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Supervisors:  Ramón Antonio Martínez and Jo Worthy 

 

This Nested case study examines how reader identities emerged in everyday talk 

in one fifth-grade class (the principal case) for three elementary school students (the 

subcases). The focal student had each been identified as “struggling” readers through 

either formal special education identification as students with learning disabilities or 

through inclusion in general education, reading intervention based on state standardized 

test scores. Drawing on ethnographic methods including participant-observations with 

fieldnotes, video and audio recordings, and semi-structured interviews, I documented the 

everyday interactions of this classroom community, paying special attention to 

interactions in which text was central. I employed discourse analytic methods to examine 

the ways reader identities for the focal students emerged in interaction with the other 

members of the classroom community, and I situated those moment-to-moment 

interactions within the larger social context of classroom life.  Subcase findings illustrate 

the complexity and dynamics of identity construction. Friendships and affiliations 

seemed to impact focal students’ identity construction, with some students being included 

and others marginalized. Principal case findings point to teacher moves that created 

opportunities for focal students to position themselves as literate during whole group 

discussions.  Additionally, principal case findings suggest that the kind of text shared by 
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the community and use of stigmatized language practices mediated opportunities for 

focal students to construct identities as readers. Test-prep texts seemed to constrain focal 

students’ participation in discussions in ways trade books did not. Identities of struggle 

do not pop up overnight, but are slowly accumulated over the course of years. This 

research demonstrates ways those positions have been constructed, and arguably more 

important, the possibilities for deconstructing those positions in interaction.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Miguel1 transferred in as a fourth grader to the school where I taught from one of 

the lowest performing schools in the district, and he had already been retained once. 

Despite the additional year, he still was not reading as might be expected for his grade 

and he failed state standardized tests as a third grader. His academic folder was thick with 

stories of trouble: fights, disrespect, suspensions, homelessness, low grades. When he 

arrived at school with the cuffs of his pants bound with rubber bands, teachers speculated 

he was emulating the style of drug dealers or was dealing drugs himself. And when 

Miguel asked our principal if he could be my student for his fifth grade year, she granted 

the request.  

Miguel interacted with school in complicated ways. He rarely brought finished 

homework to class, but if he arrived at school early, he came to my room to work on it. 

He often did not finish class work and made jokes in ways I would guess were his 

attempt to avoid getting caught not knowing (McDermott, Goldman, & Varenne, 2006). 

He could be aggressive towards other children, then cry when they resisted including him 

in their work or play. For these, and other reasons, the principal and I asked that he be 

tested for learning disabilities. We hoped qualification for special education would give 

him some reprieve from the lockstep expectations for academic growth and achievement 

inherent in our rigidly graded educational system. And if he qualified, he could take a 

modified version of the state standardized test, which he would be more likely to pass. 

This would also help keep our school from being designated as “failing” by the district 

and state, and perhaps give Miguel an academic confidence boost. By late spring, just 

before state testing began, Miguel was labeled with learning disabilities in both math and 

reading. Consequently, he took modified versions of state exams and began to receive 

instruction in reading and math from a special educator outside my classroom. Things 

remained hard socially, and by the end of the year, Miguel’s exclusion from my room and 

his peers reached an extreme. He received all of his instruction from a special educator 

                                                
1 All names are pseudonyms.  
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outside of my classroom. His classmates walked on eggshells and avoided interacting 

with him. I felt like I had failed him.  

After that year, I left the classroom feeling frustrated and burnt out. One year 

later, I re-entered graduate school as a student, compelled to understand what happened 

with Miguel, his classmates, and me. As I have moved along my graduate school journey, 

I have learned about the social construction of identities and, specifically, about the ways 

struggle can be socially constructed. I have learned that I could have made moves that 

might have helped to interrupt the negative reputation that accompanied Miguel. 

Additionally, I have learned about the multiple ways Miguel, my students, and I were 

constrained by the institution of school and its construction of “normal development,” 

which was repeatedly highlighted and reinforced by high-stakes accountability measures.  

PURPOSE OF STUDY 

Miguel occupied a complicated discursive space. He was poor, brown, and 

failing. Varenne and Rizzo-Tolk (1998) suggest that the context of school constrains the 

identity roles available for students to take up. The pressures of high-stakes 

accountability testing, like those found in Texas, contribute to further narrowing the set 

of possible roles available for students by delimiting what it means to be a good reader, 

and to the aggressive practices of sorting and labeling students in an effort to meet state 

and federal accountability standards (Au, 2007, 2008; Crocco & Costigan, 2007; 

Diamond & Spillane, 2004; Triplett, 2007). High-stakes testing pressures have also been 

linked to the constraining of content to which students have access (Au, 2007; Crocco & 

Costigan, 2007) and increasing feelings of stress and anxiety in both students and 

teachers (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000). Teachers have also reported that high-stakes 

testing pressures inhibited their abilities to form positive and caring relationships with 

students (Crocco & Costigan, 2007).  

When students like Miguel do not meet the academic expectations of school, 

especially in high-stakes testing environments, they are sometimes labeled “struggling,” 

“disabled” (Varenne & Naddeo, 1998) or “at risk” (Kaufman, 1992). McDermott, Raley, 
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and Sayer-Ochi (2009) asserted that in any moment in which one of these categories 

becomes relevant, the histories of subjugation and hierarchy associated with those 

categories also become relevant, making schools high-risk environments for all students 

in the “struggle of all against all” (p. 103) for educational success. Sleeter (2010) argued 

that the practices of labeling and sorting students are based on racist and ableist 

ideologies designed to maintain power and privilege. That students of color, especially 

boys, have a history of being assigned to disability categories with subjective diagnostic 

criteria (e.g., “learning disabled,” “culturally deprived,” and “emotionally disturbed”) 

supports Sleeter’s argument (Artiles, Harry, Reschly, & Chinn, 2002). Blanchett (2010) 

asserts that these sorting and labeling practices can have devastating long-term effects on 

students, including low graduation rates and limited post-secondary educational and 

employment opportunities. These effects can be compounded in environments, like 

Texas, where high-stakes testing is also a factor (Heubert & Hauser, 1998; Triplett, 

2007). I approached my investigation with a budding understanding of the complicated 

intersections created by issues of language, race, and ability and the potential long-term 

effects for students living in these spaces.  

I conducted a nested case study (Thomas, 2011) of reader identities that emerged 

in one classroom, specifically for three focal students of color in interaction with their 

teacher and classmates. Each focal student had an “institutional biography” (Collins, 

2012, p. 25), or the narrative reflected in school records and told by teachers, that 

historically positioned him as a struggling or disabled reader. At the inception of the 

study, two of the focal students had been formally diagnosed through special education 

processes as students with learning disabilities in reading and math; the other student had 

his “struggles” less formally documented through district benchmark testing coupled with 

inclusion in general education, pullout reading intervention groups. Below is the primary 

question that guided my inquiry along with related sub-questions:  

• How did reader identities for these students emerge in interactions around text during 

“testing season”? 
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• How did the teacher contribute to these identities? 

• How did the focal students contribute to these identities? 

• How did the focal students’ classmates contribute to these identities?  

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Theorizing Identity and Interaction. The aim of this study was to explore 

student identities as sociocultural phenomena as they emerged in local discourse 

communities through interaction. In other words, my goal was to consider identity as 

constructed and performed in interactions between members of the classroom 

community. To help achieve this, I drew on Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) sociocultural 

linguistic framework. This framework allowed me to consider identities as dynamic and 

social, as opposed to fixed structures located within the psyche of individuals. Bucholtz 

and Hall assert that a discursive approach to analyzing identity allows researchers “to 

incorporate within identity not only the broad sociological categories most commonly 

associated with the concept [of identity], but also more local positionings, both 

ethnographic and interactional” (p. 607). In other words, by taking a discursive approach 

to identity construction, I could consider the ways social categories like “disabled” or “of 

color” and local categories like “best friend” and “bully” were implicated and achieved in 

and through talk. Accordingly, one of the affordances of using this framework was that it 

afforded me the opportunity to simultaneously focus on “both the details of language and 

the workings of culture and society” (p. 586). This was important within this study 

because of the ongoing engagement of the participants with their classmates and teachers. 

Within this classroom, the influences of cultural norms and practices, both local and more 

global, constrained and shaped interactions and identities. For understanding how 

identities were produced in such contexts, Bucholtz and Hall have identified five distinct 

and overlapping principles: emergence, positionality, indexicality, relationality, and 

partialness. Each of these is explained in more detail below.  

 Bucholtz and Hall (2005) use the emergence principle to capture the idea that 

identity emerges through language use and other semiotic practices. This 
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conceptualization of identity as interactively produced resists more traditional ideas about 

identity construction in which identity is located within the psyche of the individual. This 

principle states that identities emerge within the specific conditions of a social 

interaction. This “does not exclude the possibility that resources for identity work in any 

given interaction may derive from resources developed in earlier interactions” (p. 588). In 

other words, interlocutors are engaged in doing or performing identities within moment-

to-moment linguistic interactions, which are necessarily informed by previous 

interactions. Likewise, Bucholtz and Hall assert that “‘structure’—such as ideologies, 

linguistic systems, or the relation between the two” (p. 588) are also resources available 

for constructing identities. Important to this study were ideologies around what it means 

to be a reader, especially in a high-stakes testing environment, and ideologies around 

ability/disability. In terms of linguistic systems, participants engaged in a variety of ways 

with words including English, Spanish, Black Language, Chicano English, academic 

registers, and youthful linguistic codes as material for identity work. The emergence 

principle gave me a lens for examining the performance of identity through analysis of 

linguistic forms, including syntax, lexicon, and phonology, that speakers used as tools to 

demonstrate belonging to or distance from certain groups or individuals.  

With the positionality principle, Bucholtz and Hall explain that identities are 

constructed as interlocutors position themselves and others within micro-level local, 

cultural positions (e.g., local cliques and social groups) and macro-level ideological 

categories (e.g., nationality, race, gender). They assert that these different types of 

identity positions can emerge simultaneously. For example, a student can be a Black boy, 

in with the cool kids, and a marginal reader all at the same time; another can be a bully, a 

friend, and learning disabled. From an analytic perspective, “it is not a matter of choosing 

one dimension of identity over others, but of considering multiple facets in order to 

achieve a more complete understanding of how identity works” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, 

p. 593). To accomplish this, a researcher can explore how participants take on temporary 

roles that contribute to subjectivity and intersubjectivity within an interaction. This 

involves considering how, within moment-to-moment interactions, individuals align 
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themselves with or distance themselves from others. Also important is considering how 

these temporary positions can “accumulate ideological associations” (p. 591) within both 

macro- and micro-level categories over time. For example, fleeting yet multiple 

positionings as a competent reader can become a more stable identity construct over time. 

This accumulation of ideological associations has been described as “itineraries of 

identity” (Bucholtz, Barnwell, Skapoulli, & Lee, 2012), or identity paths along which 

individuals become “compelled to travel” over time (Bucholtz et al., 2012, p. 157). The 

positionality principal is relevant to this study because local categories like “struggling 

reader” are of interest and because some researchers have argued that local categories 

such as “special education student” can be tied to broader macro-level categories such as 

race (Annamma, Connor, & Ferri, 2013; Blanchett, 2010; Ferri & Connor, 2010; Sleeter, 

2010). Looking at the ways these categories are reflected across multiple time scales 

(within the immediate interaction and across days, week, and months) can help illuminate 

how marginalized identities are maintained and/or disrupted in and through everyday 

classroom interactions.  

The indexicality principle is concerned with the “mechanism whereby identity is 

constituted” (p. 593) and is fundamental to the way language is used in the production of 

identities. Drawing on the work of Ochs (1992) and Silverstein (Silverstein, 1976, 1985), 

Bucholtz and Hall define indexicality as “the creation of semiotic links between linguistic 

forms and social meanings” (p. 594). In other words, the indexicality principle addresses 

how identities are constructed through suggesting affiliation or disassociation from 

groups or ideas. The authors outline four related processes by which identity relations are 

indexed in interaction:  

(a) overt mention of identity categories and labels; (b) implicatures and 
presuppositions regarding one’s own or others’ identity position; (c) 
displayed evaluative and epistemic orientations to ongoing talk, as well as 
interactional footings and participant roles; and (d) the use of linguistic 
structures and systems that are ideologically associated with specific 
personas and groups (p. 594). 
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As the authors mentioned, these processes are related and overlap, so examples of one are 

often examples of others. Examples of overt mention of identity categories can sound like 

“I’m Mexican,” or “I love to write,” or “He is my best friend.” In each of these, there is 

an explicit naming of an affiliation with a group: some macro-level affiliations (like 

nationality), some ideological (like writers), and some local (like friends). Implicatures 

are subtler in their presentation and require inferences to be made. For example, “I hardly 

got any time to read today” implies a valuing of time to read, which indexes an identity as 

a reader. Another way implicature might be presented is through the use of lexical items 

associated with certain groups. For example, a student saying, “That’s figurative 

language,” draws on an academic register, which implies an affiliation with school and 

school-like talk. Likewise, use of the word “homie” subtly affiliates the speaker with 

urban ways of speaking, and possibly with Chicano or Latina/o subculture, without the 

explicit naming of the group. These are also examples of implicature through the use of 

specific linguistic features associated with specific personae. To illustrate the final 

process of the indexicality principle, again we can look at the examples, “I love to write” 

and “I hardly got any time to read today.” Both are evaluative statements that position the 

speaker in alignment with others who value those things. In a school setting, this includes 

teachers.  

Bucholtz and Hall suggest that the processes involved in the indexing of identity 

positions are similar to what has been theorized as positioning (Davies & Harré, 1990; 

Harré & Langenhove, 1998). Davies & Harré (1990) assert that identities are “constituted 

and reconstituted through the various discursive practices in which [individuals] 

participate” (p. 46), which is similar to the ways Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue that 

indexing is the “linguistic marking of a speaker’s orientation to ongoing talk” (Bucholtz 

& Hall, 2005, p. 595). In other words, indexical moves “are productive for the study of 

identity because they show how even in the most fleeting of interactional moves, 

speakers position themselves and others as particular kinds of people” (Bucholtz & Hall, 

2005, p. 595).   
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The relationality principle is used to “underscore the point that identities are 

never autonomous or independent, but always acquire social meaning in relation to other 

available identity positions and other social actors” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 598). The 

authors suggest that relational identity positions revolve around multiple axes of 

comparison along which identities are produced through often-concurrent ideological 

relationships. These relationships include similarity and difference, genuineness and 

artifice, and authority and de-legitimacy. Within the context of this study, this principle 

allowed me to investigate the ways participants used the authority of teacher and the 

institution of school as tools for positioning of themselves and others. Likewise, identities 

of struggle only take on meaning in relation to identities of competence. In other words, 

“struggling” readers only come to be “struggling” in relation to “good” readers. This 

relationality principle enabled me to make sense of these axes of comparison, among 

others.  

Lastly, the partialness principle argues that because identities are “inherently 

relational” (p. 605), they will always be partial, constrained by context, interaction, and 

ideology. As such, any given performance of identity is influenced in part by agency and 

in part by ideological and material structures. Bucholtz and Hall define agency broadly as 

“the accomplishment of social action” (p. 606), and they assert that “identity is one kind 

of social action that agency can accomplish” (p. 606). From this perspective, agency 

includes not only the deliberate action of an individual, but also all habitual actions below 

the level of consciousness and accomplishments that result from joint activity. Therefore, 

agentive performances of identity may be in part deliberate, in part habitual; in part 

negotiated or contested; and in part a product of larger ideological processes. At the same 

time, they argue that identities can be assigned through ideologies and social structures. 

The structure of school, the constraints it imposes on the construct of “reader,” and the 

ways the social actors work within and beyond these constraints to accomplish 

constructions of identity are relevant to this study. The partialness principal allowed me 

to consider the ways agency and structure work continuously and simultaneously. It has 
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also served as a constant reminder to me that my findings are necessarily situated and 

partial.  

Taken together, Bucholtz and Hall’s principles state that identities emerge in 

interaction to relationally position people in both micro- and macro-level ideological 

categories through both explicit and implicit indexical processes. These relational 

positionings construct flexible, dynamic, and partial identities that shift depending on the 

context and interlocutor. Bucholtz and Hall (2005) situate this theory within a 

sociocultural linguistic perspective, which the authors state is at “the intersection of 

language, culture, and society” (p. 586). From this perspective, identity markers only take 

on meaning in the context of social interaction. Without others with whom one can do the 

work of identity construction, they argue, identity markers lack meaning and proposed 

identities do not come into being.   

Bucholtz and Hall state that “identity is the social positioning of self and other” 

(p. 586), which is consistent with what others have theorized as positioning (Davies & 

Harré, 1990, 1990; Harré & Moghaddam, 2003; Van Langenhove & Harré, 1999). Like 

Bucholtz and Hall, positioning theorists have argued that “an individual emerges through 

the processes of social interaction” (Davies & Harré, 1990, p. 45), and that these 

positions, or constructions of self, are dynamic and shift depending on the context in 

which the interaction occurs. Positioning theorists also argue that positions are asserted 

through linguistic and other semiotic devices, which carry meaning within the interaction 

(Harré, 1991) and suggest that acts of positioning can be direct or indirect (Harré & 

Moghaddam, 2003), similar to the way Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue that identities are 

indexed through explicit mention and implicature. Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) framework 

complements positioning theory by privileging language use, allowing me to focus on the 

linguistic mechanisms speakers use to position themselves and others within both local 

and more global categories. This type of analysis is similar to what Erickson (2004) has 

called “ethnographic micro-analysis of social interaction” (p. viii).  
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Further, in his book Talk and Social Theory, Erickson (2004) expressed a tension 

relevant to this study. He argued that there are two “parallel assertions,” which create a 

paradox when held simultaneously. The assertions are as follows:  

1. The conduct of talk in local social interactions as it occurs in real time 
is unique, crafted by local social actors for the specific situation of its 
use in the moment of uttering, and  

2. The conduct of talk in local social interactions is profoundly influenced by 
processes that occur beyond the temporal and spatial horizons of the 
immediate occasion of interaction (Erickson, 2004, p. viii). 

The space created by affirming both of these assertions is held taut by the pull of social 

structures on one side and the agency of social actors on the other; it is the tension 

between determinism and volunteerism. Erickson cautioned against erring on one side or 

the other, because to give too much “social gravity” to structure and determinism 

“overwhelms the activity of social actors” (p. 175), and simultaneously analyzing local 

interactions “as if they were occurring in a universe without social gravity” (p. 175) fails 

to account for the constraints of social structures and histories.  

Bearing this tension in mind, I approached this study recognizing that language in 

interaction provides an important and sometimes critical means for the production of 

identities by which members define their group and are defined by others (Kroskrity, 

1999). At the same time, I recognized that “language does not determine social reality, 

but it is a constitutive force in constructing the institutions human beings create to serve 

their social and cultural needs” (Dudley-Marling & Paugh, 2010). Language constructs 

the institution of school and situates students within or beyond an “institutional version of 

normal life” (Varenne & Naddeo, 1998), which can be defined by what stands out as not 

normal, such as participation styles or reading below contextual expectations (Collins, 

2012; McDermott, 1993; Triplett, 2007; Wortham, 2004). Likewise, it is through 

language that students resist institutional identities that position them outside the norm 

(Ferri & Connor, 2010). To make sense of how the tension between structure and agency 

played out in the micro-details of classroom talk, my study drew on Bucholtz and Hall’s 
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(2005) framework as a means of exploring how reader identities for these three focal 

students emerged in interactions around text with their teacher and classmates.  

PERSPECTIVES ON RACE, DISABILITY, LANGUAGE, AND READING 

 Although Bucholtz and Hall’s framework on identity in interaction is the 

theoretical lens through which I analyzed these data, it is worth noting other bodies of 

scholarship that inform my perspectives on race, disability, language, and reading. I have 

briefly explained each below.  

Race and Disability. My perspective on the confluence of disability and race on 

the experiences of students labeled marginally on both axes is informed by the work of 

scholars who consider the ways that these two socially constructed categories have been 

leveraged to exclude certain groups of people. In a reprisal of earlier work, Sleeter (2010) 

historically situated the intertwining of race and ability in a way that highlighted their 

long and sordid relationship. Post Brown vs. The Board of Education, Sleeter contends 

that in order to surreptitiously maintain segregated classrooms, many children of color 

were labeled as mentally retarded, slow learners, emotionally disturbed, or culturally 

deprived. She argued “in accepting commonly-used categories for children, we also 

tacitly accept an ideology about what schools are for, what society should be like, and 

what the 'normal' person should be like” (2010). Similarly, Blanchett (2006) situated 

perceptions of struggle and disability within White Privilege ideology. Blanchett asserted 

White Privilege maintains inequitable educational opportunities through unequal 

distribution of funding, differences in teacher quality, and the lack of culturally 

responsive curricula (p. 24). Blanchett goes on to cite subjective diagnostic criteria for 

many high-incidence disability categories, such as learning disabled and emotionally 

disturbed, which vary from district to district as contributing to the perpetuation of 

disproportionate representation of African American students in special education (pp. 

24-25). She also reiterates Sleeter’s (2010) assertion that special education membership 

contributes to resegregation by stating that, in comparison to their White peers, Black 

students are more likely to receive services outside the general education classroom and 

are less likely to exit special education (p. 24).  
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In light of the assertions of Blanchett (2006) and Sleeter (2010), the importance of 

examining the intersections of race and ability, and how these identity markers are 

interwoven into the everyday experiences of individuals comes to the fore. Artiles (2011) 

argues that focusing on the “historical interlocking of race and ability differences” allows 

the researcher “to do justice to the complexity of the equity challenges” (p. 431) in 

education. Sleeter (2010) and Blanchett (2006) invite the systematic uncovering of the 

ways race and ability intertwine to construct complex identity spaces. In an effort to 

illuminate this corner of the human experience, Annamma, Connor, & Ferri (2013) 

suggest a Critical Disability Studies—or DisCrit—lens. Building on the larger framework 

of Critical Race Theory (Delgado, Stefancic, & Harris, 2001; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001) 

Annamma et al. argue that because of the ways race so prominently works in special 

education designation, “it is nothing short of irresponsible to leave race out of dis/ability 

related research in special education” (2013, p. 4). They assert that an intersectional lens, 

like DisCrit, is necessary because “neither institutional racism nor institutional ableism 

on its own can explain why students of color” are more likely to be identified as having 

disabilities and more likely to receive instruction outside the general education classroom 

(p. 11).  They suggest that the DisCrit framework allows researchers to view the 

complicated ways race and ability are both constructed socially and interdependently (p. 

5), and that neither should be foregrounded, because “for students of color, race does not 

exist outside of ability and ability does not exist outside of race” (p. 6). However, they 

also recognize that “to be of color does not make one dis/abled and to be labeled 

dis/abled does not make one of color” (p. 20), cautioning against the conflation of the two 

categories.  

Annamma et al. posit that whiteness and ability are the property of the privileged, 

and that when held up to “normative cultural standards” (p. 12), differences among 

individuals are often seen as deficits. The recognition that race and ability “circulate 

interdependently, often in neutralized and invisible ways, to uphold notions of normalcy” 

(p. 11) aligns with Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) relationality principle by highlighting the 

ways normalcy is defined in relation to what it is not. The DisCrit lens also recognizes 
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the material and psychological impact of marginalization in the lives of individuals by 

considering the ways that differences from normative standards has given institutional 

personnel, like teachers, a means of perceiving particular students as “lacking and 

inferior” (p. 12). Additionally, the Annamma et al., suggest that this lens attends to the 

legal and historical ways labels and categories associated with race and disability are 

social constructs (as opposed to biological facts) that have been used to deny rights to 

some citizens. They argue that any gains made by people occupying marginal positions 

along lines of race and disability have been a result of interest convergence with the 

White middle-class.   

A DisCrit perspective values multidimensional constructions of identities in ways 

that trouble singular notions. Further, and perhaps most importantly, it pushes for a 

privileging of the voices of the marginalized by attending to counter-narratives, social 

activism, all forms of resistance. The purposefully complicated and multidimensional 

perspective of DisCrit provides a way to better understand experiences like Miguel’s and 

like those of the focal students in my study. The authors suggest that the DisCrit takes 

into consideration macro level influences, such as structures, institutions, and historical 

movements, to micro level experiences in the everyday lives of individuals. This is much 

like the ways Erickson invited attention to both structure and agency in order to maintain 

balance between volunteerism and determinism. DisCrit honors resistance to oppressive 

narratives and opportunities for reclamation of identity. It provides a means to consider 

ways of being that disrupt the deficit notions that entangle students of color who are not 

reading as might be expected based on the normative cultural standards.  

Informed by the perspectives of these scholars and theorists, I understand 

disability and race to be social constructs that are built into “interactions, procedures, 

discourse, and institutions of education” (Annamma et al., 2013, p. 7). I also recognize 

that while being socially constructed, these categories have real material consequences in 

the lives of students who are marginally positioned along these axes. I have worked to 

honor the complexity and real-life-ness of classroom life while examining the ways 

reader identities emerged in talk around text for students identified as struggling readers.  
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  Language. The students in my study lived in a predominantly Latina/o 

neighborhood, which will be described in more detail in Chapter 3. The district required 

students to be racialized on their registration forms every year, and as detailed in Chapter 

3, the school population was reported to be 96.4% Black or Latina/o. Additionally, the 

teacher and I have identified all of the students in the classroom as Black or Latina/o, and 

all three of the focal students are primary English-speakers. As might be anticipated in a 

school like the one in this study, I observed and documented many language varieties in 

use in the focal classroom; it was a “culturally and linguistically complex” (Ball, 2009) 

context.  

Spanish and English were both spoken, as were varieties of each. Relevant to this 

study, there was an academic variety of English, and its use was signaled through phrases 

like “figurative language” and “text evidence” and words like “inference.” There were 

also varieties of English I have identified as either Chicano English (ChcE) or Black 

Language (BL). I have chosen the term “Chicano English” to describe some of the ways 

the participants used language, knowing that “Chicano” is a somewhat contentious term 

and that there is little consensus across geographic regions about how to refer to students 

of Mexican ancestry born and/or living in this country. The varieties of English spoken 

by people of Mexican ancestry are relatively understudied in comparison with the 

varieties of English spoken by African Americans (Mendoza-Denton, 2008). While there 

has been some regional investigation into what has been termed “Tejano English” that 

has identified some differences between Tejano English and ChcE (Bayley, 1994), 

researchers have also reported that these two varieties of English “share many common 

characteristics illustrative of a general southwestern Tejano/Chicano variety” (Bayley, 

1994, p. 324). As such, I follow Galindo (1995) who used Chicano English to describe 

the language practices of adolescents in two neighborhoods adjacent to the one in which 

my study was located. Drawing on the work of Santa Ana (1993), Galindo describes the 

speakers of ChcE as third- or fourth-generation English speakers, and she described ChcE 

as influenced by African American Vernacular English (AAVE) as a result of language 
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contact from “African Americans and Chicanos living in proximity” (Galindo, 1995, p. 

79).  

 Additionally, I use Black Language (BL) to describe some of the ways of talking 

documented in this study. I draw on the work of Alim (2004) who argued that the phrase 

Black Language denotes “both language STRUCTURE and language USE” (p. 17, 

emphasis in original), and is inclusive of what has been called  African American 

Vernacular English (AAVE) and African American Language (AAL). Alim argues that 

honoring both structure and use allows the researcher to conceptualize the “distinct set of 

structural features and communicative norms and practices” (p. 17). In other words, BL 

includes lexical and syntactic variation (structure) and practices such as sucking teeth, 

changes in pitch, and conversational norms related to things such as turn taking (use).  

 As mentioned, the context of this study was linguistically complex, with 

languages coming into contact through the everyday linguistic practices of the members 

of the community, in and beyond the classroom. Because of this contact, it was not 

always possible to label with certainty students’ linguistic practices as examples of one 

variety or another. It was clear that some ways of speaking were valued more by the 

institution of school and the participants than others, which will be examined in more 

detail in Chapter 4. What was not as clearly delineated was the difference between BL 

and ChcE, with participants at times drawing on features that could be either or both. The 

Latino students in this classroom sometimes used language in ways that were reflective 

of BL, while the Black students sometimes used language in ways that were reflective of 

ChcE.  In general, there was a great deal of what Paris (2009) calls language sharing. I 

have tried to maintain a holistic view of the language practices of the classroom 

community, considering the ways those practices were used to position students, without 

being overly deterministic in labeling features as BL or ChcE. I recognize the ways BL 

and ChcE have been stigmatized, sometimes labeled improper or unfit for schools, and 

the people who use them labeled inarticulate (Alim, 2004; Mendoza-Denton, 2008; Paris, 

2009). In this study, I have attended to language use in order to examine how various 

ways of speaking were valued, mediating the construction of students’ reader identities.  
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 Reading. There are many ways to think about and to define reading, and they 

shape the ways reading performance is viewed. There are several perspectives on reading 

relevant to this study, some institutional and narrow; some social and broad; all political. 

My beliefs about reading align with Freire’s (1983) description of it as:  

[…] not exhausted merely by decoding the written work or written 

language, but rather anticipated by and extending into knowledge of the 

world. Reading the world precedes reading the word, and the subsequent 

reading of the word cannot dispense with continually reading the world. 

Language and reality are dynamically intertwined. The Understanding 

attained by critical reading of a text implies perceiving the relationship 

between text and context. (p. 5)   

I believe that reading encompasses more than deciphering written words, and as Freire 

asserts, is inclusive of reading of the world. As such, there are times within this study 

when I have considered reading very broadly, recognizing the ways students drew on 

their readings of the world to make sense of the word. Along with Freire’s concept of 

reading the world, I am influenced by Rosenblatt (1968), who also considers the 

experience of reading as beyond simply decoding a text in which the reader extracts “the 

meaning embedded in the text” (p. 26), but rather “reading is a constructive, selective 

process over time in a particular context” (p. 26) where the reader and text are mutually 

affected through the “transactional process of making meaning” (p. 27). In other words, 

reading is a “highly personal process of evoking” meaning from the text (p. 31) based on 

the reader’s life experiences, which makes context and personal histories important 

within the process of reading. The reader, then, comes into contact with the text through 

interaction with the world, and many forms of “text” may be read, including but not 

limited to the written word.  

Along with these broad conceptions of reading on which I draw, the context of 

schools in a high-stakes testing environment brings an institutional definition of what it 

means to read. This definition tends to be more bound to decoding the written word and 
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subscribes to ideas around reading on “grade-level.” The state reading exam is designed 

under the assumption that the text presented is a grade-level text, so students who do not 

pass the test are, by definition, not reading on grade-level. The district, according to a 

report on high dosage tutoring found on its website, also used the Developmental 

Reading Assessment (DRA) as a measure for grade-level reading achievement. The DRA 

indicates a range of levels appropriate for the beginning, middle and end of each grade. 

Two of the focal students in this study also carried special educational labels as students 

with specific learning disabilities in reading. According to the special education teacher, 

they had been identified through the discrepancy model of identification, meaning they 

were given tests purported to measure their abilities and then those scores were compared 

to scores on achievement tests. Because there was a discrepancy of more than one 

standard deviation, they qualified for special education services.  

Throughout this study, each of these definitions of reading is at play and each 

brings with it a different view of what it means to be a successful reader. My broad 

definition shaped the ways I have analyzed interactions around reading and text. The 

institutional definitions of reading were relevant in the lives of the focal students because 

institutionally they had been labeled as struggling, and there were consequences of not 

passing determined by the school, district, and state.  

OVERVIEW OF METHODS 
Using nested case study methodology and drawing on ethnographic methods, I 

explored the ways students’ reader identities emerged in interactions around text. Case 

study methodology is particularly well suited for investigating social phenomena in the 

complex, real-life contexts in which they occur (Thomas, 2011). Nested case study 

inquires into the particularity of a broader case (for the purposes of this study, one fifth-

grade classroom) by considering how individual subunits (the focal students) relate to 

each other and the broader case (Thomas, 2011). Nested case study allowed me to 

investigate the complex context of classroom life in ways that examined the impact of the 

institution of school while honoring the agency of the participants. It afforded me the 
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opportunity to explore ways participants used language to construct reader identities in 

interaction for and with the focal students. Nested case study also allowed me to examine 

similarities and differences across the subcases in order to better understand the 

phenomenon of reader identity construction within the principal case of the classroom.  

I drew on ethnographic methods of data collection (Erickson, 1984; Geertz, 1973; 

Wolcott, 2008) throughout this investigation, because of the ethnographer’s interest in 

richly describing communities and their ways of being and doing. An ethnographic 

orientation allowed me to maintain the wholeness of the interactional contexts around and 

in collaboration with the focal students, which is imperative in case study (Thomas, 

2011). Data sources included video- and audio-recordings of classroom interactions, 

fieldnotes, and semi-structured interviews. Participants were the teacher and between 

sixteen and seventeen students in one fifth-grade classroom, with three of the students 

identified as individual cases.  

Analytically, I drew on constant comparative traditions (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Thomas, 2011) to capture the “essence” of the data while maintaining the wholeness of 

the context (Thomas, 2011, p. 171) because, as mentioned above, context influences the 

ways phenomenon under study emerge in each case. I read and reread the data to develop 

“temporary constructs” (Thomas, 2011, p. 172), which were then held up to the entire 

corpus to test validity. As themes emerged within each case, illustrative moments were 

transcribed from video and audio data to allow line-by-line analysis. I employed the 

discourse analytic framework detailed by Bucholtz and Hall (2005) to examine the 

sequential organization of talk and discover ways student identities were co-constructed 

in everyday talk around text. In the tradition of ethnographic sociolinguistics (Erickson, 

2004), each of these moments was then contextualized into the broader classroom 

ecosystem and across various times scales, both macro (across the semester) and micro 

(across single literacy events) to paint a picture of ways the phenomenon of identity 

development emerged with and around each case.  
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OVERVIEW OF DISSERTATION  
This is a qualitative nested case study of three focal students within one fifth-

grade classroom at Huerta Elementary School. Drawing on ethnographic methods, 

including participant observation, fieldnotes, and semi-structured interviews, my primary 

objective was to explore the ways reader identities for focal students emerged and were 

maintained through interactions when text was central.  

The following chapter provides a review of the literature around the social 

construction of academic struggle, research exploring the experiences of students situated 

at the marginal intersections of race and ability status, and the impact of high-stakes 

testing on teaching and learning. Chapter 3 provides information about my methodology. 

Chapters 4 and 5 detail the findings from this inquiry. Chapter 4 specifically addresses 

principal case findings, and Chapter 5 examines individual subcases, exploring how 

reader identities were constructed with and by each focal student. The final chapter 

provides a discussion and implications of this study.  
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter provides a review of the three bodies of literature that inform this 

study. I discuss the empirical findings around the interactional co-construction of 

struggle, the research investigating experiences of those at the marginal intersections of 

race and disability, and the research on the impact of high-stakes testing on teaching. 

Each of these bodies of literature contributes to the foundation on which this study builds.   

INTERACTIONAL CO-CONSTRUCTION OF STRUGGLE  
Scholars in the sociocultural tradition have argued that struggle exists in 

interactions outside the individual and can be mediated by the context of school 

(Bucholtz et al., 2012; Dudley-Marling, 2004; McDermott, 1993; McDermott et al., 

2009). Thus, I begin by reviewing scholarship foregrounding the social construction of 

struggle. Then, I review studies in which identities of struggle have been disrupted and 

reconstructed. 

The Social Construction of Struggle. Each of the studies in this section 

illustrates the ways students have experienced struggle as a collaboration between 

interlocutors and influenced by contextual factors. In his foundational piece on the social 

construction of struggle, McDermott (1993) highlights the context-specificity of struggle 

through a description of a student named Adam and his experiences across various 

spaces. The students in the study were videotaped in their classroom, in one-on-one 

testing situations, and in an afternoon cooking club set up by the researchers. Adam was 

chosen as the focal student for this analysis because he stood out as the student whose 

performance varied most across settings.    

 As McDermott interpreted Adam’s experiences, he noted that as demands of a 

setting or task became more arbitrary, constrained, and school-like, Adam appeared to 

struggle more, whereas with tasks situated in the domain of “real life,” Adam did not 

demonstrate behaviors expected of his ascribed learning disability. For example, in a 

cooking class, the least school-like of the contexts, Adam only appeared to struggle when 

the directions were convoluted and when he was not partnered with Peter, a friend who 
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was willing to support his reading. In his classroom, where tasks were more arbitrary, 

Adam appeared to experience more difficulty and exhibited undesired behaviors such as 

throwing down his pencil. In testing situations, which were the most arbitrary and in 

which Adam had access to the fewest resources, he appeared to struggle most and 

“guessed wildly” (p. 279). McDermott suggested that Adam could only be perceived as 

struggling and learning disabled through his interactions with others because learning is a 

social act. The social nature of learning in combination with the arbitrary nature of school 

tasks resulted in Adam’s identification as disabled in learning.  

In a similar examination of contextual factors and perceptions of academic 

performance, Triplett (2007) looked at students whose homeroom teachers identified 

them as struggling readers, but who did not seem to struggle in the reading specialist’s 

room. She argued that literacy contexts can be created in which students do not 

experience feelings of struggle and that the more knowledgeable a teacher is about how 

to meet students’ needs, the less students appear to struggle. She focused on 14 

elementary-aged students identified as requiring “pull-out” reading intervention, most of 

whom were either from low-income homes or “culturally diverse families” (p. 100).  

Triplett found five central phenomena when analyzing her data, three of which 

relate to the social nature of identity construction. First, often the homeroom teachers in 

the study used disparaging descriptors like “off task,” “not motivated,” or “stubborn” 

when referring to the students they identified as struggling, which situated students’ 

reading difficulties within the children themselves.  Second, Triplett found that two issues 

seemed to influence how teachers responded to students: (1) teachers’ education and (2) a 

context heavy with accountability testing. When teachers felt less confident in their 

practices for helping those readers who needed more support, they were more likely to 

label students as struggling and to rely on the reading specialist to pull those students out 

of the classroom for reading instruction. Likewise, as teachers felt the pressure of testing 

related to accountability, they were more likely to want students they perceived as 

struggling to go to reading intervention groups. Last, Triplett discussed the role of 

relationships between students and teachers and students and students. She discussed how 
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when teachers provided space for students to engage in collective reasoning in book 

discussions, students felt more success. She concluded that students were identified as 

struggling readers in contexts where they were not reading as expected and teachers 

lacked the necessary knowledge to work with them. And, in a theme that will be explored 

in more detail below, Triplett found that when instructional decisions were made in 

response to state or local accountability requirements, teachers were more inclined to 

identify students as struggling readers.  

In an example that showed an identity of struggle as dynamic across time and 

within the same space with the same interlocutors, Wortham (2004) introduced Tyisha. 

The school in which Tyisha was a student subscribed to seminar-like pedagogy, which 

included discussions where students were expected to make and defend assertions. At the 

beginning of the year, Tyisha’s behavior fit within the teachers’ expectations.  She was 

engaged in class discussions, which included offering her opinions rather than echoing 

what she thought the teachers wanted to hear. Tyisha, the author noted, was one of the 

first students to offer her opinions, which the teachers initially valued. However, drawing 

on the multiple timescales as theorized by Lemke (2000), Wilhelm documented the ways 

the teachers and students interacted with Tyisha in evolving ways across “seconds, 

minutes, and hours” (p. 166) of the school year. The more other students learned to assert 

and support their arguments with evidence, the more Tyisha’s contributions were 

considered to lack support and consequently labeled as opinions. As the year continued, 

Tyisha’s contributions became characterized as off-topic and inappropriate, and the 

teachers increasingly evaluated her comments in ways the author describes as “blunt,” by 

saying things like, “you just missed the connection” (p. 173).  Wortham (2004) illustrated 

that the shift in Tyisha’s identity construction was not unidirectional.  Because “identity 

and context are mutually constitutive” (Dudley-Marling, 2004, p. 485), Tyisha also began 

to interact in different, more oppositional ways as the year progressed, sometimes 

stepping into the role of outcast. In one example, Tyisha defended the unpopular, and 

arguably immoral, supposition that at times it is courageous to tell lies. By standing by 
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this argument despite opposition from the teachers and other students, Tyisha further 

marginalized herself within the class.   

As a result of the dynamics of Tyisha’s identity within interactions with her 

teachers and peers, her story clearly illustrated the social nature of her struggle. As 

Tyisha, her teachers, and her classmates moved across time, her actions evolved from 

meeting expectations to violating them. This variation in interaction moved her from 

being socially identified as “just another good student” (p. 168) to a student who 

disrupted class and was off-topic.  

In Anderson’s (2009) study of small group work in a fifth grade class, she 

described several experiences of one student whose teacher and peers helped maintain his 

identity as a struggling student. Anderson documented the ways a misconception in an 

early interaction, along with a learning disabled label, were carried forward across 

months of engagement and used to continually position the focal student as incapable.  

For her part, the researcher stated that Nate’s teacher positioned him as incompetent and 

non-participatory regardless of how much he actually participated in classroom 

interactions. His peers worked to reify that position. For example, during one small-group 

interaction, the researcher documented how Nate’s peers reinscribed his position as an 

incapable learner, which was how he had been positioned. To accomplish this, Nate’s 

group-mates did not take up his discussion contributions, which resulted in denying him 

the right to contribute meaningfully to the conversation. Along this line of 

disenfranchisement, during a whole-class conversation, two of Nate’s group members 

claimed they did not understand his explanation of his problem-solving process despite 

having said they did understand during the small-group work time. Anderson suggested 

claims such as these contributed to Nate’s identity of incompetence. The teacher ratified 

this construct of Nate by not disrupting the ways Nate’s classmates positioned him. 

Nate’s teacher “continued constructing this parable-like narrative of incompetence” 

through ascribing states to Nate like “confusion” and “in trouble” (p. 305). Anderson 

argued that the kind of person Nate had been positioned as in school interfered with the 

perception of the kind of person he was enacting in any one moment. Across these 
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multiple interactional settings, Nate’s teacher and peers colluded to maintain his marginal 

position in the classroom community, despite his implicit resistance through 

participation.   

Similarly, Bucholtz, Barnwell, Skapoulli, and Lee (2012) showed how their 

participant Bill’s identity was “transformed from an ordinary member of the lab group to 

a problematized and marginal figure” (p. 163) within his undergraduate science class. 

The researchers documented Bill’s evolution through the accumulation and analysis of 

moment-to-moment interactions across class sessions and the weeks of the term. Like in 

Anderson’s (2009) study, Bill’s peers played an integral role in his identity as a 

struggling learner. The data for this study were drawn from a larger ethnographic study of 

undergraduate math and science majors at a public university. For this analysis, the 

researchers drew from a series of interactions between Bill and his lab partners during 

their weekly chemistry lab sessions for first-year “high-achieving students” (p. 159).  

Their purpose was to examine how “a marginalized classroom identity [was] 

interactionally formed over time” (p. 157). What the researchers found was that Bill’s lab 

partners assigned negative value to his participation in their group linguistically and by 

physically excluding him from their activities, despite his grades indicating that he was as 

capable a science student as his partners. This exclusion and devaluation was 

accomplished through what appeared to be playful teasing. As time went on and his 

identity as unsuccessful science student became more entrenched, Bill, like Tyisha 

(Wortham, 2004), began to contribute to the transformation of his identity by not 

participating or displaying himself as “hardworking” (Bucholtz et al., 2012, p. 169). The 

authors argued that where there had once been more flexibility in Bill’s identity, as a 

pattern of interaction and positioning was repeated, it became more fixed, and Bill’s 

identity as a struggling student became more stable. The authors called this “hardening” 

of “discourse trajectories” itineraries of identity, “or well-worn ideological routes along 

which socially positioned subjects may be compelled to travel” (p. 157).  

In an example of how struggle is co-constructed that privileges student voices, 

Hall (2010) highlighted the ways that “struggling” students actively and knowingly 
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contributed to and maintained perceptions of their struggle. In multiple case studies, Hall 

investigated how middle school “struggling” readers and their content-area teachers 

interacted around reading tasks. Data sources included observations, questionnaires, 

interviews, and student work, which were inductively analyzed by individual case and 

then compared across cases. The author examined the data for demands of the reading 

task and the ways the students identified as readers. To privilege students’ articulations of 

their self-perception as readers, Hall coded for places in which students discussed what 

they wanted their discursive identities to be, as well as how they discussed the identities 

of others.   

Hall (2010) stated that often content area teachers recognized students who 

experienced difficulty with text and attempted to assist by teaching skills they suspected 

students needed in order to have access to the material, like decoding, inferring, and 

locating facts. But, Hall noted, the teachers rarely considered the role identity played in 

the students’ approaches to reading tasks. Hall stated that one of the students’ goals was 

to prevent teachers, peers, and family members from positioning them as struggling 

readers.  As a result, students “knowingly engaged in practices that did not allow them to 

learn content or improve as readers” (p. 1808), countering teachers’ attempts to help.  For 

example, Sarah, one of the focal students who self-identified as a “bad reader,” explained 

that she did not know what teachers meant when they said that good readers ask 

questions. Instead of asking for clarification or taking the risk of posing a question about 

the text that might betray her lack of understanding, Sarah opted out of participating and 

was, as she put it, “just quiet a lot” (p. 1809). Sarah reported in interviews that she 

experienced frustration at not being able to achieve her learning goals without outing 

herself to her peers as a poor reader. “If I asked for help, then everyone would know 

about me. They’d know I couldn’t read,” Sarah said (p. 1810). Despite her self-

proclaimed desire to improve, Sarah’s teacher, Mrs. Reilly, characterized her as not 

wanting to read and disengaged. When Mrs. Reilly called on Sarah to read aloud as a way 

of pushing Sarah to be more engaged, Sarah responded with silence. The teacher 

interpreted this as disengagement and a lack of wanting to learn.   
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Sarah’s story highlights the complexity of academic struggle. Sarah reported 

wanting help and wanting to learn and to be a stronger reader, but privileged protecting 

her identity over exposing her weakness. Mrs. Reilly stated she wanted to help by 

pushing Sarah to perform, and interpreted Sarah’s opting out as a lack of desire. 

Eventually, the teacher gave up on Sarah, calling on her less and saying, “if she isn’t 

going to work on getting better [at reading], then I think I should help somebody else” (p. 

1818).  Similarly, the other two focal student-teacher pairings in Hall’s study were 

marred by misunderstandings. The students made moves to protect their sense of self, 

which the teachers interpreted as lack of desire to learn, again illustrating the mutually 

constitutive nature of context and identity (Dudley-Marling, 2004) around experiences of 

struggle. 

In each of the studies above, the researchers documented the ways identities of 

struggle are constructed and maintained by describing how context influenced the ways 

interlocutors collaborated in the co-construction of identity. They found that teachers’ 

and peers’ perceptions of a student contributed to their positions of struggle (Hall, 2010; 

Triplett, 2007; Wortham, 2004).  They also found that students seemed to struggle more 

in some contexts over others, depending on the resources available (McDermott, 1993; 

Triplett, 2007). The findings of these studies invite me to attend to the ways schools and 

classrooms (educational contexts) afford and constrain resources for participants to draw 

on when constructing identities. In the following studies, the researchers explored how 

identities of struggle have been reconstructed more positively.   

 “Restorying”: The Social Construction of Competence. The next series of 

studies considers how teachers have facilitated the construction of identities of 

competence for students who had previously been seen as struggling. Dudley-Marling 

(2004) shared two vignettes that underscored teacher moves. The teachers in this piece 

drew attention to either struggle or competence performed by a student labeled as 

learning disabled. In the first story, he shared one teacher-student interaction in which the 

teacher asked the student, Regis, to point to the illustrations on the page of objects that 

begin with the ‘m’ sound. Regis pointed to all but one of the illustrations: the picture of a 
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match. Dudley-Marling explained that the reasons for Regis’s omission were unclear, but 

in response, the teacher engaged in what the author called the “guess what I’m thinking” 

instructional strategy (p. 496) by asking a series of questions designed to help Regis 

arrive at the “correct” answer (e.g., “What is it that you use to start a fire?”). When Regis 

failed to accurately guess what the teacher was thinking, “the task, the setting, and the 

interaction” reproduced the teacher’s identity as teacher and the student’s identity as a 

student with a learning disability (p. 486).  Had the task taken place outside of the school 

context, the author argued the “guess what I’m thinking” paradigm would have seemed 

“odd” (p. 487), but within the school setting, the task and interaction were “perfectly 

orchestrated for the complex performance of a learning disability” (p. 487), reiterating 

McDermott’s (1993) assertion that the more school-like and arbitrary the task, the more 

likely students are to experience struggle.   

In contrast, Dudley-Marling shared another vignette in which students’ ascribed 

learning disabilities were not evident within the interactions between them and their 

teacher. In this example, a teacher of students identified as having learning disabilities or 

as English Language Learners positioned himself not as “someone on the lookout for 

deficits in need of remediation,” but rather as “an interested listener who was genuinely 

curious about what his students had to say” (p. 488). The teacher and students read a 

story from the Junior Great Books program. Together, they clarified word and phrase 

meanings, and then engaged in a discussion of an event in the text that was ambiguous in 

ways similar to interactions between the specialist and students described in the Triplett 

(2007) study. Through engagement with the text and deliberate teacher moves, like 

asking open-ended questions and withholding evaluative statements, Dudley-Marling 

asserted the students constructed learner identities that “emphasized their intelligence, 

verbal skills, curiosity, and learning potential” (p. 488). The author concluded that it was 

not that suddenly the students no longer needed explicit instructional support and 

direction, but that “changes in the patterns of interaction [...] can have a significant effect 

on students’ learning identities” (p. 498). In other words, when teachers open up the role 
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of intelligent, curious learner as a possibility for students, they have the opportunity to 

take up and occupy that role.   

In a study in which the researcher facilitated successful participation for a student 

who struggled with reading, Möller (2004) gave an account of interactions in small-group 

literature discussions. Building on Moll’s (1990) concept of collective zones of proximal 

development and Moll & Greenberg’s (1990) concept of zones of possibilities, Möller 

focused on a student named Ashley, who struggled with text-based literacy, to consider 

the possibilities of an inclusive, heterogeneous literature discussion group. The author 

recognized that not all students learn to read easily, and that sometimes students’ struggle 

is evident in body language, through their interactions with others, and through a “façade 

of detachment or defiance” (p. 420). Similar to the way Anderson (2009) discussed how 

historic ways of being and doing limited the identities available to certain learners, 

Möller stated that some labels such as “struggling” can “result in some students being 

denied opportunities for participation” (p. 424), creating a Catch-22 in which students 

identified as struggling are given only low-level skills-based instruction. Low-level 

instruction, she argued, then further disengages students from literacy activities, which 

results in them falling further behind their peers. The data for this study were collected as 

the researcher participated in a heterogeneous literature discussion group, which met 27 

times. Möller stated that at various times each member of the group brought strengths and 

struggles in different domains, including reading comprehension, reading fluency, 

recognizing social injustice, connecting with characters, maintaining focus, and listening 

to peers respectfully. Across the transcripts, Möller saw Ashley, the focal student, in 

three fluctuating roles:  

[…] as less-capable group member in need of teacher support to work 
effectively in her ZPD [zone of proximal development], as capable 
member working solidly with her peers in her ZPD, and as a more capable 
peer supporting others’ in their ZPD as she acted at or near her ADL 
[actual developmental level] (p. 433). 
 

According to Möller, much of Ashley’s behavior seemed to be an attempt to save face 
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and not to out herself as unknowing or incompetent, which McDermott, Goldman, and 

Varenne (2006) stated gives students the “double job of doing school tasks while 

arranging to not look incompetent” (p. 14).   

To bring Ashley into the group and to assist in positioning her as capable, the 

researcher provided accessible text through recordings of the book, supported her 

contributions to the discussion, monitored the behavior of other group members toward 

Ashley, which was unlike the teacher in Anderson’s (2009) study, and helped Ashley 

monitor her behavior toward the group (p. 436). Möller highlighted that “many aspects of 

the teaching affected Ashley’s demonstration of competence,” including a respectful and 

trusting literacy learning environment that encouraged discussion and debate, explicit 

teaching of reading strategies, and supported reading instruction “built on the belief that 

each child had something important to contribute and to learn” (p. 415). As the group 

became more cohesive and Ashley was accepted as a capable member, she moved fluidly 

between needing and giving support. Ashley took action toward positioning herself as a 

contributing member of the group by completing her work and maintaining excitement in 

her learning, demonstrating her agency as a learner. In conclusion, the researcher 

reiterated that the support Ashley received from her was integral in keeping the 

“pervasive shadow” (p. 455) of less capable from being permanently cast over Ashley, 

allowing her to find a successful role in the storyline of her group.   

Like Möller (2010), Maloch (2005) gave an account of a teacher who helped to 

facilitate students’ occupation of positions of competence in literature discussion groups. 

One of the ways the teacher facilitated the focal students’ inclusion was by taking up 

their contributions for further discussion when they had been passed over by the other 

members of the group. Data were collected over five months as students completed two 

cycles of literature discussion groups and included video recordings of classroom events, 

interviews with the teacher and students, and a collection of artifacts. The purpose was to 

explore how the focal students’ participation shifted across literature discussion group 

meetings.  
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Maloch argued that by better understanding how some students are marginalized 

and “edged out of conversations” by their peers, teachers can understand how to support 

marginalized students. Maloch showed how the focal students, Antwan and Chris, shifted 

ways of participating and their constructions of self, depending on the demands of the 

task. She found three things influenced the boys’ participation in literacy activities.  First, 

like the participants in the studies cited previously (Hall, 2010; Möller, 2004), Antwan 

and Chris were more likely to resist participation in tasks where their lack of knowledge 

would be displayed in front of their peers. Second, like Adam (McDermott, 1993), the 

boys participated more freely when they worked with peers with whom they had strong 

relationships (p. 116), and like the student in the Möller (2004) study, Maloch’s 

participants experienced more success interacting with peers around literature when they 

were in a situation in which the teacher could support their participation. Last, the boys 

participated more when they could choose how they participated, like during silent 

reading when they could choose how to engage with the text, and they participated less 

when forced to participate in activities like spelling tests. This last finding suggests that 

agency and choice influenced Chris and Antwan’s participation. Maloch clearly stated 

that these three influences are not independent of each other, but interact in complex 

ways.   

To their peers, the boys came with strong institutional identifications that 

positioned them as incapable learners because of their status as “resource students” (p. 

116), and their contributions to literacy discussion groups were not always taken up as 

valid. Maloch identified two barriers to their participation in these groups. The first 

barrier was access to the text. Because the boys could not read the text independently, 

they depended on others to read the text to them. This need for assistance from a peer or 

the teacher positioned the helper as a gatekeeper to the boys’ entry into the discussion 

groups. The second barrier was access to the conversational norms of the group, a barrier 

also encountered by the students described by Wortham (2004) and Anderson (2009). 

Even when the boys asked questions or shared their thinking about the text, if it was not 

done in a way that conformed to the expectations of the group, their contributions were 
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not validated or taken up. To help scaffold their participation in the conversation, the 

teacher “propped up” (p. 134) the boys’ contributions as they learned the conversational 

norms and expectations of their groups. This research serves as another example of how 

teacher moves can help shape interactional contexts that construct identities of 

competence from identities of struggle.   

In a study of a teacher who intentionally opened up new identity positions for 

students with “negative reputations” (p. 568), Worthy, Consalvo, Bogard, Russell, and 

Shipman (2012) traced the trajectories of two students’ identities across a school year. In 

this ethnographic study, the researchers told of the work a teacher and her students 

engaged in during a primary literacy workshop to “restory” two focal students’ school 

identities, or in other words, to interrupt negative or potentially negative identities and 

reconstruct more seemingly positive ones. The researchers focused on two students, 

Lydia and Edward, who had been “storied” as struggling during the previous year, and 

looked at the ways the focal teacher used language, curricular choices, and purposeful 

social interactions to reposition students within her classroom community. Similar to the 

way Tyisha and Bill’s identities evolved over time (Bucholtz et al., 2012; Wortham, 

2004), Worthy et al. (2012) illustrated the changes they saw in the focal students, again 

looking at the mutually constitutive nature of identity and interactional contexts (Dudley-

Marling, 2004).  Unlike the teachers in Wortham’s (2004) and Anderson’s (2009) studies, 

the teacher in the Worthy et al. (2012) study helped to “restory” the focal students away 

from narratives of struggle and toward more typical stories of school participation.  

Lydia, one of the focal students, seemed to struggle with anxiety and chose to opt out of 

public participation, much like the student Sarah (Hall, 2010). Unlike the teacher in 

Hall’s (2010) study, Lydia’s teacher remained hopeful and continued to engage with her.  

This continued teacher engagement resulted in a change across time in the ways Lydia 

interacted with her classmates and in her identification as a competent student and 

member of the classroom community. The researchers noted that Lydia became more 

involved in class discussions and by the end of the year shared a nonfiction selection she 

had authored in front of the entire class. 
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In another example, the researchers described Edward, who came to the 

classroom with a history of office referrals and a reputation for “driving teachers crazy” 

(p. 23). Despite what was described as a disruptive participation style in class 

discussions, the teacher recognized much of what Edward contributed to be on point. The 

researchers documented the ways the teacher picked up on and used Edward’s 

contributions to build discussions, which demonstrated that the teacher valued what 

Edward had to say in a seemingly opposite way to the teachers in Wortham’s (2004) 

research. The teacher in Worthy et al.’s (2012) study also kept her expectations of 

Edward high and stressed that it was important to her that the other students saw Edward 

in a positive light so she could enlist their support in his restorying.   

Worthy et al. (2012) showed how one teacher disrupted negative stories attributed 

to students and supported the building of more positive identities through tactful teacher 

moves and an ethic of care (Worthy et al., 2012). The researchers concluded that by 

constructing a context in which students’ agency, interests, responsibility, participation, 

and collaboration were valued, the teacher was able to restory them, which echoed 

Dudley-Marling’s (2004) findings regarding highlighting student competence.   

Across these studies, the researchers have shown how identities of struggle have 

been socially constructed, that these constructions are dynamic and can (and do) shift 

across time and space, and that through deliberate teacher moves students can step out 

from under the “pervasive shadow” (Möller, 2004) of their identities as struggling 

learners to be “restoried” (Worthy et al. 2012) as competent, intelligent, and successful.  

When thinking about how “institutional biographies” (Collins, 2012, p. 25) of struggle 

endure across years, Hall’s (2010), Möller’s (2004), Maloch’s (2005), and Worthy et al.’s 

(2012) studies suggest that students’ experiences during previous years may shape their 

identities as they begin new school years. In other words, no student comes with a clean 

slate, especially when continuing on at the same school. Those who have previously been 

constructed as “struggling” have at times had that struggle formally documented through 

institutional routines and documents like report cards and special education diagnoses.  

Students may also have had their identities of struggle informally documented within 
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instantiated interactional patterns with their peers and through the ways teachers talk to 

them. The endurance of identities of struggle across school years demonstrates the 

systemic and social nature of identity construction.  

Also demonstrated in the above literature, all members of the community— 

teachers, classmates, and “struggling” students themselves—contribute to the 

construction of identity. As such, one person alone cannot “restory” (Worthy, et al., 

2012) a student. Möller (2004) and Maloch (2005) demonstrated ways adults can “prop 

up” (Moller, 2004) the contributions of “struggling” readers during literature circles.  

Anderson (2009) documented how the classmates of “struggling” students maintained 

and reified identities of struggle when the teacher was not present during math and 

science activities. However, few researchers have described how classmates of 

“struggling” students ratify identities of reading competence or resist negative identities 

when adults are not directly facilitating the interactions, specifically when looking at the 

discursive moves made within everyday talk. Worthy et al. (2012) examined how a 

teacher’s deliberate moves can interrupt negative or potentially negative identities and 

reconstruct more positive ones in ways that help peers to shift their views of the restoried 

students, but they did not focus on students who were “struggling” readers. The present 

study contributes to this body of research by exploring the identity construction of 

“struggling readers,” attending to the ways interactions among all members of the 

community build identities for and with the students who have been identified as 

struggling.  My research also contributes to this body of literature by considering how, 

across multiple instructional groupings, including student-led and teacher-led whole- and 

small-group interactions, the members of one classroom community collaboratively 

constructed identities for and with students whose institutional biographies had 

positioned them as struggling readers. One way I accomplish this is through unraveling 

the indexical moves made within the sequential organization of talk.  

 In essence, the articles discussed above show academic struggle, sometimes 

associated with the label “learning disabilities,” to be socially constructed. They have 

also demonstrated the marginalization students experience as a result. In the following 
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section, I review studies that have considered the experiences of students whose lived 

experiences situate them marginally along axes of both ability and race.  

INTERSECTION OF RACE AND DISABILITY  
In her essay entitled “Why is there learning disabilities?” (2010), Christine Sleeter 

argued that the learning disabilities category emerged for the political purpose of 

protecting “white middle class students who were failing in school from lower class and 

minority children” (p. 212), as schools were being required to desegregate. In this way, 

she illustrated how certain special education categories were socially constructed and 

entangled with categories of race in service of some groups and to the detriment of 

others. Empirically, researchers who have explored the effects of race or disability on the 

experiences of students have illustrated the normalization practices that dominant groups 

utilize to maintain dominance. They have also considered the ways policies such as No 

Child Left Behind (NCLB) have narrowed curricula, resegregated schools, and eroded 

“the integrity of curriculum” (Lewis, James, Hancock, & Hill-Jackson, 2008, p. 138), 

especially for marginalized student populations. It follows, then, that students who find 

themselves at marginal intersections of both race and disability may be particularly 

vulnerable to educational disenfranchisement and exclusion. When attempting to 

understand the experiences of individuals who find themselves outside what is considered 

normal along multiple axes of difference, it is important not to look at only one identity 

marker, but to consider the ways identity markers are interwoven, mutually constitutive, 

and inseparable. The articles that follow do just that for participants who occupy marginal 

positions of race and disability.    

Ferri and Connor (2010) share the narratives of five female participants of color 

who were labeled with learning disabilities during their time in K-12 schooling. The 

researchers illustrate the ways the participants experienced marginalization for being 

outside of what was considered normal. All of the women were between the ages of 18 

and 20 and were participating in a post-high-school vocational program.  By sharing 

“targeted readings of each participant’s narrative,” the researchers highlight the 
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“hegemonic norms of gender, race, ability, and social class” (p. 107) their participants 

experienced. As an example of the resegregation of schools Sleeter (2010) mentioned 

(see Chapter 1 for discussion), the authors shared how “unofficial marking of physical 

zones” (p. 108), including specially designated classrooms and marked documents such 

as schedule cards, report cards, and diplomas, revealed students’ disability statuses in 

public ways. The participants reported that their friends’ and teachers’ perceptions of 

them changed when their disability status was made public. In order to “forge an 

acceptable identity” (p. 109), the participants often deflected and denied their inclusion in 

special education. The researchers drew on queer theory and the notion of stereotype 

threat to consider how the participants discussed negotiating and managing their “open 

secret” regarding their disability status. One participant noted that “disability is not a 

singular or universal experience” (p. 115), but that membership in other categories, like 

race and social class, can mediate how disability is experienced. The women also 

recognized the ways they were racialized and classed, discussing how they perceived that 

being working-class and of color resulted in differential treatment and having “to work 

even harder to get what you want” (p. 114).  Participants also perceived differences in 

educational quality based on race and class, stating that White peers have access to a 

better education, in which they “learn more stuff, they get taught differently because they 

have better books” (p. 114).  One participant also noted how positions of privilege in one 

domain can work to mitigate experiences of marginalization in another. She commented 

that money affords tutoring “so nobody really know if you have a learning disability or 

not” (p. 115). In conclusion, the authors compiled the experiences of their participants to 

create a “composite image” (p. 118) of the experiences of a girl of color identified as 

having a disability. They describe her as managing her disability status privately, while 

knowing she’s been outed through the carelessness of public school markings. She 

recognizes the long-term ramification of her disability label, and is anxious about the 

future. At the same time, she is proud of her ability to work hard and her 

accomplishments despite the obstacles.    



 36 

In another narrative describing an experience at the intersection of race and 

disability, Collins (2012) shares the story of Jay. Jay was a Black student whose fifth-

grade teacher viewed him through a deficit lens related to his perceived race, family 

structure, and difficulty with interpersonal interactions. Jay’s teacher stated that Jay’s 

home “life is a mess,” which to her meant he would not be capable of learning “how to 

function in class” (p. 78). Collins drew on the work of Erickson (1987) to consider how 

Jay engaged with classroom discourse patterns in ways that differed from the other 

students. She speculated that these interactional differences might have contributed to his 

teacher profiling him as “impaired” (p. 51). A striking and recurrent theme in Collins’s 

analysis of interactions between Jay and his teacher was that by placing the 

“responsibility for the failed activity […] squarely on Jay” (p. 76), the teacher could 

maintain the narrative she constructed for herself as a competent and caring teacher. 

Again, Collins drew on Erickson to explicate this point. She cited Erickson (1987) who 

said that learning requires both the teacher and the student to take risks, because the 

student is necessarily moving just beyond what has already been mastered. She then 

quoted Erickson (1987) who said, “if the teacher engages a student with the genuine 

intention to foster the student’s learning and the student then fails to learn what the 

teacher intended, the teacher is revealed as less than consummately competent 

pedagogically” (Erickson, 1987, as cited in Collins, 2012, p. 99). Collins argued that by 

positioning Jay as “impaired” or “disabled,” the teacher repositioned herself within her 

classroom and within the larger context of the school (p. 100). In conclusion, the 

researcher illuminates how “ability profiling draws on cultural narratives and deficit 

discourses regarding children of color” (p. 182) by highlighting the ways the teacher 

positioned Jay as different because he came from a town around which the dominant 

narrative emphasized Black crime and violence.   

In one of the few empirical pieces that explicitly uses the DisCrit framework to 

analyze the experiences of students of color with disability labels, Dávila (2015) 

examined the experiences of Latina/o students receiving special education services. 

Along with the DisCrit lens, the researcher additionally drew on the lenses of Critical 
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Race Theory and its affiliate Latina/o Critical Race Theory (LatCrit) to extend research 

on racial microaggressions (Solorzano, 1997). Through ethnographic fieldnotes and semi-

structured interviews, Dávila described three types of disability microaggressions the 

Latina/o students in her study experienced in interactions with white special educators: 

low expectations, disregard, and bullying. Low expectations were communicated to 

students through comments, including encouraging them to drop out of school or the use 

of sarcasm regarding students’ diligence or the difficulty of work. Through disregarding 

comments, teachers communicated to students that they were insignificant. For example, 

in an interview one student reported how the teacher encouraged her to drop out of school 

and told her that she was wasting her time at school. In another example, the teacher 

called a student by the wrong name and, after recognizing the error, continued to call the 

student by the wrong name, demonstrating a disregard for the student as an individual.  

Finally, Dávila documented ways the teachers bullied the students through belittlement 

and putdowns. In one example, the teacher called a student a monster, publicly 

dehumanizing him.   

Dávila asserts she “adapted the concept of ‘racial microaggressions’ to consider 

the role of disability in the stigmatizing interactions Latina/o students faced” (p. 462) in 

their special education classroom. She concluded that the Latina/o students in her study 

experienced marginalization along multiple axes, including race and disability, which 

was evidenced by the ways they were bullied, disregarded, and dismissed by their 

teachers. As a result of these disability microaggressions, some of the students 

subsequently refused special education services, which the author argued created an 

additional obstacle to academic success. She also asserted that Latina/o students in 

special education experience a blurring of their racial identities and disability status, 

where academic ability becomes assigned to race and is consequently immutable.  

Through the three empirical studies included in this review (Collins, 2003; 

Dávila, 2015; Ferri & Connor, 2010), we see the complex ways race and disability status 

influence educational experiences of students at marginal intersections of both. 

Researchers have documented the ways students have resisted inclusion in special 
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education for fear of rejection by friends (Ferri & Connor, 2010) or to avoid belittlement 

and bullying by teachers (Dávila, 2015). The research has also documented the ways 

teachers’ assignment of disability labels have been tied to race and how that impacts their 

expectations of students’ behavior and quality of work (Collins, 2003; Dávila, 2015).   

Annamma, Connor, and Ferri (2013) argue that “for students of color, race does 

not exist outside of ability and ability does not exist outside of race” (p. 6). They do not 

mean to suggest that every person who is of color is also disabled, or that every person 

who is disabled is of color. However, when an individual has been identified as both of 

color and as having a disability, like those in the above studies, it is impossible to 

disentangle the consequences of one over the other; they coexist and are mutually 

constitutive. The relatively small number of empirical studies that look at this intersection 

without privileging one identity category, such as race, over another, like disability, 

points toward an area in need of additional exploration, especially through the 

purposefully complicated DisCrit lens that works to maintain the complexity of lived 

experiences. Artiles (2011) argues that an “interdisciplinary lens will enable us to do 

justice to the complexity of the equity challenges we face in the United States” (p. 431). 

DisCrit offers a lens for examining the ways socio-historical constructs of race and 

disability constitute systems and institutions, which in turn constitute identity spaces for 

the students and teachers in this study. It also provides a lens for exploring sites of 

resistance and reclamation of identity. Finally, it elucidates a way to think about other 

ways of being that disrupt some of the deficit discourses that entangle students and 

teachers. 

The above research demonstrates the ways race and disability status impact the 

schooling experiences of students. Specifically, it examines how students at marginal 

intersections of both race and disability status have been marginalized by the institution 

of school and its agents. A third body of literature relevant to this study examines how 

high-stakes testing influences teaching and learning. The following section reviews 

studies in this area. 
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IMPACT OF HIGH-STAKES TESTING ON TEACHING  
As mentioned above, in teaching environments where high-stakes testing is 

relevant, teachers are more likely to identify students as struggling in reading (Triplett, 

2007). Because my study focused on the identity constructions of students considered 

struggling readers and took place in Texas, a state saturated with high-stakes testing, 

reviewing the research on the ways high-stakes testing has been found to impact teaching 

is relevant. In his meta-synthesis of research around the impact of high-stakes testing 

(HST) on curriculum at the classroom level, Au (2007) found that, in the majority of 

studies, high-stakes testing contracted the content taught, fragmented knowledge into 

“test-sized pieces” (p. 262), disconnected subject matter, and illustrated a shift toward 

teacher-centered, direct instruction. In a study that illustrated these practices, Barksdale-

Ladd and Thomas (2000) interviewed 59 teachers to investigate the perceptions teachers 

held about mandated testing and how they made instructional decisions in response. The 

teachers in their study reported teaching information directly related to what was 

expected on the test and providing materials that mirrored the format of the test as a 

means of preparing students to take it. The teachers also reported teaching test-taking 

skills and making test preparation a daily part of instruction. The pressure these teachers 

reported feeling around testing came from a variety of places, including administration, 

other teachers, media, job security, and the high-stakes consequences of the tests on their 

students. These pressures resulted in teachers reporting stress and anxiety, as well as a 

negative perception of teaching. Teachers also stated that they felt the test had a negative 

effect on student learning and student self-esteem.   

  Crocco and Costigan (2007) also interviewed teachers to better understand how 

they perceived teaching after No Child Left Behind (NCLB). The researchers conducted 

more than 200 interviews with beginning teachers (defined as having between one and 

five years of experience), often interviewing teachers more than once. They found that 

the perceptions of beginning teachers were negatively impacted in regard to the 

possibility of developing a satisfying teaching practice. This was in response to 

curriculum narrowing as a result of NCLB. Participants identified several testing-related 
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obstacles to finding satisfaction in the profession. One such impediment was feeling 

compelled to maintain a frenetic pace in teaching in an attempt to meet accountability 

standards. Another challenge was a lack of autonomy. Teachers reported a desire for 

autonomy because they felt the quality of their work would improve if they had space to 

do what they thought was right. Autonomy was also connected to the ways teachers 

viewed the development of meaningful and caring relationships with students. They felt 

that more autonomy allowed them to better meet the needs of their students and that test 

preparation “crowded out opportunities” to meet student needs (p. 524). However, they 

felt the pressures of meeting high-stakes accountability standards dictated what they 

could teach and how, stripping them of the autonomy they desired. Factors related to 

autonomy, creativity, and meaningful relationships with students influenced teachers’ 

feelings of satisfaction and subsequently played a role in their decisions to stay or leave 

the field.    

 Diamond and Spillane (2004) sought to investigate how high-stakes 

accountability policies were perceived and implemented differently in high- and low-

performing schools. They concluded that differences in response to accountability 

pressures “may increase rather than reduce educational stratification” (p. 1148).  They 

explored four schools in the Chicago Public School district: two high-performing and two 

low-performing based on district-mandated probationary status resulting from student test 

scores. In each school, researchers spent between 50 and 70 days collecting observational 

data across a wide variety of contexts and interviewing school personnel, including 

teachers and school leaders. They found that in each school attention was given to high-

stakes accountability policies and student exam scores, time was given to test preparation, 

and testing narrowed the curriculum (for example, less or no science instruction in favor 

of more math and reading instruction). The researchers also found differences in the ways 

schools responded to high-stakes accountability pressures that seemed related to their 

status as high- or low-performing. In the schools where students did not score as well on 

high-stakes tests, pressures from and a need to impress external actors, such as district 

representatives, resulted in “superficial” and “cosmetic” adjustments to classroom 
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instruction, like classroom décor and a desire for students to appear “on task” (pp. 1157-

1158). While both the high- and low-performing schools engaged in analysis of student 

test data, the high-performing schools approached the analysis more systematically and 

used it to drive instruction through item analysis and identification of specific student 

needs. The high-performing schools also focused on all students and grades. In the low-

performing schools, the researchers stated that data analysis was less focused on the 

instructional implications and more focused on overall test scores, resulting in little 

useful information for initiating instructional change. The low-performing schools also 

seemed focused on students on the cusp of meeting the standard, leaving the students 

with the lowest scores with little assistance. The authors concluded that a school status as 

high- or low-performing informed the ways accountability policies were interpreted and 

implemented, with high-performing schools taking a more global stance and addressing 

the needs of all students, while low-performing schools took a more piecemeal, 

nonsystematic approach.   

 Other researchers have found that high-stakes accountability policy and testing 

narrow and fragment the curriculum to which students have access, shape instructional 

practices to mirror test formats, and decrease the likelihood that new teachers will find 

teaching satisfying. Knowing the effects of high-stakes testing on teaching practices, 

Amrein and Berliner (2003) considered the impact of high-stakes testing, and its 

subsequent pedagogical responses, on student learning. They looked at student scores on 

four independent measures of achievement (ACT, SAT, AP, and NAPE) in 18 states that 

had high-stakes accountability tests. Their assumption was that if high-stakes 

accountability testing increased student learning, it would be evident on the independent 

measures. To analyze these data, they performed an archival time-series analysis. They 

found that in the 18 states there was no measureable improvement in student scores on 

the independent measures. Additionally, in some states, students lost ground when 

compared with students in states in which there was no high-stakes testing.  

As stated above, high-stakes testing has been found to narrow the curriculum to 

which students have access (Au, 2007). One of the ways this has been enacted is through 
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teachers’ tendency to teach to the test (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Crocco & 

Costigan, 2007; Diamond & Spillane, 2004), which results in teachers finding it harder to 

feel satisfied (Crocco & Costigan, 2007). When this occurs without demonstration of 

student gains in learning or motivation (Amrein & Berliner, 2003) the result is dismal.  

One area surrounding high-stakes testing that may benefit from additional exploration is 

impact on student identity development. Au (2009) analyzed research on the curricular 

control exerted by high-stakes testing and the ways that constrained the “types of student 

learner identities deemed legitimate within testing environments” (p. 66). Au’s argument 

extends the finding that teachers teach to the test in order to demonstrate how high-stakes 

tests standardize whose knowledge is considered legitimate. Drawing on the work of Gee 

(1996), Au argued that high-stakes tests were “hegemonic devices” (p. 67) used to 

separate those with access to the dominant discourse from those without. Au argues that 

one of the ways high-stakes testing exerted hegemonic discursive control is by “accepting 

or rejecting specific learner identities” as part of the official curriculum. This narrowing 

of curriculum toward the standardized information that is tested then results in rejection 

of diversity, because, he argues, diversity is “antithetical to the process of 

standardization” (p. 67). Students of color from working-class backgrounds whom are 

schooled in high-stakes testing environments find themselves in a “triple bind” (p. 68). 

First, increasingly standardized content excludes the voices and experiences of these 

students. Second, by excluding their experiences, standardization works against diversity 

in student identities. Third, students whose experiences are not represented within the 

standardized curriculum tend to perform below their White counterparts on the tests, 

which results in pressure to achieve.   

In broad strokes, Au examined the discursive and curricular control imposed by 

high-stakes testing and its constraints and the delegitimization of identities of working-

class students of color. My research builds on Au’s assertions and contributes to this area 

of research by examining the everyday classroom experiences of students like those he 

claims are outside the discursive norm. While Au approached constrains to student 

identities via exploration of curricular control, my research approaches student identity 
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through an examination of classroom talk. Additionally, my research considers the 

experiences of students who are identified as struggling readers based on special 

education status or poor test performance.   

CONTRIBUTION 
 The above research suggests various ways student identities are constrained by 

context and interlocutor, especially when students are identified as struggling. Students 

occupying marginal intersections along axes of race and disability live “double-bind 

identities” (Artiles, 2011, p. 437), making them particularly vulnerable to 

microaggressions and disenfranchisement. High-stakes testing “triple binds,” or further 

constrains the identities of working-class students of color (Au, 2009). My study 

contributes to each of these areas by exploring these constraints and the ways they are 

resisted. Through examination of the language used with, by, and about the participants, I 

consider the mechanisms by which their identities emerged and were maintained.   
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Classrooms are complex systems that come into being through moment-to-

moment interactions. Teachers and students continuously tell stories about who they are 

in relation to each other, drawing on a fixed set of roles constrained by the institution of 

school (Varenne & Rizzo-Tolk, 1998) and further delimited by the ideological constructs 

of race and disability (Blanchett, 2010; McDermott, Raley, & Seyer-Ochi, 2009). 

Varenne and Rizzo-Tolk (1998) state that participants in schools are “caught in a world 

of complex categories and prescribed sequences” (p. 91) that organize interactants into 

predefined units of student and teacher. Within these prescribed sequences of interaction 

is the inherent definition of what it means to be successful within the institution of 

school, and inside these constrained interactions individual actors exert agency and 

resistance. I employed nested case study methodology for exploring such moment-to-

moment classroom interactions. Specifically, I focused on interactions in one fifth-grade 

classroom (the principal case) where text was central and in which the focal students 

participated. Because of my interest in the co-construction of reader identities, each of the 

focal students (the subcases) carried an institutional biography (Collins, 2012) that 

labeled him a struggling reader.  

NESTED  CASE STUDY 
For this investigation, I employed case study methodology, because, as Thomas 

(2011) says, “People do odd things, in a way potatoes don’t” (p. 8). Generally in a case 

study, researchers examine “the uniqueness of the thing and the thing in its 

completeness” (p. 3), and the complexity of the thing are of primary interest (Thomas, 

2011, p. 10). Additionally, case studies are particularly well suited for understanding 

“how and why something might have happened” (p. 4, emphasis in original) within a 

context where the researcher does not aim to control variables. My interest in examining 

how reader identities were interactionally co-constructed within the everyday happenings 

of classroom life in which I did not purposefully manipulate the environment made case 

study methodology a good fit for this study.  
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In order to design a case study, Thomas encourages the researcher to determine 

the following four things: the subject, the purpose, the approach, and the process. 

According to Thomas, the subject may fall into one of three categories: a key case (or 

exemplar), an outlier, or a local knowledge case. Thomas describes a local knowledge 

case as “an example of something in your personal experience about which you want to 

find out more” (p. 77). As a former classroom teacher who taught students labeled as 

“struggling” readers, my interest in this inquiry is rooted in my personal experience, 

making the subject a local knowledge case. After the subject is determined, the purpose 

of the case study should be determined. The purpose, according to Thomas who drew on 

Stake (2005), might be intrinsic (interest in the case for itself), instrumental (interest in a 

phenomenon in order to speak to a larger issue), evaluative, explanatory, or exploratory. 

My study’s primary focus was in the phenomenon of identity co-construction, 

specifically during “testing season” in Texas, so the purpose of my study is instrumental. 

It speaks to broader issues around the social construction of reader identities for students 

whose institutional biographies position them as struggling. Additionally, it speaks to the 

impact of high-stakes testing on student identity development. Both of these issues, while 

explored in the particularity of one classroom, are connected to broader conversations in 

the field.  

One of the affordances of case study is that it recognizes that people are “agents 

of their own destiny (in the way potatoes aren’t)” (Thomas, 2011, p. 8), which allows for 

the researcher to consider “relationships and processes” (p. 11) within a social “system as 

a whole” (p. 55).  Thomas laid out several possible approaches for a case study, which 

included testing or building theory, describing or illustrating a phenomenon, and 

ethnographic/interpretive. My approach was to closely examine classroom discourse 

around text and to situate this micro-analysis within the “real life circumstances” (p. 10) 

of classroom life. As such my approach was ethnographic and interpretive. I was 

interested in the classroom system and how various members of the community 

contributed to the co-construction of reader identities for the focal students. I drew on 

ethnographic methods of data collection (explained in more detail below), including 
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extended time in the field that I documented in fieldnotes, because of the ethnographer’s 

emphasis on “thick description” (Geertz, 1973), or as Thomas (2011) reiterated,  one 

“should, in a case study, be able to smell human breath and hear the sound of voices” (p. 

7).  

Finally, Thomas suggests there are different processes by which a case study 

researcher can look at various examples of the phenomenon of interest. These include 

multiple and nested case study. Thomas argues the focus of a multiple case study is on 

comparing “clearly different examples” (p. 153) of a phenomenon. With a nested case 

study, however, the researcher’s primary concern is in exploring how subunits of study fit 

into a larger unit, (e.g., classrooms within a school, or students within a classroom). 

Thomas argues that nested case studies are distinct from multiple case studies because the 

nested configuration “gains its integrity, its wholeness, from the wider case” (p. 153) and 

that the reason for conducting a nested case study is to contrast subunits that operate as 

parts of a larger system. Because the subject of my study was a single classroom and the 

purpose was to come to understand the phenomenon of identity co-construction for 

several focal students, the process I employed was nested. The classroom served as the 

principal case with the teacher as its nexus. His choices, both curricular and pedagogical, 

had a strong influence on the literacy environment and the classroom culture, which 

influenced the ways students interacted. It was within these interactions that I sought to 

examine the phenomenon of reader identity construction. So, with the classroom and 

teacher being the principal case, each focal student was a case nested within it. The table 

below summarizes each of the decisions I made to arrive at a nested case study design. 

Table 1: Nested Case Study 

Subject Purpose Approach  Process  
Local Instrumental Ethnographic/Interpretive  Nested  
An examination of an 
experience from my 
personal experiences as 
a teach about which I 
wanted to learn more (p. 
77)  

Speaks to a larger issues 
or phenomenon related 
to identity construction 
for struggling readers 
and the impacts of HST  
 

Explores the “nature of 
social situations” 
(Thomas, 2011, p. 124) 

The subunits (the 
students) fit into the 
larger unit (the 
classroom).  
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One of the limitations of conducting a nested case study in the second semester of 

a school year was that what had happened “temporally upstream,” or in the days, weeks, 

months, and years prior to the beginning of the study, for these particular social actors, 

was not directly available to me (Erickson, 2004, p. 194). As such, it can be argued that it 

was not possible to get “enough direct evidence about what was happening before or after 

a particularly exemplary event” to be able to say with certainty what the influences were 

in any one moment of interaction (Erickson, 2004, p. 194). However, the participants are 

never “merely in the here and now,” and the larger cultural context is always mediating 

what happens in any given moment (Bomer & Laman, 2004, p. 428). Considering how 

the focal students were positioned within moment-to-moment classroom interactions of 

the second semester of their fifth-grade year provided a window into the ways, “even in 

the most fleeting of interactional moves, speakers position themselves and others as 

particular kinds of people” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 595), and into how these positions 

accumulated over time (Bucholtz, Barnwell, Skapoulli, & Lee, 2012; Wortham, 2004). 

Additionally, because students were required to take high-stakes reading tests (among 

other tests in preparation), the second semester offered insight into how accountability 

pressures shaped the practices and interactions around reading in which focal students’ 

identities were co-constructed.  

CONTEXT 
The School. Case study students attended Huerta Elementary School, located in a 

large urban school district in Texas. According to its website, the district included over 

85,000 students at the time of the study, of which 60% were identified as economically 

disadvantaged, and 10% as special education. Huerta’s community is located in the 

southeast portion of the city, a few blocks off a major highway. At the time of the study, 

it was a predominantly Latina/o neighborhood, with about two-thirds of the population 

speaking Spanish (Diaz, 2013). According to a recently published public health document 

about the neighborhood, many of the families live in homes they owned, sometimes 
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living with extended family, creating high population density (McCray et al., 2010). 

Public discourse surrounding the community that circulated in the media positioned it as 

problematic and its members as troublesome and in need of outside assistance. The 

neighborhood is often considered to be one of the more dangerous in town, although it 

has been reported that the juvenile crime rate is in decline (Castillo, 2010). Two recent 

media articles cite bulk trash collected in yards as an enduring issue for the 

neighborhood, and the city has organized cleanups involving volunteers from the 

university or crews from the city (Castillo, 2010; Diaz, 2013). The area immediately 

surrounding the school is reported to have had one of the highest rates of obesity in the 

city with few available healthy food options (McCray et al., 2010), and the Michael and 

Susan Dell foundation recently funded a five-year health initiative in the neighborhood 

(Diaz, 2013). 

According to the school’s website, during the year of study, Huerta Elementary 

served a student population of almost 800 students in grades pre-kindergarten through 

fifth, which made it one of the larger elementary schools in the district. Huerta was 

considered a neighborhood school, so almost all of the students either walked or were 

driven to school. Only students with Individual Education Plans that mandated district-

provided transportation rode school buses. In the 2012-2013 school year (the most recent 

data available), 90% of the students at Huerta were reported as Hispanic, 6.5% as Black, 

1.5% as White, 0.4% as Asian, and 0.1% as Native American. Additionally, 96.6% of the 

students were classified as economically disadvantaged, 58.8% were classified as English 

Language Learners, and 8% carried special education labels. 

         Regarding accountability standards, students at Huerta achieved passing ratings 

on state measures for the seven years of data available on the district website (school 

years 2005-2006 through 2012-2013). Concerning federal accountability standards, 

Huerta met Annual Yearly Progress (AYP) for all but one year, the 2010-2011 school 

year, according to data provided on the district site. The content area in which the school 

did not meet AYP during that year was reading (“austinisd.org,” n.d.).  
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The Classroom. Three search criteria were used to select the classroom of study. 

Firstly, an upper elementary grade was chosen to ensure readers with “institutional 

biographies” (Collins, 2012) as “struggling” readers. Additional years of schooling 

increased the likelihood of institutionally documented identities of struggle. Secondly, a 

classroom in which students carried the “learning disabled” label was selected. Because 

this study is concerned with the ways ability profiling and race are implicated in identity 

development, formal labeling was important. Lastly, a self-contained classroom was 

chosen because sustained relational engagement was important for considering the 

interactional ways identities were constructed and maintained.  

Two people for whom I have tremendous respect as educators, the principal at 

Huerta and my advisor, suggested Mr. P’s classroom as a possible site for this research. 

The principal, whose daughter was a student to Mr. P the year prior, said he practiced 

sound reading pedagogy and was good with students who were reading below grade-level 

expectations. She said she thought every teaching choice he made was in service to his 

students, sometimes at the expense of his relationships with other teachers. My advisor 

routinely took reading methods classes to observe Mr. P’s classroom. She felt his practice 

was strong and his room could be informative for my research interests. Getting two 

strong endorsements for Mr. P encouraged me. I was pleased to learn that Mr. P’s 

classroom met all the search criteria. I was also excited that I knew many of his students 

(eight were third graders and ten were fourth graders in the classroom where I’d done a 

directed research project). Most fortunately, when I approached Mr. P, he graciously 

welcomed me. 

Mr. P self-identified as a “tall, White guy.” He was alternatively certified as a 

special educator and had been teaching for 11 years at the time of the study. For four 

years, he taught special education, which included two years of pullout resource 

instruction and two years of inclusion resource support. For one year he also served as a 

literacy coach, a position that he left because he said he liked having a class of his own. 

He taught general education for six years and was in his fifth year at Huerta at the time of 

the study. He mentioned that he felt like my systematic inquiry into his classroom 
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provided a powerful opportunity for his professional development, because he could see 

his practice through the eyes of an outsider.  

As a teacher, I appreciated Mr. P. I came to know him as humble, thoughtful, and 

playful. One day he brought marshmallow Peeps for the class after someone used “peeps” 

to talk about their friends. He told them they warmed his “cold dark heart” when they 

used strategies on their math work. He worked to protect time for them to read 

independently and to include books to which he felt his students could connect. He 

shared stories about his life, telling stories about his family and experiences as a child. He 

had a reputation for working effectively with students who challenged other teachers. 

One day, a teacher stopped me in the hall to tell me Mr. P was “good for so many of the 

boys because he just lets them be themselves.” I believe his practice exemplified care as 

“a continuous search for [students’] competence” and that he worked to do his best for 

them as the objects of his care (Noddings, 1995, p. 676).   

 Mr. P arranged the tables into a “U” so that the students could see him, the screen, 

and each other. In one corner of the room, a horseshoe-shaped table served as both Mr. 

P’s desk and the guided reading table. Behind this were several shelves containing non-

fiction texts, both informational and narrative. On the top shelf was a collection of Lucy 

Calkins books. In the opposite corner were shelves with baskets of fiction texts, including 

picture books, chapter books, and graphic novels. On the floor in front of these shelves 

were an area rug and coffee table. Around the table were a couple of comfortable chairs 

and pillows for students to sit on to read and work. The closet was full of “special” books 

that you had to get permission to read, which put them in high demand. The walls were 

covered with anchor charts, word walls, maps, and posters. Some were related to science 

content, others math, and still others reading. On the board behind where Mr. P often sat 

at the document camera were tally marks, which kept count of the number of times the 

students had proved Mr. P wrong. There were piles of paper on almost every flat surface, 

which made me feel very comfortable, as my own classroom had often been in a similar 

state.  
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When I first entered Mr. P’s classroom, instruction began at about 7:45 am. First 

in the morning was test preparation/instruction that took the form of “warm-ups” in 

reading, math, or science that mirrored the form of the test (i.e., multiple choice 

worksheets). This instruction concluded at about 8:30 am and was followed by the 

reading instructional block. Reading instruction continued until about 10:30 am daily. 

This instructional time was composed of a variety of components, including read aloud, 

independent reading, and test-type passages done as a whole group, in pairs, or 

individually. As the semester progressed and the school and teachers fully entered 

“testing season,” the schedule changed. 

“Testing season” in Texas comprises much of the second semester of the school 

year. What that meant at Huerta was that students and teachers were preparing for the 

administration of the state standardized accountability tests. Fifth graders took tests in 

reading, math, and science beginning in early April. Math and reading tests could be 

administered twice more if students did not meet the proficiency standards, once in mid-

May and again in the summer. In the time between the first administration of state 

reading and math tests and the state science test, reading instruction was moved to the 

afternoons to accommodate intensive science instruction in the mornings. During that 

time, I observed from about 12:30 pm until dismissal at 2:45 pm. When results from the 

first administration of tests were received, students who had not met the proficiency 

standard (“failers” as they are called on the reports released by the state education 

agency) received additional test prep. Changes to the classroom schedule, instructional 

groupings, pedagogical choices, and text choices were made in an intensive push toward 

passing the test. Representatives from the district oversaw these changes and at one point 

mandated revisions to a plan the fifth grade teachers had prepared for the students 

required to retest. The end result was that students required to retest and one fifth grade 

teacher were pulled out of class to work on test-prep passages for an hour and a half 

every day for the two weeks between receipt of the first round of test scores and the 

second administration of the state test. During this time, I alternated observations of this 

instruction and the instruction in Mr. P’s classroom because focal students were present 
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in both groups. After the second round of state reading and math tests, the schedule 

changed to resemble what it was in January and February, with reading instruction in the 

morning. I again began the day with the class.  

The table below shows state testing dates for the year of study. Students also took 

district benchmark tests, district-mandated six-week tests, a district-required standardized 

close test administered by a reading specialist, and practice assessments. These tests, 

along with the curricular and programmatic changes described above, all contributed to 

“testing season” in Mr. P’s classroom.   

Table 2: Testing Dates  

Test First 
Administration 

Results 
Received 

Second 
Administration 

Results 
Received 

Math  April 1  April 21 May 13 June 2 

Reading April 2 (and 3 for 
students who had 
accommodations 
allowing for 
additional time)  

April 21 May 14 (and 15)  June 2 

Science  April 23 May 21 N/A N/A 
  

Focal Students. Of the 16 classroom students, three served as the focus of this 

study. Each had been identified as a “struggling” reader during his schooling experience, 

and these became the subcases for this nested case study. In my previous role as a 

facilitator for student teachers, I observed classrooms where each focal student was a 

member for at least one year prior to the onset of the study. The chart below contains 

additional information regarding my knowledge of each case study student, as I knew 

him. It is relevant to note that all of the focal students were male and of color, which 

aligns with the research around the disproportionate representation of boys, especially 

boys of color, in categories associated with subjective special education diagnostic 
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criteria and long-term negative outcomes (Artiles, 2013; Berry III, Thunder, & McClain, 

2011; James, 2012; Noguera, 2003). Although I collected data on five students, I have 

analyzed three of them in depth. The fourth and fifth students have been excluded from 

this report because various factors, including absences and infrequent participation, 

limited the interactional data collected.  

Table 3: Subcase Study Students 

Name Number of Years Observed  Additional Information 

Jay Two years 
(4th and 5th grades) 

Jay was a Latino student identified as having specific 
learning disabilities in math and reading. The same 
special education teacher served him since fourth grade 
(his first year at Huerta). Jay lived with his mother, 
stepfather, and an older brother. His older brother was 
of high school age and attended Jay’s parent-teacher 
conferences. Jay was in English only classes throughout 
his schooling history. I did not have the opportunity to 
interview Jay, in accordance with consent gained.  

Raymond Three years 
(3rd, 4th, and 5th grades) 

Raymond was an African American student identified 
as having specific learning disabilities in math and 
reading. The same special education teacher provided 
services for him since third grade (his first year at 
Huerta). Ray lived with his grandmother since 
transferring to Huerta. Raymond was in English only 
classes throughout his schooling history. In his 
interview with me, I asked him what was hard about 
reading. He said, “reading the words.” And reading by 
himself was easy because he could concentrate.   

Irving Two years 
(3rd and 5th grades) 

Irving was an African American student identified as a 
“struggling” reader based on his third and fourth grade 
state test scores along with his fifth-grade middle of the 
year benchmark score. These scores flagged him for 
pullout services with the reading specialist. Irving lived 
with both his parents and his two sisters. Irving was in 
English only classes throughout his schooling history. 
In his interview with me. I asked what was hard about 
reading. He responded, “the words, a little bit.” The 
easy part was “understanding it.”  
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Other Educators. I have included two other educators in the analysis of 

interactions with focal students: Ms. K and Ms. Frida. Ms. K was the special educator 

who served Jay and Raymond throughout the study. Ms. K attended a university 

certification program for special education and taught for more than 20 years. She had a 

classroom across the hall from Mr. P and taught small groups there. She also served 

students in third and fourth grades. Early in the study, she told me she looked forward to 

my attention to her language because on her teaching evaluation she’d been told she 

didn’t allow space for students to talk. 

Ms. Frida taught the fifth grade class next door to Ms. P. A short hallway with 

shared restrooms connected their classrooms. She often came into Mr. P’s classroom to 

speak with him. Sometimes these discussions concerned test questions, other times read-

aloud texts, and sometimes she came in to share something her students said or did. She 

was alternatively certified and in her seventh year teaching. She told me she loved 

teaching and felt like it was what she was supposed to be doing.  

RESEARCHER POSITIONALITY 
While the teacher whose classroom I observed was a recent acquaintance, my 

relationship with the school was extensive. During my tenure as a classroom teacher, 

Huerta’s principal taught second grade, served as a literacy coach, and went on to be 

assistant principal at the school where I taught. At the time of the study, I had known her 

for over 10 years. The school where I taught served a similar student population to 

Huerta. They were in close proximity and faced many of the same district and state 

accountability testing pressures. As a classroom teacher, I taught only “testing grades” 

(grades third through eighth, required by NCLB to test students in reading and math), so I 

have experienced the intensity of preparing students in a high-stakes environment. Like 

Mr. P, I valued independent reading time and discussions of text. I also tried my best to 

defend those things from the encroachment of test-prep, and I taught test-taking strategies 

and used test-prep passages for instruction in the weeks leading up to the administration 
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of the state test. Like Mr. P, I had been both a special educator and a general educator 

with students diagnosed with learning disabilities included in my room.  

In relation to my focal students, I felt kindred. Learning to read was, for me, a 

slow and laborious endeavor. My father says, “It just didn’t come naturally to you.” In 

first grade, when the rest of the class moved to the second reader, I was the only one left 

behind. In fifth grade, my teacher pulled me into the hall to tell me I needed to take my 

education more seriously and study more for our weekly spelling tests. He did not know 

that I started studying on Tuesdays for our Friday tests only to fail them. As a classroom 

teacher, I would often tell my students that if I had had to take the high-stakes tests they 

did, I would not have passed; I was fortunate not to have endured those pressures.  

I am a person of color, and I draw on critical perspectives in my research. The 

ways I am racialized have been obvious since I was young. My grandmother began 

talking with me about my racial identity starting around the age of twelve, because, as a 

social construct, it’s messy. As the 1990 census neared, she advised me that I ought 

identify myself as “human” when it came to my race, resisting imposed labels and 

categories. My name is Japanese, and people often ask about it, so I have been identified 

and identify myself most often as half-Japanese. The other half, Mexican-American, 

Hispanic, Latina, Chicana have all been words I’ve used. When asked, “where are you 

from?” I answer, “Albuquerque, but my dad’s from Japan,” understanding the subtext of 

the question and sometimes feeling like the “forever foreigner.” Neither of my parents 

spoke English as their first language, which often is seen as a deficit by the institution of 

school. However, three of my four grandparents earned doctorates, which resulted in a lot 

of privilege. Growing up, English was used almost exclusively in our home. 

Occasionally, my mother would speak to her siblings in Spanish, and I did not hear my 

father speak more than a few words in Japanese when speaking with his mother. Growing 

up in Albuquerque, the neighborhoods where I grew up and went to school were 

predominantly working-class and Latina/o, and I feel comfortable in working-class 

communities of color. Looking back, I recognize the ways my status as a “model 

minority,” my docile and quiet manner, and my parents’ extensive experiences with 
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formal education worked to my benefit. I was included in honors classes, not because I 

could objectively do the work, but because people subjectively believed I could to the 

work.  

That being said, having some experiences similar to this teacher and these 

students does not mean that I had a complete understanding of what they experienced, 

and I strove to make what seemed familiar strange and to continually question the 

assumptions I brought in order to expand what I could see (Glesne, 2011). 

METHODS OF DATA COLLECTION 
The methods on which I drew were borrowed from ethnography (Erickson, 1984; 

Geertz, 1973; Wolcott, 2008) because of ethnographers’ special interest in describing and 

coming to understand a community’s ways of being and doing. Although I primarily 

collected interactional (or discourse) data, I drew on ethnographic approaches (Heath & 

Street, 2008) in collecting and analyzing those data. I also collected data from additional 

sources in order to situate all interactional data within the broader context of this 

classroom during testing season. I gathered data across interactional configurations, 

including teacher-led, whole- and small-group instruction, student-led small-group work, 

including primarily student dyads, and one-on-one teacher-student conferences. I also 

documented conversations that happened simultaneously but outside the official teacher-

led discussions, or in what has sometimes been called the classroom underlife (Gutiérrez, 

Rymes, & Larson, 1995), as well as conversations between teachers and me that were 

outside of instructional time. The methods used for collecting data were video and audio 

recordings, participant observation, and semi-structured interviews. These methods are 

explained in detail below. 

Video and Audio Recordings. Because classroom talk was my primary focus, 

video and audio recordings of classroom interactions were my primary sources of data. 

Video and audio recording enabled me to capture verbatim dialogue. In total, I recorded 

66 hours and 15 minutes of video footage. Video recordings also afforded me the 

opportunity to consider non-verbal and paralinguistic communication. I also captured 
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audio recordings of small group interactions and one-on-one reading conferences 

between Mr. P and individual students. In total, I catalogued 8 hours and 29 minutes of 

audio. The recordings allowed me to revisit interactions to re-view them from various 

perspectives. I do recognize that in choosing what was recorded, including who was 

involved in the events audio recorded, what was included within the frame of the camera, 

and what is excluded, I reduced the data and placed value on some things over others in 

ways that were informed by my subjectivity, experiences, and interests. I collected video 

and audio data, provided consent was gained from guardians and assent from participants. 

During whole group interactions, I worked to situate the camera to capture as much of the 

class as possible, especially the focal students, while also avoiding students from whom 

consent was not granted. During small group interactions, the camera was placed with a 

group that included a focal student, and the audio recorder was placed with another group 

inclusive of a focal participant. During individual reading conferences, Mr. P wore a lapel 

microphone, which was recorded digitally.  

Participant Observation. Because the researcher is the “primary instrument of 

data collection” in qualitative research (Merriam, 2002, p. 27), it is through participant 

observation that I came to “better understand the research setting, its participants, and 

their behavior” (Glesne, 2011, p. 66). Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) assert that it is 

through participation in the context under study that the researcher learns from and gains 

insight into the doings of the community members. In total, I spent 57 days in the field 

from January to June. This prolonged engagement with the participants allowed to me to 

come to know them in their everyday school context.  

To remain open to learning, Glesne (2011) suggests keeping one’s perspective 

flexible regarding what is observed and continually rethinking what is seen and may have 

been taken for granted. At the same time, I recognize it is impossible to be completely 

neutral and objective in my observations and that my biases and experiences drew me to 

see certain things while obscuring others (Emerson et al., 1995). Knowing this, I aimed to 

continually interrogate my assumptions and values in order to broaden my view, so I 

might consider multiple perspectives and interpretations of the phenomena I observed. 



 58 

Similarly, I am aware that my presence in the classroom mediated interactions (Emerson 

et al., 1995). I could not be the proverbial fly on the wall, and my previous time as a 

classroom teacher along with my previous experiences with these students influence both 

the way I carried myself and the ways they saw me. Being perceived as a teacher figure 

shaped the ways the students viewed me and mediated the ways they talked and 

interacted with me. To draw again on Varenne and Rizzo-Tolk (1998), being seen by the 

students as a teacher might have encouraged students to enter into the prescribed 

sequence of interactions anticipated between teacher and student. In an attempt to 

mitigate this, I aimed to draw more on my identity as a researcher, viewing actions and 

interactions that I might otherwise stop as a teacher with the curiosity of an ethnographer. 

One morning, a student poked his head into the classroom before school and, upon seeing 

me, remarked to his classmates in the hall, “no one’s in here” (Fieldnotes, February 21). I 

smiled at the thought that I had achieved “no one” status, at least with him. My presence 

also influenced the teacher. He often commented on my presence in ways that reminded 

me that, as unobtrusive as I attempted to be, my presence was obvious (“Hey fancy Ph.D. 

lady” or “I hope you’re getting what you need” or “Ms. Hikida is my favorite 

researcher”). 

Fieldnotes. To document what I observed during my time in the research setting, I 

took jottings in my field notebook. Within 48 hours in the field, I took these jottings and 

wrote them into more detailed fieldnotes. According to Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995), 

fieldnotes are an accumulated written record of the researcher’s experiences and 

observations in the field. In order to arrive at the collection of fieldnotes, jottings 

(Emerson et al., 1995) were taken in notebooks while in the classroom to capture details 

of events, talk, and interactions with a focus on interactions involving the focal students. 

The collection included more than 200 pages of documentation of the larger context 

within which interactions took place, as well as some shorter segments of verbatim 

dialogue from those interactions when possible. Also included were verbal and nonverbal 

details of interaction that fell outside the ‘view’ of the video- and audio-recordings, and 

my own thoughts, feelings, and questions that arose as I spent time with participants. I 
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focused specifically on talk during reading events across interactional groupings; 

however, fieldnotes were also collected in the classroom when something other than 

reading instruction was happening. For example, almost every morning the students 

worked on math and science worksheets first thing in the morning. I considered these 

worksheets texts, and thus included these moments for analysis. Also, occasionally there 

were unexpected interruptions to the regularly scheduled programming, such as a 

presentation for the fifth graders by the middle school counselor or a trip to the library for 

a special program. Notes were taken on these moments and included in the corpus.  

Within my fieldnotes, I also recorded details of informal conversations with the 

students and teacher as soon after they occurred as possible. This included conversations 

before the official start of the school day and conversations with teachers during planning 

time, down time, lunch, or in passing. There are 49 of these conversations recorded in my 

fieldnotes with Mr. P. There are 13 recorded conversations with Ms. K, 34 with students, 

and 8 with other faculty members. With Mr. P, the conversations were often around or 

related to student performance, testing pressures, or curriculum. Below is an example of a 

conversation I had with Mr. P. This one addresses curricular considerations.  

Mr. P was getting stuff out of the closet and said something about having 
to make a bunch of copies. He puts a pile of papers on Jay’s spot. The pile 
is probably 3 inches tall. I ask if it’s test prep stuff. He says some of it, but 
that this week they’ll be doing a couple of things. They’ll be reading a few 
more fairy tales and then doing some test prep stuff with partners. He says 
one of the fairy tales they’re going to read is a version of City Mouse, 
County Mouse. And that there’s a passage on the MOY [middle of the 
year district benchmark test] about City Mouse and Country Mouse. He 
also says that the questions he’s going to ask them about Cinderella are 
very similar to the questions on the MOY about a mermaid.           

 
Conversations like these helped me get a glimpse into the ways Mr. P was deciding on 

texts and how they were informed by testing pressures. With Ms. K, the conversations 

were often centered on student performance or her career as a teacher. It was in these 

informational conversations that I learned about the institutional documentation around 

the students included in special education. Testing and testing pressures dominated 
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conversations with other faculty members. With students, I often asked about feelings. 

For example, in the conversation below, Irving returned from the classroom next door in 

which he had been doing test-prep.   

Irving came into Mr. P’s at 10:10. I asked how it went and he said “great.” 
I asked how it went compared to yesterday and he indicated that today was 
better than yesterday. I asked what made the difference and he said “my 
attitude.” I asked what made his attitude better today and he didn’t 
elaborate.   
 

These informal conversations provided insight into the decisions and feelings participants 

were making and experiencing close to the moments in which they were happening. 

Notes on conversations like this could then be laid next to my observational notes and 

transcripts from the audio and video recordings to get perspective from various angles.  

Semi-Structured Interviews. Semi-structured interviews provided another 

window into what the participants’ thoughts and feelings (Merriam, 2009). According to 

Stake (1995), interviews can help access perspectives and interpretations of the social 

actors within the context beyond the researcher’s ability to observe. The semi-structured 

approach allowed me to follow lines of inquiry as they unfolded in the interview and 

allowed space for participants to talk about what was important to them. One individual, 

semi-structured interview was conducted with each student from whom I had consent 

during Phase 3 of the data collection (see Table 4 below).  I also conducted one semi-

structured interview with the teacher. Individual interviews with students lasted no longer 

than 30 minutes. The focus of the student interviews was how they felt about reading and 

reading instructional times. I interviewed students during the school day during non-

instructional times like lunch or during times provided by the teacher. The teacher 

interview happened after the end of the school year and in the Huerta cafeteria, because 

most of the school was either being used for summer programs or the floors were being 

waxed. The focus of the interview was on reading instructional practices and included 

some “retrospective stimulated recall” (Lyle, 2003), which is a method in which 

participants are cued by a stimulus and then report their thoughts and feelings during the 
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activity. Selections from fieldnotes were used as stimuli. All interviews were video 

and/or audio recorded for analysis. (Interview protocol included in Appendices A and B.) 

 

Table 4: Data Sources 

Source Quantity 

Days in Field 57 (January-June) 

Fieldnotes 207 pages (February-June)  

Video 41 days (66 hrs. 15 min) 

Classroom Audio 11 days (8 hrs. 29 min) 

Student Interviews 12 interviews 

Teacher Interview 1 (2 hrs. 30 min) 

PHASES OF DATA COLLECTION 
Merriam (2002) recommends “the researcher be submerged or engaged in the data 

collection phase over a long enough period to ensure an in-depth understanding of the 

phenomenon” (p. 26). I entered into the field the third week in January 2014, a week after 

students returned from the winter break, and observed an average of three days per week 

until the first week in June 2014. I spent a total of 57 days in the field. I planned for and 

engaged in four phases of data collection, which are described below and highlighted 

below in Table 5. 

Phase 1: Entering the Field. Ten of the students in the classroom where I 

conducted my research were in one of two third grade classrooms where I observed 

student teachers during the 2011-2012 academic year. Many were in a fourth grade class 

in which I engaged in a directed research project in the fall of 2012, so in some sense, I 

entered the field long before January 2014. For this inquiry, however, I visited the 

classroom on one occasion just before the winter break before entering the field with 

regularity on January 13, 2014. During this initial phase, I began distributing and 
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collecting consent and student assent forms from participants, and getting a sense of 

classroom routines. Observations during this time were informal, as my primary focus 

was on obtaining consent and assent from the participants.  

Phase 2: Classroom Observations. Phase 2 began in early February, after I 

received consent from the majority of members of the classroom, and lasted for the 

remainder of the study. It involved observations between three and five days per week, 

primarily during two times of the day: standardized test preparation/instruction and 

reading instruction. I phased in video and audio recording during the early part of this 

phase. 

Phase 3: Interviews. I interviewed 12 students, including three focal students, 

during the last two weeks of the semester. These interviews were video and/or audio 

recorded in accordance with consent and assent gained. Interviews were conducted 

during non-instructional times or at times approved by the teacher. One of the goals of 

student interviews was to hear how students constructed themselves and others as readers 

within the context of an interview. The student interview protocol is included in 

Appendix B. I chose not to interview Ms. K or Ms. Frida because the majority of the data 

collected was in Mr. P’s room.  

Phase 4: Exiting the Field. As Phases 2 and 3 were completed towards the end of 

the school year, exiting the field coincided with the end of the academic year. Due to 

unexpected illness I experienced at the end of the year, Mr. P was interviewed in mid-

June. Through the teacher interview I attempted to gain insights regarding Mr. P’s 

teaching philosophy for reading, what he felt his role was in this regard, if and how he 

attended to student identity construction during reading instruction, if and how 

accountability testing informed his teaching, and how he saw his students as readers. 

Because the interview took place after the bulk of data was collected and I had begun to 

make sense of what I had observed, I took this opportunity to do some member checking 

and to ask for clarification. For example, I asked about community building because it 

was a theme that came up in the student interviews.   
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Table 5: Phases of Data Collection 

Phase When Data sources 

1. Entering the field (6 days) January 2014 - N/A 
(Obtained consent from parents 
and teachers and assent from 
students.) 

2. Classroom observations (51 days) February-June 2014 - Fieldnotes, video and audio 
recordings, artifacts 

3. Interviews (12 student) May-June 2014 - Interview recordings, interview 
notes from interviews with the 
teacher and students 

4. Exiting the field  June 2014 - Interview with Mr. P 

  

DATA ANALYSIS 
Thomas (2011) asserts that the primary aim of a nested case study is to come to 

understand the broader case and the ways the subcases fit within and inform it. As such, 

he emphasizes the case study researcher focus on a “view of the whole situation” 

(Thomas, 2011, p. 170) during analysis. To document my though initial process, 

throughout the data collection I engaged in the practice of writing analytic memos 

(Emerson et al., 1995; Glesne, 2011) as early patterns, questions, emotional responses, or 

anomalies emerged. These were often embedded in my fieldnotes and in response to 

moments of observation. For example, after an exchange in which one of the focal 

students questioned why the teacher had called on him to give the answer to a question he 

accurately answered, I wrote, “This is an interesting question. It suggests the student feels 

like Mr. P calls on students who have gotten things wrong to answer them publically. If 

that’s true, that’s an interesting pedagogical choice on his Mr. P’s part. And one worth 

asking about” (Memo embedded in fieldnotes, April 7). These memos helped guide 

subsequent data collection and influenced my preliminary lines of analysis.  
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I adopted an inductive approach to data analysis similar to that suggested by 

Glaser and Strauss (1967). Thomas (2011) suggests a constant comparative method of 

inductive analysis for case study data as a means of finding themes that capture the 

“essence” of the case while maintaining the wholeness of the context and experience of 

the participants (p. 171). He outlines a process for constant comparison, which requires 

repeated readings of the entire corpus of data. During early readings, important ideas or 

subjects that I noticed recur became what Thomas called “temporary constructs” (p. 172). 

To identify these constructs, I printed the entire text-based corpus of data. This included 

video and audio logs, which I created as I reviewed each recording. These logs made note 

of what was happening and who the relevant actors were in each recording. For example, 

in a video log from March 3rd, I marked a moment in the video using iMovie with this 

note: “Mr. P called Irving to answer how to separate salt and sand from water. Marley 

says, ‘Now you can’t get that out’ when Irving gives an answer that doesn’t make total 

sense. Irving eventually gets it. Mr. P also called on SJ toward the end of this question.” I 

bolded the names of the relevant actors in that moment and jotted a note regarding the 

action in order to create a catalog of the video and audio data (See Appendix C for an 

example). These logs, along with the set of fieldnotes, and interview transcripts, were 

read in their entirety. As I read, I asked myself, “What’s going on here?” The answer to 

that question became tags in the margins of the pages. For example, when I noticed Mr. P 

calling on a focal student to answer a question for which he had not volunteered, I wrote 

“cold call.” In another example, when I noted one of the focal students voluntarily 

suggesting an interpretation of text, responding to a prompt, or answering a question, I 

called that “asserting competence.” These tags became temporary constructs, or initial 

codes, and they guided subsequent readings and coding (See Appendix D for a full list of 

codes).  

After the first reading, and with the temporary constructs established, I entered all 

of the data into TAMS Analyzer, an open-source qualitative coding software program. In 

TAMS Analyzer, I reread the entire corpus of data, coding for the emerging set of 

constructs. Then, as the data were read again, examples and counter-examples for each of 
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the constructs were noted. Also, as I noted things in the fieldnotes that I felt were relevant 

to the phenomenon of reader identity construction, I returned to video of that moment to 

see if what I thought I saw in the notes was also evident in the video. This served as a 

means of triangulation. Through this process, the temporary constructs that still seemed 

to fit the data then became “second-order constructs” (Thomas, 2011, p. 172), with some 

of the initial constructs being nested under others. In total, there were 28 second-order 

constructs, with several having additional codes nested under them. For example, when I 

saw the participants joke with each other, I coded that as “play.” Under that, there were 

several sub-codes that included instances in which SJ pretended to sneeze 

(“Play>SJFakeSneeze”), when students played with each other (“Play>SS), when Mr. P 

initiated play with students (“Play>T), and when students initiated play with Mr. P 

(“Play>ST). In another example, the code “cold call” had sub-codes for when focal 

students were cold-called (“ColdCall>Focal”) and one for when focal students’ names 

were called as a redirection (“ColdCall>Focal>Redirect”). Again, I reread the data with 

the second-order constructs as the means of organizing. If these second-order constructs 

seemed to continue to capture the “essence” of the data, they became themes. Examples 

of constructs that became themes include “testing,” “asserting competence,” and 

“partnering.”  

Thomas (2011) also states that theory should be used to make connections across 

data in order to make sense of and explain research findings. Because my interest is in 

how identities emerged through classroom interaction, Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) 

theoretical framework for identity gave structure to two additional layers of my analysis. 

First, several of Bucholtz and Hall’s principles became codes for which I searched. For 

example, when I felt focal students’ identities as readers were implicitly or explicitly 

named in an interaction, it was coded “indexing” in TAMS Analyzer (e.g., when Mr. P 

told Jay he could call on someone to help him answer a question, I marked that as an 

indexical move because Jay was positioned as a certain type of reader). Second, during 

the line-by-line discourse analysis, I used Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) principles for 

making sense of the work being attempted and accomplished in interactions around text, 
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which is explained in more detail below. To review, their five principles argue that 

identities emerge in and through language and other semiotic practices; position 

individuals within micro- and macro- level ideological categories; are indexed through 

explicit mention and implicature; are constructed through relational comparisons; and are 

in part deliberate, in part habitual, and in part negotiated/contested, and always in the 

process of becoming.  

After coding the corpus of data as a whole, I sorted it into collections relevant to 

each focal student, organized by code and sequentially across time. I then read and reread 

each collection to examine the patterns of reader identity construction for each case 

individually. During these readings, I wrote analytic memos as identity narratives for 

each student began to come into focus. These collections and related analytic memos 

were used to construct the descriptions of each individual case. Simultaneously, patterns 

across the cases began to emerge, and analytic memos were written to document principal 

case patterns I thought I was seeing. I then read data collections, attending to emerging 

principal case patterns in search of confirming and disconfirming evidence of those 

patterns. 

To invite an in-depth analysis of the interactional data recorded on the video and 

audio, I drew on discourse analytic methods from the related fields of conversation 

analysis (Goodwin, 1990), interactional sociolinguistics (Gumperz, 1982), and the 

ethnography of communication (Hymes, 1962). To do this, I selected and transcribed 

relevant speech data knowing that all transcriptions are “selective and incomplete, and 

they are profoundly shaped by the theoretical assumptions we bring to our attempts to 

look, listen, and transcribe” (Erickson, 2004, pp. 195-196). Moments were considered 

relevant when the focal students participated in interactions around text, especially across 

multiple turns of talk. Guided by Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) framework, I analyzed the 

ways identities emerged within the day-to-day language practices evident in this 

classroom around the focal students and text. I looked at interactions across multiple time 

scales, including the minute-to-minute, day-to-day, and week-to-week. Bucholtz et al. 

(2012) assert that the examination of discourse across various time scales distributes 
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power between single interactions and a priori identity constructs. They argue that no 

single interactional event constructs a durable identity, and yet “within the span of a few 

minutes, a great deal of consequential identity work can be interactionally carried out” (p. 

170). By looking across these time scales, I illustrated how the participants shaped 

itineraries of identity along which the focal students traveled (Bucholtz et al., 2012), 

contributing the “ethnographic” part of what Erickson (2004) calls an ethnographic 

micro-analysis of social interaction. In other words, I used micro-analyses of talk to 

provide illustrative examples of the broader narratives of identity that I mapped in the 

data collections for each focal student during inductive analysis. For example, when 

looking at Jay’s data collection, I noted that I had coded many of the interactions in 

which he was involved as “Indexing>Alliance,” which I used when I recognized 

friendship and inclusiveness within an interaction. I then transcribed several of these 

moments and analyzed the interactions line-by-line to explore the ways participants 

interactionally accomplished Jay’s inclusion. Through the discourse analytic process, I 

refined the maps of each student’s identity narrative, which became the itineraries of 

identity described in Chapter 5.  

LIMITATIONS 
One of the limitations of all qualitative research methodologies, including nested 

case study, is an inability to generalize findings beyond the context of the study. Even 

with the various environments represented within a nested case study, the findings do not 

necessarily generalize to other contexts. Within this study, each of the students was a 

member of one classroom, further limiting the generalizability of the findings. Beyond 

issues of generalizability, conducting this study in the second semester of the school year 

did not allow for me to examine how identities were negotiated as the students and 

teacher formed their community from the beginning of their year together. However, 

being present during testing season did allow me to see how students were constructed 

during the increased pressures testing season brought, including increasingly constrained 
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curricular, instructional, and grouping choices made by the teacher and the administration 

in an attempt to get students to pass the test. 

As mentioned above, having been a former teacher and the facilitator for student 

teachers in the classrooms where these children were students also mediated their 

interactions with me. In an attempt to temper this, I strove not to do things in ways my 

teacher-self might. For example, I did not redirect behaviors as I would have done if they 

had been my students. I also recognize that my own positionality and biases limited the 

scope of what I saw in the data. To help counter these limitations, member-checking and 

peer reviews were included as part of the research design. 

Finally, this study is limited is in the way I have treated students’ identities as 

readers as separate from more holistic constructions of their identities. I have not 

considered the ways their identities emerged within their classroom communities across 

content areas, spaces outside of the fifth grade classrooms, or within their communities 

more broadly. While delimiting their identities was necessary methodologically in order 

to tell stories about my participants as readers, it masked the interconnectedness and 

complexity of their situated and lived experiences across other times of day in their 

classrooms and outside-of-school lives. Their identities as readers do not exist in a 

vacuum, as I have treated them here, and treating them as such limited what I was able to 

conclude. 

TRUSTWORTHINESS 
Part of the design of this study included steps intended to ensure trustworthiness. 

Some of the practices I implemented aimed at strengthening the validity of my findings. 

One such practice was sustained engagement in the field. As mentioned above, I 

observed in the field for 57 days of the spring semester. I observed multiple days each 

week, which helped to maintain consistent involvement in the everyday routines of the 

participants. This sustained engagement in the research setting helped to “ensure an in-

depth understanding of the phenomenon” (Merriam, 2002, p. 26). During the initial 

rounds of coding, I engaged in purposeful searches for discrepant examples—or counter-
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evidence for the emerging constructs. This purposeful reading against the data provided 

an opportunity to test the validity of each construct. It helped me to answer the question, 

“Is what I think I am seeing really happening?” Counterexamples did not necessarily 

mean that what I thought I saw wasn’t happening, but when I did encounter them, they 

invited more interrogation. For example, there were several instances in the data in which 

classmates made moves to align themselves with Irving in ways that indexed friendship 

and that did not negate the broader narrative of marginalization evident in the data and 

supported by a relative wealth of instances. This systematic search also lent itself to 

opportunities for triangulation, as I searched across data sources (including fieldnotes, 

interviews, recordings, video and audio logs, artifacts, and memos) for both examples and 

counterexamples for the constructs. I also engaged in member-checking with Mr. P (the 

students had moved on to middle school by the time I began detailed analysis). Member-

checking was done by sharing transcripts and a presentation I constructed based on these 

data to get his perspective on my interpretation. The aim of this member-checking was to 

determine if my interpretations rang true with his experience. Only once did Mr. P and I 

arrive at different conclusions. This was around the social capital of Marley, a student 

who I identified as very influential. When I asked Mr. P who the “cool kids” were, he 

named the girl I had identified, but said “Boy wise, it was very evenly distributed. There 

wasn’t one kid that all the boys wanted to be like” (Mr. P interview). While we did not 

agree, I stand by my conclusion based on what I felt was overwhelming evidence to the 

contrary, including examples in my fieldnotes of the boys watching Marley for response, 

examples in the video data of Marley’s influence on the room, and interview data from 

multiple students in which he was named as an ideal reading partner and a friend. I also 

engaged in a peer review process with several other doctoral students in my area of study. 

Here, I shared excerpts of the data and asked what they noticed, which served to confirm 

my interpretations or offered additional perspectives for my consideration. I also shared 

some of these findings with audiences of scholars during my job search. The questions 

they raised provided additional confirmation of my interpretation and pointed toward 
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areas where additional analysis was required. I enlisted these fresh eyes, and they helped 

me to make foreign what was to me intimately familiar.  

In this chapter, I detailed a rationale for the employment of nested case study 

methodology, constant comparative/inductive, and discourse analyses. I discussed what 

these methods afforded and the ways they limited the research. I also described the 

context in which this study took place, the key participants, and the ways I engaged in 

data collection. In the next chapter, I share the principal case findings.  
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CHAPTER 4: PRINCIPAL CASE FINDINGS 

When analyzing the data collected for this study, I examined data for each 

subcase for salient themes and subsequently compared across cases, situating the 

individual experiences within the principal case. However, in order to contextualize the 

subcase findings within the classroom life, I first present three principal case findings. I 

examine the ways the teacher’s curricular and pedagogical choices mediated focal 

students’ literate identities. In particular, I examine the ways text choice impacted the 

focal students’ participation, and subsequently their opportunities to build literate 

identities. Then, I illustrate how the teacher picked up on focal students’ contributions 

and “held space” for them. In other words, I highlight how Mr. P defended turns of talk 

from students waiting to opportunistically steal them from focal students. Finally, I 

explore the use of various language varieties, including racialized ways of talking, 

examining the implications for focal students’ identities. However, before I report these 

findings, it is important to understand the ways the classroom community typically 

interacted around text in a whole-group setting, so I begin with a description of the 

typical participation framework. 

TYPICAL PARTICIPATION FRAMEWORK 

Erickson (2004) argued that classrooms exemplify an “asymmetry of speaking 

rights among the various participants (with the teacher holding authority to allocate 

legitimate turns at talk to various students)” (p. 103). In the examples explored in this 

chapter, the teacher used his authority to determine the types of text the class read and to 

defend focal students’ turns of talk. These choices by the teacher created opportunities 

that directly mediated the focal students’ reader identity development. To recognize the 

importance of these choices and the moments of interaction that emerged around them, it 

is necessary to understand the typical participation framework employed. I asked Mr. P 

about the style of participation present in his classroom, which, in my fieldnotes, I 

described as a “tumult.” He laughed as he replied, 



 72 

Mr. P:  ((laughs)) My style of participation. I like—I think if they’re all 
talking at once—I do have rationale. Um, I like them often to all 
just talk. And I know there’s the whole pair-share stuff, but even in 
those cases, and I try to incorporate that too, but if I can get 
something that emotionally sparks them, then I think they do more 
discussion and then obviously if you have to raise your hand then 
that one person is talking. And there’s a couple other people who 
are trying to figure out what they’re going to say. And there might 
be two kids listening to that one person. If they’re all talking at 
least they’re processing, they’re telling their thinking. Um, and 
then if—so my style is a mixture of stuff. I often believe, I’ll read 
and I’ll stop, “What do you think?” and then they’ll blah-blah- 
ahhhh. And I’m like, “oh” and I’m pretty good at hearing. For four 
years I sat and listened to—I had to sit and do my work and listen 
to police scanners for the TV thing. And so, I mean, you do that for 
four years of your life you’re pretty good at picking out— 

Researcher:  Hearing stuff? 
Mr. P:  Hearing stuff. You don’t get- I don’t get close to hearing 

everything or noticing everything. I’m horrible about noticing 
stuff. But I’m still pretty good about picking out certain little 
pieces, because I kind of know what I want. I know what I want to 
hear. And I pick the thing that I wanted to hear […] every now 
and then there’ll be just like the awesomest thing that someone 
just said and if it was raise-your-hand or if it was turn and talk. 
Like Raymond will say something or Jay will say something 
that’s wonderful and just— 

Mr. P’s description of how he liked students to participate aligned with my own 

observations. Through examination of examples of classroom interaction, a pattern 

emerged with respect to the way the community engaged in talk: 1) the class would share 

a text. 2) Mr. P would invite them to talk, and many students would talk at once. 3) Mr. P 

would pick up on things he heard during their talk and revoice or build on them. This 

pattern held for many discussions of text. Ms. K, the special educator who served 

Raymond and Jay, told me in an informal conversation recorded in my fieldnotes that she 

did not “like the communication style of P’s room in which the kids call out answers.  

She said she felt like ‘my kids don’t get served well in that because they just won’t 

participate’” (Fieldnotes, February 10). There was some evidence to support Ms. K’s 

concern regarding focal students, and when I looked at the ways they participated in these 
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tumultuous exchanges, I noted a pattern around the type of texts that were shared. The 

kind of text read seemed to mediate focal students’ participation, a pattern I explore in the 

next section.  

TEXT CHOICE: THOSE WHO KNOW, TALK.  
 The class discussed a text as a whole group almost every day that I was in the 

field. These texts were read in a variety of ways that seemed to be determined by the type 

of text. There were two predominant categories of text: test-prep and trade books/poetry. 

The trade books and poems were read aloud to the class and then discussed. The test-prep 

passages were almost always read by the students (individually or in pairs) and then 

discussed by the whole group as a means of checking their answers. The type of text 

seemed to impact the focal students’ forms of participation. They seemed to voluntarily 

contribute more to discussions when the text was from a trade book or a poem than they 

did when test-prep passages were discussed (see Table 7 below).  

Bucholtz and Hall (2005) suggest that identities emerge in interaction. So, 

considering the ways various texts seemed to invite different forms of interaction 

provided a means for exploring the emergence of reader identities for the focal students 

within the context of everyday classroom life. Looking across the subcases, the variation 

in the number of times the focal students participated across the months of the semester 

stood out. According to my observations, the months in which focal students volunteered 

their thoughts most were also the months they read the fewest test-prep passages. To 

examine this pattern more closely, I catalogued the types of texts I observed the class 

read. In the table below is the number of days in which I observed test-prep passages, 

trade books and poetry, or test-prep content area worksheets as the basis for whole-group 

discussion.  
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Table 6: Whole-Group Text Type  

Text Type February March April May 
Days in the field 12 9 9 15 

Test-prep math or 
science content 
worksheets 
(warm-up)  

9 8 2 
(The two days I was in 

the field in the morning) 

10 
(all grammar related) 

Trade book or poetry  5 0 6 9 
Test-Prep Passage  5 8 1 0 

In summary, I observed 20 trade books or poems, 14 test-prep reading passages, 

and on 19 days the students completed test-prep worksheets related to a content area 

other than reading. The worksheets, called “warm-ups,” were completed and discussed 

first thing most mornings I observed. The other texts included in Table 6 (test-prep 

passages and trade books/poems) were used during literacy instruction, and their 

distribution across the months reflects the state testing schedule. In the year of study, the 

first administration of the reading test was April 1.  

As indicated in the table, the texts shared by the community during literacy 

instruction in February were almost equally split between test-prep and trade 

books/poems. In March, the push before the test is evident; I only observed test-prep 

passages during that month. In April and May, the class almost exclusively shared trade 

books and poetry during literacy instruction. (What is not shown are the days Irving, the 

focal student who took the general education version of the state test, participated in the 

test-prep instruction for those who did not pass the first administration of the reading test. 

That began in late April and lasted through mid-May. During that time, Irving received 

instruction outside of Mr. P’s room, and the curriculum was structured so that he was 

intended to complete three test-prep passages every day.) It is important to note the intent 

with which Mr. P selected trade books and poems. He chose books and poems by authors 

of color, including Sandra Cisneros, David Rice, and Langston Hughes. He included the 

lyrics to rap songs and a video of a slam poem by a Black poet. When I asked about how 

he selected text, he reported trying to find things he hoped the students could relate to 
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because he valued discussion. He added that in his teaching career he’d only had two 

white students, and then continued:  

Mr. P: If I read some generic White dude story, they’re not going to be 
into it as much, they’re not going to discuss it as much as if I read 
something where they—like we read about working kids, about child 
labor. So, start off with child labor in Latin America. Or Mexico. Some 
years I’ll do migrant farm worker stuff. And we’re—it’s like, “Oh yeah, 
my mom, my dad, my uncle, or me, that happened to us.” Or I read—I 
can’t remember the book, but there’s a part of the book where they call 
them a bunch of short little bean eating, “you’re short because you’re a 
bunch of bean eating Mexicans” or something like that. Well, yeah the 
kids are going to respond, “What?! They called them that?! That’s 
horrible!” And it is. I usually don’t have very many African-American 
kids at this school but we read stuff about segregation [...] and so I read, I 
will read the African American stuff too. I want to do that because I want 
to teach less about the history of it, I guess, more so to help them realize 
that—I think they live so sheltered in this little community right here that I 
want them—maybe it’s wishful thinking—that they would understand that 
at some point they’re going to get, if they haven’t already noticed it, 
they’re going to be judged. And based on their race or where they live or 
whatever, and so sometimes those books go into that conversation, “hey, 
this still happens today. What do you do? How do you react? How can we 
change it?” So conversation. (Interview)  
 

Mr. P stated that he valued discussion and that he chose texts that he thought would invite 

discussion. He chose to read books that he hoped the students could connect with, which 

for him meant reading books in which the characters were of color and had experiences 

similar to those of his students. Mr. P’s choices and rationale for text selection embody 

what has been called Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995), in that he 

made choices that accepted and affirmed students “cultural identit[ies] while developing 

critical perspectives that challenge inequities that schools (and other institutions) 

perpetuate” (p. 469); it could be argued that Mr. P’s choices went beyond acceptance and 

affirmation and moved toward what has been called Culturally Sustaining Pedagogy 

(Paris, 2012), because his text selections moved toward the supported maintenance of 

“heritage ways” and was beginning to sustain and support multilingualism and 

multiculturalism (p. 95). Additionally, Mr. P hoped that the stories he read would help to 



 76 

prepare his students for being judged based on their race and would give them 

opportunities to think together about ways to respond and make change. Au (2009) 

asserts that in response to high-stakes testing pressures, content aligns with the test, and 

“content that recognizes the diversity of student history, culture, and experience becomes 

increasingly unacceptable in the classroom” (p. 68). By choosing texts that he felt his 

students could see themselves within, Mr. P resisted the discursive control Au argued 

high-stakes testing exerts on curricula and teaching, especially in schools where children 

of color predominate. From a Freirian perspective, by reading texts with which he 

thought they could connect, Mr. P gave the students opportunity to draw on their readings 

of the world to help make sense of the word.  

Recognizing the care with which Mr. P selected trade books and poems to connect 

with his students and to generate talk, it is not surprising that when the type of text was 

cross-referenced with the number of times focal students volunteered to participate orally 

(see Table 7 below), a strong pattern seemed to emerge for Raymond and Jay, the two 

focal students who had been labeled “learning disabled.” The pattern also held true for 

Irving, although it looked slightly different, perhaps because of his habit of impulsively 

speaking out, which I explore in greater detail in Chapter 5. When the class focused on 

test-prep passages, Raymond and Jay only voluntarily asserted interpretations or answers 

into the conversation five times collectively. In contrast, in May, when the class read 

exclusively trade books and poems, Raymond and Jay voluntarily participated 23 times. 

This suggests that they felt less comfortable voluntarily discussing test-prep passages, 

perhaps because there is only one right answer with very little room for interpretation. 

And although he participated 17 times in March, which was more than either of the other 

focal students in any month, Irving participated almost twice as much in May when the 

only whole-group texts were trade books or poems.  
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Table 7: Assertions of Competence in Whole-Group Talk 

Student  February  March April  May  

Raymond 1 2 3 11 

Jay 17 3 14 12 

Irving  5 17 18 32 

Taken together, these tables suggest that text type influenced students’ willingness to 

assert their interpretations into the conversation. That reluctance to participate around 

test-type texts worked in complicated ways. Drawing on the indexicality and positionality 

principles (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005), we can see that silence allowed the focal students to 

save face and to prevent themselves from being overtly positioned as “wrong” in relation 

to the text. On the other hand, silence implicitly indexed their perceived lack of authority 

and knowledge because those who felt like they knew volunteered. When any student, 

including the focal participants, asserted an interpretation of text into the discussion, they 

positioned themselves as literate. They seemed to use participation to index the kinds of 

readers they were—engaged and with the authority and knowledge to interpret text in 

meaningful ways. Active non-participation positioned them differently. For focal 

students, silence also implicated uncertainty as readers around test passages. As 

participation indexes knowing, absence of participation implies lack of knowledge. Thus, 

by not participating, focal students inadvertently and actively positioned themselves as 

unknowledgeable and without authority over text, especially test-prep passages. After the 

March testing push, Jay seemed to resume the frequency of participation observed in 

February. Raymond, on the other hand, was also quiet through April. In May, however, 

his participation increased noticeably. In my fieldnotes at the beginning of May, I noted a 

moment in which Raymond volunteered his interpretation of a text, building off another 

student’s response, “Raymond shared voluntarily! It’s been a while since I’ve seen 

this!!!!” The review of my fieldnotes supported my feeling in the moment that Raymond 

had not participated often in March and April. Irving also increased participation in May, 

participating almost twice as often as he had in March.  
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 While I have considered how the text type constrained the ways the focal students 

participated orally (to the point of almost complete silence during test-prep), it should be 

noted that they participated in other ways. I noted in my fieldnotes how the focal students 

participated in conversation by following the speakers with their gaze. I also noted they 

often copied notes and answers from the screen, and otherwise complied with 

instructions. However, when considering the discursive production of identity, these 

more subtle forms of participation did not speak as loudly. They also were more easily 

lost in the tumult of the typical participation framework.  

In the analysis of the types of text read and the voluntary oral participation of 

focal students in discussions, I drew on several of Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) principles. 

I drew on the indexicality principle by considering the ways students’ identities were 

signaled both implicitly and explicitly through silence and participation. I have also 

drawn on the realtionality principle when discussing how when focal students’ silence 

was laid next to other students’ participation, it relationally positioned students as having 

or lacking authority over the text. Finally, I have analyzed how the focal students and 

others temporarily positioned them as certain types of readers by taking up “specific 

stances and participant roles” in relation to the text and other interlocutors, employing the 

positionality principle (p. 592).  

An examination of the frequency with which the focal students voluntarily 

participated around various types of text illustrates how test-prep texts constrained 

opportunities for them to position themselves as readers. When the class engaged with 

only test-prep passages, the focal students commented on the text much less frequently 

than when the class read only trade books and poetry. Because reader identities emerge in 

interaction, students’ voluntary participation around text is relevant. By opting out of 

participation, they worked to save face and simultaneously indexed a lack of knowledge 

and authority over the text. This interactional double bind made constructing positive 

reader identities challenging for the focal students and seemed to be exacerbated by test-

prep texts. This suggests that high-stakes testing not only narrowed the curriculum, but 
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also constrained students’ opportunities to build literate identities, especially for those 

positioned as struggling readers.   

HOLDING SPACE  
 As described above, the typical participation framework followed a pattern in 

which the class shared a text, Mr. P invited commentary on it, students simultaneously 

responded, and Mr. P picked up on student comments and elaborated. That being typical, 

when something different happened around focal students, I examined such exceptions to 

the pattern closely. What I noticed was that when Mr. P heard something he wanted to 

hear, and it came from a focal student, he stopped. He then used his authority to hold the 

floor and then to repeat their statement and then to build on it. I labeled this interactional 

pattern “holding space,” because it seemed that Mr. P was holding the conversational 

space open for the focal students to contribute to the discussion. This is similar to what 

Maloch (2005) noted when the teacher in her study “propped up” focal students’ 

contributions by offering them strategies and reminders for successful participation in 

small group literature discussions. However, Mr. P did not offer strategies or reminders to 

focal students, instead he held the floor as they participated. I noted 12 instances in the 

data of the code “holding space” involving focal students. Half of these occurred in May, 

and only one involved a test-prep passage. Below, I examine in detail several examples of 

Mr. P holding space for focal students.  

In the only example of Mr. P holding space that involved a test-prep passage, the 

class sat at their tables working on a science multiple-choice worksheet. They had 

completed the worksheet independently. As they worked, Mr. P stopped at Irving’s table 

and spoke with him about one of the questions, going over each of the answer choices 

and providing a rationale supporting the correct one. Then, as the class was checking the 

answers and came to the question he and Irving had discussed, Mr. P said that there were 

three answer choices that were reasonable for this question, but one that was best. Several 

students shouted out letters. Then Mr. P called Irving, “Irving, tell everyone why A is the 

best.” Because they had discussed this question and associated answer choices, Mr. P 
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knew that Irving had chosen the correct answer and had heard the rationale for it, and he 

used that knowledge to position Irving in the role of expert in the moment (Bucholtz & 

Hall, 2005). After Mr. P affirmed A as the correct answer, there was a chorus of 

“What?!” from the class followed by several seconds of cross-talk. Mr. P then held the 

space for Irving, saying “Please listen to Irving.” Irving then provided a rationale for why 

A was the best answer, and Mr. P elaborated. Mr. P seemed to have set Irving up for a 

display of competence. Mr. P was reasonably confident that Irving knew the answer and 

rationale because they’d talked about it. This increased the chances of Irving occupying a 

knowledgeable position in front of the class. When the class began to talk over Irving, 

Mr. P told them to listen to Irving, which held Irving’s turn for him. Mr. P then 

elaborated on Irving’s rationale, which ratified Irving’s competent identity that he and 

Mr. P co-constructed. As mentioned, this is the only example that involved test-prep text. 

It is noteworthy that Mr. P had prior knowledge about which answer Irving had chosen 

and what he might say when called on. The way Mr. P seemed to plant information in 

this example was what made it different from the other examples of “holding space,” 

which are explored below. In all of the interactions below, the focal students initiate the 

interaction by contributing to the conversation.   

In an example that involved Jay, the class was reading Teammates (Golenbock, 

1992), a book about the baseball players Jackie Robinson and Pee Wee Reece. The 

interaction began as the pattern of participation would predict: Mr. P read from a text and 

invited students to talk about something from the text. In this instance, he asked about the 

author’s use of figurative language.  

01 Mr. P: ((reading)) “Pee Wee's legs felt heavy, but he knew what he 
had to do.” ((addressing the class)) This is more figurative 
language, Raymond. “His legs felt heavy.” Are his legs 
really heavy? 

02  ((several seconds of cross-talk))  

03 Jay:  ((within the tumult)) He don't want to do it, and at the same 
time he does. 

04 Mr. P:  ((pointing at Jay)) Say it again. 
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05 S:  What?  
06 Jay:  It’s like figurative language. It’s like he don’t want to do it, 

but at the same time he wants to. 
07 Mr. P:  So, he knows he has to do something; he’s walking over 

toward who?  
08 Students:  Jackie 

09 Mr. P:  And so he doesn't want to do it; his legs feel heavy. 
(Video, February 19) 

Within the tumult of the cross-talk, Jay asserted an interpretation of the figurative 

phrase (line 03). By throwing his voice into the conversation, Jay moved to position 

himself as a student with something relevant to say about the text, and he moved to put 

himself on even footing with the other students who participated in this moment. If we 

invoke the positionality principle, we can see how Jay took on the role of engaged reader. 

Using the indexicality principle, we can further perceive that Jay also drew on a “style” of 

speech often associated with urban youth through his syntax (“He don’t want to do it”). 

Mr. P heard Jay’s interpretation and pointed at Jay, asking him to say it again. The 

gesture indicated that something important had just been said; another student then 

recognized it and inquired into what had been said (line 05). Mr. P’s gesture and directive 

also gave the floor to Jay, silencing the cross-talk and holding the space for Jay to repeat 

his assertion. As an agent of the institution of school, Mr. P drew on his relational 

authority to affirm and ratify the position Jay had taken up (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005). In 

line 06, Jay took the opportunity provided by Mr. P’s holding space to draw on the 

academic language Mr. P had introduced in line 01, adding “It’s like figurative language” 

to his original utterance. He also repaired the end of the utterance from “at the same time 

he does,” to “at the same time he wants to,” style shifting from one variety of talk that 

was likely more habitual to an academic one that seemed intentional in this moment. This 

subtle repair in conjunction with the addition of “it’s like figurative language” served to 

evoke the style of speech associated with school, and made the utterance as a whole 

sound more academic. In these ways, Jay asserted a literate identity as one who uses 
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academic language to interpret text. In line 07, Mr. P elaborated on Jay’s interpretation, 

and then in line 09 he revoiced Jay’s translation of the figurative language. By building 

on and then revoicing Jay’s utterance, Mr. P ratified the readerly position in which Jay set 

himself.  In this way, the relationality, indexiality, and positionality principles help us see 

how Mr. P and Jay actively collaborated to position Jay as literate and literary. Jay took 

the initiative to enter his voice into the fray. Mr. P recognized Jay’s move and used his 

authority to reorganize the participation framework to hold space for Jay to publicly 

display literary competence. Through their conversational moves, Jay and Mr. P 

collaborated in constructing Jay’s identity as a competent reader who could interpret 

figurative language.   

 In another interaction with a similar shape, Raymond took the initiative. This 

event took place in May, where there was a noticeable increase in Raymond’s voluntary 

oral participation in whole-group talk around text (see Table 7 above). The class read an 

excerpt from Crazy Loco (Rice, 2001). They reached the end of the story, and instead of 

Mr. P inviting them to talk, the students responded spontaneously. Marley and then Mikki 

opened the discussion.  

01 Mr. P:  ((reads)) “All I hear is the fire crackling in the sugar cane” 
02 Marley:  That’s it? 

03 Mr. P:  That’s it. 
04 Marley:  Yes! 

05 Mikki:  Oh my go:d! 
06  ((several seconds of cross-talk in which several students 

say, “awww”)) 
07 Raymond:  Really? I wish there was more. 

08 Junie:  I know! 
09 Raymond:  It got so interesting. 

10  ((10 seconds of cross-talk))  
11 Caroline:  Can I read the whole book? 
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Marley and Mikki opened this exchange with their authentic and spontaneous 

responses to the text. Raymond then also spontaneously responded to the text in line 07. 

Raymond’s utterance, “Really? I wish there was more,” worked in several ways. First, he 

aligned with Marley and Mikki, signifying that he was also a reader who could be moved 

to talk about text. Also, by saying he wished there was more, he displayed an affinity to 

books and reading, which positioned him as an engaged reader. Then, in line 08, Junie 

affirmed Raymond’s assertion, “I know!” which aligned her with him by “positioning 

[them] as alike” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 599) and ratified his identity as an engaged 

reader. In line 09, Raymond trippingly said the text was “interesting,” shifting to an 

academic sounding word and style that positioned him as engaging with the story 

academically, in a similar way to Jay in the example above. In both examples, the boys 

drew on particular lexical items to index academic identities. In Raymond’s example, 

several seconds passed after his utterance with others contributing to the conversation. 

Then, Mr. P circled back to Raymond, lifting up his utterance and holding space for him, 

much like he had done with Jay.  

12 Mr. P:  Wait, wait, wait. So… 
13 Student:  Mr. P is it because there… He like that she kissed him so 

maybe he could only hear the crackling ((trailed off)) 
14 Mr. P:  He could only hear the crackling he was all caught up in 

her? Raymond said you wished—you said just when it was 
getting good you wished there was more. 

15 Raymond:  I know! 
16 Mr. P:  What do you mean? What more? 

17  ((kids laugh)) 
18 Raymond:  Like, like they went back ((lost in cross-talk))  

In line 14, Mr. P named Raymond and then addressed him directly, inviting him 

to elaborate on his statement that he wished there was more to the story. As Raymond 

started to talk, his voice got lost in the tumult. Mr. P then drew on his relational authority 

as the teacher to reorganize the participation framework to hold space for Raymond. This 
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time, he explicitly stated to students that the expectation was that they listen to a single 

student, Raymond.  

19 Mr. P:  ((to class)) Woah woah. Hold on, hold on. Hold on. Let’s, 
um. Let’s actually let people talk, and let’s try to listen to 
them. That way we don’t have to repeat the same thing over 
and over again. 

20  ((Mr. P looks and gestures to Raymond.)) 

21 Raymond:  I wish there was like more. Like they went back to the 
dance, like to the place and then other people would say 
“you were a liar” and they’d be like “you were a liar little 
boy” and stuff like that.  

22 Mr. P:  So then you kinda wish that they… that he could go and 
like everyone that made fun of him he could be like “ah ha! 
Look at me. I’m here with a high school girl now.”  

23 Raymond:  And then they run away into the sunset.  

24 Mr. P:  They run away into the sunset. 
25 Ofelio:  Wow. 

 In line 19, when Mr. P laid out the new participation norms, he used the first 

person, plural pronoun “we,” relationally positioning himself with his students. In this 

way, he indicates to them that they are not in trouble for talking over Raymond, and that 

there was a different expectation in this moment. Then, much like he had done with Jay, 

in line 20 he physically gestured toward Raymond to give him the floor. In line 21, 

Raymond elaborated on his wish that there was more to the story by composing an 

alternate ending. In this move, he positioned himself within the “unfolding discourse” 

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 591) as a reader with the authority to disagree with the 

author’s ending and with the literary knowledge to rewrite the ending. Mr. P picked up 

Raymond’s composition, certifying Raymond’s authority to rewrite, and wove it more 

tightly back into the narrative of the story (line 22). In his last utterance in this exchange 

(line 23), Raymond made an intertextual move (Bloome & Egan-Robertson, 1993), 

demonstrating his knowledge of other cultural texts by laying them down next to this 

text, saying that the characters “run away into the sunset.” Bloome and Egan-Robertson 

(1993) argue that for intertextuality to be established, the move must be “recognized, be 
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acknowledged, and have social significance,” (p. 330), so Mr. P’s final utterance in line 

24 is of critical import in this moment. By recognizing and restating Raymond’s 

intertextual move, Mr. P ratified the authoritative readerly stance Raymond took in 

relation to this text. Ofelio punctuated the social significance of Raymond and Mr. P’s 

collective work with his only utterance in this exchange, “wow.”  

 These examples also highlight the “social ground on which identity is built, 

maintained, and altered” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 587) by showcasing the ways Mr. P 

actively and intentionally held space for the focal students to continue to display readerly 

competence as they interpreted text. In the moment involving test-prep text, Mr. P drew 

on the knowledge he had from a previous interaction to call on Irving, and then held the 

conversational turn for him to position himself as knowledgeable in relation to the text. 

Examining moments like these through the sociocultural linguistic lens of Bucholtz and 

Hall (2005) helped me to recognize the conversational moves Raymond and Jay made to 

position and index themselves as competent readers. When I asked Mr. P if he 

purposefully drew attention to comments made by students who did not often speak, he 

said yes. He added that he would then ask the student to repeat what they had said. When 

I then asked why he wanted the students to repeat it, as opposed to repeating it himself, 

he replied that he wanted it in their words, adding, “Like with Raymond and Jay, I want 

them to say it, I want them to be validated by the class, ‘Hey, this is their comment.’ And 

sometimes it’s—there will be a comment, ‘well, that’s silly’ or they’ll disagree with it. 

And then I’ll support, you know?” (Interview). Here Mr. P’s comments illustrate his 

intentional move to draw on his relational authority to hold space for students, as he 

specifically names Jay and Raymond as two for whom he did this. By naming Jay and 

Raymond, Mr. P also recognized them as students who did not often participate. For their 

part, the other students also participated in these moments by receiving Raymond and Jay 

and their comments into the community of readers without contesting their participation. 

Importantly, the interactions in which the focal students voluntarily participated in the 

conversation involved trade books. This again suggests that text type mattered. It seemed 

that focal students were more willing to voice their thoughts on this type of text than on 
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test-prep texts. In the only example of holding space around a test-like text, Mr. P 

nominated Irving to speak, knowing he had selected the correct answer. 

RACE, LANGUAGE, AND IDENTITY: “CHECK OUT THAT BILINGUALNESS”  
The final section of this chapter explores the ways race, language, and identities 

of struggle intertwined in the everyday experiences of the focal student to various ends. 

In addition to Bucholtz and Hall’s framework (2005), this section draws on the work of 

Erickson (2004), who asserts that talk always occurs within an “immediate ecology” with 

local actors in the “immediate physical and social environment” (p. 107). At the same 

time, Erickson recognizes that each immediate ecology is also “profoundly influenced by 

processes that are non-local.” Erickson argues that these global influences are evident in 

local talk. As the analysis of my data reveals drawing on Erickson (2004) and the 

Bucholtz and Hall (2005) principles, global discourses related to race were indexed 

through local language use in Mr. P’s classroom. The relational prestige of racialized 

ways with words served to position students within the classroom community, with a 

particular impact on focal students’ itineraries of identity.  

The community Huerta Elementary served was predominantly Latina/o. That was 

reflected in Mr. P’s room, and twelve of the seventeen students were Latina/o. Six of 

them reported speaking Spanish at home, and for several of them, the year of my study 

was their first outside a bilingual class. The other five students in Mr. P’s room were 

Black. I observed several language varieties used in Mr. P’s room including Spanish, 

Chicano English (ChcE) and Black Language (BL). As I mentioned in Chapter 1, ChcE 

and BL often come into contact in urban areas as a result of socioeconomic and 

residential patterns (Fought, 2006; Galindo, 1995; Santa Ana, 1993). Resulting from this 

contact is overlap in the linguistic practices and features of these two varieties of English, 

which can sometimes make it challenging to distinguish between the two. Some of the 

areas where overlap between ChE and BL has been documented include the use of the 

habitual ‘be’ (e.g. the news be showing) and the use of “ain’t,” among others (Fought, 

2006). Another way in which these two varieties of English are similar is in the way they 
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have been stigmatized, both considered improper, inarticulate, and not fit for academic 

contexts (Alim, 2004; Mendoza-Denton, 2008; Paris, 2009).  I do not want to assume that 

all of the Latino students were speaking ChcE and that all of the Black students were 

speaking BL, as there was likely a great deal of language sharing (Paris, 2009) going on 

within the space of this classroom and the larger community. At the same time, I do not 

wish to conflate these two varieties. Because of the commonalities and challenges in 

drawing a clean distinction, I consider these two marginalized ways of speaking together.  

To understand how racialized language practices positioned students, it is 

important to understand the ways these practices were taken up and viewed in the 

classroom. As mentioned, I observed several language practices in use in Mr. P’s room, 

including Spanish. Spanish seemed to be used as a resource for making sense of text and 

as a tool to index affiliation. The classroom community’s (especially Mr. P’s) acceptance 

of the use of Spanish during academic talk demonstrated its status and made drawing on 

it an acceptable academic practice. As such, students regularly drew on Spanish as a 

resource to make sense of texts. For example, on one occasion when a story mentioned 

lentils and Mr. P asked students if they knew what lentils were, Ida responded, “Lentejas. 

They’re like beans.” That definition was left to stand and Mr. P returned to the text. The 

class’s acceptance of Ida’s definition signaled a tacit approval of the use of Spanish in 

making sense of academic texts and Spanish translations as reasonable definitions. On 

another occasion, there was a discussion around the difference between “soft” and 

“smooth” as descriptors for rocks. Students used the Spanish words “liso” (smooth) and 

“suavecito” (soft) to indicate a distinction between the meanings of the two English 

words. Using Spanish to draw subtle distinctions in meaning is a practice Martínez 

(2010) has previously documented among bilingual youth. During test prep, I also 

observed Mr. P advise some students to translate test questions into Spanish to help them 

puzzle through what the questions were asking. In each of these instances, Spanish was 

positioned as an academic resource that students could utilize to make meaning of and 

from text.  
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On top of being used as a resource, Spanish seemed to hold a place of prestige 

within this classroom. One way Mr. P elevated the status of Spanish was by including 

texts in which there were Spanish words mixed into the predominantly English text. For 

example, in Crazy Loco (Rice, 2001), which is set in south Texas, the words “tío” and 

“tía” were used for “uncle” and “aunt,” and left untranslated, which operated under the 

assumption the readers would know the meaning, positioning Spanish as something 

readers should know. During one reading from Crazy Loco, the text featured the word 

“guisanos” or worms. Mr. P asked for help from his “bilingual friends” to provide a 

translation. His request for translation demonstrated the worth of knowing both 

languages. In addition, the use of the word “friends” indexed an affinity for those who 

were bilingual.  

Another way Mr. P indexed the value he placed on Spanish was by using it in his 

speech. On one occasion, he was at the doc cam and the class was checking a science 

test-prep question. For this particular question, he drew a diagram and was labeling it 

when he code-switched into Spanish. 

 
Mr. P drew a picture on a piece of paper that was projecting on the screen. He 
labeled part of it “beach la playa” 
Mr. P: Oh. Check out that bilingualness 
(Fieldnotes, February 19)  

 
Mr. P’s use of Spanish during the academic task of checking a test-prep text again tacitly 

demonstrated its prestige. Also, Mr. P’s statement, “Oh. Check out that bilingualness,” 

had a playful tone of pride. Here, he indexed the desirability of being bilingual orienting 

himself to bilingualism favorably.  

Marley, a Latino student whom I have identified as having significant social 

status, contributed to the status of Spanish by using it. Starting in early March, I noted 

Marley code switching in a way that seemed like he was trying out new Spanish words. 

His utterances were typically short, a word or short phrases in Spanish, and he seemed an 

emergent bilingual. He had been in English only classes in the three years had known 

him. I noted, “I have noticed Marley trying to speak in Spanish today with Blu, Ida, and 
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Ofelio predominantly. While Mr. P was on the phone with the librarian, I observed it 

again. Ida seemed to be instructing or correcting his usage” (Fieldnotes, March 5). The 

students with whom I observed Marley speaking Spanish on this day were all bilingual in 

English and Spanish. For Blu, Ofelio, Caroline, and Ida, the year of my study was their 

first year in all-English instruction. Bone reported speaking Spanish in his home, but had 

received English instruction for the three years I had known him. In interviews, I asked 

Ida, Ofelio, and Marley about Marley’s use of Spanish. All three stated that he was trying 

to learn, and Marley identified Ofelio as teaching him. In an instance in which Marley 

and Raymond worked together on a test-prep passage, Raymond used Marley’s interest in 

Spanish as a tool for avoiding reading. After repeatedly asking Marley if he, “talked 

Spanish,” Raymond then asked if “quieres ser mi novio” was a way of asking a girl if she 

wanted to be his girlfriend. For approximately five minutes, Raymond continued to return 

to the topic of Spanish as means of engaging Marley in a topic of interest, seemingly to 

avoid the reading task at hand (Audio, February 10). This tactic by Raymond suggested 

that he recognized the status that Spanish had in the classroom and the way that Marley 

aligned himself with it and those who used it. Through the use of Spanish with Marley, 

Raymond aligned himself with Marley by demonstrating that he valued knowledge and 

use of Spanish, like Marley did. This was an example of what Bucholtz and Hall (2005) 

called an implicit indexical move, with Raymond taking an epistemic orientation to the 

ongoing talk. In this example, the “ongoing talk” was not just in this moment, but was 

tied to other interactional instances in which Marley had used Spanish, demonstrating its 

value to him.  

In contrast to the use of Spanish as a resource for both academic work and social 

positioning, Chicano English and Black Language seemed to be positioned quite 

differently in this classroom. Bucholtz and Hall (2005) assert that language varieties, like 

BL and ChcE, are “linguistic forms associated with personas or identities” (p. 597), so 

juxtaposing their use with the use of Spanish (in particular) helps highlight the ways 

macro-narratives about race were present in the classroom talk and entangled in the 

identities of struggle for focal students. Before I explore the ways Chicano English and 
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Black Language were positioned, I want to note that I recognize the “struggles of the 

work of teachers and the continuing significance of racial analyses of learning and 

schooling within the context of neoliberal reform" (Philip, Martinez, Lopez, & Garcia, 

2014, p. 16). Stigmatized varieties of English are not represented on state standardized 

tests, and teachers want their students to succeed on those tests (Barksdale-Ladd & 

Thomas, 2000). I recognize the tension teachers feel between the privileging of the 

language practices valued in schools over the language practices of their students (like 

BL and ChcE), and I understand that this tension is exacerbated in high-stakes testing 

environments. It is with this understanding that I explore the ways Chicano English and 

Black Language were positioned in this classroom.  

In the example below, Marley employed a feature of BL/ChcE, and Mr. P 

positioned its use as improper.  The day had just gotten underway, and Mr. P had set a 

grammar worksheet at each seat. Marley commented that the student next to him needed 

a worksheet. To do this, Marley used a double negative.  

 
Marley: She don’t have no grammar warm-up. 
Mr. P: She don’t have no grammar warm-up. Let’s start by how we could say that 
properly.  
(Fieldnotes, May 12)  

 
After Marley invoked a marginalized way of speaking with “she don’t have no,” Mr. P, in 

what Bucholtz and Hall have termed an overt indexical move, explicitly labeled that way 

of talking as improper. Additionally, through the relational process of illigitimation 

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005), Mr. P used his authority as the teacher to position Marley’s way 

of speaking as inappropriate in the classroom setting, and to position his related identity 

as a Latino urban youth as problematic. In another example, Mr. P recast Jay’s statement 

that drew on features of BL/ChcE into a more academic register. While interpreting a 

text, Jay said, “he don’t want to do it.” Mr. P picked up on Jay’s idea, but recast it stating, 

“he doesn’t want to do it.” Again he implicitly indicated that this way of speaking was 

not academically appropriate or proper. Finally, in an extended and explicit conversation 
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about specifically Black ways of talking, the class discussed Langston Hughes’s poetry. 

Before they began, Mr. P shared some commentary from the poetry anthology.  

 
Mr. P: The poems he wrote were not always popular. Many people in the Black 
community didn’t like the way he would spell words. Um, because he didn’t 
always spell them properly… They believed Hughes’s poetry showed African 
Americans as unintelligent. And supported stereotypes that other people- that 
African Americans were trying to get rid of. However, Hughes argued that he was 
trying to show the bigger picture of what life was like for African Americans 
throughout his career and even in his last collection of poems before his death 
from cancer in 1967.  
(Video, May 27) 

 
Within the introduction provided by the poetry anthology, already Hughes’s use of Black 

Language was positioned as problematic, improper, and unintelligent through the 

authoritative tone and genre of the omniscient narrator of the text. After this introduction, 

the class read two poems. The first poem brought about a conversation on slant rhymes, 

which Mr. P said was a “trick poets use to get words that sound like they rhyme, but they 

technically don’t rhyme if you say it with ((mock British accent)) the proper English.” 

His use of the British accent when saying “proper English” demonstrated a relational and 

tacit hierarchy of English in which the British variety is held up as the “proper” way of 

speaking; he also troubled that perspective with his mock accent. Properness was 

juxtaposed with the ways Hughes used language in the second poem, “Mother to Son,” 

where Hughes used words including “I’se,” “climbin’,” and “landin’.” After the class 

read the poem, an African American male student opened the conversation about 

Hughes’s language use by pointing out some of the features Hughes used, including 

“ain’t” “I’se,” and “climbin’,” stating that he left off the gs at the ends of gerunds. Mikki 

then contributed.  

 
01 Mikki:   It’s slang. It’s slang.  
02 Mr. P:   There’s a note at the bottom of your paper. Mikki, what’s the  

note says about “I’se?” 
03 Blu:   ((reading)) ‘I’se’ dialect meaning either ‘I have’ or ‘I am.’  
04 Mr. P:   Goin’, climbin’ ((talk about participation framework)) Um, earlier  
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I was talking about how Hughes’s writing upset African American 
people. They said he was making them sound unintelligent, and 
that upset them.  

05 Mikki:   Yeah, because the way he spelled.  
06 Student:  Yeah, because he put the um, comma? The hyphen? 
07 Mr. P:   The apostrophe 
08 Student:  Yeah, the apostrophe and um, instead of the gs so they  

thought it was like weird. So they were like embarrassed.  
 
In line 01, Mikki overtly labeled this way of talking as “slang,” which was followed by 

reading the footnote, in which Hughes’s language was positioned as a dialect of English. 

Both the label “slang” and “dialect” build “semiotic links between linguistic forms and 

social meanings” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 549), contributing to a shared ideology 

around the variety of English used in the Hughes poem. Then, it is established that use of 

this dialect of English sounds unintelligent (line 04) and embarrassing (line 08). Mr. P 

then moved to situate the practice into Hughes’s local discourse community, saying that 

Hughes was “using the dialect the way he heard it,” and then he connected to the word 

“y’all” as used in communities in Texas, which brought about a conversation about 

stereotypes.  

 
01 Mr. P:   So he heard it as, “I’se been a-climbin’ on reachin’ landins  

and turnin’ corners.” And so, he’s dropping the g-sound. It’s  
kinda like in Texas here we say, “y’all”  

02 Mikki:   No we don’t. That’s a stereotype.  
03 Student:  And “ain’t” 
04 Mr. P:   And “ain’t.” 
05 Mikki:   Oh my God. We don’t say “y’all.” I don’t say “y’all.” 
06 Student:  I do.  
07 Mr. P:   But so, Mikki.  
08 Mikki:   They think it’s all cowboy-ish and western, but it’s not.  
09 Mr. P:   And that’s why some, and that’s why African American  

people got mad.  
10 Mikki:   It bothers me. It’s no::t  
11 Mr. P:   Mikki, and this is why it bothered some people. Some  

African American people said, “not everyone talks like this.”  
12 Mikki:   Like on Sponge Bob, Sandy, she had- because she’s from  

Texas she had to be a western squirrel.  
13 Caroline:  Some people disagree because they think that they’re  
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mocking them.  
14 Mr. P:   So does everyone from Texas say, “y’all” and “ain’t?” 
15 Students:  No.  
 
Here, Mr. P used the example of the word “y’all” as a linguistic feature associated with 

Texas, and as he shared, he used the collective pronoun “we” to indicate who used the 

word. Mikki resisted that generalization, saying it was a stereotype that bothered her, and 

that she did not use “y’all.” Mr. P took Mikki’s resistance to the assertion that all Texans 

say “y’all” to draw a parallel to what the text said about some in the African American 

community resisting Hughes’s language use (line 11). Caroline then asserted that 

sometimes people feel mocked when raciaized language is used (line 13). Across this 

discussion of the variety of English Hughes wrote with in this poem, proper English was 

tied to Britain, and Black Language was labeled “slang,” a “dialect,” “embarrassing,” 

“unintelligent,” and “mocking.” The commentary provided with the poem lent authority 

to the ways BL was positioned by stating at the beginning that “many people in the Black 

community” disapproved with the ways Hughes used language. Mr. P did not explicitly 

label BL as improper; neither did he trouble the stigmatization as the classroom 

community collectively built indexical links from this variety of English to undesired 

social categories.  

Within these examples ChcE was largely invisible, conflated with BL, which was 

positioned as undesired, improper, and an embarrassment. This positioning of BL/ChcE 

aligns with broader negative narratives on these ways with words (Alim, 2004; Ball & 

Alim, 2006; Jordan, 1988; Mendoza-Denton, 2008). When laid next to the ways Spanish 

was legitimized as academic and socially desirable within the classroom, the distance 

between Spanish and BL/ChcE is highlighted. These ideologies around language seemed 

to tacitly influence identity construction for the focal students. Language, language 

ideologies, and identity have been theorized to be mutually constitutive (Bucholtz & Hall, 

2005; Erickson, 2004; Kroskrity, 1999), so when ideologies and practices around 

language intersected with reader identities in the interactions around the focal students, 

the ways race was entangled with their identities as struggling readers become apparent.  
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Several of the students in the classroom drew on features of BL/ChcE, including 

Marley, Jay, Raymond and Irving, which Bucholtz and Hall (2005) have suggested are 

tied to identity through practice. More than the other students, I documented Raymond 

and Irving drawing on what I originally interpreted as BL, and in my analysis came to 

understand as either BL or ChcE, because of the ways they overlap. Additionally, 

Raymond and Irving were racialized (as Black boys), and I believe it likely that when 

they drew on features of BL/ChcE that those features were interpreted as BL, ostensibly 

rendering ChcE invisible. The ways BL was explicitly described as embarrassing, 

unintelligent, and improper, further marginalized Raymond and Irving through indexical 

linkages to categories and descriptors like those discussed above. Below are examples of 

Raymond and Irving employing features of BL/ChcE. The first example will be 

examined in Chapter 5 to consider the ways Raymond drew on identities beyond his 

reader self to take up more even footing with Marley as they worked on a reading 

passage. Here I consider both his syntax and lexical features as examples of BL/ChcE.  

 
01 Raymond:  ((whispers)) No you’re not. No you are ((unclear  

referent)). Look. (inaudible). There’s the right place.  
02 Marley:  Bull sh::  
03 Raymond:  This one, fool 
04 Marley:  Look, there nothing left to (inaudible) I was on the  

right page 
05 Raymond:  No you wasn’t.  

[…]  
06 Raymond:  ((raps) Why you lookin’ like a slut, why you lookin’ like a  

(indecipherable). We finished reading this one already. 
 
Raymond took up numerous “temporary roles” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 591) in this 

conversation through his shifts in linguistic style. In line 03, Raymond used the word 

“fool,” which was followed in his next utterance by “No you wasn’t.” Both these 

linguistic features are characteristic of BL/ChcE. A few lines later, Raymond rapped, 

drawing on hip-hop language, indexing his Blackness. According to the positionality 

principle, with the use of each of these features, Raymond occupied the role of Black 

boy, arguably an identity that had more prestige with Marley than his role as a reader. 
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Additionally, in the context of avoiding the reading passage, Raymond implicitly tied BL 

and his Black identity to his identity as a struggling reader by drawing on BL practices to 

avoid reading. In this moment, Raymond’s identity as a struggling reader and his identity 

as a Black boy overlapped as he and Marley positioned and repositioned themselves in 

relation to the text and to each other.  

In the example below, Irving used Black Language to translate the title of the 

book the class was reading from “Crazy Loco” to “Cray Cray Loco.” The students were 

transitioning to read aloud and were asking Mr. P what book they were going to read. 

Mikki asked first, and her inquiry went unanswered.  

01 Mikki:   Are we going to hear Loco Loco? 
02   ((about 30 seconds of students moving around getting ready for  

what’s next))  
03 Mr. P:  We had this issue yesterday. Clear the stuff off. And I’m a  

horrible example here. I have mess everywhere, I don’t even know 
[where] my Crazy Loco book- I put it at.  

04 Irving:   Why do you keep losing it?  
05 Mr. P:   I don’t know. I thought I put it up there where I always put it.  
05 Irving:   (indecipherable) Cra-zay Lo-co. Wait, I just said it wrong. Cray  

Cray Lo-co.  
06 Student:  ((corrective tone)) Crazy Loco  
07 Irving:   Cray Cray Loco 
08 Blu:   No it’s Crazy Loco ((emphasis on the Spanish phonology of loco))  
09 Irving:   Cray Cray Loco 
10 Blu:   Crazy Loco ((emphasis again on the Spanish phonology of loco)) 
11 Irving:   No, that book is cray cray up in the hizzay 
12 Blu:   You’re cray cray up in you’re ay 
13 Bone:  Wha::t? 
14 Irving:   You can’t even sa:y it.  
(Video, April 16) 
 

Here, Mikki’s translation of the title completely into Spanish entered into the 

conversation uncontested. It did not get picked up, but neither did it get corrected. 

On the other hand, Irving’s translation of the title into Black Language, more 

specifically into what Alim (2004) called Hip-Hop Nation Language (HHNL) 

(i.e., “Cray Cray Loco”), received push back from two students (an unidentified 

student in line 06 and then by Blu in lines 08, 10, and 12), illustrating the 
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“interactional contestation and negotiation” of the partialness principle (Bucholtz 

& Hall, 2005, p. 606). Throughout this interaction, Irving drew on features 

associated with the language used by hip-hop artists, indexing his affiliation with 

BL, hip-hop, and Blackness. According to the Oxford Dictionary (Oxford Words 

Blog, n.d.), “cray cray” became popular in the early 2000’s, and when Kanye 

West used it in a hook to a rap he did with Jay-Z, it seemed to enter into everyday 

lexicon, and gained an entry into the Oxford Dictionary. Along with “cray cray,” 

Irving also used “hizzay” as a rhyme for “cray,” which invoked another hip-hop 

icon, Snoop Dogg.  

In lines 08 and 10 of this exchange, Blu switched “cray cray” back to 

“crazy,” resisting Irving’s translation of that lexical item into HHNL. She also 

emphasized the Spanish pronunciation of “loco,” contesting Irving’s 

Anglicization of that word. In line 11, Irving maintained his original assertion and 

added an additional HHNL item “hizzay.” Blu then switched tactics, attempting to 

clown, or diss (Alim, 2004) Irving. Bone’s questioning of Blu’s diss, or put-down, 

could have been a questioning of the authenticity of her appropriation of the BL 

discursive practice. The process of authentication/denaturalization is associated 

with the relationality principle. Irving also critiqued Blu’s language use, drawing 

attention the way the identity position she asserted violated “ideological 

expectations” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 602), telling her she “can’t even sa:y it.” 

Both Bone and Irving positioned Blu as struggling when it came to the Black 

Language practice of clowning or dissing. Irving’s contestation of Blu’s 

appropriation of this BL practice positioned her language use as “problematic, or 

false” (Bucholtz &Hall, 2005, p. 602), placing her on the margins in this 

interaction, turning the tables. Despite ending on a strong note, Irving’s use of BL 

lexical features was strongly contested by his peers. Interestingly, a few days 

later, Jay exclaimed “That’s cray cray!” when a text described a character bashing 

in kittens’ heads, and his use of “cray cray” went uncontested (Fieldnotes, April 

28). It seemed that Irving’s Blackness in combination with his use of BL to 
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translate the title of the book indexed an identity position worthy of contesting in 

ways that the use of BL by students who were not Black did not. Like the 

interaction above, this exchange highlights how Irving’s identity as Black boy and 

his identity as a struggling reader were intertwined as he and Blu negotiated an 

acceptable reading of the book’s title.  

However, there were not absolutes in regard to marginalization. As I have argued, 

the community seemed to hold Spanish in higher regard than Black Language. And there 

were examples in the data of Raymond using Spanish, specifically with Marley, who 

wielded tremendous social power. One instance has already been explored in this section, 

in which Raymond used Marley’s interest in Spanish as a tool to avoid reading. In 

another instance, the students were working independently on a math paper. Raymond 

was talking and playing with Mikki, who sat next to him. In their banter, he said, “¿Qué 

pasó?” Marley heard this, looked up at Raymond and laughed. By laughing, Marley 

ratified Raymond’s use of Spanish as playful, essentially evaluating Raymond’s use of 

Spanish and finding it “sufficiently similar” for the interactional purpose of play 

(Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 599). Then Jay turned and joked with Raymond and Marley 

that he could imagine Raymond working at a place where Raymond would say, “¿Qué 

pasó, mi amigo?,” further ratifying Raymond’s use of Spanish and relationally aligning 

himself with Marley and Raymond. At this, Ofelio, Marley, Jay, and Raymond all 

laughed, indexing their alignment and ratifying Raymond’s Spanish use as a means of 

including Raymond in their play. Through his flexible practices that crossed multiple 

language practices, Raymond indexed alignment and took up temporary roles that 

positioned himself with powerful social players, especially Marley. Those relevant 

players then ratified the alliances, authenticating Raymond’s positional moves, and then 

moved to include Raymond in their banter. The ways Marley and the other members of 

the community included him gave rise to competing itineraries of identity for Raymond, 

which will be examined in more detail in the next chapter.   

As mentioned, more than for any of the other students, there were examples in the 

data of Raymond and Irving drawing on features of BL/ChcE. These included the use of 
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the word “peace,” clowning other students, sucking teeth, and high overlap in turn-taking. 

On one occasion, I observed Raymond draw on his understanding of sucking teeth in an 

unsuccessful attempt to understand the phrase “licked his lips” in a test-prep passage. For 

Irving, his habitual interactional style, which I observed to involve high overlap in turn-

taking, seemed to have catastrophic implications for his literate identity, which is more 

fully examined in the following chapter. I have also discussed a parallel instance in which 

Jay used the same BL lexical feature as Irving (“cray cray”), and yet was not challenged 

for its use. I believe that, intertwined with their marginal status as readers, stigmatized 

linguistic features associated with BL further marginalized Raymond and Irving. When 

Raymond and Irving used features of BL, they indexed the negative meanings associated 

with those practices. Through relational and indexical moves made in interaction with 

others, the stigmatized language practices of these two boys supported the ways they 

were positioned as struggling readers, perpetuating the notion that they were not 

academically competent.  

PRINCIPAL CASE CONCLUSIONS 
 In this chapter, I have explored the patterns and themes that emerged across the 

three cases. First, I considered the ways the teacher’s text choice impacted the focal 

students’ participation in whole-group talk around text. Focal students seemed to 

voluntarily participate more when the class engaged with trade books or poems and less 

when test-prep text was central. With increased participation around trade books and 

poems, focal students had more opportunities to engage with the community to co-

construct their identities as competent readers. Then I explored the collaborative work the 

focal students and Mr. P engaged in when the focal students threw their voices into the 

tumult and Mr. P picked up on their assertions and then held space for them as they built 

public, literate identities. Finally, I considered the ways the community positioned the 

racialized language practices of Spanish, Black Language/Chicano English. I explored 

how use of those language practices were implicated the classroom community, with 

Spanish seeming to have a position of higher prestige than BL, and ChcE being conflated 
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with BL rendering it invisible.  Specifically, I considered the ways BL use was 

stigmatized and how that was sometimes entangled with Raymond and Irving’s identities 

as Black boys and readers. The next chapter examines in more detail the subcases. I 

explore the ways larger patterns of reader identity were constructed and revealed in 

micro-interaction. Reflective of the principal case findings, I consider how Irving was 

marginalized and Raymond was at times marginalized and at times included in 

discussions about text. Additionally, the ways that Jay was included are also explored.  
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CHAPTER 5: SUBCASE FINDINGS 

The previous chapter examined themes and patterns within the broader case study 

of the classroom, with the teacher at its center. This chapter explores each of the 

individual subcases and the ways that the phenomenon of reader identity construction 

operated in the interactional contexts around each focal student. Thomas (2011) suggests 

that case study is well suited for “understanding how or why something might have 

happened” (p. 4, emphasis in original). In this chapter, I provide descriptions of each 

focal student to consider how their identities as readers emerged through joint work with 

the members of their classroom community. I looked across data sources and 

interactional settings to examine the mechanisms by which reader identities were co-

constructed, and I identified the itineraries of identity (Bucholtz et al., 2012), or 

“ideological routes” along which the focal students “seemed compelled to travel” (p. 

157). I used discourse analytic methods to map the ways these itineraries were enacted in 

classroom interactions, privileging interactions around text since reader identities were of 

interest. Because I analyzed interactional data in which relevant utterances were 

sometimes spread across long stretches of conversation and time, I have, in the interest of 

space, sometimes glossed sections of talk not directly relevant. Sections that have been 

summarized appear italicized in double parentheses. Other transcription conventions can 

be found in Appendix E. 

Interactional contexts around each focal student were different, and as such, each 

student travelled along a different path, or itinerary, of identity. Raymond seemed to 

travel along two competing itineraries, one of inclusion and one of marginalization. Jay’s 

dominant itinerary was one of inclusion, and Irving’s one of exclusion. These itineraries 

of identity are essential for understanding how identities of reading struggle or 

competence were constructed for and by each focal student. Each case is explored in 

detail below.  
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RAYMOND: COMPETING ITINERARIES 
Raymond, an African American English-speaking student, had attended Huerta 

since the third grade. At the time of the study, he had been in class with many of his 

classmates for at least two years. Raymond arrived at Huerta with a special education 

designation as a student with specific learning disabilities in math and reading. The 

special education teacher, Ms. K, served him for both math and reading via pullout 

instruction in the resource room for three years. In an informal conversation early in my 

data collection, Ms. K reported that at the beginning of fifth grade Raymond was at a first 

grade reading level. At the start of the study, Raymond had yet to meet the state standard 

on the modified state reading test. The modified version of the state test was available for 

students who received special education services. It had fewer words per page, the font 

size was larger, and there was more white space on the page. The answer choices were 

also narrowed from four to three.  

During my time in the field, Raymond received anywhere between 0 and 45 

minutes of special education pullout instruction during the literacy instructional block. 

The classroom schedule changed often to accommodate instruction specific to preparing 

students for state tests in reading, math, and science, which seemed to make it harder for 

Ms. K to keep to her service delivery schedule. There were days when she told Mr. P that 

she could not pull Raymond and Jay, the other student who received special education 

services, because she had paperwork or meetings scheduled during Mr. P’s literacy block. 

I noticed this happened most often after the literacy block was moved from the morning 

to the afternoon in the time between the first administration of the state reading and math 

exams and the state science test.  

Across interactions involving Raymond, two competing identities seemed to 

emerge: one in which he was positioned as struggling and on the margins of the class and 

another in which he was positioned as more competent and central, as he and others made 

moves of inclusion. There was evidence of these two itineraries of identity across the 

various interactional groupings.  
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 Itinerary of Marginalization. One of the paths along which Raymond traveled 

was one of marginalization. Along this course, he and others positioned him outside the 

group in various ways. When I asked the students in interviews if there was anyone with 

whom they like to read, Raymond was not named. When I asked if there were students 

with whom they did not like to read, three students named Raymond. The way his 

classmates positioned Raymond as a reader when talking with me was explicit. Skit, one 

of Raymond’s classmates, added that it was because “him and me are like water and fire. 

We don’t get along […] he’s really […] mean” (Skit interview). While within these 

interviews, Raymond’s classmates explicitly positioned him marginally, moves of 

marginalization in classroom interactions were often more subtle. In this section, I 

explore the ways Raymond’s classmates marginalized him as a reader through the 

policing of his participation, the ways he and others positioned him on the fringes of the 

classroom community, and the ways he resisted participation as a way of saving face. 

Each of these ways of interacting contributed to Raymond’s identity as a reader through 

an itinerary of marginalization. 

Figure 1: Itinerary of Marginalization  

  
Policing. In what Bucholtz and Hall (2005) have identified as relational processes 

of adequation/distinction (attending to similarities and differences) and 

authorization/illegitmation (affirming or dismissing through institutional power), 

Itinerary	  of	  
Marginalization	  	  

Raymond	  
Policed	  by	  
Others	  

Raymond	  
On	  the	  
Fringes	  

Raymond	  
Resists	  to	  
Save	  Face	  	  
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Raymond’s peers marginalized him by policing his participation. On the morning of the 

first interaction included here, I noted, “They were more active than I’d seen them in a 

while. They felt full of energy. Probably because they’ve been testing all week and it’s 

Valentine’s Day” (Fieldnotes, February 14). Mr. P also noticed the student activity and 

addressed it. As they prepared for the next task of the morning and across multiple turns, 

Mr. P spoke about focus in an effort to redirect them to a reader’s theater he had prepared 

for them, drawing on his institutional authority as the teacher. After one of these 

redirecting moves, Blu said something that served to police Raymond’s behavior, 

positioning him as deviant. Mr. P then intervened to mitigate the marginal positioning of 

Raymond that Blu initiated. 

 
01 Mr. P:   I’m a bit concerned at what we’re about- what we’re going to  

try to do next. You’re very, very excited, and that’s good.  
I’m glad you’re excited to be here […] You’re just taking time 
away from the stuff you want to do […] And when you’re with 
your partner, you’re going to have to make a choice. Are you going 
to read the lines of this reader’s theater and try to do the task with 
it, or are you going to waste a lot of time and be silly, playing 
around with it, talking about something else. Yeah, and Junie said, 
“then we might not go to recess” […]  

02   ((Mr. P asks Raymond to pick up a paper from each student and  
then shares an experience from last year’s class and the reader’s 
theater))  

03 Mr. P:   I’ll also show you the video, if we have time.  
04   ((Several lines of talk about the contents of the video)) 
05   ((Students continue to move around the room and to chat with each  

other))  
06 Mr. P:   But that means you taking out a piece of paper within five  

minutes, you know? 
07 Blu:   RAYMOND, sit down! 
08 Mr. P:   No, Raymond is doing what he’s supposed to do. 
09 Blu:   Oh. 
10 Mr. P:   And it did kind of look like he might have been talking.  

Raymond is fine; I’m just worried about everyone else. 
(Video, February 14) 
 
Across several minutes of sustained talk, Mr. P built a theme relating to the students’ 

unfocused energy. Comments such as, “You’re just taking time away from the stuff you 
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want to do,”  “Are you going to waste a lot of time and be silly?” impressed on students 

the message of focus, and with each statement building on this theme, Mr. P reiterated the 

importance and seriousness of his message. Then in line 07, drawing on the authority 

generated by Mr. P, Blu spoke directly to Raymond. In explicitly naming him, she 

singled Raymond out (distinction), implicated Raymond as a source of Mr. P’s concern, 

and policed his behavior by giving a directive (“Raymond, sit down!”). Simultaneously, 

Blu aligned herself with Mr. P (adequation) by building on the theme of his talk and 

attempting to get others to enact it. However, Mr. P corrected Blu, contesting Raymond’s 

marginalization and explicitly repositioning him as a follower of directions. Blu seemed 

to recognize her misstep when she uttered, “oh.” Examining Mr. P’s last two utterances 

in this series, the complexity of the identity work becomes evident.  

  
08 Mr. P:   No, Raymond is doing what he’s supposed to do. 

10 Mr. P:   And it did kind of look like he might have been talking.  
Raymond is fine; I’m just worried about everyone else. 

 
The conjunction “and’ linked the two utterances and affirmed the seemingly 

contradictory assertions made in them (Raymond was in the right AND Blu was in the 

right in correcting him. Although in affirming the second, he used qualifying words “kind 

of” and “might”). These utterances seemed to have a dual function. They softened his 

rebuke of Blu (“it did look like he was talking”), drawing her in closer alignment to him 

again. They also seemed to subtly edge Raymond back out toward the margins by 

suggesting that Raymond’s actions “kind of” looked like they “might have been” 

inappropriate.  

Two months later, in a similar interaction to the one above, Caroline seemed to 

draw on Mr. P’s authority to police Raymond’s participation, judging it inappropriate, 

which served to marginalize him. Again, the principle I drew on to make sense of this 

interaction was relationaltiy, specifically the relational processes of 

adequation/distinction and authentication/denaturalization. In the interaction below, Mr. 

P had just finished reading a paragraph from Crazy Loco as a mentor text for students’ 
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writing. He explained to the students that they were going to write small scenes like the 

one they’d just heard. Before they wrote, they were going to orally rehearse their 

compositions with a partner at their tables, and Mr. P sat next to Blu to model for the 

students how to share.  

01 Mr. P:   […] Say I’m with Blu ((sits next to her)) and I’m listening; Blu’s  
going to be talking. I’m going to be listening to make sure it’s one 
scene. I’m thinking about a movie. If Blu all of a sudden jumps to 
a different time or place, that’s not one scene […] and if I start 
rambling, if I get off topic, then Blu is going to tell  
me about it. ((Mr. P then shared a story about playing King of the 
Mountain when he was young)) That’s my scene.  

02   ((Some students applaud and there are several seconds of cross  
talk)) 

03 Raymond:  ((to Mr. P)) We played that last year. It was me and Ofelio- It was  
me and Irving and Bone and Ofelio (inaudible over the tumult) 

04 Caroline:  OFF TOPIC, RAYMOND!  
05 Mr. P:   So your little scenes, your little paragraphs, are going to have a  

beginning and end […]  
(Video, April 14)  
  

Raymond’s connection to Mr. P’s story indexed his engagement with the story as 

he took up the role of participatory reader and student. This also served to align him with 

Mr. P (explicitly stating that he and Mr. P are similar in that they both played king of the 

mountain). However, Caroline’s forceful contestation ostensibly shoved Raymond out of 

alignment with Mr. P, using the force and tone of her comment, which in my notes I 

identified as “harsh.” First, she revoiced Mr. P from line 03, “If I get off topic [...].” By 

drawing on his words, she took up his authority in her stance. The structure of Caroline’s 

utterance also carried force, “Off topic, Raymond!” Caroline’s utterance lacked a verb, 

which truncated it, contributing to its clipped and sharp delivery. This interaction was 

similar to the one involving Blu because it also followed a statement from Mr. P on class 

behavior. Both Blu and Caroline drew on Mr. P’s authority and stated expectations to 

position Raymond as deviant. In the interaction with Caroline, Raymond’s literate 

identity was implicated because text was central to the interaction; he was connecting to 

and building on the story Mr. P composed, much like students might during a read aloud. 
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Caroline’s objection to Raymond’s readerly response implied that his connection to the 

text was inappropriate, illegitimating his response and the position he had taken up as a 

reader. Unlike the interaction involving Blu, however, Mr. P did not move to mitigate 

Raymond’s marginalization. By letting it stand, he passively (and likely unintentionally) 

ratified it.  

Another way Raymond was compelled down a path of marginalization appeared 

during partnering practices. Below are two examples in which students were paired with 

Raymond for text-based activities. Because of text’s centrality to the completion of these 

tasks, Raymond’s position as a reader and his literate identity were at play as students 

responded to being paired with him. In both examples, Mr. P paired the students prior to 

the beginning of the lesson so that students did not have a choice regarding the 

classmates with whom they were paired. They did, however, have agency in the ways 

those partnerships were received. In turn, they had agency in how they positioned 

themselves and others in relation to the partnerships, and in these instances they exerted 

that agency to position Raymond as a less than ideal work partner. Bucholtz and Hall 

(2005) discussed discursive moves such as those examined below as indexical in that the 

speakers make evaluations that orient them to the ongoing talk-- “’I evaluate something, 

and thereby position myself, and align [or disalign] with you’” (p. 595). The first 

interaction involved Caroline. Unlike the interaction noted above, where she used volume 

and forcefulness, here she drew on non-verbal forms of communication to indicate her 

feelings. The assignment was to read and complete the questions on a test-prep passage. 

In my notes I recorded, “When she gets called to work with Raymond, Caroline drops her 

head back and closes her eyes in a way that makes me think she’s not happy with her 

partner” (Fieldnotes, February 5). Caroline’s response to being paired with Raymond 

served to create relational distance between her and Raymond, signaling he was someone 

with whom she did not want to read. She achieved this paralinguistically, using body 

language to communicate displeasure. Her positioning of Raymond as an undesirable 

partner for a reading task again went uncontested by the community, letting her 

positioning of him stand. Later, as Caroline and Raymond collaborated, Mr. P praised 
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their effort and gave them a prize for working well together. This could have been an 

effort to reposition Raymond as a good reading partner for Caroline. However, it was 

done in private, allowing the public construction of Raymond as a less desirable reading 

partner to go undisrupted.  

In another brief exchange with a similar shape, Mr. P named a work partnership 

including Raymond and the students responded. This time, Raymond was paired with 

Ofelio, who seemed to be well liked by his peers (for example, Marley named him 

second when naming his best friends).  

((Mr. P starts to pair them for the game they are going to play.)) 
Mr. P:  Raymond and Ofelio. 

Marley: No! Ofe! 
Mr. P: Caleb and Jay. 

Caleb and Jay (and maybe Marley): Yes!  
(Fieldnotes, February 19)  

By using a nickname for Ofelio, Marley indexed closeness to Ofelio, creating relational 

distance from Raymond. Also relevant to this interaction was the response of Caleb and 

Jay (and possibly Marley) to their partnership. Raymond and Jay’s skills for decoding 

text seemed similar, and they both received pullout instruction from Ms. K, the special 

educator; however, being paired with them on this text-based task drew different 

responses from their classmates, constructing their literate identities differently, one 

favorably and one unfavorably. In these two instances, the ways the students expressed 

displeasure toward being partnered with Raymond positioned him as an undesirable 

reading partner, compelling him down a path of marginalization.  

In the excerpts above, Raymond seemed rather passive, and his voice was all but 

absent. That was not always the case. At times, he seemed to contribute to marginalizing 

himself. Bucholtz et al. (2012) noted that the participant in their study began to 

marginally position himself over time as his identity as a struggling student became less 

flexible. Similarly, Raymond sometimes made moves in which he situated himself as a 

struggling reader. In the interaction below, the class had just read an excerpt from The 
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House on Mango Street (Cisneros, 1991). The conversation around the text did not seem 

to meet Mr. P’s expectations, so he asked them to reflect on how well they’d understood 

the story.  

01 Mr. P:  So raise your hand if you’ve got it and you’re like, “cool.”  
02   ((Bone, Blu, Mikki, Jay [halfway], and another student raised their  

hands)) 
03 Mr. P:   If you:: a::re- If you think you understand some of it, but are still a  

bit confused raise your hand. “I’ve got some idea, but I’m still 
confused about something”  

04   ((Marley, Ofelio [looking at Marley], Ida, and Junie raised their  
hands))  

05 Mr. P:   And if you have no clue whatsoever about any of what this is  
talking about raise your hand.  

06   ((Raymond raised his hand))  
07 Mr. P:   There were a lot of people who didn’t raise their hands at all, so  

that was pointless.….We go from yesterday where it was so easy 
and you were so focused and attentive, to today where I think some 
of you got it, and some of you, I don’t know if you’ve listened yet, 
not to me, to your classmates…..So, somebody- let’s try this again. 
If you understand this to the point where you could retell that 
((pointing to the story on the screen)) story, you could explain this 
to- like if you went home and your mom said, “what did you read 
today?” “Oh the teacher read us this short little story and it was 
about…” Who could go home today and tell their parents what we 
just read about on that paper.  

08   ((Ida, Mikki, Skit, Ofelio [halfway], Junie, another student raised  
their hands))  

09 Mr. P:   Ok, so we’ve got 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9 ((counting the raised  
hands)). Put your hands down. If you could go home and you know 
something about what’s happened in that story raise your hand.  

10   ((Blu, Jay [half way then lowers it], Caleb, and Marley, raised their  
hands))  

11 Mr. P:   Ten, 11, 12, 13, 14, 15, 16 ((counting the raised hands)). If you go  
home today and you have no idea anything about what we read, 
and that’s fine, raise your hand.  

12   ((Raymond and SJ raised their hands))  
13 Mr. P:   Seventeen, eighteen. Alright. Now the fun part is we have ((counts  

the kids)) 20 people in here.  
14 Skit:   Two of them didn’t raise their hands 
15 Mr. P:   That’s right   
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By prompting students to raise their hands, Mr. P asked them to overtly position 

themselves as readers in relation to the text and in relation to each other. He twice asked 

them to rate their understanding of the story (lines 01 and 07). Both times, Raymond 

overtly identified himself as a student who knew nothing about the story (lines 06 and 

12). In relation to the other readers in the room, by raising their hands, the students 

formed group affiliations as readers. In the first round, Raymond was alone, the only one 

to raise his hand. In the second, SJ also raised his hand, creating a group of two readers 

who presumably understood nothing about the story. Taking these two relational 

positions together, Raymond explicitly identified himself as a reader who did not 

comprehend the text at all, and was outside of the majority; he identified himself 

marginally along both relational axes. As I consider the implications of Raymond’s 

positioning of himself, I am left with questions. What motivated him to position himself 

in this way? Did it feel safer to say he knew nothing in case Mr. P asked them to provide 

evidence supporting their self-assessment? Regardless of the motives that undergirded his 

self-selected marginalization, in this interaction, Raymond marginally positioned himself 

as a reader who knew nothing about the text. This positioning aligned with the ways 

others sometimes positioned him, and it explicitly indexed his identity as a struggling 

reader.  

Resistance. Raymond did not always acquiesce to marginalization; there were 

moments in the data in which he seemed to actively resist. Sometimes Raymond seemed 

to work in ways that kept him from “getting caught not knowing” (McDermott et al., 

2006), like the students in the Hall (2010) study. In the example below, the class engaged 

in an activity that I called four-corners to check the answers to test-prep passages. To do 

this, each corner of the room was assigned a letter (A, B, C, or D), and the students would 

move around the room, physically positioning themselves in the corner corresponding to 

the answer choice they had selected for each question. Mr. P would then ask students in 

various corners to justify their answer choices. I asked the students how they felt about 

the four-corners procedure a few days after the first administration of the state test. I 

wanted to capture their reflections and feelings temporally close to the activity itself, so I 
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came one day during lunch. Students reported complicated feelings around the practice. 

On one hand, several said they enjoyed being able to get out of their chairs to move 

around, saying they liked that it was active. On the other hand, they recognized the risk to 

their identities. Several students reported feeling bad when they stood in a corner by 

themselves, and Jay stated that it made him feel “paranoid” (Video, April 11). Irving 

indicated that when he saw a student alone in a corner and when he was with the majority 

of the class, he thought “In your face!” because he recognized he was likely right and 

they were likely wrong. There were times I observed students who typically performed 

well on test-prep passages standing alone in a corner and their discomfort was noted by 

other members of the community and myself. For example, on one occasion, Bone stood 

alone, and as he stood there he turned bright red. Ida noticed and asked him why he was 

so red (Video, March 19). The following example came from late March, the fourth time 

I had observed them engage with the four-corners procedure. Here, Raymond resisted his 

repeated positioning as “wrong.”  

Raymond got 3/13 questions correct on the passage. I note this because it 
seemed to me that he wasn’t moving along with his answer choices, but 
instead he seemed to either be following the group or following a single kid 
(Marley?). I couldn’t quite tell. Mr. P stopped him at about the same time I 
noticed he might not be moving along with his answers and asked him 
something. I had turned the lapel microphone off, so I don’t know what he 
said. But at the end of the conversation Mr. P reiterated where the letters for 
the choices were designated and Raymond moved in the opposite direction 
he’d been moving when Mr. P stopped him. Raymond ended up standing in a 
corner with only Caleb…  
When 10:15 rolled around, they went to specials. On my way to the car I ran 
into Mr. P walking back from dropping off the students, and I asked what he’d 
said to Raymond. He said he’d told him he’d looked at his test and knew what 
Raymond had chosen, so he knew Raymond wasn’t going to the corners 
corresponding to what he chose. Raymond’s response was that he was 
confused. I thought it was interesting that Mr. P and I noticed around the same 
time that Raymond seemed to always be in the “correct” corner. I wonder if 
my attention to him in that moment drew Mr. P’s attention to him or vice 
versa. I am also surprised that I haven’t observed this tactic before. It’s 
interesting that Raymond was the first I noticed doing it. 
(Fieldnotes, March 21) 



 111 

 
Relevant in this example are several things. First, I suspect Raymond’s moving around 

the room in a manner inconsistent with his answer choices was not related to confusion as 

Mr. P reported Raymond saying. This was the fourth time I’d observed this activity, and 

they also engaged with it on days I was not in the field, so it’s very likely Raymond knew 

letter-corner designations. When talking with me after the event, Mr. P’s tone indicated to 

me that he also did not believe Raymond was confused about the corners. Assuming that 

Mr. P and I were correct in our assessment of Raymond’s understanding of the procedure, 

then Raymond’s moving with the crowd can be seen as an exercise in agency and an act 

of resistance. He resisted the continual and public positioning of him as a poor reader. 

Mr. P pushed back against Raymond’s repositioning, undermining the act of resistance. 

Then, by saying he was confused, Raymond saved face after having been “caught.” 

While Mr. P ratified the face-saving move by reiterating the corner designations, he also 

reinscribed the marginality of Raymond as a reader by policing his movement, forcing 

Raymond to physically position himself as wrong. As a teacher, this is a tough decision 

to make (and Mr. P’s decision is hard for me to write about). On one hand, a student was 

being disobedient and dishonest; on the other, the student was working to save face and 

protect himself. In the moment, which do we privilege? In what ways does a high-stakes 

testing environment influence this choice? Unless someone holds still these moments for 

us to inspect, with the myriad other things we juggle as we teach, how do we know how 

these split-second decisions mediate the construction of identities, which over time 

become more rigid? In Raymond’s case, this moment, along with many others, served to 

compel him down the path of marginalized reader, an interactional itinerary of identity 

that reinscribed his institutional biography as a struggling reader, despite his efforts to 

reposition himself.   

 On another day in a small-group interaction, Raymond resisted reading with Ms. 

K, the special educator, and a student from the room next door. The class had been 

assigned a test-prep passage to complete and had originally been given the option of 

working independently or with a partner. Raymond worked independently. Then, when 
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the student from the class next door came in, Mr. P assigned them to work together. In 

my notes, I wondered about how this pairing might go, and I jotted some questions: 

“How would Raymond react to working with this kid? Will he resist because he will ‘out’ 

himself as not reading well to this kid?” (Fieldnotes, March 17). Then Ms. K, the special 

educator, came in the room.  

Ms. K came in. Raymond stood up quickly and said “peace” to the kid he’d 
been paired with. Ms. K brought him back and said they weren’t going to 
leave until she knew what they were supposed to be doing. Ms. K said she 
was going to check to see what Jay was doing, but then didn’t move to Jay. 
Instead, she pulled up a stool and sat next to Raymond and the kid.  

 (Fieldnotes, March 17) 
 

The first line of this fieldnote excerpt began to address the questions about which I 

wondered. As soon as Ms. K came in, Raymond took it as an opportunity to try to leave 

the room, which would have meant he did not have to read with the student. “Peace,” he 

said. His word choice drew on Black Language (see Chapter 4 for more in-depth 

discussion), indexing part of his identity separate from his reader-self, and possibly one 

with more prestige. This was not an aspect of his identity I often heard him invoke in 

whole-group discussions. I did observe it on another day when he worked with Marley, 

which I will explore in more detail below. In this instance, his move to save face by 

leaving was ineffective; Ms. K thwarted Raymond’s effort by telling him they were going 

to stay. 

Ms. K had Raymond and the other student assume two of the roles in the 
reader’s theater style passage. She wanted them to read aloud. They comply 
but look at each other, not her, with smiles (shy, wry, embarrassed?). Ms. K 
used her finger to track for Raymond and the other student alternatingly. She 
then stepped out to get the student a pencil from her room. The boys 
exchanged looks and words I couldn’t hear. I asked Blu if she’d heard them. 
She said that Raymond had told the student that Ms. K hadn’t seen the thing 
he had in his mouth. The student had said yeah […] (Fieldnotes, March 17) 
 

Their shared smiles, whether shy or wry, seemed to index their alignment with each 

other. Then, Raymond and the student seemed to work collaboratively to counter Ms. K, 
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albeit passively. They did this through shared looks and whispered words. They seemed 

to collectively resist the task and the authority of Ms. K.  

Ms. K came back in and said she was looking around at the “fabulous” papers 
Mr. P had laid out. The student said they weren’t fabulous, “It’s just a paper 
on top of another paper.” Raymond’s face had hardened and he didn’t seem to 
be participating anymore. Raymond put his head down. (**Protecting self?) 
Ms. K had them stand to join her in moving from question to question on the 
papers Mr. P had laid out. The student whispered something to Raymond. 
They both laughed. Then they got up. The student says to Raymond. 
“Remember that Raymond.” Raymond went to get water. The student says, 
“You just left me.” Ms. K then pulled Raymond and Jay and left with them. 

(Fieldnotes, March 17) 

The other student actively signaled disalignment from Ms. K by refuting her evaluation 

that the papers were “fabulous.” In another act of resistance toward Ms. K and the 

reading task, Raymond put his head down, a physical demonstration of his opting out. In 

what seemed like an attempt to counter their resistance, Ms. K had the boys stand and 

walk with her to look at the questions Ms. P had laid out, and the boys complied. They 

got up and stood next to her, but then Raymond went to get water. Again, the student 

positioned himself at a distance from Ms. K and in alignment with Raymond by 

complaining to Raymond, “You just left me.” After encountering the resistance from the 

boys, Ms. K took Raymond and Jay to her room, which was what Raymond seemed to 

want at the beginning of the interaction. In what almost seemed choreographed, Raymond 

resisted reading in front of the student and Ms. K (attempting to leave the room, putting 

his head down, walking away to get water) and the student ratified Raymond’s resistant 

stance by distancing himself from Ms. K (“it’s just paper,” whispering to Raymond, and 

“you just left me”), and eventually Ms. K took Raymond from the room. By resisting, 

Raymond did not have to read in front of the other student, which may have been an 

effort to save face, to avoid the possibility of being outed as unable to read the text and 

answer the questions.   

 In a similar interaction, Raymond seemed to resist reading in front of Marley 

when they were assigned a test-prep passage to complete together. The following 
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excerpts from their talk demonstrate the ways Raymond and Marley positioned and 

repositioned themselves, drawing on more than their reader identities “simultaneously in 

a single interaction” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, p. 593), negotiating both text-based task 

and friendship as they co-constructed their identities. The boys sat on the floor in the 

corner of the room with the audio recorder, which obviously mediated their interaction.  

 
01 Marley:  Oh yeah. Old fashion ((about the recorder))  
02 Researcher:  Yeah, it’s kind of old fashion. I’m going to leave it right here. Ok? 
03 Raymond:  Oh yeah. ((to Caroline)) Caroline, I get recorded again. Bo:y::  
04   ((Boys giggle)) 
05 Raymond:  Bo:y:: 
06 Marley:  Ok. 1, 2… ((indicating when to start reading)) 
07 Raymond  ((whispers)) Where are you? 
08 Marley:  ((reading)) Emma, a humble country mouse 
09 Raymond:  ((whispers)) Where are you? 
10 Marley:  Right here.  
11 Raymond:  ((whispers)) No you’re not…Look. (inaudible). There’s the right  

place.  
12 Marley:  Bull sh::  
13 Raymond:  This one, fool 
14 Marley:  Look, there nothing left to (inaudible) I was on the right page 
15 Raymond:  No you wasn’t.  
 
In line 03 of this exchange, with his pronunciation of “bo::y::,” Raymond used a 

BL/ChcE articulation of the word “boy” and indexed part of his identity beyond his 

reader self. This positioned him on a more even footing of friendship with Marley. 

Marley’s giggle seemed to ratify the position Raymond took, and Raymond repeated the 

word with the same articulation. In line 06, Marley switched to his reader self and 

indicated this to Raymond by stating that it was time to read. Raymond, in lines 07 and 

09, recognized the switch and asked Marley where in the text he was reading. The 

whispered delivery seemed to contrast with the clarity and volume in the execution of 

“bo::y::,” perhaps signaling that Raymond did not want to draw too much attention to his 

lack of text-based knowledge. Marley emphasized the word “here” in line 10, and 

Raymond countered, “No you’re not.” Then Raymond made an argument for where they 

should start reading. Both Raymond’s moves in line 10 claimed even footing with Marley 
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as a reader with authority over the text. In line 12, Marley nearly cursed, “bull sh::,” 

taking up the stances of friendship and urbanism, not student/reader. Raymond then 

ratified friend and urban youth positions in lines 13 (“This one, fool”) and 15 (“No you 

wasn’t”). The use of lexical and syntactic resources of Black Language (BL) indicated 

the stepping out of his student self (implicated in line 11 when Raymond says, “No 

you’re not,” which was more in line with the ways students are expected to speak in 

schools). The boys toggled between their reader selves and their urban-boy selves as they 

negotiated where to begin reading. This interaction illustrated Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) 

partialness principle, in which they assert that identities are negotiated within ongoing 

talk, making them the product of joint activity, and the positionality and indexicality 

principles, as the boys shifted positions signaled through code/style shifts. Then, Marley 

called Mr. P over to draw on his authority to settle their dispute.  

 
16 Marley:  Mr. P, what side do we work on first? 

17 Raymond:  Yeah. 
18 Mr. P:  What do you mean? 

19 Marley:  This one or that one? 
20 Mr. P:  Let’s turn to the front of the story. 

21 Raymond:  I told you.  
(Audio, February 10) 

 
Mr. P definitively stated where the boys were to start reading (line 20). In line 21, 

Raymond claimed correctness and the more powerful position by stating, “I told you.” In 

actuality, he was not right, and when they began reading, they started with the sentence 

Marley began with in line 08. Marley did not contest Raymond’s claim, allowing him to 

save face. Later in the conversation, the recorder became a tool for Raymond, as he 

seemed to work to avoid reading in front of Marley. Just prior to this, Raymond had 

shown Marley how when he spoke directly into the recorder, red lights lit up on it. He 

and Marley then alternated between speaking directly into the recorder and not during the 

following.  
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01 Marley:  Hurry up. Come on. Write, “Emma likes garden.” Or you don’t  

even have to write Emma, just put a arrow right here and then 
write boosh. You don’t need to write Emma. ((singing into 
recorder)) Hallelujah. Hallelujah (giggles)  

02 Raymond: ((singing into recorder)) Hallelujah:: Hallelujah 
03 Marley:  Ok, ready? 
04 Raymond:  ((into recorder)) Hallelujah 
05 Marley:  Ready? 
06 Raymond:  ((into recorder)) Hallelujah 
07 Marley:  Ready? Ok. I must invite my cousin Henry from the city to join me.  

((into recorder)) Hahaha. Eh. Eh. Eh.  
08 Raymond: ((into recorder)) Ba-boosh 
09 Marley:  ((into recorder)) Ha. Ha. Ha. Ha 
10 Raymond:  ((to Marley)) Like Peter. ((into recorder)) Hehehehe.  
11 Marley:  ((giggles)) ((to Raymond)) Hurry up. Read.  
12 Raymond: ((into recorder)) Peter Griffin. ((to Marley)) Let’s see how long I  

can whistle for. ((whistles)) 
13 Marley:  ((to Raymond)) you suck. Hurry up. Hurry up.  
14 Raymond:  ((whispers into recorder)) hu::rry:: u::p. 
 
In this section of their interaction, Raymond used the recorder in a way that seemed like a 

tool for avoiding reading with Marley. Marley seemed to vacillate between ratifying 

Raymond’s play and trying to get Raymond to attend to the text. The end of line 07 

(hahaha. Eh. Eh. Eh), line 09 (Ha. Ha […]), the giggle in line 11, and “you suck” in line 

13 were all instances of Marley speaking directly into the recorder or responding to what 

Raymond said into the recorder, maintaining their friendship. At the same time, Marley 

tried to draw Raymond into the reading task (beginning of line 01, and in lines 03, 05, 07, 

11, 13). The interaction was high-stakes in that they were accountable to Mr. P for the 

work, a pressure which Marley seemed to feel acutely, indicated by his persistence in 

trying to get Raymond to read. Equally, it was high-stakes because their friendship was 

implicated in the interaction, and they both worked to save face. Researchers have stated 

that struggling readers do well when they work with friends who will support their 

participation in the text (Maloch, 2005; McDermott, 1993). This interaction revealed that 

working with friends can be complicated and not always productive in terms of school-

based literacy engagement. This interaction was evidence of both Marley and Raymond’s 
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efforts in the double work of the school task and saving of face (McDermott et al., 2006; 

Möller, 2004), in this way demonstrating how Raymond’s identities as friend and reader 

were collaboratively co-constructed.  

 In the above section, I explored Raymond’s itinerary of marginalization along 

with the ways he resisted that marginalization. I demonstrated this across interactional 

settings, including whole group, small group facilitated by a teacher, and small group 

without a teacher. In each interaction, text was central, so Raymond’s identity as a reader 

was implicated. He emerged as a reader who needed policing, as less than ideal to partner 

with, and as someone who did not understand text. He also resisted those positions, 

drawing on identity resources beyond those of himself as a reader and student to claim a 

more even footing with peers. The work in which he engaged with Marley in the final 

example from this section hints at the ways the itinerary of marginalization was troubled 

by the competing itinerary of inclusion.  

Itinerary of Inclusion. Counter and parallel to the itinerary of marginalization, 

there seemed to be another path along which Raymond traveled across interactions with 

his peers—one of inclusion. Like in the itinerary of marginalization, this path also 

emerged across interactional groupings. The first example I documented came in an 

interaction between Raymond and Caroline. This was the partnership mentioned above in 

which Caroline responded to being partnered with Raymond in a way that contributed to 

his marginalization. As mentioned above, Mr. P rewarded their work together with 

mechanical pencils because their interaction was going well. In the following excerpts, 

Raymond and Caroline worked to complete the reading task.  

01 Chorally:  ((reading)) the tiger smacked his lips and bared his teeth 
02 Raymond:  Smacked his lips, what’s that?  
03 Caroline:  Like he put his tongue all over his mouth.  
04 Raymond:  Oh, I thought he meant like ((sucks his teeth))  
05   ((Caroline laughs)) 
06 Raymond:  ((indecipherable)) 
07 Caroline:  Like put his tongue all over his mouth like that 
08 Raymond:  All over the man’s mouth? 
09 Caroline:  No, not on the man’s mouth. Like on his own lips.  
10 Raymond:  I know what’s going to happen. Even though I didn’t read this, but  
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I can think. The Tiger’s going to miss him and he’s going to run 
back into the pit.  

11 Caroline:  That’s not why 
12 Raymond:  The bull is going to hit him with his ((inaudible))  
(Audio, February 5) 
 
Here, Raymond engaged with the text as might be expected by a reader in school, taking 

on a reader role that could described as successful. In line 02, he asked Caroline for 

clarification of a phrase about which he was uncertain (“Smacked his lips, what’s that?”). 

Caroline ratified Raymond’s readerly question, and aligned herself with him, by 

answering it, and when he continued to build meaning, she sustained the talk. In line 10, 

Raymond made another readerly move by predicting what he thought would happen in 

the text. Caroline, who had read the passage once already, told him that was not what 

happened. Instead of resisting or drawing on other parts of his identity, like he did with 

Marley above, Raymond asserted another plausible prediction for the story and continued 

to occupy the role of reader. For her part, Caroline built off Raymond’s engagement, 

sustaining the talk and his position as a reader. As the interaction continued, Raymond 

and Caroline negotiated a place to start reading in a manner different from how Raymond 

and Marley had, which served to position Raymond differently. Just before this 

interaction, Caroline showed Raymond how she used her pencil to track print; then they 

began reading.  

01 Caroline:  ((reading)) He had already decided he wanted to eat the Ox as well 
02 Chorally:  ((reading)) Let’s see what the Ox has to say. So the man and the  

tiger told their story to the Ox. Hmmmm, said the Ox  
03 Caroline: ((reading)) when they were finished. I think it’s fair. After all this 

man’s sho:: shoes are made from the hide of an ox. So are the 
strops on his back racks. I say it’s fair for the tiger to eat the man.  

04 Caroline:  Are you catching up?  
05 Raymond:  ((reading)) to eat… 
06 Caroline:  ((reading))to eat the man 
07 Raymond: It doesn’t say man.  
08 Caroline:  Wait, where are you?  
09 Raymond:  It’s says “eat, eat…” 
10 Caroline:  You’re on the wrong place. Right here.  
11 Raymond:  “eat the man” that’s where I was, I was like this. And then my  

pencil went down a little ((shows with his pencil under the text))  
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12 Caroline:  I know, and it says the next? 
13 Raymond:  ((reading)) eat the man.  
14 Caroline:  ((reading))The ox went on his way quickly  
15 Chorally:  ((reading)) Before the tiger eats 
16 Caroline:  Here, yeah.  
17 Chorally:  Ha! Growled the tiger baring his teeth again. Now I will eat you.  

The tiger got so close that the man could feel the tiger’s hot breath.  
18 Raymond:  Now we need write something…. Feels the tiger’s hot 

breath.  
19 Caroline:  I put “desperate to eat the man.” Like he can’t wait no more.  
20  Raymond: ((writing)) The tiger […]  
(Audio, February 5) 
 
Here, Raymond again included himself as a reader by chorally reading along with 

Caroline. She again ratified Raymond’s readerly position in line 04 when she asked him 

if he was catching up and in line 06 by picking up where he started reading. Then, when 

he challenged her reading of the text in lines 07 and 09, she showed him where to start. In 

line 11, when he questioned the strategy she had earlier shared with him, she acquiesced, 

allowing him to save face while also scaffolding his reading. Across the next several 

turns of talk, they continued to work to find where to read collectively, and in line 17, 

they began to read chorally again. In his next utterance, Raymond demonstrated his 

readerly involvement in the task by stating, “Now, we need to write.” His use of the 

collective pronoun “we,” implied their intersubjectivity and their joint activity. Caroline 

was not a student I identified as having a lot of cultural capital. Her classmates often 

contested her answers (e.g., “God, Caroline. Just stop.”), and she articulated her feelings 

about it in our interview when I asked what she wished were different in her classroom. 

She said she wished “that they would treat me a little bit better,” explaining that her 

classmates, especially the girls, judged her harshly. This exchange again draws attention 

to the assertion that students who struggle in reading do well when partnered with 

friends. Caroline and Raymond were not friends and yet they seemed to work well 

together. Raymond did not seem to work to save face in the same ways with Caroline that 

he did with Marley, perhaps because of Caroline’s relatively low position in the class 

hierarchy. As such, their reading work was more productive, and subsequently, 
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Raymond’s identity as a reader was also indexed as more productive and like what is 

expected in schools, so much so that Mr. P took notice and rewarded them with a prize.  

Raymond also included himself in whole-group conversations around text. 

Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) partialness principle states that identities are partially 

habitual and partially intentional and deliberate; both negotiated and contested; and in 

part influenced by larger ideological categories and influences. In the following examples 

from whole-group discussions, both Raymond and Mr. P moved Raymond along an 

itinerary of inclusion in ways that seemed more deliberate and intentional, highlighting 

their agency as social actors. The class read an excerpt from Crazy Loco (Rice, 2001), 

and Raymond sat low in his chair with his hood up. Outwardly, it was hard for me to tell 

if he was listening. Then he commented on the story, including himself in the 

conversation, demonstrating his engagement with the story, positioning himself as a 

reader. Mr. P circled back to his comment after some space and invited him to expand.  

01 Mr. P:   ((reading)) The next day Nina didn’t talk to me. Bobby and Marco  
didn’t play with me. And all the students in the class were cool 
toward me, but I don’t know why… ((The to class)) Do you know 
what cool- like this is-  

02   ((Caroline and Blu talk at the same time, indecipherable))  
03 Mr. P:   No listen.  
04 Mikki:   They’re being cold-hearted 
05 Mr. P:   ((rereads the section of text above)) Not cool as in, “yeah cool,  

that’s so awesome” 
06 Caroline:  They’re bullying him.  
07 Irving:   They’re messing with him 
08 Raymond:  Because he snitched 
09 Mr. P:   Not being around him. So, Nina didn’t talk to him. Bobby and  

Marco didn’t play with him. All the students didn’t want to be  
around him. ((Mr. P then read the next section describing the ways  
Bobby and Marco bullied Luis )) Only Ms. De Los Santos knew  
what Bobby and Marco were up to, so after first grade I had no 
one to watch over me.  

10 Caroline:  Who’s Mrs. De Los Santos? 
11   ((multiple students respond to Caroline negatively)) 
12 Ofelio:  Oh my God.  
13   ((Caroline ducks her head))  
14 Mr. P:   Raymond, why were- Why do you think these people were all  
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being mean to this guy?  
15   ((several students begin to talk. CM waves at them and shushes)) 
16 Mr. P:   Raymond.  
17 Raymond:  Because he snitched.  
18 Mr. P:   ((feigning contestation as invitation)) He snitched, but he did the  

right thing?  
19 Raymond:  But they said they don’t like snitches 
20 Mr. P:   ((feigning contestation)) But he did the right thing 
21 Ida:   It’s not even snitching because-  
22 Raymond:  It is. Telling an adult what somebody else does, that’s snitching.  
(Video, April 7)  
 
After reading from the text, Mr. P asked the students to make sense of some figurative 

language, specifically the phrase “cool toward.” Mikki, Mr. P, Caroline, and Irving 

collectively reasoned across several turns of talk to make sense of the phrase. Then, in 

line 08, Raymond added to the conversation, naming what he thought was the motivation 

behind the characters’ coolness, “Because he snitched.” It appeared at first that Mr. P had 

ignored Raymond’s assertion as he continued to read. Then, in line 14, Mr. P deliberately 

circled back to Raymond, having him restate his earlier character analysis. When other 

students tried to usurp his turn, both a student (CM) and Mr. P defended Raymond’s turn 

of talk (I have called this move “holding space” in Chapter 4). In line 18, Mr. P’s 

feigning contestation and rising intonation invited Raymond to elaborate on his response. 

In his next utterance (line 19), Raymond drew on earlier text evidence to support his 

assertion, maintaining his role as an engaged reader. In line 21, Ida earnestly contested 

Raymond’s assertion. With confidence, exemplified by his emphasis, Raymond resisted 

Ida’s attempt to negate his interpretation of the text. When Raymond asserted himself 

into the conversation, he indexed himself as a reader, deliberately stating the way he 

wanted to be positioned as one who analyzed text. Mr. P’s deliberate circling back to 

Raymond ratified Raymond’s readerly position. When Ida attempted to disrupt 

Raymond’s claimed reader identity, Raymond refuted Ida’s attempt to contradict his 

assertion. 

Raymond’s case highlights the complexity of reader identity construction. His 

experiences demonstrate the ways multiple and contradictory identities can emerge as 
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students interact with different interlocutors within and across interactions and contexts. 

In some interactions, the participants drew on Mr. P’s authority to police Raymond’s 

participation and position him as a struggling and marginal reader. In other interactions, 

Raymond and others positioned him as a competent and engaged reader.  

JAY: AN ITINERARY OF INCLUSION  
Jay, a Latino, English-speaking student, was labeled with specific learning 

disabilities in reading and math. The year of my study was his second year at Huerta. Jay 

was scheduled to receive pullout instruction for reading and math, which he received in 

Ms. K’s room. She was the special educator who served him for both his fourth and fifth 

grade years. Like with Raymond, there were times when Ms. K did not pull him for 

instruction. As stated earlier, the class schedule changed frequently in response to the 

state’s testing schedule, which contributed to the inconsistency in Ms. K’s service 

delivery. At the inception of data collection, Jay had yet to meet the state standard on the 

modified version of the reading test.  

Socially, Jay seemed well liked by his peers. When students chose partners, Jay 

was often sought. He was named in three interviews as someone with whom students 

liked to play or be partnered. Marley named Jay first when listing his best friends, and 

Raymond told me “Me and Jay are partners for everything.” There seemed to be one 

dominant itinerary of identity for Jay: one of inclusion. This inclusion seemed to be 

accomplished through various interactional moves. First, Jay included himself by 

contributing to conversations. Second, the community supported Jay’s contributions 

through scaffolding. Finally, Marley modeled and scaffolded the ways he interacted with 

text for Jay. Each of these is examined in detail below. The overall impact of this 

itinerary of inclusion seemed to be the construction of a competent reader identity for 

Jay. 
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Figure 2: Itinerary of Inclusion  

 

 

 

Contributing to Discussions. As I entered the field in January and began to 

attend to the ways the focal students engaged in literacy-based tasks, I noted that Jay 

seemed to be talking aloud during read-alouds. From what I could hear, his comments 

seemed connected to the text being shared, but were so quiet that there weren’t many 

people who could hear them. Soon after I made that observation, Mr. P asked if I wanted 

to read aloud to the class. On the last day of January, I read So Far from the Sea 

(Bunting, 2009). As I did, Mr. P sat near Jay, where I had been sitting and observed Jay’s 

quiet talk. When I finished, Mr. P commented to me that Jay was talking about the text 

quietly, and that his comments seemed on point. I told him I also noticed Jay doing that. 

It seemed to us that Jay was learning to talk about the texts and to participate in whole-

group conversations by trying things out. From this moment on, I began to more 

systematically document the ways Jay participated in whole-group conversations.  

When evaluating data that documented Jay’s participation in the whole-group 

setting, one pattern that emerged was that Jay would pick up on a word or phrase from 

the story and comment, enact, or connect to it. Other times, his comments seemed to offer 

interpretation and inferences based on the text. Each of these responses to the text served 

to index Jay’s comprehension, to construct his identity as a reader, and to contribute to an 

itinerary of inclusion. In the example below, the class read a selection from Crazy Loco 
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entitled “Valentine,” and Jay enacted several interactions across the reading event. In the 

story, the main character, Luis, has a crush on a girl in his class. In the series of excerpts 

from this read aloud, Jay responds by enacting and connecting to the text.  

 
Text: […]made me forget to breathe 
Jay: ((gasp, gasp)) ((fell to the side dramatically)) He died. 
 
Jay responded to the part about chocolate cake in a way reminiscent of Homer 
Simpson, “mmmm, chocolate cake” 
 
Jay started looking around the room and pointing out where there were spitballs 
on the ceiling after the text mentioned spitballs.  
 
Again at the mention of chocolate cake:  
Jay: Chocolate cake makes me happy 
(Fieldnotes, April 7)  

 
In each of these interactions, Jay picked up on a word or phrase in the text and enacted it, 

orienting himself to the story and within the ongoing talk, with is associated with the 

positionality principle. The whole-group setting of the event made each of Jay’s 

responses public displays of his reading competence. In the first interaction, Jay 

dramatically embodied forgetting to breathe, demonstrating how he was making sense of 

the text and extrapolating what would happen if that were literal. In the second and fourth 

examples, he connected to the words “chocolate cake,” albeit out of context of the story 

at large. And in the third interaction, he demonstrated comprehension of “spitballs” by 

pointing out examples of them. While these moments of enactment and connection 

indexed some level of text comprehension, they were also on the surface of the text. Jay 

indexed word/phrase level understanding, but did not demonstrate more complex or 

nuanced comprehension of the story more holistically.  

There were others times, however, when I noted Jay asserting text competence in 

ways that seemed to me to be more substantive and to demonstrate a more complex 

understanding of text than connections to words or phrases. These responses took the 

form of character analyses and inferences. In the excerpt below, for example, Mr. P read 

from the Grimm Brother’s version of Cinderella. Jay made a comment that alluded to an 
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understanding about the story structure and the characters. Mr. P picked up on Jay’s 

contribution and invited Jay to build on his initial response.  

 
Mr. P: ((Reading)) And the pigeons nodded their heads and began to 
pick, pick, pick…” ((As he read “pick, pick, pick” he jutted his neck 
out with every repetition of the word like a pigeon or a chicken)) 
  
((The story said that Cinderella finished picking the lentils out of the 
ashes and went to tell her stepmother.)) 
 
Jay: She ain’t going. 
Mr. P: What?! ((Feigning surprise)) 
Jay: She ain’t going. 
Mr. P: But her step mom said she could go. 
S: She lied 
Jay: She lied ((smiled like he was trying not to, like he knew a secret)) 

 (Fieldnotes, February 4)  
 
In the assertion “She ain’t going,” Jay drew a conclusion and made a prediction about 

what was going to happen. Through this indexical move, Jay implicated himself as a 

reader who could draw on his knowledge of the story and his prior knowledge of this 

fairy tale and its genre to make that prediction. This move also indexed an understanding 

of the stepmother’s character. Jay inferred that she was one who would not keep her 

word. The position Jay stepped into as a reader was ratified by Mr. P’s feigned surprise, 

which invited Jay to continue. Jay’s peer, by adding to Jay’s prediction, ratified this 

competent reading identity construct and relationally aligned with him. Jay then drew on 

the authority gained through the alliance by revoicing, “She lied.” As the conversation 

continued, Jay again contributed. This time, he made a judgment about a character. In the 

story, one of the stepsisters cut off her toe so that her feet would fit into the shoe.  

The text said that the white pigeons said that it’s not the right sister 
who was trying on the shoe. They did this with a little rhyme about 
blood in her shoe.  
Jay: That’s a smart bird, right there. 

 (Fieldnotes, February 14)  
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Again, Jay positioned himself as a student who had things to stay about stories and had 

the readerly authority to judge the actions of a character as “smart.” His comment also 

implied an understanding of the plot and the characters at a level more complex than the 

word level. In each of these examples, Jay implicated his reader identity, positioning 

himself as a reader who knew something about the text the class shared. Jay was talking 

his reader self into being by interacting with the text in various ways within ongoing 

discussions.  

 Important to the way Jay made purposeful, agentive moves to construct his reader 

identity was the type of text. Each of the interactions above came from the class’s 

engagement with trade books. When test-prep texts were central to the interaction, Jay 

contributed much less. In the table below is a count of the instances of the code “asserting 

competence” broken down by text type. I coded an utterance as an assertion of 

competence if the focal student voluntarily participated in the conversation, as opposed to 

being nominated by the teacher.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

What the numbers in the table suggest is that the type of text strongly constrained Jay’s 

willingness to contribute interpretations of the text. Because the class engaged with text-

type reading passages for part of February and all of March, there was a period in which 

Jay was almost completely silent. While the number of instances of the code “asserting 

competence” was about equally distributed across February, April, and May (17, 14, and 

12, respectively, and including small-group interactions), there were only three instances 

of the code in March. If, as Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue, identities are constituted in 

interaction, when one opts out of engagement with others, what happens to his identity? 

Table 8: Assertions of Competence by Text Type 

Text Type Assertions of Competence: 
Whole Group 

Trade books and poems  32 
Reading test passage 2 
Science test passages 4 
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Is it suspended in a sort of ideological stasis, becoming rigid in the perceptions of others? 

I suspect that without the opportunities for Jay to initiate the co-construction of an 

identity of reading competence around trade books and poetry, silence would have 

pervaded and Jay’s identity as a struggling reader would have been more rigid and 

persistent (see Chapter 4 for more discussion on silence).   

 The above analysis shows the ways Jay asserted competences as a reader by 

contributing to conversations around text. The next section examines the ways other 

members of the community supported his inclusion in conversations, contributing to an 

identity as a competent reader.  

 Scaffolding Successful Inclusion. Jay’s friendships were important to his 

itinerary of inclusion because his classmates seemed to provide assistance for him during 

whole-group conversations in ways that supported his participation. These moves of 

support often occurred after Mr. P nominated Jay to answer a question, as opposed to 

when Jay volunteered. This is relevant because when volunteering, Jay positioned 

himself as knowing something about the text and indexed a desire to be included in the 

conversation. By contrast, when he was cold-called, or nominated by the teacher to speak 

without volunteering, he had not previously indicated he felt knowledgeable about the 

text. It could be argued that when cold-called, Jay was in a riskier position. The scaffolds, 

which came from both peers and the teacher, then served to mitigate that risk and 

increased his likelihood of successful participation. For example, on one occasion, the 

class reviewed the answers on a science-themed worksheet. Together the class 

constructed a list of three fossil fuels: natural gas, oil, and coal. Mr. P then asked Jay to 

name one. Jay responded, “Uh:::,” suggesting uncertainty, which Bucholtz and Hall 

(2005)  suggest “may come to be associated with particular social categories” (p. 596), 

like that of struggling reader. Mr. P, recognizing Jay’s uncertainty, provided a hint that 

offered an opportunity for Jay to shift positions, “What makes a car go?” Jay answered, 

“gas.” With the help of Mr. P’s known-answer question, Jay shifted positions from one of 

uncertainty, to one in which he could be seen as knowledgeable in relation to the text. 

There were other forms of scaffolding provided for Jay by the classroom community. In 
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the example below, multiple members of the community worked to include and support 

Jay’s inclusion and success as they discussed a text. The class read a science-based text, 

and Mr. P asked Jay a question about the order of planets in the solar system. Jay asked 

for clarification, which again signaled to others uncertainty and that he needed assistance; 

they moved to scaffold his successful participation.  

 
01 Mr. P:   Jay, what did you say the order of the planets was?  
02 Jay:   What?  
03 Mr. P:   Order of the planets  
04 Jay:   What do you mean? 
05 Irving:   ((pointing to the back of the room where the order of the planets is  

on the wall)) It’s right there. 
06 Blu:   ((quietly, just to Jay)) How did you order the planets?  
07 Student:  Mercury, Venus  
08 Jay:   Oh. I did 
09 Irving:   ((looking at the wall)) Mercury, Venus, Earth, Mars, Jupiter,  

Saturn 
10 Ida:   My very excellent mother just served us nachos 
11 Mr. P:   Booyah. ((points at Ida)) Nice… ((Then to Jay)) Did you do  

this one, Jay? Jay. Jay. Did you do this one?  
12 Jay:   Yeah 
13 Mr. P:   What did you choose?  
14 Jay:   I choose B.  
15 Mr. P:   D? 
16 Jay:   No. B:: 
17 Student:  What the heck? 
18 Mr. P:   So when we think about it, Jay, my- it starts out with “my very.”  

Alright. So, “my” ((points to something on the screen)) is that 
going to work?  

19 Jay:   No. 
20 Mr. P:   So we can get rid of that one. 
 

In this exchange, four students (in lines 05, 06, 07, 09, and 10) offered Jay support 

in arriving at the correct answer. In line 06, Blu recast the question (“How did you order 

the planets?”) solely to Jay and outside of the whole-group conversation. By taking it out 

of the whole-group conversation, she may have been working to provide him information 

while helping him save face by avoiding the appearance that he needed to hear the 

question stated for the third time. Her change in the structure of the question made it 
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more active and reduced the number of words, perhaps in an effort to make it more 

accessible for him. Offering another support, Irving twice indicated where in the room 

the relevant information could be located (“It’s right there” and “Mercury, Venus, Mars 

[…]”). In his second utterance in line 09, Irving used his body (shoulders and eye gaze) 

to indicate where the information could be found while reading it aloud for Jay to hear. 

Each of the students’ moves to assist Jay indexed alignment with him and demonstrated 

that they wanted him to arrive at the correct answer, highlighting their participation in the 

construction of an itinerary of inclusion.  

In line 11, after the students scaffolded, Mr. P asked Jay if he completed the 

question (“Did you do this one?”), which could be taken as an opportunity for Jay to opt 

out of answering the question and as an opportunity to save face. Jay did not take the exit, 

so the negotiation continued. Mr. P then asked Jay which answer he chose, and Jay stated 

B. In line 17, a student recognized this as an error by saying, “What the heck?” But this 

did not seem to get picked up by the community at large; there was no laughing, 

agreement, or elaboration on this utterance as the community seemed to dismiss the 

contestation, in what Bucholtz and Hall (2005) might consider a means of relational 

adequation, or a “suppression of social differences,” in order to emphasize the likeness of 

individuals or groups (p. 600). In his next two lines, Mr. P helped Jay find success. He 

used the plural pronoun “we” to mark alignment with Jay and implied collaboration and 

collective reasoning: “When we think about it […] we can get rid of that one.” And 

sandwiched in the middle of this interaction was a yes/no question leading Jay to the 

correct answer. Through his last two moves, Mr. P gave Jay the answer, and with his 

pronoun use, he allowed Jay to share the credit in arriving at that answer. This moment of 

inclusion took a lot of collective work from various members of the community. Almost 

everyone seemed to participate towards the same end: Jay’s inclusion in the conversation 

around the text and arrival at the right answer.  

A few moments later, there was another interaction in which Mr. P asked Jay to 

answer a question. It drew on the same content knowledge, the order of the planets. My 

sense was that Mr. P returned to Jay with the assumption that Jay now had the knowledge 
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necessary to answer the question, since they had just reviewed it. The job of positioning 

Jay as competent in this interaction was achieved much more quickly. For his part, Mr. P 

structured his question to Jay in a way that increased Jay’s chances of arriving at the 

correct answer.  

 
01 Mr. P:   Turn your paper over. ((flips paper over)) It’s another order of  

planets. So, I should write…  
02 Ida:   My very excellent mother just served us nachos 
03 Student:  Mr. P, do you like planets a lot? Because this one has a lot of  

planets. 
04 Mr. P:   Ms. [teacher] made it….How many are we looking for? 
05 Student:  Four!  
06 Mr. P:   Jay, tell me one of these I can get rid of.  
07 Jay:   Uh. C. 
08 Mr. P:   You are correct, because [the planet name] starts with a ‘v.’ 
 
The construction of the prompt, “tell me one I can get rid of,” increased Jay’s chances of 

naming a correct answer from 25% to 75%. When Jay provided an answer that was 

correct, Mr. P moved quickly to validate the answer (“You are correct”), and then Mr. P 

provided the rationale for why the answer was correct. This was relevant because often 

Mr. P asked the students to provide the rationale for their choices (for example, “and 

what makes you think it has no value?”), but in this instance he provided the rationale for 

Jay. By doing that, Mr. P allowed Jay’s answer to stand without risking Jay providing 

faulty reasoning in support. This helped to solidify Jay’s position as competent and his 

inclusion in the conversation, which the community had worked so hard to achieve in the 

first interaction. It could be argued that in these interactions, the community “enabled” 

Jay by helping to provide the answers for him. Even in that light, one of the things 

accomplished through these interactions was Jay’s inclusion in the conversation around 

text. His classmates and teacher supported him to find the correct answers, positioning 

him as competent.  

Below is another interaction with a similar shape to the first in this section. First, 

the teacher cold-called on Jay to contribute. Then, his peers attempted to scaffold for him. 

Finally, Mr. P gave Jay the opportunity to opt out of the interaction. On this occasion, the 
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text around which the class worked included math content.  

((Mr. P moved to the doc cam and put up the math homework. The first problem 
asked them to find them the perimeter of a shape. Mr. P asked them what 
perimeter was and then had them come up with synonyms. Some of the synonyms 
were the exterior, the border, and around. He then called on several students 
randomly to say synonyms. Mr. P told the students that they could say one they’d 
already heard.))  
Mr. P: Jay, a name for perimeter? 
Marley: ((in quick succession)) It can be one you’ve already heard. 
Mr. P: Caroline ((in a sort of warning tone))  
Caroline: I didn’t tell him. 
Mr. P: ((to Jay)) You can call on someone. 
(Fieldnotes, February 5)  

 

What I noticed about this exchange was that Marley quickly jumped in to support Jay. 

Importantly, Marley’s scaffold was a revoicing of what Mr. P had said to them moments 

before. In that way, Marley drew on Mr. P’s authority while simultaneously providing 

support for his friend. Then, Mr. P seemed to warn Caroline not to help. But after some 

wait time, Mr. P offered Jay an out (“You can call on someone”), much like he did in the 

interaction above. And, again, it could have been a move to mitigate losing face. In this 

short exchange, Marley supported Jay’s participation, and Mr. P seemed to work to save 

Jay embarrassment by offering an exit strategy. Unfortunately, I did not catch Jay’s 

response in my notes, so I cannot say how Jay or other members in the community took 

up the way Mr. P and Marley positioned Jay.  

 The above examples demonstrate the ways various members of the community 

collaborated to facilitate Jay’s inclusion in talk around text. In each, Mr. P cold-called 

Jay, making these interactions riskier for Jay and his identity as a learner and reader 

because he had not indicated he felt he had something to contribute. His classmates and 

teacher seemed to include Jay in the conversations around text through scaffolding. This 

scaffolding of Jay’s participation in talk around text also extended into times when he 

read with his peers, especially Marley. In the next section, I examine the ways Marley 

and Jay interacted around text as a dyad.  
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Peer Modeling and Scaffolding: Marley and Jay. Marley played an integral role 

in Jay’s itinerary of inclusion. This included participation in whole-group interactions, 

like those moments above, and partner interactions, which are explored below. Marley 

and Jay were good friends. So close was their friendship that at one point late in the 

semester, Mr. P told Marley that he had moved his seat so that he would be farther from 

Jay because they talked so often (Fieldnotes, May 14). Marley often sought Jay as a 

partner and spoke with him outside of the official conversation about various topics, 

including books. During our interview, Marley spontaneously mentioned that Jay could 

skateboard, positioning Jay as skilled. When Marley and Jay worked together, there was 

evidence of Marley modeling and supporting Jay as reader. 

In one example from my fieldnotes, Marley demonstrated curiosity about some 

environmental print and Jay (literally) followed in Marley’s footsteps. As part of a 

district-mandated math fluency program, the class earned letters when they performed 

well on daily math worksheets. When they earned the letters to spell out “Math Masters,” 

they earned a prize or treat as a class. Each time they earned a letter, Mr. P taped it to the 

door. On the door on this day, it said, “Math Master.” Marley asked Mr. P about it. 

 
Marley asked if they needed to get “master” or “masters.” Mr. P said, 
“masters.” Marley asked if they needed an “r”. Mr. P said they’d gotten an 
“r” but that he lost it, so he put another one up there. There was a tiny 
letter that appeared to be cut from a magazine taped next to the “e.” 
Marley got up to look at the letters on the door. Jay followed and looked, 
too. (Fieldnotes, March 7)  

 
Marley demonstrated engagement with and curiosity about environmental text by 

asking Mr. P about the letters on the door. He modeled the way he attended to 

environmental print, wondered, and asked questions about it. Jay then followed Marley to 

the door to study the text with him as he took up this readerly practice. This is not to say 

that Jay had not engaged with texts in these ways prior to this event. It only serves as an 

example of the ways Marley and Jay collaboratively included Jay in conversations around 

text through Marley’s incidental modeling and Jay following his lead.  
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In another exchange from the same day between these two boys, Marley again 

drew Jay’s attention to text and the specific ways he attended to details of text. Mr. P 

explained to the class that the passage they were about to be assigned was from a released 

version of the state reading test, and that they would be using the released passages over 

the next several weeks as assessments. At the end of those weeks, they could then 

aggregate their scores and get an idea of how they might perform on the actual test. As 

such, each student was to complete the passage independently in a test-like situation. File 

folders were passed out for students to set up as barriers between them and their 

neighbors. Marley asked Mr. P if he could sit at the guided reading table during this 

assessment. I noted Marley’s seat choice because I had not previously seen him ask to sit 

there, and he sat in a seat that positioned Jay just off his right shoulder. During the test, I 

noted Marley periodically glancing over his shoulder at Jay, almost as if he were 

checking on him. As they received the passage and the test began, the following 

exchange occurred between the boys.  

 
Marley:  ((looking at a picture in the passage)) Jay! 
Jay:   What? 
Marley:  They made a Lego thing 
Jay:   ((After maybe 30 seconds of looking at the picture Marley  

referenced)) How’d they do that? That’s cool!  
(Fieldnotes, March 7)  

 
Here, Marley’s resistance to the conventions of a test-taking situation stood out. 

Mr. P had spoken with them about envisioning this moment as a testing situation and 

handed out dividers to partition the space. However, Marley initiated a conversation with 

Jay about the test. Marley used that moment of resistance to invite Jay into readerly ways 

of noticing by drawing Jay’s attention to a detail of the text. Jay, for his part, took 

Marley’s invitation to engage with the text, wondering about the picture and questioning 

the text as they had done a few moments before with the letters on the door. In both of 

these interactions, Marley and Jay signaled identities as engaged readers. In both, Marley 

initiated the interactions, implicitly saying, “I’m a reader and this is what readers do with 

text.” Jay then did as Marley did, implicitly stating, “I’m a reader who does that, too,” 
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drawing attention to the ways he and Marley were similar as readers in what Bucholtz 

and Hall (2005) would consider the relational process of adequation. 

 Another interactional space in which Marley modeled and then invited Jay into 

ways of talking about text was during the sharing sessions the students engaged in after 

independent reading time. On this day, the intent Mr. P set for them as they read was to 

look for “gossip-moments” in their individual books. On the overhead he posted a list of 

sentence stems as a scaffold for the kind of thinking and talk he expected. The prompts 

included things like, “I can’t believe […]” and “Seriously?!” About twenty minutes into 

their reading time, Marley gasped, “Oh wow!” Mr. P looked up from the student with 

whom he was conferring and asked Marley what prompted that response. Marley 

explained, and Mr. P brought Marley’s example to the class as an example of the kinds of 

story events he was hoping for. At the end of the independent reading block, Mr. P had 

them meet with partners to share their gossip moments. Sharing at the end of independent 

reading time was a regular practice in the classroom; however, Jay was often in Ms. K’s 

room at this time of day, so he did not have as much experience with the practice as some 

of his classmates. Marley and Jay met to talk about their books. The boys were laughing 

when I approached with the camera and then began talking about their books when I got 

there, so obviously my presence mediated this conversation. Marley then began to share 

the “gossip-moment” from his book.  

01 Marley:  ((opening his book to a page he had marked with a sticky))  
There was a kid, he turned into a lizard one day. And he passed all  
his gym tests. And the next day he turned into a robot, um ((pauses 
and runs his finger along page as if he’s skimming)) and the next 
day he had a math test.  

02 Jay:   Woah. 
03 Marley:  I know!  
04   ((both boys flip through their books)) 
05 Marley:  Do you have another one?  
06 Jay:   No. Um, yeah that’s creepy ((Unclear referent)). The first one [in  

the series] was more creepy because that guy ((pointing to the 
cover)) like stabbed the guy and all the blood was on his hand with 
his nails ((pointing again to the cover in which a hand is depicted 
with long, sharp nails on it)) 

07 Marley:  Uh, the army guy’s head fell off too ((talking about another event  
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from Jay’s books))  
08 Jay:   Yeah, and he ripped him apart. It was weird.  
09 Marley:  My favorite one was um, there was a little kid named Barry, who  

was afraid of cows. And then they went to a milking factory… 
10 Jay:   Oh, I’ve been there 
11 Marley:  Uh, and then what is it? And then they heard some predator, and  

they started killing all the cows. And then um, they kept one 
character, and then there was a machine that was going “rip, rip.” 
And then Barry and the other character got scared.  

12 Jay:   I went to a farm one time and the guy sprayed milk all over us. He  
was like, “shhhh” ((motioning with his hand)). It was weird.  

13   ((Pause)) 
14 Marley:  ((takes Jay’s book from his hand)) I read this. I read all the books  

of this [series] ((flips through the book))  
15   ((Music begins to play indicating it’s time to switch partners. and  

the boys walk away))  
 

Here, Marley retold the moment from his book that Mr. P had used as a mentor 

for the class, which again served as an example for Jay of the kind of moment Mr. P had 

asked them to find during their independent reading time. Marley had marked it with a 

sticky note, which was the practice of the classroom community. Jay did not have any 

pages in his book marked despite Mr. P handing sticky notes out at the beginning of 

reading time, so Marley’s use of the sticky note modeled for Jay one way that practice 

could be taken up. Then, in line 05, Marley prompted Jay to continue the talk about their 

books. Jay initially said he did not have another moment marked, but then maintained the 

talk around his text by talking about a gossip-worthy event from one of the other books in 

the series. Like Marley in his initial turn, Jay pointed to the text as he spoke about it. 

Marley sustained the talk by adding to it with detail, having read Jay’s book. In line 09, 

Marley again shared from the series of graphic novel that Jay had. Marley retold another 

“gossip-moment,” modeling again for Jay the kind of moment that caught his attention as 

a reader. In lines 10 and 12, Jay connected to the setting of Marley’s retelling, a surface 

element of the story, so his anecdote seems to me to be only tangentially related. In line 

14, after a pause, Marley redirected Jay’s attention and talk back to the text, modeling for 

Jay how to maintain talk around text. He also took Jay’s book and flipped through the 

pages.  
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In summary, within the structure of this text-sharing interaction around 

independent reading books, Marley modeled for Jay several things: how to use the sticky 

notes to mark relevant passages for sharing (line 01), how to use the text as a reference 

(lines 01 and 14), how to retell the kinds of “gossip moments” Mr. P intended them to 

identify (lines 01 and 09 & 11), and how to extend talk around text (lines 05 and 14). Jay 

constructed a retelling like Marley’s in line 06, taking up the practice of pointing to the 

text as a reference. In each of the interactions above, Marley took the lead and modeled 

for Jay how he engaged with text, showing Jay how he enacted his reading identity 

through his engagement with text. The ways Jay and Marley worked together support the 

findings of McDermott (1993) and Maloch (2005), who found that when students who 

experienced struggle around texts worked with friends who were willing to support their 

literacy needs, the work was productive toward the accomplishment of the reading task.  

 Jay’s inclusion in conversations around text was achieved through two dominant 

practices. First, Jay included himself by asserting interpretations of text into whole-group 

conversations around text. Second, members of the classroom community scaffolded his 

participation. Marley, in particular, modeled and scaffolded for Jay in ways that included 

him. Jay’s case helps illustrate the construction of a reader identity through ways he and 

multiple members of the community positioned him as competent.  

IRVING: AN ITINERARY OF EXCLUSION  
Irving, an African American, general education, English-speaking student, was 

identified as a “struggling reader” based on scores he received on the state reading test 

that were below state standards two years prior to the study. As a result of this and his 

performance on district benchmark testing during the year of study, he was scheduled to 

receive pullout reading support from a reading specialist daily, although I only observed 

this done a handful of times. During the semester of study, Irving took the state reading 

test twice because he did not meet the standard after the first administration. (He met the 

standard on his second attempt.) When I asked Mr. P to tell me about Irving, he explained 
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that at the beginning of the year Irving told him he didn’t want to come to school, but 

later had a change of heart. 

Kind of like he grew up. And he kept growing up and growing up and 
becoming more and more just like, I don’t know, mature and actually 
trying. And [he] goes from not doing anything or paying attention to 
actually trying and caring. And wow, lo and behold you do a lot better on 
your stuff. (Mr. P Interview) 

Mr. P’s description of Irving indicated the way that Irving attempted to shift the 

ways he participated in school. While Mr. P recognized that Irving was doing “a lot 

better” on school assignments, his repositioning was not always accepted during class 

interactions.  

The ways Irving contributed to the construction of his identity demonstrated 

aspects of Bucholtz and Hall’s (2005) partialness principle. The partialness principle 

states that constructions of identity are “in part deliberate and intentional, in part habitual 

and hence often less than fully conscious, in part an outcome of interactional negotiation 

and contestation” (p. 606). One of Irving’s interactional practices seemed to be to express 

his thoughts seemingly by impulse, and with high overlap with other speakers. (Alim 

(2004) identified high overlap as a conversational practice of BL, so this practice of 

Irving’s may have been associated with his use of BL.) In response to this habit, other 

members of the community often pushed back against, or contested, his contributions, 

sometimes excluding him from partner work. Irving, for his part, worked in parallel with 

partners and seemed to attempt to save face when contributing by using either rising 

intonation or the words “probably” and “maybe.” These interactional practices are 

examined below.  
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Figure 3: Itinerary of Exclusion  

 
 

Impulsive Contributions. Irving had a booming voice that carried and rose 

above the tumult; it seemed to often gain him the floor when he spoke. Nearly 40% of the 

instances of “asserting competence” that I documented among students belonged to 

Irving, with 73 instances during whole-group interaction around text. In other words, 

Irving participated often in conversations around text, especially when the whole group 

discussed text. Perhaps because he asserted himself into the conversation so often, he was 

also the focal student with the most assertions contested by both peers and Mr. P. 

Analysis of the data revealed that 25 of 55 instances of the code marked “contestation” 

involved Irving, meaning that almost half of the contestations noted in the data were 

instances in which Irving’s assertions were under question. As illustrated, the typical 

participation framework was often tumultuous, and it began with a shared text, after 

which Mr. P would prompt a response, and many students would respond at once. Irving 

seemed to recognize value in gaining the floor, so sometimes he responded before the 

question was finished. This resulted in the occasional odd answer, which illuminated his 

habit of interaction. For example, on one occasion, the class watched a short video on the 

causes of erosion (the shared text). Mr. P asked the class to name types of erosion that are 

slow; they named rivers, glaciers, and wind. Then Mr. P asked, “Can you name 

something fast?” (the prompt). Irving responded, “A car” (impulsive answer). While he 
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answered the question, he did not take the broader context of the conversation into 

account. He heard the question and seemed to impulsively name the first thing that came 

to mind. Irving’s impulsive interactions became most evident when he was with Ms. 

Frida, the teacher next door, and two of the campus’s reading specialists during test-prep 

groups mandated by the district. Ms. Frida also taught fifth grade, and after results from 

the first administration of the state reading test were received, she hosted and taught test-

prep to all fifth grade students who had not met the standard. Those of her students who 

already passed were split among the other teachers. Second-time testers from across the 

grade met in her room and worked in three 45-minute rotations, in which they focused on 

different test-prep passages. Two rotations were guided by the reading specialist or Ms. 

Frida. In the third rotation, the other reading specialist checked the answers the students 

provided on an independently completed test passage. As I watched Irving in this context, 

I took the following notes:  

 
Watching Irving interact in a group of students that are not from his class 
and with a teacher other than Mr. P, I started to feel like he was listening 
to respond instead of listening to understand. The way he seemed to listen 
to just enough of the question to formulate an answer, even though he 
hadn’t fully heard the question […] I feel like Ida also did this often when 
I observed. Listening to gain the floor/respond quickly, and often giving 
answers that didn’t really answer the question […] What does this mean? 
Why is this important? (Fieldnotes, May 7)  

 
The change in context helped to illuminate Irving’s habits of interaction. Mr. P’s class 

had a tumultuous pattern of interaction; when Irving blurted something out, it seemed to 

be one of many spontaneous interjections. It was not until he was in another context that 

the habit became obvious. When he sat with Ms. Frida on a rotation, his habit stood in 

stark contrast to the interaction she expected. This resulted in some tension, and she 

repeatedly asked him to listen. My attention was drawn to trying to understand the 

function of his habit. During the interaction below, Ms. Frida, Irving, and two other 

students sat at a kidney table. They each had a test-prep passage in front of them. The 
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students read the passage independently and answered the questions. As they worked, 

Ms. Frida spoke with them.  

 
((Irving showed Ms. Frida the answer to the next question he’d answered. She 
took the paper and studied for a moment. She seemed uncertain about it, like she 
was unsure if it was right or wrong. Irving stuck his hand out indicating he wanted 
his paper back, maybe sensing her hesitation.)) 
01 Ms. Frida:  Just listen for a second- 
02 Irving:   Give it to me 
03 Ms. Frida:  Listen to me- 
04 Irving:   But it’s wrong 
05 Ms. Frida:  I don’t know that it’s 100% wrong. If you can prove to me  

that this is a better answer- 
06 Irving:   I would rather pick a different answer now because it’s  

wrong. 
08 Ms. Frida:  Irving, listen. Maybe I missed something. I want you to  

prove to me if this is a better answer. Maybe I missed 
something. ((She gave him his paper and he started to 
erase)) Have you looked at the other answer choices, 
Irving? 

09 Irving:   It’s between A and (inaudible), but I don’t know which  
one. 

10 Ms. Frida:  There’s a way to find out which one. 
She told him he could go back to the text. When I look at what he’s looking at 
he’s looking at the questions and doesn’t seem to have gone back to the text.  
(Fieldnotes, May 7)  
 

Irving demonstrated his habit of impulsivity each time he interrupted Ms. Frida, cutting 

her off mid-sentence (lines 02, 04, and 06). He also demonstrated it when he resisted the 

systematic approach to finding the answer Ms. Frida asked him to practice. Instead, he 

wanted to change his answer without going back to the text (lines 06 and 09). In three of 

her five utterances in this excerpt, Ms. Frida asked Irving to listen, indexing her 

resistance to his impulsivity (lines 01, 03, and 08). Ms. Frida’s pushback against his habit 

and suggestion that he interact differently seemed to create a tension that made Irving 

uncomfortable. A few moments later, when Ms. Frida complimented another student in 

the group, Irving responded, “I’m doing a bad job,” overtly identifying himself as 

struggling in relation to both text and other students by drawing on the relational process 
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of distinction. When Ms. Frida tried to reposition Irving by implying he had plenty of 

time to finish, he retorted, “I’m not going to finish because I have to go back,” again 

pointing to his habitual preference for answering quickly regardless of accuracy. He 

directly challenged what Ms. Frida asked him to do, privileging his habit over his 

relationship with Ms. Frida. When Irving left Ms. Frida’s room, I asked him how he felt. 

He told me it felt great to be back in his room where he “knew it more,” again calling 

attention to habit and comfort with the participation framework in Mr. P’s room. The 

above examples illustrate Irving’s habit of impulsively responding in conversations 

around text. This pattern of participation seemed to have interactional consequences, and 

often members of the community contested Irving’s assertions.  

 Pushback and Exclusion. Despite his comfort in Mr. P’s room because he “knew 

it better,” there was also pushback against Irving’s habitual impulsivity. As mentioned 

above, his contributions to conversations were contested more than any of the other focal 

students. These contestations came from across interactional groupings and from various 

members of the community. They often came as negations of his assertions, but 

sometimes seemed less centered on ideas and more centered on Irving himself, especially 

when Marley was involved. As mentioned, Marley carried a lot of social capital. And as 

seen with Jay, he could scaffold and work toward including classmates into the 

conversations and practices around text. In my observation, Marley did not seem to 

scaffold for Irving, and instead pushed back. In the following example, Irving asks SJ 

what time it is. Relevant to this interaction is that I noted several instances in which 

Mikki, a student who seemed to hold a lot of social capital among her peers and who Mr. 

P identified as the “cool” girl (teacher interview), asked SJ to read the time to her. There 

were also several times in which Mr. P asked SJ to keep track of time or to let him know 

when it was a certain time. So prevalent were instances in which SJ was asked about the 

time that “SJTime” became a code during analysis. In my observation, the practice of 

asking SJ what time it was had gone uncontested up until this point, so it surprised me 

when Marley responded to Irving by pushing back against his request. On this day, Mr. P 

was absent and there was a substitute teacher. I arrived a little before noon, and the 
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students were assigned a test-prep passage to complete at their desks. For the most part, 

they seemed to be working on the assignment. SJ had his hood up and his hands covering 

his ears. Irving looked up and asked SJ for the time.  

01 Irving:   SJ ((pause)) SJ 
02 SJ:   ((turning toward Irving)) hmmm?  
03 Irving:   What time is it?  
04 SJ:   Really?! ((inaudible)) 
05 Marley:  ((to Irving)) I can’t believe you can’t tell time. You’re too lazy,  

people. 
(Video, April 30)  
 

Both SJ and Marley contested Irving’s position in this short excerpt. First, SJ 

expressed his displeasure with Irving having asked him for the time with, “Really?!” SJ’s 

refusal to read the time for Irving implicitly suggested that Irving was not one to whom 

SJ would answer. This positioned him lower in the student hierarchy than the students for 

whom SJ read the time. Following up on SJ’s contestation of Irving’s positional move, 

Marley explicitly issued a rebuke, first positioning Irving as surprisingly ignorant (“I 

can’t believe you can’t tell time”) and then labeling him as lazy. Marley and SJ were not 

the only members of the community who contested the ways Irving participated in the 

local discourse. In the next two interactions, several participants push back. These 

examples come from the same read aloud where the class engaged with a short story 

aloud from the book Crazy Loco (Rice, 2001). In the first interaction, Mr. P read the first 

few pages, then paused to talk with the class about the sense they were making of the 

story.    

 
01 Mr. P:   Are there any big themes already? 
02 Blu:   That he likes her 
03 Mr. P:   He likes her. I think that’s a good- Let’s go a step further. What’s  

he doing- so, he likes her, what does he end up doing?  
04 Blu:   Follows her everywhere  
05 Mr. P:   He’s following her  
06   ((several students comment at once, someone, not Irving, says,  

“he’s stalking her”)) 
07 Irving:   He’s stalking her. 
08 Mr. P:   What? 
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09 Irving:   He’s stalking her 
10 Mr. P:   He’s in first grade. 
12 Irving:   He’s stalking her 
13 Mr. P:   Now. Really?! Is that what you want to do?  
14 Blu:   No, Irving.  
15 Mr. P:   Ok. We heard it once, it was funny ((mock laughing)) hahaha. 
   That’s not really what’s happening. He’s in love with her. 
(April 7, video)  
 

Blu opened the discussion by stating her understanding of what was happening in 

the story in lines 02 and 04. In line 05, Mr. P affirmed her interpretation by picking up 

Blu’s word “follow.” Someone then put the phrase “he’s stalking her” into the 

conversational atmosphere. Irving revoiced that phrase in line 07. Mr. P asked Irving to 

repeat what he had just said, which Irving did. In line 10, Mr. P subtly implied that that 

response was not appropriate by stating that the character was young (“He’s in first 

grade”). Irving did not seem to pick up on the subtext, and repeated the contested idea 

again. Mr. P then more explicitly contested what Irving said stating, “Really?! Is that 

what you want to do?” Blu, understanding that Mr. P was disapproving of what Irving 

has stated, lent her weight behind the disapproval saying, “No, Irving.” Mr. P then 

continued along this line of contestation in his last line of this transcript, in which he 

directly stated the interpretation was wrong (“That’s not really what’s happening”).  

Taken together, each of the moves in response to Irving, who was not the first to 

state the contested idea, but merely revoiced it, positioned him and his interpretation of 

the text as “wrong”. This interaction stands in stark contrast to the ways the community 

scaffolded for Jay when he had an incorrect answer. A few minutes later, Caroline 

redoubled the itinerary of exclusion. Again, Mr. P paused in the reading to ask the 

students to collaboratively make sense of the story. In the story, the narrator had just been 

rejected by his love when she treated his valentine no differently than any of the others 

she received, telling him to drop it in her bag. Then, the narrator’s friends lifted his love’s 

dress, embarrassing her.  

 
01 Mr. P:   And so how’s our narrator feeling?  
02 Mikki:   Sad. Heart-broken 
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03 Mr. P:   He was heart-broken about the bag. And now he saw  
those boys do that (implying the lifting of the dress).  

04 Blu:   MAD! HE’S FEELING MAD 
05 Caroline:  He doesn’t like it when ((trails off)) 
06 Irving:   ((quietly)) He’s all normal. 
07 Jay:   I thought this was about a dog 
08 Mikki:   He should be mad at them. 
09   ((several seconds of cross talk)) 
10 Mr. P:   Hold on one second. I like what Mikki said. Mikki said,  

“he should be mad at them.” Do we have any indication  
about how he feels? 

11 Ida:   No, but we can infer-  
12 Irving:   ((raises his hand and talks over Ida)) I THINK he  

doesn’t feel mad, well really, really mad because she 
didn’t take his card, probably.  

13 Caroline:  We just said he was mad, we didn’t say he was really,  
really mad.  

14 Mr. P:   Well, all we know right now is that the boys did  
that […]  

(April 7, video)  
 

Here, Mikki started the collective reasoning by stating that the narrator was sad 

and heart-broken. Mr. P affirmed those descriptors, and then asked for additional ones. At 

this point, Blu shouted her assertion and the word “mad” entered the interpretation. 

Caroline started to add, but trailed off, leaving her idea incomplete. In line 08, Mikki 

added nuance to Blu’s assertion, saying the character “should” be mad, which implied 

the character was not mad. Mr. P picked up on that idea, then asked students to draw on 

textual evidence to conclude how the narrator felt. Ida began an answer, and Irving 

interrupted, using the volume of his voice to gain the floor. His statement built on the 

idea that the character was mad, which had entered relatively uncontested (lines 04, 08, 

and 10). Then, he drew on the text in an attempt to support the idea, as Mr. P requested. 

In line 13, Caroline strongly contested Irving’s assertion, “We just said he was mad, we 

didn’t say he was really, really mad.” Interestingly, she twice used the collective pronoun 

“we,” drawing on the authority of the collective to position Irving’s assertion as wrong, 

contesting his identity as a reader and creating a relational distinction that positioned him 

outside the group. Upon close inspection of Irving’s utterance that Caroline contested, I 
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see that Irving was not saying that the character was “really, really mad.” He said the 

character did not feel really, really mad, which was close to what Mikki and Mr. P said. 

And yet, Caroline used the opportunity to contest Irving and his identity as a reader, 

positioning him as a poor interpreter of text.  

 In a similar interaction, in which one of Irving’s interpretations of text was 

contested, the class read an excerpt from The House on Mango Street (Cisneros, 1991) 

entitled “Those Who Don’t.” In this story, the narrator talked about boundary crossings, 

which lent the story to a racialized reading, including the lines “All brown, all around, 

we’re safe. But watch us drive into a neighborhood of another color and watch our knees 

go shakity shake.” Mr. P pushed for a racialized reading of the text. There seemed to be 

some confusion about the interpretation Mr. P aimed for. After Mr. P read it once, he 

immediately read it a second time, asking the students to attend to what they thought the 

author wanted to share with them. Just before he read it again, he said, “Just sit down 

Irving. It’s a lot easier to focus if you just sit down,” which positioned Irving as 

inattentive during the first reading. I noted that another student did something similar 

during the first reading and did not receive the same feedback. This move drew attention 

to Irving’s perceived inattentiveness, compelling him along an itinerary of exclusion.  

At the conclusion of the second reading, a student said, “they’re going somewhere 

else because it says when they go to a neighborhood of another color their knees go 

shakity shake.” This seemed to be the beginnings of the racialized reading they 

eventually arrived at, but Mr. P did not pick it up. Maybe because that interpretation had 

already been stated, loudly and clearly, and then passed over, the students thought that 

was wrong. In the subsequent discussion of the text, Mr. P seemed frustrated with the 

ways the students were interpreting the text.  

01 Mr. P:   So they showed up in Esperanza’s neighborhood, and then Blu  
said, “well they’re driving down there and they think the people 
there are dangerous”  

02 Irving:   Oh, maybe the town they were going to is dangerous and they just  
went to the wrong one. ((as Irving speaks, Ofelio drops is head 
back seemingly exasperated with what Irving is saying))  
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03 ((Several second pause, Mr. P is looking at Irving and most of the 
students watch Mr. P))  

04 Student:  Why would they go to a neighborhood they ((lost in tumult)) 
05   ((Mr. P chuckles)) 
06 Ofelio:  ((turns from Mr. P to Irving and chuckles)) Ha! You’re wrong,  

Irving.  
07   ((Marley and Ofelio laugh))  
 
(Video, May 15)  
 

When Irving contributed in line 02 to an already tense discussion, Ofelio 

responded physically by dropping his head back in seeming annoyance and exasperation, 

which pointed toward Irving’s habit of impulsivity. Ofelio anticipated Irving’s answer to 

be less than desirable before Irving finished, drawing on prior experiences and 

positionings of Irving’s contributions, and demonstrating the way everyday moments of 

interaction “accumulate into more durable structures of identity” (Bucholtz & Hall, 2005, 

p. 596). Earlier in the event, Mr. P named Irving as inattentive, and Ofelio seemed to 

build off that. In my fieldnotes, I recorded Ofelio’s contestation, along with that of 

another student. What I did not record, but what I now see as relevant is the pause in line 

03 before the students responded. Mr. P’s pause may have signaled to the students that 

what Irving said was wrong. When reviewing the video from this interaction, I noticed 

that most of the students watched Mr. P’s nonverbal response to Irving, appearing to use 

it as a cue for how to respond. Then came a flurry of contestation and marginalization. 

With each additional utterance, Irving’s literate identity was constructed as one who was 

inattentive and unable to interpret text reasonably. In my notes, I wrote,  

I didn’t think it was a terrible inference. If the drivers were anticipating a 
dangerous neighborhood and went to the wrong one, they might respond 
to the one they ended up in as if it were dangerous. The other students did 
not entertain it as a possibility (Fieldnotes, May 15). 

The students’ responses to Irving seemed habituated and instantiated in ways 

similar to what Anderson (2009) found with Nate. No matter how much Nate participated 

in class discussions, the teacher stated he was non-participatory because that was how she 



 147 

anticipated he would engage. Students seemed to anticipate Irving’s response to be 

wrong, and responded as if it were.  

 Later in the conversation, Irving made a reasonable interpretation of the text and 

his classmates pushed back against it, again tracing an identity trajectory of exclusion. 

The class discussed the story, and interpretation did not come easy. Mr. P asked who 

thought they understood and could restate what the story was about. Mikki volunteered, 

and Mr. P said that Mikki’s summary was good and asked her to repeat it because she had 

spoken quietly. She did so, after which several students, including Irving, built off her 

summary, knowing that Mr. P had evaluated it as “a good one.”  

 
01 Mikki:   Esperanza feels comfortable with the people that are the same  

color as her and that are in her neighborhood. And she feels 
(inaudible) of a different color, she doesn’t really know them 
(inaudible)  

02 Ida:   She doesn’t trust them because- 
03 Irving:   Cause they’re different skin color. It’s like still racism days or  

something, probably, because black people- ack- I mean white 
people don’t like black people 

04 Junie:   ((To Mr. P about Irving’s statement)) That’s not true. ((Turning to  
Irving)) That’s not true.  

05 Skit:   ((to Irving)) YOU DON’T KNOW THAT. You don’t know that.  
06 Mr. P:   And then Skit was going to get to go next… 
(Video, May 15) 
 
As noted above, it seemed that Mr. P pushed for a racialized reading of this short story. 

When Irving built off Mikki’s summary in line 03, he made a more explicit racial 

interpretation than what Mikki hinted. However, Junie and Skit both opposed Irving’s 

assertion. Skit aimed her challenge directly at Irving, explicitly positioning him as 

unknowing (“You don’t know that”). Mr. P did not immediately disrupt the way Irving’s 

peers positioned him in that moment. He did come back to Irving’s interpretation several 

minutes later after six other students made interpretations that did not address race 

explicitly. He said, “Now, Irving was saying, “Oh, this was back in the racist days, back 

in segregation and stuff maybe.” With Mr. P’s endorsement, Ida affirmed Irving’s 

interpretation, drawing on something Mr. P said earlier in the conversation as a rationale 
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for her not supporting Irving’s idea, “Oh yeah, because you said [the book] was so old.” 

With the exclamation “Oh yeah,” it sounded like Ida was just remembering that piece of 

information and that was why she could now support Irving’s previously contested 

interpretation.  

The examples above demonstrate the ways the community members pushed back 

against Irving when he positioned himself as a literate member of the classroom 

community. They explicitly named him as wrong and as unknowing. The following 

section explores the ways that Irving saved face within these moments of exclusion and 

marginalization.  

Saving Face: “Parallel Play” and Hedging. Perhaps because he received so 

much pushback from the community, Irving worked with others in ways that reminded 

me of “parallel play” in young children. He seemed to work next to, and not necessarily 

with, others. In a couple of instances, the students were assigned test-prep passages for 

completing and were allowed to choose the people with whom they partnered. Irving and 

Ofelio worked together; they partnered four of the eight times I observed them choose 

partners for test-prep reading passages. On one occasion, I observed: “Ofelio and Irving 

decided to read separately, and then to do the questions together” (Fieldnotes, March 17). 

Although this was their articulated agreement, I noted later that Irving worked on the 

second part of the assignment alone. Similarly, a few weeks later I observed the 

following:   

Irving and Ofelio read separately so there are long periods of silence. Then 
there is some talk around what to write and the various questions […] I 
glanced over at Irving who was shielding his answers with his left arm and 
hand as he worked. Ofelio repeatedly asked Irving to share, which he 
didn’t. Ofelio returned to the text and read a sentence aloud. Their 
“working together” seemed like a lot of solo work. (Fieldnotes, March 31) 

What I noticed were the ways Irving seemed to work next to Ofelio. For students working 

together, I would have anticipated more talk. Instead, long stretches of silence drew my 

attention. Ofelio asked Irving to share his answers by repeatedly asking and then reading 

a section from the text aloud. Irving did not take up the invitation. By working in parallel, 
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Irving avoided pushback from Ofelio. On a day in late April, he implied a preference to 

working alone rather than to work with Marley. Mr. P was absent, so they had a 

substitute. They were assigned a test-prep passage to work on. The substitute said they 

could work with the people sitting next to them, but couldn’t move.   

Irving had Marley to his right; the student to his left was absent. Irving 
asked the sub if they had to work with partners and she said no. Irving 
opted to work solo. (Fieldnotes, April 30) 

Here, Irving implied his preference to work alone as opposed to working with Marley, 

who we saw earlier forcefully contest Irving’s attempt to take up a position of authority. 

In the first two examples, Irving agreed to work with Ofelio, and then worked in parallel. 

In the last example, Irving chose to work next to Marley to avoid pushback. By managing 

and avoiding interactions with others, Irving also sidestepped identity work through those 

interactions. When I asked Irving in his interview with whom he liked to read, he told me 

he preferred to read alone. “Because like I don’t get rushed by people, probably,” he 

stated, implicitly recognizing that when working with others, they often resisted the ways 

he engaged with text. 

Another way Irving seemed to work to save face and avoid pushback from peers 

was through hedging. Bucholtz and Hall (2005) assert that “linguistic forms that index 

identity… such as forcefulness, uncertainty, and so on” may become associated with 

“particular social categories” (pp. 595-596), like struggling reader. Irving indexed 

uncertainty through the use of rising intonation and the use of words like “maybe” and 

“probably,” as in line 03 above. Irving stated, “It’s like still racism days or something, 

probably.” Both “or something” and “probably” softened his assertion, possibly reflecting 

his attempt to mitigate the impact of the pushback he thought he might (and did 

ultimately) receive. In our interview, he used the word “probably” 13 times. When I 

asked him what he liked to do at school, he responded with rising intonation, “read, 

probably,” creating what sounded more like a question to me than an answer. In another 

example, during an individual reading conference, Irving used rising intonation when 

responding to Mr. P asking what was happening in the story. Irving responded “shooting 
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squirrels?” (Fieldnotes, May 2). Similarly, he used rising intonation when he worked with 

Ms. Frida on a test-prep passage. Irving sat with Mr. Frida and two other students. Each 

student worked on a test-prep passage independently. Some words in the text were 

underlined, indicating that a question would be asked about the meaning. Teachers taught 

the students to write what they thought the word meant in the margin of the page.  

Ms. Frida:  Ok. Did you figure out what that word means? ((Pointing to an 
underlined word in a paragraph in the middle of the page.)) 

Irving:   ((Rising intonation)) All the people?  

Ms. Frida:  Ok. If that makes sense, make your note. 
(Fieldnotes, May 7)  

In each moment in which Irving used rising intonation or words like “probably” or “or 

something,” he indexed uncertainty and destabilized his literate positioning. While 

working in parallel to others created distance between him and his classmates, hedging 

created distance between him and his ideas. On the other hand, both of these move also 

seemed to help him save face and protect his reader-self and his broader sense of self.  

 Irving’s case illustrates a habit of impulsive contributions, peer push-back and 

exclusion, and saving face through hedging and working in parallel. He and the members 

of his classroom community traced and retraced an itinerary of reader identity in which 

he was positioned as struggling and unknowledgeable, excluding him from collective 

work with text.  

CONCLUSION 
 Thomas (2011) asserts that the benefit of a nested case study is the ability to 

consider the ways the subcases of interest fit within the broader case. In the examples that 

I have shared in this chapter, the phenomenon of reader identity co-construction was 

examined in the interactions around three focal students (the subcases): Raymond, Jay, 

and Irving. Raymond’s case showed how competing and seemingly contradictory 

itineraries of identity emerged as he interacted with his teacher and peers. Jay’s case 

illustrated the ways the community included him through scaffolding and support. 
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Finally, Irving’s case demonstrated the ways the community contested his attempts to 

position himself as a reader by highlighting the ways they challenged his participation. 

As Stake (2005) suggested, contradiction and variation occurred across cases. This 

variation helps to highlight the ways the phenomenon of reader identity construction can 

(and does) occur in and through different interactional contexts. Taken together, these 

cases help to illustrate the complexity of classroom life and the ways that identities of 

reading struggle and competence are constructed for and by students. These findings 

contribute to literature around the social construction of struggle through the examination 

of the sequential organization of interaction both within moment-to-moment talk and 

across the semester. In doing so, they help illuminate the itineraries of identity along 

which the focal students traveled.   
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

This study considered the construction of reader identities in everyday classroom 

interactions around text. Specifically, it examined the ways reader identities emerged for 

three focal students with institutional biographies that positioned them as struggling 

readers. The questions that guided my inquiry were the following:  

• How did reader identities for these students emerge in interactions around text during 

“testing season”? 

• How did the teacher contribute to these identities? 

• How did the focal students contribute to these identities? 

• How did other students contribute to these identities?  

This study was far from a monolithic or utopic portrait of a hero teacher. Neither 

was it a portrait of what Ferri (2011) calls the “super-crip” trope, or a story of students 

with disabilities who overcome “adversity through sheer force of will” (p. 2267). Instead, 

this study provided a description of the shifting social definition of what it meant to be a 

competent reader in this classroom. It showed the complexity of identity construction. It 

showed the ways testing mediated interactions by constraining student responses and the 

definition of “good reader,” and it highlighted the ways literature opened spaces for the 

teacher and students to construct positive reader identities through engagement with each 

other and text. It also demonstrated how ideologies around language varieties were 

racialized and filtered into classroom discourses from larger macro-narratives, 

positioning some ways of talking as more valid and academic than others. It showed the 

messiness of classroom life and the ways a masterful teacher worked within and pushed 

against the discursive control exerted by high-stakes accountability testing. 

Bucholtz et al. (2012) argue that a “crucial advantage” (p. 170) of examining 

discursive constructions of identity across multiple time scales is that it “locates power in 

neither a single interactional moment nor in a priori theoretical constructs” (p. 170). 

Rather, Bucholtz et al. (2012) assert, considering habitual discursive practices and the 
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cumulative impact of social interactions gives power to both the micro-level work 

happening within moment-to-moment exchanges and situates that work within larger 

social narratives. Through that lens, in Chapter 5, I described the dominant itineraries of 

identity that emerged for each of the focal students. As Thomas (2011) suggested, each of 

the subcases contributed to an understanding of the phenomenon of identity construction 

within the principal case. Each of the focal students had dynamic experiences individual 

to him. For Raymond, competing itineraries, one of marginalization and one of inclusion, 

ebbed and flowed across the semester and across various interlocutors. For Jay, an 

itinerary of inclusion meant learning to talk in academic ways about text by talking and 

having that effort scaffolded by his classmates and the teacher. And for Irving, an 

itinerary of exclusion took shape around his habit of impulsively speaking out. Each of 

these itineraries gives insight into the joint activity where identities are constructed and 

maintained.  

In addition to these individual itineraries of identity laid out by and for the focal 

students, patterns and themes also emerged for the broader case of the classroom in 

which the teacher was the center. These I described in Chapter 4. Included were the ways 

text choice influenced focal students’ participation in conversations around text. Test-

prep texts were shown to mute the voices of the focal students, all but silencing Jay and 

Raymond. Trade books seemed to encourage more participation. Also described were the 

ways the teacher picked up on focal student assertions of literary competence in whole-

group discussions, and then held space for them to continue to build public identities as 

competent readers. Finally, the relative prestige of the racialized language practices of 

Spanish, Chicano English, and Black English were tied to both positive and negative 

positioning. Here, too, the impact of high-stakes testing was implicated in that the variety 

of English represented on the tests was privileged and considered “proper.” By sharing 

these findings, I have attempted to provide a humanizing and accurate representation of 

the complex context in which my participants engaged every day. Broadly, these findings 

demonstrate the pervasive and constraining influence of high-stakes testing on 

curriculum, instruction, and identity development. These findings also illustrate how 
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interactional patterns contribute to the formation of individual reader identities and how 

these patterns accumulate over time making identity constructs more rigid. At the same 

time, these findings illustrate how within individual moments, the teacher and students 

asserted their agency to disrupt broader patterns.  

CONNECTIONS TO RESEARCH AND THEORY  
High-stakes testing has been seemingly omnipresent in the national conversation 

around k-12 education since the authorization of NCLB in 2001, and in Texas long 

before that. Research has examined the ways high-stakes testing environments impact 

curriculum and teaching practices (Au, 2007, 2008; Crocco & Costigan, 2007; Diamond 

& Spillane, 2004), teacher identity and satisfaction (Barksdale-Ladd & Thomas, 2000), 

and student learning and motivation (Amrein & Berliner, 2003). My study extends this 

body of research by examining how high-stakes testing influenced student identities as 

readers. I demonstrated that test-prep texts constrained participation, specifically for 

students of color who were identified as struggling readers. When considering the ways 

focal students contributed, or more accurately did not contribute, to conversations around 

test-prep passages, I demonstrated how high-stakes test-preparation limited opportunities 

for positive reader identity construction. Focal students’ relative silence had complicated 

ramifications. First, students seemed to employ silence to save face, allowing them to 

avoid explicitly being outed as not knowing. In tension with saving face, silence 

implicitly indexed focal students’ lack of understanding. Additionally, researchers have 

reported on the ways that high-stakes testing narrows curriculum (Au, 2007; Barksdale-

Ladd & Thomas, 2000; Crocco & Costigan, 2007), and this study supports those findings. 

This study also adds nuance, because while a significant portion of time was spent on 

test-preparation, the teacher also purposefully made space for engagement with texts in 

which he thought his students could see themselves. He hoped these texts would prepare 

them for action against judgment he anticipated they might experience based on their 

race.  
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Along with contributing to the literature on the impact of high-stakes testing, this 

study builds on research around the interactional co-construction of identity. It has 

documented the ways teachers can, and do, “hold space,” or defend turns of talk from 

“turn sharks” (Erickson, 2004). This classroom served as a performance space for 

marginalized readers to build literate identities publically in collaboration with their 

teacher. Within the research on interactional identity construction, this study builds on the 

notion of itineraries of identity (Bucholtz et al., 2012) by examining the paths along 

which focal students seemed compelled to travel. It has examined the ways itineraries of 

inclusion, marginalization, and exclusion emerged in conjunction with friendship bonds, 

habitual patterns of interaction, and deliberate moves of resistance and inclusion. These 

findings are important because they demonstrate the ways identities of struggle are 

constructed and maintained. They also demonstrate how identities of struggle have been 

disrupted, with identities of competence emerging through joint work. Finally, this study 

adds to the notion of restorying (Worthy et al., 2012) by illustrating how this classroom 

community worked to reposition students who carried “institutional biographies” 

(Collins, 2012, p. 25) as struggling readers.  

This study has examined the ways that race and ability constructs were 

relationally situated within this specific context to privilege some ways of being over 

others. In this classroom, racialized language practices contributed to the ways focal 

students were positioned. Interestingly, while Spanish is not always viewed as an asset, it 

was in this classroom, while use of Black Language was positioned as improper and use 

of Chicano English was conflated with Black Language and rendered invisible. This 

study also worked to privilege the voices of the marginalized by sharing their stories, 

which is one of the tenets of the DisCrit theoretical lens. It examined the ways the focal 

students were silenced, the ways they resisted marginal positions, and the ways those 

moves of resistance were both supported and refuted by others in the classroom 

community. In these ways, this study highlighted that race and ability are socially 

constructed and affect students in very real ways. I have worked to consider race and 

ability simultaneously, without privileging one ideological category over the other. This 
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was a challenging endeavor and one that is worthy of continued effort on my part and on 

the part of other researchers.  

IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE  
 One of the things this study illustrated was that all members of classroom 

communities contribute to the moment-to-moment interactions that define a “reader,” and 

that these interactions accumulate over time to become more rigid. It attended to the 

teacher’s role within those interactions. Two considerations for teaching that stem from 

this work are that teachers can (and do) hold space for students to construct their literate 

identities, and that text choices are important to the students’ opportunities to position 

themselves as competent in relation to the text. While there is research that suggests that 

students who are challenged to read assigned texts work well with classmates identified 

as friends (Maloch, 2005; McDermott, 1993), this study suggests that students sometimes 

work to save face in front of friends, which can impede engagement with the text. This 

complicates the teaching practice of purposefully partnering students. Sometimes 

students engage with text more when they are partnered with friends, other times not. 

Teachers can and should take these findings into consideration as they partner their 

students for collaborative work.  

 Another implication for teaching involves text choice. Having documented the 

ways text type constrains response opportunities, great care can and should be taken 

when choosing texts for instructional purposes. Au (2009) asserts that accountability 

testing exerts discursive control over curriculum, standardizing knowledge that is 

considered acceptable for children to learn, which then determines the legitimacy or 

illegitimacy of classroom curricular content. What the present study points to is the need 

for teachers to maintain the use of trade books and poetry as a part of the curriculum 

because of the opportunities they provide for “struggling” readers to interact with text in 

meaningful ways, resisting the discursive control high-stakes testing wields over what is 

taught and legitimized.  
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 More broadly, the deleterious material consequences for children of color who 

carry institutional biographies of struggle include higher dropout rates, limited post-

secondary options, and an increased likelihood of inclusion in the juvenile justice system 

(Blanchett, 2010; Dávila, 2015; Sleeter, 2010). Recent attention to the deaths of unarmed 

Black men and boys at the hands of police officers (i.e., Tamir Rice, Michael Brown, 

Freddie Gray) shines a harsh spotlight on the ways Black bodies are constructed as 

deviant and dangerous (Au, 2009; Brown, 2013). These identities do not pop up 

overnight, but are slowly accumulated over years. This study has demonstrated ways 

those positions have been constructed, and arguably more important, the possibilities for 

deconstructing those positions in interaction. Leonardo and Broderick (2011) argue that if 

“one cannot imagine capacity in a child, one is unlikely to endeavor to educate that child. 

In this very basic sense, then, a presumption-of-competence stance may be understood as 

a necessary precondition for educating all children” (p. 2213). Mr. P brought to life how a 

teacher’s “presumption-of- competence stance” helped to co-construct an “emancipatory 

narrative” (Leonardo & Broderick, 2011, p. 2223) for and with these boys. By holding 

space for them and working to position them as competent, Mr. P has shown us that 

teachers can disrupt racist and ableist ideologies that marginalize people in schools and in 

society more broadly. This study also reiterates the call that “continued vigilance and 

action are needed to ensure that students who are thrust to the margins are brought into 

the school community” (Artiles & Kozleski, 2007, p. 355), because even with a teacher 

as good as Mr. P, it demonstrated the ways race and ability status interdependently 

circulate in ways that perpetuate identities of struggle for students of color.   

LIMITATIONS 
As is inherent in drawing on case study methodology, the ability to generalize 

findings is limited. While the experiences of these students within the context of this 

classroom offer insights into the ways identities of struggle were constructed, maintained, 

and disrupted, they are context-specific. The principal case and each of the subcases that 

made up this nested case study was unique. As such, the experiences were specific to this 
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context and consequently not generalizable. That being said, these cases offer insight into 

the interactional construction of reader identity, adding their stories to the catalogue of 

other experiences documented, which offers an opportunity to look for patterns across the 

research on reader identity construction.  

Another limitation of my research is that while highlighting the ways the teacher 

held space for focal students to tell literate narratives about themselves, I cannot say how 

many of these moments are needed in order to transform an identity of struggle to one of 

competence, or if that is even possible. I also cannot say what, if any, impact such 

moments may have on reading achievement and performance.  

Thomas (2011) argues that in any case study it is “not about finding facts but 

gathering evidence” (p. 197), and that the case study researcher needs “to be tentative 

about conclusions” made (p. 198). I recognize the ways the data set, the research 

questions, the analytic methods, and the theoretical framing have all limited the findings 

presented here. I have worked to represent the participants faithfully and in ways that 

honor their humanity, while recognizing that when telling the story of another, it will 

never be complete. This incompleteness invites further inquiry. Some questions with 

which I am left include the following: If, as Bucholtz and Hall (2005) argue, identities 

emerge and are maintained in interaction, when a student positioned as struggling opts 

out of engagement with others, what happens to her/his identity? Is it suspended in a sort 

of ideological stasis, becoming rigid in the perceptions of others? What would happen if 

the teacher and researcher purposefully worked together to design opportunities to 

reposition students who have carried institutional biographies of struggle and failure?  

 Finally, one of the challenges of any report of research is the constraint of the 

document and the medium. Classrooms are complex systems that are always in the 

process of construction and deconstruction. Likewise, the identities of the members of the 

community are dynamic, multifaceted, and complex. My questions were narrow, asking 

specifically about the reader identities of students who had been marginalized across 

various axes of difference. Answering these questions necessitated attending to and 

reporting on some aspects of this classroom community over others. This report shares a 
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sliver of the lives that made up Mr. P’s classroom that year, and much of the dynamics 

and nuance of that place and those people was quieted as I attempted to report findings 

through the linear medium of this genre of writing. Many of things that left me heartened 

during my time in Mr. P’s room have not made it into this description. I have shown the 

ways Mr. P took great care in serving his students. I did not include the time I watched 

him draw on research and experience to stand up to district mandates in a meeting 

regarding test preparation. Nor did I include the time I watched him spend a week reading 

books about World War II when he “wasn’t technically supposed to” (Fieldnotes, January 

22) because his students were interested. I didn’t get to write about how three of the 

students chose pseudonyms after characters from books: Ida for Ida B., Bone from the 

Bone series of graphic novels, and Junie from Junie B. Jones. With each of these 

selections, they told me about how they saw themselves as readers, and about their 

investments in reading and books and stories. I didn’t get to include how Raymond 

brought big boxes of chocolate for both Mr. P and Ms. K on Valentine’s Day and wore 

green on St. Patrick’s Day, stealing a moment to show me in secret, reminding me of his 

youth. I didn’t get to describe how SJ greeted everyone who walked in the room, even in 

the middle of a lesson, blessed you if you sneezed, and rushed to your aid if you dropped 

something. I didn’t get to show the playfulness, the laughs, and the humanity as fully as I 

experienced them. That being said, I came to this research because I believe that it is 

important to consider the ways students of color, who are also perceived as struggling 

readers, are positioned within classroom talk around text. The findings around the ways 

student identities are co-constructed are valuable and lead toward considering ways 

students might be restoried. The findings around the ways test-prep mediated focal 

students’ participation in conversations around text constitute a story that needs to be 

shared, even though it is incomplete, because it speaks directly to issues of equity and 

helps us to re-evaluate what is valued in schools and who benefits.  

APERTURE OF NORMALITY  
We acknowledge that individual differences do exist and that these 
students struggle in school. The differences are variations from what is 
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considered the “norm” and are assumed in the LD definition to be 
neurological. These human variations are often viewed as impairments. 
Our intention is to question conventional and naturalized ways of thinking 
about difference in order to bring greater balance to the intellectual 
grounding for understanding school failure and the decision making that 
both emanates from that understanding and confirms it. (Reid & Valle, 
2004, p. 467) 

 
I recognize that the focal participants in my study did not read in the ways expected for 

their age or grade, and I recognize that not meeting those expectations positioned them 

outside what was considered the “norm.” One of my goals as a teacher, teacher educator, 

and educational researcher is to work to dial open the aperture of what is considered 

normal. With my heart grounded in problems of practice and in the experiences of those 

often marginalized, I have worked within this study to maintain the complexity of 

classroom life while demonstrating some of the ways identities are constituted in 

interaction. I hope this dissertation has successfully demonstrated how identities of 

struggle and competence are situated in interactions, not within children, challenging the 

“naturalized ways of thinking about difference” (Reid & Valle, 2004, p. 467). I hope that 

my work has served to widen what it means to be “normal.” I hope I have done justice to 

the stories of these boys and their teacher, bringing attention to the nuances of dialogic 

identity construction, and demonstrating the normal-ness of their interactions. I hope I 

have sufficiently honored Mr. P and his practice. He is the kind of teacher I aspire to be, 

working continually in service of his students. I hope I have done justice to Raymond, 

Jay, and Irving. Their tireless efforts to be seen as competent within an institution that 

narrowly defines success is a testament to their strength. I close with Raymond, who 

despite a years-long institutional biography of reading struggle, positioned himself with 

me in a way that reminds us to continually stoke the fires of resistance and resilience.  

 

Researcher:  Finish this sentence, ready? Raymond is … what? 
Raymond:  A very good reader. 
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Appendix A: Teacher Interview Protocol 

1. As you know, I’m curious about readers and reading instruction.  Can you tell me 
about your reading instruction?   
 

2. Several students during interviews said they liked reading with everyone else in 
class and they enjoyed hearing about other people’s books because as Angel said, 
“everyone is reading interesting stuff.” Can you tell me a little bit about ways 
you’ve tried to build a community of readers? 

 
3. Tell me how you chose the books/poems you read to your students.  

 
4. Can you tell me a little bit about style of discussion participation?   

 
a. Do you notice some students who seem to participate more than others?   

 
5. I have several places in my fieldnotes where you say, “I’m not technically 

supposed to do this” in relation to your instructional choices.  What does that 
mean?   

 
a. Who decides what you’re “supposed” to be doing/teaching? 

 
b. How do “they” check up on you? 

 
 

6. How, if at all, do you think testing influences your reading instruction? 
 

a. How did test prep instruction impact your students’ literacy learning? 
b. Can you talk a little about the resources you had access to for test prep 

instruction?  
c. I noticed sometimes you gave the students Drop level or 6th grade level 

assessments.  Can you tell me about that?  
 

7. Tell me about how you grouped students for GR. 
 

8. Are there any students who you referred for ECST or special education this year? 
What influenced those decisions?   

 
9. Tell me about IR time. 

 
10. Tell me about (name focal student) as a reader.   
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11. Justice (Something about social justice and the population of students he’s chosen 
to teach) 

 
12. Is there anything else you’d like to share with me about your reading instruction, 

your philosophy about reading, or them as readers?   
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Appendix B: Student Interview Protocol 

1. Tell me about yourself. 

2. What do you like to do when you’re not at school? 

3. What do you like to do when you are at school? 

4. What do you wish was different about your classroom or school? 

5. Tell me about what it’s like when Mr. O reads aloud to the whole class.   

6. Tell me about reading with Mr. O at the GR table.  

7. Who do you like to read with?  

8. Talk to me about reading in books, online, in magazines, in text messages 

9. Tell me about IR. 

10. Tell me about reading with (the special education teacher or the reading specialist, 

rotations). 

11. What does reading mean to you? 

12. How could reading time in your classroom be better for you? 

13. If you were the teacher, what would you do differently during reading time? 
During other times of the day when you read? 

14. What is easy for you when you read? 

15. What is hard for you when you read? 

16. Is there anything else you want to tell me about reading or yourself as a reader? 

17. Finish this sentence: _______ is… 
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Appendix C: Sample Video Log 

Mark  Who and What 
Mark 1 Blu’s response to Irving question 
 Irving makes a joke to me about the camera, which I can hardly hear 
Mark 2 I think Jay is reading aloud to himself off the board 
Mark 3 Jay responds to the text.  P picked up it. Irving says he should write it 

down.  Jay says he doesn’t want to. P used it as a teaching point 
Mark 4  Irving responds to question P asked.  P picks up on Skit’s contribution 

instead 
Mark 5 Jay answered what an outhouse was.  He wasn’t right.  Mikki said the 

right def.  I stepped in because I thought he might be thinking of an out 
building.  Jay then says two more things:  “old school” and explains 
sand paper.   

Mark 6 Jay spontaneously responds and Blu picks it up and agrees 
Mark 7 Code switch in the text that then gets translated by the kids 
Mark 8 Jay randomly says Obama is in town today.  P says it doesn’t have 

anything to do with worms 
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Appendix D: Sample List of Codes 

Codes Subcodes 
4Corners  
CMSleeping  
CodeSwitch  
ColdCall ColdCall>Focal, ColdCall>Focal>Redirect 
Conferring  
Contestation  
ExceptionalGroup  
Indexing Indexing>Alliance, Indexing>Antipathy 
Interview  Interview>BarbaraWalters, Interview>EasyHard, 

Interview>Friends, Interview>GR, Interview>IR, 
Interview>RA, Interview>ReadWith, 
Interview>ReadingMeans, Interview>ReadingTimeBetter, 
Interview>Rotations 

Negotiation  
Opting Opting>In, Opting>In>Asking, Opting>In>AssertingComp, 

Opting>Out 
OwnTime  
ParticipationFrame ParticipationFrame>GuessMyThinking, 

ParticipationFrame>Holding>Space 
Partnering  
Play Play>SJFakeSneeze, Play>SS, Play>ST, Play>T 
Positioning Positioning>Caroline, Positioning>SJSuperCrip, 

Positioning>SJTime, Positioning>Revoice 
Race  
Rationality Rationality>FeigningNotKnowing 
Resisting Resisting>MandatedCurric, Resisting>S 
SaltShaker  
SavingFace  
SettingUpSuccess  
SpaceForDifference  
TBall  
Testing Testing>State 
TextChoice TextChoice>S, TextChoice>T 
TransitioningIn  
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Appendix E: Transcription Conventions  

Adapted from Schiffrin (1987)  
? Rising intonation  
! Animated tone 
…  Noticeable pause  
[…] Omitted content 
- Self interruption  
:  Lengthened syllable  
Underlined Emphatic stress 
CAPS Very emphatic stress 
(inaudible)  Inaudible speech 
((italics))  Glossed sections of speech  
((plain)) Description and observation  
Italics  Read direction from text 
[text] Inserted for clarity  
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Appendix F: Post Script 

This work is deeply personal; as I’m sure most teacher research is. I have lived the 

complexity of a teacher’s daily decision-making and I know how even with the deepest 

love for our kids we make mistakes. Today I was absolved, just a little, for the mistakes I 

made that hurt those little hearts in my care. As I sat in a coffee shop at 10am on this 

Saturday morning making revisions to these chapters Miguel, the impetus for this work, 

walked across a stage across town becoming a high school graduate. I cannot claim any 

part of his accomplishment; I feel like I was more hindrance than help. I feel so 

immeasurably humbled and heartened, reminded that what was the biggest mistake of my 

career was a blink in his adventure. I am so grateful for my smallness on this morning. 

His determination, steadfastness, and self-efficacy would not allow him to fail— He is 

greater than any teacher’s doubt or mis-step. I am in awe of him, inspired by him. He told 

me over pizza a few weeks back that wants to be an electrician and has learned to weld. 

When I apologized for my mistakes, he smiled, took a sip of his coke and said, “Nah, I 

ain’t trippin’.” His voice is deep, his smile is quick, his capacity for forgiveness immense, 

and his eyes still golden. Thank you, Miguel, for all you’ve taught me.  
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