves to “going through 


the motions” in school, and their academic performance deteriorates as a 


result. (2001, p.116)

Field Notes 09/17/04
Miss Hall: What if there were no pictures at all?

Student: Then you could visualize

           Mrs. London tries to re-engage George from other side of room,

He continues to roll around, look in mirror

        Miss Hall: What about The Lorax? Did that make you feel something?

Student: I felt sad…No one else volunteers

           George W: “It doesn’t at the end…it feels like there is still hope

The children….they still have hope”  George was listening
  Miss Hall: Let’s compare what we said make good 

writing to what other teachers have said.

OC No recognition of what George said,

He is very capable of high level thinking, 

Perhaps more than many in class….


An amazing opportunity to articulate and reinforce George’s synthesis of the story ending is missed here.  Accentuating George’s strengths would make him feel as much a member of this community as any student in the high reading group.  This observation is described well by Zaragoza when she states:



When we group according to reading ability we limit the

characteristics of our students.  We limit their opportunities

to express their personal strengths and gifts.  We also limit 

our personal view of them.  When we limit reading material

because we feel some students can’t handle it we limit the 

whole child, his or her relationships, and his or her own 

personal view.  We actually teach them to limit themselves.  (1997, p. 60)


George’s position is limited in this learning community.  He has no voice.  The teacher expectation of his role within the classroom, academically, as well as socially, is marginal.  Contrasting George’s lack of acknowledgement and feedback, is that of another student’s experience within class.  Students were sharing “Show Me” collages as an oral activity in preparation for a memoir writing piece.  Each day, time allowing, 2 or 3 students would share their collages, with comments and questions from the audience.  Here, I introduce you to Christy B.—

Field Notes 10/13/04  “Wonderful Wednesday”

Christy: “This is my poster…I love money,

Shoes, Limited, Too (store), Lake Placid,

TV, and I want to be a banker.



Her body is positioned as the snazzy hipped hip girl

Full of confidence…Her poster is huge, and very well

Done with much help, photos, postcards, def. a privileged life

Students run dialogue and it seems that everyone

Begins raising their hands, there is much more

Participation than other student posters that I have seen

Everyone seems to have a question…

Boy: what is your favorite brand of shoes

Christy: High Heels

Student: Why do you love money?

Christy: Who doesn’t? It’s money. It’s real.

George: What’s your favorite color?

Christy: Lime Green (indignant)..poster color coordinated

OC I am amazed at what I am seeing,

Hands are still going up, repeat questioners

I don’t think there is a hand down…

Ms. Hall: Why do you want to be a banker?

Christy: “Because I love money”

Christy: “I don’t know who to call on…

Why do you all want to know so much about me?”

OC Christy has been up there for 10 minutes,

Taken over class, teacher usually monitors this

Ms. Hall asks to see the poster…

Gives it the same kind of attention

That other students gave her…or she demanded…

No One is Looking, Quick!


In my observations I have seen attempts by some of the students to leap out of their determined place within the classroom.  These opportunities are few and far between, yet are a gold mine for a teacher to take hold of, affirm the student’s position within the learning community, and encourage students to repeat such behaviors.  These positive actions on the part of teachers are necessary components of being sensitive to the needs of all students.  Parsons gives a powerful statement when she says,

 “Empowered and caring action on the part of teachers will enable students from diverse backgrounds to not only have equal education opportunity by occupying the same classroom, but also to have equal and fair access to the same quality of experience within that classroom” (2002, p. 333).


I had the unique opportunity to be as Zaragoza calls herself, a social change agent within this classroom.  Ms. Hall asked me to substitute while she attended a conference.  The way the day unfolded, from morning “hello” to afternoon’s “thanks for a great day”, could not have been scripted or planned, as with many learning experiences, it just happened.  I begin with the preface that, if the roles were reversed and Ms. Hall was the observer, and I the teacher, perhaps the same exchange could have taken place.  This day did not reveal itself because of better teaching, but because of the foreknowledge of my observations, the marginalized students’ complete ease with me in their classroom, and my desire to seize this opportunity, for all of us in this community.  So join me, we’re stepping off the trail, no one is looking….

The day began with well written plans by Ms. Hall that were quickly discarded, not because of want, but because when she wrote them she had no idea that the inclusion aid in the class, Mrs. London would call in sick.  The plans were dependent on her support, and there I was.  The plans became a loose framework for the day, as I had only Ms. Jackie D., the one-on-one aid for Wilbur to assist when possible. 

The first student to greet me is Christy:

Field Notes   10/14/04 “Think of Me Thursday”


Christy: “You look really nice today, Mrs. Needle”


Me: “Thank you, please settle in for your morning work.”


OC Is it my imagination or did she just look at me like that was


Not the correct response or affirmation for her?
I went over to where George, Wilbur, Scarlet, and Lenny K. sit. 



George is really glad I’m here, Lenny and Scarlet are, too.


I wonder what did I do to make them feel something?


Just observing, where I sit, or my occasional smile


Perhaps when I pointed to where we are on a paper?



Have I been non objective? Yup, their faces tell  me….OC
Field Notes (10/14/04 continued)


During the “Show Me” collages, Christy explains to me that 


I don’t get to pick who goes up, she does, because she went last.  


I assure her, today will be different, as there are people in class


I would like to know better.  “Be flexible, sometimes you have to bend


like a willow,” I tell her.  She looks at me like I just don’t get it…but I do….

Conscientization, a term Freire (1970) developed is what is at work here.  Through my observations I have been able to look at the unequal distribution of power, access, and opportunity within class.  Wink describes it well when she expands, “it is knowing what we know, and more.  It means that we have voice and the courage to question ourselves and the role we are playing in maintaining educational practices that we do not value” (2000, p. 37).  Anyon (1980), Zaragoza (1997), Finn (1999) as well as others, have brought to light the unequal educational experiences and curriculum knowledge offered to students of differing social classes.  


Returning to the desire for agency in this community, Zaragoza helps make a more positive point in regards to student experiences:



When your classroom allows all learners full participation

 and responsibility, the boundaries come down and equal

 access to creative and transformative literacy becomes 

 possible.  In this way we begin “the creation of a new

 attitude-that of dialogue, so absent in our own upbringing

 and education….dialogue in order to carry out

 education rather than domestication” (Freire, 1973, p.52).  (1997, p. 79)

I asked for volunteers, and Wilbur’s hand waved high.  Wilbur is a Hispanic male, from a low socioeconomic background.  He is being raised by a single father.  He rarely participates with the class, although he appears very intelligent.  His one-on-one aid is excited, and I think at the same time, a bit worried.  His experiences within the community are extremely limited, and I have asked him to orate in front of the group.  

Field Notes 10/14/04

Ms.. Jackie D. is aglow, Wilbur is so excited.

We all learn so much about him, the care he and his dad used on his poster, how old his dog is in dog years, 84….twelve in human years…He talks a lot about bugs, shares a bush cricket photo of him in a backyard bug hunting.  I ask about bush crickets, he lights up with information…he talks about when he was scared once, cuz he burned himself with water.  A student asks why he touched hot water.  Wilbur answered, “Cuz I thought it was cold!”  Ms. Jackie D. giggles, he looks confused…When she tells him that sounded funny, he feels good about that…..George asks to volunteer, so does Billy….Ms. Jackie D. is beaming….I am sweating…..


In reflection, I realized that the students who never participate, who are continually marginalized, now saw a safe opportunity to break out of their positions within the community.  One of their own had done it, it could be done.  In a class where strengths are prioritized, and students are not isolated and marginalized, these exchanges would be typical for these students.  
The work here is not to save these marginalized students from their position, but to create or “provide a safe space for them, to learn with them about personal empowerment, the cultivation of the intellect, and the larger pursuit of social justice”, as Kincheloe articulates (2004, p. 25).

Field Notes 10/14/04

During math students are taking down definitions in their math journals…we first

have to label and begin the notebooks, first time this year…..after we go over

the commutative property of addition Students call the “turn around rule” they

need to write about it, we generate a definition and I write on board.  

Gary C., low ability group, who is always quiet in class, has some sort of a speech 

impediment, and is deliberate and slow in everything he does, is sharpening

his pencil, over and over, I can hear it crunching in the sharpener.  He keeps trying

He is supposed to be supported, no one available….As students are writing, I go to

his journal and write for him the definition with some simple examples

in his journal so that he is somewhat with us…I ask him to solve the problems I 

wrote in his journal.. 3+4=7     4+3 =?      2+5 = ?   5 + ? =7 
Students then generate other examples and I ask for volunteers…..
Gary C. asks if he can…..i have never seen him raise his hand before, ever. 
He comes up and writes 121 + 11 = 132  11 + 121 = 132

WOW no one has large numbers in their examples, I say, “Look at you, you mathematician you!
Gary C. Says……Will you take my picture?

            Absolutely, I say! YEAH! A member of his community at last….……  

The next day, I was offered another opportunity.  I stopped in to observe, and the teacher was busy at the computer.  The students hadn’t had their morning ritual of “Community Circle”, because they had not finished their morning work.  Ms. Hall asked if I would lead the community circle, asking that I go over the idea of class representative.  The students had been introduced to the idea the week before.

October 15 Frosty Friday….. 10:30-11:30

Students join on rug. Wow, I see that they really have missed that they didn’t do this right away in the morning.  They ask why Ms. Hall. isn’t doing it, and I assure them that I need the practice.

After greeting and sharing, and calendar, I ask if anyone can tell me about the idea of student representative, as we will be choosing a representative on Monday…

Students generate, “We gotta pick one” …“You have to have good ideas”

class“Can it be an adult?” one student asks

I assure it needs to be a student that represents the students of Ms. Hall’s third grade

Ms. Hall comes over and sits at edge of our circle and listens while looking over some papers

Students generate more ideas on what a st. rep is…

I ask for a show of hands of people that think they might be interested

And explain that this weekend they need to write a paragraph explaining 

Why they would be a good candidate.

George blurts out that he would be a great candidate…I ask him to tell me why..,,

He is sitting up now…straight up….

“Because I would listen to everyone, and if we are having trouble

deciding something, I will put it to a vote…..” WOW

Ms. Hall’s face gets discombobulated, she has never seen George this engaged,

Her mouth is actually hanging open…..

I look at him like the serious student that he is, and say

“Then George, this weekend you need to write a paragraph telling 

the class that, and any other ideas you might have” Okay George? Will you

remember to do that?  Because it’s very important, 

and I can tell you are very interested in the job…”

Ms. Hall still looks amazed, along with the aids….

he nods energetically….i will, I will, he assures me…..

After community circle, its math time, and Ms. Hall is passing out papers, George asks me

To write on a post-it, class representative, so he can tell his mother the word. I do, and 

Ms. Hall thanks me for doing that.  As she is handing out papers, George is at his desk, writing

I have never seen him free write before, or sit up like this, he is a buzzing guy…..Ms. Hall goes

To put his math paper down, and normally I think she would tell him to put that away, but she \

Just looked at me, like “What is happening here? (In a good way) and slid the math paper 

Under what George was writing, and quietly moved away from him…as not to disturb….

He was writing why he would be a good candidate….I asked his permission for a copy of

What he wrote, he asked me to get 3 copies, one for his desk in case he forgets where it is,

One to take home and work on, and one for a girl he hopes to see when he leaves for the day,

“Sometimes I see this girl, she is out there when we get on the buses, 

I hope she is out there today, so I can give her this”

I say, “I hope she is too, George”

He says,” It’s Mrs. Keebler, my second grade teacher, 

do you know her?”  I say yes, she’ll be 

Very proud of you, George…

The Need for a Walking Stick

Observing and reflecting on student experiences in this community has offered many new insights.  It was time for me to revisit my field notes from another perspective, that of the teacher, Ms. Hall.  At times Ms. Hall exhibits behaviors and strategies that suggest a desire for a learning community with empowerment, opportunity and choice.  There are artifacts and conversation that lead me to believe these ideas are still very important to her.  The daily community circle is one such conversation.  It is time consuming, yet she prioritizes that time everyday.   


After the Pledge of Allegiance, Ms. Hall and her students recite a pledge to each other, again honoring community.  Another contradiction lies here, in the words designed by Ms. Hall for the pledge:

Student and Teacher Pledge


Respect: I will listen to my students.  I will speak in a kind and respectful voice


Respect: I will listen when the teacher is talking and when a classmate is talking


Responsibility: I will grade and return papers in a timely manner


Responsibility:  I will come prepared for class.  I will complete assignments on 



   
time


Caring: I will help each student who asks for help


Caring: I will help my classmates


Fairness: I will treat each student fairly, without prejudice


Fairness: I will take turns. I will not leave anyone out


Trustworthiness: I will honor student confidentiality


Trustworthiness: I will not cheat, lie, or take things that do not belong to me


Citizenship: I will be a good role model for my students


Citizenship: I will be a good role model for younger students in our school

Often, student opinions are valued and negotiated:

Field Notes 10/08/04
Ms. Hall: What do you think, do you want to 




come up with one or two more? Class decision….vote split (OC)




Ms. Hall: We’ll compromise, how about every other vowel, 





we’ll come up with two more, some one and some two.


Recently students were changing learning clubs.  Prior to the big shift of desks and people, Ms. Hall asked each student to take out a piece of paper, write their name at the top, and pass it clockwise.  Ms. Hall directed them to think of something positive to say about the person, and the learning club experience.  Each student ended up with their own paper back, with feedback from the other members of their learning groups.  Manifesting itself was the value and importance of each member of the learning group. 

It was clear to me in reflection that Ms. Hall leans toward a democratic, negotiated atmosphere where all learners could be valued.  It was also evident that the practice of ability grouping, coupled with race, gender, and class issues impedes her fulfillment of these ideals.  Whether a teacher decides to use a form of grouping, such as flexible, or skill based temporary structures, it is the responsibility of the teacher to look at the academic and social “ripples in the pond” inherent in such deterministic, segregated groups. As Kincheloe states, “Simply caring about students, while necessary, does not constitute a critical pedagogy.  The power dimension must be brought to bear in a way that discerns and acts on correcting the ways particular students get hurt in the everyday life of schools” (2004, p. 9).  Another important idea is offered by Parsons  when she states that, “teachers need to acknowledge the power inherent in teaching, and use it to address equal and fair access for all students to the experiences in the classroom” (2001, p. 332).  In a participant study done by Deshon, in which she evaluates her own practices within the classroom, she finds that “when she realized that when students in the low ability group remained together in discussion settings, they would have to talk to a peer at their same ability level, rather than with more capable peers who could act as scaffold to them as they progress (Vygotsky, 1978)”   (1997, p. 15).  Deshon further expands when she says, “Educators need to realize that everyone is affected by inequality (some benefit and others suffer), and that the daily decisions teachers make contribute to maintaining or changing inequality” (1997, p. 17).

  Students get messages everyday from school.  To voluntarily impose stronger difference, and division, between students without the care needed in implementing such a structure, the perhaps non-intended, yet well shaped ramifications are continually and often silently reinforced.  I agree with the teacher in the Parsons study, who believed that” we not only educate them academically, but we teach values….the way we’re acting, the way we’re treating them” (2001, p. 333).  Teachers need to prioritize equal access, equality and equity as values worth teaching.  Recognizing this is only one aspect; teachers need to put these pedagogical ideas into action.  In Zaragoza’s conclusions, she paints these thoughts eloquently when she offers:


Remember, your students resemble you more than 


they differ from you.  We human beings all need love,


acceptance, recognition, power, success, and connection. 


When you meet these needs respectfully in your classroom, 


you and your children will flourish.  When you educate, 


you involve yourself in a political and moral act. 


You are not a mechanic fixing a car.  You are not cooking. 


Teaching and learning happens with relationships not recipes.


You are an educator involved with children


who have minds and souls!  (1997, p. 185)


Through my journey I have explored but one trail, one way of seeing the forest, leaving me with new questions.  With each step I took, I found new ideas to consider along the way.  It is when I paused to listen that I learned the most.  It is in reflection, unlearning and relearning that we adventurous teachers must take stock in our management of the forest.  The forest architect would find us at the lower level of the forest system.  But the lower level is not a negative position; it is the closest position to all of the gifts of the forest.  In the glory of that, we can ensure through reflection, caring, and action, the efficacy we must have to continually strive for equal access to the forest, and social justice in education.
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