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The purpose of this study was to explore reading instruction within the two 

consecutive classrooms of one teacher oriented towards culturally relevant teaching. This 

study used qualitative methods and sought to document the nature of the classroom 

interactions and texts within these upper elementary classrooms. Data sources included 

participant observation, videorecording, interviews and archival data. Constant-

comparative analysis as described by Strauss and Corbin (1990) and discourse analysis, 

informed by Erickson (2004) and Goffman (1981/2001) were used to investigate how this 

teacher navigated teaching and learning in this situated context. Study findings suggest 

that the teacher modified curricular structures, revoiced the words of cultural insiders, 

and maximized use of strategic instruction within classroom discussions to navigate 

multiple, competing goals. 
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 Chapter One: Introduction 

 
 While most students in our public schools tend to share a cultural background 

with their local peers, the teachers do not necessarily share their students’ background. 

The vast majority of teachers, particularly at the elementary level, come from white, 

middle-class backgrounds (Sleeter, 2001). This situation does not seem to be changing; as 

our student demographics continue to become more diverse, our teaching force is 

becoming more and more homogenous (Sleeter, 2001). Furthermore, addressing this 

demographic mismatch continues to be difficult for teachers (Greene & Abt-Perkins, 

2003). This dissertation focuses on one classroom to better examine this demographic 

mismatch, working from a theoretical framework that draws on the work of: 1) culturally 

relevant teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 2) strategic teaching (Jones, Palinscar, Ogle, 

& Carr, 1987), and 3) classroom discussions (Erickson, 2004). 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

 
For this study, qualitative methods were used to identify themes and categories 

that addressed the following questions: 1) How does one teacher, who strives for cultural 

relevancy, weave the study of culture into her teaching of reading while taking mandated 

standards into account?, 2) What is the nature of textually related discourse in a 

classroom oriented toward culturally relevant pedagogy?, and 3) How is comprehension 

strategy instruction negotiated in the intersection of culturally relevant teaching and 
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mandated standards? 

OVERVIEW OF GUIDING LITERATURE 

Culturally Relevant Teaching 

 
 Gloria Ladson-Billings’ work on culturally relevant teaching (1995) is central to 

this dissertation for several reasons. First, Gail Hunter (pseudonyms used throughout), the 

teacher who serves as the primary participant in this dissertation, has read Ladson-

Billings’ (1994) The Dreamkeepers: Successful Teachers of African American Children 

and has pedagogical goals aligning with those of the book.  

Second, Ladson-Billings focuses on how culture relates to teaching, arguing that 

culturally relevant teaching is different from both effective teaching and culturally 

responsive teaching (Ladson-Billings, 1995). While Gail is an European American 

teacher, the majority of the students in this study’s classroom identify as either African 

American or Latina/o, with very few identifying as European American the first year of 

the study. A close look at one teacher who does not share the background of her students, 

yet makes every effort to engage in culturally relevant teaching, offers opportunities to 

further develop the portrait of pedagogical practices from a demographic mismatch 

perspective.   Preliminary observations of her classrooms suggested attempts to enact 

some of these practices. 

Third, Ladson-Billings works from the analytic lens of critical race theory, the 

understanding that “because [racism] is so enmeshed in the fabric of our social order, it 

appears both normal and natural to people in this culture” (2006, p. 301). This 
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dissertation lacks some of the characteristics of critical race theory (e.g., use of 

storytelling to integrate experiential evidence, critique of liberalism). Nevertheless, it is 

important to this study because of the opportunities a culturally relevant teaching lens 

offers for considering critical race theory within situated classroom contexts, particularly 

at the elementary level where critical topics are often overlooked.  

Strategic Teaching 

 
While there is no perfect method (Bartolomé, 1994; Duffy & Hoffman, 1999; 

Shulman, 1987), both strategic teaching and culturally relevant teaching have 

“pedagogical underpinnings that—under the critical use of politically clear teachers—

have the potential to challenge students academically and intellectually while treating 

them with dignity and respect” (Bartolomé, 1994, p. 177). Thus, the literature on strategic 

teaching is also important to this dissertation. Strategic teachers work to further develop 

students as agentic learners who are independent and able to monitor their own learning 

(Jones, Palinscar, Ogle, & Carr, 1987). Strategic teaching often works within an 

apprenticeship model (Gee, 1996), and “explicitly teaches students learning strategies 

that enable them to consciously to monitor their own learning” (Bartolomé, 1994, p. 186). 

Gail incorporates the strategic teaching of reading into her reading instruction. This 

instruction takes place primarily within a reader’s workshop curricular structure (Calkins, 

2000) that allows a space for both explicit teaching and monitoring student development. 

Additionally, some of these reading strategies are tested on the state exams, which 

increases the attention given to them by Gail, her students, and external stakeholders. 
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Classroom Discussions 

 
Much of strategic instruction occurs within classroom discussions. Students have 

considerable funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992). The potential 

for powerful learning can result when these funds are built on, rather than ignored 

(Fránquiz & Reyes, 1998; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Turner, 1997; Martínez-

Roldán & López-Robertson, 1999/2000). It is not as common as it should be for teachers 

to build on students’ funds of knowledge. This failure can be attributed to multiple 

reasons. Some evidence exists that a mismatch between the language patterns or 

interactional styles of the teacher and students can limit students’ access to literacy 

learning (Heath, 1983; Michaels, 1981). Other evidence suggests that it is the failure of a 

monologic teacher script to make a space for student knowledge that prevents literacy 

learning from occurring (Gutiérrez, Larson, & Kreuter, 1995).  

In addition to interactional gaps between teacher and students, ideological gaps 

have also been shown to exist (Dyson, 2000). These gaps have the potential to not only 

prevent teachers from building on student strengths (Solsken, Willett, & Wilson-Keenan, 

2000), but can cause students to distance themselves from the literacy learning occurring 

in the classroom (Kohl, 1994; Larson & Irvine, 1999).  

 As it pertains to this dissertation, the teacher’s role in classroom discussions was 

carefully examined using Erickson’s (2004) notion of talk as a local and global process 

and Goffman’s work (1974; 1981/2001) that complicates the oversimplification of 

treating participants as only speaker or listener. The classroom implications that arise 
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from Goffman’s work on social roles or positions as they relate to culturally relevant 

teaching are investigated in this dissertation.  

OVERVIEW OF METHODS 

 
This study’s questions lent themselves to qualitative, interpretive inquiry, 

particularly with the use of ethnographic and discourse analytic methods. Data were 

conducted in the classroom of one teacher (third/fourth multiage grade during year one, 

third-grade during year two) for two consecutive years. Many wide-ranging reasons for 

studying this particular teacher existed: she was considered an exemplary teacher by a 

diverse group of educational stakeholders (e.g., district administration, parents, peer 

teachers, students, university faculty), and her classroom fit the demographic trends 

mentioned earlier in this chapter.  

At the beginning of this study, Gail and I also shared a history, the nature of 

which allowed for a collegial yet professional relationship. We had taken graduate 

courses together, and I had served as a university facilitator to student teachers in her 

classroom for two years prior to data collection. These events in addition to the fact that I 

worked for the teacher preparation program through which she graduated provided me 

with a perspective that was more emic than it could have been (although I also continued 

to consider myself an outsider to the classroom community.)  Over time, we have 

continued to maintain a relationship that is both friendly and professional. Indeed, we 

plan to continue to work together on a few projects that have arisen out of member 

checking. While all of the above-mentioned factors contributed to the purposive sampling 
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(Patton, 1980) of this particular teacher, she was selected primarily because of her 

orientation towards culturally relevant teaching in the midst of considerable external 

constraints.  

 Across the two years, I visited the classroom regularly from October to May to 

pursue the research questions identified above. These visits typically occurred twice per 

week with the average stay lasting over an hour. Data collected include fieldnotes that 

sought to capture as much of the classroom interactions as possible, video and 

audiorecording, selected artifacts of student work (including photocopies of year two 

students’ reader response journals), five semi-structured teacher interviews, selected 

student interviews, and monthly photographs of the classroom walls. Other data include 

photocopies of the student teacher’s that documented his thinking about classroom events 

in addition to some of course-related work that documented aspects of interest within this 

classroom.   

 All analyses described in this dissertation were interpretive and recursive, 

occurring throughout and following data collection. General themes were identified and 

treated as developing hypotheses until data saturation occurred. Additionally, 

trustworthiness was carefully guarded with prolonged engagement, member checking, an 

audit trail, and negative case analysis.  

CONCLUSION 

 
This dissertation examines these issues by taking an ethnographic look at one 

teacher. Specifically, I investigate how her interest in teaching reading in culturally 
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relevant ways intersected with local constraints. This dissertation is based on the 

manuscript-based format as described by the faculty of graduate studies at The University 

of British Columbia. According to this format, chapter one serves as an introduction 

including general objectives and hypotheses, chapters two through four are written as 

manuscripts for publication, and chapter five includes a discussion that relates the central 

chapters to each other, presents implications, and offers potentials for future research 

(www.grad.ubc.ca/students/thesis/index.asp?menu=002,000,000,000). The literature and 

methods are more fully explored within each chapter as they pertain to that particular 

study. Additionally, references for each chapter are included at the end of that chapter.  

Chapter two addresses the situated context at broad pedagogical and curricular 

levels within this classroom. More specifically, I examined how she was able to navigate 

both 1) her own desire to work towards culturally relevant teaching and 2) external goals 

imposed on the classroom by other educational stakeholders. In the third chapter, I focus 

in to take a more microanalytic look at the classroom interactions surrounding teacher 

read-alouds of nonfiction texts. Using discourse analysis influenced by Goffman’s work 

(1974; 1981/2001), I explore the relationship between literacy teaching, learning, and 

culture. In the fourth chapter, I examine comprehension strategy instruction as it relates 

to culturally relevant teaching in the classroom of study. Finally, I conclude the 

dissertation with a chapter that draws themes throughout the other chapters and presents 

possible future analyses of this data set. 
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Chapter Two: Reading texts (including tests): Investigating how a 

teacher oriented towards cultural relevancy navigated a high-stakes 

testing environment  

 The week of Thanksgiving, Gail Hunter’s third and fourth graders were spread 

across the room, drawing and writing on the blank side of textbook covers in response to 

a thematic unit activity assignment. Each student was making a comic strip of the 

European Explorers arrival in the present-day United States. Gail monitored, walking 

around the room and stopping to talk quietly with individual students. As she stopped to 

consider one student’s comic strip she said, “That’s not how it happened.” She quickly 

received the response, “I know. I’m making it more interesting.” Gail smiled and talked 

about the responsibility an author has to his reader, carefully educating the student on 

how he could let his audience know that this would be a fictional account. 

 This activity followed one in which all students made Wanted posters of the 

European Explorers that included lists of atrocities committed against people indigenous 

to the Americas and slaves brought from Africa. This classroom stood out. Although the 

state test would not be given until March, in other classrooms across the city (on this side 

of the freeway at least) test preparation had been taking place in full force for months (as 

evidenced, in part, by my visits to the classrooms of student teachers). But something was 

different about Gail’s classroom.  
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 While driving east across this southwestern city, one sees incomes, home values, 

and access to resources decrease while struggles against the state-mandated tests increase. 

This city, like many others, has a major freeway that divides those with privilege and 

those with less or different kinds of privilege. This school, in which Gail teaches, like 

other schools on this side of the freeway, is under constant pressure to do well on the test.  

 Many teachers handle the pressure by sticking to a strict test preparation schedule. 

As a result, their students usually perform in satisfactory ways. Gail’s students also do 

well but they get to their test scores differently. This study examines what was different 

about this particular classroom and takes a closer look at how this teacher was able to 

break away from the status quo in a school whose students had not always done well on 

the state exams. 

EDUCATIONAL EQUITY FOR ALL 

 
 A little over fifty years since Brown v. Board of Education, the landmark case 

ruling separate but equal schooling unconstitutional, general acknowledgement exists that 

our public schools have yet to provide equal education to all students (Ladson-Billings, 

2006). While most acknowledge what has been called the academic achievement gap 

(with fewer acknowledging the gaps in income, access to governmental resources, etc. 

that accompany it), different groups of people have different approaches for addressing 

educational inequity (compare, for example: Bartholome, 1994; Bereiter & Engelmann, 

1966; Lee, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Gonzalez, Moll, Tenery, Rivera, Rendon, 

Gonzales, & Amanti, 1995; Gutierrez, 1992; Ravitch, 1999; Sleeter & Grant, 2007). In 
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this section, I will provide an overview of two approaches that attempt to address the 

achievement gap. First, I will describe the basic tenets of culturally relevant teaching 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995). In the high-stakes testing environment of today’s public schools, 

this approach tends to be considered optional or not considered at all. It is included here, 

however, because of its importance to this teacher and resulting impact on life in this 

classroom. Next, I will discuss the standards movement and its relationship to academic 

equity arguments. The standards movement is a part of the life of every public school 

district in the state and is impossible for even the most test-resistant teachers to ignore 

(Calkins, Montgomery, & Santman, 1998), particularly those who teach in communities 

that have been historically underserved by our educational system. 

Culturally Relevant Teaching 

 
 Following the work of Ladson-Billings, we now have over a decade of research 

(Gutstein, Lipman, Hernandez, & de los Reyes, 1997; Howard, 2001; 2002; 2003; 

Ladson-Billings, 1992; 1995; 1998; Matthews, 2003) on how educators can best educate 

all students through culturally relevant teaching. In describing her teacher preparation 

program called Teach for Diversity, Ladson-Billings (2001) presents “three propositions 

that support culturally relevant teaching (p. xiii). These propositions consist of the teacher 

having: 1) high academic expectations for their students, 2) cultural competence (i.e., 

understanding that both they and their students come from a certain place and time 

related to their attitudes and ways of doing things), and 3) a critical stance (i.e., 

understanding that all people do not have equal access to goods and services).  
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While academic achievement is an important component of culturally relevant 

teaching, it is not assumed that the same academic content or ways of teaching that 

content are equally appropriate for all students. “[T]he cultural referents in this 

pedagogical perspective are not merely vehicles for bridging or explaining the dominant 

culture; they are aspects of the curriculum in their own right” (Ladson-Billings, 1997, p. 

62). So, culturally relevant teachers begin with the idea that students enter the classroom 

doors already possessing a large amount of knowledge, then build on that knowledge and 

student ways of understanding the world. 

Second, the culturally relevant teacher has a clear sense that the ways she has 

been socialized into viewing the world are not the only ways. She too comes from and is 

competent in a culture (or cultures) that impact(s) the way she understands how curricular 

content is to be prioritized, how that content is organized, and ways that people interact. 

Thus, she also understands that the cultural competences of her students may not be the 

same as her own, curriculum authors, or the state standards.  

Third, culturally relevant teachers see themselves as sociopolitical agents. “Rather 

than focus on fragmented pieces, culturally relevant teaching asks teachers to consider 

their underlying beliefs and ideologies as they attempt to teach students successfully” (p. 

63). So culturally relevant teaching means constantly re-evaluating how knowledge is 

constructed and how that knowledge benefits certain groups of people while 

simultaneously disadvantaging other groups.  

 Thus, the culturally relevant teacher has high academic expectations, honors and 

enhances the identities and knowledge students bring with them, and engages in 
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“sociopolitical critique” (p. 62), having students “read the world” around them (Freire, 

1970). While many of those who make decisions for public schools work from the 

pretense that culturally relevant teaching is of value, it is difficult to see it as being of 

great importance to them. Gail’s reasons for becoming and remaining a teacher, however, 

align so closely with culturally relevant teaching that it has a high value in this particular 

classroom.  

Accountability and the Standards Movement 

 
 Gail does not have complete control over her classroom, however. Like all 

classroom teachers, she lives and works under particular constraints. Multiple 

stakeholders in our public education have always existed and impacted schools (Anyon, 

1997; 2006). In recent years, however, the ability of some stakeholders to directly 

influence classroom life has increased dramatically (Hoffman, Assaf, & Paris, 2001; 

Urdan & Paris, 1994). This influence has the potential to restrict the ability of culturally 

relevant teachers to enact certain agendas, particularly those related to cultural 

competence and critical consciousness.  

With uncommon collaboration between both political parties and business  

leaders (Scheurich, Skrla, & Johnson, 2000), one legislative act has made great strides 

towards influencing a particular kind of school reform in the name of educational equity.  

The No Child Left Behind Act (2001) sent a clear message that public schools would be 

expected to prepare all children, regardless of background, to pass a basic skills test over 

state standards. Because test scores are disaggregated according to race and economic 
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indicators, educational stakeholders are forced to pay attention to achievement gaps on 

the state tests (Scheurich, Skrla, & Johnson, 2000). Many believe that this legislation has 

forced educators out of deficit thinking about students and the communities in which they 

live (Skrla & Scheurich, 2001; Taylor, 2000) by focusing attention on output rather than 

input (Rowan & Miskel, 1999).  

 Furthermore, many have argued that the systems are working. State test scores 

have increased drastically for all students including students of color (Fuller & Johnson, 

2001). Additionally, two separate RAND reports have found that the results of those 

states that implemented accountability systems earliest also saw higher scores reflected 

on the NAEP exams (Grissmer & Flanagan, 1998; Grissmer, Flanagan, Kawater, & 

Williamson, 2000). These findings are contradicted by other research including another 

RAND report by Klein, Hamilton, McCaffrey, & Stecher (2000). This report casts doubt 

on the “Texas miracle” because “the average test score gains on the NAEP in Texas 

exceeded those of the nation in only one of the three comparisons” (p. 5).   

Compatibility of the Two Approaches 

 
 Each of these approaches claims to diminish inequitable schooling. But 

fundamental differences in the two approaches have caused difficulties for those teachers 

attempting to navigate both (Agee, 2004; Bomer, 2005; McNeil, 2000). As Hoffman, 

Assaf, & Paris (2001) state “Although teachers may not value the [state test] as much as 

parents and administrators, they are expected to teach to the [state test] and raise test 

scores.” (p. 489)  
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 These difficulties are not surprising given the complex underlying political 

differences. Weiner (2000) provides the following depiction: 

We are currently experiencing a significant shift in the organization of schooling, 

one that fits Kliebard’s typology of a “grand reform” (1992), one that is, like all 

“grand reforms,” rooted in the social and political landscape in which schools are 

located. The challenges facing proponents of democracy and equality in 

education, among which I count myself, are less clear than they were a decade 

ago. (p. 372) 

Those of today’s teachers who are, borrowing Weiner’s description, “proponents of 

democracy and equality in education” often find it difficult to balance these ideas of 

democracy and equality with the fragmented curriculum and high-pressure tests that have 

resulted from the standards movement. For, while the culturally relevant teacher has 

important obligations to her students such as developing their cultural competence and 

critical consciousness, obligations to the testing of the state standards can complicate 

these culturally relevant teaching goals. The reality in most states is that the two 

approaches do not necessarily fit together neatly in one classroom.  

 Much of present-day teacher attention must be given to teaching the tested 

standards. The stakes are high as test scores are reported in the local press, are closely 

linked to student promotion or graduation, and form the basis of ratings for schools, 

administrators, and teachers. As the stakes have mounted, many teachers have found that 

they have less and less control over their own teaching (Agee, 2004; Bomer, 2005; 

McNeil, 2000). The days seem to be over when teachers could respond to new policies or 
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mandates by nodding politely, then closing the classroom door to do what needed to be 

done for the benefit of their students. An increasing number of districts mandate 

particular curriculums and pass out instructional planning guides, carefully detailing what 

each subject’s lessons should look like each day and preventing teachers from planning in 

accordance with students’ funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). 

School district personnel monitor individual teachers, ensuring that they stay on track, 

and benchmark tests are used to carefully monitor student mastery over a subject’s sub-

skills. These scores are often used to measure each teacher’s progress.  

Those who advocate for the high-stakes testing of state standards make no claims 

of prioritizing student or teacher cultural competence or working towards a critical 

consciousness about the world around them. There is also evidence, however, that this 

testing diminishes teachers’ ability to hold all students, particularly those of color, to high 

academic standards because of the narrowed curriculum that is the result of the tests 

(McNeil, 2000).  

The educational community has access to evidence on how teachers can be held 

accountable to a particular kind of academic achievement (Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & 

Nolly, 2004). Rich portraits of teachers who produce high student achievement and also 

affirm student cultural identities while promoting critical consciousness exist (Ladson-

Billings, 1994). There is limited (see for example, Dooley, 2005; Paugh et al, 2007) 

evidence, however, on how teachers can best work under current constraints for the 

benefit of students and their communities. While we have portraits of culturally relevant 
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teaching, a limited number of the portraits explicitly consider how external mandates are 

negotiated with these practices.  

In this chapter/article, I report an analysis of ethnographic data from two 

consecutive school years in the classroom of the same teacher. Building on work in 

culturally relevant teaching, this study uses qualitative methods to identify themes and 

categories that address issues related to culturally relevancy in the teaching of reading in 

standards-based public schools. The following question guided this study: How does one 

teacher, who strives for cultural relevancy, weave the study of culture into her teaching of 

reading while taking mandated standards into account? 

METHOD 

 
Data analyzed in this chapter/article were collected over two consecutive school 

years in the classroom of one teacher with two different groups of upper-elementary aged 

students. Qualitative methods were used to examine teacher-student interactions, 

particularly as those interactions related to culturally relevant teaching and literacy. 

Participants and Classroom Context 

 
 This study took place in the classroom of one teacher during the 2005-2006 and 

2006-2007 school years at Adams Elementary (pseudonyms used throughout), a school 

located in a working class neighborhood in a mid-sized city in the Southern part of the 

United States. During both years of the study (third/fourth multiage the first year, third 

grade the second year), the classes were a part of what is increasingly known in public 
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schools as “the testing grades.” While the testing of younger students has increased 

dramatically in recent years (Powell & Sigel, 1991; Shepard, 1991), the high-stakes 

nature of third, fourth, and fifth grade classrooms tend to prioritize these upper grade 

levels within the elementary school.  

In each of the two years of the study most of the students in Gail’s classroom 

identified as Latino/a. A smaller percentage identified as African American with two 

students as European American in the first year and none as European American in the 

second year. The teacher, Gail Hunter, is European American and was in her fourth and 

fifth years of teaching during data collection.  

Gail taught reading, language arts, math, science, and social studies in a self-

contained classroom. Students identified with learning disabilities or as academically 

gifted remained in the classroom for all subjects. Students in danger of failing the state 

reading test were pulled out for 30 minutes each day for focused, small-group instruction. 

In order to provide meaningful amounts of time for subject areas, Gail structured her 

classroom time according to a self-developed block schedule that included the integration 

of science and social studies into literacy instruction. As a result, the classroom activities 

missed by the students who participated in the pull-out programs varied depending on the 

day of the week.  

Reading instruction, the focus of this study, occurred throughout the classroom 

day and took on a variety of forms including: (a) teacher read-alouds of chapter books 

accompanied by modeled thinking aloud and spontaneous student comments and 

questions; (b) teacher read-alouds of picture books (also with thinking aloud and student 
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voices) linked to a thematic unit; (c) reader’s workshop mini-lessons related to text types, 

comprehending, or tested state objectives; (d) reader’s workshop independent reading 

time including reading conferences with individual students, guided reading, and book 

clubs; (e) reader’s workshop whole group share time; and (f) reading test preparation. 

Students were expected to respond to the reading in writing through the use of 1) teacher-

made reader response journals that accompanied each chapter book read-aloud, 2) spiral 

notebooks for response to their individual reading, and 3) inquiry notebooks or folders 

that often accompanied the thematic units.  

Data Collection  

 
 This study used qualitative methods and followed interpretivist approaches to data 

collection (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). These data were collected through participant 

observation, teacher and student interviews, and artifact collection (e.g., student work 

samples including photocopies of reading response journals, photos of class made charts).  

Data were collected utilizing: typed fieldnotes on word processing documents of a laptop, 

digital videorecordings with a teacher lapel microphone, and audiorecording using an I-

Pod with attached microphone. I expanded the field notes as soon as possible after 

leaving the classroom as I watched the videorecordings, usually within 24 hours. 

Expanded field notes included theoretical, methodological, and personal notes (Corsaro, 

1982). All field notes and recordings were catalogued according to date. 

 I spent eight months in the classroom (October through May) during each of the 

two years. The length of my classroom visits was between one and three hours, occurring 
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approximately twice per week. As a participant observer, I most often observed through 

passive participation (Spradley, 1980). During the two years, I only participated in the 

class discussion twice. Both instances occurred during the second year of data collection 

and occurred when the teacher asked me a question. The teacher and students were 

accustomed to seeing me around the school. For the two years previous to the study, my 

presence in the school had been fairly constant as a teaching assistant and instructor for 

university courses located at the school, and most of the students knew me as they had 

participated in a tutoring program as second graders that was a part of the university 

courses. Additionally, I had often sat in the back of their classrooms at other times in 

order to visit and observe the lessons of student teachers as their university facilitator.  

Students often greeted me when I arrived but rarely interacted with me in the same way 

they would another teacher in the school. In other words, they were friendly but did not 

approach me with assignment-related questions or classroom management issues. 

I interviewed Gail five times across the two years of data collection. These 

interviews were semi-structured in that I was interested in her thoughts on particular 

topics, but the interview questions allowed for considerable flexibility. The topics 

included: Gail’s life history, pressures related to high-stakes testing, and how she made 

instructional decisions. See Table A for more detailed information on the formal teacher 

interviews. Informal interviews also occurred throughout the two years of data collection. 

These were rarely recorded but were included in the day’s expanded fieldnotes.  

Artifact collection included digital photos of the classroom text environment, 

student work samples, and samples of notes sent home by the school. Additionally, 
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during the second year of data collection I photocopied students’ reading response 

journals, and the student teacher provided me with 1) the journal he kept throughout his 

yearlong classroom experience, 2) an inventory of the classroom text environment 

(Hoffman, Sailors, Duffy, & Beretvas, 2004), and 3) access to his university course 

assignments that related to his placement in Gail’s classroom.  

Data Analysis 

 
 Data analysis began on my first day in the field and continued throughout data 

collection. Using the constant-comparative method (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), I read 

through all expanded fieldnotes, noting patterns related to this teacher’s culturally 

relevant teaching within her local setting. Analytic memos were also written periodically 

describing theoretical hypotheses. Early in analysis, it became clear that 1) competing 

educational goals existed for Gail’s students, and 2) Gail was able to work towards these 

multiple, competing goals using the resources to which she had access. 

After leaving the field, I refined hypotheses related to this study with the use of 

three data sources: teacher interview transcripts, selected expanded field notes that were 

sampled purposively (Patton, 1980), and digital photos taken of teacher and student 

created charts related to thematic units. First, the teacher interview transcripts were used 

as an important data source for this study because they provided so much information 

related to Gail’s pedagogical and curricular decision making. The second key data 

sources were detailed expanded fieldnotes of classroom interactions. The nature of the 

fieldnotes, because of their focus on documenting classroom talk, lent themselves to a 
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concentrated examination of the research questions. For purposes of readability, I focused 

on select key events sampled for their representation as a typical classroom activity and 

their diversity in time of school year. While different text types, time of school year, and 

text topics were used for selection, all lessons were representative of the type of lessons 

that occurred in the classroom and could be considered typical. Third, photographs of the 

large wall charts that accompanied each thematic unit were used as a key data source for 

this study. There were two separate types of charts. Both were created by Gail on the 

brightly colored butcher paper often used by teachers on bulletin boards. For the first type 

of chart, she used a marker with a title of the thematic unit and purpose. The large space 

underneath the title included examples of student progress towards the learning objective. 

See figure A for an example of this type of chart. For the second type of chart, Gail 

facilitated a group discussion in which classroom participants developed shared inquiry 

questions. This chart included a table with the questions running horizontally along the 

top of the chart and a vertical list of shared texts used to learn the answers along the left 

side of the chart. See figure B for an example of this type of chart.  

During this second phase of data analysis, those data samples just described were 

closely examined. It became clear early on that Gail’s goals and the way she worked 

toward them were different from those goals and ways of teaching of most of the teachers 

in the school. To further explore this I coded for evidence of 1) educational goals (from 

Gail or an external stakeholder), and 2) resources used within the classroom context in 

response to the goals. This analysis was recursive with extra attention given to those 

expanded field notes that documented a negative case. That is, I spent a considerable 
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amount of time examining one lesson that did not align with Gail’s usual ways of 

teaching issues related to culture.  

Trustworthiness. A variety of strategies were included in data collection and 

analysis to increase trustworthiness (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This study utilized member 

checking, negative case analysis, prolonged engagement, purposive sampling, referential 

adequacy materials, and triangulation of sources and methods. I also met with two expert 

peer debriefers periodically to discuss this study.   

FINDINGS  

 
 Gail made innovative use of available time, space, and curricular structures in 

order to fulfill her own teaching aims and external expectations (i.e., those of the state 

board of education and the school district in which she taught). Because competing goals 

and her response to them were major themes in my analysis, I have divided this findings 

section accordingly. In the first part I will describe the goals of Gail and others who had 

influence in this classroom. In the second part, I will provide an overview of Gail’s 

curriculum, particularly as it related to the teaching of reading. Her marriage of social 

issues with the state standards will be central to this discussion. This part will then 

describe how her curricular decisions impacted her teaching. 

Classroom Goals 

 
Gail had high expectations for both herself and her students. She had high hopes 

for her students and these expectations extended far beyond the state test. As she said in 
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her first interview  

I really want my kids to be thinkers when they leave me, and not just about 

academics but about life and I don’t necessarily need them to accomplish every 

skill I teach. I don’t need them to be completely successful at that but just so they 

can problem solve and that they can be independent and that they’re 

compassionate. That’s most important to me. (10/23 interview) 

Her goals included academic ones such as developing thinkers and problem solvers but 

went beyond those goals. For example, her interest in educating students who were 

independent and compassionate related more closely to their development as people than 

as scholars. Evidence of her work towards these goals could be seen in the way she 

structured class time, the books she selected, and the topics she taught. These will be 

more fully discussed later. 

 Gail also had specific goals she wanted students to get out of the class time 

devoted to the teaching of reading: 

I really want them to have opportunities to read what they’re interested in reading. 

I want them to have lots of choice and independence. And I want to expose them 

to new authors and new types of stories. I want to encourage them to look at 

things differently too, not just the way that they’ve been taught to look at things or 

the way that society has them look at things. I want them to understand all aspects 

of a situation. (lines 445-453, 10/23 interview) 

As we see here, Gail was interested in developing her students’ ability to read a text and 

be able to think about it from multiple perspectives. Her interest in providing her students 
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with choice, independence, exposure to new authors and types of stories did not align at 

all with the test. Indeed, many of the state’s educators would argue that they were in 

opposition to it. At times, Gail too, felt conflicted about the multiple, at times opposing 

goals. Examining Gail’s goals next to those of others made it was clear how dramatically 

they differed. For, regardless of the purposes of the externally imposed goals, at the local 

school level they were condensed into the students passing a set of state tests. At times, 

these other goals caused Gail to feel conflicted. This conflict often related to her students’ 

academic achievement 

…it’s frustrating sometimes when they aren’t successful at all of those little skills 

but I try to remind myself of what is most important to me. You know, it’s easy to 

lose that in the middle of all the testing and just the way school is set up I mean, 

without testing even. (10/23 interview) 

While she recognized that her own academic goals both incorporated the tested standards 

and went far beyond them, it still caused her frustration when her students weren’t able to 

completely master what she referred to as “those little skills.” At other times her reasons 

for teaching towards the tested standards did not at all relate to her students or own 

teaching goals. 

I sometimes forget or don’t have the opportunity to do as much of that as I’d like 

and in a perfect world that’s all I would focus on but with all this skills [focus] 

and you know having to do things to get by without people coming into my 

classroom to make sure that I’m doing those things, some of that goes by the 

wayside unfortunately. (10/23 interview) 
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Thus, in addition to the academic achievement of students, Gail was also motivated to 

prepare her students for the test to prevent increased monitoring of her teaching. At times, 

these goals could be seen in her talk to the students, particularly when she described why 

they were doing a certain activity. For example, before passing around a say no to drugs 

pledge, Gail said “one thing that [the principal] wanted us to do this morning was she 

wanted us to pledge to be drug free” (fieldnotes 10/23/06) indicating that the activity was 

externally imposed. On another occasion, before having her students begin a district 

mandated standardized benchmark test, she told them 

The announcement said that we could start taking it beginning today. We’ve just 

started Human Body and Explorers. I think since we’ve already started those 

things, we should go ahead and take care of this and get it out of the way so that 

we can get back to our units that we’ve been working on. It’s very short… 

(January 9, 2006) 

The school principal had announced the window in which teachers should administer the 

exam over the intercom that morning. Gail’s description of the test as something to “take 

care of” in order to “get it out of the way” indicates how she valued this use of class time, 

particularly in relation to the thematic units the class had already begun. Nevertheless, 

she did administer the tests. At the same time, however, she did take some liberties with 

the test administration, using it as a time for teaching in addition to assessing.  

Thus, Gail was able to prioritize high-level thinking, independence, compassion, 

and multiple perspectives, address the “little skills” of others stakeholders, follow a 

predetermined curriculum, and prepare her students for the state tests. She did so through 
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the particular ways she structured her teaching and curriculum. The following section 

addresses these topics more fully.  

Gail’s Curriculum and Teaching 

 
 Gail taught within two commonly used curricular structures (i.e., thematic units of 

study and reader’s workshop (Calkins, 2001) that she implemented consistently across 

the two years. The particular ways she put these curricular structures into practice and 

taught within them, however, proved unique. Within this section I will first describe how 

Gail approached curricular practices (in the teaching of reading) most instructional days. 

Second, I will describe the reading instruction in terms of classroom discussions, drawing 

attention to how Gail’s curricular structuring benefited her interest in culturally relevant 

teaching while also responding to certain mandates. This description ends with a 

depiction of complications of this particular structuring. 

 Thematic units. Incorporating thematic units allowed Gail considerable flexibility 

in her classroom curriculum and instruction. This was due, in part, to the topics of the 

units and their close relationship to student interests and questions. Because these topics 

addressed both her own desire to incorporate topics related to historical inequity and 

cultural groups while allowing for the teaching of state reading standards, Gail could both 

remain true to her reasons for entering teaching and prepare her students for the state 

tests. 

 The thematic unit usually had a topic related to either a social issue (e.g., 

environmental conservation, author studies of Eve Bunting and Patricia Polacco) closely 
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linked to a particular cultural group (e.g., Día de los Muertos, jazz) or a historical time 

period that easily lent itself to a focus on inequity (i.e., slavery, civil rights movement). 

These topics were often accompanied by a state reading standard. This was not done in a 

secret, under-the-table sort of way; the unit topics and thinking behind them were 

transparent to students and any outsiders who entered the classroom. Gail was explicit in 

her teaching about both required and personal teaching goals. She talked openly with the 

class about which reading process strategy they were studying and which topic they 

would use to study the unit. Language charts (Roser, Hoffman, & Farest, 1990) displayed 

on the classroom walls and later put into the school hallways were titled with the 

prominently displayed requirements and goals (e.g., “We’re reading fiction & nonfiction 

to practice Questioning and learn about Vietnam”). The marriage of topics with standards 

seemed to be a way for Gail to address the competing goals of stakeholders 

simultaneously. As Gail explained 

in the past I’ve done the language charts with the [district-mandated instructional 

planning guide] focus so if we were supposed to be doing like sequencing, then I 

would come up with an author like Patricia Polacco and we would study Patricia 

Polacco while we were doing sequencing so…would go from teacher directed to 

independent.” (1/29/06 interview). 

As a way of addressing externally imposed goals, at times the thematic units came 

from the state standards or these standards in combination with the district curriculum. 

Additional external pressure came from the school’s identification as a “blueprint 

school.” One aspect of this identification included instructional planning guides (IPGs) 
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from the district that outlined what the teaching and curriculum should look like for each 

subject, each day of the school year. Because of her status as a high-quality teacher, 

district monitors tended to leave her alone. As a result, Gail used the instructional 

planning guides only as reference materials. For example, she frequently taught the 

reading topics prescribed in the guides (e.g., summarization) but not the curriculum that 

was given to her. At other times, she would pull parts of the curriculum for use. I never 

saw her teach an IPG unit however. In order to address the multiple goals of this 

classroom context, Gail used her own professional judgment to determine how to carry 

out mandated curriculum. For example, when asked how she arrived at the topic for the 

class study of the human body, Gail replied:  

That’s curriculum driven, um we’re supposed to get a kit…we got the kit but I 

wasn’t ready to teach it yet cause I had spent some time on weather and stuff like 

that so those kits for me are always much more hassle than it’s worth. Sometimes 

there’s good stuff to pull from it but I wasn’t familiar with it and wasn’t able to 

take the time to look through it so I just kind of looked at how I could teach it in 

another way so I’m trying to break it down into different, the different body 

systems and teach them one at a time, kind of layering it. (1/29/06 interview) 

At other times the topics came from other sources. For example, when asked about the 

unit of study on Vietnam, Gail replied:  

…I wanted to read The Lotus Seed because I got the idea from Strategies that 

Work [Harvey & Goudvis, 2000]. She talks about using it for questioning so, and 

that’s where I wanted to go with the reading focus was questioning. So um, I 
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found The Lotus Seed and I just searched on Amazon, you know like they say 

people who bought this book will like these others. And they were not related at 

all….and I noticed that it was about Vietnam so I just searched Vietnam on 

Amazon, searched under children’s books. (1/29/06 interview) 

In the above quote, it is apparent how one unit originated from the multiple sources of 

professional resources, the Internet, and children’s literature, and, as will be seen, Gail 

frequently modified her overall curricular plan for the school year in response to student 

questions or interests. For example, the unit on questioning began with a teacher read-

aloud of The Lotus Seed (Garland, 1993), a favorite picture book of Gail’s. Because the 

students had so many questions about Vietnam, Gail adjusted the questioning study, 

transforming it to fit into this particular thematic unit. Student interest overtook the unit, 

causing the reading strategy to fall to the wayside. Talking of student involvement in the 

course of the Vietnam unit Gail said, “They really blew it up. I mean because it became 

not even focused on questioning by the end of it” (1/29/06 interview). This focus shift 

was clearly seen in the language chart. As Gail said 

I didn’t even want to go into the war stuff…..Braden I think said that he had an 

uncle who lived in Vietnam…He said that he had an uncle who lived in Vietnam 

and ate rats there and I was like oh, got to do something about that. So I was like, 

was he in a war? And he said yeah, he was in the war there. And so none of them, 

they’d heard of it but they didn’t really know. And I learned a lot too…And it 

works so nicely too because…they’ve been noticing that you know people are 

upset about the war in Iraq and that people are protesting and they see it on TV on 
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the news because stuff is happening here in [this city]. (1/29/06 interview) 

Thus, while questioning was addressed on the first day of the unit and was a part of the 

language chart title, it was not an instructional focus of the classroom time. Ironically, 

authentic student questioning took control of a more focused and artificial study of a 

specific type of questioning intended for a specific type of reading comprehension.  

Later in the school year, during the thematic unit devoted to The Civil Rights Movement, 

students questioned how the appalling racial discrimination was allowed to occur at all. 

This led Gail to design a follow-up unit on slavery in the United States, which was 

followed by a unit on the 100 years between the end of slavery and the beginning of the 

Civil Rights Movement. 

 Reader’s workshop. Gail taught reading within the format of a reader’s workshop. 

This structure allowed her: 1) flexibility in the types of issues addressed during her 

explicit whole-class teaching (commonly known as mini-lessons), 2) the devotion of 

prolonged time to student individual reading, 3) time for Gail to address individual and 

small group learning needs while also ensuring that all students were making full use of 

the time devoted to reading, and 4) opportunities for students to make public what they 

were learning about both reading and their topics of interest.  

The reader’s workshop structure also provided her with an opportunity to monitor 

student understanding of state reading standards (e.g., sequencing, inferencing, etc.) 

while providing time for student investigation and exploration of topics of their own 

choosing through reading self-selected texts. This structure allowed Gail to be responsive 

to student need to make meaning with text in a variety of contexts.  
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Gail’s instantiation of reader’s workshop included a “mini-lesson” of varying 

length, time for students to read independently books of their own choosing, teaching to 

individual and small-group through reading conferences and guided reading, 

opportunities for students to discuss a shared text through small-group book clubs, and 

time for sharing and response through a whole-group time for sharing. During reader’s 

workshop time, at first glance I saw children around the room reading a variety of text 

types and topics in their book nooks (i.e., individual reading spots throughout the 

classroom, most on the floor with pillows) with Gail working quietly with an individual 

student or small group of students. I quickly saw, however, explicit, meaningful 

instruction embedded. This explicit instruction was not done at great cost to the thematic 

topic, however. One day I watched a lengthy classroom discussion that occurred 

throughout a teacher read-aloud of an online article called “Hard at Work: Many Kids in 

Ecuador Go to Work Instead of School” (2003). Gail facilitated discussions related to 

students’ responsibility to others in the world, responded to student statements with 

explanations of how students’ home chores were different than child labor, and explained 

unfamiliar vocabulary words. After finishing the read-aloud and class discussion, 

however, Gail said “Lets look at the next section and find one thing we can say to sum up 

and get the big idea of that section?” (fieldnotes 10/13/05). She then went through the 

articles major sections and had the students help her write a summary of each. So, in the 

same lesson, Gail taught 1) students the social issue that even small actions they took 

(such as buying bananas at the grocery story) affected other children who lived far away 

from them and 2) taught towards the state standards of main idea and summarization. 
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 Gail’s implementation of the reader’s workshop structure provided space for her 

to scaffold (Bruner, Woods, & Ross, 1976) in ways that allowed her to be responsive to 

students’ need to understand while taking the predetermined teaching objectives imposed 

by others (i.e., state officials, district curriculum leaders, etc.) into account. This structure 

provided for pedagogical improvisation that allowed for individualization. As a result, 

rather than a steady, consistent withdrawal of support, in this setting, the release of 

responsibility tended to be more recursive and did not look the same for each student.  

Gail was able to address the standards with her students and monitor their 

progression towards mastery on the tests. So, in the first days of a thematic unit, in 

addition to introducing the topic of the unit, Gail’s mini-lesson would last much longer 

than usual and explicitly teach a reading strategy linked to the state reading standards. 

This lesson would include her modeling the lesson through a read-aloud of a picture book 

or pre-selected section from a non-fiction text. On subsequent days, her mini-lessons 

would continue to treat this reading standard, carefully navigating student interests and 

the big ideas of the thematic unit with increasing student ownership of the reading 

standard as the unit progressed. After the lesson, when students went to book nooks for 

their individual self-selected reading, Gail was able to have individual reading 

conferences with students to monitor student understanding of the reading strategy and 

work with small groups of students who needed more work with the strategy. One day, 

after teaching about selected text types and reading two books, both about dogs, to 

illustrate the difference between realistic fiction and fantasy, Gail spent the first few 

minutes of book nooks quickly going around the room asking each student to identify the 
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text type of her individual book. Students who were able to identify the text type 

correctly got no additional addition. Those who did not, however, received a quick 

review. Thus, Gail was able to quickly assess student understanding of the day’s topic 

while leaving the majority of student individual reading time to address deeper issues that 

needed more attention.   

Thus, it is important to note that this attention to specific teaching objectives, 

many of which aligned with Gail’s own motives, were carefully balanced with the work 

both Gail and her students were doing towards learning about the thematic topic. This 

monitoring of student mastery of state standards tended to not be Gail’s primary focus. 

This book nook section of Gail’s reader’s workshop was filled with students engaged in 

texts that related to their own interests. Gail’s role as teacher tended to prioritize activities 

such as answering student questions about their texts, teaching students how to select 

texts, and recommending specific texts she thought students would like. 

Gail’s organization of these curricular structures provided her with unique 

pedagogical opportunities. By positioning student inquiry and nontraditional issues as 

worthy of impacting instructional decision-making, she enhanced the possibilities for 

culturally relevant teaching. 

Moving towards culturally relevant pedagogy. Thematic units and reader’s 

workshop, as implemented in this classroom, provided spaces for unique classroom 

interactions. Dyson (1993) talks of the permeability of certain curricular structures. The 

permeability within certain curricular structures provides ways for students’ outside of 

school lives to enter the classroom walls, which clearly provides for cultural relevancy. 
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The bringing of students’ out-of-school lives into the classroom is not the only aspect of 

cultural relevancy however. In this particular classroom, these same structures also 

provided for multiple components related to culturally relevant teaching (i.e., academic 

excellence, cultural competence, and critical consciousness) (Ladson-Billings, 2001). 

First, Gail used these curricular structures to extend the definition and possibility 

for academic excellence. As I described earlier, Gail expected much more from her 

students than mere test scores (although she wanted those too). These expectations took 

the form of a focus on meaning-making and reading meta-talk.  

When classroom participants engaged with a text, they were expected to make 

meaning based on everything they had experienced prior to the textual encounter. As a 

result, even the teacher read-alouds were highly participatory. Instead of waiting for 

teacher permission to speak, students called out questions and comments as they had 

them. For example, during one teacher read-aloud of a non-fiction text, students often 

called out sense-making comments (e.g., “Ms.[Hunter], I think she’s working harder than 

I think a princess would work”) and questions (e.g., “Wait a minute. How’s it gonna be 

warm and they got a lot of sun?”). A high percentage of the questions were requests for 

the meanings of words from the text.  

This meaning-making was encouraged by Gail. She asked students to write 

connections, observations, and wonderings during the read-aloud. Individual student 

notations were made public on a large wall-chart following the read-aloud. She also 

responded to students’ spontaneous comments and questions that deepened or clarified 

student understanding of the text in positive ways. Questions for word meanings were 
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responded to seriously with definitions for requested words provided quickly in student 

friendly language. When students asked questions or made comments that expressed 

confusion or asked for clarification, Gail stopped reading to facilitate a class discussion in 

response. Thus, Gail led read-aloud events by prioritizing deep meaning-making with 

texts in ways that were responsive to her students.   

Second, this organization of curricular structures afforded particular opportunities 

for Gail and her students to demonstrate and further develop their cultural competence. 

For example, during the día de los muertos thematic unit in year one, Gail offered the 

following observation, reflecting on her own cultural experiences in response to the non-

fiction picture book’s, Pablo Remembers: The Fiesta of the Day of the Dead (Ancona, 

1993), depiction of the cultural practice of a Mexican boy. After reading about how 

family members took their ancestors’ favorite foods to their graves as a part of the Day of 

the Dead, Gail connected to the text in terms of her own experiences.  

…every Christmas my family goes to the graves of my grandparents and we clean  

up around the graves and we bring cookies or a little snack and share them. I wish  

we did something like this though because it seems to do much more to honor the  

dead relatives.  

Because of the thematic topic (día de los muertos), Gail was able to demonstrate cultural 

competence through her modeling of strategic reading during a reading mini-lesson. She 

displayed this competence first by describing her own cultural practice. Because it was 

provided in response to another description of a cultural practice, the immediate 

comparison that followed was logical. In terms of cultural competence, however, it is 
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important to note that she used this occasion to favor a custom not practiced by her own 

communities.  

 It seems unlikely that this opportunity would have arisen for Gail had she been 

teaching within other curricular structures. Central to thematic units of study and reader’s 

workshop is the ability of the teacher to select the most appropriate texts and curricular 

content in response to the needs of the students in that particular classroom and her own 

academic expectations. Though at times Gail taught using textbooks or popular children’s 

literature, Gail was not limited to them. She frequently pulled resources from the Internet, 

children’s magazines, and a variety of non-fiction texts. This on-the-ground decision-

making about curriculum allowed her to respond to her students needs and interests much 

more easily than an externally imposed curriculum would have allowed.  

 Another opportunity these structures provided for demonstrating and developing 

cultural competence could be seen in the way Gail taught historical topics. By bringing in 

multiple texts from multiple viewpoints, she complicated the idea that there was one way 

of looking at a particular time. For example, in the unit referred to in this classroom as 

“European Explorers,” Gail addressed many more topics than those included in the state 

Social Studies textbook. In addition to titling the unit to more closely reflect its 

participants, Gail not only implied that other explorers had come earlier from other places 

with different goals and impact, she explicitly stated and provided evidence. She then 

approached the study of European Explorers. She had her students make timelines of 

events aligned with the state standards. But the students also made Wanted posters that 

listed the atrocities committed by the explorers they were studying (see figure C for 
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examples). This type of multi-faceted look at historical events was common in this 

classroom.   

Students began to express cultural competence as well. After listening to several 

stories from a collection of Vietnamese tales, Sean said, “These people were more 

creative than us.” Gail responded with a statement indicating that it was possible that the 

stories were more interesting because they were fresh and new. It is important to note, 

though, the increasing recognition across time by Gail’s students that another cultural 

group might have something valuable to add. 

Third, Gail was able to display and develop her own critical consciousness and 

provide a space for her students to discuss and develop their own ways of engaging with 

social issues. The thematic topics Gail selected also allowed her to select texts and 

highlight what Díaz and Flores (2001) have referred to as the bigger picture (as opposed 

to focusing on the level of subskill). For example, throughout the two Civil Rights Units, 

Gail often reminded the class of the concept that people can affect change when they 

work together.  

Gail:  Remember when we talked about how powerful it is to do things in a 

group, instead of just by yourself? Do you remember when we talked 

about Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. DuBois. They wanted separate 

things, he and W.E.B. DuBois, and how more powerful it is if everyone 

agrees and wants the same thing. 

Keegan:  That’s kindof like Malcolm X and Martin Luther King. Malcolm 

X, he thought they could settle stuff with violence and Martin 
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Luther King, he thought they could settle stuff without violence. 

Gail:  Right, and so they’re kindof doing some of what we’re talking about. 

They’re in a group because they know that there’s power in a group. (3-7-

06)  

The Civil Rights unit could have been (and often is) taught without this unifying “big 

idea” (Kohl, 1995; Williamson, 2006). The reader’s workshop curricular structures, 

however, provided Gail with the flexibility to select texts that worked towards the big 

idea goals of the unit in addition to including some of the basic facts she wanted them to 

learn. These sorts of big ideas were common in the units.  

 Gail’s ability to modify curricular structures allowed her to successfully navigate 

competing interests and goals. There were times, though, in spite of Gail’s goals, when 

the classroom discussions did not come as close to approximating culturally relevant 

teaching. By stepping out of the ordinary, Gail took certain risks. 

The impact of innovation. When teachers make adjustments to recommended 

practices or make space for topics that are not a part of long-established school traditions, 

they are taking certain chances. Along with taking chances comes the potential for 

failure. While many teachers worry about receiving negative parent or community 

feedback in response to sanctioning controversial topics, Gail did not have this particular 

concern.  

 There were, however, other unintended consequences of her approach to teaching. 

For example, as Gail tinkered with the marriage of state standards to unconventional 

topics, many new lessons were created. Most of these lessons provided innovative 
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opportunities to meet both academic and social goals. One lesson (the negative case 

referred to earlier) that merged a state standard (i.e., fact/opinion) with a topic closely 

linked to a cultural group (i.e., día de los muertos), though, included several 

characteristics that worked against Gail’s culturally relevant teaching goals, particularly 

those that related to cultural competence. Combining the teaching of fact/opinion with a 

study of día de los muertos failed to produce culturally sensitive talk. After Gail’s 

reminder that a fact was something one could prove while an opinion was a belief, Gail 

asked students to note the facts and opinions in the book as she read it. After Gail asked 

for the definition of fact, the following occurred: 

 Susan:  Something that’s true. 

 Gail:  Something that you can prove true or false, right. 

 Matt:  Opinion is something like um over their opinion. 

Immediately after Gail restated and expanded on the definition of fact, Matt followed up 

with an attempt at the definition of opinion. He also applied it to an “other” group by 

using “their.” This type of othering continued throughout the discussion even though 

many of the students in this classroom observed this cultural celebration. Focusing on 

phrase or sentence level ideas while learning about complex cultural issues that were new 

to some of the students prevented discussion of big picture ideas. On the contrary, the 

focus on the minor details of how the celebration was practiced before students 

understood the history and reasoning for the celebration caused confusion. This othering 

was especially noticeable because the talk was so different in the classroom during the 

previous year when fact/opinion was not paired with día de los muertos.  
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 Thus, Gail navigated multiple, competing goals by engaging modifying thematic 

units and reader’s workshop and marrying socially responsible topics with state 

standards. While doing so, she gained opportunities unavailable to her peers. At the same 

time, however, she took certain risks by implementing a novel approach.  

DISCUSSION 
 

Gail encountered a tension between constraints put upon her teaching by external 

sources and her own goals as a teacher. The school district in which she worked had 

significantly increased prescription and monitoring of her curriculum and instruction. 

Students were expected to master state standards at increasingly higher levels as district 

instructional planning guides became more and more detailed. The number of district 

visitors to the classroom and the frequency of their visits to monitor teaching also 

increased. Yet, in spite of these limitations, Gail found ways to stay true to her own 

teaching goals. She maintained a permeable curriculum (Dyson, 1993) that included 

cultural practices and topics related to social justice. She also provided time each day for 

students to investigate and explore topics of their own choosing through self-selected 

reading.  

 In this discussion, I draw from Erickson’s metaphoric use of the social actor as a 

bricoleur (handyman) who “makes use of certain materials to accomplish different 

purposes from those for which the materials were originally intended” (2004, p. 166) to 

describe how this teacher was able to teach in culturally relevant ways in spite of outside 

constraints. Or, to put it in terms of a popular culture figure from the 1980s who took 
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available resources and transformed their purposes to get himself out of sticky situations, 

MacGyver. Erickson (who takes the term from Levi-Strauss and in true bricoleur fashion, 

transforms the concept to meet his own needs) uses the bricoleur as a metaphor to 

describe how improvisation can occur during talk (Erickson, 2004). As an individual 

teacher Gail was able to engage in culturally relevant teaching in spite of increasing 

intrusion into her classroom because of the way she acted as a bricoleur at the curricular 

structure level.   

Relationship Between Pedagogy and Curriculum 

 
 Rather than any particular teaching methods, it is the teacher that makes the 

difference in student learning (Bartolomé, 1994; Shulman, 1987). The teacher is the “on-

the-ground” actor able to react immediately to situated happenings at curricular and 

pedagogical levels. At the same time, however, this study lends further evidence to the 

idea that some curricular structures offer more possibilities than others for particular 

kinds of learning (Dyson, 1993). But, even working from the idea that some curricular 

structures offer more possibilities for a teacher to act as a bricoleur, the past and present 

communities in which the teacher participated and participate significantly impact any 

bricolage that is occurring.  

  Professional community. Factors related to the local context matter a great deal in 

teachers’ ability to act as a professional. Teacher decisions are situated in local contexts. 

Gail was a leader in her school. Her proactive work in the service of the school and its 

students allowed her to have a voice in preventing many popular district trends that 
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would have inhibited her ability to act as a bricoleur. For example, Gail was only able to 

know so much about what the students already knew because she had the same students 

the entire school day. She managed to resist the popular trend of departmentalizing 

according to subject area in the elementary classroom.  Had she not taught science and 

social studies in addition to subjects more traditionally thought of as literacy, she would 

not have had the same amount of flexibility in how she structured instructional time. 

 At the same time, Gail was not the only teacher at her school who wanted to teach 

while engaging in social action. She was a part of a small group of teachers in the local 

school-district who were interested in teaching their students how to recognize historical 

and present-day inequity, care for the environment, and improve the world around them. 

In spite of evidence that high-stakes testing limits teachers’ professional decision-

making, teachers are not often as restricted pedagogically as we first assume. Most 

concerning is the idea that teachers, working under considerable pressure, limit 

themselves based on perceived restrictions. A group of like-minded professionals, 

regularly discussing professional issues, could potentially work together to achieve a 

more realistic picture of the restrictions.   

  Cultural group membership. Given that the teacher acts as a sociocultural, 

sociohistorical mediator (Bartolomé, 1994; Díaz & Flores, 2001), it is important that we 

recognize the impact of social group memberships of pedagogical practices. Teachers 

from European-American and/or middle class backgrounds have been discouraged from 

talking about issues related to cultural difference (Greene & Abt-Perkins, 2003), religion 

(Prothero, 2007), and/or (in)equity. As a result, few opportunities have been available for 
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teachers to learn how to facilitate classroom discussions on these topics. Thus, it should 

not be surprising when cultural missteps occur as seen in the negative case example. 

Indeed, even the most well-meaning teacher’s hesitancy can impact her pedagogical 

decision making (Isenbarger & Willis, 2006). Curricular structures can only make a 

difference if the teacher is indeed willing to take advantage of opportunities by getting to 

know her students, tackle uncomfortable topics, acting as a bricoleur across pedagogical 

and curricular levels.  
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TABLE A 

 Occurred  Focused on 

Interview 1 Shortly after data-

collection began during 

the first year 

Gail’s life history, particularly as it 

related to school and how she 

entered teaching, her purposes for 

teaching and goals for her students, 

how she selected books for her 

classroom, and how she familiarized 

herself with the Adams community 

and the nature of her relationships 

with student families. 

 



 56 

 Occurred  Focused on 

Interview 2 Midway through the 

first year of data 

collection 

curricular content including planning 

and sources used, literacy 

environment of the classroom 

including the text on the classroom 

walls and teacher read-alouds, high-

stakes testing and its impact on the 

classroom, and her approach to 

teaching five individual students 

including what she knew about them 

as learners, children, and outside-of-

school living experiences. 



 57 

 

 Occurred  Focused on 

Interview 3 Summer between the 

two school years 

High-stakes testing pressures, her 

purposes for talk and different 

literacy events and how they 

interacted, Gail’s thoughts on the 

culturally relevant nature of her 

teaching, parents teaching, and 

individual students. 

Interview 4 Mid-way through 

second year of data 

collection 

High-stakes tests and curricular 

content 

Interview 5 Near the end of the 

second school year 

A transcript of a community circle 

meeting and Gail’s reflections on 

teacher and student interactions that 

occurred during the discussion. 
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TABLE B 

Classroom 

context 

Primary text 

used 

Goals for lesson Other information 

Reading lesson “Hard at Work: 

Many Kids in 

Ecuador go to 

Work Instead of 

School” (article 

printed from the 

Internet) 

Summarization in 

addition to the 

related social 

issues  

 

Chapter book 

read-aloud  

Inkheart by 

Cornelia Funke 

it was quality 

literature which 

her students 

would easily 

engage. 

 

Reading lesson  Dear Ms. LaRue 

by Mark Teague 

and Lost by Paul 

Brett Johnson and 

text types, fantasy 

and realistic 

fiction. 
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Celeste Lewis. 

Classroom 

context 

Primary text 

used 

Goals for lesson Other information 

Reading lesson Day of the Dead  This lesson was 

about Día de los 

Muertos and was 

used to teach fact 

and opinion. 

selected as a 

negative case. In 

other words, the 

interactions did 

not seem to align 

with culturally 

relevant teaching 

as much as they 

usually did. 

Community 

circle  

“Say No to 

Drugs” pledge 

 Principal… 

Reading lesson The Sound that 

Jazz Makes by 

Eric Velasquez 

Introduce the unit 

devoted to the 

study of jazz 
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Chapter Three: Text, Talk, and Culturally Relevant Teaching 

 
[I see] some metaphorical concurrences between our national fiscal situation and 

our education situation. I am arguing that our focus on the achievement gap is 

akin to the focus on the budget deficit, but what is actually happening to African-

American, Latino, Asian-American immigrants and Native American students is 

really more like the national debt. We do not have an achievement gap. We have 

an education debt. (Ladson-Billings, 2006). 

Throughout our nation’s history, different groups of people have had different 

access to educational (and other) resources and different levels of input into the 

organization and administration of the U.S. educational system. The results of this debt 

can be seen in test score gaps, dropout rates, and overrepresentation of some groups in 

special education. Inequity of this sort must be addressed. 

While education is influenced by societal factors at both the global and local 

levels (Erickson, 2004), there is evidence that the classroom teacher can influence social 

and educational outcomes of her students (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Au & Mason, 1981; 

Ladson-Billings, 1994). Vital to resolving the education debt is teaching in ways that 

hold all students to high academic standards while providing a context that values 

cultural and community knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 1994; 1995(b)). Teachers can begin 

with the attitude that students bring languages and literacies into the classroom acquired 

in homes and communities (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) and structure 
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classroom participation in ways that allow students to build on these languages and 

literacies in which they are already proficient. 

 While many believe that more participatory structures can be both academically 

rigorous and responsive to all students (Sleeter and Grant, 2007), most descriptions, 

while offering close inspections, have stayed at the level of broad principles (Au & 

Raphael, 2000; Delpit, 1995; Foster, 1992; Ladson-Billings, 1994; 1995(a); 1995(b)) 

rather than procedures (Jimenez & Gersten, 1999). “Despite a move toward viewing 

culture as an asset, very little research has investigated exactly how culture can be 

positively used in the classroom” (Foster, Lewis, & Onafowora, 2003, p. 265).  

This study works within a larger study that addresses the question, What is the 

nature of textually related discourse in a classroom oriented toward culturally relevant 

pedagogy? This article will describe, analyze, and interpret the interactions of one teacher 

who engaged in culturally relevant teaching during non-fiction interactive read-alouds, 

exploring these practices at the level of teacher-student interactions.  

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

Sociocultural Perspective 

 
Sociocultural theories suggest that people are socialized into culture with 

language serving as the primary mediational tool (Cole, 1996; Erickson, 1996; Gee, 

1996; Vygotsky, 1934/1986; 1934/1978; Wells, 1991; Wertsch, 1998). According to this 

theoretical framework, students are apprenticed into understandings through guided 

participation in cultural activities rather than having these understandings transmitted to 
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them through a banking model (Freire, 1970). One body of sociocultural work will be of 

primary interest to this study: the work on culturally relevant teaching, particularly that of 

Ladson-Billings (1994, 1995(b); 2001). 

While there is a growing body of research on culturally relevant pedagogy, it has 

not been fully explored by educational researchers; we still have much to learn (Foster, 

Lewis, & Onafowara, 2003; Jimenez & Gersten, 1999). The situation becomes even more 

challenging when we consider that our nation’s students do not participate in the 

activities of one cultural group. Located at the interstices of cultures, they traverse 

through home, school, and community cultures (Bhabha, 1994; Gonzales, 2001; 

Gutierrez, Larson,  & Rymes, 1995), often navigating multiple positions and ways of 

talking as they move from place to place (Moje, 2004). 

When combining the lack of research evidence on how to best incorporate culture 

in the classroom with the multiple cultures that all classroom members constantly 

navigate, we as researchers are left with a complex context. Looking at this multifaceted 

classroom context while considering the tremendous potential of the teacher to shape 

student learning (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Au & Mason, 1981) necessitates an 

examination at the level of teacher/student interactions. This paper will explore these 

issues by examining how one teacher, Gail Hunter (pseudonyms used throughout), 

engages in culturally relevant teaching by providing a discursive space for students to 

learn through building on their own experiences. 

 Culturally relevant teaching characteristics. For the purposes of this study, I 

describe culturally relevant in terms of three characteristics: cultural competence, 
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citizenship function of teaching, and student academic achievement, all taken from 

Ladson-Billings (2001).  

Cultural competence. According to Ladson-Billings, “Cultural competence occurs 

in classrooms where: the teacher understands culture and its role in education, the teacher 

takes responsibility for learning about students’ culture and community, the teacher uses 

student culture as a basis for learning, the teacher promotes a flexible use of students’ 

local and global culture” (2001, p. 98). The framework from which the culturally relevant 

teacher thinks and acts leaves her open to the understanding that the ways she is 

accustomed to interacting with the world are not the only ways.  

 Academic achievement. For decades, school reforms have called for drastic 

changes in the name of high academic achievement for students of color and/or of 

poverty. As a result of these reforms, many unfortunate programs and ways of teaching 

have been forced onto teachers and students. In contrast, culturally relevant teaching 

provides an alternative. Indeed, the culturally relevant teacher has high academic 

expectations for her students, “[I]n a classroom where the teacher focuses on academic 

achievement: the teacher has clear goals for student learning and achievement; the 

majority of the class time is devoted to teaching and learning; the teacher (not only a 

standardized test) assesses student learning; the teacher can articulate individual student 

progress; the teacher is knowledgeable and skillful” (2001, p. 60). Unlike much done in 

the name of reform, however, “[c]ulturally relevant teaching sees excellence as a 

complex standard that takes student diversity and individual differences into account” 
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(Ladson-Billings, 1994, p. 98). Academic achievement for students who leave behind 

themselves and their communities leaves much to be desired.   

 Citizenship function of teaching. Of the teacher preparation program she designed, 

Ladson-Billings writes, “[a]lthough elementary teacher certification was one outcome of 

the program, we were also asking teachers to function as change agents in a society that 

is deeply divided along racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, and class lines” (2001, p. 104). 

That is, culturally relevant teachers see what they do as bigger than teaching individual 

subject matter (e.g., multiplication in math). They think beyond their own classroom 

walls and also work towards societal improvement both within and without their school. 

This study addresses how culturally relevant teaching was enacted moment-to-

moment. For this reason it also works from interactional sociolinguistics. This body of 

literature provides a lens for examining the teaching at a more micro-level. 

Interactional Sociolinguistics 

 
 This study is guided by the interactional sociolinguistic approach to examining 

interpersonal interactions. Especially important to both interactional sociolinguistics and 

this study is the work of Erving Goffman as it “forces structural attention to the contexts 

in which language is used: situations, occasions, encounters, participation frameworks, 

and so on, have forms and meanings that are partially created and/or sustained by 

language” (Schiffrin, 1994, p.34). 

Culture and participation structures. Central to classroom interaction is the idea 

that there is variation in the way participants are socialized into participating. People use 



 65 

words differently according to social group membership (Heath, 1983). Some ways with 

words align closely with how words are used in schools while other ways with words do 

not. As a result, those students whose home communications match up with the school 

communication have more opportunities to be successful at school. In other words, 

students who know how to navigate the talk landscape of the classroom are more likely to 

be able to take advantage of learning opportunities (Gutiérrez, Larson, & Kreuter, 1995; 

O’Connor & Michaels, 1996). Knowing how classroom talk is structured and how to gain 

entry, or participate, in that talk is not something with which all students have equal 

previous experience (Erickson, 2004). Research spanning three decades now exists that 

examines discursive practices in schools and issues related to culture by focusing on 

participation structures (e.g., Au, 1980; Au & Mason, 1981; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-

Lopez, & Turner, 1997; Gutiérrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995; Philips, 1972; 1983). 

One series of studies demonstrated how teachers who allowed Hawaiian students 

to use a community participation structure (i.e., talk story) in reading lessons yielded 

more successful readers (Au & Mason, 1981). The teachers in the study acknowledged 

that the way students recounted events and answered questions could differ from the 

“school way.” This restructuring of interacting with students sent clear messages that the 

ways students interacted at home were valued, gave teachers a structure to build upon, 

and allowed students to use each other as resources (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Au, 2000). 

In other work, changing the expected participation structures to those of the home 

has typically not been the goal. Instead the focus has been on describing home 

participation structures and how teachers successfully build on those structures. In her 
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earlier work, Philips (1976) described the way Anglos in central Oregon regulated their 

talk, comparing this talk and describing differences with ways the Warm Springs Indians 

regulated their talk. Later, Philips (1983) described how cultural communication 

impacted students’ educational success. By observing Warm Springs children in different 

school participation structures, she was able to describe the different structures as they 

related to this particular group of students. First, in order to achieve in highly competitive 

schools, students would have to abandon communicative practices related to turn-taking 

and individual participation. There was also some reluctance to assume a leadership 

position by students as defined by the school. Structures that included more group 

participation and blended the performer and audience roles, however, resulted in students 

who were more willing to participate.  

Beyond participation structures. These studies are important because the way 

students are allowed to participate partly determines if and how the resources they bring 

with them will be recognized and used to further develop learning. While the way the talk 

is structured is important to understanding talk participation, it is also important to look at 

the content of the talk including the social aspects related to how participants interact.  

 Discarding the oversimplified notion of dividing participant roles into speaker and 

hearer, Goffman (1974) asks us to consider the multiple relationships each person can 

have to each talk segment within a participation framework. Instead of speaker, he 

describes the utterance production format, in which participants can animate, author, and 

serve as principal. The animator is the person talking. It is important to use that term 

instead of speaker however because the word, speaker, typically does not take into 
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account where the words originate. The words originate with their author. This is clearest 

in the example of a person reading aloud a text; the author in the traditional sense is also 

the author according to Goffman’s utterance production format. Author could also be a 

participant of the present or a previous interaction. For example when a teacher repeats 

something a student has just said, she serves as an animator, the student serves as the 

author (assuming the student is not taking the words from yet another author). Finally, the 

principal role lines up most closely with social role (i.e., personal identity; e.g., woman or 

mother or professional or community member, etc.). A principal is 

someone whose position is established by the words that are spoken, someone 

whose beliefs have been told, someone who is committed to what the words say. 

Note that one deals in this case not so much with a body or mind as with a person 

active in some particular social identity or role, some special capacity as a 

member of a group, office, category, relationship, association, or whatever, some 

socially based source of self-identification. (p. 103)  

In other words, “[utterances] are heard as coming from an individual who not only 

animates the words but is active in a particular social capacity, the words taking their 

authority from this capacity” (p. 105). For example, when I am at a social function, and 

another adult, upon discovering my interest in the teaching of reading and former 

profession as a teacher of reading, begins to talk about the difficulties his son experiences 

with reading at school, I take up a particular social identity (what Goffman would call a 

social role) in response. I have many social identities; I am a mother, spouse, daughter, 

daughter-in-law, friend, community member, etc. Many of these identities would be 
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inappropriate ways for me to position myself in response to the previous speaker’s 

comments, however. What my conversational partner expects and how I would most 

likely respond are from my professional position. Speaking from this particular social 

capacity requires that I draw on what I know of the practical experiences his son is most 

likely having at school, alternatives to these experiences, and how these different 

approaches align with my understanding of research on reading and the teaching of 

reading.  

 In Goffman’s (1981) classic chapter on footing (i.e., the way participants are 

socially positioned in relation to an utterance), he illustrates how quickly social roles can 

change by describing a 1973 press release. The release describes a press conference in 

which President Nixon teased reporter Helen Thomas about her attire (she was wearing 

slacks). During this set of interactions, the president asked Ms. Thomas to turn so he 

could examine her appearance, asked how her husband felt about the pants and then told 

her to change. She answered his questions and did a pirouette in response to his request 

that she turn. Nixon’s change in footing (from an official bill-signing ceremony to casual 

small talk) quickly transformed Ms. Thomas’s social role from that of her professional, a 

reporter, to a more gendered social role.  

Goffman’s participant roles and production format are closely aligned with 

footing and changes in footing. However, participant roles and social roles are not 

identical. “The same individual can rapidly alter the social role in which he is active, 

even though his capacity as animator and author remains constant” (Goffman, 1981/2001, 

p. 103). So mid-utterance, a person can keep the same participant roles (animator, author) 
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while changing social positions. One person embodies multiple social selves enacted 

through interactions. Whether a person identifies or distances herself from particular 

social roles depends on the context. But, as seen in the above example, it can be difficult 

to gain distance from a particular role because other participants in the interaction are 

also performing multiple roles (Goffman, 1981/2001) that may position one in particular 

ways.  Social roles (as opposed to positions) have been characterized as “serv[ing] to 

highlight static, formal, and ritualistic aspects” (Davies, p. 87).  Goffman’s work has been 

criticized for those reasons. Because of these limits involved when thinking of identities 

as having such firm boundaries, when discussing people’s selves or identities, I use the 

term position to more accurately represent the dynamic, fluid nature of social identities.  

Recent works in educational research (Empson, 2003; Larson, 1999; O’Connor & 

Michaels, 1993) demonstrate how participant frameworks can be used to identify how a 

teacher positions her students based on the way she negotiates these production roles. For 

example, Empson (2003) examined how a teacher empowered two students who 

struggled in mathematics through animating within a socioconstructivist teaching 

paradigm. Specifically, “[t]hrough participant frameworks orchestrated by Ms. K, Patrick 

and Pho were positioned to make contributions to group discussions that let them be 

animated in identity-enhancing ways—as problem solvers, solution reporters, and claim 

defenders” (p. 310). In another study, the participation framework allowed the researcher 

to provide evidence of how a teacher, using materials related to process literacy teaching, 

ultimately disempowered her students (Larson, 2002). In spite of teaching with a program 

designed to be child-centered, because of pedagogical and philosophical discrepancies, 
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“students’ access to meaningful engagement in literacy activities was restricted by 

classroom interactional rules that were based on deficit model beliefs about students 

common among teachers at this school and in the district as a whole” (p. 70). Thus, rather 

than assuming classroom participation roles with more agency, students were relegated to 

the role of overhearer.  

Thus, research exists that examines the relationship amongst culture, participation 

structure, and classroom interactions. A more recent body of work examines participation 

frameworks and classroom interactions, taking into account the social positions or 

identities or the participants. Still needed, however, is evidence that describes 

participation frameworks as they relate to culturally relevant teaching.   

METHOD 

 
 This article describes analysis from a qualitative study lasting two school years. 

The data discussed in this article comes from the first year of data collection (October to 

March). The primary focus of the study was on textually related discourse that occurred 

during teacher read-alouds. All data were collecting using ethnographic and discourse 

analytic methods.  

Participants and Setting 

 
 The study occurred at a school that draws from the surrounding working class 

neighborhood. 93% percent of the students at Adams Elementary participate in the free or 

reduced lunch program. Of the 448 students, 91% are Hispanic, 8% are African-
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American, and less than 1% is White. 34% speak a language other than English as their 

primary language. Because Spanish-English bilingual classrooms have 100% Hispanic 

students, most non-bilingual classrooms have lower percentages of Hispanic students.  

Gail is white, from a working class background and has the culturally relevant 

teacher characteristics described by leading researchers in the area (Banks, et al., 2005; 

Ladson-Billings 1994; Moll & Arnot-Hopffer, 2005). Gail was selected using purposive 

sampling (Patton, 1980) for three reasons.  

First, I knew both her and her teaching well. Before data collection began, I had 

known Gail and been familiar with her teaching for 2 ½ years. During that time, I was in 

her classroom often as facilitator for two student teachers. Through work as teaching 

assistant to a Language Arts Methods course and Assistant Instructor of a Community 

Literacy course, my undergraduate students worked with the third graders in Gail’s 

classroom on a service-learning project. Another reason I selected Gail is that she was 

recognized as an exemplary teacher. Teachers on the campus recognized her for her 

quality; she was voted teacher of the year by her campus peers in two of the four years 

preceding this study. Campus and district administrators and curriculum leaders also 

respond to her as a teacher of the highest quality. The principal selected Gail for the 

Master Reading Teacher, a position funded by the state that compensated her for 

mentoring other campus teachers in the teaching of reading. Gail also offered 

professional development, at the invitation of administrators, to district teachers on topics 

related to literacy. Additionally, university faculty recognized Gail as a model for 

teaching literacy. At least four separate instructors had taken Reading or Language Arts 
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Methods course members to observe her teaching during the year prior to data collection. 

Finally, as described earlier, Gail was selected because she approaches her teaching in 

ways that align with the core components of culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-

Billings, 1994; 1995(a); 1995(b); 2001).  

Data Sources 

 
Data were collected from the following sources: extensive participant observations, field 

notes, audio- and videotapes of classroom events, teacher and student interviews, and 

artifacts (i.e.,  student work and photographs of class-created charts). My visits occurred 

approximately twice a week, and each visit usually lasted somewhere between one and 

three hours. Also, while regular visits from me were expected by both teacher and 

students, they were not aware of the exact days and times I would be there each week. 

 During data collection, I took on the role of an observer. There was some initial 

interest in my computer and recording devices (this was noted in field notes), and later in 

the study, I occasionally received hugs from students when I first arrived, but students did 

not come to me with instructional questions. According to Spradley’s (1980) continuum, 

I observed through passive participation.  I did not participate in class discussions and 

always sat only close enough to hear comments. I typed fieldnotes on my laptop 

computer during all observations. While the teacher and student talk were documented in 

more detail after re-viewing audio/videotape data (when I expanded my field notes), the 

in-class observations allowed notation of body movement and positioning, as well as 

occurrences outside the range of the camera (Erickson, 2004).  
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Foley (1990) notes that qualitative researchers must stay aware that research 

participants frequently “perform” for them. While others are always performing, there 

were several aspects that minimized performance in this teaching and classroom context. 

First, I was in Gail’s room often over the two years preceding data collection and did not 

see differences in her teaching or the way she set up her classroom that could be 

attributed to my presence. Second, there were other outsiders who often visited her room. 

Gail had a student teacher present in the room for two and a half days per week during 

the fall semesters and every day during most of the spring semester. Administrators, 

district officials, and school “specialists” were also frequent visitors. Students and 

teachers seemed to have become accustomed to outsider presence and did not change 

behaviors as a result. 

 As soon as possible after leaving the classroom each day I watched the 

videorecording from that day and added details. Theoretical, methodological, and 

personal notes were also added during this expansion (Corsaro, 1985). Theoretical notes 

were those comments that related to my developing analysis. Methodological notes 

related to data collection. Personal notes were comments that I wanted to record but 

could not categorize at that time. Day of the week, date, and time were noted in the field 

notes to facilitate later access to audio-and videotapes which were organized accordingly.  

 I interviewed Gail formally three times during this year of data collection; these 

interviews took place on weekend afternoons at a local coffee shop. The initial interview 

contained questions related to Gail’s background, teaching, beliefs about education, and 

pedagogical decision making. Later interviews focused on pedagogical decision making 
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and interactions she had with parents and other community members. She was also asked 

to discuss each child both academically and personally. Gail was also interviewed 

informally more frequently. These interviews occurred during the school day either at 

recess or when we were in the room alone. These discussions were not recorded but were 

documented in my fieldnotes within an hour of the conversation.   

Data collection focused on the relationship between classroom interactions and 

culturally relevant teaching. By mid-way through the data collection it had become clear 

that, while culturally relevant teaching methods could be seen across subjects and times 

of the school day, they were especially concentrated during two speech events (i.e., 

community circle and teacher read-alouds). As a result, I increased data collection during 

these two events in the last half of the first year.    

Data Analysis 

 
Data analysis was ongoing throughout data collection and included constant 

comparative (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) and discourse analytic methods (Erickson, 2004). 

Constant comparative analysis of year one data with a specific focus on the teacher’s 

interactions yielded evidence that much of Gail’s talk consisted of voicing the words of 

others. It seemed to me that, though she was the classroom participant talking, for much 

of her talk time, she was not offering her own opinion or taking credit for the ideas she 

was transmitting. Subsequently, I looked across classroom literacy events and determined 

that this voicing occurred often during read-alouds. This led me to examine the expanded 

fieldnotes for all discussions around texts that included the teacher (total #24). It was 



 75 

clear that Gail animated others more with non-fiction read-alouds than other types of 

read-alouds. Through a review of discourse analytic theories, I also determined that 

examining Gail’s interactions using the structure of Goffman’s (1981/2001) production 

format would provide the most useful lens. Salient in the data were the findings that, 1) 

when reading aloud non-fiction books related to a cultural group, Gail most often served 

as animator, and 2) that she seemed to be repeatedly animating the same “others.” 

I then selected and transcribed three read alouds: 1) a non-fiction picture book 

about Día de los Muertos, a Mexican and Mexican-American cultural celebration 

observed by many of Gail’s students; 2) excerpts from the online Encylopedia Brittanica: 

Elementary Version article “Vietnam”, a country with which neither Gail nor her students 

had experience; and 3) two pages from the Kids Discover magazine edition on the Civil 

Rights, an historical event discussed in terms of relatives’ lived experiences in many 

students’ home. These texts were selected for their similarities, all were non-fiction and 

related to a distinct cultural group; and also for their differences, each text represented a 

different non-fiction text type and relates to a different cultural group. Similarities 

provided for an examination of read-aloud events with similar formats and purposes. 

Differences allowed the opportunity to see how Gail negotiated her teacher roles 

depending on the varied experiences she and her students had with the culture.  

I then completed two separate analyses of these transcripts at the level of turn to 

determine who and how Gail animated during the read-alouds. In the first transcript 

analysis, using Goffman’s work on footing, I examined which social positions Gail took 

up. These positions were: cultural advocate—Gail served as an advocate for whichever 
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cultural group the class was studying, facilitator of classroom interactions—she 

consistently and expertly guided the class talk in ways that tended to produce certain 

kinds of student talk (e.g., related to the text in particular ways, brought in information 

from their outside-of-school lives), and teacher of reading—Gail took advantage of 

opportunities within the read-aloud literacy event to teach reading response and 

comprehension.  

The second analysis, also performed at the level of turn, was undertaken to better 

understand the talk from the perspective of Goffman’s participation framework. It was 

clear that Gail was animating others in order to enact the social positions just described, 

but several questions remained (i.e., Who was she animating? How was she animating? 

What did her ways of animating obtain for her as a teacher and the students both 

academically and socially? Were these yields academically productive and identity-

enhancing for the students?). So as I went through the transcripts, I noted where her 

words came from and which particular groups’ points of view they advocated. This 

second analysis of the transcripts yielded information related to how she animated the 

three social roles determined by the first. During these non-fiction read-alouds, social 

positions were primarily fulfilled through Gail’s animation of discursive resources that 

she had available to her. These authors of her spoken language were primarily the 

students and the text she was reading aloud to the class. The idea that Gail consistently 

animated these authors matters a great deal because of the cultural groups with which her 

students identified, and how Gail selected texts for read-alouds. As is further discussed 

throughout the rest of this article, both the students and the texts represented groups, or to 
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use Goffman’s term, principals, that traditionally have not been allowed to have a voice 

in most classroom.  

FINDINGS 

 
 After an initial overall description of the approach to literacy in this particular 

classroom, the findings are organized around two sections. In the first section, I more 

fully explore animating as defined by Goffman and how Gail used it to engage in 

culturally relevant teaching. I also introduce the texts Gail read-aloud and a few of the 

students. The second section is organized around three social positions that Gail took up 

during the non-fiction read-alouds. Within each social position, a description is included 

detailing both who and how she animated.  

 Gail followed a traditional reader’s workshop structure with a small lesson at the 

beginning, a time for student self-selected reading, and a share time at the end (Calkins, 

2000). The initial lessons which were almost always longer than the traditional mini-

lesson (approximately 30-45 minutes) usually taught a lesson linked to reading 

comprehension or reading response (e.g., personal connections to text, using non-fiction 

text features, making inferences). These process strategies were often taught within 

thematic inquiry units with topics linked to issues of culture or critical literacy (e.g., Día 

de los Muertos, Civil Rights Movement, Vietnam). Students self-selected texts from the 

classroom or school library for personal reading with few limits. When there was an 

inquiry unit many texts related to the unit were added to the classroom library; Gail 

purchased these texts and checked them out from the school and public library. Many 
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students chose to read these topical books. Students read in book nooks (also self-

selected) around the room, mostly on the floor; these were comfy spaces and students 

frequently had pillows, blankets, and/or stuffed animals with them as they read. During 

the final share time, Gail guided student comments towards the focus strategies or unit 

while also allowing for more spontaneous sharing of the day’s reading. 

 Gail also had a chapter book read aloud each day. During a thematic unit, this 

book was linked to the theme. This read aloud occurred at a different time of the day. 

Students sat together on a large rug with their response booklets she made for each 

chapter book on a clipboard. Gail sat on a low rocking chair, often leaning forward as she 

read. Her readings were dramatic and full of her own personal responses to the reading; 

she frequently stopped to comment and often cried at sad parts. Periodically, Gail 

reviewed student response booklets, selecting quotes that she wrote on post-its for the 

large language chart devoted to the chapter book read-aloud. Before she read the next 

day, she would read the comments she had pulled to the whole class and identified the 

author as she placed them in the connection/observation/wondering organization of the 

language chart (Roser, Hoffman, & Farest, 1990).   

Students used spiral notebooks for daily reading responses. Gail usually provided 

a specific structure (occasionally offering students a selection of structures to choose 

from) tied to the focus reading process strategy. For example, as the class worked to 

synthesize their reading, a synthesis might be expected in a student’s written reading 

response.  
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Animating 

 
Gail was selected as a research participant because she both valued student voices 

and prioritized cultural issues and critical literacy. Early in data collection, however, it 

became clear that her teacher voice represented a considerable portion of the classroom 

talk. She was almost always talking and it was not uncommon for her to take every other 

turn in the talk. Gail’s talk was most often directed at the whole class, though during 

reader’s and writer’s workshop she was more likely to be talking quietly with a student or 

small group of students. Believing strongly in the importance of giving students space to 

express their own voices, I initially found the prevalence of her talk confusing. A closer 

look, however, indicated that far from a recitation script (Tharp & Gallimore, 1988), Gail 

used her talk to prioritize and give credence to the voices of others. In other words, rather 

than using her teacher talk to promote her own views, she animated particular groups. It 

is not uncommon for teachers to animate others. Indeed, this happens in every classroom. 

What is particularly important about Gail, however, was who she animated. 

While Gail frequently served as animator voicing the language or ideas of others, 

she did not always animate on behalf of the same “other.” The following transcript 

segment illustrates how Gail uses her talk for different purposes. In particular, there are 

times when she animated students by restating their words. 

Gail:  So I’m going to start with this page and I’m going to, see that this 

right here gives me a little, a shorter information about the picture, 

the caption, right?  Their names are Azukena and Semina. 
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Delores:  I think they’re sisters. 

Gail:  Yeah, it says Azukena and Semina are not just sisters, they’re 

twins.  

Delores:  Like me and my sister!  

(lots of student talking) 

Gail:  It is like you and your sister. They’re not identical twins. They’re 

fraternal twins.  

S:  That means that they don’t look the same as her. You have to be 

doing, you have to be born on the same day and um, and um, same 

time. 

Keegan:  No but sometimes, sometimes it could be like five minutes (…) 

True to the interactive nature of this read-aloud, Gail only read one sentence before a 

student called out a personal connection to the text. In her first turn at talk, Gail used her 

talk to orient students to the text. At this time, she was most closely enacting the role of 

reading teacher. When Delores connected to the text, Gail kept her focus on the text but 

altered her focus to align with a student’s interest in the book’s two central figures. In this 

turn, Gail’s agreement and expansion allowed Delores to connect even more directly with 

the book. After Delores’s second turn, Gail animated her, repeating Delores’s words with 

only the pronouns changed, then expanded, connecting Delores even closer to the girls in 

the book. There were many students talking but Gail selected one student, the student 

with a personal connection to the text, to animate. While Gail is the one talking, she used 

her talk in ways that privileged the talk of a particular student. Thus, while still working 
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as teacher of reading, Gail also facilitated classroom interactions. The other students 

quieted to listen to Gail and Delores. Following this interaction, all student talk changed 

to align with this topic.  

 Gail, as emitter of the language, was animating. But it is more complicated than 

that. As shown in the above transcript, Gail took almost every other turn. In these turns, 

though, she was not necessarily voicing her own opinions. In the first turn, she read aloud 

or animated the text (or, more specifically, the text’s author). In the next two turns, Gail 

used her talk to animate a student, allowing her to position this student as someone with 

information that could help the whole class better respond to the text.  

Adding to the complexity, Gail took up different social positions as she animated 

others. In terms of Goffman, 

Although certainly the pronoun, “I,” refers to the speaker. And although certainly 

the speaker is a specific biographical entity, that does not mean that the whole of 

this entity in all of its facets is to be included on each occasion of its being cited. 

For he [sic] who is a speaker might be considered a whole set of somewhat 

different things, bound together in part because of our cultural beliefs regarding 

identity. (p. 519)  

Gail is many things to many people (e.g., colleague, teacher, community member, family 

member, etc.). Some of these ways of being are taken up in the classroom. In her initial 

statement, when Gail said, “So I’m going to start with this page and I’m going to, see that 

this right here gives me a little, a shorter information about the picture, the caption, 

right?...”, she was not using “I” to refer to all of her identities. Rather, she was primarily 
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speaking from the social position of teacher of reading. In her next turn, when she agreed 

with and then repeated Delores’s statement, she seemed to speak from the position of 

reading teacher. However, perhaps more importantly, her words provided Delores with 

the floor, indicating Gail’s position in facilitating classroom interactions. In other words, 

she was able to concurrently perform multiple social positions with this small section of 

talk because she animated a particular student in particular ways.  

 Furthermore, central to the read-aloud event is the text being read-aloud. The 

following transcript provides another look at how Gail animated a student that better 

demonstrates the importance of the text. In this segment, she directly animated the text by 

reading it aloud (shown with bold print throughout) and animating a student, though, in 

this case, in a less direct way. 

Gail:  1939-1945, when African Americans fought courageously in 

segregated military units abroad and were given only the 

lowest paying jobs at home. I have to read that again. I need to 

understand that better. 

Keegan:  Yeah, um I know, even though they worked, they would get paid 

but like they wouldn’t get paid as much as the whites. 

Gail:  Ok, so here at home they wouldn’t get paid as much as the white 

people. 

Keegan:  Uh huh. 

Gail:   Ok. Membership in the NAACP increased tenfold. 
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Keegan was not inhibited from calling out his comment when Gail broke from reading 

aloud (or animating) the text. Again closely enacting the role of reading teacher, Gail was 

modeling a strategy that readers often use when they want to better understand the text 

they are reading (i.e., re-reading). Keegan immediately joined her in sense-making.  

offering his interpretation of the text Gail had read by saying, “Yeah, um I know, even 

though they worked, they would get paid but like they wouldn’t get paid as much as the 

whites.” By beginning with “yeah, um I know” he related his talk to Gail’s comment 

about not understanding the text, thus indicating that he was following the teacher-led 

literacy event and possibly showing that he had initial difficulties with that particular part 

of the text. Rather than waiting for Gail to re-read the text, however, he offered his own 

take on the text with “even though they worked, they would get paid but like they 

wouldn’t get paid as much as the whites.” In response, Gail first paused, allowing Keegan 

to voice his comment. Then, instead of returning to her original reading strategy 

modeling, she altered her talk to align with Keegan’s comment with “Ok, so here at home 

they wouldn’t get paid as much as the white people.” This animation of Keegan’s idea 

allowed her to both 1) continue to enact her social position of reading teacher by 

facilitating a discussion centered on making meaning with text, and 2) position Keegan as 

expert reader who held a sensible interpretation of a difficult portion of the text. While 

Gail was the one talking, by animating a student, she used her talk in ways that privileged 

student talk. After Keegan confirmed her animation of his words, she returned to reading-

aloud the text. 
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Because the text held such a prominent place in these read-alouds, the selection of 

texts was an important part of Gail’s enactment of the three social positions described in 

this article, particularly that of cultural advocate. While Gail’s room was filled with 

children’s literature of multiple text types on a large variety of topics, she tended to select 

a particular type of text to read aloud to the class during her reading mini-lesson.  These 

texts were often picture books (of a variety of text types) and often represented a 

historically marginalized population. The books I selected for this close analysis were 

representative of the sort of books she read throughout the two years of data collection.  

 Multicultural literature has been criticized for hegemonically promoting Western 

views (Hoffman, 1996), portraying cultural groups in bounded ways that, at times, 

promote stereotypes (Chang, 2005; Knoeller, 2005), and occurring with little 

acknowledgement of the historical narrative of the represented group (Enciso, 1997; 

Dongen, 2005). This is not true of all multicultural literature, however (e.g., Connolly, 

2005; Harris, 2005), and ultimately depends on more than the text itself. As will be seen 

in the second section, the teacher holds tremendous power to act as a “cultural broker” 

(Bartholome & Macedo, 1997). Gail prevented many of these issues by carefully 

selecting the texts she read-aloud.  

By making use of students’ discursive resources and texts centered on cultural 

insiders, Gail relied on the resources of both the local community of her students (Moll, 

2001) and those of the cultural groups studied, enabling her to navigate multiple social 

positions simultaneously. In the next section, I examine these social positions and what 
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they meant in terms of Gail’s teaching, and how they related to her efforts toward 

culturally relevant teaching.  

Social Positions 

 
Gail negotiated different social positions through the animating she engaged in 

while reading aloud non-fiction texts, all related to specific cultural groups. There are 

three parts to this section. Each of the next sections explores one social position in depth. 

Because classrooms are dynamic places and teachers navigate multiple roles, often 

enacting them simultaneously, you will notice some overlap among these social 

positions, but I will present and describe them one at a time. 

 Gail used her talk in culturally relevant ways through animating texts and 

students, taking up three social positions: cultural advocate, facilitator of classroom 

interactions, and teacher of reading. First, Gail served as cultural advocate. When the 

class studied a culture, regardless of whether there were students in the classroom from 

that culture, Gail promoted the culture, thus providing an environment in which 

classroom participants approached the culture with respect and as learners. Second, she 

served as primary facilitator of classroom interactions. Gail facilitated a democratic 

classroom (Greene, 1988; McIntyre et al, 2006) with students working collaboratively to 

achieve shared goals. Ultimately, however, she maintained responsibility for student 

learning to occur at its highest levels and for all students to both be and feel safe. This 

approach to classroom management can be seen throughout her talk. Finally, through her 

position as teacher of reading, Gail modeled reading comprehension and explicitly taught 
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vocabulary, text features, and concepts related to reading processes. She did this teaching 

primarily through pursuing units of guided inquiry in which her students held 

considerable ownership over the inquiry. Her instruction relied on the notions that 

reading is a transaction between reader and print (Rosenblatt, 1978) and that learning 

about reading best occurs within guided but genuine reading events.  

Table 3.1 

 
Social position 

enacted 

Enacted through  

animating of… 

Description 

Text  Reading aloud or 

paraphrasing texts written 

by or representing cultural 

insiders 

Cultural advocate 

Students  Taking the cultural insider 

comment of a student up 

into the classroom 

discussion by voicing it 
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Social position 

enacted 

Enacted through  

animating of… 

Description 

Students  Animating the comment of 

one of multiple talking 

students in order to 

facilitate turn-taking or 

help a student gain access 

to the conversational floor  

Facilitator of classroom 

interactions 

Text (to focus class) Reading aloud from the 

text to stop discussion and  

proceed with the read aloud 

event 

Text Reading aloud from the 

text and summarizing 

sections of the text to 

model reading processes 

and reader response 

Teacher of reading 

Students (guiding inquiry) Animating student 

questions from the class-

created inquiry chart 
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Cultural advocate. Gail took up the position of cultural advocate for both the 

culture the class was reading about and the cultures of the students in the class. Culture is 

often treated as static and fixed (Bhabha, 1994; Gonzales, 2001; Orellana, 2007) 

presuming all people who identify with a culture (or are identified) do and say things 

exactly the same way and share a precise belief system. As if a thick black line bounded 

the cultural group with no allowance for the messiness that exists in lived experience, 

teachers often treat culture in ways that leave no room for variance or change (Gutierrez 

& Rogoff, 2003). Gail avoided this by animating the lived experiences of cultural 

insiders. Regardless of the culture the class was reading about, Gail found a cultural 

insider.  

Often these cultural insiders were students. When members of a studied culture 

were in the classroom, Gail invited their experiences into the discussion and animated 

them immediately following. When the class read about Día de los Muertos, the students 

in her class who observed that holiday became the experts. Notice how Gail encouraged 

student talk then animated the students/cultural insiders as experts in the following 

transcript: 

Emanuel:  In our chimney we have a fireplace, well we put an altar there. 

Gail:  On top of, on the mantle? 

Emanuel: No, um in the fireplace. 

Gail:  Oh. 

Emanuel: And we put like food and when our family dies, when they die, and 

we go trick or treating 
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Gail: Emanuel, will you draw us a picture of your altar and bring it 

tomorrow to share in the morning? 

 S:   What’d he say? 

Gail: His family has made an altar for Día de los Muertos at their house 

so he’s going to draw us a picture of his altar with all of the objects 

that are on it and he’s going to share that with us tomorrow 

morning. We can see what the altar looks like. 

Keegan:  Do the best you can. 

Joaquin: Remember that we have to take out our fires so um the smoke will 

come out and our loved ones can come to us. Because we always 

turn out our fires for the smoke can go up and our loved ones can 

find us. 

Gail:   Joaquin, do you have an altar too? 

(Joaquin nods.) 

Gail: Would you like to draw a picture and share it with us tomorrow 

too? 

Gail encouraged and made space for students’ lived experiences. This space was crucial 

to her ability to animate cultural insiders. When student comments reflected a family 

practice that related to the text, Gail highlighted those lived experiences by animating 

them for the whole class. Emanuel had a space to reveal his personal experience into the 

read-aloud event, allowing Gail to stop, ask a follow-up question, and ask for more 

information to be brought in the next day. When another student asked what Emanuel had 
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said, Gail revoiced Emanuel’s comment also explaining what the class would learn from 

Emanuel the following day. When Joaquin voiced that he was also an expert, Gail 

immediately included him in the category. She acted as a cultural advocate as she 

validated students, inviting insider perspectives from those living it.   

Another way Gail enacted the position of cultural advocate was through 

animating the text. When reading about a particular culture, Gail selected the texts she 

read-aloud carefully. Picture books were often informational with photographs serving as 

illustrations. She carefully examined information from the Internet, aware of which 

organization sponsored the site and who wrote the information, before sharing any one 

particular website with the class. This careful attention to sponsorship (Brandt, 2001) 

proved especially important when the class, as part of a school with no Vietnamese 

population, studied Vietnam. During this study the online postings of a Vietnamese boy 

living in the country were referred to as expert. As you will see in the following 

transcript, the Internet allowed Gail to animate cultural insiders far outside of the school 

walls, providing a way to not only give a bigger voice to cultural insiders of cultures 

represented in the classroom, but also those who were geographically. 

Seth:  Oh yea, and what’s it called in um Viet, in Vietnam, you can’t have a 

name with two syllables, it’s only one syllable and I don’t like that cause 

my dad knew a guy, my dad knew a guy that um, that went to Vietnam so 

like when he was working at Motorola and um he went to Vietnam cause 

he had to go work over there and he said they eat dog and cats.  

Gail:  Remember Son talks about that, he says. 
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S:  They eat cats. 

 
Gail:  He has a pet cat, right?  

 
S:  Yeah. 

 
Gail:  His pet cat’s name was Bons. 

 
Harold: And he didn’t want um and he didn’t want the dog, I mean the cat to get  

  ated. 
 

Gail:  Right. It says on there that he didn’t, that’s right…. 

Rather than allow negative stereotypes of the culture of study, Gail protected the culture 

by drawing on the lived experiences of an insider. When Seth the story of a family friend 

that the Vietnamese eat dogs and cats, Gail referred back to the website/cultural insider 

with, “Remember Son talks about that” leading to a class discussion that was more 

contextualized. Thus, when responding to the student comment, Gail took up the position 

of the cultural advocate by animating the cultural insider, Son.  

As advocate for the culture, Gail also chose more traditional print sources with 

care. Many different types of texts were read for units of study, including a variety of 

representations of cultural practices. The text being read aloud, with the full authority of 

the teacher backing it, was often the primary cultural insider animated as expert. In 

addition to a careful consideration of text authorship and the cultural authenticity of the 

text, Gail also got as close as she could to live human beings able to represent their 

experiences. At the beginning of a class study on Native American tribes in Texas, for 

example, a guest speaker was invited from the annual American Indian Powwow held in 

the city. During Hannukah, Gail’s student teacher, an observer of the holiday, was asked 
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to teach the class about how her family celebrated. These cultural insiders frequently 

complicated the classroom discussions. As you noticed in the previous transcript, when 

Emanuel described his observance of Día de los Muertos, he included a reference to 

Halloween, viewed as separate in the books, yet merged in his family’s practice. When 

the American Indian spoke, she included references to the importance of the commercial 

aspects of her life as an American Indian and her pride in being full-blooded. These 

topics led to class discussions that reached beyond those that came from books about the 

same topic. In order to animate cultural insiders, Gail first had to find a way for them to 

have a space within the classroom walls. She did so in a variety of forms including: 

structuring classroom interactions to provide members of the classroom community with 

opportunities to share personal experiences, inviting visitors to the classroom, selecting 

children’s literature written by cultural insiders, and selecting Internet sources that 

maximized the voices of cultural insiders.  

As seen in the previous two transcripts, when students were not members of the 

cultures they studied, they were positioned as those who learned from the accounts of 

primary sources. By animating cultural insiders in validating ways, Gail both took up the 

social position of cultural advocate and positioned the insiders as cultural experts. This 

achieved two ends. First, it prevented those authoritative voices such as textbooks from 

silencing or marginalizing more authentic voices. Second, the attention given to cultural 

insiders lessened the possibility that a culture would be represented as static or fixed.  

 Facilitator of classroom interactions. In addition to taking up the position of 

cultural advocate, Gail worked to build community and a democratic classroom while 
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still maintaining ultimate responsibility for student learning and safety (Greene, 1988; 

McIntyre et al, 2006; Weinstein et al, 2004). Like many of the teachers in Dreamkeepers 

(Ladson-Billings, 1994), Gail had high expectations for her students not only 

academically, but also socially. She expected them to participate in class discussions in 

ways that both advanced their own and others’ learning and showed respect for all 

classroom participants. Gail took up the social position of facilitator of classroom 

interactions in two ways. First, she animated students in ways that gave them the floor. 

Second, she used the text in ways to facilitate classroom interactions, primarily to 

advance the read-aloud event by focusing or regaining student attention on the text.  

 In terms of Goffman’s (1981/2001) utterance production format, the students in 

this classroom were often original authors of the utterances even when they themselves 

were not speaking. Gail’s active role often led to a class discussion in which she talked 

much more than any other participant. As I mentioned earlier, it was not uncommon for 

her to take every other turn for large sections of the discussions. Because Gail so 

frequently served as animator to her students, however, the students maintained a 

participation status and the discussion remained a collaboration of this classroom 

community.  

Most of Gail’s facilitative talk (i.e., those interactions that maneuvered the 

discussion in order to 1) keep it academically productive, and 2) moderate speaking 

opportunities amongst students) during the read-aloud consisted of managing turn-taking. 

She helped students access the conversation who had difficulty gaining the floor. She also 

differed in how she responded to student comments. At times, she would give the whole 
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class’s attention to one student with a statement like, “I know you are so excited but 

everyone should hear that Keegan was talking” or “Harold has been waiting to take a turn 

and I think it has something to do with what we’re talking about.” This was especially 

done on behalf of students who had difficulty gaining the floor or whose comment 

especially related to a line of inquiry related to the text or topic of study as in the 

following example:  

Gail: The two major lowland regions of Vietnam are fertile river deltas. So they 

have rivers and it says it’s fertile so that means that it would be like really good 

for farming. In the north, the Red River delta is formed where the river enters 

the Gulf of Tonkin. The much larger delta of the Mekong River in the south 

is one of the richest rice-growing areas in the world. Vietnam has a mostly 

tropical climate with warm to hot temperatures and heavy rainfall. So the 

temperature is pretty warm and they have lots of rain. Seasonal winds called 

monsoons bring rains and occasional typhoons during the summer and 

autumn. 

Eugene:  How is it going to be warm and they got a lot of rain.  

  (several other students talking at the same time about different things) 

Gail:  What? (looking at Eugene) 

Eugene:  How is it going to be warm, warm and they got a lot of rain? 

Gail:   Well let’s talk about that. Why would it be warm? 

Harold:  Because um the sun. 

S:   Because the equator 
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Eugene rarely voiced a comment loud enough for the whole class to hear. Several 

students were talking at the same time, yet Gail looked at Eugene and said, “What?” 

giving him the floor. Then she animated him by restating his question with, “Well let’s 

talk about that. Why would it be warm?” This led to a lengthy discussion with multiple 

members of the class working together to build knowledge about climate based on 

previous units of study on the water cycle and latitude and longitude. 

 Students come to school with differing experiences with conversational strategies 

that relate to gaining the floor (Erickson, 2004; Heath, 1983). By taking up the social 

position as facilitator of classroom interactions, Gail positioned students as discussion 

participants regardless of their ability to initially get the whole class’s attention.  

Gail also animated the text in ways that facilitated the class discussion. As further 

discussed in the next section, the simple act of a person reading words aloud from a text 

is a way to animate. When Gail needed to return the class’s attention back to the text or 

focus the discussion, she often turned to the text and began reading again. This reading 

(or animating the text) usually regained student attention and prevented the need for 

reprimanding students or lecturing the class as a whole. An example is provided in the 

following transcript segment: 

Harold:  He is going to be the evil twin. 

Gail:  It says, They are fraternal twins. They were born a few minutes 

apart but they do not look exactly alike the way identical twins 

do. 

Delores:  That’s like me and Stephanie, we were born at the same time. 
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Keegan:  That must be um, that might be (…) 

Gail:  It says, We are ten years old and we live in Sacramento, 

California with our parents. We also have two brothers, 

Miguel who’s 8 and Armando, who’s 11. We also have an older 

sister named Zuneda who’s 13. In our home we speak Spanish 

as well as English because we have many ties to Mexico where 

our father was born. Just like you Delores. 

As described earlier in this article, Gail responded to the first student’s comments in ways 

that gave her the floor and positioned her as someone with information that could 

strengthen the class’s connection to the text. When a student made a comment that would 

weaken rather than strengthen class attention to the text however (i.e., “He is going to be 

the evil twin.”), Gail directed the class back to the topic at hand by reading aloud from 

the text. While several students laughed and looked at the student who made the 

comment, Gail’s strategy proved effective as the students returned their attention to the 

text with only minor distraction. She did this again when Keegan, a student who had no 

trouble accessing the discussion, continued the discussion past the point of academic 

productivity. Again, she simply said “it says” then began reading. This discursive act 

both returned attention to the text and reduced attention given to the fact that Keegan’s 

comment was not picked up.    

 The way Gail facilitated classroom interactions provided the foundational 

structure that allowed her to take up the other two social positions (i.e., cultural advocate 

and teacher of reading). Her animating of both students and the text allowed her to 
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balance discussion with her read-aloud in ways that provided a space for students to 

connect the text to their own lives while maintaining the focus on the text and the topic at 

hand. This made efficient use of the class’s limited time.  

When thinking of the participation structure work (e.g., Au, 1980, Heath, 1983; 

Philips, 1972; 1983) on which this study builds, the primary concern is that the mismatch 

that occurs between the way schools structure talk and the way many students have been 

socialized into talking prevent students and teachers from using their talk to maximize 

learning opportunities (for either the students or the teacher). Related work demonstrates 

how teachers using monologic teacher scripts can use their interactions in ways that 

prevent learning from occurring with marginalized students (Gutierrez, Larson, & 

Kreuter, 1995). By taking up this particular social position, Gail was able to make 

productive use of limited academic time while providing an academic space for students 

to interact in identity-enhancing ways.  

Teacher of reading. Gail used much of her talk to enact the social positions of 

cultural advocate and facilitator of classroom interactions. Given that these read-alouds 

occurred during class time devoted to reading instruction, however, the most frequent 

type of social position Gail took up was, not surprisingly, that of reading teacher. This 

section describes how, as Gail animated text, she was able to engage in the teaching and 

modeling of reading processes related to text comprehension and provide opportunities 

for teaching text content and text features. Additionally, through her animating of 

students, she guided the shared meaning-making of the classroom community, often in 

pursuit of agreed upon inquiries. Gail flexibly guided and/or directed the topic of talk in 
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ways that provided opportunities for her students to take up influential positions related 

to reading. 

 Reading a text aloud is animating in its simplest form. “[R]eading aloud from a 

prepared script allows us to animate words we had no hand in formulating, and to express 

opinions, beliefs, and sentiments we do not hold. We can openly speak for someone else 

and in someone else’s words…(emphasis in original)” (Goffman, 1981/2001, p. 104). 

Gail animated the text in this simple form. This occured both when she read a book aloud 

and when she read a student question off the inquiry chart on the wall. She also animated 

the printed text in other ways however.  

As a teacher who worked from the stance that reading involves making meaning 

with text, an important part of her position as reading teacher was to animate the text. 

Positioning herself as a reader in front of her students and ensuring that they were 

comprehending her read-aloud, however, required that she do more than animate in its 

most basic form (directly reading the text aloud). She had to put it into her own words, or 

as articulated by Goffman, “the extemporaneous, ongoing formulation of a text under the 

exigency of immediate response to our current situation” (p. 104). Gail put the text she 

was reading aloud into her own words, connecting the text to student experience. Her 

rewording or restating was done frequently and was often brief.  For example, from the 

Día de los Muertos read-aloud, Gail animated, “This is a drawing of an ancient clay 

head found in Oaxaca. It shows both life and death. So one side is life and one side is 

death,” and from the Birth of a Movement transcript, “The charges were dismissed, and 

Robinson received an honorable discharge from the army. So he, he was basically 
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kicked out of the army because of what he did.” This kind of rewording occurred more 

often when the text was particularly dense, filled with words the students were unlikely to 

have encountered before, or especially important to the unit of study’s themes. In her 

paraphrasing of the text, putting it into her own words, in effect, she translated it for her 

students, guiding them to focus in on some parts and disregard others. 

 At other times, she read for much longer from the read-aloud before stopping to 

put the author’s words into her own language, drawing student attention to big ideas in 

the text as in the following transcript excerpt: 

Gail: To complete the celebration people from the community go to the cemetery 

on November 1st to clean and fix up the graves of departed relatives. They 

place new flowers on the tombstones and light candles. In some parts of 

Mexico a vigil is kept that lasts the whole night long. People share the graves 

of their loved ones, burning candles to lighten the darkness. In Mexico, 

people save a part of their salary all year so that they’ll have enough money 

to prepare a lavish feast and make a beautiful ofrenda. It is also traditional 

for people to buy or make new clothes for this festival. In Sacramento, as in 

other parts of the United States, Mexican American communities have found 

their own way of celebrating. Here we form a procession through the 

cemetery, Afterwards there’s a Catholic church service and a Mexican 

Indian ceremony. So this tells me that it’s very important to them because they 

save money all year just for that special occasion. 

Delores: I want to visit.  
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Gail: It also tells me, it also tells me that the way people celebrate it in 

America is a little bit different from the way that they celebrate it 

in Mexico. 

Gail often alerted students that she was transitioning from directly reading aloud the text 

to putting it in her own words. She most often did this with the word “so”. Schiffrin 

(1987) suggests that speakers use the discourse marker (i.e., warranted inference) “so” to 

“[indicate] that the speaker is linking her utterance to that of the previous speaker and is 

making an inference that she believes to be warranted based on that previous utterance” 

(as quoted in O’Connor & Michaels (1996), p. 80). Interestingly, unlike the participants 

who engaged in revoicing in O’Connor and Michaels’ study (1993; 1996), I did not find 

warranted inferences like the word “so” to be a fundamental aspect to Gail’s animating of 

students. She used the word “so” often, especially when she animated texts. Indeed, Gail 

used warranted inferences much more frequently with the texts she read-aloud than she 

did with animations of students. The warranted inferences helped differentiate her 

animating of the printed words with those she improvised, alerting her students to the 

way she made meaning with those particular non-fiction texts. It seems that this was 

unnecessary when Gail began animating a student. The simple observance that she had 

begun talking and the student had stopped talking would seem to be enough to indicate to 

classroom participants that Gail was now engaging in animation.   

 After indicating to her students that she was about to say something in her own 

words that was warranted based on the text she had just read, Gail animated the text by 

putting it in her own words, helping make it more accessible to her students. It was 
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common for students to refer or respond to her phrasing of the text rather than to the text 

itself. Class discussion and student engagement in the read-aloud often originated with 

her words, rather than her reading aloud the text itself. While reading comprehension was 

certainly a goal of her improvisation, Gail also used her language about the text to draw 

attention to specific words and their meanings (e.g., “Vietnam is a long narrow 

country. We can see that right here. It’s long and skinny”). In the following transcript 

segment, notice how Gail focused student attention on a particular theme after a longer 

section of text. 

Gail:   Now let’s read about Rosa Parks. Rosa Parks was a dedicated member of the 

Montgomery Alabama, NAACP chapter. She challenged the public library’s 

segregation policy. On December 1, 1955, tired after a long day of work, 

Parks boarded a crowded city bus and sat down. When the driver told her to 

give her seat to a white man, she refused and was arrested. Within a few days 

the African Americans of Montgomery had rallied to her support by refusing 

to ride the buses. This is what we’re talking about with the power of being in a 

group. Everyone, or a lot of African Americans in Montgomery, all got together 

and said, “We’re not going to ride the bus anymore.” 

Note how Gail drew attention to how the text confirmed an important idea to the week-

long unit of study, thus simultaneously taking up the positions as reading teacher 

(working toward comprehension) and cultural advocate. The Rosa Parks story has been 

criticized for its depiction in classrooms and texts as the story of an individual “who was 

tired” while ignoring the more important social networks and group sacrifice that 
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ultimately achieved the goal of bus desegregation (Kohl, 1995; Williamson, 2006). This 

transcript describes both Parks (and her tiredness) and the groups, thus illustrating the 

influence of the reading teacher to steer students toward a particular way of thinking 

about the text by how she animated it. A teacher could have easily allowed a classroom 

discussion on poor, tired Rosa. Gail, however, used her talk to maintain focus on both the 

text and her overall purposes for the Civil Rights study.  

 Gail frequently animated the text by putting it into her own words while reading 

aloud, especially when reading non-fiction texts. Her moves away from these texts were 

often used to afford opportunities for teaching.  As the reader will see from the following 

transcript segment, only two sentences were read before a brief discussion occurred.  

Gail:   Ok, let’s keep going here. The Court ruled that separate schools 

  for African-Americans were by their nature unequal. In the 

  Court’s words, to separate African-American students from  

  white students ‘generates a feeling of inferiority.’ There’s that 

  word again, inferior, so they’re saying that by having black kids go  

to another school, that makes them feel like they’re inferior. 

Seth:  Like if they’re invisible. 

S:   How do you make em feel like they’re inferior? 

Gail:   Like they’re invisible. 

Seth:   Like it feels like they’re nothing. 

Here, Gail’s interactions with the students positioned them as readers who could both 

comprehend challenging texts and participate in conversations about complex issues 
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around those texts. While she was certainly using her talk for other purposes as well, 

those purposes were balanced with her goals as reading teacher. We see Gail speaking, at 

least partly, from her position as reading teacher, when she intentionally highlighted a 

word that was important to both the text and her goals as cultural advocate. Gail stopped 

animating the text to focus student attention on a particular word that she wanted them to 

consider (i.e., inferior or inferiority). She then attempted to help students understand the 

word meaning by making the context for that word more accessible with “so they’re 

saying that by having black kids go to another school, that makes them feel like they’re 

inferior”. Seth, however, seemed to consider this inadequate and took up the vocabulary 

focus initiated by Gail by providing a synonym (i.e., invisible). When another student 

asked how this happened with “How do you make em feel like they’re inferior?,” Gail 

first assumed that more was being asked about the word meaning and directly animated 

Seth. Seth, working from the same understanding, provided a definition of the word 

“inferior” with “Like it feels like they’re nothing.”  

Gail also took up the position of teacher of reading through her animating of 

students through shared inquiry. An important part of Gail’s job as reading teacher was to 

help students locate information in (primarily non-fiction) texts in response to their own 

questions. In addition to the lifelong usefulness of this skill, students were expected to be 

able to perform this skill on the state reading test. What was exceptional about Gail and 

the way she helped students acquire this particular ability, however, was the way she 

guided student understanding. While many teachers in the area prepared students only for 

the questions like those on the test, Gail went beyond this practice. She structured many 
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of the thematic units around a set of questions that the students generated with her 

guidance. Throughout the rest of the unit, students were expected to keep the questions in 

the back of their mind and document answers as they were discovered. 

Inquiry within literacy learning, particularly when done with a critical stance, has 

the potential to work positively towards both student learning and identity (Fecho, 2000). 

Gail, following in this tradition, facilitated classroom interactions in ways that 

represented student interests and social positions. Units of study generally began with an 

opportunity for the class to generate a list of collective questions. Sometimes this was 

done through a KWL (What We Know, What We Want to Know, What We’ve Learned) 

chart. At other times the chart included only questions. These charts were not viewed as 

static. Both students and teacher added to the question list throughout the study. Once 

Gail recognized the student who contributed the question to the chart, the whole class 

took ownership of that question and she no longer referred to it as belonging to the 

original student author. Because most of these questions were student generated, 

however, she was still animating students, even though she no longer named the 

individual student author. 

 Because of this shared inquiry, teacher read-alouds provided another opportunity 

for classroom participants to work together to respond to the questions. It was not 

uncommon for Gail to initiate the read-aloud with a statement like the following, 

“Remember that as we’re reading, we’re still kind of wondering about some of the 

questions that we’ve come up with. Some of the questions that we’ve come up with 

were…” So, as Gail was reading the text on the wall chart, she was also reading student 



 105 

generated words. Then, occasionally, she followed with a review of all the questions or 

those relevant to the current day’s read-aloud including those that had been answered. In 

the following comment, note how Gail animates students by reminding the class of 

questions.  

Gail: Another question we had was who made the new law allowing black people to 

have the same rights. That was a question we came up with after we read 

Freedom Summer. So we’re wondering why the law happened in 1964 saying that 

segregation was no longer allowed. Remember that in Freedom Summer the two 

characters were, one was White and one was black and at the beginning of the 

story they couldn’t go into all the places but then a law was passed.  

So, as students engaged with text, Gail focused their attention to one class-developed 

question, effectively managing the class’s attention while also positioning all class 

members as having ownership over the topic. These statements often began class 

discussions before Gail ever began reading aloud. Then, throughout the read-aloud, both 

students and teacher called attention to and discussed questions, both those that had 

previously been asked and those that developed as a result of new information from the 

text. At times, it was student experiences rather than the text that provided information 

used to discuss question responses. This especially happened during the Día de los 

Muertos read-aloud and is more fully discussed in other sections. 

 Students were expected to use information learned previously in the year to help 

them understand the text. Gail often articulated this expectation through asking questions 

that she knew the answer to and specifically naming/prompting previous study 
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(especially that from Science and Social Studies, possibly because these were non-fiction 

texts). For example, when reading about Vietnam, Gail designed her comments in ways 

that prompted student comments, “The Asian country of Vietnam is best known for 

the wars it fought during the second half of the 20th century. We just learned about 

centuries so the 20th century would be.” Keegan responded with, “the 1900s.” At other 

times, students initiated comments with questions based on their own prior understanding 

of the topic as in the following: 

Gail: In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled against segregation in schools in the case 

of Brown v. the Board of Education of Topka, Kansas. “Brown” refers to the 

family of Linda Brown, shown here in her segregated classroom. So there’s 

Linda Brown sitting up there in the front row and her family fought in court so 

that she would be able to go to a white school and they won that case so that’s 

when we learned about the Little Rock Nine. After that court case 

S:   Oooh. 

Gail: That’s what happened, that’s what caused white people, I mean black 

people to be allowed to go to white schools. It was because of this court 

case. 

Melinda: But didn’t they say they just had to, they just picked nine kids. They had 

to fight? 

Gail: They had to argue with using their words to say why it was important for 

them to get to go to a white school. Remember that we had, do you 
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remember that court case we learned about with Homer Plessey, the man, 

it was in the 1800s? 

S:   Yeah. 

Gail: And they said that it was ok, he was on that train, and so they went to 

court and they said it was ok for things to be separate as long as they were 

equal.  

Seth:  equal 

Justin:  But that didn’t happen. 

Gail strayed from the text, tying it to the Little Rock Nine, which the class had studied on 

a previous day. Melinda remembered learning that the nine had been selected by someone 

in the community, conflicting with this new information about Linda Brown’s court case 

and asked her question (“But didn’t they say they just had to, they just picked nine kids. 

They had to fight?”). As the class discussion continues, notice how Gail clears up 

Melinda’s misconceptions by directly answering her questions.  

Gail: Separate but equal. So this case, Brown v. the Board of Education, what 

those, what um, what Linda Brown’s family did and what the people who 

helped her did is they went to the court and they said these things are 

separate, but they’re not equal. Our kids who go to a black school, they 

don’t get the same things. They don’t get the same types of schools. They 

don’t get the same books.  

Keegan:  What? How could they think it was? 

Gail: They, that, it took them that long and then they said something. 
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Melinda:  What did, in the book it said that they only picked those, they didn’t, they 

didn’t have to go, it didn’t say anything about them going to court. 

Gail: Because, the Little Rock Nine didn’t go to court. Linda Brown went to 

court. And her court case said, are you listening (to an off-task student), 

her court case said that because they said that it was ok for her to go, that 

meant all black people could go to white schools. 

Craig:  (…) 

Gail:  So because of one court case, it said so that’s true for everyone in the land. 

Keegan: It sortof like breaked the ice. 

Gail: What are you trying to say? What did you say? 

Craig: Linda Brown was before the Little Rock Nine? 

Gail: Yeah, she was in 1954 and the Little Rock Nine went to school in 1957 so 

it’s three years later. Ok? 

S: Three years is a long time. 

Gail managed the interactions in ways that reinforced Melinda’s position of sense-maker, 

continuing the discussion by bringing in more shared knowledge, information about the 

Homer Plessey case that helped explain the Linda Brown case. Melinda, still unable to 

merge all she knew about the two events asked the question again, “What did, in the book 

it said that they only picked those, they didn’t, they didn’t have to go, it didn’t say 

anything about them going to court.” This time Gail responded more directly to the 

question differentiating between the two cases and explaining how court cases applied to 

the entire nation. Her explanation was followed by Craig’s question, “Linda Brown was 
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before the Little Rock Nine?” Craig’s question voiced his own attempt to reconcile the 

two events while also illustrating why Melinda might be struggling with the information; 

the events had been studied out of chronological order. 

 Important to note is Gail’s use of the pronoun “we” to animate the class as a 

whole (as opposed to individual students). This type of animation was done when she 

initially strayed from the text, “so that’s when we learned about the Little Rock Nine” 

and again in her responses to Melinda’s question, “Remember that we had, do you 

remember that court case we learned about with Homer Plessey, the man, it was in the 

1800s?” Rather than standing as the one who knows all, imparting information to those 

who know less, Gail positions herself as a member of a community of learners, the 

information she knows coming from previous shared inquiry of the group. 

 Thus a primary way Gail enacted her position as classroom teacher of reader was 

through animating the text and students. This occurred when she animated the text 

directly by reading it aloud to her students, animated the text by putting it into her own 

words, and animated students while guided their collective inquiry. The high percentage 

of Gail’s talk that related to her position of teacher of reading is an important part of her 

engagement in culturally relevant teaching. The fact that she was able to honor her 

students and various cultures while exploring important topics never prevented her from 

teaching reading in ways that advanced her students reading abilities. Examining the 

three social roles together illustrates her as a culturally relevant teacher even more 

clearly. She consistently managed student attention on topics related to culture in ways 
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that were honoring of the students and their communities. And, importantly, she did this 

while holding her students to high expectations.  

DISCUSSION 

Limitations 

 
 The first limitation relates to the issues surrounding the study of one teacher. A 

need exists for examining the classroom interactions of other teachers who strive for 

cultural relevancy, paying particular attention to both who they animate and how they 

animate. For example, the animating could very easily look different when the teacher 

shares the cultural background of her students. At this time, however, no evidence exists.   

A related limitation involves the incredible complexity that occurs with all studies 

of culture. While the importance of studying this topic outweigh the constraints, it must 

be acknowledged that, historically, considerable damage has been inflicted on cultural 

groups when European American researchers have made claims about what is best for 

particular cultural groups (Valencia, 1997). Utmost care to prevent this type of harm has 

been taken. However, as this study follows in that tradition, it must be acknowledged as a 

limitation. 

Finally, it must be acknowledged that three transcripts of the read-aloud event are 

limited in number. As described earlier, these particular transcripts were carefully 

selected for what they had in common (i.e., non-fiction texts, teacher read-aloud to the 

whole class) and how they differed (i.e., different cultures of study, different types of 

non-fiction text, sampled from different times in the school year). Selecting focus 
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transcripts with a lens incorporating either more diversity or more likeness could very 

well have yielded different findings.  

Summary and Implications 

 
Culturally relevant teaching continues to be upheld by many as vital to the 

education of historically underserved students (Au & Raphael, 2000, Ladson-Billings, 

1995(b); Gay, 2000). However, while research investigating the intersection of culture, 

classroom interactions, and learning certainly exists (e.g., DeNicolo & Fránquiz (2006); 

Fránquiz, 1999; Fránquiz & Reyes (1998); Gutierrez, Baquedano-Lopez, & Turner 

(1997); Gutierrez, Larson, & Kreuter (1995); Gutierrez, Rymes, & Larson, 1995; 

Isenbarger & Willis, 2006; Larson & Irvine, 1999; Martínez-Roldán & López-Robertson, 

1999/2000; Sipe & Daley, 2005; Solsken, Willett, & Wilson-Keenan, 2000), we do not 

yet know enough about the way culturally relevant teaching is instantiated at the 

microinteractional level. This article addresses one subsection of life in a classroom with 

a teacher who makes every effort to meet the academic needs of her students while also 

maintaining high levels of support for their personal and community identities. Central to 

these findings are the ideas that 1) the teacher makes space for the talk of students and 

other cultural insiders (often through multicultural texts), and 2) the teacher takes up the 

talk of these cultural insiders in ways that promote them; doing so while also working to 

facilitate classroom interactions and teach reading.  

Teachers are able to use their talk within an interactive read-aloud event to work 

towards multiple goals simultaneously. By giving a bigger voice to cultural insiders 
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through the talk that surrounds texts, teachers are able to hold these experts up in ways 

that are both educationally and socially productive for students. Theoretical and practical 

implications from these findings follow.  

First, it is not only the percentage of teacher talk that matters. The content and 

originations of that content are also incredibly important. Early in the history of research 

on classroom talk researchers focused in on the percentage of time teachers spent talking 

(Barnes, 1971; 1976; Bellack, Kliebard, Hyman, & Smith, 1966; Britton, 1970; 1971; 

Bullock, 1975; Flanders; 1970; Sinclair & Coulthard, 1975). Most commonly described 

with Flanders’ “rule of two-thirds”, the general finding was that roughly two-thirds of the 

time one could find someone in the classroom talking. Additionally, for two-thirds of that 

time, the person talking was the teacher. This was seen as detrimental to student learning. 

Key findings suggested that effective teaching called for less teacher talk and more 

student talk.  

But teacher/student classroom interaction has turned out to be more complex. 

Well intentioned teachers striving to be culturally responsive encounter difficulties as 

they make space for student responses (Isenberger & Willis, 2006). Teachers often miss 

opportunities to build on important literacy and identity related topics because of an 

inability to completely access student discourse (Gutierrez, Larson, & Kreuter, 1995; 

Solsken, Willett, & Wilson-Keenan, 2000). At times, the teacher’s lack of familiarity 

with community discourses is such that even a limited amount of talk time can cause 

students to distance themselves from her portrayal of a multicultural topic (Larson & 

Irvine, 1999).  
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This study does not contradict the idea that students should have more 

opportunities to engage orally with topics of study within the classroom. Indeed, I argue 

that the way teachers make space for student talk is vital to culturally relevant teaching. 

Also important, however, is the idea that we cannot simply stop at who is doing the 

talking or focus in on the increase of student talk. Teacher and student talk percentages 

will only take us so far.  

 Second, all teachers animate others. As we’ve learned from Goffman, dividing 

talk into speaker and hearer drastically oversimplifies the way people are oriented to oral 

language. The person speaking often voices ideas originated by others. In the most direct 

form of classroom animating, teachers are handed scripts written by particular people or 

groups of people. These teachers then read those words aloud to the class. This type of 

animating can be found in programs such as Open Court and Success for All. Simply 

changing classroom interactions to a structure that provides students with more turns at 

talk does not, however, create a more culturally relevant classroom. When looking at 

classroom talk through a culturally relevant lens, it is who the teacher animates that 

matters. Regardless of whether or not teachers are able to articulate it, these others that 

teachers animate do have a stance on the relation of students’ cultures to the teaching that 

occurs in an individual classroom. In some places, this orientation to student and 

community cultures is directly stated as in the following book from which many of the 

scripted programs originate 

Studies of young disadvantaged children force us to recognize that merely 

providing lower-class children with access to standard American formal schooling 
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is not sufficient. They are still deprived of many important opportunities for 

cultural learning which are ordinarily provided through the home rather than 

through the school (Bereiter & Englemann, 1966, p. 25). 

and 

As nearly as possible, the writers have attempted to make the beginning language 

program a truly beginning program—one that starts from zero, assuming no prior 

mastery of English, because even when all the children come from homes where a 

dialect of English is spoken, the teacher is seldom in a position to ascertain in 

detail what each child can and cannot do. Therefore, the safest program is one that 

assumes no prior mastery (Bereiter & Englemann, 1966, p. 138). 

Other classrooms may be led by teachers who are well intentioned but who have adopted 

a particular stance towards their students that positions those students as deprived or 

deficit (Valencia, 1997). More participatory interactions could be incredibly destructive 

in a classroom with a teacher holding this sort of attitude towards her students. The 

teacher who takes up student and community positions in order to animate them as 

uninformed or erroneous is certainly not using her talk in ways that are culturally 

relevant, even though she might be animating her students. Thus, the idea of animating 

cultural insiders in ways that promote them is vital.  

 Animating cultural insiders in validating ways becomes especially important 

when we look at student and teacher demographics. As Latino and African American 

student percentages rise and teacher percentages remain relatively steady, it becomes less 

likely each year that a student will share the cultural background of her teacher 
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(http://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/2005/section1/). When we consider that schools have 

been structured from European American ways of thinking and contain instructional 

materials from primarily European American viewpoints (Taxel, 1997), the importance of 

the classroom interaction to cultural relevancy becomes even more critical.  

Yet, animating others is complex. First, there are practical concerns with the texts 

that teachers turn to for an authentic voice. Bringing cultural insiders into the classroom 

is most commonly done through the use of multicultural literature; the teacher in this 

study prioritized multicultural literature. The benefits of multicultural literature are well 

documented (Brooks, 2002; 2003; 2006; Connolly, 2005; DeNicolo & Franquiz, 2006; 

McGinley, Kamberelis, et al, 1997; Smith, 1995; Willis, 1997). But it must also be 

acknowledged that, while finding and endorsing cultural insiders counts, research on the 

use of multicultural literature in classrooms provides evidence that bringing cultural 

insiders into the classroom is complex. First, we cannot assume that all multicultural 

literature has been written by cultural insiders; indeed, much of it has not. For example, 

African American authors and illustrators continue to struggle in order represent 

themselves (Henderson, 2005; Tolson, 2005). While the discussion over authenticity of 

representation continues (Cai, 1997; Henderson, 2005; Tolson, 2005), however, in 

classrooms where the teacher is from a European American background, the safest route 

seems to involve selecting multicultural literature that represents the lived complexity of 

cultural insiders. As seen with the focal teacher of this article, in classrooms with a 

dependence on both quality and quantity in children’s literature on a particular topic, it is 

often necessary to bring in literature written by cultural outsiders. The introduction of this 
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literature into the classroom literacy curriculum must be done with full awareness and 

care of the teacher, as Gail did.  

Practical concerns also exist at the level of teacher as reader. Even when the 

teacher is able to select books that are both authentic and written by a cultural insider, the 

situation remains complex. An important aspect of multicultural literature is that certain 

textual features exist (i.e., culturally influenced recurring themes, linguistic patterns, 

ethnic group practice representation) that correspond to the represented group (Brooks, 

2002; 2006). In terms of responding to the reading, there also exists the likelihood that 

teachers will fail to pick up on these textual features in the same way as students sharing 

a cultural background with the book’s author (Bigham, 2005; Bleich, 1992; Brooks, 

2003). The social memberships of a reader also make a difference in how that reader 

responds to a text (Bleich, 1992). Reader response theory provides for differing reactions 

to the same text by people with different backgrounds. As an example of this possibility, 

Bleich (1992) provides a description of how, when the teacher and students have 

allegiance to different groups of people, regardless of the positive nature of the teacher’s 

motives, the students can respond to texts in unanticipated ways.  

In addition to the ideas that 1) just as much consideration should be given to the  

content of teacher talk as the percentage, and 2) all teacher animate others, a third 

implication exists. How and for what purposes the animation occurs (which may be 

closely aligned with the teacher’s ideological stance) are also important. Ultimately, 

whichever text has been selected, the teacher and the way she interacts around the book 

will determine how the book is used in the classroom. The teacher must carefully balance 
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the story with background information and also “be prepared to not know, to learn how to 

experience the unknown afresh” (Soter, 1997, p. 227). But when thinking of culturally 

relevant teaching, even more important than the sensitivity towards the book is the way 

the teacher interacts with her students. Positive interactions of this sort have been 

demonstrated in other work. For example, Sipe and Daley (2005) have described the 

importance of the teacher’s interactions during the read-aloud event. Using data from an 

urban kindergarten classroom with African American students, they illustrate how the 

European American teacher achieved success in her read-aloud because she created an 

event that was 1) dialogic, 2) provided a space for rich responses from the students, and 

3) drew on a storytelling style. While the read-aloud event is the central focus of this 

study and an essential part of culturally relevant teaching, the broader stance of the 

teacher must be examined.  

In their work on funds of knowledge, Moll and Greenberg describe (1990) the 

careful balancing act in which the teacher must engage; they provide evidence of teachers 

who gently guide student learning and provide effective inquiry structures but are wary of 

controlling this learning. The interdependence of teachers, students, and others outside of 

the classroom walls to both student and teacher learning traverses all classroom 

interactions. That is, replicating Gail’s interactions during non-fiction read-alouds 

without considering wider contextual factors would not necessarily enhance the culturally 

relevancy of classroom instruction. Looking at these interactions with the idea that the 

teacher has immediate access to many resources of which she is often unaware, however, 

could help many teachers begin to modify their teaching in productive ways. And 



 118 

understanding the tremendous power of positioning students as knowledgeable has the 

potential to transform our classroom interactions in revolutionary ways.  



 119 

REFERENCES 

 
Au, K. H. (1980). Participation structures in a reading lesson with Hawaiian Children:  

Analysis of a culturally appropriate instructional event. Anthropology and 

Education Quarterly, 11(2), 91-115.  

Au, K. H. (2000). A multicultural perspective on policies for improving literacy  

achievement: Equity and excellence. In M. L. Kamil, P.B. Mosenthal, P.D. 

Pearson, & R. Barr’s (Eds.) Handbook of reading research: Vol. III (pp. 835-

851). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 

Au, K.H., & Kawakami, A.J. (1994). Cultural congruence in instruction. In E.R. Hollins,  

J.E. King, & W.C. Hayman (Eds.), Teaching diverse populations: Formulating a 

knowledge base (pp. 5-24). Albany: State University of New York Press. 

Au, K. & Mason, K. (1981). Social organizational factors in learning to read: The balance  

 of rights hypothesis. Reading Research Quarterly, 17(1), 115-152. 

Au, K. H., & Raphael, T. (2000). Equity and literacy in the next millennium. Reading  

 Research Quarterly, 35(1), 170-188.  

Bartholome, L. I., & Macedo, D. P. (1997). Dancing with bigotry: The poisoning of racial  

 and ethnic identities. Harvard Educational Review, 67 (2). 

Barnes, D. (1971). Language, the learner and the school. Harmondsworth: Penguin.   

Barnes, D. (1976). From communication to curriculum. New York: Penguin.  

Bellack, A. A., Kliebard, H. M., Hyman, R. T., & Smith, F. L., Jr. (1966). The language  

 of the classroom. New York: Teachers College Press. 



 120 

Bereiter, C, & Engelmann, S. (1966). Teaching disadvantaged children in the preschool.  

 Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall Inc. 

Bhabha, H. (1994). The location of culture. New York: Routledge. 

Bigham, S.A. (2005). African American short stories and the oral tradition. In D. L.  

 Henderson & J. P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse literature for children  

 and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 146-156). Boston: Pearson. 

Bleich, D. (1992). Reading as membership. ADE Bulletin, 102, 6-10. 

Brandt, D. (2001). Literacy in American lives. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Britton, J. (1970). Language and learning. Harmondsworth: Penguin.  

Britton, J. (1971). Talking to learn. In D. Barnes (Ed.), Language, the learner, and the  

 school (pp. 81-115). Harmondsworth: Penguin. 

Brooks, W. (2002). Virginia Hamilton’s The House of Dies Drear: A textual analysis of  

embedded African American literacy features. The New Advocate, 15 (4), 283-

291. 

Brooks, W. (2003). Accentuating, preserving, and unpacking: Exploring interpretations  

 of family relationships with African-American adolescents. Journal of Children’s  

 Literature, 29 (2), 78-84. 

Brooks, W. (2006). Reading representations of themselves: Urban youth use culture and  

African American textual features to develop literary understanding. Reading 

Research Quarterly, 41 (3), 372-392. 

Brown, G., Anderson, A., & Shillcock, R. (1984). Teaching talk: Strategies for  

 production and assessment. Cambridge: University Press.  



 121 

Bullock, A. (1975). A language for life. London, HMSO. 

Cai, M. (1997). Reader-response theory and the politics of multicultural literature. In T.  

Rogers & A. Soter (Eds.) Reading across cultures: Teaching literature in a 

diverse society (pp. 199-212). New York: Teachers College Press. 

Calkins, L. (2000). The art of teaching reading. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Longman. 

Chang, M. (2005). Daydreams of Cathay: Images of China in modern American  

children’s books. In D.L. Henderson & J.P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally 

diverse literature for children and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways 

(pp. 54-64). Boston: Pearson. 

Cole, M. (1996). Cultural psychology: A once and future discipline. Cambridge, MA:  

 Harvard University Press.  

Connolly, P. T. (2005). Telling secrets and the possibilities of flight in I hadn’t meant to  

tell you this. In D.L. Henderson & J.P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse 

literature for children and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 205-

215). Boston: Pearson.  

Corsaro, W. A. (1985). Friendship and peer culture in the early years. Norwood, NJ:  

 Ablex Publishing. 

Davies, B. (2000). A body of writing, 1990-1999. New York: AltaMira Press. 

Delpit, L. (1995). Other people’s children: Cultural conflict in the classroom. New York:  

 New Press. 

DeNicolo, C., & Fránquiz, M. (2006). “Do I have to say it?”: Critical encounters with  

 multicultural children’s literature. Language Arts, 84 (2), 157-170. 



 122 

Dongen, R.V. (2005). Reading literature multiculturally: A stance to enhance reading of  

some Hispanic children’s literature. In D.L. Henderson & J.P. May (Eds.) 

Exploring culturally diverse literature for children and adolescents: Learning to 

listen in new ways (pp. 157-167). Boston: Pearson. 

Empson, S. (2003). Low-performing students and teaching fractions for  

understanding: An interactional analysis. Journal of Research in Mathematics 

Education, 34 (4), 305-343.   

Encisco, P.E. (1997). Negotiating the meaning of difference: Talking back to  

 multicultural literature. In T. Rogers & A. Soter (Eds.) Reading across cultures:  

 Teaching literature in a diverse society (pp. 13-41). New York: Teachers College  

 Press. 

Erickson, F. (1996). Going for the zone: The social and cognitive ecology of teacher- 

 student interaction in classroom conversations. In D. Hicks (Ed.), Discourse,  

 learning, and schooling (pp. 29-62). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Erickson, F. (2004). Talk and Social Theory: Ecologies of Speaking and Listening in  

 Everyday Life. Cambridge: Polity Press.  

Fecho, B. (2000). Critical inquiries into language in an urban classroom. Research in the  

 Teaching of English, 34, 368-395. 

Flanders, N. (1970). Analyzing teacher behavior. Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley. 

Foley, D. (1990). Learning capitalist culture: Deep in the heart of Tejas. Philadelphia:  

 University of Pennsylvania Press. 

Foster, M. (1992). Sociolinguistics and the African-American Community: Implications  



 123 

 for literacy. Theory into Practice, 31(4), 303-311. 

Foster, M., Lewis, J., & Onafowora, L. (2003). Anthropology, culture, and research on  

teaching an learning: Applying what we have learned to improve practice.  

Teachers College Record, 105 (2), 261-277. 

Fránquiz, M. E. (1999). Learning in the transformational space: Struggling with powerful  

 ideas. Journal of Classroom Interaction, 34 (2), 30-44. 

Fránquiz, M. E., & Reyes, M. de la Luz. (1998). Creating inclusive learning communities  

through English Language Arts: From chanclas to canicas. Language Arts, 75 (3), 

211-220. 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. Continuum: New York. 

Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice. New  

 York: Teachers College Press. 

Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in Discources (2nd ed.).  

 New York: Routledge Falmer. 

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis: An essay on the organization of experience. New  

York: Harper & Row. 

Goffman, E. (1981/2001). Footing. In M. Wetherell et al. (Eds.) Discourse theory and  

 practice (pp. 93-110). Thousand Oaks: Sage. 

Gonzalez, N. (2001). I am my language: Discourses of women and children in the  

 borderlands. Tucson, AZ: The University of Arizona Press. 

Greene, M. (1988). The dialectic of freedom. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Gutierrez, K., Baquedano-Lopez, P., & Turner, M.G. (1997). Putting language back into  



 124 

 Language Arts: When the radical middle meets the third space. Language Arts, 74  

 (5). 

Gutierrez, K., Larson, J., & Kreuter, B. (1995). Cultural tensions in the scripted  

classroom: The value of the subjugated perspective. Urban Education, 29 (4), 410-

442. 

Gutierrez, K. D., & Rogoff, B. (2003). Cultural ways of learning: Individual traits or  

 repertoires of practice. Educational Researcher, 32 (5), 19-25. 

Gutierrez, K., Rymes, B., & Larson, J. (1995). Script, counterscript, and underlife in  

the classroom: James Brown versus Brown v. Board of Education. Harvard 

Educational Review, 65 (3), 445-472. 

Harris, V. J. (2005). The Cheetah Girls series: Multiracial identity, pop culture, and  

consumerism. In D.L. Henderson & J.P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse 

literature for children and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 216-

228). Boston: Pearson. 

Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and work in communities and  

classrooms. New York: Cambridge University Press 

Henderson, D. L. (2005). Authenticity and accuracy: The continuing debate. In D. L.  

Henderson & J. P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse literature for children 

and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 266-276). Boston: Pearson.  

Hoffman, D. F. (1996). Culture and self in multicultural education: Reflections on  

discourse, text, and practice. American Educational Research Journal, 33 (3), 

545-569. 



 125 

Isenbarger, L., & Willis, A. I. (2006). An intersection of theory and practice: Accepting  

 the language a child brings into the classroom. Language Arts, 84 (2), 125-135. 

Jimenez, R., & Gersten, R. (1999). Lessons and dilemmas derived from the literacy  

instruction of two Latina/o teachers. American Educational Research Journal, 36 

(2), 265-301.  

Knoeller, C. (2005). “Not one voice, but many”: Reading contemporary Native American  

writers. In D.L. Henderson & J.P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse 

literature for children and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 22-

41). Boston: Pearson. 

Kohl, H.R. (1995). Should we burn Babar?: Essays on children’s literature and  

 the power of stories. New York: New Press.  

Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The Dreamkeepers: Successful teachers of African  

American Children. San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995a). But that’s just good teaching!: The case for culturally  

relevant pedagogy. Theory Into Practice, 34(3), 159-165. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (1995b). Toward a theory of culturally relevant pedagogy. American  

Educational Research Journal, 32(3), 465-491. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (2001). Crossing over to Canaan: The journey of new teachers in  

 diverse classrooms. Son Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass. 

Ladson-Billings, G. (Speaker). (2006). Presidential address: From the achievement gap to  

 the education debt: Understanding achievement in U.S. schools. (Webcast,  

 retrieved July 5, 2006 from  



 126 

 http://www.cmcgc.com/Media/MWP/260407/49_10_files/). San Francisco, CA:  

 American Educational Research Association. 

Larson, J. (1999). Analyzing participation frameworks in kindergarten writing activity.  

 Written Communication, 16 (2), 225-257. 

Larson, J. (2002). Packaging process: Consequences of commodified pedagogy on  

students’ participation in literacy events. Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 

2(1), 65-95. 

Larson, J., & Irvine, P.D. (1999). “We call him Dr. King”: Reciprocal distancing in urban  

 classrooms. Language Arts, 76 (5), 393-400. 

Martinez-Roldán, C. M., & López-Roberston, J. M. (1999/2000). Initiating literature  

 circles in a first-grade bilingual classroom. The Reading Teacher, 53 (4), 270-281. 

McGinley, W., Kamberelis, G., Mahoney, T., Madigan, D., Rybicki, V., & Oliver, J.  

(1997). Re-visioning reading and teaching literature through the lens of narrative 

theory. In T. Rogers & A. Soter (Eds.) Reading across cultures: Teaching 

literature in a diverse society. New York: Teachers College Press. 

McIntyre, Kyle, & Moore (2006). A primary-grade teacher’s guidance toward small- 

group dialogue. Reading Research Quarterly, 41 (1), 36-62. 

Moje, E. (2004). Powerful spaces: Tracing the out-of-school literacy spaces of Latino/a  

 youth. In K. Leander & M. Sheehy’s Spatializing literacy research and practice  

 (pp. 15-38). New York: Peter Lang. 

Moll, L. C. (2001). The diversity of schooling: A cultural-historical approach. In M. de la  



 127 

Luz Reyes & J. J. Halcón (Eds.) The best for our children: Critical perspectives 

on literacy for Latino students (pp. 13-28). New York: Teachers College Press. 

Moll, L. C., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge: Using a  

 qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory Into Practice, 31  

 (2), 132-142. 

Moll, L. C., & Arnot-Hopffer, E. (2005). Sociocultural competence in teacher education.  

 Journal of Teacher Education, 56(3), 242-247. 

Moll, L. C., & Greenberg, J.B. (1990). Creating zones of possibilities: Combining social  

contexts for instruction. In L. C. Moll (Ed.) Vygotsky and education: Instructional 

implications and applications of sociohistorical psychology (pp. 319-348). New 

York: Cambridge University Press.  

O’Connor, M. & Michaels, S. (1993). Aligning academic task and participation status  

through revoicing: Analysis of a classroom discourse strategy. Anthropology & 

Education Quarterly, 24 (4), 318-335.  

O’Connor, M. & Michaels, S. (1996). Shifting participant frameworks: orchestrating  

 thinking practices in group discussion. In D. Hicks (Ed.) Discourse, Learning,  

 and Schooling (p. 63-103). New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Orellana, M. F. (2007). Moving words and worlds: Reflections from “the middle.” In C.  

Lewis, P. Encisco, & E. B. Moje (Eds.) Reframing sociocultural research on 

literacy: Identity, agency, and power (pp. 123-136). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum 

Patton, M. Q. (1980). Qualitative evaluation methods. Beverly Hills: Sage.  

Philips, S. (1972). Participant structures and communicative competence: Warm Springs  



 128 

Children in community and classroom. In C. Cazden, V. John, & D. Hymes (eds.) 

Functions of language in the classroom (pp. 370-394). 

Philips, S. (1976). Some sources of cultural variability in the regulation of talk. Language  

 in Society, 5 (1), 81-95.  

Philips, S. (1983). The invisible culture: Communication in classroom and community on  

 the Warm Springs Indian Reservation. New York: Longman. 

Rosenblatt, L. M. (1978). The reader, the text, the poem: The transactional theory of the 

literary work. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press 

Roser, N. L., Hoffman, J. V., & Farest, C. (1990) Language, literature, and at-risk 

children. The Reading Teacher, 554-559. 

Schiffrin, D. (1994). Approaches to discourse. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing. 

Sinclair, J. M., & Coulthard, R. M. (1975). Towards an analysis of discourse. Oxford:  

 University Press.  

Sipe, L.R., & Daley, P.A. (2005). Story-reading, story-making, story-telling: Urban  

African American Kindergarteners respond to culturally relevant picture books. In 

D.L. Henderson & J. P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse literature for 

children and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 229-242). Boston: 

Pearson. 

Sleeter, C., & Grant, C. (2007). Making choices for multicultural education: Five  

approaches to race, class, and gender (6th ed.). Indianapolis, IN: Wiley. 

Smith, E. B.  (1995). Anchored in our literature: Students responding to African  

American literature. Language Arts, 72, 571-574. 



 129 

Solsken, J., Willett, J., & Wilson-Keenan, J. (2000). Cultivating hybrid texts in  

multicultural classrooms: Promise and challenge. Research in the Teaching of  

English, 35, 179-212. 

Soter, A. O. (1997). Reading literature of other cultures: Some issues in critical  

interpretation. In T. Rogers & A. Soter (Eds.) Reading across cultures: Teaching 

literature in a diverse society (pp. 213-229). New York: Teachers College Press. 

Spradley, J. P. (1980). Participant observation. Orlando, FL: Harcourt Brace. 

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1990). Basics of qualitative research: Grounded theory  

 procedures and techniques. Newbury Park: Sage. 

Taxel, J. (1997). Multicultural literature and the politics of reaction. Teachers College  

 Record, 98 (3), 417-448. 

Tharp, R., & Gallimore, R. (1988). Rousing minds to life: Teaching, learning, and  

 schooling in social context. Cambridge: University Press. 

Tolson, N. D. (2005). The Black aesthetic within Black children’s literature. In D. L.  

Henderson & J. P. May (Eds.) Exploring culturally diverse literature for children 

and adolescents: Learning to listen in new ways (pp. 65-78). Boston: Pearson. 

Valencia, R. V. (Ed.) (1997). The evolution of deficit thinking: Educational thought and  

 practice. Washington, DC: Falmer Press 

Valenzuela, A. (1999). Subtractive schooling: U.S.-Mexican youth and the politics of  

 caring. Albany: SUNY Press.  

Vygotsky, L.S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological  



 130 

processes (M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S. Scribner, & A. Souberman, Eds. & 

Trans.). Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press (Original work published 

1934). 

Vygotsky, L.S. (1986). Thought and language (A. Kozalin, Trans.). Cambridge, MA: The  

MIT Press. (Original work published 1934). 

Weinstein, C., Tomlinson, C., & Curran, M. (2004). Toward a Conception of  

Culturally Responsive Classroom Management. Journal of Teacher Education, 55 

(1), 25-38. 

Wells, G. (1991). Voices of the mind: A sociocultural approach to mediated action.  

 Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Wells, G. (1999). Dialogic inquiry: Toward a sociocultural practice and theory of  

 education. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

Wertsch, J.V. (1998). Mind as action. New York, NY: Oxford University Press. 

Williamson, J. A. (2006). A tale of two movements: The power and  

 consequences of misremembering Brown. Yearbook of the National  

 Society for the Study of Educataion, 105 (2), 36-57. 

Willis, A. I. (1997). Exploring multicultural literature as cultural production. In T. Rogers  

& A. Soter (Eds.) Reading across cultures: Teaching literature in a diverse 

society (pp. 135-160). New York: Teachers College Press. 



 131 

Chapter Four: Situating Strategies: An Examination of Comprehension 

Strategy Instruction in One Upper Elementary Classroom Oriented 

Towards Culturally Relevant Teaching  

Bartolomé (1994) has acknowledged that it is the teacher rather than the method 

that makes the difference in student learning (Duffy & Hoffman, 1999; Shulman, 1987). 

She has also, however, examined the tremendous potential offered by culturally 

responsive teaching and strategic instruction when implemented by sociopolitically aware 

teachers. These two instructional approaches “have the potential to challenge students 

academically and intellectually while treating them with dignity and respect” (p. 177). 

Considerable research now exists on both culturally relevant teaching (Gutstein, Lipman, 

Hernandez, & de los Reyes, 1997; Howard, 2001; 2002; 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1992; 

1995; 1998; Lynn, 2006; Matthews, 2003) and strategic instruction (Baker, 2008; Dole, 

Nokes, & Drits, 2008; Duffy, 1993; Harris & Pressley, 1991; National Institute of Child 

Health and Human Development, 2000; Pearson, 2008; Pressley, et al., 1992). My 

intention in this study was to document the two approaches as they worked together in a 

situated context. This chapter reports on the following questions of inquiry: What does 

comprehension strategy instruction (CSI) look like in the classroom of a teacher oriented 

towards culturally relevant teaching?  Specifically, how do CSI and culturally relevant 

teaching interact within one classroom setting, particularly as related to reader response?  
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

 
This study draws upon the theories of culturally relevant teaching (Ladson-

Billings, 1995) and strategic instruction (Jones, Palinscar, Ogle, & Carr, 1987). It is 

important to note that I draw on similar yet not identical bodies of literature than those 

used by Bartholomé. This lack of an exact overlap reflects both additional literature 

published since her 1994 article and the instructional approaches of the teacher in this 

study. The key pedagogical foundations, however, remain. Both provide opportunities for 

academic rigor and a student-centered curriculum when implemented by a critical 

teacher.   

Culturally Relevant Teaching 

 
 Building on Shulman’s (1987) “wisdom of practice” and working from a critical 

race theory perspective, Ladson-Billings has identified specific pedagogical 

characteristics that are most likely to effectively teach students while honoring and 

building them and their communities. She did this work, in part, by focusing on teachers’ 

conceptions of others, conceptions of themselves, how they structured social relations, 

and conceptions of knowledge. That is, the teacher should work towards high academic 

expectations while understanding that both she and her students come from particular 

histories and ways of interacting with the world that change over time. These ways of 

thinking may or may not easily align at any given point.  
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This fluidity also applies to knowledge and how it is constructed and re-

constructed. In other words, knowledge claims occur within larger stories that work 

within specific groups of people or what Gee (1996) would call Discourses. In sum, from 

a culturally relevant teaching point of view, teaching should “meet three criteria: an 

ability to develop students academically, a willingness to nurture and support cultural 

competence, and the development of a sociopolitical or critical consciousness” (p. 483). 

All teaching, however, is fluid. It seems unlikely that every action of any teacher could be 

categorized as culturally relevant. Throughout this chapter, therefore, this particular 

pedagogical approach along with the three central components just listed are treated as 

goals, with attention paid to how a teacher acts towards that goal.  

Comprehension Strategy Instruction 

 
This recognition of fluidity and attention to agentic acts also apply towards 

strategic teaching. For this study, CSI is defined as including the following teacher 

actions: engagement in explicit or explanatory talk at the metacognitive level, modeling of 

the strategies using a shared text, monitoring of students’ individual strategy use, and 

pedagogically working towards developing strategic readers. CSI works within a 

constructivist perspective (Duffy, 1993; Harris & Pressley, 1991; Pressley, et al., 1992). 

Thus, while some have turned their attention to the explicit teaching of these strategies 

(National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000), it is also necessary 

to attend to how students construct these new understandings and how teachers support 

this construction. Indeed, “[t]heir value lies in their social nature, in that students and 
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teachers can ‘publicly’ share, evaluate, and understand the functions and the value of the 

strategies” (Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2008, np).  

CSI has become incredibly popular in practical educational settings. Over the past 

ten years, teachers and those who write and produce educational professional 

development literature have turned their attention to teaching comprehension strategies 

(Allington, 2006; Harvey & Goudvis, 2000; Keene, 2006; Keene & Zimmerman, 

1997/2007; Tovani, 2004). This focus on teaching metacognitive strategies also occupies 

center stage in curriculum materials. Textbook authors and publishers have responded to 

calls for more CSI by including the strategies in current editions (Brown, Block, Paris, 

Pearson, Dewitz, & Campanaro, 2007). 

But while popular, it is also important to acknowledge critiques of CSI. First,  

Handsfield & Jimenez (in press) argue that CSI often works without taking the cultural 

component into account. A focus on individual thinking can limit both “how students 

access prior knowledge and experiences” (np) and “the kinds of prior knowledge that are 

deemed acceptable in school” (np), especially when it comes to culturally and 

linguistically diverse learners (Handsfield & Jiménez, in press).  

 Some also question that strategies have been separated from each other and are 

taught one at a time to classrooms full of readers. This approach can be effective (Baker, 

2008; Harris & Pressley, 1991; Pearson, 2008; Pressley et al, 1992), but must be used 

without losing sight of the larger goal (Baker, 2008; Duffy, 1993; Handsfield & Jiménez, 

in press). When teachers focus in on one specific strategy, it is both easy and common to 
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lose sight of the overall goal (i.e., developing strategic readers) (Baker, 2008; Duffy, 

1993; Handsfield & Jiménez, in press).  

This chapter presents a thread of a large ethnographic study that centered around 

the nature of textually related discourse in a third grade classroom oriented toward 

culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995). More specifically, this report will 

examine the impact of CSI in the classroom of one teacher who worked towards teaching 

reading according to the principles of culturally relevant teaching.  

METHODS 

 
 This study used qualitative research methods that drew heavily on ethnographic 

methods. The classroom that participated in the research project was selected for multiple 

purposes, most related to the teacher, Gail Hunter (pseudonyms used throughout). 

Characteristics of interest as they relate to this report include Gail’s orientation towards 

culturally relevant teaching, her location in a school in which classroom teachers were 

under considerable external constraints related to the teaching of reading, and the 

multiple goals she had for her students as readers. This school was located in the middle 

of a working class neighborhood in which most residents identified as Latina/o. A large 

percentage of residents also identified as African American, with a very small percentage 

identifying as European American. The demographics of Gail’s classroom, on the whole, 

reflected those of the neighborhood (with a somewhat smaller Latina/o population 

because of Spa/Eng bilingual classrooms in the grade-level).  
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Data Collection 

 
I regularly attended these classrooms as a participant observer (Spradley, 1980) 

for two consecutive school years (October to May). On average, I went twice per week 

with the visits typically lasting between one and three hours. My observation focused on 

classroom interactions as they related to culturally relevant teaching, with a particular 

focus on the teacher and teaching. Ethnographic and constant comparative (Strauss & 

Corbin, 1990) data collection methods were used in the study of this classroom that had 

the same teacher but different students in the two years (third/fourth grade during year 

one; third grade during year two). Data collection included expanded fieldnotes (usually 

within 24 hours), audio and videorecordings, teacher interviews, student interviews, 

student teacher interviews, and artifacts of student work (including photocopies of 

students’ reader response journals and photographs of wall charts that class members 

created together). 

Data Analysis 

 
Constant comparative analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) took place during and 

following data collection. These hypotheses affected data collection, particularly which 

student artifacts were collected, how student interviews were conducted, and the topics 

for the last four teacher interviews. While still in the field, I realized that further inquiry 

into the developing hypotheses related to CSI and text types could benefit from access to 

how these foci were impacting student written responses to reading over time (in addition 
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to the oral responses I was collecting through other data sources). This realization led to 

the photocopying of students’ reader response notebooks. 

Across the two years, developing hypotheses were further developed and refined 

through reading and re-reading expanded fieldnotes. As the hypotheses related to this 

chapter began to become transparent, I went back through all expanded fieldnotes and 

teacher interviews, this time attending only to how students responded to classroom texts 

and classroom interactions that related to CSI. As I was performing this analysis on the 

expanded fieldnotes and teacher interviews, I also spent time analyzing students’ reader 

response notebooks. This included the typing of each students’ notebook into a word 

processing document so that individual words could be easily found and tracked across 

time. After considerable amounts of time examining and analyzing all notebooks, I 

identified a subset of five notebooks that differed from the rest of the class notebooks. A 

conversation with Gail confirmed that those notebooks belonged to students who she 

considered to struggle with school reading tasks. I then selected four of them for further 

analysis. The fifth notebook was not analyzed because its disorganization made it unable 

to be used as a chronological representation of the student’s reading response. During 

data collection and analysis prolonged engagement, negative case analysis, and member 

checking were used for purposes of trustworthiness.  

FINDINGS 

 
The organization of this findings section reflects the analysis carried out. I will 

first provide an overview of Gail’s approach to literacy instruction. Second, I will 
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illustrate the impact of CSI (as related to culturally relevant teaching) on classroom 

interactions surrounding reading response. Third, I will report on my analysis of students’ 

written responses, paying particular attention to those notebooks of students who 

struggled.  

The Classroom Context 

 
While Gail incorporated CSI into her classroom life, she did so first within the 

context of thematic units and inquiry. Additionally, when she did explicitly teach CSI, 

she did so in specific ways that fit into larger goals. These goals were 1) treating reading 

as the meaning-making process that it is and 2) developing critical, strategic readers. Gail 

taught reading primarily through a reader’s workshop curricular structure (Calkins, 2000) 

with thematic units embedded. The thematic units treated topics closely related to 

in/equity and/or linked to specific cultural groups such as Vietnam, Jazz, the Civil Rights 

Movement, and the Environment. The units Gail implemented often included inquiry and 

big/powerful ideas (e.g., people who work together in groups can affect change; Díaz & 

Flores, 2001; Fránquiz, 1999). Thus, while comprehension strategies were important to 

the way Gail taught reading, it is important to note that they rarely took center stage. 

Instead, they were taught within a setting that prioritized meaning making, student 

choice, student questioning, and a critical stance. Because Gail prioritized meaning 

making, she was also able to teach the strategies individually without losing sight of 

larger, meaning making goals.  
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 Gail taught many different types of comprehension strategies. These strategies 

included but were not limited to questioning, visualizing, and connecting to personal 

experiences. Because of the nature of the high-stakes climate in which she and her 

students worked, many of the comprehension strategies she taught were those that were 

imposed and monitored by the state education agency. These mandates included the 

learning of tested individual strategies such as inferring, questioning, and finding the 

main idea. Three ways Gail talked about comprehension strategies helped to 

contextualize them.  

First, the strategies were intricately connected to the teaching of text types. 

Instruction surrounding text types included both particular types of text (i.e., realistic 

fiction, non-fiction, poetry, journals, fractured fairy tales, fantasy, draft) and features of 

those text types (i.e., thought bubbles, comparison box, painting/photograph, journal 

entry). Attention to how they related to comprehension strategies (i.e., inferences, context 

clues, main idea, fact/opinion) was an important part of the way they were taught. For 

example, some strategies (e.g., inferring) were taught across text types. Others, however, 

were taught within a text type for which they were appropriate. As they responded to 

texts through writing, students were expected to use and were held accountable for using 

the appropriate strategies. At times, Gail would redirect students toward a more useful 

strategy with a statement like, “How does sequencing help you with a non-fiction [text]? 

Mostly sequencing is for the events that help you with a story, right?” These redirections 

were infrequent as this type of strategy misappropriation was not a common occurrence. 
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Though occasional, however, they provided evidence of the constant monitoring Gail was 

doing as she attended to students’ responses.  

Second, she incorporated CSI by going back and forth between the overall focus 

on meaning and an individual strategy. One instance of this occurred as she talked with 

the class during reader’s workshop:  

Gail: What you need to do when you’re reading is to stop after one or two pages 

and then remind yourself of what’s happening in the story and that will 

help you be able to figure out what the words are saying. Cause sometimes 

when you look at a word, you’re like, oh I think that maybe it says blah, 

blah, blah, but that doesn’t make sense with the story, right. But if you’re 

understanding the story, you’ll be able to make inferences in what it’s 

saying. Ok, you were doing a good job of that in the beginning and then it 

seemed like you just got a little bit out of the book. So keep your head in 

the book, ok?   

In effect, she sandwiched the strategy between comments that focused on the meaning, 

keeping it in its context. By teaching the strategy while also maintaining its status as only 

important within the larger goal, she was able to continue working towards the 

development of strategic readers.  

Third, she taught the inter-relatedness of individual strategies. As the students 

worked in their reader response journals, Gail was frequently talking as she walked 

around, offering suggestions and comments. It was not uncommon for her to remark on 

how some strategies could lead to others. For example,  
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Gail: If you’re making lots of wonderings, usually you can make lots of 

inferences too…if you have a question about it, then you might be able to 

infer… 

Statements like this one in which she voiced the small steps students could make to move 

their responses to include more meaning-making guided students towards making 

connections between strategies.  

Classroom Discussions: The Interaction of CSI and Culturally Relevant Teaching 

 
The interaction of CSI and culturally relevant teaching could be seen in the 

classroom discussions in at least two ways. First, the interaction occurred in students’ 

agentic participation towards meaning-making in interactions with texts. Second, many of 

the strategies created an avenue for students to bring personal narratives into the 

meaning-making process. 

Developing agentive meaning-makers. It is somewhat ironic that, during a time 

devoted to the teaching of reading, encouraging students to interact with texts would be 

treated as exceptional. In many ways, however, the opportunities Gail provided for her 

students were unique. Across classroom literacy events, she encouraged students to think 

of their role as active meaning-makers with the text. As a result, teacher read-alouds were 

structured in ways that provided for large amounts of student input. Students in this 

classroom were encouraged (and did) call out questions and comments about the read-

alouds in ways that many teachers would never allow for issues related to classroom 
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management. Indeed, when I asked Gail to explain why her read-alouds were so 

interactive, she replied 

Gail: I always feel that if kids aren’t talking about the book while I’m reading, 

then something’s wrong; that means they’re not engaged. When I read a 

book with somebody else I’m always talking and thinking out loud and um 

you know, saying things like, well I think that blah, blah, blah, what do 

you think or why do you think such and such happened because I’m 

confused. And I’m always doing that. [My boyfriend] and I are reading a 

book together right now and we’re doing that so it just feels natural to me 

that they do that with each other and with me.  

Her need to interact with other readers surrounding shared texts was further evidenced by 

a book group (made up mostly of fellow elementary teachers) that she had organized. For 

Gail, interacting with others to make sense of a text was “natural.” Gail equated text 

engagement with talking, and this could be seen in the way she structured her read-

alouds.  

The interactive nature of these read-alouds allowed for continuous spontaneous 

comments and questions. Students called out comments or questions from early in the 

school year as Shantel did in mid-November: “When she said that you’re like my family, 

you’re almost like my family, I guess that’s what she meant…” As the year progressed, 

the number of students voicing their sense-making increased.   

Avenue for personal narratives and additional information. CSI also provided an 

avenue for students to bring their personal experiences into the classroom. These 
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experiences included both narrative stories from their personal lives and information 

gained from previous experience with the topics. 

Gail conveyed the opportunity for personal narratives and encouraged its use, in 

part, through modeling it. She modeled her own personal responses both orally and in 

writing (on a large chart so students could see). For example, Gail modeled a response to 

Going Home (Bunting, 1996), a book about a family that had immigrated to the United 

States from a small Mexican village in order to provide their children with better 

opportunities. In her response, Gail shared with her class the story of how her own family 

had moved from a small town in Nevada to a suburb of a large Texas town where the 

educational opportunities would be better for Gail and her brother. Her response also 

included other big/powerful ideas from the book (Díaz & Flores, 2001; Fránquiz, 1999). 

She shared how much her parents missed their family and friends in addition to the 

geographic features of Nevada. Carrying another big theme from the book into her 

response, she also talked and wrote about how her own parents still considered Nevada 

home, moving back there after she and her brother graduated from high school (See 

Figure A for a photograph of this chart). 

Gail’s students picked up the key characteristics from her examples, quickly 

becoming proficient at bringing their own narratives into their oral responses to text. For 

example, in response to Gail’s read aloud of My Rotten Red-Headed Older Brother 

(Polacco, 1994), Taylor immediately recalled his own sibling relationship. 
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Taylor:  That reminds me of my big sister like we always fight like that. We 

always bet, like we bet each other like that. And she always wins. 

She still bes means to me but a little bit, a little bit. 

Gail: …brother and sister relationships are always pretty similar. There’s 

always lots of fighting and lots of teasing but there’s also lots of 

good stuff too. Like sometimes those people are the ones you love 

more than anyone in the world.   

This type of sharing of a story from a student’s personal life was common. As with 

Taylor’s connection here, the stories often related directly to a primary theme of the 

story. The ability to engage in storytelling, particularly personal narratives, has been 

demonstrated as a fund of knowledge that many students hold (Martínez-Roldán, 2003). 

Allowing an avenue for students to access and use these narratives, particularly in 

response to literature can lead to academic success (Martínez-Roldán, 2003). Gail’s 

recognition of the importance of making a space for personal life information helped 

bridge to academic content (in this case, finding main ideas from narrative works).  

In addition to personal narratives, students often shared their considerable 

knowledge on topics related to the text. Many students were able to provide additional 

information because of previous outside-of-school experiences. This information, which 

helped all students better understand the text came from such wide-ranging experiences 

as popular culture sources, religious education, and/or discussions with relatives. For 

example, during the read-aloud of Mrs. Katz and Tush (Polacco, 1994) Mark, who had 
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spent considerable time at a Christian church in the school’s neighborhood, provided an 

explanation for information included in the text. 

Gail: Passed over, Larnelle. That’s why they call this time of year 

Passover.  Oh I get it. So they marked the doors saying they were 

Jewish.  

Mark:  With blood. They killed their lamb and then they would go around 

knocking and the blood and then the angel would pass by. So the 

angel of death when the Egypt people they would kill every 

firstborn. Cause he said to go, so God said that he would kill every 

Egypt’s firstborn. 

Gail: so the reason they call it Passover is because the angel passed over 

the houses, right.  

Gail continuously worked from the assumption that her students had considerable 

background knowledge and assumed their contexts made sense in the context of the text. 

In this instance, she helped Mark link his comments back to the text, as she often did 

after student comments. In effect, this practice honored student contributions while 

keeping the focus on the meaning-making of the text. The depth of insight students often 

brought to text-related topics related because of their previous experiences were 

astonishing. Vital to culturally relevant teaching is the stance Gail took towards 

recognizing that her students brought these resources with them into the classroom 

discussions.  
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Thus, Gail’s read-alouds were structured to allow for considerable student talk. 

This talk incorporated both meaning making (often through CSI) and avenues for 

students to build on funds of knowledge and information gained from outside-of-school 

experiences. Gail also made space for students to respond to reading in written forms.  

Written Responses to Reading 

 
Students were also expected to respond to their reading in writing in several 

forms. She made a small response journal to accompany each chapter book read-aloud. 

She often passed out post-it notes during her read-alouds of shorter texts. Also, each 

student had a reader’s response journals in which they were expected to make meaning in 

relation to their individual reading daily. While CSI could be seen across the written 

responses, it was most highly prioritized within the reader response journals. Indeed, Gail 

used the reader response journals to monitor student understanding of the individual 

strategies. Indeed, she often gave specific assignments for the journals related to current 

CSI objectives. At times, she would create and provide a specific graphic organizer that 

students were to use for their response. Additionally, she would frequently pull small 

groups or work with students individually to reteach a comprehension strategy they 

weren’t able to use conventionally. She also used highlighted exceptional student work 

(including work from the struggling readers) during the share time at the end of reader’s 

workshop. For example, notice her introduction of Eric during share time: 
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Gail: So Eric is doing two really cool things. First of all he’s reading 

about something he’s interested in. Then, he’s putting them into his 

own words using his own text features.  

As the class was studying text features, Eric had incorporated some of the text features 

they had learned about into his response that day. He effectively used illustrations and 

captions to illustrate what he had learned from his informational text that day.  

 As a result of this focus, monitoring, and reteaching, improvement could be seen 

across time in students’ written responses. Improvement across time could especially be 

seen in the journals of students who struggled with school reading tasks in several ways. 

First, they began to incorporate their own thinking into the journals. In the beginning, 

students reported only content (with some directly copying the content). A typical early 

reading response by Paul follows:  

By Jesse Leon McCann, 

Bat Man. 

Bat man helped the city and he saved the day.  

It is important to note that it was not only responding to reading that was difficult for 

these four students; they also struggled with finding a text with which they could be 

successful (or wanting to read such a text in front of their peers). By only looking at 

Paul’s journal, it is not possible to know whether he failed to read the text and was 

attempting to fulfill the response requirement with background knowledge about a 

familiar superhero or whether he had indeed been able to make meaning with the print in 

the text but needed more time to write his response. Over time, though, with both gentle 
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nudges and more forceful prodding from Gail, his responses began to incorporate more of 

his own responses to the texts he was reading. By late January, Paul’s journal showed 

considerable improvement. As this entry shows, he had learned that he was supposed to 

relate his personal experiences to the text and also use the language of CSI. In this case 

the strategies related to making connections and wondering. 

 Today I read Bug Book 

Ants. I have a connection I got bit by a fire ants and it feels bad because it feels 

like fire when I got bit a lot on my hands. I wonder if the people have got bit by a 

black ant in the people’s houses in the people’s bed in the room and under the 

beds.  

Paul’s entry was not as complex as those of many of his peers, and while it is difficult to 

distinguish from this entry how much meaning he made with the text, he was improving. 

The four readers that Gail identified as struggling improved in similar ways.  

Second, their responses increased in length. The length of a piece of writing 

should usually not be correlated with the quality of that writing. In the case of these 

readers, however, there was such minimal initial writing that an increase in writing meant 

the expressing of content, which did indicate improvement. For example, in August, one 

entire response read, “Today I read it. It was about.” Two sentence responses were 

common for these four students. With time and help from Gail, however, they began to 

write reading responses that were closer to Gail’s expectations.  

Third, they increasingly phrased the words as their teacher did, using 

conventionally accepted meanings. A close examination of students’ reader response 
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notebooks provided evidence that students did indeed learn the words. Successive 

approximations could be seen as students steadily increased both their understanding of 

how to use the word and how to use the strategy. For example, in Caleb’s journal, his 

approaches to the use of infer could be seen. On September 25th, he wrote “I inference 

that…” followed by “I inferer that…” on September 28th. September 29th’s entry stated 

“I inference that…” and finally on October 2nd, he used Gail’s phrase “I infer that…” 

This sort of approximation could also be seen in his understanding of the concept itself as 

what he was calling an inference actually became one. 

Gail’s focus also may have influenced students to standardize their reading 

responses in particular ways, however. This standardization was especially true for those 

readers who struggled with school assignments. For example, in the following entry by 

Caleb, each of the sentences began with a comprehension strategy word. 

Today I read Five Little Monkeys by Eileen Christelow. I wonder if they are going 

to sell that car. I infer the five little monkeys are sad that they have to sell their 

car. I have a connection because we sell our car like the five little monkeys. I 

predict the five little monkeys are going to move it somewhere far. I infer the five 

little monkeys are going to sell the car to the crocodiles. I infer the crocodiles are 

going to push the car all the way to the five little monkeys house. I bet the 

crocodile are going to be tired. I infer the five little monkeys are going to buy a 

new car. I bet they are going to say hi to the crocodiles in their new car. I infer 

they are happy they got a new car.  
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Part of the problem could be the nature of this particular book; it typically evokes a silly 

response from children, not deep meaning-making. This sort of response was typical of 

the struggling readers as time progressed, regardless of the text to which they were 

responding.  

Examining the reader response journals through a culturally relevant teaching lens 

yields complex findings. From an academic achievement perspective, the journals 

demonstrated steady improvement by all students in the classroom. The culturally 

relevant teaching strands of cultural competence and sociopolitical awareness were much 

more easily seen in students’ oral responses, however.  

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

 
Many teachers negotiate competing goals within their situated contexts. This 

negotiation is often a necessary part of everyday classroom life. It’s important to 

remember, though, that however we choose to structure our reading curriculum, we are 

making choices. Those choices both provide opportunities and close off possibilities. The 

popularity of comprehension strategy instruction merits the examination of its effects. In 

this particular classroom, CSI provided avenues for students to bring an interactional 

strength (i.e., telling personal narratives) and information gained from personal 

experiences into their learning. Additionally, evidence of high academic achievement 

could be seen as they demonstrated learning of comprehension strategies. This CSI focus 

also yielded an important sacrifice however as their response journals showed much more 

evidence of standardization than seen in other types of classroom writing.  
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Thus, this study provides indications that a focus on individual strategies may also be 

effective in students’ reading development (Baker, 2008; Dole, Nokes, & Drits, 2008; 

Duffy, 1993; Harris & Pressley, 1991; National Institute of Child Health and Human 

Development, 2000; Pearson, 2008; Pressley, et al., 1992).  

When considering strategic instruction as it interacts with culturally relevant 

teaching, however, the findings from this one classroom are a bit more complex. CSI can 

indeed provide spaces for culturally relevant teaching. In this case, those spaces could 

especially be seen in students’ oral language. The intense, careful monitoring of the 

students’ written use of the strategies (needed for standardized test preparation) were not 

as open to some of the culturally relevant teaching strands. As a result, I, like Handsfield 

& Jimenez (in press) am cautious about recommending CSI without qualifications. 

Indeed, in this classroom, it was when Gail used CSI but kept it from taking center stage 

when her teaching more closely approached culturally relevancy. This aligns with most 

research on CSI. While decades of evidence now exist demonstrating the potential of CSI 

to increase student reading comprehension when implemented appropriately (Baker, 

2008; Harris & Pressley, 1991; Pearson, 2008; Pressley et al, 1992), it is important to 

recognize that “researchers are also concerned that metacognition not become an end in 

itself” (Baker, 2008, p. 42).  

Implications. As educators, we must consider how we’re structuring student 

opportunities to respond to text. Are they able to engage in a sort of online sense-making 

or are they required to wait until the teacher decides they are allowed to respond to the 

reading? There are clear advantages to the sort of turn-and-talk approach that is 
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advocated by many in the professional development/advisement community. And this 

approach offers important contributions to classroom life, particularly in the arena of 

classroom management. Working from the understanding that each pedagogical decision 

we make both presents some opportunities and closes off other possibilities, we must also 

recognize that this approach has some disadvantages. In particular, we seem to be closing 

off some possibilities for students to act on the notion that it is their job to be making 

sense with the text as they are engaging with it, whether this be as readers sitting alone 

with a book or as students sitting in front of a teacher reading the book.  

On a more theoretical note, it is possible and perhaps likely that to truly trace 

student development as strategic readers, we will need to observe them for more than one 

school year. Different students needed different amounts of time and practice to fully 

incorporate these strategies into both the oral and written responses to texts, with some 

students making successive approximations for weeks or months before being able to use 

the language of the strategies conventionally and the strategies in ways that were helpful 

to them as readers. A few students needed more time than was allowed during this one 

school year.  

For further investigation. I leave this study with more questions. It seems 

important to investigate what we get from focusing on the language of comprehension 

strategy instruction. How does the language we use guide student ability to engage in 

metacognitive talk? Is a classroom’s discourse of meaning-making around texts what is 

important or is it the actual language of CSI? And, on a related note, does simply adding 

the language of CSI to a classroom compel the discourse of meaning-making?   
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 

 
A look across the three analyses presented in this dissertation adds an 

understanding of the tremendous complexity that is involved in the three literatures on 

which this dissertation drew: culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), 

classroom discussions (Erickson, 2004), and strategic instruction (Jones, Palinscar, Ogle, 

& Carr, 1987). In this chapter I will discuss these literatures in relation to the findings 

presented in this dissertation, with the understanding that, in most cases my research 

presents more questions than answers. These examinations will be followed with one 

final look at the focal participant in this study.  

CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY 

 
 So what does it mean to act as a culturally relevant pedagogue within one’s local 

context, with all the strengths and constraints that come with that context? Gail 

consistently acted as a bricoleur, working towards the goals of culturally relevant 

teaching while navigating considerable external constraints. These on-the-ground, 

moment-to-moment pedagogical acts provided opportunities; but they also presented 

conditions that ran contrary to culturally relevant teaching. For example, at times the 

discussions of a particular cultural group essentialized the discussed group, especially 

when members of the cultural group were not physically present. This essentialization 

was evident in some instances of the Vietnam study described in chapter three.   
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Authenticity, cultural insiders, and European American teachers. European 

American teachers often do not know what they do not know about their students (Ball, 

1995; Howard, 2006; Isenbarger & Willis, 2006; Michaels, 1981). Evidence from the 

analysis presented in chapter three indicates that providing a space for cultural insiders 

offers potential. There are two related issues, however, that should be further 

investigated. First, it seems important to complicate the notion of cultural insiders. Group 

membership alone is most likely insufficient. For, “[i]ndividuals’ commitments to 

ideological and/or value positions are important in understanding knowledge claims” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 474). Additionally, there is a long-standing discussion related 

to who should be allowed to represent marginalized group through texts (Cai, 1997; 

Henderson, 2005; Taxel, 1981; 1997; Yokota & Bates, 2005). Issues related to this 

discussion must be acknowledged when recommending the selection and animating of 

multicultural authors.  

CLASSROOM DISCUSSIONS 

 
Central to the analyses presented in this dissertation was the importance of the 

teacher’s on-the-ground decision making, particularly within classroom discussions. 

Restricting teachers’ ability to make professional decisions restricts their ability to make 

the most of available resources. Many of the more standardized curriculums and methods 

are done in the name of efficiency. Reading programs that provide scripts for teachers 

and fail to take students’ funds of knowledge into account are much more easily 

monitored by administrators and classroom outsiders. For Gail, though, the most efficient 
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methods were those that allowed for the most flexibility. Those methods and curricular 

structures were the ones that allowed her to maximize the number of goals she addressed 

within instructional time constraints. It also seems important to note that many of the 

resources that were most beneficial were those that classroom outsiders would likely not 

have had access to. Those who write curricular materials and make policy decisions need 

to recognize that students often have the most educationally productive information.  

Consequences of interactive moves. Considerable research has demonstrated the 

importance of teachers’ subtle interactional moves on students’ ability to participate in 

the teaching and learning that occurs in classrooms (Gutiérrez, 1992; Gutiérrez, Larson, 

& Kreuter, 1995; Michaels, 1981). The analyses presented here ask that we continue to 

examine teachers’ moves, taking into account the content in addition to the structure of 

those interactions. While research also demonstrates how these moves can shut down 

students’ willingness to engage with classroom learning (Larson & Irvine, 1999), we 

must also continue to examine those moves that increase student engagement and 

participation in classroom literacy events (see for example, Franquiz & Reyes, 1998; 

Maloch, 2002; 2005; Reyes & Laliberty, 1992). I leave this analysis with further 

questions relating to animating. For example: Did it interfere with her ability to animate 

students and community members? Or, did animating offer possibilities for navigating 

competing Discourses? How does teacher animating of students and community members 

support and hinder particular Discourses?  
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COMPREHENSION STRATEGY INSTRUCTION (CSI) 

 
Discourses. Across the analyses reported in this dissertation, it was clear that Gail 

continuously engaged in spontaneous, on-the-ground navigation of the multiple 

Discourses (Gee, 1996) at work within this classroom. Different ways of talking about 

teaching reading within the local community, high-stakes testing, reading researchers, 

and all came together in one discursive space. Gail, with her interest in working towards 

culturally relevant teaching, brought in additional Discourses. The classroom interactions 

in Gail’s classroom are filled with evidence of these Discourses bumping into each other, 

more gently in some classroom discussions than others. This navigation of multiple 

Discourses is particularly interesting as related to CSI. First, what are the different CSI 

Discourses? It seems likely that there are different ways of talking about CSI within 

different communities (e.g., professional development literature, policy documents, high-

stakes testing settings, different groups of reading researchers)? Second, with the 

assumption that these different CSI versions exist, how do they play out in a classroom 

context? Third, how do these different CSI Discourses align with and obstruct culturally 

relevant teaching?  

THE CULTURALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGUE 

 
Clearly, it is inappropriate to label a teacher as culturally relevant. It is even 

improper to place one on a continuum between the two polar opposites “culturally 

relevant” and “not culturally relevant.” I am more comfortable with describing Gail as 
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one who engaged in or strived for culturally relevant practices. But even these terms have 

presented challenges. Because of the multiple stakeholders with accompanying multiple 

goals in any given classroom, any examination of the multiple strands of culturally 

relevant teaching must allow for complexity. Thus, I leave the writing of this dissertation 

hesitant to put a label (with the oversimplification that often accompanies labels) on Gail. 

At the same time, however, I feel compelled to articulate that she navigated the complex 

intricacies of classroom life in ways that give me hope and inspiration as a teacher 

educator. Her work towards teaching as a citizen demonstrated the possibilities teachers 

have when they teach from fundamental notions of fairness and equity.  In spite of 

considerable constraints within her local context, she consistently and expertly guided her 

students towards high academic achievement, cultural competence, and a critical 

consciousness. 
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