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The purpose of this qualitative study was to examine and understand the ways in

which a group of five sixth-grade girls of Mexican-origin constructed their identities

within the context of a participatory action research (PAR) project focused on Latina teen

pregnancy. This semester-long study employed ethnographic methods of data collection,

including interviews, participant observations, and weekly focus group meetings.

Additionally, PAR was purposefully used as a perspective and method aimed at inquiring

about contributions and limitations of activist educational research with youth.

Sociocultural theories of language and literacy (Bakhtin, 1981, Gee, 1996; Street, 1995)

and anthropological theories of identity formation (Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain,

1998) were used to inform analysis of how the participants interacted with various kinds

of texts shared in the PAR project as catalysts to talk about elements of their identities.

Study findings suggest that given an opportunity to study issues of relevance to

participants’ experiences through the PAR framework, adolescent girls acquired new

literacies and identities as researchers. However, drawing on their knowledges, the girls
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also took up racialized and other cultural discourses to develop figured aspects of their

identities. As they researched Latina teen pregnancy, these girls explained how they

viewed racial stratifications acrosss their social worlds, as well as revealed their

understandings of how they were being positioned by others as less than. Through PAR,

the girls engaged in transformative practices, such as counter-storytelling, as a way to

challenge debilitating identity constructions of them and their families. This study offers

insight into the possibilities of PAR with youth, and argues that they far outweigh the

limitations.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

We want to belong here…you can belong as long as you feel welcome here. If
you don’t feel welcome here, well then you don’t belong. But you belong when
you feel comfortable with yourself. That’s when you belong.

Zena, sixth-grade magnet student

With these words Zena, a sixth-grade Latina student, ended our discussion about

them having to set aside their Spanish language when she and her classmates are at

school. She explained that there had been a seasoned teacher at the school who didn’t

allow them to speak Spanish, not in her class or anywhere else she might be present. Zena

implied that the message communicated through the teacher’s simple rule was that they

had to conform or they would not belong. The situation made her feel uncomfortable

stating that her home language would be an asset anywhere else except at school, the

place where she wanted to be most successful and where she could pave her way to other

“good” schools. The other Latina girls who were eating lunch with us that day nodded in

agreement. They had already told us their own reasons for wanting to guard their Spanish

tongues. For most of the girls, adhering to their parents’ words of encouragement, the

future looked bright if one was bilingual.

HOW THE STUDY BEGAN

In the middle of the spring semester of 2004, I was invited to be a mentor at

Washington Elementary School to a group of six fifth-grade African American and
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Mexican American girls. They had taken part in a Life Works-sponsored pregnancy

prevention program the previous semester. The girls had volunteered to partake in weekly

sessions that focused on physiology and abstinence and had parental permission to do so.

When the program ended after a semester, the counselor at Washington thought it would

be a good idea for the girls to continue meeting to talk to someone about issues that

concerned them as coming-of-age girls. That is when I was asked by a professor who

knew the counselor if I was interested in being a mentor at the school. I have to admit

that I was quick to say yes because I had been considering ideas for research and was

worried about gaining access to a local school. However, I was also interested in the fact

that the students I would work with would all be ethnic minorities, a population I had

worked with as a teacher. In addition, my doctoral studies had spurred me to reflect on

societal and educational issues that negatively affect this population of students in

particular and that had been a part of my own family life. Hence, my interests had

narrowed on research that challenges structures that keep injustice in place, and I thought

that I could explore these interests at Washington.

In the spring I joined the group of girls for about ten weeks, meeting with the six

girls once a week for lunch. The counselor at the school did not give me much direction,

except to guide the girls in discussing topics of their choice. Initially, the girls’ talks were

concentrated on the struggles young women are faced with during motherhood, which I

considered an extension of their previous conversations in the Life Works program. Very

soon, however, the girls began fresh conversations that focused on themselves, their

families, and their “responsibilities” as girls. I facilitated these conversations by sharing

pieces of literature or activities in response to their topics and in order to generate more

discussion, as well as by providing them with journals where they could write their

thoughts. As our meetings continued, I noted that they enjoyed coming together, and I

thought of it as a place where they had an opportunity to think and talk about themselves
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and their worlds critically. I had been studying critical literacy theory and started to think

about how we could take their reflections a step further in the form of an inquiry project

or product. Initially, and personally, I wanted to know more about how critical literacy

can give voice to marginalized students. In some way, I wanted to test the argument that

critical literacy can position students as agents to change their society because I was not

sure I knew how critical literacy was enacted. I presented the idea of a project to the girls

and they responded with enthusiasm, but the end of the school year was nearing and our

time together was limited.

By the end of the school year, only four of the girls, all of Mexican origin,

continued to attend our sessions. One of the African American girls had moved, and the

other had quit coming to our meetings. The remaining girls and I came to the realization

that we might be able to continue to meet and work on a project together the following

year, their sixth-grade year, because Washington is one of the few elementary schools in

the area that still houses a sixth-grade. However, the sixth-grade was a science magnet

program, and the girls would have to apply and be accepted into the program for us to

continue. Only two of the girls were accepted or decided to attend the sixth-grade magnet

program and of the two girls, only one decided that she wanted to continue meeting with

me during her final year at Washington—Zena, the girl I quoted earlier.

The counselor at Washington invited me to return the following school year,

2004-2005, as a mentor, and she was aware of my interest in doing my doctoral research

with sixth-grade adolescent girls at their school in the spring. She chose a group of

Mexican origin girls who she thought might be interested in meeting with me, similar to

the previous year. Therefore, I did not have a systematic or purposeful way of selecting

the participants for this research, although the majority of the students at Washington

were Latino, and this was reflected in my sample of participants. Nonetheless, the earlier

“mentor” work at Washington provided a home and spurred the ideas for this work.
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Zena was the only member of the previous year’s group who decided to meet with

me for this research. In addition, there were seven other sixth-grade girls of Mexican

origin who I came to know over the fall 2004 semester, while serving as a mentor at

Washington Elementary. They all shared several things in common: they were bilingual,

they came from working class families, and they had familial roots in Mexico. We met

once a week for lunch and discussed issues of relevance to them, and I continued to share

writings with them about the topics they raised. They also wrote responses to my

readings and their discussions and I came to define our work together as the beginnings

of critical literacy. It is my belief that literacy activities can be used as strategies to

encourage critical dialogue among people who share similar experiences, which can in

turn result in critical consciousness and self-empowerment. Through his work, Freire

(1970) showed that learning to read and write might be a means for the lower classes to

understand their places within the economic, social, and political constraints of their

societies. However, realities are not something that we should merely accept, but rather

something for us to reflect upon critically. While holding the two most significant jobs of

my life as teacher and student, I have seldom seen teachers and students examine together

the ways literacy and knowledge contribute to or withhold social justice for everyone. It

was my plan to invite this group of girls to assert themselves by speaking of themselves

and their places in the hierarchies of school and the larger society. Scholars, such as

Ladson-Billings (1994, 1995), have argued that applying teaching practices that critically

examine the broader society helps successful teachers of students to accomplish academic

achievement, as well as cultural competence.

THE PRESENT STUDY

The eight girls and I continued to meet for lunch on Mondays at the start of the

Spring 2005 semester. As we had discussed in planning during the previous semester, we
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began to think of when we could all meet after school to work on a research project based

on an issue of importance to them. I had a relationship with all eight girls because we had

become acquainted during our lunch meetings and discussions in the fall. These

relationships gave our eventual project somewhat of an advantage because of our

established rapport.

All eight girls expressed interest in our possible research project1, thus I

proceeded to pass out consent forms that required parental permission. After concluding

that Mondays after school would be the best time for everyone to meet, three girls

decided that they could not join our group on Mondays. Patty told us that her mother

would not allow her to stay after school regardless of the day because she had to take care

of her younger siblings. Jasmine told us that she had to stay for an after-school program

to get tutored, and Marcela told me privately that she did not want to bother her mother

with our request because she already had a lot on her mind. I decided not to change the

day of our after-school project for fear of losing the other girls due to schedule conflicts,

and I respected their responses to my invitation.

This left us with five participants, although one of them, Celita, did not join us

until a few weeks into our project meetings because she had to finish attending another

program she belonged to. Nonetheless, the willing and committed involvement of the five

participants became obvious when they were all voluntarily present at almost all our

meetings throughout the spring semester. The five girls were all of Mexican origin and

students in the magnet sixth-grade program at their school. The girls (as the group will be

referred to throughout this paper) were: Jennifer, Ana, Zena, Maria Elena, and Celita.

As we were to open our project in February 2005, I had long been thinking about

a quote from Luis Rodriguez (1993) in his preface to Always Running: “My aim was to

1 I begin to refer to the girls and I as we and talk about our research because the girls and I collaborated on
a research project based on their interests. This research we did together was situated within my own larger
research study and will be referred to throughout this paper as our research.
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help Ramiro get through his teen-age years with a sense of empowerment and esteem,

with what I call complete literacy: The ability to participate competently and confidently

in any level of society one chooses” (p. 9). Throughout my year and a half at

Washington, I often thought about how one encourages and fosters “complete literacy” in

Rodriguez’s words, and without ever relinquishing this curiosity, I set out to continue the

dialogue with the girls as we examined our positions in the world through our critical

literacy practices in an after-school project.

The reason I initially defined my work with the girls as the beginnings of critical

literacy is because Freire (1987) posited that allowing learners’ experiences to surface is

not enough. He described critical literacy as a dynamic movement in which we

investigate contradictions, but also in which we actively re-write and re-envision the

world (Freire, 1970, p. 560; Freire & Macedo, 1987). Therefore, through this research, it

was my intention to give these young girls an opportunity to work within a space in

which they could explore and resist cultural codes through a participatory action research

(PAR) project.

It is with purpose that I make this link between Paulo Freire (1970) and action

research. Freire’s work with Brazilian campesinos conceived of a method of teaching that

focused on the people’s experiences in order to study local issues. He juxtaposed the

banking model of education against a problem-posing education, where through dialogue,

teacher and students negotiate the learning process while they try to solve local problems.

The pedagogy of the oppressed values students’ cultural histories as they are put at the

forefront as a place to begin study. Students are guided by the teacher to study their world

and to name their realities in order to analyze and understand the causes of their

oppression.
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A central feature of Freire’s problem-posing education is praxis—action that is

informed by people’s values and themes from their lived lives (generative themes). Freire

(1970) argued that his proposed methodology

requires that the investigation and the people (who would normally be considered

objects of that investigation) should act as co-investigators. The more active an

attitude men and women take in regard to the exploration of their thematics, the

more they deepen their critical awareness of reality and, in spelling out those

thematics, take possession of that reality. (p. 87)

People’s consciousness is what pushes them to want to transform their reality.

Freire asserted that conscientization was the learning that focused on exposing social and

political contradictions, making it the goal of problem-posing education. It is also the

goal of participatory action research. While the origins of PAR are not attributed to

Freire, PAR emerged from a shared vision of liberation of oppressed peoples. In addition,

the trends in PAR mirror those of Freire’s work (Maguire, 1987), and it was this finding

that compelled me to inquire about this alternative research paradigm.

In their review of PAR, Kemmis and McTaggert (2005) stated,

Given its commitment to social, economic, and political development responsive

to the needs and opinions of ordinary people, proponents of participatory research

have highlighted the politics of conventional social research, arguing that

orthodox social science, despite its claim to value neutrality, normally serves the

ideological function of justifying the position and interests of the wealthy and

powerful. (p. 560)
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PAR interested me because it served as an attempt to try a research method that

has the potential to be true to the ideas of social justice that we ask of our schools

(Lather, 1988; Pizarro, 1998). I wanted to conceptualize a methodology that would break

away from hegemonic views. I wanted to know what Freire meant by, “In doing research,

I am educating and being educated with the people” (Freire, 1982, p. 30). I believed in

the idea that as co-investigators of a local problem the girls and I could collectively

generate knowledge through the dialectical process Freire explained. However, I would

have to learn to do it by doing it (Freire, 1982), which I will explain in more detail in

Chapter Five.

Also, unlike most traditional ethnographic studies where the researcher writes

about subjects who are silenced and not given the chance to talk back, I wanted this study

to attempt to include the participation and voices of these youth. Although, I have to

acknowledge that this proved to be difficult as I recognized that the participants did not

choose which of their words would be represented here. It is hard to escape this in

qualitative research, but I hope I have allowed their views of themselves and the world to

pour through this narrative about critical literacy and identities.

There are different strands of PAR, but PAR researchers “believe in the shared

ownership of research projects as well as the value of community-based analyses of

social problems” (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2000). While I completely bought into these

ideals as a researcher, it was more difficult to know exactly what techniques to follow

throughout the data collection process, methodologically speaking. The early efforts of

PAR have focused on adult education, economic reform, and agricultural development

(Brydon-Miller, 2001), which while somewhat helpful, I could not exactly compare those

studies of large-scale social movements to a study with eleven and twelve year-old

members. Some of the more recent PAR studies I found that were done with high-school

students did not explain the specifics of method, but rather the outcomes of doing such
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research (Fine et al., 2005). Other studies that included students as ethnographic

researchers were not necessarily labeled action research, but had similar intentions of

propelling students towards taking social action (Blackburn, 2002-2003, 2002/2003;

Egan-Robertson, 1998; Egan-Robertson & Bloome, 1998; Morrell, 2004). Borrowing

from all of these “activist” studies, I set out to explore PAR with a group of eleven and

twelve year-old girls. I guided them through a problem-posing project (based on their

lives and their community) that would be a means of inquiry and a commitment to action,

that would hopefully show them that connections can be made between the local and

global, and that they co-create their realities through participation and action.

RELEVANCE OF THE RESEARCH STUDY

Throughout our meetings, two girls expressed they wanted to be doctors, one

wanted to be a teacher, one a lawyer, and one was undecided. However, we know that

issues of access and inequality have long gotten in the way of Latina students’ intentions

and positive educational outcomes (Solorzano & Ornelas, 2002; Valencia, 1991a; R.

Valencia & M. Black, 2002; R. R. Valencia & M. S. Black, 2002). While tracing the

Chicana/o educational pipeline using U.S. census data, Solórzano and Ornelas (2002)

found that out of one hundred Chicana/o elementary school students only six graduate

with a B.A. degree and two with a graduate degree. Some of the educational inequalities

that Latina students encounter are segregation (DeStigter, 2001; Olsen, 1997; Valenzuela,

1999), tracking and lack of an enriched curriculum, (Fine, 1991; Garcia, 2001; Oakes,

1985), and low funding in their schools (Kozol, 1991). There is an overwhelming

representation of Latina, as well as other ethnic minority and low SES students, in classes

that are not considered “honors” or “advanced,” and there is an underlying assumption,

then, that these students with their “low status knowledge” do not plan to attend higher
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education institutions (Fine, 1991; Oakes, 1985; Solorzano & Ornelas, 2002; Valencia,

1991b; Valenzuela, 1999).

The role of Advanced Placement (AP) or magnet classes is one of the curricular

conditions that can influence the educational experience for Latina students (Solorzano &

Ornelas, 2002). Already with one foot in a magnet program at their elementary school,

the girls in this study talked about their aspirations and thought of their education as a

route to mobility, but at the same time they articulated that the opportunities seemed

greater for their White and middle-class counterparts at other schools. On good days, they

wore a no-doubt attitude that they would indeed get through their program and others

with the skills they needed to go to college. However, they were aware that their mobility

was complicated when they were made to feel that they were giving up ethnic belonging

in order to belong at school.

The conversation I wrote about in the introduction and others that took place

among the girls and me reveal that their identities are constantly recreated in response to

social relations in and out of school. For example, at home their families talk of the

opportunities that the girls will have as bilingual adults and the girls concur. One day,

Zena spoke of skipping school on a Friday to go to court with her father in order to

translate for him as the most natural thing. However, on a different occasion the message

she received at school was that Spanish should only be spoken in the privacy of her own

home and as she stated, it was a way to belong. The meanings and feelings that Zena

assigned to her Spanish language was specific to particular times and places, and it was

defined and redefined within different social relations. She and the girls took up multiple

identities as social positions that were negotiated and conducted across different contexts.

Hence, the notion of identity was raised here because to negotiate and navigate through

school and other places, these adolescent girls continuously enacted versions of

themselves, crossing not just borders of ethnicity or race, but also of gender and class.
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Furthermore, their identity enactments shape and are shaped by literate practices

(McCarthey & Moje, 2002), thus I framed literacy in this research as a dynamic social

structure situated within an individual’s lived experience, which functions as a critical

factor of one’s development of sense of self and worldview. Literacy schooling

experiences (as I will explain in Chapter Two) for some students, particularly minority

groups, often times represent their struggle to affirm themselves as literacy learners and

as culturally and linguistically diverse people (Ferdman, 1990; Willis, 1995). In addition,

these students often do not take up literacy events in ways that enable them to realize

social transformation because their experiences and perspectives are often missing from

how school curriculum is enacted (DeBlase, 2003). Consequently, “their efforts to make

intertextual links to their own lived stories are not taken up” in school, and students

recognize this and internalize that they have to remain voiceless in order to be successful

at school (DeBlase, 2003, p. 279). Similarly, Zena explained to our group one day,

Well, the reason that we get uninterested [in school] is because in Los Estados

Unidos no mas te enseñan puro (the United States they only teach you, purely)

their culture, like their history. They make you lose interest. I mean …they never

show you about anything that was important to us.

While I did not know exactly what the participants’ language arts classrooms looked like

initially (other than what the girls told me), I did know that traditional language arts

classrooms typically perceive students as passive consumers of text and much of the

literature tends to reflect the White, male, middle class experience. With the PAR project

that we would work on, I thought that the girls would be able to inquire critically into

their social identities and make connections to texts that represent different cultural

perspectives. I also anticipated that they might get the opportunity to challenge some of
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the discourses that are framed by sociohistorical inequities in our society and that present

internal conflicts for them, such as their bilingual status.

I believe I have to make my own values explicit here as they are connected to and

shape my work. Before I relate the girls’ stories in later chapters, I should tell you one

about my own positionality. While this research is tied to my lived experience—I’m a

Mexican American female and have been a student for almost all of my years like my

participants—our lives are only bounded by time and place. I have transitioned in some

ways over the years in the sense that I have crossed class and educational boundaries.

However, how I translated my formative and developmental schooling years have

remained a part of me. School has framed my life in a way that has preserved a low sense

of status and undermined my sense of intellectuality. School has defined me. And I have

defined it—and wished to redefine it, but I have rarely felt the space or opportunity to do

so. For me, and for too many others, school has been a reality that I’ve interpreted as

something I’ve had to adjust to and that I’ve had to learn to accept, not something that

I’m historically a part of or that has asked me to reflect upon my lived experiences. Like

the participants in this study, my stories and my family’s stories were missing at school.

But just as many other girls who want to belong, I found a way. I dismissed who I was at

school and in other environments in order to make myself a part of a world of

conventional expectations. My writing of this research has an authentic fingerprint on it.

It reveals my first attempt at studying something in depth and across time, and it has

grown from my identity as a Mexicana, a student, a woman, a daughter, a researcher and

my list goes on. This current work is dedicated to search for ways in which public

education can influence future generations of Mexican-origin girls, as well as all students,

to construct identities relevant to their lived experiences via critical literacy practices.

My concerns for social justice are entrenched in the lives of the Latino youth I

played with in my neighborhood growing up, the ones who were my students a few years
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ago in my hometown in south Texas, and the ones I was privileged to know at

Washington. What urged me to do this work is how young Mexicana girls talk of big-

dream desires that typically go unfulfilled. When they speak of feeling that they do not

belong in school—it outrages me. It was my intent then not to save these girls from

themselves, but to employ an approach to research that was anchored in changing

realities, not just talking about them. Most importantly, this work was about these young

girls working to understand their positions in a world that is very commonly created by

others with more power, and to change them.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

Based on these ideas and using ethnographic methods, I approached this

qualitative activist research study as a means to think about the ways in which young

Mexican-origin girls constructed their identities through their past experiences and the

ones we shared in the participatory action research project. My purpose was to investigate

and understand the relationships between the girls’ critical literacy practices through our

work and their identity constructions and how these relationships were relevant to their

development. I worked to explore the following questions.

• In what ways do adolescent girls of Mexican origin shape their own identities

when given the opportunity to address issues that are relevant to their experiences

through a participatory action research project?

• In what ways do their magnet program language arts classes complement or

reinforce the project we work on together outside of the classroom?

• What might we learn about the process of “activist” educational research; what

are some of its contributions and limitations?
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OVERVIEW OF THE DISSERTATION

This research study attempts to answer the question of how adolescent Mexican-

origin girls narrate and construct their identities, and how they do this through the

enactment of critical literacy practices within a participatory action research project.

Specifically, I focus on how their use of different kinds of text in our project serve as

catalysts for the girls’ identity constructions.

Chapter 2 of this dissertation reviews the theory and literature that framed this

research study. I build on the work of theorists and researchers who understand literacy

as a set of social practices; think of critical literacy as a tool useful for individuals in

identifying their position in the world and in participating meaningfully in the society in

which they live; acknowledge that adolescents’ identity construction is tied to literacy

learning; and recognize relationships between gender, class, race and identity. For each

section, I also examine related literature that helped me understand the relationships in

question. To conclude, I briefly discuss how I found the theories useful within

participatory action research.

In Chapter 3, I introduce the setting and the participants, by providing a brief

narrative about each girl. These descriptions are meant to provide some information

about their personalities, and my intention was not to give a comprehensive picture of the

individuals. Furthermore, I describe the data collection and analysis process that I used in

this study.

Chapter 4 is the central chapter of this dissertation. In this chapter, I examine the

girls’ representations of self, not only in what they construct but also in how they do it. I

begin by reviewing the dialogic construction of identity and connect it to literacy

practices as it underpins my analysis and findings. I then define text relative to how it

was used in our PAR project. Next, I categorize the different texts we worked with during

our PAR project, and discuss how the girls interacted with the distinct texts we used, as
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they revealed aspects of their identities. For each form of text, I provide databased

examples of dialogue that I think best exemplified our interaction with the text used and

that covered the most prominent themes in our project meetings. I also follow each

excerpt of dialogue with an explanation of how the girls were defining themselves

through their interactions with text. I divided the texts we interacted with into four

categories:

I. Printed texts that I brought to our group meetings to either teach

the girls about doing research in order to answer their research

question, or to contribute to our study of the subject of Latina teen

pregnancy

II. Girls’ talk/stories that they associated with their project question

III. Texts the girls created in order to advance their understanding of

the topic, as well as mention of texts they planned to create in

response to what they were finding

IV. Texts the girls constructed with others

Throughout this chapter, I also comment on the girls’ interactions in their language arts

classes in order to address one of my dissertation questions.

In Chapter 5, I report on how I borrowed from the traditions and tenets of

participatory action research (PAR). In this chapter, I reflect upon my experiences at

Washington by evaluating the adequacy of some of the participatory methods I engaged

in with the girls in order to shed light on the limitations and contributions of this research

method. The discussion is organized around the principles of investigation, knowledge,

and action. Additionally, I include reflections under the section I thought was most

appropriate.

Finally, in Chapter 6, I summarize my findings on how the participants

constructed their identities in the context of a participatory action research project that
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focused on Latina teen pregnancy. I discuss the girls’ identities in practice in our PAR

project through Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain’s (1998) theory of four contexts

of identity. Moreover, I consider some of the implications for educational practitioners,

as well as implications for future research.
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Chapter 2

Theoretical Perspectives & Related Literature

In this chapter I review the works of theorists and researchers who have shaped

my understanding of the relationships between literacy practices and identity. I used their

concepts to approach this study and to develop my methodology. I draw and build on

scholars who understand literacy as a set of social practices; think of critical literacy as a

tool useful for individuals in identifying their position in the world and in participating

meaningfully in the society in which they live; acknowledge that adolescents’ identity

construction is tied to literacy learning; and recognize relationships between gender,

class, race and identity.

LITERACY AS SOCIAL PRACTICE

Sociocultural theories maintain that language and literacy practices are socially,

culturally, and historically situated and that they are used to investigate and transform

thought and experience (Vygotsky, 1978; Wells, 1999; Wertsch, 1985, 1991). Drawing

from this view, recent literacy research has shifted from a cognitive focus on reading and

writing processes to broader notions of knowledge construction that take into account

individuals’ interactions with his or her social and cultural surroundings in order to

understand literacy development (Gee, 1996; Street, 1995). Taking a New Literacy

Studies perspective, Gee (1996) explained that the acts of reading and writing are

embedded in distinct sociocultural practices, and that we have to “…study literacy and

literacy learning as they are integrated with oral language, social activities, material
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settings, and distinctively cultural forms of thinking, knowing, valuing, and believing” (p.

356). He suggested that we move beyond a view of literacy instruction as apolitical

teaching recommendations that concentrate on tasks and controlled texts (Gee, 1999).

Some theorists have also implied that since language and literacy activities are

ideological in nature they have important implications for how we represent ourselves

and construct our identities (Gee, 1996; Street, 1994). The ways in which we use literacy

affect who we are and what we feel we are allowed to do. Street (1995) argued that

literacy cannot be seen as neutral, but as an “ideological practice, implicated in power

relations and embedded in specific cultural meanings and practices” (p. 1). It is implied

through his work that there is a very narrow understanding of “Western literacy” as the

essay-text form of writing and reading, and that for this reason other forms of literacy are

not deemed legitimate in schools.

Street (1994, 1995) asked what the assumptions about literacy are, who has the

right to define literacy, and how it is that school literacy has overpowered “local

literacies” (Street, 1995, p. 45). In addressing these questions, he wrote about the

autonomous model and the ideological model of literacy. The autonomous model is

conceived as cognitive and psychological skills that can be acquired to gain social

mobility but autonomous of any social context. The ideological model does not deny the

technical aspects of reading and writing, but understands that they are embedded in social

contexts and within structures of power (Street, 1995). Hence, acknowledging the social

contexts and the power struggles in order to understand students’ learning and the way

different literacies work can have powerful implications for classroom instruction. If we

only acknowledge and privilege the literacy practices and the ways of being of the

dominant group then we deny many of our students who have other ways of seeing the

world access to opportunities and social identities.
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In the school realm, this means that educators need to investigate the different

features of context—forms of literacy in the students’ communities, their students’ image

of themselves as readers and writers, and their cultural identities. Teachers should

acknowledge that students’ reading and writing are tied to their oral language and to their

ways of living, and for many students their ways are not the school’s ways or their

teachers’ ways. Heath’s (1983) work in the Piedmont Carolina’s communities is an

example of the challenges, but possibilities, of regarding our students’ literacy activities

in their social worlds outside of the school arena. The teachers in this study were able to

help their students identify the multiple literacies that were used within their

communities, and they in turn were able to use the learned social-context knowledge to

facilitate learning (Heath, 1983).

Also, hinging on the idea of learning to write as social practice, Dyson’s research

(1993) documented how children’s literacies grew from the social and language resources

that were anchored in the their experiences and traditions. Through her work, Dyson also

wanted to show the sociocultural intelligence of children’s composing of writing. She

stated that learning to write in school entails deciphering the kinds of social work that can

be accomplished through writing, and that in learning to write, children use their oral

language and play, their resources, to figure out how writing works and what possibilities

it introduces to them. She further explained that as the children she was observing were

learning school, they were making connections from their classrooms and their own ways

of using language. They were bringing themes and discourse structures from their social

worlds to write in the school world, thus “crossing cultural boundaries” (Dyson, 1993).

Similarly, researchers in adolescent literacy have begun to reframe their work by

studying adolescent literacy practices as they are socially situated in and out of schools

(Egan-Robertson, 1998; Hull & Schultz, 2001; Moje, 2000, 2002). Their studies are more

pertinent to my research since I worked with middle school-aged girls. For example, in
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her work with eighth-grade students-as-ethnographers, Egan-Robertson (1998) studied

how four female students’ writing could be used to explore their ideas of “personhood.”

The theoretical framework for her study was rooted in critical discourse analysis,

multicultural education, as well as Street’s (1995) models of literacy. When Egan-

Robertson, as teacher-researcher, implemented a writing club that had students

researching important issues in their community, students redefined their individual

“personhoods,” “the social positions (that) are available within the construct of being a

person” (p. 452). Also important, they redefined themselves as capable writers and

literacy learners, when prior to the study they had commented that they could not write.

The students had been assigned to the lowest academic track as special education

students, and via their given label, had limited opportunities to write, making this an

example of Street’s (1995) autonomous literacy model.

In a different study, Moje (2000) looked at how gang-connected adolescents used

graffiti as literacy practices to make sense of their lives. For these youth, the practice of

graffiti was a way to express their beliefs and “to be part of the story,” but it was

considered deviant among others and not as a meaning-making tool. Moje (2000)

suggested that these youth were searching for ways to construct identities and narratives

that allowed them to belong and that valued their experiences because they were being

dismissed in school settings.

New literacy scholars provide an important framework for this study because they

offer ideological models of literacy that consider the power relations inferred in literacy

practices as well as the social and cultural contexts within which they occur. Focusing on

students’ social worlds during literacy activities can show us how they see themselves

and their opportunities for learning. In addition, the acquisition of certain literacy

practices may mean that dominant discourses will be challenged and power shifts will

occur. Borrowing from this framework, I understand literacy practices to be more than



21

autonomous events or a set of skills. They are practices that use language and other

symbol systems and they are connected to individuals’ ways of seeing the world and

themselves.

CRITICAL LITERACY

Critical theorists such as Freire (1987), Macedo (1987), and Giroux (1987) argued

that mainstream skill-based literacy excludes the meaningful lived experiences of lower

class and minority communities. I look to Freire and Macedo’s (1987) work, Literacy:

Reading the Word and the World to talk about how experience is a means to explore the

ability to achieve social change. Freire stated:

Reading the world always precedes reading the word, and reading the word

implies continually reading the world…this movement from the word to the world

is always present; even the spoken word flows from our reading of the world. In a

way, however, we can go further and say that reading the word is not preceded

merely by reading the world, but by a certain form of writing it or rewriting it,

that is, of transforming it by means of conscious, practical work. For me, this

dynamic movement is central to the literary process. (p. 35)

Critical literacy, as I have come to understand it through Freire’s explanation,

means that students should not only be taught to read and write in school, but that as

teachers we need to go to the origin of their words and listen to, as well as discuss,

students’ thoughts about the world they come from and know. Students go to school with

their own themes from their lived lives and, as teachers, we are responsible for giving

them opportunities to examine themselves in the world’s context at school. However,

allowing the learners’ experiences to surface is not enough (Freire & Macedo, 1987).
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Freire described literacy as a dynamic movement in which we transform our

reading of words or the world by unveiling the moment, whether it be a text or an

experience, and looking at it in its historical and political nakedness (Freire & Macedo,

1987). Students are individuals whose stories and understandings of the world are

entangled in existing social and cultural groups. Connecting learners’ experiences to

historical and existing social issues and encouraging them to find and investigate the

contradictions are what make teaching critical (Giroux, 1987a).

In the introduction of Freire and Macedo’s (1987) book, Giroux explains that,

Literacy for Freire is part of the process of becoming self-critical about the

historically constructed nature of one’s experience. To be able to name one’s

experience is part of what it meant to “read” the world and to begin to understand

the political nature of the limits and possibilities that make up the larger society.

(p. 7)

Thomas Philion (1998) offered two ways of fostering the dynamic process Freire

had talked about. He asserted that as teachers, we have to make the curriculum in our

classes openly political, and we have to allow for conversation in the classroom “in

which learners (can) reflect upon the relation between the words that they read and the

world from which these words (are) drawn or to which they might be applied” (p. 58).

Philion observed a teacher who used a critical literacy approach by creating classroom

conditions in which students could actively re-write and re-imagine the world outside the

classroom. He mentioned that the purpose of teaching about important issues and getting

students involved in reflection and questioning is so that students can take notice of

traditional attitudes and challenge political norms (Philion, 1998).

Freire’s model of critical literacy conceives of classrooms as places that work on

reading and writing, but also on students’ thinking and speaking that stir inquiry of
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students and their worlds. Henry Giroux’s (1987) article, Critical Literacy and Student

Experience, explained Donald Grave’s approach to critical literacy. He stated that for

Graves, the teaching of reading and writing is meaningful if, “ … students are legitimated

and supported as people who matter, who can participate in their learning, and who in

doing so can speak with a voice that is rooted in their sense of history and place” (p. 176).

Critical literacy should work in the interest of the students by situating the curriculum in

issues from their everyday lives. Students can generate the discourse in class when they

are invited to voice problematic situations in their personal lives and in their larger

society. However, Giroux stated that the traditional curriculum is a voice itself and that

students need to see this so that they can uncover the different forms of knowledge,

language, and culture and whose is deemed legitimate. Shor (1992) noted that it is a

student-centered pedagogy that encourages students to be active participants and that

develops their authentic voice from a position of self-empowerment. He explained that

learner participation is the most important value in empowering pedagogy because it is

essential for the construction of knowledge and it can help students see that they are in

control of their learning process (Shor, 1992).

Giroux (1987) added that critical literacy is not just about empowering students;

it’s about empowering teachers, as well. Teachers have to ask critical questions about

their own teaching practices before they can expect that kind of inquiry from students. He

stated, “teachers need a critical language that allows them to understand how school

knowledge and classroom social relations are constructed, disseminated, and legitimated

in everyday instruction and how the underlying interests embodied in them function so as

to enable or disable student learning” (Giroux, 1987a, p. 177). Teachers can then take

part in a critical dialogue with each other about what they need in their school in order to

fight for conditions that support the critical teaching that they want to do in their

classrooms. Giroux (1987) explained that,



24

Within such a discourse teachers can develop an emancipatory pedagogy that

relates language and power, takes popular experiences seriously as part of the

learning process, combats mystification and helps students to reorder the raw

experiences of their lives through the perspectives opened up by approaches to

learning such as those suggested by Donald Graves. (p. 180)

Even though writings on how critical theory is enacted and researched in

classrooms are not as prolific, there are researchers and teachers who report on their

critical literacy practices with students. One researcher who draws on critical literacy

pedagogy is Fecho (1998) who reported on beginning his course by trying to create a

classroom using a problem-posing approach in which he expands on a theme that is

student-generated or by bringing a theme that inquires into a social issue of presumed

importance to his students. As a teacher of African American students, he gave them

opportunities for legitimizing their own discourse while teaching them Standard English.

Themes about the nature of Standard English, Black English, slang, and code switching

dominated their discussions and in turn took over students’ inquiry projects, which were

challenging and meaningful to them. By naming the nature of the impact of language on

their lives, they dissected codes of power and more importantly to him, allowed multiple

perspectives to flourish (Fecho, 1998).

Fairbanks (1998) also wrote about her work with the Saginaw public schools as

she looked at how a group of predominantly African American students name, talk, and

write about their social worlds. By inviting students to discover whom they were, the

teachers wanted to encourage them to make connections between their school and

community, but it was also a way of studying the complexity of their students’ lives.

Students discussed and read and wrote about an array of social issues that were of

relevance to them. Fairbanks (1998) found that their writings could fall into two
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categories: imagining community life and exploring personal relationships. Both these

themes proved equally important to students’ constructions of their worlds and as a

consequence they served as material for curriculum that was constructed collaboratively

between teachers and students (Fairbanks, 1998).

In addition, teachers at the secondary level have put critical literacy ideas to work

in their classrooms. Bill Bigelow, a teacher who situates his curriculum within his

students’ experiences, mentioned that by asking his students to write about their learning

experiences they are allowed to know and appreciate other’s experiences. This dialogue

can give them the confidence to question their own lives and that of different cultural

histories so as to define the world they live in (Bigelow, 1999). Bigelow stated, “When

we neglect to invite students to critique their own lives, we necessarily teach them habits

of not-thinking and not-questioning—we teach them to be morally numb to their

immediate surroundings” (p. 256).

The idea of critical literacy is to empower learners to be able to transform their

own lives and the society in which they live. Linda Christensen (2000), another teacher

who wrote about her classroom practices and her efforts to teach through the lens of

critical literacy for empowerment, explained that rather than just asking her students to

respond to the text or having them evaluate a piece of literature, “critical literacy creates

spaces for students to tackle larger issues that have urgent meaning in their lives” (p.

220). The point is not to teach a book or certain facts, but to engage students in dialogue

that propels them to see the connections between their lives, what they read, and society.

It is also about pushing it a step further and teaching students to question what they

usually accept as status quo. Students are then positioned to express their critique clearly

and work toward reflective action (Christensen, 1999).

Critical literacy can be a means of teaching in classrooms that prepare students to

continue as critical learners beyond school grounds. But because I have seldom seen it
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taken up in school and there is little research of it being practiced as an extracurricular

activity, I wanted to engage this group of young girls in identifying and inquiring about

local issues of importance to them through the after-school PAR project.

LITERACY PRACTICES & IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION

As I suggested earlier, some literacy scholars argue that literacy practices are

interwoven with students’ identity constructions and representations (Egan-Robertson,

1998; Gee, 1996; Heath, 1983; McCarthey & Moje, 2002; Moje, 2002; Street, 1994). As

students read, write, and speak in different contexts, they continually shape how they

think of themselves and their experiences in the world. At the same time, literacy

practices in and out of the classroom are shaped by the identities students have developed

and that they bring to their encounters with text. Thus, I understand identities to be social

constructions that are revised according to the experiences throughout one’s lifetime, and

they are continually reconstructed as individuals consider how they think of themselves

and their place in the world at different times.

Literacy practices are socially and historically situated and they are used by

individuals every day as tools for performing particular identities (McCarthey & Moje,

2002). Influenced by Vygotsky and Bakhtin, Holland and her co-authors (1998) offer an

explanation of identity formation and agency specific to practices (as we can consider

literacy) situated in historically, socially, and culturally constructed worlds. They stated

that individuals are social and cultural beings and therefore their development of self-

understanding is the outcome of living in and around cultural worlds. According to

Holland et al. (1998),

The self is a position from which meaning is made, a position that is “addressed”

by and “answers” others and the “world” (the physical and cultural environment).
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In answering (which is the stuff of existence), the self “authors” the world—

including itself and others. (p. 173)

They added that identities are acted out in “figured worlds,” which they describe

as communities in different shapes that provide a context for action. Figured worlds are

structured by history and power relations; they are socially constructed fields where,

“particular characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to certain acts,

and particular outcomes are valued over others” (p. 52). People use artifacts in figured

worlds as mediators, and it is important to note that these artifacts have a history of

development in relation to what they do, what feelings they evoke, and in what

environments they are used (Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998). Holland and her

colleagues’ (1998) notion of figured worlds and identity provided a view for me to look

at the formation of the girls’ identities, their navigation through figured worlds (i.e.

school, our critical literacy project, their family lives), and their construction of others

and various figured worlds through their concepts of selves.

To explore how adolescents’ identities shape their literacy practices and how their

literacy practices shape who they are, I discuss several studies that highlight these

relationships. Some of the researchers who contribute to my study (Egan-Robertson,

1998; Hagood, 2002; Moje, 2000; Willis, 1995) use the term identity in their work, but

some have also used different terms to reflect aspects of identity, such as personhood,

selfhood, and subjectivities. Although these terms are not used interchangeably, they are

used to talk about how we represent ourselves at different times in relation to literacy

learning.

Literacy researcher Moje (2000) in her work with gang-related adolescents,

supports the belief that youth occupy subject positions, and that they position themselves

and are positioned by others through situations that create different and conflicting
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subjectivities. Moje (2000) explored how the youth in her study used unsanctioned

literacy practices, such as graffiti and note writing to tell stories about their lives, “rather

than be passive watchers or listeners of someone else’s story” (p. 680). Her data showed

that the youth used literacy to “claim a space, construct an identity, and take a social

position in their worlds” (p. 651). However, in this study, others considered their literacy

practices as unrelated to school or violent and deviant. She argued that the unsanctioned

literacy practices of marginalized students should be viewed as tools, rather than as acts

of deviance—that we should be aware of the power of their practices (Moje, 2000).

Earlier, I mentioned Egan-Robertson’s work with middle-school girls. She used

the word personhood to consider the possible identities available for these girls to take

up. Students in Egan-Robertson’s (1998) study were introduced to the work of other

student-ethnographers and then did different types of writing, composing questions they

wanted to research, field notes, memos, and interviews. Once they analyzed their data,

students published their reports in an edited volume, which they presented to the public.

The inquiry led the students to new insights about themselves, their relationships, and

how culture, language, and power relationships are constructed, supported, or contested.

The students were also impressed with their own work and thought that their teachers and

peers would be as surprised with them identifying themselves as writers since they were

associated with being in the lowest track at school. Egan-Robertson (1998) explained that

the students’ comments can be interpreted as their “personhood.” She stated that,

“Attention to how personhood was being defined provided a means for restructuring

literacy teaching and learning in ways that resulted in students gaining access to valued

educational opportunities” (p. 480). The writing club in this study can be seen as a wedge

in the curriculum used to help teachers construct learning experiences that acknowledged

and built on the idea that literacy practices could also be associated with ideological
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notions of students’ personhoods, and that within their personhoods they could take up

new positions as writers.

Neilsen (1998) also wrote about the interconnectedness of literacy and identity in

her study of two adolescents across a few years. She showed how it is that young people

try multiple and often conflicting identities as they work to find a place in the world

through their reading and discussion of literature. As she listened to two students talk

about their perspectives on literacy in their lives, she noticed how they used certain texts

to imagine possibilities, resist social and cultural definitions, and to give meaning to their

lives. Her research implied that encounters with text in everyday life work to shape

readers and writers’ identities and that they are an ongoing process. Her study speaks to

the need for teachers to understand how the texts that students read are of great

importance to them, and that they continually work to construct their identities (Neilsen,

1998). While examining the intersection of critical literacy with the formations of self,

Hagood (2002) wrote about texts differently. She used the example of Timony, a student

whose teachers defined as rebellious or troubled because of the popular culture literacy

practices he used in school. One of the things they attributed negative meaning to was

Timony’s choice of topics for literacy assignments because they represented depictions of

disturbed teenagers. However, when Timony talked about the uses of those texts he did

not illustrate the same identity. Trying to make a distinction between identity and

subjectivity, Hagood (2002) argued that it is the reader who holds power and is the focus

of the study of the formation of self, not the texts he or she reads. She explained, “The

subject—the reader—has authority and agency to determine how texts are used” (p.256).

Identities and literacies are also forged and practiced within relationships of race,

class, and gender (among other relationships). Ferdman (1990) suggested that literacy

and culture are tightly related because a person’s identification with an ethnic or cultural

group is connected to their perception of literacy. How people think of themselves in
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relationship to their ethnic group and society can change and be changed by becoming

and being literate (Ferdman, 1990). Because literacy is culturally defined, people of

different cultures will have different views of literacy, which presents us with the

possibility that one’s cultural identity can be affirmed or invalidated during literacy

events. For example, while studying her third-grade son, Willis (1995) questioned how

the cultural practices of African American students are negated as subjects for

compositions at school, which in turn influence students’ sense of personhood. She wrote

about how literacy practices can constrain identity representations when she recognized

that her son felt that he could not draw on his experiences as an African American male

in order to write an essay because his peers and teacher would not understand its

significance (Willis, 1995). Since literacy is culturally defined, individuals of different

cultures will vary in how they view literate practices, and this in turn will influence how

they engage in these literacy activities. If we are to achieve literacy acquisition for all

students then we need to acknowledge and fully understand the relationships between

literacy and culture (Ferdman, 1990).

Finders’ (1997) study looked at how adolescent girls construct gendered identities

through literacy practices. She documented the literate lives of two groups of junior high

school girlfriends, the social queens and the tough cookies. She claimed that within the

two groups, “literacy was a means of self-representation. Identification with and division

from friendship circles might be accomplished by carrying a particular book or folding a

note in a particular manner” (Finders, 1997). Literacy choices by gender also reaffirmed

self-identity, with girls choosing novels, while boys chose newspapers and sports books.

Finders (1997) suggested that we think about examining the social, historical, and

cultural motivations of particular roles that we make available in literacy activities and

classrooms in order to revise those roles to create less simplistic notions of gendered

identities in schools and society.
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This body of research, examining the relation between literacy practices and

identities, posits that identities are always under construction as individuals reconsider

how they think of themselves and their places in the world as they engage in literacy

practices and opportunities. This literature is relevant to and frames my research because

I was studying how adolescent girls shape their identities through critical literacy

practices, as well as how their developing identities shaped their project. The girls took

up different identities depending on the different practices and texts used throughout our

project meetings. And conversely, who the girls were at different stages throughout the

semester, shaped the direction in which the project went as well.

RACE, CLASS, GENDER AND IDENTITY

In the previous section the discussion of identity was tied to literacy, but I’d like

to focus now on how identities are constructed and practiced within relationships of race,

class, and gender. Aligning myself with feminist scholars (Anzaldúa, 1999; Beattie,

2000; J. Bettie, 2000; Julie Bettie, 2003; hooks, 1990; Lather, 1992), I acknowledge that

these relationships intersect and are always produced in relationship to one another in the

social realm. Gender represents only one part of the individual, and its influence on one’s

sense of self is not isolated from the social constructs of class and race. I do not mean to

tease these factors apart, but for the sake of studying some of the literature relevant to my

research they might be looked at separately. Race, class, gender and identity relationships

are important to consider as the participants in the study were Mexican-origin girls from

working class families and in examining their constructions of identities through our

project their experiences of race, class, and gender were integral to who they were and

who they will be.
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Identity has often been simplified into one characteristic. One way of talking

about identity is as if it is a category, saying who we are and taking from our class,

gender, or race to help define ourselves. Another way is to recognize that it is an

incomplete and continuous process (Yon, 2000). Yon’s (2000) ethnography in a Toronto

high school showed that adolescents are continually in the process of negotiating their

identities. How the youth talked about race and culture in relation to themselves and

others depended on the context. Yon (2000) noted that the students shifted positions,

constructing their identities in response or opposition to the limits of class, race, and

gender. As noted earlier, Holland et al. (1998) also explained identities as social positions

that are named and conducted in many figured worlds, each of which provide the

contexts of meaning and action. When identity is conceptualized as static and bounded,

there isn’t the acknowledgement of the continuum of experience and relative sameness

and difference (Julie Bettie, 2003). As Gonzalez (2001) asserted, youths define

themselves in multiple and complex ways, and therefore their identities are fluid and they

are exposed to multiple identities within their own community. This suggests that instead

of choosing between assimilation and cultural maintenance, students can mix cultural

elements and in the process develop a critical perspective on their own and others’

cultures (Anzaldúa, 1987; Davidson, 1996). For example, the students in Foley’s (1991)

study were academically successful Mexican Americans who integrated Chicano cultural

forms of expression with traditional Mexican and pro-academic behaviors.

Individual’s ability to define their identity in different ways in order to fit into

various settings and cultural contexts can be associated with their quest to survive and

succeed by resisting complete assimilation into the mainstream community and

continuing to contribute to the primary cultural community (Trueba, 2002). Some

Mexican-American students view their success as a way of disproving White stereotypes

about them. Instead of seeing it as level of assimilation, it is a way to reject the stereotype
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without resisting educational mobility (Julie Bettie, 2003; Matute-Bianchi, 1991).

Anzaldúa (1987) phrased this as “mestiza consciousness,” a tolerance for contradictions

and an ability to juggle cultures.

The construct of culture has also been problematized in current educational

theorizing (N. González, 2004). When scholars refer to biculturalism as managing

primary and secondary cultures (Darder, 1991) or border crossing (Giroux, 1992), they

may suggest a dichotomous picture if they do not consider contradiction and overlap as

cultures come in contact with one another. McCarthy (1998) stated that researchers tend

to essentialize by treating social groups as stable and homogeneous entities, putting racial

groups, such as Hispanics all in one category as if they all share the same set of “cultural”

characteristics. Reductionism also causes concern, when culture is decontextualized and

marked down to one thing, such as race or language and ignores others, such as gender

(McCarthy, 1998).

The idea of culture has proved problematic in the education arena because for the

most part culture has focused on how shared norms shape individual behavior (N.

González, 2001). The notions of the boundedness of culture have opened up ideas of

hybridity as a counterdiscourse and as figurative borderlands that imply a third space in

which students draw from mixed conventions that do not conform to the fixed boundaries

(N. González, 2004; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Alvarez, 2001). One example

comes from the Mexican-American girls in Bettie’s (2003) study who not only showed

many differences between them, but their lives challenged common ideas about the

Mexican-American culture.

Some studies about adolescent students have brought attention to the ways that

these youth define themselves in society and develop their sense of identity based on the

intersections of race, class, and gender. Bettie’s (2003) ethnographic study of working-

class White and Mexican American girls in a California high school looked at how these
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girls understood class differences and how their families’ class location and racial

identity shaped their perceptions of social differences at school and about their futures.

Her work revealed that girls’ “performances of identity” were complex and that the girls

she studied formed their identities in opposition to one another as different girls. She also

reported on how school officials misunderstood the girls’ performances of race and class

membership. For example, the fact that the girls would be workers one day was

overlooked when school officials interpreted girls’ makeup and clothing choices as

having to do with their interest in boys and sex. Bettie (2003) noted that those practices

were as much about their identity as members of the working class or of a racial group.

Luttrell (2003) also focused on how gender, race, and class, as well as sexual

identities are formed and transformed as part of the schooling of pregnant teens. Luttrell

(2003) studied thirty working-class teenagers who chose to go back to school to receive

their high school diploma. By encouraging them to express who they were through self

discovery assignments, she was able to explore connections among gender, race, and

class, and she found that no one element alone could account for the experiences that the

teens wrote about their days in school (Luttrell, 2003).

These scholars’ work on identity in relation to race, class, and gender are useful in

that they highlight the multidimensionality of all the factors working on girls.

Considering the concepts of contradictory messages (Yon, 2000), cultural flexibility

(Trueba, 2002), and figured worlds (Holland, Lachiotte et al., 1998) made me aware that

the girls would be engaged in complex and dynamic relationships and that it was not just

gender, or class, or ethnicity, or a language (among other factors) that influence how the

girls represent themselves in middle school, but that they are all critical factors. We

cannot oversimplify the complex realities of individuals. We should consider that they do

not gain something and lose something else (like language or culture), but that they adapt
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practices from different fields depending on the figured worlds they take up throughout

their lives.

For this research study, I chose to engage in Participatory action research (PAR)2

both as a method and a perspective because it seemed to be a fitting vehicle through

which I could draw on the theories discussed above. To begin, sociocultural theorists of

literacy maintain that literacy practices are not apolitical, but are in fact implicated in

power relations (Gee, 1996; Street, 1995). Similarly, PAR assumes that there is a political

nature to everything we do, and because the girls and I engaged in literacy practices

within the PAR frame, our work had implications for how power was distributed in our

project and in society (Maguire, 1987).

Secondly, just as critical theorists posit that to understand our position in the

world we must first understand our reality (Freire, 1970; Giroux, 1987b), PAR

researchers base their research on people’s understanding of their lives and social

problems (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2000). PAR and critical literacy researchers, alike, are

primarily concerned with social justice issues and in social-change-oriented agendas by

having students/participants be actors on the world. The goal of both PAR and critical

literacy is that people work together toward understanding, or conscientization, in order

to provoke change in their world (Freire, 1982; Freire & Macedo, 1987).

Because PAR is a social process that studies the relationship between the

individual and the social, and it engages people in studying the way they interpret

themselves, their actions, and interactions with others, the relationship between literacy

and identities was able to be studied through this PAR venue (Kemmis & McTaggert,

2000). Identities shaped and were shaped by our critical literacy practices in our project

as the girls were trying to understand their social positions, as well as social constraints

(McCarthey & Moje, 2002). Finally, PAR provided me with the tools and space to be

2A more thorough discussion of PAR can be found in Chapter 3 and Chapter 5.
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able to study how we generate knowledge as we draw on categories with which we

identify ourselves with and within those that we have been classified, such as race, class,

and gender. Even though PAR will be discussed more extensively in the next chapter and

in Chapter Five, I wanted to acknowledge why I have drawn on the theories discussed

here, and how their interrelationships can be connected within the PAR realm.
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Chapter 3

Method

Zena: You know what I wish? I wish that all Mexicans could take over the U.S., this
White people palace, place, whatever…just move it over to the Mexicans. And I
will be the leader.

Jennifer: I’ll help you.

My purpose in this section is to describe the data collection and analysis process

that I used in this study, to examine how a group of adolescent sixth-grade Mexican-

origin girls talked about their experiences and literacy practices as part of “reading” the

world to begin to explore and connect the social and political nature of their lives to the

limits and possibilities that make up the larger society. The excerpt above is taken from

our work in this participatory action research project the girls and I explored together. I

share it here to give you an idea of how the girls were reading the world and the way in

which they desired to rewrite it.

Based on the theoretical assumptions on which I framed this qualitative study, I

thought the use of ethnographic methods of inquiry would help me understand the

relationships in question. To conduct this qualitative study, I developed a research project

with the participants that we worked on throughout the spring 2005 semester. The girls

who had parental permission and were interested in learning about and conducting

research on an issue of significance to them convened for two hours a week on Mondays

between February and June, 2005 for approximately twelve meetings. As a participant

observer, I conducted focus group meetings, formal and informal interviews with the

participants and some of their families, and with their language arts/science teacher. I
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also observed and took field notes once a week in their sixth-grade language arts and

science classes through the spring semester of their last year at Washington Elementary.

SETTING

The school where the study took place is Washington Elementary, a Pre-K-6

urban school located in a central Texas city. The school is part of a predominantly Latino

and African American community and is situated off a boulevard, just a few blocks from

a major interstate highway. It is located in a commercial area populated by strip malls,

convenience stores, and fast-food chain restaurants. The school also sits in a high-

poverty, high-crime area where often time prostitutes and homeless people can be seen at

the intersection of the highway and the adjacent street.

Washington Elementary is one of the few elementary schools in the area that still

houses a sixth-grade. Its sixth-grade classes are part of a magnet program that focuses on

sciences. Students must apply and be accepted to this program in order to attend. The five

girls whom I studied had been accepted on the basis of their grades and merit. As of

2005, the student ethnicity at Washington consisted of 82% Hispanic, 12% African

American, 5% White, and <1% Asian/Pacific Islander. Of the students, 93% were

considered economically disadvantaged and 60% of them were labeled Limited English

Proficient students. The teacher ethnicity consisted of 64% White, 32% Hispanic, 2%

African American, and 2% Asian/Pacific Islander.

PARTICIPANTS

The five girls who participated in this study previously met as part of a pregnancy

prevention program with other groups where they discussed pregnancy and other issues

they were faced with as pre-adolescents. When I first started having lunch on a weekly



39

basis with the girls who had agreed to meet throughout the school year, they expressed

what they wanted to accomplish in our sessions. They essentially wanted to talk about

issues that concerned them, their friends, and families. Throughout the first semester of

the 2004-2005 school year, the girls brought up topics such as teen pregnancy, family

alcoholism, loss of home language, race relations, and life goals. I too expressed to them

what my goals were for our meetings—that we get the opportunity to study some of the

issues that concerned them in depth. My intent in doing a self/community-based project

with the girls was twofold. If given the chance to study issues that related to them, how

would they use this opportunity to interpret or “read” the world, as well as how would

they re(construct) their identities for themselves and each other? The questions focused

on my interest in examining issues of identity as they relate to literacy education

(McCarthey & Moje, 2002; Street, 1994).

The five girls defined themselves as Mexican-origin individuals attending U.S.

public school and as having strong family ties to different parts of Mexico. Most were

born here, but two of them said they were born in Mexican states. They are all bilingual

and speak Spanish in their homes. Their Latino status is important to note because a

substantial portion of the Latino population does not perform well on academic tasks and

tests (Valencia, 1991b). Unequal education experiences for Latinos can sometimes be

revealed when the language and literacy practices valued in students’ homes and

communities are subverted when schooling does not take students’ cultural backgrounds

and experiences into account (Heath, 1983). Hence, my interest in this population of

students lies in the tension between these students’ need to create identities that are

relevant to their own experiences and the demands made upon them to define themselves

according to school and others’ expectations.

The following are brief commentaries on the girls in order to show them as

distinctive individuals. The names used for the participants are pseudonyms. Although
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they shared several social characteristics mentioned above, they are unique in many

ways. I wanted to introduce them here in order to give the reader some contextual

information before they read about the work these girls did together.

Jennifer. Jennifer was the only participant in our group who was a second-

generation American. Her mother was born and raised in the Texas Valley, and she had

never met her biological father. Jennifer’s mother was married to her stepfather, and

together the couple had a little boy who was three years old. The four of them lived in a

small two-bedroom house north of town in a suburban area. She was the only participant

who did not live in the Washington neighborhood. The family had moved in the middle

of the school year, and Jennifer stayed on at Washington because her teacher, Ms.

Hickman, had offered to take her to and from school so that she could finish the school

year with her peers. Ms. Hickman told me she lived close enough to Jennifer and that it

was probably more of an inconvenience for Jennifer because she had to wait an hour, or

longer sometimes, until her teacher was ready to go home. On the days of our project

meetings, I took her home.

Jennifer considered herself a “good” student because she always passed all

subjects and because she did everything that was required of her. However, she thought

school was boring and often finished all her homework before the school day was over.

Jennifer told me, “I think like if I put a focus on what I want to do, like I’ll get like good

grades and everything. But like if I really don’t care I might get like C’s or something

like that, but I always try to get above 70’s…but sometimes, in class I get a little bit crazy

and just like goof around and everything but I still get good grades.” Jennifer wanted to

study to be a doctor but admitted that studying for many years and having to be “real

smart” discouraged her. Later in the school year, she stated that perhaps she would study

to be a nurse instead.
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Jennifer had a close relationship with her mother but did not get along with her

stepfather. Her mother was very open with her and talked to Jennifer candidly about sex

and her own life experiences. Jennifer stated that her mother tried to discourage her from

making the same mistakes her mother had throughout her life. Jennifer frequently talked

about her family and her arguments with her stepfather. Some of their discussions

concerned the “control” he held over her mother. He did not allow her mother to work

outside of the home or to buy things for Jennifer, which added to her resentment.

However, Jennifer was very fond of her grandmother and often told us about the

things her grandmother did for her. She explained, “Yeah, mi (my) grandma, ella es la

que me compra mis (she is the one who buys me my) shoes, mis (my) clothes and

everything, and she was buying all my stuff pero (but) like she’s not going to work any

more. So whenever she has money she tries to buy me whatever I need.” Her

grandmother had crossed the Rio Bravo as a young Mexican immigrant and had recently

worked as a janitor/food assistant at a dorm cafeteria at a university until she lost her job.

Jennifer never hesitated to share any of her stories with us and they usually revolved

around her family life.

Maria Elena. Maria Elena was one of two participants in our group who were

immigrants from Mexico. She crossed the border with false documents a few years earlier

and once told us that she still remembered how scared she was that day. She came with

her family when she was eight years-old and was amused by her mother, who argued

with school officials for Maria Elena to be placed in the third grade, “where she

belonged.” The school she attended wanted to place her in second grade, most

presumably because of her lack of English proficiency. It seemed to me that she wore her

Spanish language proudly, but that it was simultaneously the source of her silence in our

group, as well as several discussions with her teacher, Ms. Hickman. However, Maria
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Elena was also shy and did not like thinking that she would be in a picture or video when

we considered what kind of a product we would put together for our project. Maria Elena

told us that her mother wanted her to be part of this project because “she didn’t want to

have to be explaining these things to her,” and that she attended because she had to learn

more about the things we were talking about in order “to protect [her]self.”

Although Maria Elena was the quietest girl in our meetings, she never missed one

session and was always the first one there to set up for us. At the end of our meetings, she

helped me carry my materials out to the car. I gave her a ride home most of the time

because she walked home after school. She lived in a yellow duplex her family rented,

and her mother sometimes waited for her outside. One day she told me the only way she

could stay after school that Monday for our project was if her younger brother could stay

too. She acted as if she were his mother by feeding him, scolding him, and giving him

paper to draw or write on during our meeting.

Maria Elena sometimes vocalized her feelings about loss of home country and a

way of life she missed. She once said she felt caged in the United States because her

parents would not let her walk in the neighborhood or go to the store alone. In Mexico,

she could walk to the store even as a young girl, without worry. She felt as though she

had been uprooted, and was now disoriented as she struggled in this unfamiliar place.

She did not like school and her relationship with Ms. Hickman, her teacher,

seemed strained in addition. While I was in her class, Maria Elena got scolded several

times for speaking Spanish. She was also rewarded when she spoke English. At lunch one

day she mentioned her teacher had put a star next to her name in a folder or chart to

indicate that she had gone through the day without speaking Spanish. When I asked her

what was the most important thing she had learned that school year, she replied, “How to

read more English. Si, por que la maestra me regaña. (Yes, because the teacher scolds

me). Maybe I try hard in school pero le puedo poner mas ganas si yo quisiera (but I can
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put more effort into it if I wanted to).” In reference to her Spanish language she stated,

“Se ríen de uno. Se ríen, se burlan. ¿Que será de mí? (They laugh at you. They laugh,

they make fun. What will become of me?) I don’t like to talk.”

Zena. Zena was a first-generation Mexican American student who did very well

in school and who considered herself to be on a definite college trajectory. She talked

about wanting to be an obstetrician quite often and stated that it was one of the reasons

for her wanting us to study teen pregnancy. She was considered, unofficially, as the

project leader of our group and my guess was that among other students, as well. She was

the most outspoken of the participants; she was opinionated and had no reservations

about sharing her thoughts with us, even when others did not agree with her. She was the

participant who I knew the longest because she was the only girl who had been a part of

the previous year’s group. She is also the only participant I am in touch with today. The

first year I knew her, she often asked me if her two best friends could join us. While I had

met those friends, Celita and Ana, they did not join us until the following school year, the

year our project took place.

Zena lived a few blocks from Washington with her parents and her three sisters.

They lived in a house her father had built for them and where extended family stayed

with them for months at a time. She described her parents as hard working and spiritual.

She frequently expressed to us that her parents were strict and held very high

expectations for her and her sisters. She explained, “Uh, I’m very applied at school but

sometimes I get…sometimes, I’m not thinking about school and I start thinking about

other things and just really don’t care about the grades or anything. And at the end I know

that I’m the one that’s going to get damaged because my daddy is all about school. He

doesn’t care about nothing. School is better than health to him. You have to be smart and

if you’re not the best in your class he looks at you…I feel like he looks down at me.”
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Zena was well known at Washington, possibly because she had three other sisters

who attended or were alumni of the school. It could have also been because she was in

what seemed like every extra-curricular activity at the school. Although she excelled at

her studies, she stated she was regularly bored in class. She told us, “Because they don’t

give me time to participate. When I was in first-grade and second-grade I learned how to

participate. I feel bad because I look back in the years that they actually made you

participate, you know, go up to the board or you know, talk to the class about…do a

presentation and stuff like that, you know. I would never like to do that, and now I regret

not doing it because now they don’t want you to do it any more. They just want you to

know what’s in the textbooks and then that’s all.” Even though Zena did not “participate”

in class, which I witnessed, she made up for it in our group meetings. I credit her for

initiating some of the more critical dialogue in our project work.

Celita. Celita was born in Mexico and came to Texas with her parents when she

was a baby. She did not recall crossing the river but she told us her mother would recount

stories of when she had to float across the river in an inner tube with her baby in her

arms. Celita lived a couple of blocks from Washington with her parents and younger

siblings. She frequently spoke of her visits to Mexico and other parts of the U.S. to visit

relatives with enthusiasm.

She was the participant I felt I knew the least. She was quite outspoken in our

lunch and project sessions but only attended about half our focus group meetings because

she had another activity she was obligated to the first part of the semester. I had told the

girls who wanted to join our research group, but could not, to come by whenever they had

a chance and Celita took me up on it. She stated that she thought we needed to talk about

the things we were covering in our meetings because “other people don’t understand and
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it feels different here cause over there you’re surrounded by boys and everything and

they’re really not mature and it’s hard to talk about these issues.”

Celita was involved in several after-school activities, just as one of her best

friends, Zena. She was a very hard-working student and we often heard her talk about her

grades and about getting into a “good” school. She initially did not get accepted into the

magnet middle school all the girls had applied to, and she was very disappointed because

she would not be able to join Zena and Ana, her “best friends.” When I asked her about

how she viewed herself as a student she responded, “I think I’m…well, I’m not a perfect

student uh, and not perfect, ok in grades, not necessarily good, good grades but uh, I

think I’m working myself up to the top.” Even though she worked hard at school, she did

not seem to be as successful at school as her friends were. Toward the end of the school

year, I noticed Celita was a little less motivated than normal. When I talked to her about

it, she replied apathetically, “I mean my home is like a slack and school is like a boring

place, where you know, you have to go…it’s just what’s right for you and if you don’t do

it you know you just feel bad…cause your mom and dad.”

Ana. Ana was a first-generation Mexican American born to Mexican parents who

had first immigrated to Florida and then later migrated to Texas. She lived in the

Washington neighborhood with her parents, an older brother and sister, and a younger

brother in an apartment. She often had to take care of her little brother, like her “older

sister had to take care of [her].” She was one of the quieter participants, and I sometimes

thought she was shy, but her behavior was not consistent. I read some of her hesitance to

speak in our meetings as a lack of self-confidence because she mentioned several times

that she did not participate in class because she was afraid to say the wrong thing. She

stated, “The teacher…you know I get scared that she might think bad about me.” I always

found this surprising since she excelled at her studies and was very articulate. In addition,
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her teacher had mentioned that from our group, Ana was the student with the highest

grades.

Nonetheless, she did participate in our meetings and added to our discussions. Her

older brother and his girlfriend had become pregnant as teenagers. And her brother’s

girlfriend had moved into their home as they prepared for the birth of the baby, but she

ended up having a miscarriage. Ana’s story about her brother seemed to bring in a

different perspective to our study of Latina teen pregnancy that I had not expected. She

added to our dialogue by introducing the topic of health care and the girls had much to

discuss around this subject matter.

One thing I noticed Ana enjoyed talking about was art and art projects she had

participated in. She was also energetic about putting some kind of a product together for

our project. She talked about taking photographs and maybe directing a video, insinuating

she wanted to take charge. Even though she did very well in school she said she thought

it was boring. When I asked her what she would change about school to make it more

interesting, she answered, “Like just anything…well I was going to help out to paint in

the festival…well, I did help out. I was so excited. Social studies, sometimes is ok, I

mean science, when we do experiments. We haven’t really done any this year, but last

year in fifth-grade I always wanted to come to school because we would do

experiments.”

DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

Participatory Action Research

Although I had some preliminary data from a pilot study I conducted in spring

and fall 2004, I officially began collecting data in January through June 2005.

Throughout the spring, I worked with the girls on a participatory action research project,
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and the bulk of the data for this research is taken from our project. Participatory action

research (PAR) had the potential to add to my inquiry because it differs from

conventional research by at least three attributes that I believe can benefit the

participants: shared ownership of the research study, community-based analysis of social

problems, and an orientation toward action (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2000). This kind of

research, not always done under the PAR name, stems from people reflecting critically

about social issues and wanting to change the way things are (Freire, 1970). It was

Freire’s writings that encouraged me to inquire about PAR, but also to see what I could

learn from conducting an “activist” research project. While there is no formula or neat

map to follow during the PAR process, it is thought to entail a spiral of self-reflective

cycles (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2000, 2005). It is a social process that studies the

relationship between the individual and the social; it engages people in studying the way

they interpret themselves, their actions, and interactions with others; it attempts to help

people explore the ways in which their practices are framed and constrained by broader

social structures, as well as to consider whether they can break from social constraints.

The success of PAR cannot be measured by whether the participants go through a series

of steps, but whether they find a strong sense of development through their practices and

understandings (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2000).

The idea of action research began in the United States with social psychologist

Kurt Lewin. It was his work that started varying action research projects in different

disciplines (McTaggert, 1997). In the 1940’s he made a space to integrate science and

practice by insisting that research and action be linked in order to understand social

processes. He described action research as a series of spiral steps, which are made up of

planning, acting, observing, and evaluating results of action. A group identifies

problem(s) collectively understood as a concern in their community, and the group

decides what kind of work is to be done to improve the problem(s) (Kemmis &
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McTaggert, 2000; McTaggert, 1997). Latin American theorists, such as Freire and Fals-

Borda, eventually took up Lewin’s ideas by challenging traditional education and having

people themselves create scientific knowledge as they combined social research and

political action (Maguire, 1987). PAR became understood as a process that engaged

community members while ensuring that they create knowledge, and in turn take action

to better their lives, the goal being to empower themselves (Brydon-Miller, 2001;

Maguire, 1987).

Leaning on the above-mentioned theorists, Brydon-Miller (2001) and Maguire

(1987) described PAR as a process of research, education, and action, and one in which

the participants are given an opportunity to take an active role in studying issues that

affect them and their communities. To start, a group, with a researcher, names a problem

in their community that they want to help change. Collectively, they attempt to

understand why the problem exists, and they further investigate, through research

methods, how they are tied to the problem, as it is part of social reality. The educational

component of PAR refers to the information that the group builds together by being part

of the research process. “Research is demystified by involving people in deciding what to

investigate, what questions to ask, how to gather information, and how to organize and

use information” (Maguire, 1987, p. 30). As the participants learn about research they

become aware of their resources (such as their knowledge) that they can use to facilitate

action in their community (Maguire, 1987).3

I proposed that as a group, the five girls and I think realistically about where they

had been, where they were when we began our research together, how things came to be

that way, and from these starting points, think about how things could change (that is, if

we wanted them to). Through PAR, I meant for the participants to have the opportunity to

3 I will comment on more current and closer-aligned studies in chapter five as well as continue to talk about
principles
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give attention to their interests, their values, themselves. We initially engaged in dialogue

to identify issues in the girls’ lives, some of them as blurry as who they were.

Throughout the first semester of the school year, I always opened our lunch

meetings by asking the girls how they were doing. The girls’ sharing about their lives in

and out of school always swallowed the first twenty minutes of our meetings. In addition,

I made it routine to share a piece of literature with them during the second half of their

lunchtime. After my brief reading, the girls were invited to respond to the literature in the

shape of feelings, comments, associations, etc. I let them do most of the talking, but I

noticed myself asking further questions, so as to unveil more of their thinking. I chose the

readings according to what they had talked about in the past. For example, on one

occasion, Zena opened our meeting by telling the group that she felt that she and her

cousins had been victims of racial profiling when policemen questioned them. We only

talked about it briefly as everyone had something to say about their weekend. However,

the following week, I brought in a short piece about Mexican youth being accused of

being in a gang because they always “hung out” together (DeStigter, 2001). I considered

our discussions to be critical literacy in practice as we “chipped away” at a moment,

whether it was their experience or my text, by asking questions about existing social

issues that affected them and how they saw themselves.

When we opened the spring semester as a group, we reflected on our past

discussions and thought about one problem in their community that we wanted to study

further. We adopted and refined a collective research question and thought about how we

would collect data to approach our research. We planned to meet two hours a week to

share some methods of data collection, such as interviewing, observations, and

journaling, as well as to reflect constantly on what we would be learning. I thought that

this research process could help them establish individual critical consciousness and

encourage them to nurture a shared consciousness among the group too—one of the goals
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being to learn to question and address their interests, as well as to redefine their

intellectual sensibility through their project experience.

Of the different topics4 we discussed throughout the fall semester, the girls

decided that they wanted to further study teen pregnancy. We covered the different

possibilities for our research, and the girls collectively concluded that they would study

teen pregnancy among Latina girls since they felt it was a problem in their community.

The question they crafted together was: Why do Latinas have the highest teen pregnancy

rate in the United States? As they worked on answering their question, I worked on

answering one of mine: What happens when we come together to enact critical literacy

in the shape of participatory action research to engage in possible revisions of the world

and ourselves? School typically does not provide avenues for critical analysis of the

limitations in one’s life, and so I wondered if and how our discussions of real issues

surrounding my participants actually threatened the status quo and potentially disrupted

present inequalities. Or would the process work mostly to influence these girls to

question their positions and identities?

Through this work, I did not want to imply that because people lack power they

should have empowerment given to them, which may be suggested by the PAR

framework. I did not believe that power or knowledge would be given to the participants

by me, the researcher. The knowledge, I hoped, would come from working

collaboratively together on this research project.

My research was grounded in ethnographic methods. Ethnographic researchers try

to understand the cultural practices of a particular group, as well as the results of being

part of that group and how the discriminatory access within the group may or may not

create spaces for participation and learning (Erickson, 1986; Green, Dixon, & Zaharlick,

4 The girls considered doing their research on other topics, such as loss of their Spanish language, family
alcoholism, and family histories because we had discussed these issues at length. They ultimately chose to
study Latina teen pregnancy.
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2003). The ethnographic researcher also strives for an insider’s perspective by trying to

understand oneself as he or she understands others.

After-School PAR Project Focus Groups

The majority of the data collected for this study came from what can be

considered focus group meetings. Focus groups are known as sites where pedagogy,

politics, and interpretive inquiry intersect (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005). They are

thought to be particularly useful for exploring social discourses within a group that is

constructing meaning together because the dynamics that make up the social practices

within the group are observable. In addition, focus groups are thought to work well for

problem-posing pedagogies because “real-world” problems require community

knowledge, and they cannot be solved by individuals (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p.

903). Another function of focus groups noted by feminist traditions is that they

often result in the sharing of similar stories of everyday experiences of struggle,

rage, and the like, [and] they often end up validating individual voices that had

previously been constructed within and through mainstream discourses as

idiosyncratic, selfish, and even evil. (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005, p. 897-98)

These functions of focus groups seemed appropriate for the kind of praxis-oriented

research project the girls and I would work on together.

The five participants and I agreed to hold our project focus group meetings on

Mondays, after-school. Washington dismissed its students at 2:45 and the group and I

met on campus from 3:00-4:30 in the afternoon. I provided snacks for the girls, and they

ate while I set up some of my materials. We were allowed to meet in a small room next to

the principal’s office, which was typically reserved for meetings and conferences. We
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also met for lunch on Mondays with the three other girls who were invited to work on

this project but could not attend our after-school focus group meetings for varying

reasons mentioned in the introduction. During our lunchtime on Mondays, the

participants and I prepared for our afternoon meetings and shared what we were learning

with the other three girls who were not researching with us.

Ethnographic Interviews

Interviewing participants is vital to understanding their experiences and their

interpretations of what is occurring because it gives the researcher an opportunity to learn

about what is not apparent and to consider alternative explanations of what is (Weiss,

1994). I additionally conducted semi-structured, formal, and open-ended informal

interviews throughout my data collection. Initial interviews with the girls were done prior

to the spring semester while I conducted a pilot study with the group. Some of these were

in the form of focus groups to get to know the girls and to get a general idea of what the

participants were interested in talking and studying about. Through these group

interviews, I also got a comprehensive perception about their experiences in and out of

school.

In the spring, I conducted two more formal interviews with individual participants

to explore questions that were generated from our work on the PAR project, our spring

semester conversations, and my classroom observations of their language arts and

sciences classes. I also attempted to interview the girls’ parents to inquire about their

views of the magnet program, their perceptions of the girls’ identities, and their

expectations for their children, but coordinating schedules with them proved difficult.

However, I was able to interview Jennifer’s parents at their house and had shorter

informal interviews with Zena’s and Maria Elena’s mothers at the school. Ana’s mother
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refused to be interviewed, and Celita’s mother did not have time to meet. I also

conducted one formal interview with their language arts/science teacher, Ms. Hickman, at

the end of the school year, in order to ask about her perceptions of each participant. I had

several informal talks with her as well since I was in her class once a week during the

spring semester. All interviews were audio-taped and transcribed. While these interviews

guided my interpretation, especially in getting to know the girls’ other social contexts

besides the ones I knew them in, a great deal of this information is not presented in this

narrative.

Participant Observations

In ethnographic fieldwork, the researcher consciously observes the setting,

participants, events, and actions in order to learn and to make the strange familiar

(Glesne, 1999). Flexibility is an issue too, and a difficult one, as the researcher is required

continually to question her own assumptions (Erickson, 1986). Spradley (1980) and

Glesne (1999) contended that the ethnographic observer is always a participant but that

the role may be taken up in a number of ways so that the extent to which the researcher

can be a participant and an observer are always being negotiated. I was a participant

observer at the school when I went to Washington every Monday to observe the girls in

their classrooms.

Originally, my intention was to be an observer in the girls’ language arts classes

at least two times a week throughout the spring semester. However, Ms. Hickman, their

teacher, allowed me to be present only once a week all morning. The Monday mornings

consisted of a science class and two language arts classes. I had not intended to observe

their science class, but it happened to be held between the two language arts classes I was

observing. On Mondays, I arrived at 8:00 a.m. and remained in the girls’ classroom until

their lunch break. I then lined up with the class to go to lunch with them, and the
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participants and I would grab lunch and head to the conference room where we met to

plan for our afternoon focus group meetings. In my observations, the participants were

divided into two groups. One group was considered to be the higher-achieving group,

which consisted of four out of the five participants. I observed their language arts class

first thing in the morning, followed by their science class. I then observed the “lower”

group’s language arts class. Maria Elena, was the only participant who belonged to the

“lower” group. The other three girls who had lunch with us, but were not part of our

research project, were also in the same group with Maria Elena.

The primary aim of my classroom observations was to observe and record

classroom discussions, particularly as they pertained to critical literacy and cultural

identity issues. I focused on how the girls interacted with the curriculum, their teacher,

and surroundings. These observations were mostly used to see if and how any of their in-

class discussions and activities complemented our research project outside of school. I

also observed the students in the practice of research where the interrogation and creation

of texts were involved. However, depending on my level of engagement with the group, I

took varying degrees of notes, of necessity some were more detailed than others.

Field Notes

In order to obtain information of the ongoing events of life within a particular

group, the researcher takes fieldnotes, as well as collects writings produced by group

members (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995). The researcher observes, learns, and writes

down in systematic ways, marking her as more of an observer than a participant.

Throughout my research, I collected fieldnotes on our meetings, interviews, and class

observations. On those occasions when I was more of an active participant, as in our

focus group meetings, taking notes was not always an option for me. Sometimes,
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depending on the focus of our conversations, I felt that taking notes was not the natural

thing to do. I believed I had to be a listener instead. On these occasions, I wrote brief

notes once I left the school site. I also expanded my written field notes from my

classroom observations and developed them further when the teacher spoke to me about

how the girls were doing in school. These notes were used to inform and guide future

observations, as well as interviews with the girls, as well as with their teacher.

Audio Tape Recordings

For all our after-school focus group meetings and interviews during the spring

2005 semester, I used an audio-recorder to collect data. I also used an audio-recorder to

capture our conversations during our lunch meetings. I did this to prevent disrupting our

meetings or affecting the extent of my participation with the girls in our project. I

personally transcribed all our after-school focus group meetings and interviews to

familiarize myself with the data and to analyze throughout the collection phase of this

research.

Artifacts

I also collected some documents and artifacts produced by the participants during

our PAR project, such as notes and an interview they produced. They were useful for

raising questions and shaping new directions for observations and interviews, as well as

for our project (Glesne, 1999). The girls allowed me to keep some of the notes they took

on text I brought to them, as well as some information they collected on their own at their

school computer lab. We used this data to analyze in our group, as we did research on

Latina teen pregnancy. Additionally, the participants initially worked on dialogic journals
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during the pilot study, and all these products were looked at closely to enrich what I was

finding by supporting or challenging my perceptions.

DATA ANALYSIS

In order to answer my research question about how the girls were representing

themselves throughout the PAR project I focused on important interactions that occurred

within the group. I started by writing analytical memos during my data collection about

the topics of conversations that grew from our study of Latina teen pregnancy. I analyzed

our focus group interactions by coding emerging themes that helped me to interpret the

data (Charmaz, 2005). It later became apparent that there were various texts that were

central to our conversations, which is why I used them in my narrative, but I was not

prepared to name them early on, and so I focused on identity categories. During my time

with the girls, these memos remained on a descriptive level, and I realized I was not

really analyzing them in depth. I think I wrote more about my concerns about how I was

going to portray the complexity of all the different conversations that were occurring in

our meetings. Moreover, I incessantly thought about how I could refine my data

collection by reading other similar studies to mine, but nothing that I was finding was

exactly like what I was doing. I also referred to my classroom field notes often in order to

ask the girls questions about the work and interactions in their language arts classes in

order to address my second research question.

Not until I finished collecting data was I able to work long hours on transcribing

all the two hour meetings with the girls. I continued to write about the topics of our

dialogue and thought more about what the girls were saying about themselves to the

group through our project. The next phase of my analysis consisted of doing a complete

read-over of all the transcripts of our meetings and our interviews. I borrowed from a
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narrative analysis tradition (Wortham, 2001) by centering my analysis on the storytelling

aspect of our PAR project and looking at the girls’ representations of the world. I began

to code different categories for the salient themes in the girls’ conversations where they

appeared to be revealing facets of their identities. Some of the identity categories

included talk that centered on family, race and race relations in the girls’ lives, school and

college, and neighborhood descriptions.

However, what was missing from these categories was a sense of the work we

were doing in our research project. I wanted to capture the girls’ commitment to our PAR

work and to reveal their intellectual processes while trying to find answers to their

research question, and it was not filtering through my focus on identity. I began to look at

how they were representing themselves when they talked about themselves, as well as

others during our critical literacy practices with various texts. In attempting to link

identities and literacy, by categorizing the various forms of texts we interacted with, I

eventually saw the texts as mediators.

As I wrote about the girls’ talk and work in our PAR project, I struggled with

representing each girl equally because some girls spoke more than others and ultimately,

I had to make choices about what subject matter to represent here. While I think that the

girls’ dialogue alone reveals much about who they are, a lot of what follows is

interpretive. The written result is “what I made” of the examination of the girls’

interactions (Wolcott, 2001). Wolcott (2001) posited that “Interpretation [is derived] from

our efforts at sensemaking, a human activity that includes intuition, past experience,

emotion—personal attributes of human researchers that can be argued endlessly but

neither proved nor disproved to the satisfaction of all” (p. 33). Nonetheless, I have

constructed an interpretive narrative that uses the girls’ dialogue as a basis and which is

theoretically informed by work I have discussed in Chapter Two.
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REFLEXIVITY

Some scholars claim that those who decide to work in the area of qualitative

research should be aware of and write about how fieldwork affects the researcher, as well

as how the researcher affects the field (Coffey, 1999; Foley, 2002; Glesne, 1999). Coffey

(1999) pointed out that while the ethnographic self has been talked about in social

research methods literature, it has rarely focused on how fieldwork, the dialectic between

researcher and researched, shapes and constructs identities, relationships, and the

emotional self. We are currently shifting into qualitative research that is characterized by

reflexive, experiential texts, but they are often considered by many to be subjective,

messy, and feminist driven (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; Foley, 2002). However, we cannot

ignore that what we come to know about our research, sifted through our interpretations,

is enmeshed with what we know about ourselves. Therefore, scholars are increasingly

accepting ethnographic texts where the author acknowledges that she is present while

creating meaning (Glesne, 1999).

Most qualitative researchers write about their work without recognition of

themselves, their voice, race, class, and gender, protecting themselves in the text as if

they were obvious to readers (Fine, 1994). There is the need for them to recognize that

their studies stand in some relation to “othering”—positioning those who are not

Western, White as inferior. When they get involved with, analyze, interpret, and

construct their relations through texts without questioning their own identities and

positions, they act as colonizers of the researched by reproducing othering (Fine, 1994;

Villenas, 1996a). Constructing texts that self-consciously examine our relations with/for

those who have been defined as others can be considered as actively resisting othering

(Fine, 1994). The intent here is to deconstruct critically the confines in our relations and

in our texts in order to understand how the traditions of social science work to promote

acts of colonizing, and more importantly how our practices can resist these acts.
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Second-wave feminists and critical anthropologists (Abu-Lughod, 1991; Behar,

1993; Delgado-Gaitan, 1993; Foley, 2002; Narayan, 1997; Villenas, 1996a; Zavella,

1997) have extended our perception of writing and interpretation by suggesting that we

look at our theories as historically, politically, socially, and culturally situated. These

ethnographers convey the facets of their status as outsiders and insiders, the relations that

exist when we come from the same ethnic background, class, or community as our

subjects.

It is important to note that reflexivity is thought to pose such risks as the

researcher using her study as self-therapy, or to write as much about oneself as the one

being studied. I did not want this work to be monopolized by my experience, but I

certainly had to situate myself—who I was, what I believed, what experiences I have had,

because it affected what and why I researched. I was aware that I had to examine my own

collective identity. I believed that being a Mexican American woman and speaking

Spanish facilitated a positive rapport with the girls. There were other ways in which I

could relate to them because of my similar upbringing, and I think some of this will be

apparent throughout this narrative. Furthermore, at the time of the study I was thirty-one

years old and was told by the girls that I looked much younger. My appearance might

have helped me nurture an even closer relationship with them in that the girls did not

consider me a teacher figure or an adult they could not trust.

However, there were many other aspects of my identity that were not paralleled to

the girls’ lives. While my family had much less when I was younger, I have experienced

upward mobility as far as class goes. My parents are not immigrants, and I have never

had to worry that they may leave the country one day to return to their homeland without

me. I grew up on the border of Mexico and Texas, which sets me apart from other

Mexican Americans, as well. Additionally, I was aware that my position as a researcher
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situated me apart from the group I studied. Thus, I understood myself to be a partial

insider and a partial outsider to the girls I worked with.

I have weaved in some reflexive comments throughout this writing by giving

attention to differences and likenesses between the girls’ experiences and my own to help

me understand their identity-making processes. And this is while recognizing that their

experiences were not the same as each other’s. Echoing Chicana feminists (Anzaldúa,

1987; Delagado Bernal, 2001), I wanted to be mindful of the many variables that should

be considered when we think of ethnic identity. However, I also continuously reminded

myself of the objective of our collaborative effort—that the girls be authors and agents of

their own lives.
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Chapter 4

Girls’ Identity Work Through Textual Interactions

Identity is not already “there”; rather, it is a production, emergent, in process. It is
situational—it shifts from context to context. The identity passionately espoused
in one public scenario is more ambiguously and ambivalently “lived” in private.
Its contradictions are negotiated, not “resolved.” Meaning is essential to this
whole process of identity-production, but is always an open weave to be
reinflected and reappropriated.

(Hall, 2000, p. xi)

Identities are a key means through which people care about and care what is going
on around them. They are important bases from which people create new
activities, new worlds, and new ways of being.

(D. Holland, W. J. Lachicotte, D. Skinner, & C. Cain, 1998b, p. 5)

INTRODUCTION

As a researcher at Washington, I set out to understand and describe the identity

work of the five participants in our research project based on their interests. Specifically,

I wanted to know how the girls would shape their identities in the context of a project

where we would enact critical literacy practices. I recorded our project focus group

meetings and analyzed my data based on the understanding that the girls’ identities were

always constructed and reconstructed during their interactions with texts and with each

other as they spoke, listened, and wrote in our meetings (Bakhtin, 1981). Listening to our

group conversations, it appeared to me that as the girls spoke in our sessions about their

topic of Latina teen pregnancy, social issues in their school and neighborhood, racism in

their lives, and many other issues of importance to them, they were “authoring”

themselves. Through his dialogic theory of language, Bakhtin explained that when we
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speak, as well as when we write and read, we negotiate meaning with others, and our

inner self comes through the forms available to us (Bakhtin, 1981, 1986). We take from

these forms, for example our ideologies and languages, to make meaning and share it

through symbols, such as speech and written words.

In the same vein, the participants and I engaged in dialogue by using our

knowledge to mediate between each other, as well as between our inner selves and the

forms available to us for expression. Our inner selves became visible through our

dialogue as we wrote or spoke, because as Bakhtin (1981) argued, the words we use to

communicate with others never stand alone. We drew upon languages and others’ words,

which we had been exposed to through our varying experiences to make meaning

together in our group. He stated, “Each word tastes of the context and contexts in which it

has lived its socially charged life; all words and forms are populated by intentions”

(Bakhtin, 1981, p. 293). Therefore, we drew on multiple discourses that were shaped by

our social world to engage with texts.

Holland et al. (1998) further helped me understand Bakhtin’s notion of the

dialogic by connecting it to their theory of identity, and their work informs my

explanation of the girls’ identity work through our interactions with various texts and one

another. They offered that identities are shaped in social contexts and that they are shaped

by those very contexts. However, the person also has agency and therefore can contribute

to their identity work (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998b). Similarly, through the context

of our research project and all the other contexts that were invoked by our discussions,

the girls constructed their identities. Moreover, they did not just construct identities

within those contexts, but their identities were shaped by the kind of project we were

working on, as well as by how they understood their positions in the figured world of our

project (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998b).
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As noted earlier, I also drew from both principles of critical literacy and tenets of

participatory action research (PAR) to develop a research study with the girls that would

give them an opportunity to examine a social issue of importance to them. Considering

that literacy activities are ideological practices implicated in power relations, I suspected

that the literacy practices that were being enacted during our after-school project

meetings would have important implications for how the girls represented themselves and

constructed their identities (Gee, 1996; Street, 1994, 1995). Our critical literacy practices

over the course of a semester revolved around the girls’ study of Latina teen pregnancy

and were observable when the girls interacted with various texts. Part of critical literacy

work with students is to develop their critical consciousness and ability to question texts.

In addition, “…critical literacy inevitably entails a cultural studies approach to texts in

refusing to confine its examination to words-on-the-page” (Morgan, 1997, p. 29).

Therefore, our weekly conversations during our project meetings served as a canvas for

textual interactions, including more than just reading “words-on-the-page,” that made up

our critical literacy practices, as well as shaped our interactions with text.

The use of the word text in my study is significant and therefore requires

discussion. As I began my research with the girls, I imagined it as an extension of our

earlier work together and thought that I would continue to bring texts to our meetings to

share with them. While I did not consider text to be merely printed words on a page I also

did not anticipate that the participants’ representations of the world through their stories

would be the most prevalent texts we would work with. For this study, texts are broadly

construed in the context of our weekly study of Latina teen pregnancy. I adopt Luke’s

(1995-1996) definition of text for the purpose of my study as “language in use, any

instance of written and spoken language that has coherence and coded meanings” (p. 13).

In an introduction to critical discourse analysis he explicated,
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Human subjects use texts to make sense of their world and to construct social

actions and relations required in the labor of everyday life. At the same time, texts

position and construct individuals, making available various meanings, ideas, and

versions of the world. (Luke, 1995-1996)

His definition of text supports my work as it helps me make connections between

literacy and identity. He stated that as people, we make and remake our identities through

the actual media of texts and that it is through them that we learn how to “be.” Cultural

categories, such as class, citizenship, ethnic identity, gender identity, plus many other

versions of individuals, are all taught and learned through the day-to-day use of texts

(Luke, 1995-1996).

In this study, all the texts we interacted with were linked in a way as they

extended from a topic of such social significance. The fact that the girls were studying

why teenage pregnancy occurs at a high rate amongst Latinas, a question they designed

themselves, provoked us to think of the social problem at question and the discourses that

were tied to the question, but also to constantly weigh others’ notions of the girls as

Latinas. The “texts [in this work] connect with each other and refer to each other,

sometimes systematically and sometimes unsystematically, sometimes through authorial

choice and deliberation and sometimes through coincidence” (Luke, 1995-1996, p. 14).

Here, I look at texts born of the context in which we shared, to consider how the

participants interact with them to talk about who they are. Our conversations helped to

create meaning of the print we read and of stories we told. The texts of our talk can be

thought of as the meaning-making coursing through our project. They are ways in which

we represent the world, ways in which we interpret and describe people. They say who

people are, as well as who they should be and what they should do with their lives. And
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because we regularly use texts unquestioningly to learn about the world and about

ourselves (Hagood, 2002), through this research we can get a glimpse at how young

Mexican-origin girls might explore images of themselves and others by intentionally

questioning something tightly entangled with their lived experiences.

One way we can look at the girls’ critical interactions with texts is by examining

their responses to the various types of text we used to study Latina teen pregnancy. Our

PAR project gave the girls an opportunity to practice interrogating several kinds of texts

in ways that were different than what they were used to in other environments, such as

their school or church. Each of the following sections in this chapter will have a piece of

dialogue from our group that I thought best exemplified our interaction with the form of

text used and that covered the most prominent themes in our project meetings. I will

begin each section by introducing how we came to interact with each text and then

provide an example of how the girls interacted with the text by showing an excerpt of

dialogue from our PAR meetings. Moreover, I will discuss my analysis of how the girls

revealed aspects of their identities through our interactions in the dialogue presented.

Even though I separate the texts here for the purpose of my analysis, it is important to

note that the girls’ work with one kind of text did not occur aside from their work with

other sorts of texts, but were dependent on each other (intertextuality) (Bloome & Egan-

Robertson, 1993; Luke, 1995-1996). “Texts [were] actually lodged within other texts and

may intertextually index each other” (Luke, 2000, p. 13). In other words, they engaged

with texts, including their own stories, simultaneously, but not exclusively with one text

or another.

I have to state that the pieces of dialogue I have chosen to represent the girls here

are part of a broader story. They are not isolated incidents. There is much more that came

before, as well as after the pieces I present, and I mean this in several ways. I do not just
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speak of other words that preceded or followed the excerpts I used, but also of the

community and relationships that we forged together before and after this project took

place. There is quite a bit more information about these girls that I do not reveal here in

order to remain within the intended scope of this paper. Also, I never meant to fully

represent the girls’ identities here, but I did believe that our practices in the PAR project

would teach me about the complexities of the girls’ worlds and relationships.

KINDS OF TEXTS

Through my data analysis, I was able to group the texts we used in our project

into four categories: (1) printed texts that I brought to our group meetings to either teach

the girls about doing research in order to answer their research question, or to contribute

to our study of the subject of Latina teen pregnancy, (2) girls’ talk/stories they associated

with their project question, (3) texts the girls created in order to advance their

understanding of the topic, as well as mention of texts they planned to create in response

to what they were finding and (4) texts the girls constructed with others. Each type of text

was connected in that they were all shared within the group to further understand the

social phenomenon of Latina teen pregnancy. However, through the various forms of

texts that are described below, we explored different images of ourselves that hinged on

the type of text we were interacting with.

I. Printed Text that I Provided

One type of text the participants interacted with was printed text that I brought to

our meetings to either familiarize the girls with research methods or to have the girls read

about Latina teen pregnancy. After a month of talking with the girls about topics they

might want to study in depth and arranging times when we would meet during their lunch
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hour and after school, the girls all came to a consensus about their project. They decided

that they would dedicate the rest of the semester in our group to studying teen pregnancy

amongst Latina girls.

I initially provided them with ways we could do research in order to answer our

PAR question. I synthesized, and sometimes abridged, different readings by synthesizing

them on poster-size post-its. These composed texts covered topics, such as what an

inquiry project is, how to come up with “good” research questions, and how to collect

data through interviewing. I brought these ideas to our after school meetings on different

occasions depending on the phase of our project and displayed them on a wall in the

room. My intention was to go through the information and then lead discussions about

doing research. The girls seemed to listen intently to our conversations about conducting

research and judging from the kind of work the girls were doing in their sixth-grade

magnet language arts and science classes, I concluded that they had little or no practice

doing the kind of research we would do. When I spoke of our research at the start of our

project the girls mentioned the term hypothesis and asked if we would be putting our

results on a three-sided poster board, making connections to the kinds of projects they

had prepared for a school science fair or class project. I tried to explain that our research

would differ from the experiments and other research they had done because it would

involve studying a group of people, and it would not simply entail going to the library to

look up their topic and then taking notes. I wanted to share this knowledge about research

not solely because I thought that their research knowledge might be limited, but because I

wanted them to learn that firstly, they could address any legitimate interests they had and

secondly, they could engage in generating new knowledge beyond their classroom walls,

and within our group. I agree with Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1998) when they stated

that, “As researchers, students—like any researcher—must have access to the freedom to
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go beyond the ways in which knowledge is traditionally generated” (p. xii). I think that at

some points in our project the girls were surprised to learn that there was knowledge

available in their families and in our group. At some later point in our project they

surprised me when one of the participants referred to them as “a group of girls doing

research,” taking her, and her peers’ roles, in our group quite seriously.

More important than the texts I provided were the stances the participants took in

response to the texts we read. The following excerpt follows our reading and discussion

of what “good” research questions look like. In this exchange, the girls were trying to

come up with their official research question for our project.

EXAMPLE 1:

Letty: Ok, ok. So maybe we should think about some of the questions that we’re going to
work on throughout the rest of the semester when we work together on Mondays.
What are some of the things that we’re going to look at? Can you all see this? Or
is it too far away? Let’s first think of our goal.

Zena: The purpose is why teenage pregnancy happens to Hispanics and why everybody
wants to say, “Oh she’s pregnant…” Like if she’s a Hispanic, when they see that,
they say, “Oh, she’s going to get pregnant. She’s not even going to graduate.
She’s going to get pregnant” because we’re Hispanic.

Letty: Ok. So why teenage pregnancy…

Zena: …is usually blamed on the Hispanics.

Jennifer: But, like I don’t get it, cause, Black people like, I see, like girls that they’re like
12 years old that they’re walking down the street all pregnant and they’re
smoking and everything.

Zena: Yes! But right now, the project is about us and yeah, maybe it’s also blamed on
the African Americans, but they’re mostly blamed at us. If you can see that…I
think I have a hypothesis. Why? Because they expect more. Like if you’re
American they expect you to graduate and everything. If you’re Hispanic or
African American they just think, “oh…” They don’t expect much of you. So you
think, oh, why. Why graduate? Why do I need to be good at school if
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every…nobody is really expecting it from me…so, I don’t…that, it’s not a
standard that I need to be.

Letty: Who are they?

Zena: Us. Hispanics.

Letty: No, but you say, uh, you’re not saying anything wrong I just want to talk about
this some more.

Ana: They don’t respect.

Zena: Everybody.

Letty: Society?

Zena: The society, because ok yeah, Mexicans come here…But we come…like my mom
and dad they came here to work. They didn’t…[tape cuts off] The PTA people,
they, the teachers, they, and they’re all America. They think ok, that we’re here as
visitors, that this is not our place.

While attempting to formulate a “good” question for our project, Zena made an

intertextual link between the group’s inquiry into the social issue being studied and her

inquiry into why others have low expectations of Hispanics. In this excerpt, Zena can be

understood as articulating her discomfort with how others perceive Hispanics, a group

that she is a member of. She used the word blame, which suggests a weight or

responsibility on her race to bear a problem that exists among other people besides

Hispanics. The weight is an unbearably heavy one when we consider that it is being piled

on by “America.” Zena’s peer, Jennifer, added to the discussion by admitting that she

was confused as to why the problem was described as a Hispanic one, when she saw

young African American girls getting pregnant as well. However, even as she recognized

that African American girls are positioned in a similar manner, Zena assertively took

control of the conversation and reminded the group that they were the topic of their
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study—they were studying what could potentially be an even more personal problem for

them because they were Hispanic girls. As aware as Zena was that she did not want to be

a pregnant teen, she felt that she was at risk. She said, “I don’t know if I plan…I don’t

plan to have sex…I don’t want to, but you never know what happens. Christi, like she

never thought about having sex with Tico. She told me that she just, she started to

because she fell in love and that that one time they didn’t use protection was the one time

that she got pregnant. Well, she’s like me. She was a straight A student, she went to [a

magnet program] but at another school.”

Zena’s identity as a Hispanic girl has been shaped by her awareness of the ways

in which others read Hispanics. Her friend Ana understood others’ views as a lack of

respect for them, but Zena took a much stronger, angrier stance. She had an answer to our

research question before we actually began our investigation. She knew that others did

not expect very much from her—they did not expect her to finish school or to have a

“good” job. People expected her to have a baby before she was an adult, and she inserted

herself into others’ predictions of what she would be. She attributed Latina teen

pregnancy to a self-fulfilled prophecy of not being able to reach society’s standard of

success. She recognized that Latinas act out what others expect of them. I’m not sure if

Zena’s quotes suggested a fear that she had the potential to be caught up in the larger

sociocultural picture and to live out what others had decided for her, or if she was really

trying to understand why people think so little of Hispanics. Perhaps both.

Zena’s choice of words at the end of the conversation suggested where her

indignation stems from when she told us how displaced she felt in her own country. She

understood that the world saw her as an alien. She did not consider herself American

when she made a distinction between “if you’re American” and “if you’re Hispanic.”

This sentiment was echoed several other times in our meetings when she said that she
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wished she could move to Mexico. Even though Zena was born in the U.S. and never

lived in Mexico, she sometimes vocalized that she thought she would feel more

welcomed in Mexico. However, at some point she admitted, “I want to belong in Mexico,

but I don’t even know if I belong there…I’m not going to belong there because to them,

I’m White. I’m not going to belong here because to them, I’m Mexican.” Zena appeared

to fit Anzaldua’s (1999) mestiza by articulating the ambivalence that results when she is

“cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures

and their value systems” (p. 100).

While at this particular moment Zena stated this with a hint of disillusion about

belonging anywhere, she had the ability to define her identity in different ways in order to

fit into various settings and cultural contexts. Throughout our meetings, her talk

suggested that she was developing a mestiza consciousness, meaning she showed to

transcend imposed boundaries as she adopted different ways of being (Anzaldúa, 1999;

Trueba, 2002), which will be more apparent throughout this narrative. Anzaldua (1999)

stated that, “The new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions, a

tolerance for ambiguity…she learns to juggle cultures…Not only does she sustain

contradictions, she turns the ambivalence into something else” (p. 101). I think that what

Zena turns her ambivalence into is yet to be decided by her. At the time of our meetings

however, her words suggested that she was an angry Mexican American girl who both

struggled against and participated in the world. She stated, “With different people, I act

different ways.”

Additionally, it upset her to consider that “they” think her family had not earned a

place in this country when they work hard to make a living and to support the family, (not

to mention that they also contribute to the country’s economy). She explained, “They

think ok, that we’re here as visitors, that this is not our place.” Her father installed floors
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in houses and businesses, and her mother worked at a Krispy Kreme doughnut shop. On

several occasions, Zena mentioned that her parents did a lot for them in order to give

them opportunities. And all of the girls, except Jennifer, spoke of their parents crossing

the U.S.-Mexico border in treacherous conditions because they thought of this country as

a beacon of optimism, an image of promise. Zena also continuously spoke of her parents’

high expectations for her and her three sisters, saying that the most important thing to her

was school because she did not want to disappoint her parents. To listen to her statements

is to understand why rancor laces her thoughts of unearned respect.

The girls and I also spent some time doing more traditional kinds of research. For

instance, we looked for literature through books and Internet sites that reported on

teenage pregnancy. For two of our meetings we visited their school’s computer lab

together, and I directed them to websites where they could look at statistical information

on teen pregnancy rates by age or race/ethnicity, as well as by state. The girls appeared

alarmed to confirm what they already knew, that Latinas have the highest teen birth rate

of all major ethnic groups in the United States.

After having their research uphold what they suspected, I encouraged them to

return to their original research question because what they were asking was “why

Latinas?” To support them, I brought in reports that I found about why Latina teens are

more likely to be mothers. We read reports that mentioned reasons ranging from lack of

education to cultural pressures. Initially, I thought the girls might struggle with some of

the ideas that we were reading about but they had something to say about everything the

reports mentioned. They commented on issues, such as religion and contraception,

Latina’s limited access to health care, and peoples’ limited expectations for the their

futures as they associated what the reports covered to what people they knew had
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experienced. When we came across the topic of cultural values, I stopped to check if they

were comprehending what we were reading.

EXAMPLE 2:

Letty: There is a high cultural importance given to motherhood. What does that mean?

Zena: That uh for us, having a baby is so important, like…

Letty: …for the Mexican family?

Zena: Yeah, for Mexicans it’s like such a big like, it’s what we’re here to do.

Celita: That’s one of the reasons we’re here for.

Zena: Yeah.

Letty: Do you believe that?

Zena: Yes!

Letty: What makes you believe that or is it something you have lived, seen, …

Zena: …I think the only way a woman is successful is when they have a child.

Celita: Yeah, and also…

Letty: ok, so the only way a woman…

Zena: …well, not the only way but the most important way. Having a child, that a
woman can do it is so special.

Letty: Uh-huh. That only women can do it and…

Zena: …not men. Yes.

Letty: What were you going to say?

Celita: That uh, that like a baby, it’s something that, that makes you feel good inside.
Like you are actually worth a lot, you actually created a life or something. It
makes you feel really good inside. And having lots of them, like, knowing
that…like my grandma, she always says, “Man, I’m, I’m glad I have lots of uh, a
lot of uh, lots of children, children because that they fight over her and then they
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all like, they make her feel special. Yeah. Really! She even starts crying when like
if you go just for like two days. She starts crying. I don’t know…

Because the girls were eleven and twelve years old I sometimes considered

teenage pregnancy to be a loaded topic to discuss with them. I did not have a clear idea of

what the girls already knew. I often felt that I might be unprepared for what they would

want to discuss, knowing that they would probably be curious about physiology, as well

as topics of abstinence and contraception. In addition, I believed that some of the texts

that I brought for us to explore were difficult, but I also didn’t want to water down the

content because the girls were invested in our project. They had asked a mature question,

and they deserved mature answers. However, the excerpt above is a good example of how

the girls understood the concepts being discussed because they could look at their own

stories, their own experiences, next to the texts we read and they could compare their

personal beliefs to what was believed about cultural differences by the authors of the

texts.

Celita and Zena’s exchange drew on what they knew about their families. Several

times the girls mentioned that they knew many people who had become pregnant at an

early age, and not always unintentionally or out of wedlock. Some of them being first

generation Americans, the girls had several aunts, cousins, and acquaintances who went

through early pregnancies in Mexico and in the United States. Even though what was

being taught and construed as the social norm to them here in the United States—that

they should wait until they were beyond their teens to have a child—the girls understood

the reports about Latinas being influenced by cultural values to be true to their families’

experiences.

Motherhood symbolized a sense of status and respect to both Zena and Celita

because they were very much a part of their Mexican families, meaning that they had
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strong and close relationships to their parents and siblings, as well as to relatives in

Mexico. Being part of the traditional society that their families came from meant that

they were still bounded by the cultural norms that existed within their networks. Within

their families and “through cultural expectations, [the girls were] socialized to learn

particular values, behaviors, and ways of thinking and knowing” (F. E. González, 1998,

p. 92). While we talked of cultural values, the girls made reference to the conventional

discourse on Mexican motherhood when they implied that women’s identity is described

in relation to her family and children. Whereas when we spoke of Latina teen pregnancies

as a problem here in the U.S., the girls often forged a different sense of identity, perhaps

retaining cultural traits but shifting their beliefs about the traditional roles of women. This

shifting of position also occurred within this excerpt, when Zena said she believed

motherhood to be the highest thing a woman could aspire to because it is the one thing

that a man cannot do. She appeared to be exploring a different orientation toward

motherhood, one not typically taken up by Mexican women (Guendelman, Malin, Herr-

Harthorn, & Vargas, 2001) by suggesting that having children was a way for women to

“outdo” men. Zena also seemed to be braiding different cultural meanings and feelings as

she spoke to us (F. E. González, 1998).

Celita had a different take on motherhood. For one, she did not think giving birth

was the only thing we women were here to do. But, she also thought of motherhood as

something that could give one a sense of worth because, through birth, one was creating

something that could possibly give special meaning to life. She drew from her

experiences with her grandmother. It is not uncommon for Mexican women of poverty to

consider their children a personal achievement because they can be a source of social and

economic support (Guendelman et al., 2001). Celita’s idea was that children could make

you feel “one and only.” She took this notion from watching her grandmother cry out of
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happiness to see her children and grandchildren, something I have seen my own

grandmother do several times.

Being somewhat of an insider as a Mexican American woman, I felt I understood

where both girls were coming from. I have retained some cultural traits, such as strong

family ties and an immense respect for my mother, who at many times sacrificed her own

needs for those of her children. However, I do not consider motherhood as the only

foreseeable role for me, and I do not think that my mother did either. This position might

be a matter of how removed my family is from the communities in Mexico where my

ancestors made their lives. I am not a first generation American, and my parents are not

either. In my family, we have let go of the idea that the only roles available for us women

are domestic ones. We can live out several roles concurrently by studying and working,

as well as having a family if we so desire. But some of my participants’ mothers still take

on very traditional roles as women whose primary responsibilities are to take care of the

children and the household, while their husbands are the families’ primary source of

income. The girls’ are still tightly anchored to the Mexican communities their parents

came from. Some of them visit Mexico regularly and others are fueled by the stories their

parents pass on to them. I think of Celita and Zena’s comments about family as text that

is shaping who these girls will be as women. They will define their own lives and the

world as they live among their Mexican families and other Americans. They will develop

their identities not in isolation, but depending on their social interactions with all other

people they encounter.

II. Girls’ Stories

Within the environment of our meetings, the participants shaped their

understanding of themselves and others as they told their own stories. It is through their
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stories that I can know and write about what they think of themselves and the project that

we worked on together. Bruner (2004), in Life as Narrative, explained that it might be

worthwhile to think about how people interpret and reinterpret their experiences through

the telling of life narratives. He stated that narrative of one-self highlights a cultural

perspective that stems from “historical circumstances as these have been incorporated in

the culture and language of a people” (Bruner, 2004, p. 695). Telling our own stories

allowed us opportunities to examine our lives, as they became a text for us to read and

ponder.

Our time in the project meetings would slip down the hourglass incredibly

quickly, and it was not until I began to transcribe a couple of our conversations that I

realized that the majority of our time was being enveloped by the girls’ stories of their

experiences. They often made clear connections to their project topic, and at other times

the pertinence of their stories was not as apparent to me. At the start of our meetings, I

continuously pressed the girls to get back on the topic of Latina teen pregnancy, the focus

of our time together. I felt a pressure akin to what a teacher feels when the semester is

coming to a close, and she has not covered something she knows is crucial for students’

further understanding. I knew our time together was confined, and I wanted the girls to

get to something of an answer to their research question. But at some point, early on, I let

go. I began to count their stories as knowledge, realizing that, in part, it was what had

been missing in my observations of their classes.

The literacy events that I observed in my participants’ classes were almost purely

technical. Several of the classes consisted of preparing for their upcoming high-stakes

assessment by practicing to read and answer questions about test-like passages. The

students were also asked to read silently while their teacher sat at her desk at the front of

the room, and they did as she asked. Sometimes, I observed her stand up in front of her



78

students to ask them literal questions about their readings and, on other occasions, to give

oral quizzes on novel chapters the students read. The social aspects of literacy learning

were absent in the classroom without any discussion about the students’ thoughts about

how words were connected to their experiences. And while I do understand that literacy

is partly about the cognitive and technical aspects of reading and writing, I also think of it

as inextricably tied to the social practices that help us make meaning of text (Luke, 1995-

1996; Street, 1995). On the days I observed the girls’ language arts classes, there was

almost no discussion of students’ impressions of stories or characters, at least none

beyond the surface of what students read. I also never witnessed the teacher examine the

values entrenched in the texts or whose reality was being represented in the readings. As I

readied myself for this study, I anticipated that critical literacy might not be a part of the

participants’ classes, but when I was there I was confused as to why there was no

application of students’ understanding of classroom texts to the texts of their own lives. It

seemed clear to me that their teacher was sending them a message of not wanting to listen

to what they thought, and it was evident to the girls, too. When I asked the girls about

why they were silent in their classes when they had so much to say when we met, several

of them believed that their teacher did not want to know what they thought. Celita said,

“Well nobody really wants to see your opinion, really.” And Zena repeated the sentiment

with, “They just want you to know what’s in the textbooks and then that’s all.”

More than once the girls stated that there were not many opportunities for them to

exchange views about anything in class. Jennifer very plainly said, “Like there is almost

nothing to discuss.” She also added that what they covered in class did not interest her.

“Sometimes we discuss about like the books, but I think it’s kind of boring…like, ok we

need to discuss this for a test or whatever, but I’m not really into that. But like asi (this),

like when I’m with you, cause like this and this project, I’m interested in it so I try to
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learn about it.” The other two girls were more concerned with not saying the “right” thing

in class. Maria Elena, who was often scolded for speaking Spanish in the classroom, said

she thought she would get laughed at, referring to her Spanish accent and sometimes

inability to quickly think of a word or phrase in English. Ana thought her teacher might

think poorly of her.

However, I did not inquire about the girls’ interactions in their classroom naively.

I sensed that part of the reason why they were more vocal within our group was because

they considered it a “safe space” to construct their worldview (Collins, 1991). They could

say exactly what they wanted to without feeling they might say something wrong. The

project meetings took place on school grounds, but it was after school hours that we met,

and it was a comfortable environment where the girls were free to address issues that

were never touched in class, a practice we had become accustomed to doing when we met

for lunch. I also was not exactly an authoritative figure in the girls’ eyes. They addressed

me by my first name and offered me advise about what to do in my personal life. They

knew they could speak Spanish whenever they pleased and they did, as evidenced in the

transcripts of our meetings. I too spoke Spanish with them, and we often made reference

to commonalities amongst our families and experiences.

Initially going into the study with what I believed were good intentions, it was not

as apparent to me that if I stopped the girls from telling me about the personal

connections they were making to their research question and to our time together I would

be another teacher figure communicating to them that their stories did not count. I would

be positioning the girls in ways similar to how their teacher positioned them “as students,

rather than as people whose lives extended beyond the classroom” (Dillon & Moje, 1998,

p. 219). I came to the conclusion that in order to study these girls’ identities in the midst

of learning about something important to them I had to think of their narratives as text. In
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addition, I consider that when we tell stories of ourselves we are creating who we are,

whether it be by reiterating who we think we are or by redefining ourselves as we tell our

stories (Wortham, 2001). I eventually tried to encourage the participants to interrogate

ideas that we were reading or talking about by recognizing our explicit beliefs and

sometimes, contradictory ones.

Never abandoning what they set out to study, the girls had a way of threading in

their life stories. Their ways of being in the world were embedded in every memory, in

every family history, in every neighborhood description, and in every school account.

Their narrations of their experiences mostly served to interrogate the ways in which the

girls read the world and to explore some of peoples’ assumptions about them as girls of

Mexican origin, particularly expectations and cultural beliefs about them.

From the start of our project the girls forged a connection between themselves and

their social worlds when they brought up the topic of Latinas in their research question.

For some time I thought that the girls discussed racial tensions in their community and

school frequently because they had brought up the idea of race in their agenda for our

meetings. I saw them grapple with competing discourses that assumed to know about

who they were regularly. However, the more I listened to our conversations the more I

believed that whether the girls had brought up the topic of race in their question or not,

they would have shared similar stories. They were a group who was bounded by similar

elements of experiences and struggles, and they wanted to talk about their social realities.

I asked, and they told me about their lives. As I listened and read the transcripts of their

many stories, I could separate their ideas into two camps. One consisted of accounts that

expressed what they believed about themselves and the world. The other revealed how

they thought others positioned them, being girls of Mexican origin. However, the girls

talked about how they read the world and how they thought the world read them at the
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same time in their conversations. I separate the ideas here for the purpose of explaining

how they talked about themselves through their stories and within our project meetings.

How the Girls Read the World

One of the ongoing conversations the girls and I had, were about their futures in

middle school. They had forgone the middle school experience one year, their sixth-grade

year, because they and their families had decided they should stay at their elementary

school, Washington, to be a part of the science magnet program. They knew something

about what awaited them in middle school because they had siblings, cousins, and

neighborhood friends who attended secondary schools, and other times the girls were

preoccupied with the unknown. Middle school would be new to them and without

experience they felt unprotected and vulnerable for several reasons. The following are

excerpts from some of our talk over the future middle schools they would attend.

EXAMPLE 3:

Maria Elena: I have to go to Wells or Douglas [the neighborhood schools] because
they’re closer to me. The both of them are closer to me, but…

Letty: Maria Elena, did you want to go to Kennedy [the magnet middle school]?

Maria Elena: No, not really. For one it’s too far, and then somebody told me that the bus
can pick me up. But then my mom said that I can’t be going all the way over there
by myself. Bus number 15 stops close to where I live. That one can take me all
the way to Wells, and then I just need to get the 300.

Ana: I think Kennedy is going to be hard.

Letty: She got an invitation to Kennedy, to the other program, right Maria Elena?

Zena: Did you? Everybody can get into Kennedy anyhow. My sister, she didn’t get into
Lamar High School. She didn’t because Ms. Garcia, she, she had problems the
first year at Kennedy [Magnet]. They were going to kick her out because she
wasn’t hanging out with the right type of people…Mexicans, you know. The
Mexicans…she didn’t want to hang out with the White people who act perfect. To
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them, that’s how they want everybody to act. Not everyone can act like White
people! And then the Black people…

Letty: How do the White people act?

Jennifer: It’s because they’re like perfect…like…

Ana: Braniacs.

Zena: Es que vienen de familia que ellos no se quieren portar mal. (It’s because they
come from families who don’t want to misbehave.) They think, they think like
talking a little bit more than everybody else is…portandose mal (misbehaving).
[In a different voice] Oh my god, I’m going way past the line. And I know that
sounds stereotype but that’s mostly how it is. It’s not just…the Black people you
know, they, they’re bad like, this, like in, like they don’t care and they fight you.
Like, you know you may be, like me and Maria Elena, we can be really, really,
really good friends but one little thing, like we’re fighting for a pencil, sh, they’ll
want to fight you. You, tienes que tener cuidado de las negritas (have to be
careful with the Black girls) because they’re like, they don’t like…

Maria Elena & Jennifer: Yeah.

Jennifer: I think that the school that I’m going to go to next year, or this year, in seventh-
grade there’s just going to be like very few Latinas and Mexicans at my
school…puro (only) Black y (and) White. Because last time that I went…hace
mucho (a long time ago) my mom registrated me por que me iba quedar pero
siempre no (because I was going to stay but then I didn’t) and I saw puro
(only) White people. It’s scary.

Letty: Yeah, it’s the area where you live that…

Zena: That’s why I want to go to Parker. It’s a Mexican place.

A big issue weighing on the girls was whether they would be accepted into the

magnet middle school, Kennedy. They had all applied to the sixth-grade magnet program

at their elementary school with thoughts of going through a rigorous and challenging

sixth-grade curriculum in order to be prepared to go on to an advanced middle school.

Albeit, the girls were not aware that virtually all the students who had applied to the

sixth-grade program had been accepted due to the low student enrollment at their school.
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When they all applied to Kennedy Magnet, only two of my participants were accepted

without conditions, Zena and Ana. Celita was put on a waiting list and would eventually

be accepted on probation. Jennifer did not get accepted and no longer lived in the district

area anyhow. She enrolled at another middle school a few blocks from her new residence.

Maria Elena was denied, but was eventually invited to attend Kennedy to take Advanced

Placement (AP) classes which were part of a lower track, below the magnet classes.

According to Maria Elena, it didn’t matter to her that she had been denied because

she would not have a means of transportation, even if she had been accepted. She

aknowledged that she would have to take two public transportation busses to get to

Kennedy and her mother understandably did not want her traveling the long distance,

back and forth, alone. Reality was that, had Maria Elena been accepted to Kennedy, and

not necessarily to the magnet track, she faced a socioeconomic barrier. She seemed to

play down the fact that a channel to an “advanced” education was closed to her because

of her circumstances. I wondered if Maria Elena was aware of how she was marginally

positioned by the way the school system was set up. It is almost as if she was being used

by her elelmentary school to fill a space, but then abandoned when she actually got to the

next step when she was invited to take AP classes at Kennedy. This treatment raises

questions about how Maria Elena was being positioned. Her opportunities and access

were limited in a sense when the school did not provide her with the tools to get to the

next step, literally and intellectually.

The girls were not just scared about treading the unkown, but also about going to

a place where there would not be as many people like them around. They thought they

would be surrounded by the unfamiliar, by people who wouldn’t know them or

understand them, and this concerned them. Sometimes, they described these people as

White or Black. Their thinking was that they did not have common experiences they
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could share with these individuals and so it made it difficult to connect with them. It

would probably be challenging to make friends with them easily, and the girls would

perhaps find themselves battling to be accepted yet again, in another realm of society. For

instance, Zena said,

How would you feel? Like, Kennedy! In the magnet classes, there was only White

people. You did not see one Mexican there. They were all White or like two

Black people in there. No Mexicans at all! That doesn’t make you want to go and

you know, [in a different voice] Ooh! I’m going to be the first Mexican. No, that

makes you like not want to go. There’s nobody there you can talk to. I’m not

going to go talk to someone who’s White. It’s not that I’m racist. It’s just that

they’re so different from me…their culture, everything. Like when I talk to her

[points to Ana], I talk to her about my family and everything. But that’s because

we, our families are the same. How are you gonna go, like, to Black people, they

understand you more but I don’t really…you know…I haven’t really found a

connection with them and even less with White people. And the class, ok,

university, you think when you go there you’re going to see all Mexicans, like

you’re going to go to your first class and there’s going to be a Mexican there?

Not really!

The girls maybe feared that they would be ignored or othered in a predominantly

White school, and they thought they would not feel comfortable in that environment,

perhaps because their elementary school had provided them with a very distinct

experience. They were part of the majority at Washington Elementary, where Latinos far

outnumbered the White and Black population. Also, all the girls, except Maria Elena



85

were considered leaders in their school. They were known as PALs (Peer Assistance and

Leadership) at Washington, members of a club that helped organize events for the school.

On several occasions, the girls spoke of preparing speeches for their pep rallies and

organizing other assemblies. They explained to me that they would create the agenda and

partake in some of these programs because it was their responsibilty as members of the

club. At their respective middle schools, it would take some time for them to adjust to

junior high culture and before they would be active in any leadership activities or any

activities, for that matter. They would begin the school year identified by others as Latina

girls, just the way they would identify their peers by their racial backgrounds before they

could get to know additional characteristics about them. Sometimes the girls talked about

being treated poorly simply because they were Mexican, and this notion was foremost on

their minds when they considered going to Kennedy. Celita mentioned, “Like Kennedy,

there’s a whole bunch of like…White people…and they look at you like if you’re like

this little thing right there. Ughhh!” It was unclear to me at this particular moment exactly

what that look was that made Celita upset or if it was somehow substantiating a lack of

self-confidence, but the bottom line was that White people made her and the other girls

feel inferior and they expressed this in several ways, as evident in some of their talk.

In our discussion, another problem was presented when Zena brought up the topic

of classes at the university. Although many times I questioned whether I knew what was

best for these girls, it concerned me that she and her friends might think that they did not

want to attend college if there would not be enough young women like them present in

those institutions. It would be challenging enough academically and economically for

them to get to the college level that I did not want another thing discouraging them from

trying for higher education. Enthusiasm when they spoke of their academic futures and

goals of being doctors, teachers, and nurses appeared to dim abruntly at moments like
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these. Certainly, the girls would encounter many situations in their lives where they

would be the minority and where there would not be people who shared similar

experiences to theirs. Schooling, in particular, is problematic for these students because

they feel culturally alienated in predominantly White schools. Also, they often remain

silenced because the majority are the ones that typcially encounter opportunities to be

heard (DeCuir & Dixson, 2004). For some time now, Michelle Fine and her colleagues

(2005) have been conducting a series of research camps with high school students from

different corners of the New York metropolitan area. Some of the minority students in

one of the focus groups, who came together as researchers to speak about race and

tracking in their schools, expressed similar feelings of discomfort and intimidation when

being in predominantly White schools (Fine et al., 2005). The authors explained how

these students created identities in relation to school practices arranged by race and class:

They craft identities within a nation, community and in localized buildings where

racialized signifiers operate as the organizational mortar for building rigid

academic hierarchies. A few openly challenge the seeming meritocracy, even as

they trespass with ambivalence across the rungs of a color-coded ladder of

opportunity. All witness the unchallenged hierarchy, many through the gaze of

alienation. (p. 516).

Even though, my participants were outspoken in our project meetings, they had

proven silent in their classrooms for reasons mentioned earlier. Nonetheless, participating

competently and confidently in their new schools would be crucial for their development

and to be able do so in other levels of society. If they read the world as a place where

they were always the underdog and always the ones who felt misplaced and silenced,

how would it add or subtract from their definitions of self?
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There might have been a larger issue looming in our conversation surrounding the

magnet middle school. The fact that students of color are underrepresented in these tracks

and the reasons for their underrepresentation (Oakes, 1985; Valencia, 1991b) were barely

broached in our meetings. And although I wanted the participants to acknowledge ties

between the local and global issues in their lives, I sometimes felt I should not always

make those connections explicit to them. The girls appeared jaded already and pointing

out the inequities in every element of the issue being discussed did not seem appropriate

for me to always acknowledge. However, this is not to say that the girls did not recognize

that Kennedy was a school within a school; meaning it was a magnet school, but it also

had regular-track courses where the majority of the students were ethnic and racial

minorities. The following excerpt reveals Zena and the girls’ notice of how Kennedy was

set up.

Zena: Like Kennedy is not in the best neighborhood. It’s not a good neighborhood, so
like those magnet classes…

Letty: What do you mean by it’s not a good neighborhood?

Zena: It’s not…well, it’s not a perfect little White place, you know. It, uh, Black people
and Mexicans live around there. So it’s…Kennedy is the perfect school with an
extra program. So there’s a lot of Mexicans and a lot of Black people. So you
know I was happy. I was like walking to my class and cute Mexicans here, you
know. I don’t really like, me da un asco, (they make me sick) the Black people
and the White people. So I was like, “Oh my god, look he’s cute, you know, he’s
Mexican. Pero cuando llegue a mi clase (But when I got to my class), cause it
was a magnet class—all White! Because those kids who are Mexican or Black go
to normal public school and there were White people in that class because that’s
the special enrollment.

Zena and the rest of the participants had visited Kennedy and had shadowed

students for a day. It had not been a positive experience for all the girls. Some said that

the students they were shadowing were trying to get away from them and lose them on
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the school grounds. In addition, when they visited, the girls saw Black and Mexican

students in the halls at school, but when they attended classes in the magnet program,

there were mostly White people present. All the girls were aware that these students were

part of a different and what Zena called “special” enrollment, and that the minority

students were part of the “normal” school, in regular-track classes. Their reading of

Kennedy as a “White” school made some of the girls question whether they really wanted

to attend that school and whether they would belong there because it was not a “Mexican

place.” The fact that this magnet middle school, serving mostly Anglo families, was

planted in a neighborhood just like the girls’ neighborhood, where Mexican and African

American families of low socioeconomic status resided, highlighted the girls as others

(Fine, 1994; Villenas, 1996b).

During our conversations about their futures in middle school, nothing stood out

to me and incensed me more than how the girls encoded being White as being perfect.

They repeatedly defined themselves as Mexicans while they defined White people as

flawless and ideal, connoting that they, themselves, were somehow deficient. I could hear

a tone of frustration in their voices when they spoke about White people as perfect, and I

was not exactly surprised at what I was hearing. Nonetheless, during so many other

moments that I spent with the girls I observed them displaying a confidence so

uncommon to me for girls their age that I was taken aback at these expressions of

dissonance. It pained me to listen to them think of themselves not as smart as the others

and I worried that some of them would enter the magnet environment with an already low

sense of self. Unlike their Washington experience, they would be the minority, by far, in

magnet classes at Kennedy and they would question their presence there.

Drawing from their worldviews, the girls could describe White students as worthy

of “special enrollment,” and at other times it was other people’s characteristics that
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helped them construct their ideas of the people they encountered. Where people lived or

how they behaved helped the girls draw conclusions about White as unblemished, but it

also helped them construct their own identities by default. For example, Ana described

the difference between her neighborhood and a White neighborhood. She explained, “I

mean like not a White perfect neighborhood, with little green grass, you know. Perfect!

[Kennedy Magnet is located in a neighborhood where] there like, there’s still a corner

store que van muchos bagos (where a lot of thugs go), like my neighborhood.” She and

the girls could see and articulate clear differences between their neighborhood and

predominantly White neighborhoods. Sometimes it was the appearance of the area that

led to their conclusions. All the girls, except Joanna, lived in the same neighborhood,

where Washington Elementary sat less than half a mile from the interstate highway. It

was absent of the manicured lawns that Ana spoke of and ironically, that were sometimes

tended by some of their fathers. Instead, the girls’ neighborhood was densely populated

and busy with the hustle and bustle of people running and visiting strip malls and

convenient stores. Prostitutes and homeless people were also often visible in the area.

The girls described the community as encircled by corner stores, apartment complexes,

and plenty of policemen scouting their streets. These characteristics added to their view

of themselves as inadequate because they considered White neighborhoods to be

aesthetically neat, quiet, and peaceful—something that their status could not afford them.

Zena’s remark that spoke to what makes a neighborhood “not perfect” is that Blacks and

Mexicans live in it, appeared to encompass their thoughts about themselves, that they

were left wanting or not quite assimilated to the dominant culture. They framed

themselves as “less than” while they recognized the differences in material capital

between Whites and themselves.
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In addition, the girls distinguished White, African American, and Mexican

behaviors, saying that Whites were quieter and better behaved, while insinuating that the

Black girls were bullies or fighters and Mexicans were loud and disruptive. This talk was

also about who made the better grades in schools and about who was perceived to be

smart. Judging from how the girls spoke of their academic performances and their

involvement in activities in school led me to believe that they considered themselves

intelligent, and having worked with them for a year or longer, I knew that to be true.

However, they did not feel they had enough individual merit to place them in the group

of “braniacs” or perfection. In a way, they were self-deprecating by putting White people

up on a pedestal they were not grand enough to reach. Every one of the girls at one time

or another stressed this difference in intelligence between them and White people. Zena

once stated that she felt as though she had to prove to the world that she, a Mexican-

origin girl, was smart and would become a successful obstetrician, as if people would

have a hard time believing that. She said, “…when I’m trying to prove somebody wrong.

That’s when I do my best,” letting us know it was one of the things that provided the

impetus for her to study and do well in school. Trueba (2002) recognized this attitude as

cultural capital, describing many families of immigrants as resilient because of their

ability to overcome hardships and get past obstacles. Graduating from school is the initial

step to showing others that they can become succesful and it helps their group identity

(Trueba, 1999). For these people, being able “to define their identity in different ways in

order to function effectively in different settings and cultural contexts is clearly related to

their quest for survival and success” (Trueba, 2002).

The girls read the world as White, and therefore they believed it was what was

normative. They collectively saw themselves as distinct from a mainstream blueprint of

how people should behave, what they should learn in school, and what streets they should
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live on in order to be considered “successful” or “perfect.” Specific ways of being are

embedded in every structure of life, and it communicated to them that it is how everyone

should be. Thus, they were constantly reminded by the forces of dominant society that

they were different than what is considered normative and that by virtue of their race,

they would not be able to achieve perfection (Tatum, 1992). While discussing critical

race theory’s place in education, Ladson-Billings (1998) stated, “…in a racialized society

where Whiteness is positioned as normative, everyone is ranked and categorized in

relation to these points of opposition,” suggesting then, that my particpants will continue

to be associated with categories, such as “pregnant teens,” “drop-outs,” and “the

underclass,” tiers and tiers below perfection because they are not close to what the

majority consider to be normative.

Racial stratifications across spaces of school, neighborhood, and beyond appeared

to stain many of our conversations during our project meetings. Occasionally, when I had

lunch with the girls our talk was not that different either. Topics of race and racism were

almost always initiated by the girls. I believe that for these girls, racial issues were salient

in their lives and therefore when they had the opportunity to discuss this subject of

importance to them, they did. Sometimes, I wondered what our conversations would

sound like if I did not share my Mexican background with them. My experiences as a

Mexican American girl were very different than theirs, but we did have our

Mexicananess in common, and I relived my own feelings of anger and dissapointment

when they spoke of theirs. I too had my own stories to tell, from lived experience and

from my parents’ and grandparents’ accounts of encountering racial prejudice, but I

rarely shared them with the girls. I thought about them, nonetheless, and I empathized

with the girls, when they spoke of being the targets of racist behaviors.
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However, the girls also contributed their own racial stereoptypes about others, as

well as sometimes helped perpetuate stereotypes about themselves. They characterized

others by labeling them and by assigning similar traits and attitudes to people of a

particular racial or ethnic background. They did this even though they showed discomfort

and anger at how they, themselves were pigeonholed as people who would not graduate

and who would become pregnant as teenagers, “because they were Hispanics.” It was as

if by putting others down they could move up a rung on a “color-coded ladder” (Fine et

al., 2005; Lei, 2003). Even when they took the “I’m not a racist, but…” stance, the girls

sometimes expressed prejudiced notions about White and Black people, perhaps unaware

that they were making prejudiced remarks. Racism proved invisible to the girls at times.

It seemed as though they could talk about racism in some respects when they spoke of

themselves as victims of racial slurs or when they found themselves alienated within

social intitutions, but then they did not seem to understand how race informed their

beliefs about others when they spoke of them in a negative light, maintaining a discourse

of inequity. Critical Race Theory has made its way into this section of my findings

because race was salient in our conversations. Critical race theorists base their

perspectives on the idea that racism is normal and something fated to last forever in our

society, and therefore many times it is not visible to us (Delgado, 1995; López, 2001). It

was certainly not always apparent to the girls. Whenever they made comments like, “the

Black girls will want to fight you for (any little thing)” or “…of course, he is White,” I

did not always make the implicit connections to race and/or racism visible in our

conversations. I did not scrutinize, with the girls, what they were saying about others

even though I felt I should. I did not know how to formulate the words to show them how

they were making racist remarks, and when I touched upon this later in the semester with

them, toward the end of our project (which I will discuss in Chapter Five), it might have
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had a different effect on them than if I would have discussed these issues as they stated

their racist beliefs.

I cringed when I heard Zena say things like, “They make me sick, the Black

people and the White people.” Nonetheless, I did not consitently take up their stances

with them, and I do not know exactly why. I do know that I believed that their anger and

discontent were not unearned and perhaps that made me want to excuse some of their

remarks. But perhaps this explanation is a way of excusing myself. In addition, I listened

to the girls adopt the same racist public language that dehumanizes them and constructs

them as other. One afternoon I thought I heard Ana say that her father was a wetback and

I asked, “Your daddy what?” Without hesitation, Zena added to her best friend’s

comment, “Her daddy is a wetback. My mom and dad are wetbacks.” I sat uncomfortably

silent while they continued their discussion about their parents coming to the U. S. The

way they used the term “wetbacks” to describe their parents was unexpected to me

because it contributed to the public’s discourse that often humiliates them (Villenas &

Deyhle, 1999). In retrospect, this conversation seemed like the perfect occasion to push

the participants to think of racism in more than one way—more than when it is directed

toward them. I could have explained to them how we, the girls and I, even when we do

not think of ourselves as racists, can abuse with (or without) words and reinforce racism

in our daily lives. I could have discussed how we covey our prejudices not only in what

we express about our own families, but in what I did not say to them regarding their

comments. I could have recognized what “wetbacks” suggested. But I did not. I did not

own the discourse to move beyond feelings of shame or defensiveness to be able to

engage these girls in talk about race, and perhaps I still do not.

Additionally, sometimes I thought my role in our group was complicated by the

fact that I was both an insider and an outsider to the group. As I worked with the girls, I



94

had to confront tensions that resulted from my roles as a mentor, friend, researcher, co-

researcher and others. I did not always know how to respond to some of the girls’

statements because I was also balancing my various positions within the group. As a

friend to the girls, I did not know if I would hurt or offend them if I called out their racist

beliefs. As a researcher, I did not want the girls to tell me things they thought I might

want to hear. I wanted them to tell me what they felt and believed—who they were.

My memory of being a young Mexicana is littered with feelings of distress about

defining myself within the Mexican culture when it was negatively represented to me. I

revel in being of Mexican-origin today, but it has not always been this way and it is

something I have never spoken about, not even with my own family. How could I engage

my particpants in conversation about the way they were perceived by others and

consequently, how they viewed themselves and others when I did not have my own

sentiments about these relationships straightened out? I wanted the girls to develop or

have cultural integrity, but now I realize that this is a complex learning process that I

cannot even explain for myself, yet. I also did not want to interrupt the girls from saying

exactly what they wanted to say, and sometimes I felt that if I would point out their racist

comments about others and their own families, somehow they would stop being honest

about how they read the world. Most meaningful to me, though, was that their beliefs

suggested that they too often looked at themselves in a mirror projected by society. I did

not know how to question their contempt for others and their negative perceptions about

themselves when they daily, continuously, saw themselves unfavorably through the eyes

of others (Du Bois, 1990).
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How the World Reads Them

The girls also regularly weaved variations of family stories into our conversations.

It did not matter whether we were trying to answer our project question about the teen

pregnancy rate amongst Latinas or asking about the stratification of Kennedy Magnet in

our meetings; the girls consistently told stories about their families’ and their own

experiences of oppression and discrimination in the states. Their stories contributed to my

understanding of how the girls thought the world read them and how as a result, they

defined themselves.

The girls’ families’ stories of experiencing racism in the United States seemed to

follow us throughout our research project and they appeared to fuel their anger and

contempt for people other than Latinos. Their parents often shared accounts of how

different their lives had been in Mexico with them. They repeatedly told their daughters

that they had crossed the border to find work in order to give them better opportunities

and a more promising life than they would have in Mexico. Jennifer was the only

participant in our group whose parents were not immigrants. However, she shared stories

from her grandmother, who she was very close to because she, “really care[d] about

[her]… [and] she would do anything for [her]….,” and who had emigrated from Mexico.

Central to their family stories was a sense of familiarity with discrimination,

which the girls described as a part of their lives. When I inquired about their stories and

where they came from, the girls said their parents always talked to them about the

hardships they endured in the states and for some, about their lives in Mexico. Zena

explained,

[I learn about these things] from my mom and dad, but ok, I don’t, if I never learn

those things, if I didn’t have them, …I’m not going to know that stuff if they

didn’t tell me, and these people [in school] they didn’t show me anything so then
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my children don’t know and then we’re losing everything, all of the info, all of

our, heritage! We’re losing everything!”

Zena showed concern regarding the possibility of not having her families’ stories to

inform her about their histories. I read Zena’s comment as part of an ongoing assertion

that at school, she had not been shown anything that “mattered to [her].” On several

occasions, Zena told us that it was not that she had not learned at school, it was that what

had been taught had been a one-sided view and that teachers did not really want to listen

to her opinion or stories about things, and Jennifer and Celita agreed with her. Their ideas

were not valued or explored in that realm. Zena’s daily experiences in school

communicated the message that her family’s stories did not count and therefore, they

supported her argument for cultivating these stories at home with family. She held on to

these stories as if they were an inheritance that she could pass on to her own children and

as she shared them with us, we delved into the moments, considering them texts. The

other girls partook in the storytelling as well. These texts, with which we interacted

frequently, offered the girls the possibility to use voices that they were not able to use at

school. LeCompte (1993) has noted that researchers look to typically silenced voices, like

children’s, because their views of how things are in the world do not look like the

majority’s or adults’ views. Children have the ability to criticize power structures and

provide a new outlook for how the world can be ordered (LeCompte, 1993).

The girls could certainly voice their criticism of the way the world was structured

as they made associations to their project question that I could not predict. In the

following excerpt, the girls made a connection between our discussion of why they think

Latinas become pregnant as teenagers and their fathers’ experiences with discrimination.

EXAMPLE 4:
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Celita: And also something that might like affect us you know like school they treat you
poorly and since you just get tired of it or might not understand it and you just
feel like dropping out and [get pregnant]…

Letty: Why do you think that that’s, why they treat Latinas poorly in school? Why do
you think that is? You made an interesting comment and I’m wondering what
makes you think that.

Celita: Just a lot of things. Like they’re racist and when…

Zena: You know what they did to my dad once…[inaudible at first] because my daddy,
well he works and he works installing floors and uh, the contractors, they said,
well they’re White and they sent him to do some work but they’re really nice to
my dad. And my dad went to work at this old lady white house, at this White old
lady’s house, and then she called, she said that she didn’t want a Mexican
working for her…for them to send a White worker…that she couldn’t accept that
in, in, in her house.

Maria Elena: It’s because of the color thing (she puts her hand up to her face).

Letty: The color of the skin, you think has a lot to do with it? They are discriminated
because of the color of their skin?

Maria Elena: Yeah.

Celita: Ah, like my dad he uh, when he was going to go to put, you know how, take all
the grass off and put the water thing…underground…

Letty: Like a water system, a sprinkler system?

Celita: Yeah. He was going to do that and he went to this uh, like this family. It was a
big family…it was that they were White. And then they saw him and then after
like, he had already finished, why didn’t they just tell him when he was doing it
already, they didn’t pay him nothing! He had to do it…just because he was
Mexican.

Letty: Yeah? They didn’t pay him what they owed him or…

Celita: No cause they said…they just blamed it that that…first they said that they didn’t
like it and it was just like any other one. It just seemed normal, like, like nothing
was wrong with it so uh…and then after a while and then they said that they
didn’t like uh, uh, Mexican people working for them …without Mexicans here,
there would be no highways because the White people don’t want to be out there
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killing themselves while they can have Mexican people doing the work for very
little money…going out there and killing themselves every day. See, that’s not
fair! When do you see a White man working, building a highway over there?
Like, never!

Racialized discourses (Ladson-Billings, 2000) were part of our project meetings

as they were taken up by the girls to make sense of the world around them. They

critiqued moments in their lives or their families’ lives by looking at these texts through a

race-based lens and as they storied unbalanced power relations in their everyday lives. In

her study of minority middle-school girls, DeBlase (2003) concluded that “when students

engage in the telling of stories of personal experiences in response to what they have

read, they are telling histories of self that are connected to questions of gender, race, and

class” (p. 323).

Similarly, as we read about the reasons why Latinas have the highest teen

pregnancy rate in the United States, the girls made a personal connection as they spoke of

their parents’ experiences with racial discrimination. Even though this may not be evident

in the excerpt I provided, when Celita tried to explain that young Latinas turn to having

babies because they “drop-out” as a result of being treated poorly in school, she attributed

her reasoning to racist behavior toward Latinas in school.5 Her comment sparked Zena’s

memory of prejudicial treatment toward her father and this talk spurred the other girls to

comment about their families’ intimacy with racism. In response to the different texts we

were taking up in our meetings, the participants appeared to be asking why things were

not fair and why they were looked down upon as Mexican families. I heard them deplore

the mistreatment that they and their family members had been subjected to based on what

others thought about them as people of Mexican descent.

5 The part of the conversation where Celita makes the connection between racism and Latina teen
pregnancy is not included in the excerpt of dialogue I chose. Her understanding of this connection was
made prior to the selection I have presented here.
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The girls took notice of how the world read them and of the dominant cultural

stories (Andrews, 2002; Williams, 2004) that were told about them as they recalled

moments when they were constructed as other because of their racial identities. People

had their own stories to tell about the girls and their families, as well. These stories could

be heard in our meetings when the girls spoke of Whites not wanting their fathers to work

for them because of their race, or when they did not want to pay the Mexican men for

doing jobs “just like any other one.”

Sometimes, the stories were told in the girls’ absence. For instance, their teacher

once told me that Maria Elena did not learn English because she was lazy. She explained,

“It’s going to be a problem for her that she’s reluctant to abandon the Spanish language

for English, but she doesn’t want to practice it.” These stories can be considered

“narratives that reinforce and reproduce dominant cultural perceptions” (Williams, 2004,

p. 166) and that are “a natural part of the dominant discourse—the majoritarian story”

(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 457). Quoting (Tate IV, 1997), Villenas and Deyhle (1999)

asserted that these stories work to, “construct realities in ways that legitimize power and

position” (p. 415).

They are so much a part of our every day existence that they often make their way

into the narratives of those who are disadvantaged by these dominant stories. For

example, Jennifer’s stepfather and Ana, Zena, Maria Elena and Celita’s fathers all

worked various construction and landscaping jobs. Early on in the semester, their parents’

work had been discussed. When I realized that all of their fathers worked in construction,

I reacted with surprise asking, “So, wait, all of your fathers work in construction?” Zena

replied, “Hello? We’re Mexican!” insinuating that it was a reality for Mexican men who

were undocumented. But when she said this, Zena seemed to have internalized a

dominant perspective that storied how immigrant Mexican men were perceived as



100

manual labor workers, maintaining a specific order of power and privilege that she left

unchallenged.

However, evidenced in the longer excerpt above, the girls also fought against an

established structure of knowledge that wanted them to view the world a certain way and

that viewed them as less-than (Ladson-Billings, 2000). The girls appeared to be working

through a process of “developing a worldview that differs from the dominant worldview”

(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 258) by scripting out a counter-story that resisted the way the

world read them. They kept coming back to this counter-story of their experiences of

racial discrimination as they revealed how others with more power stepped on them in

order to maintain established power structures in our society. Discussing counter-

storytelling, Bronwyn Williams (2004) stated, “Those outside the dominant culture have

traditionally used stories, parables, parody, and satire to tell of their experiences and

provide another version of society” (p. 166). The girls’ counter-stories, in particular,

afford us a version of society that they have not been able to talk about outside their

homes with other adults, and that disrupt the “majoritarian story” (Solorzano & Yosso,

2001, p. 457). These counter-stories work against traditional representations of these

families as lazy and disinterested in their children’s education when the girls framed their

fathers as hard workers who want to provide for their families. As they mentioned more

than once, their parents were here to better their girls’ lives through education. Their

counter-stories resist “structures of oppression to highlight multiple perspectives and

knowledges that challenge debilitating identity constructions of poor, working-class

Latina families” (Knight, Norton, Bentley, & Dixon, 2004, p. 100).

The girls’ counter-storytelling also resonates with critical race theorists’

declaration that (counter-) storytelling is a method of telling a story of those experiences

that are often not spoken or those that are ignored within the dominant discourse
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(Delgado, 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). Critical Race Theory (CRT) veers from the

critical legal studies it is rooted in by considering storytelling a means to “analyze the

myths, presuppositions, and received wisdoms that make up the common culture about

race and that invariably render blacks and other minorities one-down” (Delgado, 1995, p.

xiv). Proponents of CRT, as well as I, assert that the practice of storytelling is important

because it means that somebody will listen to “stories of color,” stories that typically do

not count in our society. However, they also argue that when oppressed groups voice

their experiences, it is an initial step toward inferring the hegemony and complexities of

racism (Ladson-Billings, 1998). I found that the girls took up contradictory stances

toward racism and that they did not have their understandings of race worked out, but I

could sense them pushing against the way they were viewed. I could only hope that as

they centered race in their storytelling, they were beginning to try out new forms of

thought because as “…Our social world is not fixed…we need not cave into social

arrangements that are unjust” (Ladson-Billings, 2003, p. 11). We can speak, write, and

work against them.

Ladson-Billings (1998) proclaimed that through storytelling, we “name our own

reality,” and that we enact such naming as minorities to help us heal from our experiences

of racial oppression. The girls’ stories showed the ways in which racism is visible in their

lives, and it was evidenced in the way that people’s words and actions made them feel

displaced and angry. Maybe nothing short of firsthand experience can adequately convey

what it is like to grow up with parents who experience blatant prejudice because of where

they come from and what they do. There really is no way to sidestep or play down these

experiences, especially in the way that they have shaped the girls, and the world they live

in.
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Villenas and Deyhle (1999) noted that, “Through the stories of ‘raced’ peoples,

we see how the daily indignities take a toll on the integrity and livelihood of people of

color” (p. 414), and young as my participants were, I could see that they were jaded by

these experiences and hurt. This was particularly apparent in Celita’s last remark about

how Whites are not willing to be “killing themselves while they can have Mexican people

doing the work for very little money.” Her pain stemmed from her knowledge that

immigrants, like most of their parents, who came to the U. S. eagerly because

substandard U. S. wages are still higher than those in their own country of Mexico, were

not respected even when they took the jobs that Americans did not want. They were

mindful that these jobs not only wore on their fathers physically, but that they were not

thought of favorably.

Another thing that upset them concerning their parents’ work was that some of

their parents were educated in Mexico; however their Mexican education was not valued

or considered here. Zena told us, “My dad, he was a business major over there, y se vino

paca y no le conto nada (and he came over here and nothing counted). Here, it’s like it

would never count, like you never did anything.” During this conversation, Zena, Celita,

and Maria Elena suggested that they knew that people thought of their family members as

not knowing anything or being anything even when they attended universities and held

professional jobs in their home country. It was a kick to their egos as they recognized

how college studies were esteemed in our society, but not when it came to their own

families. The telling of their stories appeared to be their attempt to resist the dominant

story that rendered their parents incompetent and not worthy of “equal opportunity”

employment. The stories were also necessary for them to tell because it was a way of

being accepting of themselves no matter what contemptible perceptions others held of

them. I accepted the girls’ counter-storytelling as a method of preserving what they
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believed was good and respectable about them and their families. I thought that if they

could continue with their stories, they might some day come to the realization of how

they came to be oppressed, and perhaps no longer think of White as perfection (Ladson-

Billings, 1998).

In educational research, counter-storytelling can be used to serve several

pedagogical, theoretical, and methodological functions (Ladson-Billings, 1998;

Solorzano & Yosso, 2001). Some things researchers explore through these narratives

include: “how power is used to privilege some stories over others, knowledge produced

within stories, and who is privileged to tell stories” (Knight et al., 2004, p. 100). The

girls’ narratives allowed me, as a researcher, to listen to and do something with their

counter-stories. To begin, storytelling for our group was a way to build community over

the time of our meetings. It was how I got to know their lives intimately, and it was a way

to supply our group with the context to question established beliefs, something I had

proposed to do. Also, I used their stories here for the purpose of divulging to educators

what these families underwent in terms of racial discrimination and how their experiences

influenced them to be the girls they were during our meetings. They offer insights into

their identities. Their stories can be taken as a “counter-reality” (Delgado, 1995), because

this is what life is for them, and they show another version of reality not included in

“stories that we tell (and trade) every day about the real” (López, 2001, p. 31).

I think that we can get a glimpse of how the girls thought the world read them

through their stories. And maybe we can begin to understand why they held others, and

sometimes their families and selves, in contempt. Perhaps with their counter-stories, they

were developing their own systems of knowledge in contrast to the dominant worldview

(Ladson-Billings, 2000, p. 258). Through our work together, I found the girls retelling

counter-stories of their fathers and mothers hard at work and as influences in their lives to
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perform well in school. I believe it was a way to reconceptualize their families as neither

lazy nor lacking and to disprove stereotypes about them. Their stories were a way for

them to speak, and for me to write, against the hegemony of racism, and they provided

me with critical insight about how their perspectives make up their knowledge of the

world.

III. Created Texts

During the first two weeks of our meetings, much of our talk revolved around

doing research and the things we could do to collect data in order to try to answer our

research question. The initial suggestions put on the table were the traditional ways the

girls knew of doing research. They came in the form of going to the library, looking for

books, and taking notes that had to do with our topic of Latina teen pregnancy. On those

days, the girls thought aloud about how they could divvy these tasks among themselves.

After all, this is what they knew about doing research. But I, having read about students

as researchers in their communities (Egan-Robertson & Bloome, 1998; Fine et al., 2005;

Morrell, 2004), had different expectations for our work together. I did not want the girls

to solely reproduce the knowledge printed in authoritative texts (Bakhtin, 1986), but I

also wanted them to generate new knowledge and to produce new texts, together. In their

work about students as ethnographers, Bloome and Egan-Robertson (1998), argued that,

“Research also requires a new “looking,” a new search: Familiar phenomena viewed and

understood in a new way, and unfamiliar phenomena newly encountered and understood

both on their own terms and in familiar terms” (p. xii). This is what I envisioned, even

though I questioned how we would get to this point together.

Once I suggested that there were other ways of developing our understanding of

the study through such processes as observations, administering surveys, and
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interviewing, the girls’ enthusiasm for our project became even more apparent. Almost

immediately, the girls were excited over the idea that they might be able to interview

women, family members and neighborhood friends they knew who had become pregnant

as teenagers. I was somewhat overwhelmed by the thought of the girls going out to do

interviews or surveys on their own, not because I thought that the processes would be too

difficult for them, but because I considered their age and I was aware that this kind of

work had not been explicitly explained to their parents. I foresaw their parents’ concerns

about having their daughters out in the neighborhood or interrogating a close family

member, and I worried about the girls being disappointed if their parents did not allow

them to do the interviews.

Together, we thought about how I might be able to accompany them when they

conducted interviews, thinking that their parents would be more open to the idea if I was

chaperoning and making sure that the girls focused on our research project question.

However, very soon scheduling conflicts became an issue and we were set back to our

original potential problem. When we considered options, Jennifer and Maria Elena stated

that while they wanted to be present when interviews took place, they did not feel

comfortable being the interviewers. Both of them knew some teen mothers but they did

not feel they had a rapport with them, and they were concerned that the teen mothers they

knew would not trust them. Celita had not joined our group yet, so she was not involved

in this phase of our decision-making. However, Zena and Ana jumped at the opportunity

and decided that since they were “practically neighbors” (as well as “best-friends”) and

they were the girls who already had possible interviewees in mind, they would go out and

do the interviews, with their parents’ permission, and bring the information to the group.

Later, I gave them a bag of materials they could take with them and we proceeded with

developing our understanding of the research topic.
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After we came to consensus on how interviews were to be implemented, we then

discussed the nature of interviewing. I brought ideas to the group that I borrowed from

my qualitative research classes as a graduate student. Drawing on some interviewing

principles, I synthesized and summarized ideas we could discuss and that would help the

girls probe for answers to questions they had. I used Glesne (1999) and Weiss (1994) to

talk about useful attributes and typical problems in interviewing. We also did brief mock

interviews with each other to run through some of the scenarios the girls might encounter.

Our meetings moved fairly quickly since we were only meeting once a week, and I

wondered if the girls were getting a hold of this more ethnographic framework that I was

sharing with them (Curry & Bloome, 1998).

More importantly, the girls seemed anxious to get to the development of our

questions for the interviews they would conduct. The excerpt that follows illustrates the

girls working on creating their own text—the questions they would ask participants of

their research study. For a few weeks, the girls thought of several questions that they

wanted to ask in their interviews. We wrote and rewrote them together as we considered

what we wanted to know from interviewees and why, but also, what we did not want to

imply by way of our questions. At first, I thought it was understood that we would design

these questions to help them answer their bigger research question about why Latinas

have the highest teen pregnancy rate in the U.S. In this sense, I wanted the girls to benefit

from engaging in the practices of researchers, and I think they did in many aspects, but

simultaneously, they also had their own interests to pursue. And these practices both,

spoke to who the girls were.

EXAMPLE 5:

Jennifer: Well, first you can ask them, “Are you happy?”
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Ana: … or not.

Jennifer: And then if they say they’re not you can…

Ana: You can say, “did they blame it on you?”

Jennifer: Do you blame that person?

Letty: Ok.

Jennifer: Like first you need to know what she feels and then ask…

Letty: Exactly. You’re almost implying that their life is …

Jennifer: That they messed up.

Zena: Maybe they’re happy that they have it.

Maria Elena: Si, pero con tu pregunta les esta echando la culpa. (Yes, but with your
question, you’re blaming them.)

Letty: As a researcher, if you think that she did something wrong or that it’s a bad
thing…

Jennifer: You keep it in your mind… you don’t want them to know your opinions.

Letty: Yes. You don’t necessarily want to reveal your opinion because this is about what
they think, about what they experienced.

Zena: …the most interesting question I think we have here is, “Was it your first time
having sex that you got pregnant?”

Letty: Yeah, that’s interesting…

Zena: …that’s one of the most interesting questions to me…

Ana: …uh, I’m curious as to how their family reacted to them, I don’t know…

Girls: Oh, yeah…

Jennifer: Uh, how about how do you think that having a baby will affect your life?
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Letty: Ok, so we can ask, “how do you think it’s going to affect the rest of your life?”
That’s a good question Jennifer. Tu, Maria Elena, otra pregunta que se te antoja
preguntar? (You, Maria Elena, any other question that you’d like to ask?)

Maria Elena: Es la que estaba preguntando ase rato. Por que quisieron tener el baby?
(It’s the one I was asking earlier. Why they wanted to have the baby?)

The dialogue presented here is meant to show how each girl spoke their words

freely addressing personal interests and curiosities, as well as how they talked through the

kind of question they wanted to craft together. This exchange discloses several things

about who the girls were, not only in the moment they were creating text but also in what

they were inquisitive about. If we take notice of the directions each girl took her own

question we can see that they had varying interests they wanted to address in their

interviews. While none of their questions directly answered their bigger research

question, their work together was some interpretation of the social problem they were

studying. The girls seemed to have looked inward and drew from what they knew, their

own resources, about young Latina mothers. They utilized personal experiences of

dealing with acquaintances, friends, and family members who had become pregnant as

very young women to create and engage with text that was both powerful and

instructional.

The girls localized and personalized their research study question by asking about

issues that were embedded in the lives of real people they knew, as well as about matters

that were pertinent to them as adolescent Mexicana girls. It became apparent to me that

their intent in some of the questions they were designing was to find “new” answers to

some familiar situations (Egan-Robertson & Bloome, 1998). For instance, one of the

questions Ana wanted to ask in the interview was about how the interviewee’s family

reacted to her news of becoming pregnant. For Ana and the rest of the girls, families
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played extraordinary roles in their lives, and family life was a fixed topic of conversation

for us. One of the ways they presented themselves to the world was in relationship to

their parents. They were “schooled” in the discourse of how to be a “good Mexican

daughter,” and this broader discourse became a part of creating the interview text.

The girls talked about Ana’s question on other occasions by commenting on how

their own parents would react if they were to become pregnant as teenagers. They spoke

of their families being devastated, extremely upset, and disappointed to name only some

of the emotional reactions they assumed they would provoke. Jennifer went so far as to

tell us about how her grandmother responded to her mother when she became pregnant

out of wedlock at an early age. She told us, “Like my mom told me that the first time she

got pregnant, que (that) my grandmother slapped her.” By asking about how a family

reacts, Ana informs us that family and being a daughter are identity markers for her. As

soon as Ana asked her question, the girls replied with, “Oh, yeah,” indicating it was a

worthy question to ask. I can say that for every participant, family meant a unit, a

network. The girls, as members of Mexican families, helped their parents and siblings by

having different “jobs” they had to do to contribute to the wellness of their households.

They sometimes compared the chores each of them had to do in their respective houses,

from cooking dinner to watching their younger siblings after school. They also

continuously recognized that their parents had made many sacrifices for them to get

educated in the U.S., and this awareness of their give-and-take relationships that existed

amongst their families defined who they were and who they were becoming.

Likewise, another one of their motivations for doing the interviews was to satisfy

their curiosities about sexual relations, and it is very possible that it was a reason for them

choosing teen pregnancy as a research topic as well. As coming-of-age girls, they were

attempting to make sense of the physical and emotional development of this time in their
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lives. The girls also seemed to draw from their past experiences in a Lifeworks pregnancy

prevention program that they had participated in the previous year. The program had a

female adult come to Washington to meet with the girls in groups, and from what the

girls told me, she took a mixed approach to educating them about health care, sex

education, and abstinence. I understood several of their questions to be extensions of

what they had learned from the Lifeworks program, together with what they knew about

acquaintances who had become pregnant as teenagers. Zena’s question about whether it

had been the interviewee’s first time having sex when she got pregnant likely stemmed

from a previous conversation between the girls and I. Zena talked about a cousin who had

become pregnant the first time she had relations and this caused the girls to recall facts

the Lifeworks woman had told them about teen pregnancies.

At least three of the participants recognized that their parents were not talking to

them about sex at home. Maria Elena’s mother, specifically, told me that she was

thankful that I was talking to her daughter, discussing such things as sexuality and

pregnancy, in our meetings because she did not feel comfortable doing so. Zena and Ana

said they sometimes asked older sisters about sex and human development because they

were uncomfortable asking their mothers. The girls, on occasion, made reference to their

parents being both conservative and strict when they talked about being afraid to ask their

parents when they would be allowed to date or if they could talk to boys on the phone,

which conveyed that they likely would not go to their parents with the type of sexual

questions they were bringing to our meetings. Jennifer’s mother seemed to be the only

parent who explicitly talked to her daughter about such matters and she sometimes shared

these conversations between her and her mother with us. Since the counselor originally

selected girls who were part of the Lifeworks program to meet with me, perhaps the girls
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felt they could continue asking about issues surrounding sex.6 In addition, I had known

the girls for some time and I believe they felt invited to talk about what they wanted to

without feeling self-conscious or embarrassed.

Other questions that the girls suggested we ask in the interviews were still

connected to their discussions in the Lifeworks program to some extent, but to their

budding concerns too. They were bringing knowledge bases to bear in the text we were

creating together by introducing interests that had been shaped by their past experiences.

Why a teenage girl would choose to have a baby or how it would affect the rest of her life

were continued conversations, and with their interviews the girls thought they would get

“real” answers. Their focus on these questions drew my attention to their concerns about

their bodies and well-being at this pivotal time in their lives. The girls had been told that

if they would become pregnant as teens they would not be prepared in several ways. They

would not only be cutting their education short and consequently have a hard time

money-wise, but their bodies would suffer, and perhaps their baby would too. In some

respects, the girls seemed affected by what they had learned through the Lifeworks

program when they had a difficult time imagining why young girls would choose to put

their lives in danger. Jennifer and Maria Elena shared their worries with the group.

Jennifer: Like right now you’re barely learning about taking care of your body. You’re
body is like developing. We need to know more about our bodies and having a
baby will require more from you than you can give and you might get sick or
something like that.

Maria Elena: Yeah, when you’re pregnant you have to take care of yourself and you
can’t take the same risks.

6 I suspected that the counselor had chosen the girls whose parents would be willing to let them meet with
me.
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The girls understood that physically they would not be ready to give birth when

they still had much to learn about their bodies. Conversations, like the excerpt above,

haloed the questions we were putting together for the interview and reflected the girls

grappling with complicated issues that engaged them as adolescents. In part, the

interview appeared to be forged out of a need to address matters and concerns that

preoccupied the girls. I understood their writing of this text as active position-taking in

that they were trying to find answers that would help them understand why young girls

become pregnant and that would help them make well-informed decisions in the future.

However, the work we were doing together was about the research process as well

as about the girls. Although they were trying to get answers to some questions while

producing the interview, they were also dealing with some complex research methods

that have proven to be difficult even for graduate students. As we “engaged in jointly

creating and participating in the figured world” (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998b, p. 133)

of our research project meetings, the girls constructed themselves as researchers. Holland

et al. (1998) explained that in the day-to-day practices of our figured worlds, we

invariably construct our own social positions from the social work we do together, which

can be acts of inclusion. According to them, “A figured world is peopled by the figures,

characters and types who carry out its tasks and who have styles of interacting within,

distinguishable perspectives on, and orientations toward it” (Holland, Lachicotte et al.,

1998b, p. 51). That said, I invited the girls into this figured world of our PAR project, but

we reconstructed it together by carrying out our project activities and discourses as a

community. They took up researcher identities as they appropriated their roles as a result

of our day-to-day practices that were done in the name of research on Latina teen

pregnancy.
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At the beginning of the segment of conversation above, the girls seemed well

rehearsed in researcher talk as they were having difficulty with the question they were

writing together. They struggled with it because they cared about what they were asking

and about what they were studying. Prior to the dialogue presented here, Zena, having

adopted a discourse concerning teen mothers, wanted to know whether the teen mother

blamed her partner for the pregnancy or whether the father of the child blamed her.

Jennifer then responded, “Well, first you can ask them, ‘Are you happy?’” understanding

that asking the interviewee about who blamed who implied that there was some

animosity between partners or that one of them thought the other was at fault. This could

also suggest that somebody, maybe the teen mother, was unhappy, and Jennifer

comprehended that they would not want to imply this through their interview question.

Maria Elena understood too as she tried to make Zena aware that she was accusing the

interviewee of wrongdoing with the way she had worded her question. Jennifer and I

tried to explain that even when we do not agree with what the interviewee has done we

do not let our opinions be known through our interviewing.

The girls seemed to remember things I previously discussed with them about the

principles of interviewing. I had repeatedly shared that the way we worded a question

was one of the most important elements of how interviewees would respond. Monitoring

our subjective selves was also something I attempted to clarify while explaining that we

had to be aware of the ways we might skew our work. The participants drew on their

knowledge of these prior texts we had discussed, which Bloome and Egan-Robertson

(1993) defined as intertextuality. The girls made an intertextual connection between the

current event of writing our interview questions and the earlier one where we were

learning about the principles of interviewing. They demonstrated that they recognized the
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ties between these two events and shared the cultural knowledge with the members of our

community (Egan-Robertson, 1998).

Thus, by way of creating the interview text the girls had the opportunity to engage

in literacy practices that helped them develop researcher skills I think would be valued in

school, while being able to construct themselves as intellectual girls who were trying to

understand an issue that hits very close to home for them. In addition, their experiences

and inquiries became part of the text we created. Just as printed texts can be thought of as

representations of people’s beliefs and values, the interview was a representation of who

the girls were as daughters in a Mexican family, adolescent girls who were coming into

their own adult bodies, future women, and researchers. Luke (1995-1996) argued that all

texts are multidiscursive in that “they draw from a range of discourses, fields of

knowledge, and voices. In this way the discourses are dynamic and cross fertilizing,

continually relocated and regenerated in everyday texts” (p. 15). We should also consider

that as the girls authored the interview text they were shaping who they were. Another

dimension of our conversations here is that their inquiry allowed them to envision

possibilities for the future. Who might they be if they took the time to discover the power

of their choices?

This interview text the girls produced together was not the only text they wanted

to work on. We often talked about how we would take what we learned in our project

meetings to another level and share it with others. We discussed different ideas for multi-

modal texts, like video, a skit, a school campaign, but none of these products ever came

to fruition for lack of time. 7

7 See Chapter Five.
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IV. Texts Constructed with Others

The girls and I worked over the course of several weeks to get our questions to

represent what we all wanted to know from the teen mothers we would interview. Once

we had what we agreed was a well-crafted interview, Zena and Ana felt ready to pursue

with interviewing. When we met every Monday thereafter, we asked the girls about the

interviews so that we could discuss the results amongst the group, but Zena and Ana were

having trouble setting up meetings with the women they thought might be willing to

answer our questions. They came back every week telling us that their potential

interviewees kept postponing their meetings. After a few weeks went by without any

results, I began to worry that we would not get the chance to look at data collected from

interviews.

I thought about how I could perhaps do some interviews and bring the

information to the group. My younger brother and his wife had had a child when they

were very young. My sister-in-law was sixteen years old when she gave birth to my

nephew, and I thought she might be willing to answer the questions we came up with,

which would be a start. However, I really wanted the girls to experience the interviewing

process themselves, especially since they had produced the questions. I drew on my

network of friends and graduate school peers to see who was acquainted with any teen

mothers who would be willing to answer our questions. Cynthia, one of my good friends

who I met in graduate school, worked as a language arts instructional coach and teacher

at a local high school. Some of Washington’s students fed into that high school, and

Cynthia and I often shared concerns and ideas about working in public schools with

adolescents. When I told her about our dilemma, she suggested that we come to her high

school since she had a few Latina students who were either pregnant or mothers. I
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contemplated about whether to try to get permission to take the girls to the nearby high

school, but the end of the semester was nearing and by the time I would get permission

from all five parents to take the girls on a “field trip” it would probably be too late since

we were only meeting once a week.

Ultimately, Cynthia and I agreed that it might be best for her to ask one of her

students if she would be willing to come to Washington to speak to the girls and do our

interview during one of our meetings. The girls and I had originally planned to do several

interviews, but May arrived and we still had not done one. We welcomed the idea of at

least having one of Cynthia’s students come to the school. I asked the counselor at

Washington permission to bring Cynthia’s student and she encouraged me. Cynthia

decided to ask an eighteen year-old senior, Veronica, to come with her to Washington at

the end of May.

When I asked Cynthia about how she selected Veronica she explained that she

asked her to do our interview for several reasons. Veronica, as a student in Cynthia’s

junior English class, had written several personal narratives about her life, pregnancy, its

aftermath, and things she had learned along the way. Cynthia said they often times

discussed the content of Veronica’s writing in private as she emboldened her to continue

exploring her life through writing. This had helped foster a relationship; I would say a

friendship, between the two, which was evident in our interview meeting. Veronica had

left school for some time, but months after the birth of her baby, had eventually decided

that she needed to return to school in order to be a role model for her son. Cynthia stated

that Veronica did not seem to romanticize her pregnancy or her relationship with the

father of her child and that having already had her son, Veronica would be able to

provide the girls with information about how the experience had affected her life thus far.
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At the time of the interview, Veronica’s boy was a one year old and attended a

day care managed by her high school. Veronica was no longer together with the father of

her child, who was an African American man a few years older than she was, and who

lived in another Texas city about an hour away. She had moved back to central Texas to

live with her mother and to finish high school, which she completed the summer after we

met her. Cynthia brought her to one of our last project meetings and Veronica brought her

son with her. The girls were extremely excited, not only that we would finally get to do

the interview with Veronica, but that she was also bringing her son. The excerpt of

transcript that follows is from the interview and shows some of the other questions that

the girls and I created together, and some that were improvised by Cynthia, as well as the

girls. When our visitors arrived, the girls were all of a sudden “shy” and decided that they

wanted me to be the one to conduct the interview with their questions, which is why I led

this discussion.

EXAMPLE 6:

Letty: Will you tell us a little bit about when you first found out you were pregnant?

Veronica: I was mad, about myself, like, I don’t know…I felt like I, like I let down my
mom and my family cause like, a lot of my family, we get a lot of teen
pregnancy and stuff and I didn’t want to be like them. And they’re like, “Oh,
no, you’re going to end up like them, you’re going to…” And, yep, I failed so
I was really mad about myself.

Letty: In what ways do you think that being a young Latina affected your decision to
have sex?

Veronica: The only thing is like…they make all those like how can you say it…like
those criticisms, like oh, you know all those Mexican girls just have babies,
and dadadada…like that’s what they say about me. But I mean, everybody is,
like no matter what the color you are there are people with the exact same
things that’s going on right now, so…it doesn’t really matter.

Cynthia: Have you all heard that?



118

Zena: Yeah. My aunt, all her daughters they all got pregnant at a young age and my
mom, she’s been working really hard so that we’ll finish school and one day, my
mom was telling them how I had gotten honor roll and telling my aunt how she
has to do better and my aunt told her, “Why do you care? They’re Mexican.
They’re going to end up with a baby anyways.”

Letty: We’ve definitely talked some about that…about how people expect less of you if
you are Latina because…

Veronica: …don’t ever say never. Yeah, I said that. I’m never going to end up pregnant.
I’m never. Like you know, just prove them wrong.

Cynthia: I want to know what you all think.

Zena: About what?

Cynthia: About like what Veronica said—no one ever told her not to have sex and that
she knew that she shouldn’t or that she should at least use protection. There are
a lot of smart girls. Veronica is a smart girl.

Jennifer: Do you think that if somebody would have told you not to like get pregnant and
like all of that, would you of done it?

Veronica: Mm-mm.

Jennifer: So you did it because you didn’t have…

Veronica: …because like I think you know if you have people that will sit down and talk
to you about things I think it would be more like, you know you would think
about it more. Like…in my case…no one cared enough to sit down and have a
talk with us so you know, it’s just like you do whatever, you know.

Veronica began our discussion with a declaration of what she was, a failure. She

was angry with herself for becoming pregnant at such a young age and because she had

disappointed her family. But she also seemed to be upset because she had taken up a

position others had claimed for her; a position that had been built through a discourse

about Latina teen pregnancy that further disenfranchises Latina girls (Gee, 1996). This

social discourse exists when people stigmatize teenage pregnancy and motherhood as a
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poor, working-class, racialized problem (Luttrell, 2003). It can be considered a dominant

discourse, one of those “discourses [that] are institutionalized and taken-for-granted [as]

ways of understanding relationships, activities, and meanings about the way the world

works” (Luttrell, 2003, p. 25). In this case, it was one about Latina teen pregnancy,

specifically about Mexicana girls. In depictions of teen pregnancy, race is made notably

significant because the social problem is often understood as a consequence of poor

family values among people of color instead of as a consequence of being poor (Julie

Bettie, 2003). Bettie (2003) suggested that

Teen pregnancy, among Latinas and African-American women in particular,

invokes White fears of ‘overbreeding’ among women of color, as White women

are imagined as the only legitimate reproducers of the nation and women of color

are imagined as a welfare burden. (p. 46)

She further explained that the long withstanding myth that pregnancy is the cause

of minority girls’ poverty and their placement in lower tracks at school is fed by a social

discourse that legitimates anti-welfare sentiment and maintains punitive policies (Julie

Bettie, 2003). What is not considered is that there is a high correlation between race and

class and teen pregnancy because “their continued (or increased) impoverishment is a

consequence of their vocational curriculum, low-wage jobs, and lack of affordable child

care” (Julie Bettie, 2003, p. 72).

It is unclear in this transcript who they are when Veronica stated, “they’re like,

‘Oh, no, you’re going to end up like them, you’re going to’…,” but it was a social

discourse that surrounded her and affected her, nonetheless. She was able to articulate a

connection between being a Latina teenage girl and what that implied in terms of low

expectations for her. “Like that’s what they say about me,” Veronica stated. However,
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Veronica at the time was still wrestling with these low expectations. She also took a

colorblind perspective by saying that it did not matter what color you were, “there [were]

people with the exact same things that’s going on right now.” She seemed to grapple with

how she thought others saw her and how she saw herself.

At some point in her life, Veronica had positioned herself as a woman who would

not be a teen mother when she said, “Yeah, I said that. I’m never going to end up

pregnant. I’m never.” But she seemed to have been repositioned from a confident girl

who was in control of her decisions to someone who was structured by “criticisms” about

her. It could have been people who were “othering” her through this discourse in order to

justify unbalanced power relations, but it is not unlikely that Latina teen pregnancy

discourses were taken up by people she knew or who cared about her, as well. As Zena

explained, even her own aunt would tell her mother “Why do you care? They’re

Mexican. They’re going to end up with a baby anyways.” Zena’s story about her aunt

appeared to mirror Veronica’s story about how she had been positioned by others. We

cannot know for sure, but had Veronica had the opportunity to question the text that

others created about her, a “majoritarian story” (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, p. 247),

perhaps she would have developed another way of knowing. She might have spoken or

written a counter-story that had her “prove them wrong,” as she suggested the girls do.

While I did not intend to write about how this young woman constructed her

identity, I had to comment on it here because what struck me about Veronica’s words was

that she “failed” by living out the dominant story that had been written about her by

having accepted the discourses around her even if, perhaps, not consciously. In some

way, this text that the girls and I constructed with Veronica and Cynthia is an answer to

Zena’s hypothesis in the first example of dialogue,8 that Hispanics have the highest teen

8 This excerpt can be found under Printed Text that I Provided.
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pregnancy rate because society expects them to do poorly in school, to drop out, and have

a child while they are teens. If we were to go on our data from this interview alone, Zena

would have been proven correct.

We cannot deny that institutional, social, and cultural voices shape how we act.

Sometimes I worried that the girls would internalize the ways they often claimed to be

positioned by others. I was afraid they would take up those positions and live out what

others expected of them, like Veronica had, even when they would not want to choose

those lives for themselves. I did not want them to simply accept those positions

uncritically, their identities then taking the shape through their interactions and beliefs

others held of them. But I had hopes for the work we did together, for the text they

constructed with others. Maybe they would recognize they had agency to resist dominant

discourses9 because even though we are constituted by discourse, it does not mean that

we need to be determined by it (Neilsen, 1998).

It can be argued that in this PAR meeting the girls were exploring what it would

take for them to disrupt the social discourse of Latina teen pregnancy. Jennifer wanted to

know if Veronica had had somebody to talk to before she became pregnant. Although I

am not naïve enough to believe that the conversations we had would influence the girls to

not have relations or to become pregnant as teenagers, I did believe that within the

context of our PAR project, power was enacted differently than in other realms in the

girls’ lives. In our group, the girls could respond to dominant discourses by telling a

counter-story, for instance. Zena’s comment, “My mom, she’s been working really hard

so that we’ll finish school and one day, my mom was telling them how I had gotten honor

roll and telling my aunt how she has to do better,” can be considered one of those stories.

And I have shared others in previous sections. Another example of the girls responding to

9 Although some acts of resistance can feed into oppressive structures.
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dominant discourses is how they positioned themselves as listeners, as researchers,

wanting to learn from what Veronica related about her experiences. They did this through

the interview questions they shared through me but also as they improvised other

questions they wanted to know about. The positions they took up and that were

encouraged by, our project practices had the potential of shaping how they made sense of

Latina teen pregnancy and of their own identities, as well.

Additionally, Veronica positioned them as girls who could make better decisions

than she had made. “Just prove them wrong,” she stated, encouraging them to make

choices that follow the “normative life trajectory” (Luttrell, 2003). She also positioned

them as girls who had more power than she did to reshape the discourses around them by

having the opportunity to talk about sexual relations and teen pregnancy. She suggested

that “talking to someone” like the girls were doing, could have provided her with a

chance to deconstruct the dominant discourse of Latina teen pregnancy by “think[ing]

about it more.” What Veronica did not realize is that she was giving them opportunities

for identity-making processes that are more aligned with what they would want for

themselves.

After meeting with Veronica and Cynthia, the girls and I stayed another half hour

or so to wrap up our session. They were astonished at how open Veronica had been about

her experiences. She had been willing to answer all of the questions the girls had worked

on, plus others that had come up in our conversation. In retrospect, I think that to some

extent, Veronica seemed to be resisting the dominant story that assumed her to be a

mother “working the system,” by going back to school and trying to “succeed” by

society’s standards. She went on to graduate from high school and was attending dental

hygienist school to get licensed the year after we met her. Perhaps, to “prove them

wrong.”
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The interaction explained above illustrates how Latina teen pregnancy discourses

can be thought of as a kind of text that influences people to act and think a certain way. It

gives us an idea of how these girls are sometimes addressed by and how they answer to

the social worlds that set them up as powerless individuals in relationships (Holland,

Lachicotte et al., 1998b). The interview with Veronica made the girls somewhat aware,

although we can argue that Zena already was to some extent, of how these discourses

shape and define us. We may choose the paths our lives take, but we are not always in

complete control of what we are choosing for ourselves because we live within

discourses, and they structure us throughout our lives (Dillon & Moje, 1998).

WHY IDENTITY MATTERED IN OUR PAR PROJECT

I had the privilege of knowing these five girls for at least a year. I became better

acquainted with them during the spring semester as we worked on our research project

together. I intended through this work to look at how Jennifer, Zena, Maria Elena, Ana

and Celita constructed their identities through a participatory action research project that

grew from their interests and their lives as girls of Mexican-origin and working-class

families. As our dialogue suggests and as I have chosen to represent our work here, their

identity constructions were most visible to me when we interacted with texts. In this

chapter, I wanted to reveal the dialogic nature of the self and how when we interacted

with various forms of text the interactions informed me of who the girls were in the

figured world of our PAR project (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998b).

The varying texts we used contextualized our conversations, meaning that our

conversations depended on and were inspired by the different texts we used throughout

our research. The talk surrounding text also educed the telling of stories through which
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the girls explored their understanding of themselves. The girls’ self-representations

through the PAR project were complex, and I tried not to make simplistic conclusions. As

their identities were in constant transformation, the girls were soaking in what others said

about them through lasting dominant discourses. The way the girls read these dominant

cultural stories influenced them, so much so, that sometimes they took up the very

dominant discourses that humiliate them and that serve to maintain unbalanced power

relations. However, there were other times throughout our project when the girls resisted

the dominant worldview, and positioned themselves as people who could speak back in

order to reconceptualize negative images of themselves and their families.

It seems as though the girls were experiencing a developing awareness of how the

unbalanced power relations of gender, race, and class influence their participation in the

world. However, it was almost as if they were creating the text of our PAR project for the

purpose of helping them figure out who they were in a world where there are limited

representations of girls like them. Furthermore, as they voiced their dissatisfactions with

how they were viewed by others, they were rewriting the world to change how others saw

them. But in order for the girls to be able to voice their identity constructions, they had to

participate in discourses that constituted them. What are the implications for their

identities then, when they said that there was nothing to discuss at school?

Since the girls spent the majority of their time at school, and they were not taking

up discourses that they drew from their lived experiences there, they were not getting

regular opportunities to see themselves as individuals who could counter negative

perceptions about themselves. Had they had a long withstanding record of receiving these

opportunities at school, they might have been in the process of developing more active

“histories of participation” (Rogers, 2002). Representations of self mattered in our PAR

project because the girls needed to construct identities that were relevant to their
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experiences and their own ways of knowing, believing, and acting (Gee, 1996), so that

they could position themselves as actors in their world. In the development of self, social

influences become critical; yet more critical are the actions we take to shake up hierarchal

power structures. Explaining why she uses Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner and Cain’s

(1998) theory of identity, Blackburn (2002-2003) stated: “…their theory works from the

premise that identities are formed in social evolutionary contexts, and, therefore, in some

ways they are shaped by their contexts. However, according to their theory, individuals

also contribute to the work of identity formation—they have agency, and they interact in

and with their contexts to conduct identity work (p. 313). Similarly, their theory worked

for this study because I understood the girls as shaping their identities through our PAR

work, and in the process, they gained momentum to inquire about action, as they wanted

to know how they could rewrite themselves as respectable and powerful individuals. This

is why identity mattered in the PAR context.

As these girls attempt to continue to answer the question, “Who am I?” through

their daily interactions, they will continue to be told by the world through the way

schools are organized, images on television, teacher and others’ deficit expectations, and

many other ways, that they are worth less. “People act on what they believe others expect

of them, based on the messages they get from others and from society at large” (Dillon &

Moje, 1998, p. 194). It is imperative then, that schools make the kinds of practices that

were part of our project available to these girls so that they may take up their own

discourses to articulate how they read the world. The girls’ reconstructions of self in a

more positive light are contingent on contextual factors, such as school. When students,

like the girls, do not get chances to explore the topics that are “related to their ruling

passions – they are taking up dispositions that can be limiting, if not self-censoring”

(Luttrell & Parker, 2001, p. 245-246).
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Chapter 5

Participatory Action Research with, by, and for the Girls

In the particpatory research propounded here, the silenced are not just incidental
to the curiosity of the researcher but are the masters of inquiry into the underlying
causes of the events in their world. In this context research becomes a means of
moving them beyond silence into a quest to proclaim the world.

Paulo Freire

It is a process in which all individuals in a group try to get a handle on the ways in
which their knowledge shapes their sense of identity and agency and to reflect
critically on how their current knowledge frames and constrains their action.

(Kemmis & McTaggert, 2005, p. 567)

But you know, we can’t change the world from one day to another.
Celita

The purpose of this chapter is to take a closer look at how I took from the

traditions and ideas of participatory action research (PAR) and made them our own with

the participants of this study. Aside from the various theoretical bases that inform PAR,

there are a set of methodological tenets that describe its practice and that I borrowed for

my research endeavors (Brydon-Miller, 2001). However, Fine (2001) posited that action

research represents more of an epistemological stance, rather than narrowly focusing on

one method. Nonetheless, within the readings I did to acquaint myself with PAR, there

were varying models for conducting participatory research (Fine et al., 2001; Fine &

Torre, 2005; Maguire, 1987; McIntyre, 2000a). I looked at them as possibilities for

approaches, but I found there was no one real way of doing PAR. Maguire (1987) argued
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that the model one uses “must evolve out of and in response to the unique conditions and

context of the specific situation” (p. 40), which was somewhat of a relief to read when I

did not know how to follow up in organizational or analytical ways throughout our

project. On the other hand, there were plenty of times when I sensed that I was creating

the project as I went along, which made for an uncomfortableness in conducting and

constructing research. I think what happened through this work was that I struggled to

understand what it meant for me in my day-to-day practices in preparing and working

with these girls what participatory action research really meant.

In this chapter, I reflect upon my experiences at Washington by evaluating the

adequacy of some of the participatory methods I engaged with the girls as co-participants

in our research. I kept a personal journal where I recorded my reactions to the different

aspects of the PAR process. I have drawn on them here to help me recall some of our

experiences throughout the semester, particularly those dilemmas I went through in

getting from here to there. As mentioned earlier, there are many ways in which PAR

projects are developed, but there are three principles that lead most PAR projects: “(1)

the collective investigation of a problem, (2) the reliance on indegenous knowledge to

better understand that problem, and (3) the desire to take the individual and/or collective

action to deal with the stated problem. These aims are achieved through collective

investigation, education, and action throughout the research process” (McIntyre, 2000a,

p. 128). The following discussion is organized around these three principles, but it is

important to note that I have also added additional reflections under the section I thought

was most appropriate. Moreover, the following events did not always occur in the order

they are presented here. The events were neither linear nor sequential nor simple. What

follows is an account of the things I learned about the process of “activist” educational
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research; PAR limitations and contributions I could have only learned about by doing the

research (Freire, 1982).

COLLECTIVE RESEARCH

To begin collective investigation of a problem within a community researchers

have to know the group they are working with in order to define the generative themes

and problems that they are faced with, together (Freire, 1982; Maguire, 1987). “Within

the context of participatory research, dialogue encourages people to look at the ‘whys’ of

their lives” (Maguire, 1987, p. 134). As we opened the spring semester with planning for

our PAR project, the girls and I knew each other fairly well. I had been having lunch with

them weekly the previous semester, and I knew about some of them the year before that

through Zena. Our weekly lunch meetings were already an on-going dialogue that

consisted of discussions about problems the girls encountered in their day-to-day lives.

However, it was not just “problems” we discussed, we got to know each other because

we also talked about other personal elements that had nothing to do with things we

wanted to change. Through our conversations, and my support of their dialogue through

the literature I shared with them, we encouraged each other to reflect on parts of their

lives that they may not have questioned aloud or paid attention to before. A relationship

of trust between us was nurtured through a semester of laying groundwork for the work

we would do together in the spring.

These relationships I had with each of the participants and the ones they had with

each other were never a problem. In other words we got along, and we could voice

differing opinions on matters, but we could almost always reach a compromise. We

jointly decided that they could study any of the topics we had talked about the previous

semester through research and that they could investigate through methods they thought
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would best help us answer their research question. From the start, the girls seemed

engaged in the research in several ways. They could speak and reflect about their topic

and connected themes, as well as about their own data collection concerns, without

hesitating or stopping to think about who was listening or how somebody might respond

to what they had to say. In addition, they thought of Latina teen pregnancy as a problem

in their community, and they had sharp critiques of how it was “keeping them down.”

They were somewhat aware of how this issue was connected to existing forms of

structural oppression that have been normalized. Since the girls had similar perspectives

on our research topic they used their collective interest to further interrogate related

forms of oppression.

The participants held a sincere commitment to studying Latina teen pregnancy

and were involved in all phases of our investigation, including analysis, which is not

typical in qualitative research involving youth (Pizarro, 1999). One of the PAR

possibilities that I saw realized was that the girls could acknowledge the power within the

group when they collectively studied this problem in their community. The girls worked

toward interpretation of our data and a deeper understanding not only of the topic they

questioned, but of other topics that arose throughout our study. And this work made them

aware that they were engaging in transformative processes that grew from their existing

knowledge by eventually referring to themselves as researchers, “learning how to make

the future better for [them] and for [their] children,” “not giving up” and many other

ways (Fine et al., 2005; Pizarro, 1999). As we worked through our project together, the

girls elicited varying facets of their identities to better understand the problem at question

and the different relationships that were tied to the problem. There seemed to be an

understanding among the group that there were parts of ourselves that could feel
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powerful in the space we owned together, and I considered this one of the contributions

and positive outcomes of our PAR project.

However, I do not mean to imply that this collective investigation occurred

without obstacles. For example, this project was sometimes a site of struggle for me as a

researcher in that I had to give up control of the process. I believed in our collective effort

and I had to guide us, but it took me time to accept that facilitating did not mean I would

always make decisions in our group. In fact, PAR is about having the members of the

group participate to help them understand that they can be creative actors on the world.

Through their inquiry they should be making decisions as the group repositions

themselves from objects to subjects of their own research process (Maguire, 1987). At

times, I was still working within traditional research methods by treating the girls as

objects and not allowing them to partake in decision-making that was meaningful for

them. I had wanted to work against these practices, but at the same time I wanted our

PAR project to be successful and that meant that I envisioned it looking a certain way.

The following is an example of how my desire for control was getting in the way of the

girls’ decision-making processes in the PAR project. I have to say that this was not a

limitation of PAR, but of me, the researcher.

When the girls were creating their interview text, I realized that they were not

coming up with questions that would help them answer their primary research question

about why Latinas have the highest teen pregnancy rate in the U.S. I had covered this

issue when I discussed the principles of interviewing with them, but the girls took their

own directions in constructing the interview, (which is how it should have been). There

was one question the girls wrote together that I changed in order to better fit with their

larger research question. As I typed out their research questions to put all of them

together in one document, I changed this one question because I thought we needed at
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least one that would add to our research topic. I wrote: Why do you think that young

Latinas are more at risk for pregnancy than other ethnic/racial groups? But the girls took

notice of what I did when they read over the typed version of the interview and did not

like it. Probably understanding that this research “[was] about [them],” they did not

accept my changed question. Zena said,

I don’t like the way you put this one because I liked it the way it was. I’m sorry,

but yours, this is a question you should ask. And I know we’re supposed to act

mature you know, we should do the interview the right way but we should do it in

a way we understand…you know that we can kind of find another possible way to

that question.

Zena put in me in my PAR place. She tried to explain that the way I had worded

the question made it mine, not theirs. She articulately told me that they had to put the

interview together in a way they understood, not in a way that pleased me, or my vision

for the outcome of the project. She understood the idea of doing the interview “the right

way,” but she also understood that they had to ask other questions they wanted answers

to, and none of the girls argued with her. She assured me they would find other ways of

answering their main question, and they did.

This was the first time during our PAR project that I was made aware by the

participants that there were some decisions that had to be absolutely made by them. In

hindsight, I think that the more control I gave up the more engaged the girls were in the

PAR process. This is not to say that they did not want to be there initially. They were

always present and attentive, but it seemed even more so as I let them work through most

of the activities throughout the semester. At the beginning I made a conscious effort not

to interrupt them or speak too much, even though I had to introduce structures that would
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make their participation more possible. In reality they spoke most of the time. The

majority of the transcripts were taken up by their words, and they continuously cut me

off. I learned that they really could engage in conversations effectively, especially around

issues that mattered to them and that they felt passionate about.

Additionally, collective investigation was much easier to plan to do than to

actually do. The participants being sixth-graders seemed to be an advantage for us

because “young people in urban areas are often marginalized from larger societal

discussions... that affect their lives” (McIntyre, 2000a, p. 130), and with the project they

excitedly took up a chance to work together and speak their minds. However, the girls’

age also made it more challenging for us to meet on other occasions besides our weekly

meetings. We were not working on our PAR project during school hours (which I thought

was a good thing), and the girls had other commitments after school, such as being part of

extracurricular activities and having to help take care of siblings. I, for one, could not

invest my entire time to the project because I had two other part-time jobs that were

taking up some of my time. Maguire (1987) stated that time is one of the most underrated

limitations on participatory research, and I have to say that for our project, the same was

true. Abbreviated time got in the way of conducting more project interviews, as well as

our finished product. I also continuously worried that without ample time I was cutting

their educational opportunities and the outcomes of our PAR work short in the sense that

if consciousness is a PAR goal, we needed more time. We had to understand some of our

discussions well before we continued with further steps in our research.

All the PAR or PAR-like projects with youth I read about to acquaint myself with

methods they used were done with research teams of adults (Fine et al., 2005; McIntyre,

2000a; Morrell, 2004). Maguire (1987) explained that PAR information is limited,

especially “in regard to the initiation of small scale projects without the support,
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resources, and credibility of government ministries, universities, or international

development agencies” (p. 111-112). When I ran into obstacles or I simply did not know

how to follow something up I did not have anybody to ask questions of or to clarify ideas

with. I understand why these are collective projects many times because you can work

out the complicated issues with others as they arise during the various phases of your

research. Like Maguire (1987), I questioned how I would do this project and very

frequently asked myself if I was doing PAR. It certainly made me question whether I

would understand what taking action meant without a more substantial collective energy.

KNOWLEDGE DEVELOPED AND SHARED BY THE GROUP

As collective investigation was made possible through the framework of

participatory action research, so was the co-construction of knowledge. One thing that I

hope is evident through this work is that I was making knowledge with the co-

investigators of the PAR project and not exactly for them. PAR gave the girls license to

take up a space where they could bring their individual knowledge bases and discourses

to explore a range of issues that were salient to them. They co-constructed this space and

used it to challenge and re-imagine discourses that claimed to know who the girls were

and they did this by relying on their own knowledge.

In this research, we can consider PAR “a venue for reflecting on oppressive

circumstances and imagining alternatives” (Blackburn, 2002-2003, p. 314). It not only

gave the participants opportunities to engage in literacy practices that helped them

develop skills that schools value, but more importantly, it gave them a chance to

construct themselves as people who could talk and write against that which oppressed

them to some extent. Another one of the important outcomes of our work together was

that the girls saw themselves as researchers and intellectuals as they brought together
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their knowledges and literacies. They eventually assumed authority to make

recommendations to each other about doing research on Latina teen pregnancy. They also

were able to see that an issue that surrounded them daily and that they were genuinely

interested in was worthy of study. We made and shared new meaning by integrating their

knowledges in our PAR project space.

The idea of making meaning in the PAR project brings to mind the notion of

working in a third space (Bhabha, 1994; Gutiérrez et al., 2001). While I did not use the

theoretical lens of spatial hybridity to frame my analysis, I conceptualized our work

together as a place where we negotiated what was occuring in our project by bringing in

our varying knowledges. Anchored in cultural studies and used across different

disciplines, I understand hybridity to be situated within and across social and discursive

spaces such that to consider something hybrid would mean it occupies an in-between

space where boundaries are fluid and open (Bhabha, 1994). Moje and her colleagues

further explained that “hybridity theory posits that people in any given community draw

on multiple resources or funds to make sense of the world, and …to make sense of oral

and written texts” (Moje et al., 2004, p. 42). We can consider that hybridity is connected

to third space in the PAR project because it drew from our discourses and knowledges in

order for us to make sense of texts and to make new meaning about the stated problem

and other issues.

PAR can be viewed as a third space in which competing discourses made their

way into our study of Latina teen pregnancy in order to help us understand the problem.

There are a number of ways we can think of our space as hybrid. One is to ponder the

texts we created in our project by drawing on the girls’ racialized discourses, Latina teen

pregnancy discourses, and those of how to be a good Mexican daughter, to name a few.

We brought these discourses of different spaces into the PAR conversation for varying
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purposes, one being to challenge those dominant discourses that are part of our everyday

lives (Moje et al., 2004). I understood the girls’ counter-stories as text that challenged

dominant discourses about their families and teen pregnancy by speaking back to them.

This integration of the girls’ knowledges and discourses that were taken from other

spaces made up our third space by bringing in what the girls knew from home, their

community, and school (Moje et al., 2004). Our PAR space was also hybrid in that I

taught new research methods to the group through their everyday knowledges, which led

them to grow as intellectual beings and helped them understand the problem.

Furthermore, we enacted our space in hybrid ways by taking up different ways of being

which was the topic of Chapter Four.

The girls inducted themselves into our community of research practice by

showing understanding of some of the new methods I taught them, as well as

understanding how to look across our findings to help answer our research question. One

thing I wish I had done was to introduce them to some critical theoretical frameworks in

order to teach them discourse they could use in their critical readings of our project

conversations (Morrell, 2004). They might have been able to take up new discourses of

hegemony and counter-narratives in order to talk about some of the issues we were

questioning and raising our consciousness about.

As a group we were challenged in many ways to think about what we thought we

knew concerning Latina teen pregnancy, but also about other issues that were connected

to the problem. As discussed in Chapter Four, one of the associations the girls made to

the social phenomenon of teen pregnancy was how racism played out in the lives of

Latina girls, particularly the girls’ lives. My own racialized discourses and knowledges

were somewhat stunted in that I had not explored the complexities and insistence of race

with students, or many people for that matter. In Making Race Visible, Ladson-Billings
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(2004) asked, “Why, whenever the subject is race, do we struggle to stay on topic and

sustain attention?” (p. viii). While I have asked the same of others, I had never asked this

question of myself. And it was not so much a matter of wanting to change the topic, but I

did struggle with talking to the girls about racial tensions. This was not a limitation of

PAR, but rather my own limitation within the PAR framework and a big one. Had I not

wanted to be an advocate for these girls by confronting such issues with them?

Sometimes I had to consider that I was not working against the effects of racism. I

realize now that I had to learn from my lack of understanding of how to scrutinize racism

with people, and I had to confront the realization that I was potentially complicit in

supporting the ideologies that I had hoped to interrupt with this research methodology.

There were times when I was caught off guard, as the time when two of the participants

said, “My daddy is a wetback.” I just did not know what to say. I am not sure if I was

reluctant to speak because I did not want to hurt or insult the girls or call attention to how

they were being racists. I did know that I did not want to stop them from being honest.

And there was no way to plan for what would arise in our conversations. I did not know

what the girls would talk about next. They did not know what they would talk about next.

Something reminded them of something else or they would make associations that neither

they nor I could predict so that I was not always considering ways of explaining how

interethnic stereotyping helps perpetuate racial prejudice. I also did not explain that

interethnic conflicts are rationalized within a larger system that is racist.

I was forced to ask myself how I was contributing to the maintenance of social

structures that render the girls one down (Delgado, 1995). Critical conversations about

racism were definitely difficult among our group, but they were not silenced. I found that

the more we talked about racism in our lives, it got just a little easier for me. When

students made stereotypical remarks about groups, even their own group, I fought against
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always saying something but there were times when I knew I just had to. I felt that if I did

not say anything they would think I was in collusion with them and part of the further

marginalization of certain groups. I did call attention to their racialized assumptions in

ways that would let them know that they would have to provoke change for themselves

and others by explaining that racism is unavoidable, and dominant discourses set us up to

discriminate among racial and ethnic groups, even our own. Their understanding of this

discussion was that they could not essentialize when it came to different ethnic and racial

groups. They could not accept others’ words about a group, without making their own

judgments. They would have to consider who people were as they interacted with them.

Ana told the group, “We have to think that not everybody is a certain way, the way not all

Mexicans are hoodlums. We can’t say something about a person if we don’t really know

them, right?”

There were other things I took into account when thinking about racial

understanding with the girls. As young as my participants were, they were already critical

of the way things were and they appeared jaded in many of our discussions. Sometimes, I

struggled to point out the inequities in every element of an issue being discussed because

I was afraid the girls would think that hope was dismal and that action was impossible.

Also, I did not spend time reflecting on my own racial identity (eventhough I had

intended to) and therefore did not own the discourse to engage them in some dialogue as

mentioned earlier. Additionally, if our project was participatory, should I have shared my

stories, too, as a way to support what they were saying but also as a way to further

examine what we were feeling when we spoke of racial tensions? I was muted in these

conversations in a different way than others are (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995). It was

my own silencing for fear of taking over a project that was for and with the girls that got

in my way.
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In Chapter Four I discussed the girls’ voices and stories as they became part of

our study of Latina teen pregnancy. Their stories certainly helped us understand the

problem we studied. However, it took me some time to realize that I had to allow for their

subjective realities, their daily lives, their knowledges, to be part of the study. Initially I

was caught up in wanting to stay focused on teen pregnancy so that they could get an

answer to their research question. Wanting to take control and get results, I would tell

them that we had to get back to work, meaning we had to stop telling stories about

everyone and everything in our lives. It did not take long for me to understand that if I

constrained their voices when it came to their experiences then I was going against what

PAR stood for. It was not easy because sometimes it did not feel like I was doing

research. But having aligned myself with feminist researchers (Anzaldúa, 1999; Delgado-

Gaitan, 1990; Villenas, 1996b), I had to give the participants an opportunity to voice their

experiences, beliefs, values, and assumptions throughout our PAR work. Their

knowledges would have been missing from our study, just as they had been missing from

my observations of their classroom interactions. How was I supposed to help them raise

their consciousness if I would not allow them to talk about their daily lives and

circumstances? I had to step back to go forward. When I listened to our discussions on

tape as I transcribed, I could hear the girls’ voices infused with high energy. They could

identify with each other, as they affirmed each other’s experiences about racial attacks,

their skepticism about going on to the magnet middle school, their curiosities about teen

motherhood, and many other experiences that came to life through dialogue. It was our

work together, grounded in the girls’ knowledges, that introduced the notion of action,

the idea of seeking to change local conditions.
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TAKING ACTION

The cultural knowledge of each of the participants added to the co-contruction of

knowledge that led us to understand why Latinas have a high teen pregnancy rate in the

U.S. The girls were made aware that Latina teen pregnancy had everything to do with

race, class, and gender inequities. However, we found that there was no one answer to

our question but many complex relationships that were related to the problem. We went

from gathering information to reflecting on it, but we did not have enough time in our

meetings to excavate each reason or relationship we found, and much less to cover all the

reasons together. Notwithstanding our time limitations, we did manage to explore and

reflect on many different issues and relationships in depth, some not exactly tied to teen

pregnancy. I believed the dialogue and reflection the girls engaged in raised their

consciousness as they investigated their generative themes (Freire, 1970). As defined by

PAR researchers (Kemmis & McTaggert, 2000; Maguire, 1987; McIntyre, 2000b),

although the next step of our PAR project was action. Even though I thought we could

use more time with the data we had gathered, I felt that what should ensue from our

dialogue was formulating plans for action. Before the end of our time together I wanted

to position the girls as agents of change, as well as to learn about what action could

possibly mean. I first brought up the notion of taking action in the following excerpt.

Zena: There’s just a very little percentage of good out there.

Letty: Ok, and what do we do about it? Can we do something? Do you want to? How can
we move to improve our situations?

Celita: You can encourage…like, like, try to like never let go of your opinions.

Letty: Hmm, like hold on tight to what you think and believe?

Zena: I don’t know, like it seems that anything you do, it won’t work. Nothing will
work.
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Maria Elena: Yeah, because you know, like if people are racist, then…

Zena: …People are not going to change. The only way anything is going to get better is
if we go back to Mexico and stay there.

Celita : But without Mexicans here, there is nothing. But you know, we can’t change the
world from one day to another.

Letty: Ok, then, perhaps you’re not going to completely change the way the world
works. But my question is what can you do?

Zena: You mean how to make a better situation for yourself? Oh, not get
pregnant…well, compared to how we used to be before…Latinas. Feel good
about yourself?

Maria Elena: Believe in yourself.

While I challenged the girls to think about how they could take some

responsibility for acting, I really had no answers. I did not tell them what they could do

because this project was theirs. Just as they had constructed knowledge for our research,

they would have to engage in processes of change, but regardless I was not sure what we

could do with almost no time left together. Evident in the dialogue presented above, the

girls began to think of what it meant to act on our knowledge. For one, it signified that

they would have to stand for their beliefs, although I am not sure they knew how they

would do that, I considered their values a good place to start. Zena had started to think

that action meant less teen pregnancies, but she had not yet thought through how she

could help make that happen. Perhaps, as Celita suggested, we needed more time,

because “we can’t change the world from one day to another.”

Maguire (1987) stated that PAR “aims at three types of change, including the

following: development of critical consciousness of both researcher and participants;

improvement of the lives of those involved in the research process; and transformation of

fundamental societal structures and relationships” (p. 29). In some respects, these goals
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seemed quite big for the work the girls and I did together. Had we had more time to meet

and share, and possibly other resources, we could have perhaps been on our way to

accomplish more. Nonetheless, I did think there was development of critical

consciousness among our group, and I think there were transformations of relationships

at least within our PAR work. However, I never felt comfortable believing that what we

did could improve the participants’ lives. Brydon-Miller (2001) suggested that what

community members doing PAR do with the results of their research is for them to

determine. How they use the information to address the problems they have talked about

and studied must be decided by what they believe they can accomplish. This was all I

could ask of my participants. What did they think they could accomplish with what we

learned?

I certainly wanted the girls to partake in activities that would have broader

implications for how we studied social issues. While I did not press them to do anything

in particular or anything they did not want to, I did encourage them whenever they talked

about their efforts to put some kind of a product together from our studies. Initially, I was

not sure what they wanted to do, but they had several activities in mind and during their

last three meetings they began to share their thoughts about these with the group.

Ana: Maybe a video! I thought that when we interview the teenagers we could have the
camera you know, and that could be part of our movie and like one of us could
come out and explain why we did this or something like that. Or why we decided
to research this, what was our research like, all this. But explaining it instead of in
a pamphlet, because if you give that to kids that won’t really interest them.

Zena: And maybe like for our movie we can make copies of it and we could send them
to middle schools and like the health classes. And then we can say, how Latinas in
the future, in the future should try to make our percent rates go down to prove to
people that we can do it, that we’re not less than them.

Letty: What do you think Maria Elena?
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Maria Elena: Yes. Something to pass on to another…para que vean asi como, como ellos
piensan que asi que no mas acaban sus estudios o no los acaban y ya
embarasarse a la volada. No! Tienen que poner, hacer tantito tiempo para
que piensen lo que van hacer antes de hacerlo.
(…so that they can see like, like they think that they just finish their
studies or they don’t finish them and get pregnant. No! They have to put,
make a little time to think about what they’re going to do before doing it.)

I understood that the girls thought that they could take action by putting

something together that would address other youth. They seemed to be aiming for a

didactic message that encouraged young Latina/os to think about how teen pregnancy

feeds into dominant discourses about them. Zena thought that she could get across to

them by explicitly saying that we needed to prove to people that we were not less than

them. Ana contributed that a pamphlet would not get their message across; they needed to

employ a medium that would reach young people. And as Maria Elena said, that would

spur them to think before acting.

I remember feeling optimistic and proud of our work at the time. The girls were

not just considering the influences of a variety of representational modes for youth, but

they were thinking of how they could rewrite themselves in the world. They were

imagining the reconstruction of our PAR project texts as they thought of a way to relate a

counter-narrative about them and for others like them. They thought that showing their

intended product would be a way for others to listen to what they had to say about

Latinas. However, through this product the girls also wanted to counter other’s dominant

representations of Latinas with images that showed working and successful Hispanic

people. In addition, the girls recognized reasons why it was important to share their PAR

work.

Zena: Ooh I know…maybe a lot of Hispanic people doing, like working in school, the
teacher, us, a Hispanic, Ms. Cardenas would be perfect. A Hispanic teacher
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teaching the class and then the, oh I fogot you were a teacher, Letty, and then we
could hear like the little, we would put the little voice over. Uh, and then, first we
can start, at first we could start out with (?) out of school and then she’s going to
be leading up to why she got pregnant in the interview…and so, we say all
Hispanic kids working, working hard for that goal of improvement. I, I like that
classroom idea because this is about Hispanic people achieving their goals, a
Hispanic teacher, like the Hispanics are actually getting involved now.

Jennifer: Yeah, like I mean in schools, like we said, the Latina number is growing more
and more. It’s growing. Some churches might be interested in that too. My
church, every time they get those videos, they always buy them and they show
them to us in class and we have a discussion.

Zena: I say…like I said in the video, we tell them to please stop, like to try to be better in
school so we can be just like equals instead of less than White people. I mean you
don’t want people to stop. We want to influence people to actually make
something of…like I said, I feel better when I’m challenged, like when I’m trying
to prove somebody wrong.

The girls wanted to organize to speak out and back to somebody who would listen

about the results of their work together. They explored “action” ideas they felt were right

for them and that they could accomplish (Brydon-Miller, 2001). The video was not the

only activity they discussed, but it seemed to be the one that most of them pushed for.

Nevertheless, PAR possibilities for them meant the opportunity to “prove somebody

wrong” and to influence other Latina/os to “be better” so that others could see us “better,”

as equals. Even as the girls considered other projects, the theme was stable through

venues they pondered. The process of thinking about taking action helped the participants

to reflect and make sense of the information they had gathered throughout the semester.

The analyses of their work propelled them to give priority to what was most important to

them about our PAR dialogue—that we change the way they thought others perceived

them. They felt demoralized, and they thought about how their experiences could be

validated through their “action.” They wanted respect. In her description of a PAR

project with youth, McIntyre (2000b) stated,
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Each project is unique, embodying the characteristics, personalities, questions,

concerns, and contexts of a praticular group. Therefore, how action manifests

itself within a PAR process is dependent on, and mediated by, a set of variables

that are malleable, often unpredicatable, and directly linked to the multifaceted

nature of human beings. (p. 186)

The girls’ ideas for “action” were directly anchored to their characteristics and concerns,

but unfortunately within our PAR space at Washington, they only got to think about how

they could answer their social world.

Our time together at Washington ran out before we could actually work on the

girls’ ideas for taking action. I tried to offer some suggestions to accommodate the girls’

desire to work on a product by suggesting we meet over the summer months. I told the

girls that they had to contact me and help set up meetings in order to put something out

there. I spoke to some of the girls early on in the summer and I had lunch with three of

them but we did not work on our project. Later in the summer, Zena had done another

interview on her own. She wanted to get our group together in order to share what she

had found but we never came to consensus on when or where to meet because everybody

had their own things to do, such as attend camp or go to Mexico to visit family.

Sometimes participants do not have the scholarly or professional incentives that

researchers do, and they may have no interest in the activities suggested by researchers

(Brydon-Miller, 2001). I think the girls were committed to our research, but they may not

have been able to envision what their planned activities could do for themselves or

others. Or they may not have been able to organize without my help. It is hard to tell.

I did want for others to learn about the girls’ work, but now this may only happen

through me. I hate thinking that perhaps I did not encourage more “action” in our action
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research by not supporting the participants to represent the realities they found about

Latina teen pregnancy, and the discourses that accompanied their findings to an audience

who would listen to our efforts. Part of my guilt stems from knowing that this research is

used by and for me to fulfill a requirement. Villenas and Deyhle (1999) noted that from

ethnographies of Latino education they had learned that caring and exposing inequities

was not enough. In a similar way, I felt that what I had done with the girls was not

enough. The participants needed to publicly construct their collective narrative to be able

to tell others about who they were and to initiate change through their own words

(Villenas & Deyhle, 1999).

As I mentioned earlier, I constantly questioned whether I was engaging in PAR.

In some respects, my questioning had to do with putting a time limit on our work. It was

not the ideal PAR situation. But another issue that kept nagging at me was the idea of

empowerment. Research situated in PAR uses terms such as empowerment, liberation,

and emancipation, but I struggled to understand what these ideas meant in terms of my

work with the participants. This came to head one day when I was telling a colleague

about our research, and after explaining some of the things we had done at Washington,

she asked, “But were the girls empowered?” I do not remember my answer, but I

remember my questions. What does it mean to be empowered? How does that feel for

someone? And how can I measure that in my participants? Would empowerment not

suggest that my participants did not have power, an assumption I had worked against?

When I read, I understood empowerment as the culmination or result of

participation and cycles of dialogue and knowledge production (Freire, 1970; Kemmis &

McTaggert, 2000). But in action, I could not be sure. My participants were critically

conscious of the way in which they were positioned, and we achieved some of this

through dialogue, but I did not know if they were empowered, or if I wanted them to be.
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The word has a deficit connotation to me. Similarly, Gore (1992) looked at the idea of

empowerment critically because it implies that someone has the authority to give power

to someone else, most presumably the researched. However, I also did not want to get

caught up in the word because I still believed in our PAR work and in the knowledge that

we co-constructed. I believe I helped engage these girls in a different kind of relationship,

one that honors our work and their lives.

In this research study, I came across many conflicts, especially when I felt I was

breaching what I had proposed to do, but this does not mean that I was not working

against, hegemonic ways of researching and teaching, and I still am. “Whatever the

process, the final stage is one of shared reflection and consolidation of the learning that

has taken place, and a reexamination of the political, social, and economic conditions

facing the community” (Brydon-Miller, 2001, p. 83). I think together, the girls and I got

here. Some might say that what we did would not change much as far as the girls’ lives

were concerned. It is difficult to gauge whether the girls re-imagined themselves as

agents who could determine their futures because sometimes the past seems too strong to

overcome.

At the annual AERA meeting this year, I attended a session on participatory

action research with youth. One of the presenters, an African-American graduate student,

said that she sometimes struggled with the same notion of empowerment. She felt that in

the same way that we had included youth in the PAR process we needed to include their

thoughts on the outcomes of their work. She stated that one way to gauge PAR

effectiveness was to inquire about what youth were saying about our work.

So, what are these girls saying about our work? I leave you with some of their

answers.
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Jennifer: Well I think this project is very interesting por que (because), because like I’m
about, right now I’m a pre-teen and I’m going to turn into a teenager soon. So.
like I don’t want to get pregnant right now. I really want to have like a job
when I grow up.

Celita: Well, the project for me has been leading up to, what would I do in the future
like, thinking about things like seriously. Someday, I would like to get to like a
very good conclusion and think about, like have a last minute thought and say,
ok, this is what we’re going to do and we could put it out there or something for
other girls because they might want…like the teenager [Veronica] said, Uh, I
didn’t have like this group or nothing, so I didn’t really care. See, and then when
you put thought to it, uh like your ideas might help solve something.

Zena: I think this is such a great project because we’re Latinas and we are learning how
to make the future better for us and for our children because our children are
going to be Latinas too. It’s going to keep going and you need to make the future
better for people even if…like you said…at first I felt like giving up, but the
project like what we were talking about last time, that we shouldn’t just give
up…you like inspired me to make it like…every little single thing counts to us
now.

Ana: I want to be able to show this to people and show them what I have accomplished.
What we have accomplished. I want this for Latinas who go through the same
things I do and who probably would know what I was going through.

Maria Elena: I just tell you. This is good for me because I have to protect myself. Por
que estoy muy chiquita y tengo que saber mas para delante. (Because I’m
very young, and I have to know about what will happen in the future.) Y
Como dijo la muchacha (And like the girl [Verónica] said), I never had
this.
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Chapter 6

Summary and Implications

She would not want to leave her young visitors with the impression that language
should be forced to stay alive merely to be. The vitality of language lies in its
ability to limn the actual, imagined and possible lives of its speakers, readers,
writers. Although its poise is sometimes in displacing experience, it is not a
substitute for it. It arcs toward the place where meaning may lie.

(Morrison, 1994, p. 20)

“Finally,” she says. “I trust you now. I trust you with the bird that is not in your
hands because you have truly caught it. Look. How lovely it is, this thing we have
done—together.”

(Morrison, 1994, p. 30)

SUMMARY

I begin my closing statements with some of Toni Morrison’s graceful words from

her acceptance speech for the 1993 Nobel Prize in Literature because in her speech she

made a case for transformative power that results from divergent narratives coming

together. Through a story about an old, blind, wise Black woman and a group of children

who visit her, she implied that people must collaborate and learn from one another. In

Morrison’s story, the children, we can also assume students, are positioned as participants

in the creation of the story. Even though, we initially believe that the wise woman holds

the answers and intelligence, the children, with their “urgent questions” and criticisms

about the world, speak back as emerging powerful individuals. They ask that the woman

share her life stories with them, but they show her what kind of stories by telling her
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some of their own. Morrison suggested the importance of the children’s role of

challenging what is believed to be wisdom (coming from the aged woman). When the old

woman gives the children time and a place to tell their stories they collectively create,

through language, something imbued with meaning. Together.

Morrison’s story, co-constructed with her characters, resonates with the work we

did in our participatory action research project. I designed this critical qualitative study in

order to inquire into the possibilities of a collaborative research project where the

participants and I could construct, reconstruct, and deconstruct assumptions about who

we are and who others think we are. Language brought us together, but as in Morrison’s

speech, meaning-making extended beyond language. It was our engagement in dialogue

with the intention to make new meaning that influenced the girls to take up intellectual

practices and learning, as well as to develop identities and respond to social positionings.

Furthermore, in the PAR space, they were able to speak back and challenge what are

believed to be normative and regulative rules in our society (Hall, 1996).

I had the joy of witnessing and collaborating with a group of young Mexicana

girls throughout this research study of ours. They dared to believe that there was

something worth meeting about, and they took responsibility to exert strong work ethic

for our purpose. They were not passive in who they were. They wanted to learn about

something that concerned them and their futures.

The central question of this study concerned itself with the ways in which this

group of sixth-grade Mexican-origin girls constructed their identities in the context of a

participatory action research project that focused on Latina teen pregnancy. I

intentionally inquired into the relationship between the girls’ identity work and their

critical literacy practices within the PAR framework because sociocultural theoretical

perspectives on identity and literacy have emphasized the bi-directionality of this
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relationship (Gee, 1996; Luke, 1995-1996; McCarthey & Moje, 2002). Moreover, having

known the girls at least a semester before we engaged in this project, I had noticed that

they were already somewhat critical of the world and how they thought they were being

positioned by others. Drawing on principles of critical literacy and PAR, I thought that

through a problem-posing project, the girls would have a chance to deepen their critical

awareness of their reality (Freire, 1970) and to develop figured aspects of their identities

(D. Holland, W. Lachicotte, D. Skinner, & C. Cain, 1998a). They had described

classroom life as boring and flat and void of participation opportunities, and our project

had the potential to involve the girls in multiple ways. I considered how their identity

enactments shaped and were being shaped by their literate practices once in the PAR

context, which distinguished this study from other studies that have examined literacy in

relation to identity. As it turns out, I did “learn with the people,” not only in the sense that

I learned about the topic of the girls’ investigation with them, but about the possibilities

of a PAR project with youth. The following summary reveals what I discovered about the

girls’ identity work in our project.

I will discuss the girls’ identities in practice in our PAR project through Holland,

Lachicotte, Skinner, and Cain’s (1998) theory of four contexts of identity to organize and

summarize my findings. The scholars assert that “’Practiced identities’ are constructs that

can be described by reference to several contexts of activity” (p. 271). These contexts

include the figured world, positionality, the space of authoring, and making worlds. I will

explain how the girls constructed identities in reference to these four contexts. I must

reiterate here that I understood the girls’ identity work in our PAR meetings as never

complete or determined, but rather in constant process of transformation.

The figured world is the context “in which one understands the surrounding world

in a particular way” (Blackburn, 2002-2003, p. 313). We enter these figured worlds,
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which are developed through the people who inhabit them, and we are shaped by them as

our lives come in contact with them. They are culturally and socially constructed fields

where some acts and discourses have assigned significance to them, and where certain

ways of being are valued over others (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998a). In our PAR

project, much of how the girls figured their social worlds around them was determined by

their understanding of a racial hierarchy within various figured worlds. These worlds

came to be through different forms of power, and were a result of differentiating,

including, and excluding acts. Hence, the girls were aware that as Mexican-origin

individuals, they had a low rank or status within many of the figured worlds they were

trying to navigate through.

We can think of some of the figured worlds the girls were “being formed” in as

institutional sites, such as schools. For example, the girls were well versed in schooling

discourses when they spoke of magnet programs, lower tracks, special enrollment, and

good grades. They were inducted in this school world, and they were made even more

aware of the differences in labels because they were part of a magnet sixth-grade program

that was deemed prestigious at their neighborhood school. However, when they visited

the magnet middle school they applied to attend, they could see that the majority of

students in magnet-track classes were White, with only one or two African Americans or

Latinos present. School was one of those figured worlds where racial signifiers were

everywhere for them (Fine et al., 2005). As discussed in Chapter Four, the girls noticed

that students who misbehaved or were “loud” were not White, but minority students.

They were aware that White students were part of the “special enrollment” and the others

were in “normal public school.” They knew that being bilingual was cherished at home

and other places, but their Spanish language was not accepted at school. They expressed
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that White peers looked down at them, and sometimes in implicit ways, were smarter

than them.

What is alarming and somewhat bleak is that it was not just the figured world of

school, but neighborhood placement, the working world, teen pregnancy and many other

realms where the girls saw themselves as less-than in relation to the other. Consequently,

they viewed themselves as lacking in many ways by considering themselves in relation to

what they were not—White. Even though the girls used racialized discourses to frame

varying figured worlds, the practices and “artifacts” within those worlds had everything

to do with socio-economic class signifiers as well, although the girls did not explicitly

speak of class differences. Nonetheless, the girls understood their surrounding world as

White and this meant that they would position themselves accordingly. However, this is

not to say that these figured worlds were not disrupted, but this will be discussed below.

The second context of identity is positionality, which refers to how identities

emerge through “relations of hierarchy, distance, and perhaps affiliation” (Holland,

Lachicotte et al., 1998a). Thus, positionality cannot be discussed without the context of

the figured world because they are inextricably linked. Positionality has to do with

relational identity, “with one’s position relative to socially identified others [in the

figured world], one’s sense of social place, and entitlement” (Holland, Lachicotte et al.,

1998a). Many times in our meetings, the girls understood their positions in the figured

world as having less access to some practices than others. For example, even though they

were currently positioned to “have access” in and to a magnet environment in their

elementary school, they articulated that future opportunities seemed greater for their

White counterparts at other schools; perhaps one of the reasons being because they

noticed a distance between those who occupied the majority of the seats in the magnet

classes at Kennedy and themselves. However, the girls’ situation was not just seeming,
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they actually had less power in the sense that they had less capital (which is defined by its

function through participants in figured worlds).

The social categories of race and class had meaning across multiple figured

worlds, and the social divisions underprivileged the girls’ positions. As a result, one way

the girls’ positioned themselves was as inferior, and this positioning sometimes

compelled them to feel self-conscious and to remain silent, further legitimating the power

structures in these worlds. Their understandings of the separation between those who

were privileged and those who were not probably varied from girl to girl, but

nevertheless, they all read the world as stratified, where Latinos and African Americans

were understood as less-than or worth-less, and these groups included them. Through the

girls’ conversations, it was evident that discourses and practices in the figured worlds

made them feel uncomfortable and inadequate, such that they desired to prove people

wrong. The fact that they wanted to prove to people “that [they] were not less than them”

suggested that there were times when they were not accepting of the inferior position,

even though there were other times when they positioned themselves as not up to par

with what was considered good or normal or perfect. In the realm of school, not being up

to par with others could one day influence the girls to refrain from entering other school

activities such as attending college, which was already being questioned by the

girls(Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998a). Holland et al. (1998) explained that positional

identities develop over a long period depending on an individual’s social interactions.

In other spaces, like those of the home and our PAR project, the girls’ practices

and activities were privileged, and their relational identities in these figured worlds

afforded them different and more “successful” positions. However, the practices within

their homes and our project were not meaningful in other figured worlds. For instance,

storytelling was a privileged practice and genre in both the home and in our PAR project
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but it was not at school. As evident in my classroom observations, the students in the

girls’ classes were never asked to share their experiential perspectives, at least not that

they mentioned or while I was present. Hence, the girls’ academic lives had to be

separated from their private and home lives.

There were times when the girls took up inferior positioning, as when they made

derogatory comments about other Mexicans and sometimes themselves, but they also

resisted these positions by disrupting them. As we discussed in our meetings how others

positioned the girls, they started questioning and reacting to such “less-than” positioning.

Some of these reactions started in the shape of contempt or resentment towards White

people. For instance, there were occasions when Zena and Maria Elena did not want to

associate themselves with being American, and Celita once said that she was not sure if

she wanted to pledge the flag when she was not the recipient of opportunities that White

people received. But these acts of resistance were taken up in other ways, as well. In

reference to why positional identities get disrupted, Holland et al. (1998) explained,

“When individuals learn about figured worlds and come, in some sense, to identify

themselves in those worlds, their participation may include reactions to the treatment they

have received as occupants of the positions figured by the worlds” (p. 143).

The third context is the space of authoring, “where one writes her or his self into

the world in a particular way” (Blackburn, 2002-2003, p. 314). It is a site “defined by the

interrelationship of differentiated ‘vocal’ perspectives on the social world”(Holland,

Lachicotte et al., 1998a). I consider this space of authoring to be a site in our PAR project

where the girls took a different stance toward the way they were ranked low or less-than

in some of their social worlds. Even though there were times when they had taken up

these “lower” positions, in the process of trying to understand their positioning in our

project, they wanted to rewrite themselves as people who mattered and who were worthy
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of being treated as equals. The girls did this in several ways. They authored their

identities through there counter-storytelling as they told stories of their families striving

for a “better” life through hard work and education. They voiced what life was like for

them, and because their families contributed to the economy and they, themselves,

worked for educational mobility, to name only a few reasons, they felt they were entitled

to respect from others.

Additionally, they authored themselves as co-researchers in our group to study an

issue in their lives and community that they felt they needed to understand in order to

“protect themselves,” consider their futures, and to share their findings with others girls

like them so they could get “involved.” They were also authoring themselves as they

created their interview and took up other PAR practices, such as constructing texts with

others. The girls understood themselves to be doing meaningful work while working

through an interview that would give them answers to help them make better-informed

decisions. In some respects, this was a way to be involved and to write themselves into

the world as investors of their futures.

Borrowing from Bakhtin, Holland and her colleagues (1998) stated that, “The

world must be answered—authorship is not a choice—but the form of the answer is not

predetermined” (p. 272). The immediate PAR space and the practices within the PAR

project shaped the girls’ experiences to tell their stories about themselves and their

families in this realm, conforming to this situation where they felt they could answer the

world. The stories were read as them telling themselves that they were respectable and

worthy of better treatment than what they often received by many occupants in their

figured worlds. Had they been somewhere else, it is very likely that their inner speech

would not have moved to outer speech, because identities depend on the relations and

materials of the social world (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998a). The girls figured the
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PAR world as a safe place where they could “speak back,” and where they could explore

their identities. Further, they were inquiring about who they were as Americans and as

Mexican women-to-be when we discussed cultural identities and cultural values,

respectively. Ambiguities resulted from our discussions as the girls were figuring out

who they might be or could be some day in various figured worlds.

As we author ourselves, we help in making worlds, the fourth context. Making

worlds refers to “the activities of ‘free expression,’ the arts and rituals created on the

margins of regulated space and time [which] develops new social competencies in newly

imagined communities” (Holland, Lachicotte et al., 1998a), or new figured worlds. I

regarded our PAR project as a world the girls and I co-constructed together. We learned

new practices and accepted old ones that apprenticed us into this figured world of PAR.

Discussing new ways of researching and making storytelling an official practice that was

valued in this imagined community gave us a sense of commonality and purpose.

Blackburn (2002-2003) argued that as we move through the four contexts of

identity, we can author ourselves into the world as someone empowered, “which may

result in the making of new worlds” (p. 314). As I mentioned earlier, I was not sure if the

girls felt empowered, but this is the space where I saw the girls exerting agency to want

to remake or rewrite the world in which they live. In the PAR space, the girls confronted

unjust social arrangements and came not only to recognize but also to better understand

their alienation within some of these unfair arrangements. This consciousness provoked

them to want to act on the social inequalities that persist in our world. They were

considering a course of action that would influence other people to act by looking into

sharing a product that would show Latinos as “successful” individuals, and where they

could imagine alternative outcomes for themselves. While they were probably not exactly

seeding a movement, they had some sense that in order to make things happen they
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needed collaborative and collective initiative (Fine et al., 2005). Envisioning the

possibilities of their collective agency and considering different courses of action were

considered sanctioned practices in this PAR world we made together—a new figured

world.

While it was more of a peripheral research question, I also inquired about PAR

contributions and shortcomings in this study. As I discussed in Chapter Five, I did not

have many PAR studies to guide me, and this research study was done with a small group

of girls, perhaps considered a limitation. However, the findings extend beyond this work

because they have relevance for the present and future lives of these girls, as well as for

educational practice, research, and policy. I hope that through my explanation of how I

made sense of the girls’ identity work, I did not come across as someone who was

successful in doing PAR, because I did stumble many times and mistakes were made.

What I do hope is apparent through this work is that participatory action research

contributions far outweigh its limitations. To know that the girls developed identities and

senses of themselves that were important to them, and that their work in our project might

somehow transcend beyond these written words, makes our efforts, mistakes and all,

worthwhile.

Taking from what I learned from my participants throughout this research, I turn

now to discuss some of the implications of our work for educational practitioners and

researchers. A reminder: This study was not meant for generalization, but rather to look

into the possibilities of participatory action research with this group, as well as to learn

about the girls’ identities in practice in the PAR context, and how we might help change

those things that are not fair for them and too many other marginalized students.
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IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE

To begin to discuss implications I start with what was the most conspicuous

theme to me in my work with the girls. Based on my findings, the fact that we could

never avoid talking about race and/or racism in our meetings was jarring. The girls’

statements about race, racial prejudice, and race relations were strong, loud, and

sometimes, mind-blowing, but they had to be examined as they were a theme in their

lived lives. Much of the girls’ positionality was taken up through racialized discourses

and ethnic epistemologies as they consistently let their criticisms about the way the world

is ordered known (Ladson-Billings, 2000). I think that the girls’ comments about the

prominence of racism in their lives necessitate that teachers talk about these issues with

students, as difficult as that may be. How can we hope to change racial disparities if we

cannot even begin to talk about them?

The bottom line is, and was in our meetings, that we live in a racist society, but

we neither acknowledge this, nor do we confront it in significant ways (Greene & Abt-

Perkins, 2003). Certainly, I struggled with conversations about racial tensions with the

girls, as well, something I did not anticipate as I prepared for this research. I believe this

was a mistaken assumption based on the knowledge that I shared some characteristics,

such as racial background, with my participants. However, I was limited in these

conversations having had very little experience exploring this “unspeakable” topic with

other individuals. I, also, could benefit from critically examining myself, my values, and

how I support inequalities on the basis of race.

It makes sense that as teachers we do not want conflict in our classrooms nor do

we want to face the idea of feeling uncomfortable. Conversations around race can be

unsettling, but I found they can also be engaging because they call into question

representations of reality and prompt study of different cultural perspectives (DeBlase,
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2003). What I have trouble accepting is that to not speak about problems of race/racism

with the girls would have meant that I negated that their experiences happened and

affected how the girls saw themselves. As was evident in Chapter Four, these issues,

omnipresent in the girls’ lives, affected how they viewed themselves negatively, as well

as their intergroup and intragroup interactions (Tatum, 1992). The girls made it clear that

these conversations, though, were never broached in their classrooms.

It is uncomfortable to state that teachers must do this or that, especially around the

topic of race, when we consider that it is not really a topic discussed in teacher education

courses either. I am afraid that the token article or class about multicultural issues is not a

solution when we are not making connections among systemic problems, educational

problems, and our own assumptions. Florio-Ruane (2001) stated that teachers do not

explore beliefs about non-White and non-middle-class people with students because they

assume it is racist to notice race, and as a result they take up a “colorblind” perspective,

instead. Often times, teachers’ thinking is that their neutrality concerning race will give

each of her or his students equal educational experiences, which they could either build

on or not, but it depends on the students’ individual effort and merit. Their neutrality,

however, denies racial, linguistic, cultural, and economic differences, and it hides that

this diverseness absolutely makes a difference in school, most notably when they deny or

give privilege and power (Florio-Ruane, 2001).

“It is almost impossible to understand racial, linguistic, and economic inequality

without looking at one’s own autobiography—how one’s consciousness is formed in and

through our interactions with others” (Florio-Ruane, 2001, p. 124). It is imperative that

teachers and those who educate teachers think about their own ways of knowing by

exploring beliefs about non-middle-class and non-White people (Delpit, 1995; Schuerich,

2002). In her work with teachers and teacher educators, Florio-Ruane (2001) found that
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while we first have to turn inward to begin cultural inquiry, eventually we need to have

intertextual experiences by becoming familiar with diverse texts, whether those be other

people’s stories or literary texts. We want to get to the point where “conversation and

reading across texts shed light on within-group differences, intergroup similarities and

differences, and the importance of both local and historical context” (p. 137-138). It is

simply not enough to gloss over experience, and we have to remember that our

conversations will not be tidy. What we want to see, over time, is that our conversations

about race and racism, with each other, are not only alive, but more willingly and

passionately engaged, so much so, that they demand action of us as educators.

Another finding of this research study was that given the opportunity to study

issues of relevance to participants’ experiences through the PAR framework, the girls not

only took up researcher identities but engaged in a range of discourses to develop other

aspects of their identities. However, the most astonishing, yet unfortunate, finding from

my observations of the girls’ language arts and science classes was that I almost never

heard any of them engage in any discourses during class. When I interviewed the girls

individually, I took the opportunity to ask them about their practices in the classroom. I

found that school was not meeting the girls’ needs in several ways.

For one, the girls were not being challenged academically, even in a science

magnet program. Their teacher once mentioned to me that she had to “water-down” the

curriculum because students were not meeting the magnet program’s expectations.

According to the teacher, lowered-expectations were a result of the school having

accepted all the students who had applied to the program because of low enrollment at

Washington. Nonetheless, one of the effects of not being challenged at school was that

the girls were not engaged in the material or class activities. Granted, I was only present



161

once a week over the course of the semester, but regardless, I could not help but compare

the high energy of our discussions with the lack of discussion in the girls’ classroom.

From ethnographies of communication we learned a framework for taking notice

of the cultural resources that students bring with them to school (Gilmore & Glatthorn,

1982; Heath, 1983). We became aware that schools were built on a particular set of

values, beliefs, and practices that are very often not shared with surrounding

communities. While the girls I worked with might not have originally shared their

school’s values, by the time I knew them, they had not only learned some of those values

and practices but were employing them in their everyday lives at home and in our project

and their communities. They took up school-sanctioned literacy activities of reading and

writing competently; my point being that it was not for lack of academic skills or

intelligence that the girls were not participating in their classroom. They knew how to

work through academic literacies and could do so very well. They were readers and

writers in the school sense. They read and wrote notes and other texts in our project.

Additionally, they read fiction and scripture, wrote poetry, music, and letters to relatives

in prison and in Mexico. The difference was that they were passionate about the literate

practices they took up outside the classroom.

What the girls were asked to do at school did not seem purposeful in their lives,

perhaps because their lives were missing from the school curriculum. Teachers have to

value what students know from their lived lives because that is what engages students and

allows their voices to pour through (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Giroux, 1987a). I think

students want us to take their experiences and concerns earnestly. Why is it that we do

not integrate what is important to them? Perhaps we do not want insight into their shared

beliefs, values, and knowledge about the world and their place in it because we expect

them to accept (and not disrupt) their place in the world without question. This is not to
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say that we should avoid teaching the discourses of power (Delpit, 1995). We can

certainly integrate students’ perspectives about their lives in the social world in our

teaching of what supposedly will help students become “educated” and “successful.”

Curricula can give students real reasons to engage in literacy if a connection is made

between school and life (Egan-Robertson & Bloome, 1998; Fairbanks, 2000). Fine et al.

(2005) stated:

Researchers have found student engagement to be highly correlated with

achievement for poor and working-class youth, but less so for middle and upper-

middle class students, meaning that poor and working-class students don’t

achieve academically if they are not engaged. (p. 521)

While the girls were currently “achieving” in school, they were not engaged, and they

were beginning to question their place in higher education.

Something that stood out to me from our meetings was how intent and serious the

girls were when they discussed topics that concerned them in our project. They made

heart-felt and well-informed arguments when we disagreed on something or when their

perspectives varied from the dominant worldview. They discussed power-relations in

their day-to-day practices with fervor. And I think it was their sincere involvement in our

conversations that made the girls want to do something about their project findings.

The girls needed a place and momentum for them to express agency. I would

encourage teachers to take up the Freiran (1970) idea that teachers can learn with and

from their students as they act as facilitators. Letting dialogic encounters into the

classroom to study serious issues to students can reinforce academic literacies by

engaging students in related texts, but also in producing new meaningful texts. Meaning

that we create through our talk and texts will determine the kinds of communities in
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practice we induct students into (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Additionally, authentic dialogue

fostered in classrooms has the potential to prepare students to be questioning citizens, but

also to be engaged and to want to participate in community activism (Morrell, 2004).

Not unrelated to engagement and agency, is the girls’ identities, which was the

topic of this research. I think that the strongest implication here is that their school has

wronged these girls in respect to their identities. I worried that the girls would continue to

see themselves negatively, through the eyes of others. I could not help but notice how

they brought their notions of self that had to do with belonging and believing in oneself

into our conversations. Their concepts of self are important for their development, yet

there was not much at school that affirmed the girls’ self-esteem. In fact, some school

experiences had served to make them feel poorly about themselves. While not covered

extensively in the findings, Maria Elena was often upset when her teacher scolded her for

using Spanish. Many times, Ana was not sure about her academic abilities, yet she held

one of the highest averages in her class. Jennifer had practically decided that she

probably was not smart enough to be a doctor, so she was going to “maybe…try to be a

nurse.” Since a disproportionately large part of the girls’ lives is taken up by school, a

large deal of their identity work will be done there. They need to be doing schoolwork

that will affirm their lived experiences and senses of self. However, when the girls were

not allowed to share their stories, they were not given the opportunity to counter that

swallowing of self-blame that is the consequence of racism in all forms and fashions,

even the kind tucked away behind good teaching intentions.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

I have thought extensively about the direction of my future research, and I have

my reservations about writing any suggestions when there is still much for me to learn
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about activist educational research. While imperfect, this study allowed me to see that

there are worlds to be explored through the PAR framework with youth. Engaging in a

project that focused on the participants’ concerns influenced them to be deliberate about

their words and actions on issues that involved them. I think there is still plenty of room

to inquire about how to problematize ideologies that keep injustice in place, considering

that this is rarely done in classrooms or other institutions (McIntyre, 2000b). We can

learn from activist research how to take up PAR principles in the classroom so that we

can find an avenue for youth to express their opinions about the social inequalities that

persist in their worlds. However, what has not been explored well through PAR is

identity theorizing and the extent to which youth become aware that they take up

positions defined by others when they have time and room to speak of personal and

community problems. Continued research by youth can inform literacy research if we

look at participants’ stories to inform us of the relationships between subjectivities and

literacies (Egan-Robertson, 1998; Moje, 2002).

Through this study, I also learned that out-of-school literacies should not be

looked at separately from academic literacies because one informs the other. Even though

there are tensions about how after-school programs or projects can benefit students’ work

in the classroom, we can consider out-of-school literacy practices as ways to tap into

students’ creativity and learning opportunities (Hull & Schultz, 2001). Hull and Schultz

(2001) posited that we have turned to out-of-school literacies to be able to include all

those people who have failed at school at some point, and to understand the life and

learning of these people. Although I have often thought about how our identities and

literacies in the PAR project would fit into a classroom, I believe we need to continue

inquiring about the literacy practices in out-of-school settings to better understand

students’ motivations and what they will do voluntarily. We should also acknowledge the
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knowledge they bring to this literacy work because we can learn more about the skills

that students demonstrate in the construction of their voluntary texts as they correspond

to the skills they use in their classrooms (Hull & Schultz, 2001). In addition, if young

participants, like the ones in my study, continue using racialized discourses within their

out-of-school projects because that is the only place they feel they fit, we have a lot of

work ahead of us, as they will present challenges to more and many adults who might not

be willing or not know exactly (like me) how to engage in critical conversations about

how marginalized youth see the world.

I expect I will continue exploring participatory action research with adolescent

participants because I still believe in our concerted effort to have the girls explore their

realities and identities. Surely, it could inform us on how to make schooling more

meaningful for some students who do not find school’s values aligned with theirs.

Moreover, one of the lessons that has stuck with me throughout this research is that

perhaps PAR is something that cannot be done alone, or with just a few of us. When we

consider how noise has been made in the past, regarding social movements, it has been

made by a collective we. We, including myself, often talk about needing spaces for the

kind of work the girls did in our project, but the truth is that as citizens, we have space.

The state allows us space. It is what we choose to do with it that will make the

difference—that, and the meaning that we make, together.



166

Appendix

References Used in the PAR Project

Anzaldúa, G. (1999). Borderlands/La frontera: The new Mestiza (2nd ed.). San

Francisco: Aunt Lute Books.

Brown, H. (2004). Walking into the unknown: Inquiry-based learning transforms the

English classroom. English Journal, 94(2), 43-48.

Christensen, L. (1999). Critical literacy: Teaching reading, writing, and outrage. In C.

Edelsky (Ed.), Making justice our project: Teachers working toward critical

whole language practice (pp. 209-225). Urbana, Il: NCTE.

DeStigter, T. (2001). Reflections of a citizen teacher: Literacy, democracy, and the

forgotten students of Addison High. Urbana: NCTE.

Egan-Robertson, A., & Bloome, D. (Eds.). (1998). Students as researchers of culture and

language in their own communities. Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, Inc.

Emerson, R. M., Fretz, R. I., & Shaw, L. L. (1995). Writing ethnographic fieldnotes.

Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Glesne, C. (1999). Becoming qualitative researchers: An introduction (2nd ed.). New

York: Longman.

Luttrell, W. (2003). Pregnant bodies, fertile minds: Gender, race, and the schooling of

pregnant teens. New York: Routledge.
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