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Abstract 

How Classroom Learning Experiences of Young Latinx Children from 
Immigrant Families Shape their Beliefs about Learning 

 

Molly Ellen McManus, PhD 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2018 

 

Supervisor:  Marie-Anne Suizzo 

 

This study uses Rogoff (2003) and Moje & Lewis’ (2007) interpretations and 

application of Sociocultural Learning Theory to consider the relationship between the 

classroom learning experiences offered to young Latinx children from immigrant families 

and their beliefs about learning. Using qualitative methods informed by multivocal video-

cued ethnography (Tobin, Wu & Davidson, 1989) and grounded theory (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008), I conducted and analyzed three ethnographic classroom observations of children’s 

learning experiences and video-cued interviews with thirty first grade students and their 

teachers about their beliefs about learning. Findings characterize children’s beliefs about 

learning across six domains including processes of learning, environmental factors that 

influence learning, social aspects of learning, enjoyment and learning, the importance of 

learning, and behavior and learning, and consider the similarities and differences in 

learning beliefs across three classrooms that offer three different types of learning 

experiences. Finally, the relationship between Latinx children’s beliefs about learning and 

classroom learning experiences is discussed with a focus family and cultural influence, 

ideas of classroom management and control, and the role of schools.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This study explored Latinx immigrant children’s beliefs about learning as well as 

how their beliefs are similar and different across three first grade classrooms that offer 

different types of learning experiences. Data consisted of observations of classroom 

learning experiences across the three first grade classrooms and children’s beliefs about 

learning were explored through one-on-one interviews using a video-cued interview 

method (Tobin, Wu & Davidson, 1989; Tobin, Hsueh & Karasawa, 2009). These two data 

sources were analyzed within classrooms and comparatively across classrooms to consider 

how and whether children’s beliefs about learning vary when they are offered different 

types of learning experiences. Findings from this study bring attention to issues of quality 

and equity of the learning experiences offered to young Latinx children from immigrant 

families as well as the importance of considering how children think about the central 

psychological process in education - learning.  

In this chapter, I provide a rationale for focusing on the US schooling experiences 

of young Latinx children from immigrant families and consider how those experiences may 

connect with children’s beliefs about learning. First, I highlight what we know about the 

relationship between classroom experiences and young children’s beliefs, including their 

beliefs about learning. Then, I discuss the necessity of understanding the schooling 

experiences of Latinx children from immigrant families through children’s own 

perspectives and briefly summarize the study methods. Finally, I present the research 

questions and outline the sociocultural learning theoretical framework that guides this 

study. 

Latinx children from immigrant families make up a growing proportion of students 

in US schools. According to the US Census Bureau Current Population Survey, children 

of Hispanic origin made up 27.6% of the student population in US public schools during 
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the 2017-2018 school year and about half of those children have at least one immigrant 

parent (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Research has shown that Latinx children from 

immigrant families have high levels of resilience (Marks, Ejesi & Coll, 2014), cultural 

wealth (Chavira, Cooper & Vasquez-Salgado, 2016; Yosso, 2005), and family connection 

and support (Valenzuela, 2001) that often lead them to perform higher academically 

compared to their second and third generation peers (Crosnoe & Turley, 2011). However, 

we also know that Latinx children of immigrants experience profoundly different schooling 

conditions than their White and often higher-income peers (Darling-Hammond, 2007; 

Crosnoe, 2006; Fuller, 2007; Quintana et al., 2012; Valencia, 2015). These conditions 

include less experienced teachers (Garcia & Gonzalez, 2006; Valenzuela, Garcia, Romo & 

Perez, 2013), fewer resources (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Garcia & Gonzalez, 2006), and 

more rigid curricula (Colegrove & Adair, 2014; Crosnoe, 2006; Fuller, 2007). 

In education research, these disparate schooling experiences are often associated 

with Latinx students’ lower levels of academic achievement compared to their White and 

higher-income peers (Howard, 2015; Kao, Vaquera & Goyette, 2013). However, it is also 

important to explore the impact they may have on children’s psychological outcomes 

including their perceptions and beliefs. At ages five and six and in their first years of school, 

children are just beginning to form ideas and beliefs about themselves and their new school 

environments (Adair, 2015; Dweck, 2013) and we know many factors including family, 

culture, peers, and schools influence this process (Engels, 2011; Fernie, Madrid & Kantor, 

2011; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003). We also know that children’s early beliefs and 

perceptions about themselves and their schools have the potential to influence their later 

outcomes such as learning objectives and motivation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Dweck 

1999; Elliot & Dweck, 2005; Lerner, Liben & Mueller, 2015) as well as later conceptions 

of knowledge, academic engagement, and school belonging (Lecce, Caputi & Pagnin, 



3 

2014; Stipek & Mac Iver, 1989; Skinner, 1995). In other words, these early beliefs can be 

very consequential for how students continue to experience school over the next several 

years and how they think about themselves as part of school communities.  

While decades of research have established the relationship between classroom 

experiences and children’s beliefs across a variety of domains (Brock et al., 2007; 

Kershenet & Pointon, 2000; Dweck, 2013; Stipek, 2001; 2011; Stipek & Daniels, 1988; 

Stipek & Weisz, 1981; Valeski & Stipek, 2001), the relationship between classroom 

learning experiences and children’s beliefs about learning have yet to be explored. This 

study focuses on classroom learning experiences rather than other measures of classrooms 

(e.g. classroom environment or teaching style) because classroom learning experiences 

center the child’s reality. Classroom learning experiences are not a proximal measure of 

what is happening in a classroom, but the actual lived, embodied experience of learning, 

and as such, they are a central part of children’s socialization and development in schools.  

In past education research, classroom learning experiences have often been 

measured in binary ways. For example, a large body of research looks at different student 

outcomes related to team-based, cooperative, or group learning versus individual learning 

(Sibley & Parmelee, 2008; Slavin, 1990). Framing learning experiences in this way may 

be useful to understand the effectiveness of a certain pedagogical or curricular approach, 

but it does not facilitate deep insight into the characteristics of learning experiences that 

children are actually offered. There is a need for research that takes an exploratory 

approach to understand children’s daily learning experiences in schools, particularly those 

of Latinx children who are often offered narrow or limited learning opportunities. 

Furthermore, understanding the characteristics of these learning experiences will help us 

understand how and why children develop different types of beliefs about learning.  
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Over the past twenty years, researchers in educational psychology, child 

development, and early childhood education have begun exploring young children’s beliefs 

about learning, but the body of literature is still small. Most existing research focuses on 

when and how young children are first able to articulate their conceptualizations of learning 

and how those beliefs develop through the early years (Esbsen, Taylor & Stoess, 1997; 

Sobel, Li & Corriveau, 2007). A related body of research focuses on the phenomenon that 

children are often able to recall what and how they learned something before they are able 

to report when they learned it (Tang, Bartch & Nunez, 2007). Another area of research 

examines the qualitative differences in how children conceptualize and talk about learning 

(Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 2015; Sobel & Letourneau, 2015). These studies often involve 

categorizing children’s beliefs about learning in binary ways (e.g. process-based versus 

content-based understandings of learning). Finally, a smaller subset of studies examines 

children’s beliefs about learning in specific content domains such as math, English, or 

reading (Aro, 2012; Law, Chan, & Sachs, 2008; McDonough & Sullivan, 2014; 

Oppermann, Brunner, Eccles & Anders, 2018).  

This literature provides an important foundation for understanding children’s 

beliefs about learning, but it has two major limitations. The first limitation is that most of 

the studies exploring children’s beliefs about learning include child participants from 

White middle-class families (see Bartsch, Horvath & Estes, 2001; Esbsen, Taylor & Stoess, 

1997; Sobel, Li, & Corriveau, 2007; Tang, Bartch & Nunez, 2007; Taylor, Esbensen & 

Bennett, 2010). Excluding children of color, children from low-income families, and 

children of immigrants who are most affected by inequities in early education access, 

schooling conditions, and resources limits the applicability and value of findings to support 

marginalized children’s experience in US schools.  
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The second limitation of the existing research on children’s beliefs about learning 

is its lack of attention to the social and cultural contexts that shape children’s beliefs. With 

a few exceptions (see Aro, 2012), many of the studies attribute differences in children’s 

conceptualizations of learning to their age or developmental stage without considering 

other contextual factors that may be influencing their beliefs (see Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 

2015; Sobel & Letourneau, 2015; Tang, Bartch & Nunez, 2007; Taylor, Esbensen & 

Bennett, 2010). These studies allude to an unstated assumption that children’s 

conceptualizations of learning may be a universal developmental milestone unrelated to 

children’s cultural or social contexts. There is a need for research that expands our 

knowledge about children’s beliefs about learning beyond those of White middle-class 

children that is grounded in the social and cultural contexts in which students learn and 

theorize about learning.  

My study addresses this gap in the literature by exploring how the learning beliefs 

of Latinx children from immigrant families sustain and vary across classrooms offering 

very different types of learning experiences. To investigate this relationship, the study 

methodology necessarily centers the lived experiences and perceptions of young children. 

I collected data from three first grade classes serving Latinx children from immigrant 

families. Data collection included three days of observation in each class to record learning 

experiences, video-cued interviews with ten children from each class about their beliefs 

about learning (n=30), and interviews with the teacher(s) of each class about his/her 

practice and beliefs about learning (n=4). The findings provide an important contribution 

to the literature as much of early childhood research is guided by research questions that 

position children as the objects of inquiry and skirt around their actual lived experiences 

(Graue & Walsh, 1995). This is particularly true for more marginalized groups such as 

children of color, children of immigrants, and children from low-income families (Adair, 
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Colegrove & McManus, 2018). Furthermore, as seen in some of the literature reviewed 

above, research that does center children’s experiences as expressed and understood by 

children themselves often does so in a way that ignores children’s rich social and cultural 

context (e.g. Bartsch, Horvath & Estes, 2001; Bemis, Leichtmanb & Pillemer, 2006; 

Taylor, Esbensen & Bennett, 2010).  

Guided by Rogoff (1995; 2003) and Moje and Lewis’ (2007) work using 

sociocultural learning theory, this study investigated the following research questions: (1) 

What are young Latinx children from immigrant families’ beliefs about learning? (2) What 

are the similarities and differences in these beliefs across three classrooms that offer three 

different types of learning experiences? Sociocultural learning theory posits that individual 

development takes place in social and cultural contexts that are mediated by language, 

symbols, and systems (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). Vygotsky explains this development 

as a transformation in which the individual internalizes and influences social, cultural, and 

shared activities. Rogoff (1982) emphasizes that individual development and the cultural 

processes that children engage in are inseparable, and she focuses on activity as the unit of 

analysis rather than individual characteristics. Moje and Lewis (2007) consider the 

embedded power relations in all learning experiences, but especially those of child of color 

and children experiencing poverty. In this study, children’s learning experiences, made up 

of language, symbols, and systems, constitute one holistic, contextual unit of analysis 

focused on activity. Children’s beliefs about learning constitute a second unit of analysis, 

again, grounded in the cultural process of their learning experiences. Preserving the 

interconnectedness of context and development, rather than attempting to separate them in 

data collection and analysis, allowed me to consider the ways that learning experiences 

may relate to children’s beliefs about learning, as well as the ways that existing discourses 

and expressions of power influence those beliefs.  
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In the following pages, I more thoroughly review the literature regarding the 

schooling experiences of young Latinx children from immigrant families, the literature on 

young children’s classroom experiences and beliefs about learning, as well as the 

sociocultural learning theoretical framework. I then describe in detail the study 

methodology beginning with a statement of positionality, descriptions of sites and 

participants, and methods for ethnographic observations, video-cued interviews, and 

qualitative data analysis. Next, I present findings from the study including detailed 

descriptions of each classroom and children’s learning experiences as well as the children’s 

beliefs about learning. Finally, I contextualize the findings in current literature in the 

discussion chapter and consider their implications for research and education.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This study is grounded in both social contexts and psychological processes. The 

social context encompasses the status and experiences of young Latinx children from 

immigrant families in US schools, while the psychological processes include young 

children’s conceptualizations, beliefs, and perceptions of learning. I begin this research 

synthesis by providing some demographic information about young Latinx children from 

immigrant families, overviewing their schooling and classroom experiences in the US, and 

describing how their experiences systematically differ from those of White middle-class 

children. Then, I outline the existing literature that explores the ways school and classroom 

learning experiences influence young children’s beliefs and perceptions. Next, I review the 

existing research on young children’s beliefs about learning. Finally, I outline the 

sociocultural learning theoretical framework I use to make sense of the existing literature 

and ground this study. 

YOUNG LATINX CHILDREN FROM IMMIGRANT FAMILIES AND US SCHOOLS 
 Latinx children account for one in four school-aged children in the US today (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2018). While most Latinx children (over 90%) were born in the US, more 

than half of US-born Latinx children have at least one immigrant parent (Murphey, 

Guzman & Torres, 2015; Musu-Gillette et al., 2017). For Latinx children with immigrant 

parents, the immigrant experience is a reality that shapes their everyday lives. The 

experience of growing up in an immigrant household and immigrant status intersects with 

the US education system in a multitude of ways and places. For example, Latinx immigrant 

parents’ first encounter with US schools is typically when their child enters preschool or 

Kindergarten (Adair, 2015). Similarly, the early years of school are usually children of 

Latinx immigrants’ first experience with major influences and structures outside of their 
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home and likewise constitute the first time and place in which they have daily contact with 

adults outside of their family and immediate community (Han, 2008).  

 We know from early childhood research that these early schooling experiences 

matter and influence children’s later academic success (Bakken, Brown & Downing, 2017; 

Garcia & Jensen, 2007; Takanishi, 2004). In preschool and early elementary school (Pre-

Kindergarten - third grade), children develop across physical, cultural, social, emotional, 

regulatory, and cognitive domains (Hyson, 2008). During this time, children also begin to 

develop beliefs and perceptions about what it means to be a member of a classroom 

community and what is expected of them at school (Engel, 2011; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 

2003). These early experiences are particularly important for Latinx children from 

immigrant families. While Latinx immigrant families are by no means a homogenous group 

- they have different countries of origin, different cultural values, and different expectations 

of and goals for their lives in the US (Ogbu & Simmons, 1998) - they experience 

disproportionally high rates of poverty and racial/ethnic discrimination and the 

disadvantages that accompany those experiences (Garcia & Gonzales, 2006; Espinosa, 

2013).  

 We also know that Latinxs are the most segregated group of students in US schools 

(Orfield & Frankenberg, 2014) and that educational opportunities across schools are not 

equal. Latinx children from immigrant families, along with children of color and low-

income children, have systematically and fundamentally different schooling experiences 

than their White middle-class peers (Darling-Hammond, 2007; Crosnoe, 2006; Fuller, 

2007; Quintana et al., 2012; Valenzuela, 2001; Valencia, 2015; Welner & Carter, 2013). 

Research shows that in the early years of school, Latinx children from immigrant families 
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are more likely than their White middle-class peers to have inexperienced teachers and to 

lack appropriate resources in their classrooms (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Garcia & 

Gonzalez, 2006; Valenzuela, Garcia, Romo & Perez, 2013). Furthermore, in these 

classrooms, children from immigrant families are less likely than their non-immigrant 

peers to have opportunities for “creative, rigorous, and dynamic learning experiences,” 

(Colegrove & Adair, 2014, p. 122). Rather, they encounter narrow curricula and restricted 

learning opportunities that are structured by worksheets and tasks (Crosnoe, 2006; Fuller, 

2007).  Fuller (2007) describes these as “standardized childhood” classrooms in which 

concern about children’s preparation for later standardized assessments is used as a 

justification for classroom practices that embody narrow and rigid ways of learning.  

CLASSROOM LEARNING EXPERIENCES AND YOUNG CHILDREN’S BELIEFS  
Research shows that disparities in educational opportunities and classroom learning 

experiences are related to well-documented academic achievement disparities between 

Latinx children from immigrant families and their White middle-class peers (Crosnoe, 

2006; Fuller, 2007; Hemphill, Vanneman & Rahman, 2011; Howard, 2015; Kao, Vaquera, 

Goyette, 2013; Reardon & Galindo, 2009). There is also evidence to support the claim that 

classroom learning experiences shape children’s beliefs and perceptions. In the following 

section, I will discuss what I mean by classroom learning experiences, the relationships 

that have been found between classroom experiences and children’s beliefs and 

perceptions, and how this evidence supports further investigation of the ways that 

classroom learning experiences may also relate to children’s beliefs about learning.  
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Classroom learning experiences 
Classroom learning experiences can be conceptualized and measured in a variety 

of ways. Across the field of education research, studies examining classroom learning 

experiences have characterized the instructional approaches and resulting learning 

experiences differently. For example, there is literature on constructivist versus 

reproductive approaches to learning (Jonassen, 1992; Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 2015), 

project- or problem-based versus traditional curricular approaches to learning (Blumenfeld 

et al., 1991; Dochy, Segers, Van den Bossche & Gijbels, 2003), team-based, cooperative, 

or group versus individual learning (Guskey & Pigott, 1988; Sibley & Parmelee, 2008; 

Slavin, 1990), and student- or self-directed versus teacher-directed learning (Abdullah, 

2001).  

None of these characterizations of learning experiences are interchangeable and 

some of them are more theoretical while others refer to specific pedagogical practices. 

They also range epistemologically in terms of the theories of learning that ground them. 

However, they do have a few general factors in common that can be used to think about 

the important domains that must be considered when observing or characterizing learning 

experiences. For example, each of these types of instruction and learning stipulate the role 

of the teacher and the role of the student. Similarly, most discuss the type and, to some 

extent the amount, of student-to-student and teacher-to-student interaction that is ideal. In 

project-based learning, for example, students work for an extended period of time, 

individually or in groups, to investigate a chosen topic, problem, question, or challenge 

while the teacher supports with consultation, materials, and other resources (Krajcik & 

Blemenfeld, 2006). This instructional approach and learning experience are grounded in a 
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constructivist theory of learning (Krajcik & Blemenfeld, 2006) that requires space for 

students to be agentic in their learning.  

For this research synthesis and study, it is not necessary to select one of these 

frameworks to characterize classroom learning experiences. Rather, the previous research 

informs the domains that must be attended to when characterizing classroom learning 

experiences and considering how they may shape beliefs and perceptions. These domains 

include but are not limited to student and teacher roles, amounts and types of interpersonal 

interactions, spatial allowances and restrictions, student and teacher expectations, amount 

of student agency in learning, and resources. This literature and these domains inform the 

classroom learning experiences observation protocol that I describe in the methods section.  

Classroom experiences and children’s beliefs 
Deborah Stipek and colleagues pioneered much of the research that examines the 

relationship between young children’s classroom experiences and their beliefs and 

perceptions over the past thirty years. Stipek’s primary focus is on young children’s 

academic motivation and perceived academic competence, but she and her fellow 

researchers have tested several other outcomes involving young children’s beliefs and 

perceptions. Her research is particularly relevant to this literature synthesis and proposed 

study because of its focus on young children from preschool to third grade.  

 Stipek uses mixed methods approaches involving quantitative measures of 

psychological processes, such as academic motivation and perceived academic 

competence, as well as child and teacher interviews and classroom observations. In her 

work exploring the relationship between classroom experiences and academic motivation 

(Stipek, 2001; 2011), Stipek and colleagues found that child-centered instructional 
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approaches had a positive impact on Kindergarten and first graders’ academic motivation 

compared with didactic and highly academic instructional approaches (Stipek & Daniels, 

1988). Valeski & Stipek (2001) also found that highly structured classrooms have a 

negative impact on Kindergartener’s academic motivation compared to less structured 

classrooms in which children had more control.  

 Stipek and colleagues have also done work exploring the classroom environment 

influence on young children’s self-perceptions in terms of academic competence and their 

perceptions of their peers. Stipek and Weisz (1981) examined the relationship between the 

type of performance feedback that teachers provide and children’s perceptions of their own 

and their peers’ academic performance. They found that negative performance feedback 

negatively influenced perceptions of both self and peer performance. Valeski & Stipek’s 

2001 study also found that highly structured classroom environments negatively influenced 

students’ perceived academic competences while less structured classrooms environments 

positively influenced students’ perceived academic competence. Finally, Stipek and 

Daniels (1988) found that classrooms and teachers that emphasized normative evaluation 

negatively impacted Kindergarteners’ perceptions of their own academic performance and 

beliefs about future academic attainment while classrooms that deemphasized normative 

evaluation had a positive influence on the same outcomes.  

 Stipek and colleagues are by no means the only researchers to study these 

relationships. Brock et al. (2007) examined the influence of the Responsive Classroom 

approach on children’s social competence and perceptions of their classroom environment. 

The Responsive Classroom approach includes a set of teaching practices that combine 

social and academic learning and the study found that it positively influenced both targeted 
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outcomes. Kershenet and Pointon (2000) examined the influence of classroom experiences 

in terms of physical context and space. Their investigation looked at how seating 

arrangements influenced children’s social, emotional, work, and learning related views of 

the classroom. The study produced mixed results that did not produce clear patterns, 

however, the authors concluded that the subtle variation in children’s responses suggests 

that children understand that classroom environments need to be able to support different 

aspects of learning.  

 This literature establishes a connection between different aspects of classroom 

experiences and children’s beliefs about a range of outcomes including themselves, their 

peers, their environments, and their futures. It also supports the hypothesis that classroom 

experiences, particularly classroom learning experiences, shape children’s beliefs about 

learning.  

EXISTING RESEARCH ON YOUNG CHILDREN’S BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNING 
Over the last three decades, researchers have examined young children’s beliefs, 

ideas, and conceptualizations of learning. In this section, I discuss the importance of 

understanding young children’s beliefs about learning as articulated in the research. I then 

review the literature on metacognition and young children as it relates to their abilities to 

reflect on and discuss their ideas about learning with particular attention to theory of mind. 

Next, I summarize the research examining young children’s ideas and beliefs about 

learning focusing on study design and variables of interest. After, I discuss the limitations 

of this body of literature in terms of design, theory, and applicability.  Finally, I consider 

the possible classroom-based influences on children’s beliefs about learning that are 

alluded to in the existing literature.  
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Why do children’s beliefs about learning matter?  
There is substantial research examining how children learn and the mechanisms 

that lead to knowledge acquisition (e.g. Gopnik, Meltzoff & Bryant, 1997; Piaget, 1953; 

Smith & Heise, 1992; Tenenbaum, Kemp, Griffiths & Goodman, 2011). How children 

think about and make sense of the learning process, however, is less understood. The 

limited research that does investigate children’s beliefs about learning suggests that young 

children’s beliefs and ideas may be very important. Research by Carol Dweck and 

colleagues has shown that what young children know and think about learning shapes their 

learning objectives and motivation (Dweck & Leggett, 1988; Dweck 1999; Elliot & 

Dweck, 2005; Lerner, Liben & Mueller, 2015). Other studies have found that children’s 

beliefs about the learning process influence their later conceptualizations of knowledge and 

as a result, their academic engagement and achievement (Lecce, Caputi & Pagnin, 2014; 

Stipek & Mac Iver, 1989; Skinner, 1995). While some of this research has been conducted 

with older children, this literature provides preliminary evidence that in the early grades, 

young children begin to develop beliefs about learning that influence their later beliefs 

about learning and perceptions of themselves as learners as well as later academic behavior 

and achievement.  

Metacognition and Theory of Mind in young children 
In the research examining young children’s beliefs about learning, child 

participants range from preschool age (3- and 4-year-olds) to third grade (8- and 9-year-

olds). As a result, many of the studies are concerned with the development of children’s 

metacognition. Metacognition is the ability to refer to an individual’s awareness and 

considerations of one’s own cognitive processes and strategies (Flavell, 1979). In the 
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context of this literature, metacognition refers to children’s ability to reflect on their own 

learning process. Studies concerning children’s beliefs about learning aim to identify at 

what age it is developmentally possible to verbally reflect on learning (e.g. Bartsch, 

Horvath & Estes, 2001; McCallum, Hargreaves & Gipps, 2000; Sobel, Li & Corriveau, 

2007) and how that ability develops with age (e.g. Bemis, Leichtmanb & Pillemer, 2006; 

Taylor, Esbensen & Bennett, 2010), as well as the qualitative differences in the ways 

children think about learning across ages (e.g. Habók & Babarczy, 2018; Leece, Caputi & 

Pagnin, 2015; Sobel & Letourneau, 2015; McCallum, Hargreaves & Gipps, 2000).  

Theory of mind is the metacognitive ability that most researchers use as a 

framework to explore children’s beliefs about learning as it is considered a prerequisite to 

reflecting on one’s own learning (e.g. Bartsch, Horvath & Estes, 2001; Sobel & 

Letourneau, 2015). Wellman, Cross & Watson (2001) define theory of mind as the ability 

to understand various mental states – desires, emotions, beliefs, intentions, and other inner 

experiences – in oneself and others in order to explain and predict social behavior. In their 

2001 meta-analysis of theory of mind research, the authors found that there is substantial 

development of theory of mind during the preschool years and continued development with 

age.  

In the literature, theory of mind is generally tested using false belief measures. False 

belief measures are tasks that require children to recognize false beliefs in themselves or 

others. For example, a researcher might show a child that an M&Ms candy box is actually 

filled with paper clips. Then the researcher would show the same M&Ms box to a research 

assistant and ask the child what the research assistant thinks is in the box. If the child says 

M&Ms, she is demonstrating theory of mind in her ability to understand that the research 
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assistant does not have the same information that she does. If she answers that the research 

assistant will think the box is full of paper clips, she does not understand that there is a 

difference in her mental state and the research assistant’s mental state and may still be in 

the process of developing theory of mind. False belief tests are the most common measure 

of theory of mind in studies examining children’s beliefs about learning (e.g. Bemis, 

Leichtman & Pillemer, 2006; Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 2015). 

A frequent example cited in research examining children’s beliefs about learning is 

Gopnik and Graf’s (1988) seminal study using a false belief measure called the drawer test 

to assess children’s ability to identify and remember the source of their beliefs (see Tang 

& Bartsch, 2012; Esbensen, Taylor & Stoess, 1997). In the study, children from 3- to 5-

years-old learn the contents of drawers by seeing what is in the drawer, being told what is 

in the drawer, or inferring what is in the drawer with the help of a clue (e.g., showing 

children an empty crayon box as a clue that the drawer is full of crayons). All children 

reported on the contents of the drawers, but children under 4-years-old struggled to tell 

researchers if they knew what was in each drawer because they had been told, had looked, 

or had figured out the contents from a clue. This study demonstrates that children under 4-

years-old may not yet be able to reflect on how they came to know something or the process 

of learning. However, it is important to note that there has been ample critique of the false 

belief task as a valid assessment of theory of mind because passing it requires abilities 

beyond theory of mind and individuals can have theory of mind and lack the ability to 

reason about false beliefs (Bloom & German, 2000). 
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The theory of mind literature serves as a foundation for the research examining 

young children’s beliefs about learning and justifies researchers’ exploration of the 

conceptualizations and beliefs of children as young as preschool.  

Research examining young children’s ideas and beliefs about learning 
The research examining young children’s beliefs about learning can be broken into 

three focused areas of interest. First, many studies specifically investigate children’s ability 

to understand when learning has taken place (Bartsch, Horvath & Estes, 2003; McCallum, 

Hargreaves & Gipps, 2000; Sobel, Li & Corriveau, 2007; Tang & Bartsch, 2012; Tang, 

Bartsch, Nunez, 2007; Taylor, Esbensen & Bennett, 2010). This research focuses on the 

phenomenon that children are often able to recall what and how they learned something 

before they are able to report when they learned it. In 2010, Taylor, Esbensen, and Bennett 

conducted a series of experimental studies to test 4- and 5-year-old children’s 

understanding of knowledge acquisition by teaching them novel facts and they were later 

asked how long they had known these facts. The authors found that the children tended to 

report “always knowing” or “knowing for a long time” content that they had only recently 

learned. An earlier study by Tang, Bartch, & Nunez (2007) examining the same 

phenomenon found that 6-year-old children did not claim to have always known a fact they 

learned the week before, but they were still only 46% accurate in reporting when they had 

learned the fact.   

Other studies focus more on the qualitative differences in how children 

conceptualize and talk about learning. For example, Leece, Caputi & Pagnin (2015) 

conducted a longitudinal study in which Italian children completed a battery of tasks 

assessing theory of mind and verbal ability at yearly intervals across four years, from 5-
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years-old until they were 8-years-old. At time four, children also completed a self-report 

questionnaire eliciting their beliefs about learning. The questionnaire included items such 

as, “Learning means being able to repeat word for word” and “Understanding meaning is 

the best way to learn.” Among other analyses, researchers categorized students’ beliefs 

about learning reported in the questionnaire as constructivist or reproductive. 

Constructivist beliefs about learning characterize learning as a process and acknowledge 

conceptual change whereas reproductive beliefs about learning emphasize content and 

characterize learning as performing a task or memorizing. Leece and colleagues found that 

children’s development of theory of mind as measured by false-belief tests “plays a central 

role in the development of constructivist beliefs about learning,” while reproductive views 

of learning were not associated with the development of theory of mind.   

Sobel & Letourneau (2015) conducted another study that focused on the qualitative 

differences in children’s beliefs of learning. The researchers conducted one-on-one 

interviews with children visiting a local children’s museum. They asked children open-

ended questions such as “What do you think learning means?”; “Can you think of 

something that you have learned?”; “How did you learn that?”; and “How else can you 

learn?” They categorized their child participants beliefs about learning as “learning as a 

process” or “learning as content or knowledge itself,” in which “learning as a process” is a 

more developmentally advanced understanding of learning than “learning as content or 

knowledge itself.” The researchers found that the ability to define “learning as a process” 

develops between the ages of four and eight with younger children (4- and 5-year-olds) 

providing definitions of learning as content or knowledge and older children (6- to 10-year-

olds) providing more process-based definitions of learning. As part of the interviews, 
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students who provided process-based definitions of learning also gave examples of learning 

experiences that involved skills and capabilities rather than just content or singular facts.  

Finally, a smaller subset of studies examines children’s beliefs about learning in 

specific content domains (Aro, 2012; Law, Chan & Sachs, 2008; McDonough & Sullivan, 

2014; Oppermann, Brunner, Eccles & Anders, 2018). For example, a study conducted by 

McDonough & Sullivan (2014) examined beliefs about learning math with 8- and 9-year-

old students. The researchers used an interview technique that involved introducing the 

topic, beliefs about learning math, then incorporating activities and ideas of interest to the 

student while maintaining a conversation about his or her beliefs about math, learning 

math, and strategies that help the student learn. The study was exploratory and showed that 

students held a range of beliefs about learning math. Another longitudinal study conducted 

with Finnish children from first to sixth grade used Bakhtin’s (1986) dialogic perspective 

to understand children’s beliefs about learning English (Aro, 2012). The researchers 

conducted interviews with children in first grade, third grade, and fifth grade and analyzed 

the interviews to understand how children presented views of learning that echoed or 

repeated voices of authority and how they brought forward their own insights. They found 

that children shared beliefs that came both from administrators, teachers, and parents, but 

also shared their own insights.  

Limitations in the research on children’s beliefs about learning 
The research summarized in this section helps us understand when children can first 

verbally report their beliefs about learning and some specific aspects of those 

conceptualizations that change with age. The literature also establishes a connection 
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between children’s ability to conceptualize learning and the development of Theory of 

mind.  

However, with one exception (see Phelps, Graham, Ha Thi Tuyet & Geeves, 2014), 

this body of literature has yet to explore the social and cultural contexts that may influence 

young children’s beliefs about learning. According to sociocultural theorists, the 

development of psychological processes is grounded in social sources (Vygotsky, 1987) 

and there is no separating the individual from the culture in which she develops (Rogoff, 

Chavajay & Matusov, 1993). Ignoring or minimizing these aspects of development limit 

the usefulness and applicability of this body of research.  

Furthermore, most of the research reviewed in this section was conducted with 

children from White middle-class American families. Out of eighteen empirical studies, 

three were conducted with children from White middle-class families in Italy (Leece, 

Caputi & Pagnin, 2015), London (McCallum, Hargreaves & Gipps, 2000), Finnland (Aro, 

2012), and Hungary (Habók & Babarczy, 2018). One study was conducted with children 

from middle-class families in China (Law, Chan & Sachs, 2008), one recruited participants 

from “ten preschools and elementary schools serving ethnically diverse and mostly middle-

class families” in the US (Tang, Bartsch & Nunez, 2007), and one study collected data 

from primary school children in Vietnam (Phelps, Graham, Ha Thi Tuyet & Geeves, 2014). 

The remaining eleven studies collected data from White middle-class American families.  

If a rationale for investigating young children’s beliefs about learning is to better 

understand children’s development as a means to support their education and positive 

academic outcomes, the research should include samples that are representative of all 

school-age children in the US - the majority of whom are low-income and non-white (U.S. 
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Census Bureau, 2018). Moreover, knowing that schools are a context in which young 

children spend a significant part of their day, and that the US school system offers different 

experiences to students depending on income and race/ethnicity, it seems important to 

understand how those contexts may be related to children’s beliefs in general and their 

beliefs about learning specifically. 

Possible classroom influences on children’s beliefs about learning 
One of the articles reviewed in this section discussed the possible influence of 

factors related to the sociocultural context of the classroom on children’s conceptualization 

of learning. Leece and colleagues (2015) speculate that teaching style, an important aspect 

of the sociocultural context of the classroom (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996), may shape 

children’s beliefs about learning. In trying to make sense of an unclear pattern of 

association between theory of mind and reproductive beliefs about learning, the authors 

consider the idea that “children build their learning beliefs also on the basis of teachers’ 

requests and expectations” (Hyun, 1996 as cited by Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 2015 p. 48). 

While the investigation of this relationship was not a part of the study, the authors suggest 

it as a direction for future research.   

To conclude, the literature on young children’s beliefs about learning lacks research 

that uses sociocultural frameworks and as a result, it is limited in its usefulness and 

applicability to the diverse population of children in the US and worldwide. Additionally, 

the focus on the development of young children’s beliefs about learning without 

consideration of social or cultural context means that any effort to support or intervene in 

this development would take place with the child herself rather than in the spaces or 

environments that the child occupies.  In their article “They danced around in my head and 
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I learned them”: children's developing conceptions of learning, Sobel & Corriveau (2007) 

propose early intervention in children’s conceptualization of learning as a way to foster a 

true understanding of the process. However, an alternative approach would be to examine 

the contexts in which the children develop their beliefs about learning and ask how these 

environments may be shaping children’s beliefs. This is to say, perhaps intervention efforts 

should focus on the circumstances and environments that influence children’s beliefs, not 

the beliefs themselves, because it is possible that limited or narrow beliefs of learning are 

actually just symptoms of much larger, systemic problems.  

OTHER INFLUENCES ON CHILDREN’S BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNING 
 Classroom learning experiences are certainly not the only factor that may influence 

young children’s beliefs about learning. Research shows that a number of other influences 

including family and culture also shape children’s beliefs and perceptions (e.g. Engels, 

2011; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003; Suizzo et al., 2012). In this section, I review the academic 

socialization research that illuminates the influence that parents and families have on 

children’s academic motivation and beliefs, particularly the academic socialization 

research that has been done with Latinx families and closely considers the role of culture. 

I also discuss why it is important to understand school-based influences on children’s 

academic beliefs and perceptions in addition to home-based influences.   

Academic Socialization 
Before children enter school, parents tend to be the primary agents of children’s 

socialization, including academic socialization. Academic socialization encompasses the 

beliefs, values, practices, and messages that parents communicate to their children about 
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their expectations and the importance of education, school, and academics (Hill & Tyson, 

2009). This socialization process is thought to play a critical role in the schooling 

experiences of children from early childhood through college.  

 Research on models of academic socialization has focused on a range of child 

outcomes including emotional and cognitive engagement in school (Rivas-Drake & 

Marchand, 2016), school readiness (Hill, 2001), school adjustment (Taylor, Clayton & 

Rowley, 2004), academic achievement (Suizzo et al., 2012; Taylor, Clayton & Rowley, 

2004), academic beliefs (Suizzo et al., 2012), and academic motivation (Suizzo et al., 

2012). While academic socialization has not been explicitly connected to children’s beliefs 

about learning, its connection to children’s academic beliefs and academic motivation 

(Suizzo et al., 2012) tells us that the socialization process shapes beliefs and perceptions 

and likely influences children’s beliefs about learning.  

 Research has also shown that academic socialization may look different among 

different ethnic and racial groups as well as among immigrant families (Ceballo, Maurizi, 

Suarezz & Aretakis, 2014; Suizzo et al., 2014; Suizzo & Stapleton, 2007; Yamamoto & 

Holloway, 2010). A few studies in the academic socialization literature have looked at 

Latinx families specifically (e.g. Alfaro, Umaña-Taylor & Bámaca, 2006; Henry, Merten, 

Plunkett & Sands, 2008; Rivas-Drake & Marchand, 2016; Suizzo et al., 2012). Much of 

Suizzo’s work on academic socialization looks at the academic socialization among 

Mexican-origin families in the US and found that the cultural scripts of simaptía, qualities 

such as agreeableness, friendliness, empathy, and politeness (Ramírez-Esparza, Gosling, 

& Pennebaker, 2008), and familismo, a strong connection to family including loyalty, 

closeness, and reciprocity (Esparz & Sánchez, 2008), are influential models in parents’ 



25 

academic socialization of their children (Suizzo et al., 2012). In a 2014 study, Suizzo and 

colleagues also found that Mexican-origin parents hold high aspiration for their children’s 

educational attainment, prefer a structured approach to teaching that involves direct 

instructional methods, and utilize positive incentives and affection to encourage their 

children when they struggle academically. Similarly, a study by Rivas-Drake and 

Marchand (2016) found Latinx children’s perceptions of parental educational expectations 

and their own endorsement of familismo to be positively related to school engagement.  

While the Mexican-origin and non-immigrant Latinx culture are not necessarily 

reflective of all Latinx immigrant families in the US, this literature establishes that there 

are distinct cultural models that influence academic socialization. Furthermore, these 

models are the first influences that shape young children’s beliefs and perceptions related 

to school and learning. However, once children begin school, they are exposed to a 

multitude of other influences, the most important of which are arguably peers (Taylor, 

Clayton & Rowley, 2004) and school contexts (Stipek, 2001; 2011). Beginning in 

preschool or Kindergarten and over the following twelve years, children spend a third to 

half of their waking weekday hours during the school year in their school contexts (OECD, 

2017). This study’s focus on classroom learning experiences and young children’s beliefs 

about learning adds to the academic socialization research by considering the school-based 

influences on an important aspect of children’s academic socialization – their beliefs about 

learning. 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: SOCIOCULTURAL LEARNING THEORY 
 Sociocultural learning theory guided this investigation of classroom learning 

experiences and beliefs about learning among Latinx children from immigrant families. 
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Lev Vygotsky and colleagues developed sociocultural learning theory in Russia in the 

1920s and 1930s and it has been used and interpreted in a range of ways across time, 

geography, and social science research (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). In this study, I rely 

on Rogoff’s (1982; 1990; 1995; 2003) interpretation and application of sociocultural 

learning theory, particularly her emphasis on the inseparable roles of the individual and the 

environment and Moje & Lewis’ (2007) considerations of identity, agency, and power in 

learning. 

Vygotsky’s Sociocultural Learning Theory  
 Vygotsky’s conceptualization of sociocultural learning theory is grounded in the 

belief that individual development occurs in social and cultural contexts and is mediated 

by language, symbols, and systems (John-Steiner & Mahn, 1996). Vygotsky describes 

development as a transformative process in which the individual internalizes social shared 

activities. In other words, there are two stages in the process of learning and development. 

First, in the social realm, individuals interact with others or their environment, and later in 

the psychological realm, individuals internalize these interactions. While internalization 

can sound like a unidirectional process of transmission, it is actually the opposite. A 

colleague of Vygotsky, Leontiev explained, “the process of internalization is not the 

transferal of an external activity to a preexisting internal ‘plane of consciousness’: it is the 

process in which this plane is formed,” (as cited in Wertsch, 1985, p. 163). In a classroom 

learning context, students play an active role that influences their peers, their teacher, and 

their environment and that collaboration builds knowledge.  
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Rogoff and Moje & Lewis’ contributions to Sociocultural Learning Theory 
 In much of the psychological research grounded in sociocultural learning, the roles 

of the individual and culture have been separated, and the process of socialization has been 

conceptualized as a matter of the impact of culture on the individual. Rogoff’s work over 

the last three decades (1982; 1995; 2003) has challenged this approach and expanded on 

Vygotsky’s conceptualization of socialization by emphasizing the inseparability of the 

individual and cultural processes and by focusing on activity as a unit of analysis, rather 

than individual characteristics or moves.  

 Using research methodology that often involves observing children completing 

tasks with peers or other adults, Rogoff considers both the event as a whole and the factors 

involved. This approach takes into account the child, the other present individuals 

(including the experimenter), the nature of the task, the materials at hand, the immediate 

environment and context, and the historical moment in which the task is taking place 

(Rogoff, 1995). All of these factors exist in relation to one another; however, they can also 

be considered separately without assuming that the structure of each is independent of any 

other. For example, in a task in which a child is completing a maze with the help of his 

mother while the experimenter observes, we can consider the role of the mother while still 

acknowledging that her role is dependent on all the other factors and influences present in 

that moment. This focus on the activity encompasses the ways in which the individual is 

developing, but also the way the individual contributes to transforming the cultural tools, 

practices, and institutions that constitute the activity. Rogoff argues, “As people participate 

in activities involving other people and cultural practices, they develop and their 

participation changes” (Rogoff, Chavajay & Matusov, 1993 p. 533). 
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 Moje and Lewis (2007) elaborate on the idea that the learner is both transformed 

and transforms her immediate space and community arguing that this process is shaped by 

power relations. They situate the learner not only in a sociocultural context, but in what 

they call “discourse communities” or groupings of people across time and space that “share 

ways of knowing, thinking, believing, acting, and communicating” (p. 16). The act of 

learning delivers access to and control over these discourses – a limited resource. Moje and 

Lewis’ thinking about power draws from Foucault’s idea that power is the product of 

relationships, not an entity to be held, desired, or resisted. It is through small and large 

repeated actions within these relationships that systems of power are produced and 

maintained (1984). As a social process, learning necessarily takes place within 

relationships where the learner takes up existing discourses or disrupts and transforms fixed 

discourses. This process is itself is an expression of power with constantly developing 

influences on the learner’s identity and agency.  

In relation to this study, sociocultural learning theory guides both the observation 

of classroom learning experiences, as well as, the understanding of young children’s beliefs 

about learning. For classroom learning experiences, a sociocultural learning approach 

means centering the entire learning experience as the unit of analysis and observing and 

characterizing it holistically rather than attempting to isolate and measure one aspect of the 

learning experiences. In regard to children’s beliefs about learning, a sociocultural learning 

approach means understanding part of the transformation that took place in the individual 

within the sociocultural context, how that transformation shaped the people and practices 

in the classroom, and how that process was influenced by the power relations inherent in 
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the “accepted” ways of knowing, thinking, believing, acting, and communicating in each 

classroom.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 

In this chapter, I outline the research methods I used to address the research 

questions: (1) What are young Latinx children from immigrant families’ beliefs about 

learning? (2) What are the similarities and differences in these beliefs across three 

classrooms that offer three different types of learning experiences? To answer these 

questions, this study relied on two main sources of data. First, I collected data on the types 

of classroom learning experiences that Latinx children from immigrant families were 

offered by observing three participating first grade classrooms over a three-day period 

each. Then I interviewed ten individual children (n=30) and the teacher(s) (n=4) from each 

classroom about their beliefs about learning using video-cued ethnographic methods. I 

analyzed these data sources using ethnographic and grounded theory approaches to 

qualitative data analysis.  

I begin this chapter by sharing a statement of my positionality. I then describe the 

Agency in Young Children study, which influenced the conception of this study. Next, I 

briefly orient this study in the existing psychological research with Latinx immigrant 

communities. I continue by outlining my recruitment process and inclusion criteria for data 

collection. Then, I explain and provide a rationale for the procedure I used to observe 

children’s classroom learning experiences. After, I describe and provide a rationale for the 

video-cued ethnographic method that I used to interview children and teachers about their 

beliefs about learning. Finally, I summarize and provide a rationale for my data analysis 

procedures for each data source.  

STATEMENT OF POSITIONALITY 

I am a White woman in my early thirties. I grew up in a middle-class community 

in Northern California and I began my career as a Spanish-English bilingual second and 
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third grade teacher in urban Oakland, California. My Latinx students and their immigrant 

families were welcoming, loving, and extremely dedicated to academics and school 

success. They also struggled against systemic and interpersonal issues related to 

immigration, poverty, and discrimination. This formative professional experience shapes 

my lens as an educator and researcher of students and families of color and those struggling 

with poverty, particularly those from the Latinx immigrant community. I view my work in 

educational psychology through the perspective of a public elementary school teacher in 

addition to my developing lens as a teacher educator, researcher, and psychologist.  

I also recognize my position as an outsider to the communities that I work with and 

know that this limits my ability to recognize, capture, analyze, and respond to certain issues 

pertaining to culture or experiences I have never had, such as racial discrimination. My 

work with communities, participants, and students of color is further influenced by the 

issues of power related to my own Whiteness and the ways that White supremacy structures 

so many systems and institutions in our society, including schools. To address my position 

as an outsider and position of power in much of my work, I collaborate with other Latinx 

researchers, teachers, and community members to guide investigation and inquiry into 

social and cultural family and school systems. I also use research methods that center 

participants perspectives and interpretations and engage them in partnership in research. 

While my positionality does limit the ways I can contribute to research with communities 

of color and those struggling with poverty, I consider this work enlightening and urgent 

and I commit to the ongoing and deep self-reflection required to do it ethically and in 

solidarity with communities.  
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THE AGENCY AND YOUNG CHILDREN STUDY 

The inspiration for this study came out of findings from the Agency and Young 

Children study. This project was led by Dr. Jennifer Keys Adair “to understand the impact 

of agency…on social and academic development and to find a culturally flexible 

understanding of agency that could help provide more dynamic and sophisticated learning 

experiences for young children, specifically young children of Latina/o immigrants,” 

(Adair, Colegrove & McManus, 2018). The study used systematic, video-cued 

ethnographic tools to interview administrators, teachers, Latinx immigrant parents, and 

first grade students from Latinx immigrant families across Texas and California to learn 

about their beliefs about student agency in the classroom (Adair, 2014).  

I joined the project as a research assistant at the beginning of the interview process 

and led many of the focus group interviews with first grade Latinx children from immigrant 

families. As part of the video-cued ethnographic method, we played three short film clips 

for child participants that showed scenes from a typical day in a different first grade 

classroom serving students from Latinx immigrant families in which there were routine 

examples of children using their agency to make decisions, solve problems, help peers, and 

direct their learning.  

Our goal in the focus group interviews was to understand how children think about 

agency in their classes, so we asked questions about choices students have, decisions they 

get to make, and the things they control in their classroom lives. We found that children 

were very eager to talk about the learning they saw happening, or not happening, in the 

videos. They also wanted to share information about their own classrooms including the 

conditions and behaviors that prevent learning and those that make learning possible. I was 

struck by the strong beliefs about learning that children shared with us and how quickly 

and clearly they connected them with the learning experiences they saw in the film or ones 



33 

they described from their own classrooms. For example, one boy in South Texas responded 

to the film by explaining, “They are not learning because they’re doing math and they’re 

talking while they're doing their work.” I asked if you can learn while you’re talking and 

the boy responded, “If you talk, you get in trouble and you won’t learn anything.”  

The student focus group data from this study is full of examples of children sharing 

their thoughts about how, when, and where learning happens as well as the conditions that 

support or impede learning. I wanted to learn more about these beliefs about learning and 

how they relate to the learning experiences that children have access to in their classrooms. 

So, this study was designed to use a similar methodology with an added classroom 

observation component to better understand the learning experiences that students are 

offered.  It also uses one-on-one interviews with children instead of focus groups to shift 

the emphasis from understanding collective experiences with agency to understanding 

individual students’ beliefs about learning.  

ORIENTATION: LATINX COMMUNITIES AND PSYCHOLOGICAL RESEARCH 

Psychological research in the US has historically framed Latinx communities, 

including families and young children, in deficit ways (Valencia, 2010). From colonial 

research perspectives to intelligence testing (Pickren, 2009) to national debates about 

psychological impacts of bilingualism, Latinx communities have often been essentialized, 

caricaturized, and unfairly compared to more economically and racially privileged 

populations, namely middle-class Whites (Betancourt & López, 1993). This body of 

research has informed innumerable social policies to address and societal discourses about 

the “shortcomings” of Latinx communities that grossly misrepresent and directly affect the 

ability of many to thrive in US society.  
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Fortunately, the emergence of the fields of ethnic minority psychology, Latino 

psychology, and multicultural psychology that directly deal with culture, race, and racism, 

the psychological effects of discrimination, funds of knowledge, and strength-based 

approaches has helped begin to push the field beyond deficit discourses about Latinx 

communities. This study builds upon this work. My research takes a strengths-based 

approach in working with Latinx immigrant children and families and in doing so 

necessarily attends to systemic patterns of inequity. The research questions and methods 

are designed to capture the knowledge and capabilities of the individuals who are willing 

to share their beliefs and experiences with me and the findings will add to the literature that 

forefronts their knowledge while pushing back on the systems and structures designed to 

suppress it.  

RECRUITMENT AND INCLUSION CRITERIA 

The data in this study was collected from observations of three first grade 

classrooms and one-on-one interviews with thirty children and four teachers. Because the 

study investigated the beliefs about learning held by young Latinx children from immigrant 

families, and since we know that Latinx children from immigrant families are often offered 

distinct learning experiences from their white middle-class peers, I recruited classrooms 

that were majority (at least 80%) Latinx children from immigrant families. Additionally, I 

included first grade classrooms that were in public and/or charter schools. Finally, I 

included one classroom that was English only and two classrooms that offered bilingual 

instruction since many schools that serve Latinx immigrant communities offer bilingual 

education.  

I recruited classrooms through my personal and professional connections to schools 

in Central Texas and Northern California. I reached out via email to colleagues, teachers, 
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and administrators, shared an overview of the study, and asked if they could recommend 

first grade classroom teachers who meet the inclusion criteria and might be interested in 

participating. 

Another important consideration in recruitment was ensuring that there was 

variability between the three classrooms in terms of the types of learning experiences 

offered to students in each classroom. Because this study relied on comparative methods 

of data analysis, I needed to be sure that classrooms were sufficiently different so that I 

was able to compare and draw conclusions. I informally ensured this variability by 

consulting administrators, talking with the classroom teachers about their teaching style 

and beliefs, and briefly visiting the three classrooms before I began data collection. For 

example, the first classroom I selected was extremely structured and ran with tight 

procedures and routines, so I sought less structured classrooms that allowed more freedom 

and flexibility to students when I was selecting the second and third classrooms. I looked 

for variation across major domains that have been shown to be important in classroom 

learning experiences including but not limited to the student and teacher role, amount and 

type of interpersonal interaction, spatial allowances and restrictions, student and teacher 

expectations, amount of student agency in learning, and resources. 

Next, I arranged to complete any paperwork necessary to facilitate participation and 

provided the teacher with consent forms for his or her students to participate in the study. 

Each teacher gave consent to participate and be interviewed and surprisingly, in each 

classroom, exactly ten students returned their parental consent forms and gave assent to 

participate themselves, so they were the ones selected for interviews. Finally, we scheduled 

three days for me to complete the classroom observations and a fourth and fifth day in 

which I conducted student and teacher interviews.  
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PARTICIPANTS 

Teachers and first grade students from three schools participated in this study. 

SOAR Charter School is located in an urban city in Central Texas, Byron Mason 

Elementary School is located in a rural town in Central Texas, and Skeller Elementary 

School is located in an urban city in Northern California. Tables 1 through 3 provide 

demographic information about participants from each school site while the schools 

themselves are described in detail in the Chapter 4. 

SOAR Charter School 

Participants at SOAR included the lead teacher Ms. Adams, her partner teacher Mr. 

Trujillo, and the ten students whose parents returned their permission forms and who 

themselves gave their assent to participate in the video-cued interviews (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. SOAR Participants 

Pseudonym Age Sex Race Native 
Language 

Language 
Proficiencies  

Parents’ Country 
of Origin 

Ms. Adams 29 Female White English Monolingual US 

Mr. Trujillo 25 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Alonso 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual  Mexico & US 

Ana 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Guatemala & US 

Ariana 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico & US 

Sofia 7 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Daniel 7 Male Latinx English Bilingual US 

Daniela 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico & US 

Delfina 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

David 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico & Honduras 

Elías 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico & US 
Ignacio 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Byron Mason Elementary School 

Participants at Byron Mason included the teacher Ms. Lewis and ten students whose 

parents returned their permission forms and who themselves gave their assent to participate 

in the video-cued interviews (see Table 2). 
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Table 2. Byron Mason Participants 

Pseudonym Age Sex Race Native 
Language 

Language 
Proficiencies  

Parents’ Country 
of Origin 

Ms. Lewis 30 Female White English Bilingual US 

Andrés 7 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual  Mexico 

Alejandro 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Antonella 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Guatemala 

Alberto 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Catalina 7 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Emmanuel 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico & US 

Emiliano 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual El Salvador 

Luz 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual El Salvador & US 

Sara 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Honduras & US 

Veronica 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Skeller Elementary School 

Participants at Skeller included the teacher Mr. Walsh and ten students whose 

parents returned their permission forms and who themselves gave their assent to participate 

in the video-cued interviews (see Table 3).  
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Table 3. Skeller Participants 

Pseudonym Age Sex Race Native 
Language 

Language 
Proficiencies  

Parents’ Country 
of Origin 

Mr. Walsh 35 Male White English Bilingual US 

Alessandra 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico & US 

Alma 7 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Violeta 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Guatemala & US 

Elizabeth 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Josué 6 Male Latinx English Monolingual El Salvador & US 

Carlos 6 Male Latinx Spanish Bilingual Venezuela 

Samantha 6 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Valeria 7 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Honduras 

Wilma 7 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual Mexico 

Zoe 7 Female Latinx Spanish Bilingual El Salvador & US 

DATA COLLECTION 

Observation of classroom learning experiences  

I conducted classroom observations to collect data on the types of learning 

experiences that children were offered in their classrooms. This is an innovative 

methodological approach in that, unlike most of the research on children’s beliefs about 

learning, it attends to children’s school and classroom contexts.  

As reviewed in the literature synthesis, much of the existing research on children’s 

conceptualizations of learning separates children from their natural contexts when 

collecting data and attempts to discretely relate age or theory of mind to children’s beliefs 

about learning (e.g. Taylor, Esbensen & Bennett, 2010). In 1982, Barbara Rogoff wrote a 

chapter in Advances in Developmental Psychology called “Integrating Context and 

Cognitive Development” in which she advocates an interactional approach to studying 
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context and development where the researcher examines both the influence of context on 

person and person on context. She encourages researchers to consider a “greater use of 

methods that allow examination of the structure of events or activities integrating the roles 

of person and context,” (p. 161).  

In this study, I used an ethnographic observational method to document the learning 

experiences children were offered in their classrooms. This involved collecting rich 

descriptions of classroom learning experiences that capture the “structure of the 

transmission of skills and information within the context of an evolving interaction,” 

(Rogoff, 1982, p. 151). While the classroom learning experiences were the focus of my 

data collection, I also attended to influential factors such as the events that take place before 

and after the learning experience, the apparent attitude of the child and teacher, or the larger 

activity surrounding the learning experience. Rogoff explains that when the researcher 

focuses on “rich description of structure and process observable in cognitive events… the 

role of context is not examined as an influence on the person’s actions, but rather the 

context and the person’s actions are examined as they fit together to produce the cognitive 

event” (p. 151).  

Ethnographic observations method 

The observations of classroom learning experiences drew from ethnographic 

observational methods. Ethnographic observation methods involve first, entering a social 

setting and getting to know the people involved, and second, writing down in regular, 

systematic ways, what was observed and learned while participating in the daily routines 

and lives of others (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). This study is not a traditional 

ethnography in which I spent an extended period of time in each class to understand that 

class as a group or culture, but I relied on the ethnographic practice of observation and 



41 

writing descriptive fields notes as well as capturing photographs and short videos in order 

to incorporate three of the core features of ethnography into this qualitative study 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). The first of these features is collecting data in everyday 

contexts. The observational approach to understanding classroom learning experiences 

allows data collection to take place in the field and in an authentic and typical learning 

environment. The second feature is collecting data in a semi-structured manner. In the 

beginning, the observations were guided by my knowledge of classroom learning 

experiences based on my experience and data collected in the Agency and Young Children 

study as well as previous research on classroom learning experiences (e.g. Abdullah, 2001; 

Jonassen, 1992; Sibley & Parmelee, 2008). The third feature is privileging the perspective 

of the insider. I made sense of classroom observations through student interviews, which 

positioned the students as the experts and privileged their understanding of their classroom 

learning experiences.  

Observation of Classroom Learning Experiences Protocol 

The observation protocol was meant to guide the classroom observations of 

learning experiences and fieldnotes based on findings from the Agency and Young 

Children study and previous research on classroom learning experiences (e.g. Blumenfeld 

et al., 1991; Dochy et al., 2003; Slavin, 1990). In the Agency and Young Children Study, 

we noticed when children shared their beliefs and ideas about learning in the focus groups, 

they were often responding to certain moments in the film depicting learning experiences. 

For example, in response to a scene in the film in which two students are talking at once, a 

girl in Central Texas shared, “Some [students] are still learning how to raise their hands 

quietly.” Through this comment, we get some insight into a practice the girl is used to in 

her classroom. A learning experience that may be important to note in other classrooms is 
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the procedures through which students can share thoughts and ideas with the class or how 

they ask questions to the teacher.  

Based on findings from the Agency and Young Children study, my experience 

conducting research in other elementary classrooms, my experience teaching second and 

third grade, and the domains I compiled from previous research on classroom learning 

experiences (e.g. student and teacher roles, amounts and types of interpersonal interactions, 

spatial allowances and restrictions, student and teacher expectations, amount of student 

agency in learning, and resources), I compiled a list of spaces, times, practices, and 

procedures that I believed were important to observe in order to characterize the learning 

experiences offered to students in the three classrooms. For example, I attended to the daily 

schedule and tracked how time was spent throughout the day, I documented whether or not 

students were engaged in group work, and I noted any routines that students executed 

without teacher prompting. This protocol was a guide to direct observation and attention 

throughout a school day, but it was not meant to be an exhaustive list of all the moments 

or spaces in which children’s learning experiences can be observed (see the Observation 

of Classroom Learning Experiences Protocol in Appendix A). My methods for capturing 

observations included fieldnotes, photographs, and short videos of students engaging in 

classroom learning experiences. The short videos were used both as ethnographic data and 

as prompts in the child and teacher interviews.  

Classroom observation procedure 

Before beginning classroom observations, I identified the ten focal students from 

that classroom who I later interviewed. These focal students were those whose parents gave 

consent for them to participate in an interview and who assented to participation 

themselves. I then conducted three days of observation in each of the three participating 
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classrooms. I paid particular attention to the learning experiences of the ten focal students, 

but ultimately documented all learning experiences across the class. During the observation 

days, I wrote fieldnotes guided by the Observation of Classroom Learning Experiences 

Protocol and collected photographs and short videos of the classroom environment. At the 

end of each observation day, I typed up and elaborated on my fieldnotes and labeled the 

photographs and short videos that I recorded.  

First grade student interviews 

The child participant interviews were crucial to developing an understanding of the 

beliefs about learning held by young Latinx children from immigrant families. As a data 

source that privileges children’s interpretations, the interviews also provide an important 

contribution to early childhood education and child development literature. Graue and 

Walsh (1995) point out that, “the literature of early childhood education is filled with 

reports of studies in which children have been the objects of inquiry.” They ask, “Where is 

the understanding of, or even interest in, children’s lived experiences?” They attribute this 

“distanced view” to “the dominance of a particular psychological perspective in which 

researchers see children as either windows into universal psychological laws or as 

indicators of treatment effects,” (p. 136). 

The classroom observations sought to understand children’s learning experiences 

in a natural context that included history and culture while the child interviews positioned 

children as experts on those experiences. This approach aligns with the argument of Eder 

& Fingerson (2001) who explain in their chapter on interviewing children that the purpose 

of interviewing children is to invite them to share their views and perspective rather than 

eliciting data from an adult who is interpreting the child’s perspective. Much of education 

research relies on parents and teachers to provide insight into the experiences of young 
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children because many question the validity of data provided by young children themselves 

who are not always seen as fully capable (Danby & Farrell, 2004). However, there is a 

growing body of early childhood, education, and child development research that 

approaches data collection using a framework that acknowledges and respects the 

capabilities of children as informants (Adair, Colegrove & McManus, 2018; Hutchby & 

Moran-Ellis, 1998; James, Jenks & Prout, 1998; Peters & Lacy, 2013; Swadener, Peters & 

Gaches, 2012). 

Video-cued ethnography 

Children’s beliefs about learning were captured through an interview method that 

draws from video-cued ethnography. Video-cued ethnography (VCE) was developed by 

Joseph Tobin and colleagues in the Preschool in Three Cultures study (1989) and the 

Preschool in Three Cultures Revisited study (2009). The method is ethnographic in that it 

involves attention to cultural groups and positions participants as the experts on their own 

lives, perspectives, and beliefs. In VCE, there are two phases of data collection. First, 

researchers spend an extended period of time with and learning from a community by 

conducting a traditional ethnography. As part of that ethnography, they film the space for 

a number of days then edit the footage to make a film representing a typical day in that 

community that is then reviewed and approved by community members. Phase two 

involves sharing the film with outsiders of that community and gathering their reactions 

and perspectives related to the topic of the study as a second source of data. This study 

used the film created in phase one of the Agency and Young Children study to collect data 

drawing on interview techniques characteristic of phase two of VCE.  

Video-cued ethnographic methods were an ideal approach for this study for several 

reasons. First, the video (described in detail in Appendix D) served as a prompt for 
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discussion so that child participants had concrete examples of learning to reference during 

the interviews rather than being required to pull from their own experience or memory. 

Also, using the video as a prompt served to standardize participant responses to some 

extent. Because every participant saw the same three videos, I was able to compare 

responses to specific scenes in the film across classrooms.   

The video was particularly useful because it showed Latinx children from 

immigrant families who are also in first grade and speak some Spanish. These similarities 

to participants own lives and experiences tended to prompt students to draw comparisons 

between their class and the class in the film, which was very useful for understanding how 

they experienced learning in their classrooms.  

Finally, because constructs such as learning can seem abstract and may be difficult 

for children to speak to directly, the video served as a series of concrete examples of 

learning (or not learning) that the children referenced to explain their ideas and beliefs. For 

example, a child from Central Texas watched a scene in the film in which one student gets 

out of his seat to help another student, and commented, “That’s not okay.” When I asked 

why not, he responded, “You can only learn from the teacher.” The belief that learning is 

something that comes only from the teacher may have been difficult to elicit with direct 

interview questions and without the film as a prompt.  

The film 

This study used the same film that was developed in the Agency and Young 

Children study to prompt discussion during child interviews. The film was edited to show 

a typical day in Ms. Baily’s first grade classroom in an urban city in Central Texas. It 

included many examples of children using their agency to make decisions, solve problems, 

help peers, and direct their learning. The version that I showed to child participants was 



46 

made up of three discrete scenes from the original 18-minute film. I chose scenes that 

showed children in Ms. Bailey’s class using their agency to learn in ways that may have 

been different from the classroom learning experiences familiar to many first grade 

students from Latinx immigrant families. The first scene showed a boy helping a girl write 

the number twenty-one by pointing to it on a calendar, the second scene showed students 

creating combinations of the number 10 together using flashcards, and the third scene 

showed students engaging in “choice time” or centers. To be sure that children had a chance 

to respond to each scene and that they did not forget the first one after watching the second 

or third, I pause the film after each scene and conducted the part of the interview pertaining 

to that scene before showing the next (see Appendix D for a detailed description of each of 

the three scenes). 

Videos of first grade participants 

As stated above, during classroom observations, I also recorded short videos of 

children engaging in learning experiences. After finishing the three days of observation, I 

chose three to five videos for each of the ten focal students that showed them engaging in 

independent learning, pair or group learning, whole class learning, and some type of play. 

I showed these videos to students during their interviews to elicit conversation around 

children’s thoughts, ideas, beliefs around his or her own internal processes of learning. 

Given that the interviews took place just one to two days after the learning experiences 

depicted in the videos occurred, the children were often able to remember the experience 

and were able to describe whether, how, when, and where learning was taking place.  

It is important to note, however, that child participants responded more to videos 

of the other first grade classroom than to videos of themselves learning in their own 

classroom. Responses to interview questions after watching videos of themselves tended 
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to be shorter and less detailed or specific than their responses to interview questions after 

watching videos of students in the other first grade classroom. As a result, most of the data 

reported in the findings is in response to watching the videos of the other first grade 

classroom, though I do note which, if any, video students are responding to when I report 

their beliefs about learning. On occasion, students shared beliefs in response to an interview 

questions that did not directly relate to one of the videos they watched and that is noted as 

well.  

First Grade Student Interview Protocol 

I adapted a child interview protocol from the child focus group protocol used in the 

Agency and Young Children study. The initial questions transfer well because they elicit 

children’s initial reactions to each scene. For example, after watching each scene, the first 

questions I asked was, “What did you think?” and “Is that what your class is like?” 

However, later questions in the protocol were changed to target conversation about learning 

rather than agency, although the two constructs often overlap. An example of a question I 

asked after students watch the first scene from the Agency and Young Children video in 

which a boy helps the girl find and write the number twenty-one was, “Can children learn 

from other children?” (see Appendix B for the Child Interview Protocol).  

First grade student interview procedure 

After observing for three full school days, I interviewed the ten focal students from 

each classroom.  The SOAR children interviews took place during the school day in the 

library. The Byron Mason interviews took place during the school day in an empty and 

available classroom on campus. The Skeller interviews took place in a nook in an upstairs 

hallway. I pulled one student out of class at a time and walked him or her to the room where 

a video camera was set up to record the interviews. I told the students that I am a researcher 



48 

from UT and I am interested in what children think about learning and that I would like to 

show them some videos to see what they think. I showed students three to five videos of 

themselves learning in their classroom first and asked them interview questions after each 

scene. Then, I showed the three scenes of the first grade classroom in the Agency and 

Young Children film one at a time and asked the corresponding interview questions. At the 

end of the interview, I asked the participating child if there is anything else he or she would 

like to tell me about learning or school, and then I walked him or her back to the classroom 

and collected the next child.  

Teacher interviews 

Teacher interviews were important to further understand the context in which 

student learning experiences take place. Teachers play an essential role in shaping the 

classroom environment (Vijayan, Chakravarthi & Philips, 2016) and children’s learning 

experiences (Darling-Hammond, Hyler & Gardner, 2017). Understanding how teachers 

think about student learning and how their beliefs inform their pedagogical decisions can 

shed light on why young Latinx children from immigrant families are offered certain 

classroom learning experiences and not others. The purpose of teacher interviews was to 

elicit teachers’ own experiences teaching in their schools and classrooms as well as their 

beliefs about students’ learning using the same video-cued ethnographic methods used with 

child participants. The interviews also inquired as to how those beliefs inform the way 

teachers structure their classroom and lessons and what their hopes were for their students.  

Teacher Interview Protocol 

The first part of the teacher interview protocol was adapted from the child interview 

protocol in response to the video scenes. First, the teacher watched three to five clips of 

students learning in his or her own classroom. Following each of these videos, I asked 
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teachers what they thought in general, what they believed the children are learning, and 

what her/his intentions were for that lesson. Then, I showed teachers the three scenes from 

the Agency and Young Children film, and asked for the teacher’s reaction to the scene, 

whether she/he thought the children in the scene were learning, and how she/he believed 

they are learning. After watching all of the videos, I asked teachers how they think about 

learning with their students, what children need to be able to learn, and what they hope 

children learn in their class (see Appendix C for the Teacher Interview Protocol). 

Teacher interview procedure 

Teacher interviews took place after I completed the child interviews. The SOAR 

teacher interviews took place during a school day in an available conference room; the 

Byron Mason teacher interview took place after school in her classroom; and the Skeller 

teacher interview took place via Skype. Similar to the procedure with students, I first 

showed teachers scenes of children from their own class followed by the corresponding 

interview questions. Then, I showed teachers scenes from the Agency and Young Children 

film followed by their corresponding interview questions. At the end of the interview, I 

asked teachers if there was anything else they would like to tell me about learning, teaching, 

or her/his school.   

DATA ANALYSIS  

The data analysis procedure I used involved analyzing each data source individually 

within classrooms then conducting a comparative analysis across classrooms to answer the 

research questions: (1) What are young Latinx children from immigrant families’ beliefs 

about learning? (2) What are the similarities and differences in these beliefs across three 

classrooms that offer different types of learning experiences? Below, I outline the analysis 
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procedure for each data source as well as my approach to a comparative analysis across 

classrooms.  

Observation of classroom learning experiences 

I had two goals when analyzing the classroom observation fieldnotes. First, I 

wanted to demonstrate that the three classrooms I selected for this study do offer students 

substantially different learning experiences. Second, I wanted to be able to share these 

experiences with the reader through a detailed description of a typical day in each 

classroom, focused on children’s learning experiences and based on my three days of 

observation.  

To address the first goal, I used a qualitative approach common in ethnographic 

research to analyze classroom observation fieldnotes. In their book, Writing Ethnography, 

Emmerson, Fretz & Shaw (1995) outline an approach to analyzing ethnographic fieldnotes 

that is strongly informed by grounded theory. According to the procedure, I first read 

through the fieldnotes collected from each classroom in their entirety. Then, I conducted 

open coding which involved reading through fieldnotes line-by-line and creating tentative 

codes for chunks of data that incorporate events, ideas, or issues I observed in the classroom 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008). I established an open code if an event, idea, or issue related to 

learning came up three or more times in a classroom. For example, the following section 

of fieldnotes from SOAR was coded as “Transition routine” and “Classroom 

management.” 

Ms. A, “Wisconsin!”, Class, “Badgers!”, Ms. A “Okay, you have one minute.” She 

counts down periodically, “60, 59, 58….19, 18, 17….5, 4, 3.” She then says “one,” 

and students clap their hands on their knees. She says “two,” and they stand, then 

“three,” and the walk to their next rotation spot. 
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After open coding across all schools, I read through all the open codes to look for 

larger categories using a comparative approach called axial coding (Corbin & Strauss, 

2008). I arranged the open codes into groups that I believed hang together based on 

pedagogical approach, type of experience, or general time of day. The classroom daily 

schedules were helpful in coming up with some of these larger categories. These larger 

categories include physical classroom space, resources available to students, peer 

interaction opportunities, everyday practices and routines, classroom management 

systems and practices, types of instruction, and how time is spent (daily schedule). The 

fieldnotes excerpt above was eventually coded “Everyday practices and routines” and 

“Classroom management systems and practices” 

To address the second goal, I used the raw fieldnotes and the coded data to write an 

account of a typical day in each classroom that characterized the learning experiences that 

were offered to students in that classroom. I also briefly summarize teacher interviews to 

provide context and rationales for why students were offered certain types of learning 

experiences. The classroom descriptions and the summaries of teacher interviews are 

presented in the findings section.  

Child interviews 

The goal of analyzing the child interviews was to understand the complex and 

multidimensional ways that children conceptualize and engage in learning in order to 

answer the research questions. At the most basic level, this involved identifying patterns in 

the beliefs that children expressed about learning in their interviews within and across 

classrooms. These sets of beliefs within and across classrooms represent what Moje and 

Lewis (2007) refer to as the “discourse communities” that share ways of knowing, thinking, 

believing, and acting.  
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I recruited the help of an undergraduate research assistant for coding the child 

interviews. I analyzed the child interview transcripts using qualitative data analysis 

informed by grounded theory. Grounded theory is an inductive methodology that seeks to 

interpret data for theory development while explaining process, actions, or interactions 

around an emergent phenomenon, in this case, children’s beliefs about learning (Corbin & 

Strauss, 2008). First, we conducted open coding by reading through each students’ 

interview transcript twice each and writing a memo for each participant documenting 

themes related to each child’s beliefs about learning. My goal in these memos was to 

capture as much as possible about how each child thought about the process of learning. 

After creating memos for an entire class, my research assistant and I met in person and 

discussed each child individually, and added those discussion notes to the memos. Then 

we read across all ten memos for each class and created tentative codes that captured ways 

children in that class conceptualized and thought about learning (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). 

We created a code if a theme came up across at least three interviews.  

 At this point, there were three sets of possible codes, one for each class. We saw 

many similarities across classes in terms of the themes and a few that only seemed relevant 

to one or two classes. For example, almost all students across classes discussed how 

learning should sound and how it takes place in the brain, but only students at SOAR talked 

at length about following rules as important to learning. Because there were so many 

similarities in themes, I decided to combine the possible codes for all three classes to create 

a master set of codes that would be applied to all child interviews. We combined them all 

in a table along with an example of each and there were twenty five themes. We then 

combined a few themes that seemed very closely related such as “how learning sounds” 

and “the ideal noise level for learning” into the single theme of “auditory environment.” 

This process left me with nineteen themes.  Then my research assistant and I used axial 
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coding to identify relationships among the themes and organize them into larger domains 

(Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  

This process was deeply informed by children’s own interpretations and meaning-

making. For example, one domain that we created was called Enjoyment and Learning and 

it includes the themes “fun and learning,” “play and learning,” and “choice and learning.” 

“Choice and learning” may not have been an obvious fit for that domain from an outsider’s 

perspective, but we found that when students talked about choice in their interviews, they 

almost always did so in relation to play. Some went so far as to say if a student is making 

a choice then he is definitively playing, not learning. They also talked about making 

choices as something fun that they would like to do more. So, in order to stay true to 

children’s own understanding of choice as it related to learning and their classroom 

learning experiences, we grouped it with play and fun and labeled the domain with the 

word enjoyment. 

We sorted the themes and refined their names until we developed six domains 

capturing nineteen smaller themes that emerged from child interviews about their beliefs 

about learning. Table 4 shows the domains and themes generated from the interviews that 

we then used as a guide to systematically code the transcripts. 
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Table 4. Domains and Themes used to Code Children’s Beliefs about Learning 
Domain Theme 

Processes of Learning  

Brain/mind and learning 

Operationalization of learning 

Evidence of learning 

How learning looks and sounds 

Environmental factors that Influence 
Learning  

Auditory environment 

Physical environment 
Resources and materials required for 
learning 

Social Aspects of Learning 
Learning with teachers 

Learning with or from peers 

Enjoyment and Learning 

Playing and learning 

Fun and learning  

Choice and learning 

Importance of Learning   

Building knowledge or intelligence 

Achievement and learning 

Long term ideas about learning 

Behavior and Learning   

Following rules and obedience 

Consequences and rewards 

Students’ bodies 

Readiness to learn 

 Using the themes as codes, each transcript was coded twice, once by me and once 

by my research assistant. The chunks of data that we coded sometimes included complete 

thoughts or expressions such as “You have to be quiet [to learn],” which was given the 

code “auditory environment.” A chunk could also be a longer sentence such as, “you have 

to learn [math] cause you could pass the grade you are into the other grade, and you pass 

all the grades you go to other school,” which was given the code “long term ideas about 
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learning.” And finally, a chunk could even be a section of dialog between me and the child 

such as, 

Interviewer (I): So what is math like in your class? I’ve never seen it so can you describe 

it for me? 

Child (C): She gives us math and then we do it quietly in the classroom. 

I: So what were they doing here that was different than that? 

C: Talking. 

I: Who were they talking to? 

C: Their friends. 

I: So do you get to talk to your friends during math? 

C: No. 

I: You don’t? Why? 

C: Because they’re not following the rules because they’re not learning. 

That piece of dialog was coded as “following rules/obedience” and “auditory 

environment.” Our initial percent agreement in coding was 89.4%. We discussed all 

disagreements and reached a consensus for each code and excerpt. After coding, we 

summarized children’s beliefs by classroom to answer the first research question, (1) What 

are young Latinx children from immigrant families’ beliefs about learning? 

Next, we conducted a comparative analysis to determine the similarities and 

differences in children’s beliefs about learning across classrooms that offered students 

different types of learning experiences.  We compared children’s beliefs across the six 

domains of beliefs about learning that organized the themes to answer the second research 

question, (2) What are the similarities and differences in these beliefs across three 

classrooms that offer three different types of learning experiences?  
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TRUSTWORTHINESS 

I used several methodological strategies to ensure the trustworthiness of the data 

and findings. One procedure that Lincoln & Guba (1985) recommend to assess the validity 

of qualitative data is prolonged engagement in the field. Among other benefits, this is 

intended to ensure data saturation, the ability to triangulate findings, and the opportunity 

to member check. I spent three days observing each classroom then conducted interviews 

with ten children. After about the first seven interviews, I began to hear themes and ideas 

repeated. The additional interviews allowed me to crosscheck these initial findings by 

gathering more evidence as well as check emerging themes with subsequent interviewees. 

After the tenth interview within each classroom, I was satisfied that saturation had been 

reached as I was not identifying any new themes in the final few interviews. Prolonged 

engagement in the field also allowed me to collect detailed fieldnotes, photographs, and 

short videos that I present in the findings using rich, thick descriptions. 

In terms of data analysis, my research assistant and I read each set of fieldnotes and 

transcripts closely and we engaged in each step of the coding process first individually, 

then together through discussion. In our final step of coding for the child interview 

transcripts, we demonstrated 89.4% agreement in our application of the final codes. In the 

final step of our analysis, we spent time thinking about the connection between classroom 

learning experiences and children’s beliefs about learning. However, as Lincoln & Guba 

(1985) recommend, we also searched for alternative explanations for certain beliefs about 

learning in the literature and from our knowledge of Latinx families and communities. 

These are presented in the discussion chapter.  

Finally, Charmaz (2006, as cited by Corbin & Strauss, 2008) outlines four criteria 

for to consider during data analysis to ensure trustworthiness and creativity: credibility 

(Are your findings strongly related to your argument?), originality (Are your categories 
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and codes new or fresh?), resonance (Do your categories capture the entirety of the target 

phenomena?), and usefulness (Are your finding useful in the everyday lived experiences 

of others?).  The findings from this study prove to be credible in that they are closely related 

to my initial argument, original in that the domains and themes are new to the literature, 

resonant in that domains and themes capture a broad range of children’s beliefs, and useful 

to children, families, educators, policymakers, and researchers alike.  
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Chapter 4: Findings 

In this chapter, I will detail children’s beliefs about learning and identify the 

similarities and differences in students’ beliefs about learning across the three classrooms. 

First, I present findings from each school individually. I describe the first grade classroom 

including a description of the school, the teachers, the students and a typical school day in 

the classroom. Then, I share students’ beliefs about learning as they were reported in their 

video-cued interviews. After presenting findings from each school individually, I compare 

the similarities and differences in children’s beliefs about learning across classrooms.  

SOAR CHARTER SCHOOL 

SOAR Charter School is an elementary, middle, and high school together in one 

large building located in an urban city in Central Texas. The entire school serves 1,426 

students, 93% of whom are Latinx and 86% of whom qualify for free or reduced-price 

meals. The elementary school serves 596 students from Kindergarten to fourth grade with 

four classes per grade level.  

The school was founded in 2011, and promotes core values of high expectations, 

moral character, effective teachers and administrators, and safe, structured and supportive 

learning environments. The school has a very strong culture of college-going with a variety 

of bulletin boards boasting college related messages in the hallways and each classroom 

represented by a US university. SOAR identifies college and a life of opportunity as its 

ultimate goals for students. The school also emphasizes responsibility at all levels as well 

as restorative discipline practices that aim to repair relationships and empower individuals 

by holding them accountable. For students, this means a focus on skills such as self-control, 

empathy and compassion, inclusion, and problem-solving.  



59 

The elementary school has three unique structures that directly impact students 

learning experiences. First, SOAR has what it calls a Brilliance Program which aims to 

provide students with experience in multiple extracurricular subjects. In Brilliance, 

students spend one hour, four days per week with different teachers who specialize in art, 

physical education, theater, and dance. Second, each classroom has two teachers, one lead 

teacher and one partner teacher. Third, the school has a Spanish-English bilingual program 

with one bilingual classroom at each grade level. However, SOAR administrators have 

decided to eliminate the bilingual program next year, despite strong protests from parents 

and community members, in order to increase instructional time in English for all students.  

The class I observed was the one Spanish-English bilingual first grade class. The 

lead teacher, Ms. Adams, taught lessons and interacted with the students in English while 

the partner teacher, Mr. Trujillo, taught lessons and interacted with the students in Spanish. 

In the following section, I will introduce Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo and describe their 

experience teaching at SOAR, and some of their beliefs about teaching and learning as 

reported in their individual video-cued interviews.  

SOAR FIRST GRADE TEACHERS 

Ms. Adams 

Ms. Adams is a twenty-nine-year-old White woman in her seventh year of teaching 

elementary school. She majored in early childhood education, earned her teaching 

credential at the University of Louisiana, and taught in Louisiana public schools. After 

three years teaching in Louisiana, Ms. Adams moved to Texas and took a job at SOAR 

where she has been working for four years. Ms. Adams is the lead teacher which means 

part of her job is coaching and supporting Mr. Trujillo’s professional development.  
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In our interview, Ms. Adams explained that the school has high performance 

expectations of students and data tracking expectations of teachers, and these lead to time 

constraints that influence how students experience learning. Student performance is 

measured by school benchmark and state tests and data tracking includes daily tracking 

and monitoring of students’ progress using the benchmark and other daily assessments of 

student performance. The teachers must maintain a fast-paced, tight schedule in order to 

cover and assess all material and stay on pace with the other three first grade classes. To 

do this, teachers rely heavily on direct instruction, independent student work time, and 

complete compliance from all students all of the time. 

Ms. Adams expressed mixed feelings about the culture of instruction and learning 

at SOAR and how it aligns with her personal views on what is best for children’s learning 

and development. She explained, “We are super data driven and urgent in our instruction, 

making the most of every minute and very structured and we are getting a lot of really good 

results. And I do see value in that.” When I asked her more about data tracking, Ms. Adams 

explained, “Like right now the movement is, ‘how do you know, did they get it or not, how 

do you know, where is your evidence?’” Because of this emphasis on constant assessment 

and tracking, she said, “Everything that we choose to do, [administrators] are like ‘what 

skills are we targeting? What standard is that?’ So, I would need to academically justify 

getting to do something else.”  

However, after watching some of the videos clips of the other first grade classroom 

in which students help one another, make choices, and direct their learning, Ms. Adams 

explained that, 

We have opportunities like that, but it’s very hard to get to with the data tracking 

that they want us to do because it’s kind of hard to, um… like the lesson that they 

give us… I mean I love that, I think that a lot of learning comes from that like even 
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just social emotional things come out of them getting to problem solve and work 

together. 

Ms. Adam went on to express a desire to broaden the learning opportunities offered to her 

students to include things like thematic learning and project-based learning. 

I wish that we had more time for them to do, kind of thematic projects, like project-

based learning. I’ve noticed they’re interested in this, I’m going to plan this whole 

unit and this culminating activity at the end …and just kind of giving them a little 

bit more ownership over their learning, getting to tailor it to their interest more, 

having a little bit more joy and freedom. 

In the end, Ms. Adams explained that she appreciates both the need for rigorous 

and urgent instruction as well as opportunities for children to have control, and she wished 

there was something in between that she could offer her students.  

If I could make up my own, it would be like a happy medium for sure because 

they’re kids. That’s why I don’t give homework because I’m like, it is SOAR’s 

policy and I was like, this is insane, I don’t want to go home and do work and 

they’re six and it’s like, they need to also be kids. 

Mr. Trujillo 

Mr. Trujillo is Ms. Adam’s partner teacher. He is a twenty-five-year-old first 

generation Latino man in his second year of teaching elementary school. Before teaching 

he earned a Bachelor’s degree in political science from St. Bernard University, and worked 

in the local chamber of commerce. After the 2016 presidential election, however, Mr. 

Trujillo decided he did not want to be in government and decided to go into teaching. He 

taught one year at another local charter school and then moved to SOAR for his second 
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year because he was interested in teaching in a bilingual program. He is currently in the 

process of earning his teaching credential online.  

In our interview, Mr. Trujillo echoed many of the sentiments about high student 

expectations and data tracking that Ms. Adams explained. He discussed how he felt student 

accountability and data tracking was really helpful for his practice, saying,  

We’re working on aggressive monitoring so that when we are teaching phonics, we 

have a roster of everyone in our class and we are just kind of “yes, no” and so it’s 

helping me a lot because I’m seeing like what kids need me more and what kids are 

ready to go. 

At the end of every lesson, he strongly emphasized the need for “Something I can track, 

like an exit ticket or something like that where I know, like okay so and so got it, so and so 

didn’t get it.”  

However, Mr. Trujillo had a slightly different perspective from Ms. Adams when 

it came to student autonomy. He felt that students had a lot of autonomy in their classroom 

explaining, “Giving them the autonomy to do that on their own, I love doing that, and I 

love seeing that and so that to me, that’s something I really like, which we do in our school 

very well.” He did feel that very clear strong structure was important for students to 

exercise their autonomy. 

I think if they do have a routine that is already set up that is strong… I think it’ll 

totally work, but I mean, they have to know what they are doing, like each kid has 

to immediately know what they are doing so that there’s no time being wasted. 

Mr. Trujillo also talked a lot about his role as the partner teacher and how much he 

learns from Ms. Adams, “I mean I love watching her teach it. She makes it really exciting, 

and she makes that math look so much fun.” Finally, he expressed his desires for his 

students’ education and future,  
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I want them to be like a good person and become a leader later in life because often 

this community is seen as inferior and they are pushed aside because of where they 

come from… You can do it, you can go to college, I always tell them, I’m the first 

one in college of my family and nobody else went to college. 

Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo’s experience teaching at SOAR and their desires for 

their students contextualize and at times help explain their students’ classroom learning 

experiences. The following section includes a physical description of Ms. Adams and Mr. 

Trujillo’s classroom and overviews the student learning experiences captured in fieldnotes 

from three days of ethnographic classroom observations.   

A DAY IN THE CLASSROOM: SOAR STUDENTS’ LEARNING EXPERIENCES 

 A University of Wisconsin at Madison flag depicting a black cartoon badger in a 

red sweater with a large white “W” hangs above the door leading to Ms. Adam’s and Mr. 

Trujillo’s first grade classroom at SOAR elementary school. This is the class’ mascot and 

when Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo address the class throughout the day, they call them 

“Badgers.” Beneath the flag, on the door is a quote that reads, “I am somebody. Era Alguien 

cuando vine. I’ll be a better somebody when I leave. Soy poderoso y soy fuerte.” Inside 

the classroom, there is more Badger paraphernalia including a pennant by the clock, a 

stuffed badger near the whiteboard, and another flag over Mr. Trujillo’s kidney bean table.  

 The classroom has busy colorful walls covered with two whiteboards, a large 

monthly calendar, hand-drawn posters from past math and literacy lessons, inspirational 

quotes  such as “There’s nothing I can’t achieve because in myself I believe,” charts with 

students names and stickers tracking progress in different subjects, a large world map, 

organizers depicting students’ small groups and goals, bulletin boards with students’ 

photographs and illustrations, a large daily schedule, alphabet cards, and a large word wall 
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consuming an entire wall. Along two walls of the classroom are rows of laptops with 

students’ names written on the wall above them and headphones attached.  

There are two large kidney bean tables, one for Ms. Adams and one for Mr. Trujillo, 

in opposite corners of the classroom from each other with one large teacher chair and five 

smaller student chairs. In a third corner, under the alphabet and word wall, is the classroom 

library made up of one medium sized bookshelf with bins of leveled books, a small area 

carpet covered in pillows and cushions, and a large couch. In the middle of the classroom, 

there are six small rectangular tables with four to five student chairs and a caddy of pencils, 

scissors, and crayons. Also, in the middle of the classroom, in the fourth corner and in front 

of the main whiteboard, is a large area carpet with five rows of colored dots: red, yellow, 

purple, orange, and green. Just on the outside, the large carpet, to the back and to one side 

are two feet by two feet red squares taped on the tile floor. There are no windows in the 

classroom, but the lighting is warm, and it feels inviting.  
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Figure 1. SOAR Classroom 

 

Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo’s class was made up of thirty students. All students 

were bilingual in English and Spanish with varying levels of proficiency in each language 

and all but six had at least one parent who immigrated to Texas from Mexico. One of the 

six had a parent who immigrated from Guatemala and another had a parent from Honduras 

while the other four had parents who were born in the US but primarily spoke Spanish at 

home. Most of the students were six-years-old at the time of data collection, though five 

had already turned seven. Each day they wore uniforms of khaki bottoms, pants, shorts, 

skirts, or jumpers, and navy blue polo shirts with the SOAR insignia. Most of the boys had 

short, clean haircuts, and some of them are styled with gel. The girls wore their hair down 

with headbands, in ponytails with bows, or in long braids.  

Students arrived at the classroom between 7:00 am and 7:20 am every morning. 

Most were walked to the classroom by a parent or guardian, but none of the families came 

inside the classroom. As students came in, the teachers served breakfast of cereal and a 
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fruit to students who chose to partake. Those who ate breakfast sat together at tables and 

chatted while those who did not want breakfast enjoyed a few minutes of free play time. 

Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo moved around the classroom occasionally talking with 

students but mostly preparing lessons and materials for the day. At 7:20 am, students were 

called to the large area carpet where they sat on their assigned colored dots, referred to as 

dot spots, and Ms. Adams or Mr. Trujillo previewed the worksheet packet they would work 

on for part of the next hour and a half during rotations. The students sat quietly “on their 

pockets,” meaning on their bottoms with their legs crossed. 

After previewing the worksheet packet, one of the teachers then reviewed the class-

teacher points from the previous day. Class-teacher points are an ongoing competition 

between the students and the teachers. Throughout the school day, the teachers awarded 

points to the class when they are quiet, on task, offer one hundred percent participation, or 

for any other whole class behavior that the teachers want to reward. Teachers awarded 

these points by saying “Oh yeah!” then the class would echo, “Oh yeah!” and the teacher 

would give them a tally mark. The teachers awarded points to themselves when the class 

is noisy or talking, off task, partially participating, or for any other behavior that they view 

as undesirable. The teachers awarded themselves points by saying “Oh no!” then the class 

would echo “Oh no!” and the teacher would give the teachers a tally mark. If the class had 

the most points at the end of the day, they get one point towards a larger goal of earning a 

whole class reward. During my observations, the reward they were working towards was a 

hot chocolate party. The class also had a system awarding “row points.” These were a point 

competition between the colored rows on the carpet which also corresponded with the table 

groups. For example, if the teacher called the class’ attention, and every student in the red 

row was sitting “on their pockets” and not speaking, the red row may be awarded a point. 
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At the end of the week, the row with the most points got to choose a toy from the prize 

box.  

On Wednesdays, which are early release days, one of the teachers led a community 

circle, where students and the teacher shared how they were feeling that day and interesting 

facts about their lives. On one Wednesday, I was there, and Ms. Adams asked how 

everyone was feeling today from zero to five and why. Students went around the circle 

reporting how they felt. Then students’ volunteered ideas for a second question and the 

class settled on sharing their favorite song. Ms. Adams encouraged them to say something 

other than “Despacito” so she could get different ideas of songs to play for them during 

class, but most of the students said their favorite song was “Despacito” anyway.  

Around 7:30 am students transitioned to rotations. To excuse students to rotations, 

the teachers usually did a call and response to get everyone’s attention. For example, they 

would say, “Wisconsin!” and the students would respond in unison, “Badgers!” Then the 

teacher would say, “One,” and the students would move to a kneeling position, “Two,” and 

they would stand on their feet and, “Three,” and they would walk to their first rotation 

station. As they walked, the teacher counted down from some number, for example, “15, 

14, 13, 12…” with the understanding that all students would silently arrive at their station, 

and begin working by the time Ms. Adams or Mr. Trujillo got to “one.” Students went 

through a process similar to this for every transition in the class, morning circle to rotations, 

rotations to phonics, phonics to recess, and so on. They seemed very practiced, but usually 

complied with the routine more completely in the morning transitions than in the afternoon 

ones when they would continue to chat with one another or make detours on their way to 

the next activity. If all students did not exercise the routine completely and silently the 

teachers would often have the whole class start over and do it again, sometimes more than 

once.  
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Rotations were made up of three stations: teacher table, computers, and independent 

work time on the worksheet packets. The class was divided into three groups of about ten 

and they rotated through the three stations spending twenty minutes at each. At the teacher 

table, Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo each had a group of five. Mr. Trujillo led guided reading 

in Spanish, focusing in on one student at a time and filling out different assessments for 

each and Ms. Adams did the same with her group in English. At the computer station, 

students played different literacy games on the computer, most of which focused on 

phonics skills. At the independent workstation, students sat at their assigned seats at their 

shared tables and worked on the packet of worksheets made up of pages of simple 

crossword puzzles, pictures that are to be labeled with words from a word bank such as un 

pingüino (a penguin) and juguetes (toys), and short reading passages with bolded sight 

words. Once students finished the packet they could move to the carpet to read 

independently and many students sat back to back as they read books at their reading level 

pulled from their individual reading bags.  

For the most part, students worked independently and silently during rotations. 

Occasionally, students would try to discretely show each other their work on their computer 

or an illustration in a book they were reading. If Ms. Adams or Mr. Trujillo noticed, the 

student would be told, “You are at a one,” which is the first of three warnings, and that 

they were supposed to be at a “level zero,” meaning no talking, and working independently. 

The majority of the day in the classroom was supposed to be at a “level zero” except for 

breakfast and “brain breaks.” If a student received more than three warnings, one of the 

teachers removed him or her from the station and he or she would have to sit in one of the 

red squares that was taped on the tile floor and be “away from the team.” Generally, this 

course of action was carried out with the same three or four students who tended to try to 
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talk with their tablemates. Students often paused their work to lay their heads down on the 

table or stare into space and this sometimes led to them receiving warnings. 

After rotations, students transitioned to phonics which took place back on their dot 

spots on the carpet around 8:30 am. Depending on the day of the week, the first phonics 

block would take place in Spanish led by Mr. Trujillo or English led by Ms. Adams. One 

day, while Mr. Trujillo was setting up for phonics time, Ms. Adams handed out small 2in 

x 3in cards with math goals on them. She explained to the kids that there was a growth goal 

and a college ready goal on the card and if they met their goals they would see check marks 

on their card. She told the students that it was their responsibility to share and explain the 

card to their parents. She told students that they can look at the card as they walk to their 

tables to put their cards away then counted down from fifteen for them to be back on their 

dot spots and begin Spanish phonics with Mr. Trujillo.  

The phonics block began with an alphabet song video that the children watched as 

they sang and danced along. Often, they watched the video two or three times. Then, 

teachers projected slides on the whiteboard while students followed along practicing skills 

and concepts such as syllables, prefixes, rhyming, or editing words and sentences. These 

lessons included call and response exercises, generating examples and sharing them with a 

partner then the whole class, or copying incorrect sentences on small personal whiteboards 

then editing them. For example, one day Ms. Adams wrote the sentence, “the grl ran across 

the yard in the rane”. Students copied the sentence on their individual whiteboards and 

used grammar correction symbols such as underlining and circling to correct the sentence. 

Then, when Ms. Adams signaled, they raised their whiteboards for her to assess. On 

another day, Mr. Trujillo asked students to help him come up with words that had the short 

“o” sound. Students raised their hands to give him examples that he copied on the 

whiteboard and they, in turn, copied on their individual whiteboards.  
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The teachers continuously used call and response attention-getters such as calling 

out “Pepperoni!” with the students responding, “Pizza!” before asking students to raise 

their hands and share their answers or hold up their individual whiteboards so he or she 

could scan them to assess student understanding. The expectation was that students 

remained at a “level zero” unless the teacher gave a student permission to share with the 

class or to talk to their partners. If the students began talking, the teacher would often be 

awarded points in the class-teacher point competition. Again, students usually did remain 

at a “level zero” throughout the morning, but they tended to talk more and garner warnings 

and reprimands in the afternoon hours.  

Both Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo provided students with a lot of verbal academic, 

behavioral, and participation feedback. If a student shared a correct answer they would 

often say, “Good job smart girl! Kiss your brain!” or “I can tell your brain is growing!” 

Sometimes the teacher would ask the student what cheer he or she would like, as the class 

had a large repertoire of encouraging cheers, and then the whole class would cheer his or 

her success. If a student provided an incorrect answer or did not respond to a question, the 

teacher would move on to another student then come back to the original student to give 

him or her another chance to provide an answer. Usually, when the teacher came back, the 

student would have something to say, but occasionally the teacher would come back to the 

original student six or seven times in a single lesson, insisting the student try again and 

again until he or she got it right. In these cases, the student’s peers often tried to whisper 

the answer to him or her to help.  

Throughout the lessons, Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo constantly reminded students 

to sit on their pockets, keep hands to themselves, have their eyes on the board, rotate their 

bodies to face or track the speaker, raise their hands to share answers, and stay at a noise 

“level zero.” Students would occasionally remind each other of these rules as well. If a 
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student earned more than three reminders or “warnings” about their behavior or 

participation, they were told they needed to leave the team and go sit in one of the red 

squares taped on the tile floor just outside of the carpet. To reinforce desired behaviors and 

participation, teachers awarded row points to rows or thank individual students who were 

complying with the behavioral and participation expectations. 

After the first phonics lesson, around 8:55 am, Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo 

switched and began a second phonics lesson in the other language. The two lessons were 

always broken up by a “brain break.” Brain breaks could be a series of exercises such as 

fifteen jumping jacks, four pushups, running in place, and ten more jumping jacks or 

sometimes the teacher would put on a Just Dance music video and students would sing and 

dance along. Brain break usually lasted two or three minutes and then students returned to 

sit on their pockets on their dot spots. The second phonics lesson followed a very similar 

format to the first and Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo used similar classroom management 

strategies as they taught. However, the students seemed to get a bit more restless during 

the second phonics lesson. They started off into space more often, whispered to the students 

next to them, and played with small pieces of paper they found on the carpet. This often 

led to more teacher “Oh no!” points and individual student warnings.  

The second phonics lesson ended around 9:20 am at which time students went to 

recess. The teacher looked for rows that were “ready,” often awarding row, class, or teacher 

“Oh no!” points depending on what he or she saw, then count, “One. Two. Three.” for 

students to kneel, stand, and walk silently to stand on a taped red line in front of the door 

as the teacher counted down from ten or fifteen. Often, the teacher walked up and down 

the line surveying students body positions and remind them to have two feet on the redline 

and hands behind their backs. When they were still and quiet, the teacher opened the door 
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and led students out to the playground. Many students whispered and talked quietly as they 

walked down the hallway.  

Recess took place for twenty minutes outside on an expansive blacktop with painted 

lines, a fenced-in play structure, and a small garden. Most students headed straight to the 

play structure, but a few often played on the blacktop. At recess, students were totally free 

to do whatever they chose. Two teachers were always on duty and they usually stood next 

to one another chatting, rarely intervening with students’ play. A group of boys always 

began a game of soccer, while other students swung on the swings or climbed on different 

areas of the play structure. After twenty minutes a bell rang, and students lined back up on 

a painted white line on the blacktop near the door to the building.  

Ms. Adams or Mr. Trujillo picked the students up from outside and returned to the 

classroom in much the same way that they left to go to recess. Back in the classrooms, the 

class either finished up the second phonics lesson or moved right into writing. While I was 

observing, students were working on a multi-day writing assessment that consisted of 

writing a “how to” set of directions about something they knew how to do, then illustrating 

the piece. Ms. Adams called them first to their dot spots on the carpet where she reminded 

students that they would be writing at a “level zero”, and independently for the next thirty 

minutes. She counted “One. Two. Three.” for students to kneel, stand, and walk silently to 

their tables, take out their writing pieces, and begin writing or illustrating their work. As 

students moved, she reminded them that this writing assessment will go on their report 

cards and she and Mr. Trujillo will show it to parents during conferences, so they can see 

“how well you do.” Similar to rotations, Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo gave warnings to 

students who talked or moved from their desks and reminded students to be at a “level 

zero” and be working independently.  
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Students sat at their desks and wrote their “how to” directions. On girl wrote three 

or four sentences about how to make popsicles and another boy wrote about how to make 

slime. Students wrote with their pencils and drew illustrations of their piece using personal 

crayons. The classroom was very quiet, and students were concentrated on their own 

papers. Occasionally a student asked a neighbor to borrow a crayon or get up to go to the 

restroom without asking permission and they received a warning. If students finished their 

writing early, they moved to the carpet to read from their independent reading book bag.  

After thirty minutes of writing, students moved back to the carpet for math time. 

The language and teacher of the first math block depended on the day of the week.  During 

this time, the teacher presented the problem of the day, which was a math word problem, 

already written out on chart paper. For example, one day the problem read, “La mesa roja 

tiene 17 puntos. ¿Cuantos puntos mas necesita la mesa roja para tener 38 puntos?” (The 

red table has 17 points. How many more points does the red table need to have 38 points?). 

The teacher called on five to six students to stand up and read or recite the problem aloud. 

After reading it several times, the teacher handed out blank papers that students took to 

their table to work on the problem independently. The teacher then walked around and 

sometimes handed out manipulatives such as small plastic cubes to certain students. 

Students worked out the problem on their papers using many different strategies. Some 

drew the problem out with small squares, others used tally marks, and others wrote out 

numbers and subtracted. The teacher chose three students to present three different 

solutions to the problem to the whole class. After about fifteen minutes, students were 

called back to carpet and the three students took turns standing in front of the class and 

explaining their solution as Ms. Adams or Mr. Trujillo drew it out on the whiteboard.  

Around 11:15 am and after the math lesson, Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo introduced 

the captains for the day. This routine took place every day before lunch. Ms. A and Mr. 
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Trujillo each chose a captain, a student who behaved well and followed directions all 

morning. For example, one day Ms. Adams chose a student who was very focused during 

writing, always listened to the teacher, and used multiple strategies in the math lesson. The 

teachers awarded the students a badge that they wore to lunch.  Then, one of the teachers 

walked the students to lunch following a similar transitional routine that led them out to 

recess. 

At noon, students came back from lunch and went directly to their dot spots. One 

day, two students were sent to their table spots instead as a consequence for a fight they 

got into at lunch. Ms. Adams told the rest class on the carpet that Daniel and Elías were 

fighting at lunch and they hurt each other. The students listened quietly to Ms. Adams 

lecture, then she asked, “Why is that not good to fight?” Several students’ hands shot up in 

the air and as Ms. Adams continued to explain to students why fighting was bad and never 

called on any of the students.   

After lunch, the class resumed math time but now in the second language. Some 

days the second lesson mirrored the first in terms of concepts, but most of the time it was 

a review session in which the teacher pulled small groups of students to work with. The 

students who did not work with the teacher sat at their tables and worked on math packets 

independently. If they finished their math packets early they played math games on the 

laptops. Before sending students to their tables the teacher often asked, “What should you 

do if it’s hard?” and students replied “Try your hardest!” or “Use your resources!” Then 

the teacher excused students to work on their packets and kept six to eight students on the 

carpet to work on math using their mini whiteboards. In these small group sessions, the 

teacher modeled math problems with the help of students who volunteered by raising their 

hands and then quiz students on their individual whiteboards and give them individual 

feedback on their work. Students said whether they agreed or disagreed with other people’s 
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answers and sometimes turned and talked to their partners about the problems. At the end 

of the lesson, the teacher said, “Now on your own, move [away from each other] so I know 

what’s in your brain.” Students move away from their partners and worked out the 

problems on their own. During this one-hour math block, teachers led two to three small 

group review sessions.  

 After  math, one of the teachers usually led another brain break in which students 

could move, exercise, or dance. One of their favorite songs was What Does the Fox Say?  

so, teachers often played the Just Dance video that showed actors modeling a 

choreographed dance that children could follow along. Other times, they would play a short 

game of freeze dance or freeze tag.   

At 1:00 pm, a Brilliance teacher would pick up the students for an hour of physical 

education on Mondays, theater on Tuesdays, art on Thursdays, and dance on Fridays. On 

Wednesdays, students have early release, and go home at 1:10 pm. One day that I was 

there, the students had a performance in their theater class. Parents were invited to attend, 

and students put on three short plays depicting fable stories. They each had roles, and many 

memorized their lines. The students also designed the set and their costumes. They were 

very excited and ran, screamed, sang, and jumped around when they were off stage. 

Students whose parents were able to attend waved at them throughout the performance.  

After Brilliance, at 2:00 pm students had an hour and fifteen minutes of workshop 

beginning in English or Spanish depending on the day. The workshop, like rotations, 

consisted of different stations that students cycled through including independent reading, 

language comprehension games on the computer, writing packets, or small group with the 

teacher. During this time, teachers strategically pulled students who needed extra support 

on certain language arts skills while the rest of the class worked independently at a “level 

zero” changing stations every ten minutes. After thirty minutes, the teacher paused the 
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workshop and called the student to their dot spots on the carpet where the teacher handed 

out a snack, usually an individual packet of goldfish or crackers, and read a story aloud to 

the students as they ate their snack. On the days I observed the teachers read the books The 

Snowy Day in English, The Story of Ferdinand in Spanish, and Green Eggs and Ham in 

English. During this time students chatted and moved around a lot more than they did 

during the morning lessons which led to more teacher “Oh no!” points and individual 

warnings. After the read aloud, students returned to the workshop, this time completing 

work and reading in the second language and attending small groups with the other teacher.  

Finally, at 3:15, workshop ended, and students began to clean up the classroom, put 

their chairs on their tables, collect their backpacks and folders, then met on their dot spots 

on the carpet. The teachers used this time to share handouts, pass out school pictures, make 

announcements, or share miscellaneous items and information with students. They also 

used this time to evaluate the row points often awarding more points to rows that cleaned 

up, got to the carpet quickly, and sat on their pockets quietly listening. Then, students filled 

out their individual behavior sheets which are tables that they fill in with different colors 

depending on how many warnings they were given that day. At 3:30 pm, parents lined up 

at the door, and students were excused one by one to meet them and go home.  

SOAR STUDENTS’ BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNING 

In this section, I overview SOAR students’ beliefs about learning that they reported 

in their video-cued interviews. Their beliefs are organized according to the six domains 

that I coded for: processes of learning, environmental factors that influence learning, 

social aspects of learning, enjoyment and learning, importance of learning, and behavior 

and learning. Most of students’ beliefs related to the domain processes of learning with 

fifty-two interview excerpts, followed by the domain social aspects of learning with thirty-
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seven excerpts, environmental factors that influence learning with thirty-three excerpts, 

enjoyment and learning with thirty-one excerpts, behavior and learning with twenty-nine 

excerpts, and importance of learning with just six excerpts (see table X). I organize 

students’ beliefs about learning by domain and report them by theme within each domain. 

I also report how many students spoke to each theme and the number of interview excerpts 

that were coded as each theme.  

Table 5. SOAR Code Counts 
Theme Count 

Processes of Learning 52 
   Brain/mind/head and learning 8 
   Evidence of learning 10 
   How learning looks and sounds 9 
   Operationalization of learning 25 
Environmental Factors that Influence Learning 33 
   Auditory environment 13 
   Physical environment 9 
   Resources and materials required for learning 13 
Social Aspects of Learning 37 
   Learning with or from peers 24 
   Learning with teachers 20 
Enjoyment and Learning 31 
   Choice and learning 9 
   Fun and learning 14 
   Play and learning 11 
Importance of Learning 6 
   Building knowledge or intelligence 0 
   Achievement and learning 0 
   Longterm ideas about learning 6 
Behavior and Learning  29 
   Consequences and rewards 11 
   Following rules and obedience 14 
   Readiness to learn 0 
   Students' bodies 4 

Processes of Learning 

SOAR students had complex beliefs about the many mental processes and 

physiological structures of learning as well as the strategies to determine if learning is 
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happening or has already taken place. To help contextualize these findings, SOAR students 

detailed many examples of topics they learn about such as math, staying safe in all types 

of drills, plus signs, vowel sounds, cats, and cupcakes.  They also discussed learning a 

variety of skills such as how to make letter sounds, spelling a sentence, solving equations, 

how not to get on certain games on the computer, how to get questions right, and how to 

take care of a dog.  

Operationalization of learning 

Nine of the ten SOAR students interviewed operationalized learning in different 

ways across twenty-five interview excerpts. These operationalizations of learning were 

split between behavioral and mental processes. Four students operationalized learning as 

(1) figuring something out. For example, when I asked Ignacio how he learns during 

problem of the day, he explained, “I figure out the number,” and Daniel said that to learn 

during problem of the day you just have to “write [the problem] on the board and everyone 

try to figure it out.” Three students discussed learning as (2) being told how to do 

something. When I asked Elías what happens in his brain when he is learning, he said, 

“Well you have to like pretend like you are the teacher and I was the student and then tell 

me where to go and then I follow it.” I followed up by asking him, “That’s how learning 

works?” and he nodded his head, “Mm hmm.” Two students talked about (3) learning as 

looking at something. For example, when I asked Sofia how she learns using the 

numberline, she explained, “Because I see it.” “So learning means looking at it?” I asked. 

“Yeah,” she responded. Two other students explained (4) learning as remembering. When 

I asked David how he learns when he is on his own, he responded, “You look at the words 

what it tells, you do it and you put one number and you have to remember.” Two more 

students described (5) learning as practicing. Daniela said, “You can be learning because 
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like you’re putting letters like you’re doing the alphabet or spelling some words to 

practice.” Finally, individual students operationalized learning as (6) counting, (7) writing 

it down, (8) getting smarter, and (9) thinking.   

These operationalizations of learning encompass effortful mental processes such as 

figuring it out and remembering, but also the required behaviors that must accompany those 

processes such as listening to the teacher and following instructions.  

Evidence of learning 

As students discussed learning, six of the ten SOAR students interviewed gave 

examples of how they knew learning happened or evidence of learning in ten interview 

excerpts. This was often in response to the interview question, “How can you tell when 

you or other people are learning in your class?” These forms of evidence of learning 

involve reflecting on (1) one’s own learning, (2) external feedback, and (3) physical 

behavior. For example, Sofia talked about being able to recall information as evidence of 

learning saying that she knows she has learned “because she can remember things.” Daniel 

talked about getting feedback from the teachers to know if you have learned. “You just got 

to write on your whiteboard.” Confused, I asked him “And that means you learned?” and 

he responded, “Yeah, you show it to the teacher and he says if it’s right or wrong.” Ariana 

discussed a behavioral indication that learning has happened. In response to one of the 

videos of the different first grade class, she explained, “I think they did [learn] because 

they are raising their hand and they know they… I think they know the equation.”  

These examples of evidence of learning demonstrate the skills and strategies 

students use to assess learning themselves.  
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The brain/mind/head and learning 

Five of ten of the SOAR students interviewed referred to the brain, mind, or head 

in relation to learning in eight interview excerpts. By far, the most common reference to 

the brain was the idea that it grows when students are learning. For example, when I asked 

Ariana how it works when she’s learning by herself, she explained, “It feels like my brain 

is growing and growing, and that’s all.” In reference to copying work from a friend, Daniela 

said, “If you are copying somebody then you don’t let the person grow, like their brain 

because they can’t reach college.” When I asked Sofia what happens in the brain when 

she’s learning, she said, “Your brain goes grower.” A few students also talked about how 

the brain is the body part where learning happens. I asked Elías what he needed to learn, 

and he said, “You need to think in your brain and do like what the teacher says,” and Sofia 

explained that when she is reading she “spells out the words in her mind.”  

How learning looks and sounds 

Five of ten of the SOAR students interviewed also discussed how learning looks or 

sounds in nine interview excerpts. When I asked students what learning looks like in their 

classroom, they often described (1) what it did not look like. For example, Ana said that 

learning looks like “not playing because if they’re playing they won’t be able to pay 

attention to their teacher” and Ariana said, “Yeah, but I see them drawing so I don’t think 

they are really learning.” When I asked students what learning sounds like in their 

classrooms, they all agreed that (2) it sounds quiet. Delfina explained it is always “quiet” 

when they are learning and Ariana said learning sounds “like quiet, but when we don’t 

calm down it’s like really loud.”  

Students characterizations of what learning looks like and sounds like are both 

grounded in absence, an absence of playing or drawing and an absence of sound.  
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Social Aspects of Learning 

Students at SOAR thought of learning as a social process. They discussed learning 

with and from peers and learning with and without teachers. However, their classroom 

learning opportunities did not always seem to support their beliefs.  

Learning with or from peers 

All SOAR students discussed learning with or from peers across twenty-four 

interview excerpts. Students’ beliefs about learning with and from peers are nuanced. They 

had very few classroom opportunities to learn from or help their peers learn, but they did 

think it was possible. They also believe that helping peers is an effective way to learn and 

tried to learn with their peers whenever possible, as long as they did not directly give their 

peers the answers. 

Students said they did not often work together or help their peers with learning in 

their classroom because it was not usually allowed. For example, David said he 

“sometimes” helps his peers learn, Ariana said she does help her peers learn, but “not a 

lot,” Alonso said he just helps “a little bit,” and when I asked Sofia if she helps her peers 

with learning she said, “Not really no…kind of.” Elías explained that this was because 

students in their class can only “help when we like when they are like when the teacher 

says so,” and Daniela added that “first you have to ask [teachers] before you do help.” 

 However, students almost unanimously agreed that peers were capable of helping 

each other with learning and they gave examples of the rare times when this was allowed 

in their classroom or when they covertly helped peers with learning. Delfina said, “Like 

when somebody don’t know how to speak Spanish sometimes I help them say the words.” 

Ariana explained that students can help each other learn “by working together, so if they 

need help they could work together.” David said that sometimes his peers “tell me to follow 

them and they show me where I need help where I could look at [the number line].” Daniela 
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stipulated that she only helps her friends with learning when “like the teacher is not paying 

attention,” and explained that if students do not ask the teacher, “you would get in trouble.” 

Ana was the one student who did not think it was possible to learn from or with peers 

“because you got to learn from the teacher, so you can get more better and instead of our 

classmates.” 

A major concern that students expressed when it came to helping peers learn was 

the risk and consequences of telling each other the answers. Ariana explained that the 

students in her class “help each other and some people don’t want to tell us some answers 

because they want to keep their answers to themselves.” Ignacio responded to one of the 

videos showing two children working together saying, “they can count the numbers both 

of them and then they will both know that numbers without telling each other.” I asked him 

why they should not be telling each other what they find, and he explained, “Because they 

won’t get smarter.” I asked why, and he responded with exasperation, “Because they’re 

telling the person the answer!” Finally, when I asked Daniela if she ever helps people learn 

in her class she said, “Yes, when it’s not a test.” I asked her how she helps people learn 

and she described a scaffolding approach, “How I help people learn is like the boy did it 

but like a little different like I help them like think about this and like to give them a little 

clue and then they start to get it and then they get stuck again and I give a little clue again.” 

Learning with teachers 

All SOAR students also spoke extensively about their beliefs about learning with 

or from a teacher across twenty interview excerpts. Interestingly, students were split into 

two camps in their beliefs about whether students can learn without a teacher or whether it 

is essential or better to learn with a teacher. Half of the students thought that they could 

learn without the teacher by relying on their peers and other classroom resources. Some 
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students also said that a level of teacher surveillance or accountability must be in place for 

learning to happen. The other half of students felt that having a teacher with you was 

essential for learning because teachers are the ones who teach you and tell you what you 

need to do. These students also said they sit and wait if the teacher is not available.  

Those students who believe they and their peers could learn even without a teacher 

present talked about being able to learn from their peers and classroom resources. For 

example, Ignacio said that students can learn without the teacher, “because they are both 

helping each other so they can both know the answer.” Daniela agreed, “How you can learn 

[without the teacher] is like you can help people like you can do some stuff.” When I asked 

Delfina if students can learn without the teacher, she talked about using classroom 

resources, “Yeah because sometimes they can count with their fingers and know or count 

with the circles and the card.” 

As students expressed their belief that students can learn without the teacher, some 

of them stipulated that a level of teacher monitoring, surveillance, or accountability was 

still necessary. They said that students would be able to learn without the teacher nearby 

as long as the teacher previously told them what to do or if the teacher was visually 

monitoring them in some way. For example, I asked Sofia how students in one of the videos 

were learning without the teacher and she responded, “They are learning because they 

know what to do because the teacher told them.” Similarly, in response to a video, David 

said, “Um like the teachers tell them what you do first and then they go in it.” Ariana 

expressed a need for the teacher to at least be watching, even if they are not present. I asked 

her if she thought that kids could still learn if the teachers not around and she said, “Yeah.” 

Then, when I asked her how that works, she said, “It can still work because the teachers 

can play like a little camera and their phone and the school. So, so they can see the kids if 

they are working or not.” Daniel also talked about accountability but in terms of positive 



84 

rewards. I asked him how student learning works if there is not a teacher nearby and he 

said, “Because they do the right thing even when teacher is not looking.” I then asked him 

why and he responded, “Like when teachers is somewhere like outside during and kids are 

still in the room and you’re still doing your work, they may give you a prize.”  

Students who thought that the teachers’ presence was necessary or at least better 

for learning talked about the teacher as the holder of knowledge who knew what children 

need to do. Ignacio explained that they need a teacher “because they are the ones that teach 

us stuff.” Ana and Sofia expressed an inability for students to do anything at all without a 

teacher. Ana said, “If there's no teacher they won't be able to tell what to do and you'll be 

just there waiting and sitting.” When I asked Sofia how students could learn without a 

teacher, she shrugged and told me, “Just sit and wait for her…that’s what we do in our 

class.” I then tried to clarify whether learning could happen at all without a teacher and 

Sofia said, “Well, we are still learning but if the teacher is with you, you can kind of learn 

better because teachers can help you.” Alonso explained that young children need teachers 

to learn, but older children do not. I asked him if he can learn without a teacher and he said, 

“No.” When I asked him why, he responded, “Uh you can, but by yourself if you are big 

kid.” I asked him how big and he said, “twenty-nine.” 

Environmental Factors that Influence Learning 

Students at SOAR had nuanced beliefs about the types of learning environments 

that were supportive of learning. They discussed resources and materials, how a classroom 

should sound, and even physical environments that are or are not conducive to learning.  

Resources and materials required for learning 

Nine of ten SOAR students talked about the resources or materials that students 

need to support learning across thirteen interview excerpts. Seven students said they need 
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a teacher to teach things and tell students what to do, five students said they need a 

numbeline so students know how to “spell” numbers, and five students said they need a 

number corner. An additional four students said they need mini whiteboards and Expo 

markers to be able to write, three students said they would need a hundreds chart, and three 

said they need computers. Finally, individual students said they would need things to learn 

about, pencils for equations and writing, crayons for coloring, desks, numbers, words, 

paper, and a brain.  

Auditory environment 

Seven of the ten SOAR students described the ideal auditory environment for 

learning across thirteen interview excerpts. Overall SOAR students believe a quiet learning 

environment with minimal to no noise is ideal for learning. They explained that noise and 

talking can prevent concentration, allow students to share answers with one another, and 

risk student getting in trouble and having to leave the group.  

Most of them believe that students cannot learn with noise or talking around them 

and that the class needed to be at a “level zero” (completely quiet), but two students believe 

students could learn with just a little bit of noise. The students who believe the auditory 

environment needed to be quiet expressed concern that noise and talking interfere with 

mental processes and risks sharing answers. Delfina explained that students cannot learn 

with noise or talking “because it's super loud and like if they're taking a test other people 

won't be able to concentrate.” Ignacio and Daniela expressed concern that talking would 

lead to students sharing answers with one another and compromise their ability to learn. I 

asked Ignacio if talking softly was okay and he said, “No because they don’t want to get 

the answer to other people. For they can learn can learn by themselves for they can get 

smarter.” Daniela agreed that if you are talking “you don’t let the other person grow… like 
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grow their brain” and in response to another video of students talking as they worked, she 

said, “they are shouting out the answers. They don’t let them do all when they’re ready. 

Like, let them learn.” 

Students who advocated for a quiet learning environment also discussed the 

possibility of getting in trouble and being removed from learning opportunities if students 

talked or made noise. Ariana explained that “whenever we scream to other people or like 

Ms. Adams only gives us ‘goodbye’ she only takes us off the team.” Daniela agreed that if 

you are talking “you may get in trouble and they might think that they that they probably 

might give you a zero.” Finally, David said that “[noise] is not for learning,” and when I 

asked him what he meant he said, “Well they can't talk during rotations because they will 

get in trouble.” 

Sofia and Ariana, however, believe that it is possible to learn with just a little bit of 

noise or talking. I explicitly asked Sofia if a student could learn and talk at the same time 

and she responded, “No. Just in one whisper voice…We whisper like that, level one.”  

Ariana clarified that she did not always need to hear when learning because she could see 

what was happening. She told me that sometimes her class does get quite loud, so I asked 

if they can still learn like that and she said, “Yeah, I just can’t hear but I can see.”   

Physical environment 

Eight of the ten SOAR students discussed physical environments that were 

conducive or antithetical to learning across nine interview excerpts. Due to the outdoor 

nature of one of the videos of recess I used to prompt the interviews, most of this discussion 

was around learning outside at recess or during physical education. Most students agreed 

that learning was not possible outside during recess. After showing students the video of 

them at recess I asked them if they were learning. Delfina said, “No. They just play and 
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trying to not be scared.” I asked her how she could tell they were not learning and she said, 

“Because they are not at class.” Ignacio added that students in the video were not learning 

“because they’re at recess and not in the classroom in the building and that’s not where we 

learn when we’re outside.” Alonso explained that students in the video were not learning 

“because that's recess and recess there is no equations and no boards, and they are playing.” 

Ana added, “When you're outside you don't have anything to write with, so you need to 

have something to write with if you're gonna be learning.” Finally, Delfina did stipulate 

that learning could happen outside during physical education where they learned “how to 

bounce the ball basketball.” Additionally, Ariana said when she was on the playground, 

she was “learning how to climb the monkey bars,” but she clarified that that was different 

kind of learning than in the classroom.  

SOAR students mostly believe that learning wasn’t possible outside either because 

learning must happen inside the classroom or school building, because the materials 

necessary for learning are not available outside, or because they are playing and playing is 

not learning.  

Enjoyment and Learning 

Students from SOAR had very strong beliefs about the relationship between 

learning and enjoyment, pleasure, and even autonomy. In general, they felt that the process 

of learning was necessarily distinct from playing, making choices, and the experience of 

having fun. They also connected the ability to choose with playing and having fun.  

Fun and learning  

Seven of the ten SOAR students discussed the relationship between learning and 

fun in fourteen interview excerpts. Most of the students believe that if students were having 

fun they were not learning, and they made that distinction across examples. Ignacio said 
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that one resource students must have to learn is a teacher. When I asked him what would 

happen if they did not have a teacher, he responded, “We wouldn’t learn anything. We 

would just have fun, but fun isn’t learning.” After showing Sofia a video of students in the 

other first grade class during their centers time, I asked her if she thought they were 

learning. She replied, “No, they’re having fun.” So, I asked her if you could have fun and 

learn and she said, “No. Never. Because because you don't see like a whiteboard or 

nothing.” Daniel agreed, when I asked him if he ever learned during creative play (students’ 

one hour of free play every Wednesday), he said, “No, because it is a fun activity.” So, I 

also asked him if it was possible to learn while having fun and he responded, “No because 

it is only because we have fun.” I pressed him once more asking if he thought the kids in 

the video were learning during their centers time and he assured me with some 

exasperation, “No. They just having fun.” 

Two of the students had slightly more ambivalent beliefs about the relationship 

between fun and learning. Ana and Ariana believe students could have fun and learn as 

long as they had the materials necessary for learning. After watching the video of her peers 

at recess, I asked Ana if she thought they were learning. She said no “because they're 

outside having fun and you could also have fun when you're learning but like you need a 

board to like write what you're gonna learn about. Like there is no boards outside.” When 

I asked Ariana what students need to be able to learn, she responded, “Like a hundreds 

chart, like equations, and equations and rotations, and like a what a teacher tells instead of 

having fun you like that to learn a lot. But sometimes they can be fun.”  

SOAR students generally felt that when students were having fun they were not 

learning, however, a couple of students stipulated that students could have fun when 

learning if they had the right materials or if they were playing an academic game.  
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Play and learning 

Eight of the ten SOAR students discussed the relationship between learning and 

play across eleven interview excerpts. All but one student believe that students could not 

learn while playing or that playing was a distinct process from learning. Many students 

also explained that play is not related to learning because students get to choose what they 

play, or because playing often happens without the materials necessary for learning. For 

example, I showed Sofia the video of students in the other first grade class at centers time 

and told her that these students got to choose their centers. She then told me that because 

they got to choose, that is not learning, “that’s playing.”  Similarly, I asked Elías if he ever 

learns during creative play, and he replied, “No, you do whatever you want.” I then asked 

him what he liked to choose to do and he says, “Play.” After watching the video of her 

peers at recess, Daniela said that the students were not learning, they were playing. I asked 

her what she meant, and she responded, “They don’t have like nothing to write on like to 

learn and white boards. So pretty much they don’t learn like right here they take a little 

break of their learning, so they can like get out their energy.” Delfina was the only student 

who said that she thought students sometimes learned during creative play.  

Like their discussion of learning and fun, SOAR students generally felt that play 

and learning are distinct processes that do not overlap because play often involves choice, 

and play does not often include the materials that are essential for learning.  

Choice and learning 

Seven of the ten SOAR students discussed the implications of students making 

choices about what, where, or how they learn, however, students were split in their beliefs. 

Half of the participants felt that if students got to choose what they did in the classroom, 

then they would not be learning, or at least that it is better if the teacher chooses. For 

example, I asked Elías if he thought the other first grade classroom in the video was like 
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his classroom, and he said, “No because they are choosing, and we just the teacher just say 

like we just go to the computer or the tables or the carpet.” I then asked him if the students 

in the video were still learning even though they got to choose, and he said, “No because 

that’s playing.” 

The other half thought that students could choose what they did and still be learning, 

and many of them thought they would really like to be able to do that in their own 

classrooms. For example, I asked Sofia if she thought she would like to be in the other first 

grade class from the video she said, “Yes because they are choosing and we don’t choose.” 

I then asked her if she would still be learning if she got to choose and she replied, “Yes, 

about words, about reading, anything.” After showing Ariana the video of the other first 

grade class during centers time, I asked her if she thought the students were learning even 

though they chose which center to go to, and she responded, “Yeah, like oh some of these 

kids are thinking what they can make, and these kids are like trying to log in to something 

[on the computer] that they could they remember what to do.” 

The students at SOAR who thought children could not learn if they choose justified 

this belief by with the rationale that choice is related to play. Students who believe that 

choice could be involved in learning thought they would really like the opportunity to make 

choices in their own classrooms.  

Behavior and Learning  

 Students at SOAR discussed the relationship between student behavior and learning 

touching on topics such as following rules and obeying the teachers, facing negative 

consequences or receiving positive rewards for certain behaviors, and managing their 

bodies in the classroom. One code in this domain that student did not speak to at all was 

readiness to learn so that will not be discussed in this section.  
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Following rules and obedience 

Five of the ten SOAR students discussed following rules and obeying their teachers 

as an essential part of learning across fourteen interview excerpts. For example, when I 

asked Elías what students need in the classroom to be able to learn, he said, “Oh yeah they 

have to like think your brain and do like what the teacher says and you raise your hand and 

answer the question.” I asked David the same question, and he responded, “Not getting in 

trouble and listening to the directions of the teacher says.” So, I asked him, “Okay so, if 

you don't listen to directions you're not learning?” and he responded, “No.” When I asked 

Sofia how she could tell that students in one of the videos were learning, she said, “They 

are learning because they know what to do, because the teacher told them.”  

Similar to the way that students talked about needing a teacher to learn and the 

teacher needing to choose what the students do for learning to happen, these students felt 

that they must follow teachers’ directions in order to learn. 

Consequences and rewards 

Six of the ten SOAR students specifically discussed the relationship between 

negative consequences, positive rewards, and learning across eleven interview excerpts. 

Students talked about negative consequences removing them for learning experiences or 

interfering with learning. For example, when I asked Ariana if the other first grade 

classroom in the video was like her classroom she said, “Sort of.” I asked how, and she 

explained, “Whenever we scream to other people or like Ms. Adams only gives us 

‘goodbye’ she only takes us off the team,” and then those students miss out on learning. 

Elías shared that during activities like creative play or centers, students “always have to 

listen what teacher says,” or else “you would be on the bench” during recess. So, students 

need to be focused on learning during class time to avoid sitting out during recess. Daniel 

talked about how positive rewards are related to learning explaining that when students are 
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“doing work, [the teachers] may give you a prize.” I asked him how that was connected to 

learning and he said, “It’s kind of the same thing.” So, I asked, “So getting a prize means 

you learned something?” and he responded, “Yeah!” 

As SOAR students discussed learning more generally, they often referenced its 

relationship to consequences and rewards and felt that both types of reinforcements 

supported or were even synonymous with learning.  

Students’ bodies 

Four of the ten students at SOAR talked explicitly about the control and regulation 

of students’ bodies as they are it related to learning. For example, I asked David what he 

thought Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo would think of the other first grade classroom in the 

video, and he said they would not like it “because the kids will be crazy and they'll get in 

trouble. They won't be in control of their body.” I asked him why they would think that, 

and he explained that it was because they were “not learning and not following the rules.” 

Similarly, when I asked Daniela what things were important for learning, she said, “Writing 

and learning how to behave.” I asked her what she meant, and she said, “Stay on your 

pockets and sit right in your chair like stuff like that.” I then asked her, “So if you aren’t 

staying on your pockets you think you aren’t learning?” and she answered, “No, because 

like if you talking to your friend and the teacher call on you and you don’t know what to 

say.” Finally, I asked, what that meant for learning and she said, “Well you can probably 

still like not sit on your pockets and be learning but like if the teacher catches you not 

sitting on the pockets probably they would get really mad.”  

These four SOAR students thought about their bodies as being important to learning 

in the sense that controlling their bodies in the ways that their teachers prescribed allowed 

them to participate in classroom learning experiences.  
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Importance of Learning 

 SOAR students spoke very specifically about the importance of learning as it is 

related to college and college going. Two codes in this domain that students did not speak 

to at all were ideas around the importance of building knowledge or intelligence and the 

importance of learning as it relates to assessment, so those will not be discussed in this 

section. 

Long term ideas about learning 

 Four of the ten SOAR students talked about the importance of learning as it 

related to their futures across six interview excerpts. Specifically, they all talked about 

their goals of going to college and learning as a prerequisite to that goal. When I asked 

Delfina why students need to learn, she responded simply, “To go to college.” I asked 

David how he knew if he had learned something new, and he volunteered, “By telling the 

teacher what you could do new to get more better at school and go to college.” Daniela 

explained that it is important to let students in the class do their own work otherwise “you 

don’t let the person grow like their brain because they can reach to college.” Finally, 

Alonso did not mention college specifically, but when I asked him how he was learning 

in a video, he explained, “How to grow…you can grow up if you learn about it all.”   

BYRON MASON ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

Byron Mason Elementary School serves pre-K through fifth grade students and is 

located in a rural town in Central Texas. The school serves six-hundred-seventy-two 

students 77% of whom are Latinx and 86% of whom qualify for free or reduced-price 

meals. There are four classrooms at the first grade level.  

Byron Mason was built in 2014 through a city bond that was passed to 

accommodate the rapidly growing community. As a result, the school is in a large, fairly 
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modern building surrounded by a new housing development and farmland. The school’s 

mission ensures academic and social success of all students through a family, school, and 

community partnership. The mission statement also speaks to high academic expectations 

of students to produce lifelong learners and productive citizens. Walking around the school 

there are posters and signs communicating messages of safety, anti-bullying, honoring 

veterans, and working hard to achieve.  

Byron Mason has three unique structures that impact students’ learning 

experiences. First, like SOAR, it has what it calls a Specials Program aimed at expanding 

students experience with extracurricular subjects. In Specials, students spend one hour each 

day with a different teacher who specializes in art, physical education, computers, music, 

and library. Second, the school has an early exit or transitional Spanish-English bilingual 

program with two bilingual classrooms at each grade level. Third, the teachers at each 

grade level work very closely together and often co-teach lessons or swap groups of 

students during certain lessons or activities. Most teachers keep their classroom doors wide 

open and students and teachers move between classrooms when necessary.  

The class I observed at Byron Mason was one of the Spanish-English bilingual first 

grade classes. Ms. Lewis, the teacher, taught about eighty percent of the day in Spanish 

and twenty percent of the day in English. In the following section, I will introduce Ms. 

Lewis, and describe her experience teaching at Byron Mason as well as some of her beliefs 

about teaching and learning as reported in her individual video-cued interview.  

BYRON MASON FIRST GRADE TEACHER 

Ms. Lewis 

Ms. Lewis is a thirty-year-old White woman in her sixth year of teaching 

elementary school. She studied international relations and earned her teaching credential 
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at the University of Connecticut and she is currently in an online Master’s program 

studying International Education. After graduating from college, she taught at an 

international school in Spain for two years, and then moved to Texas, where she taught 

second grade bilingual for three years at another public school in the district before moving 

this year to Byron Mason to teach first grade. Ultimately, Ms. Lewis would like to return 

to teaching in international schools in the US and abroad.  

In our interview, Ms. Lewis explained that Byron Mason and the school district 

mandate a slew of ongoing literacy and math assessments that keep her individually 

assessing students weekly. The school also requires that she submit her lesson plans which 

is a new and "tedious” experience for her. She said the school administration is pushing 

grade level collaboration, but it does not always work well for her because she feels like 

her class is unique and often needs different things than the other first grade classes. 

However, she said, “I do what I need to do and try not to spend too much time on the tasks 

that aren’t as useful for me on the day-to-day.”  

Aside from those requirements, Ms. Lewis said she feels like she has a lot of 

autonomy to do what she thinks is best in her classroom. She frames a lot of her instruction 

around what she knows students need to be able to do in second grade. 

I know what they need to have in second grade since I taught second grade for three 

years, and so I’m like okay well this is what they need to have for these next steps 

so I basically take things and then move into direction that I know they need to go 

by a second grade. 

Additionally, Ms. Lewis emphasized her belief that learning is a very relational process, 

and she feels like she has to be close to her students and they need to be close with each 

other to effectively learn.  
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Like yeah like literally if I had no relationship with my student at all they would 

learn nothing. I believe that a hundred percent they need to know that I care but I’m 

not going to be that parent, that teacher that is strict but loves you. 

Ms. Lewis had no formal management system in her classroom and explained that she is 

strict but loving with her students. She said that if she is explicit about what she expects 

and models as much as possible, she rarely has any issues or behavior problems. When she 

or someone in the class does have an issue, they deal with is one on one through discussion.  

Finally, students in Ms. Lewis’ class have a lot of freedom to work with their peers, 

ask each other for help, or just be near a friend while they work independently. Ms. Lewis 

explained that she viewed this as a way for students to develop independence.  

I view them being independent and being able to seek help when they need it and 

they need to be able to learn how to ask for help not just from the teacher, but the 

other kids around them so that they can kind of build them up as other people. 

Ms. Lewis talked about developing the whole child and helping children grow into “well-

balanced human beings.” 

Ms. Lewis’ experience teaching at Byron Mason, and her desires for her students 

contextualize and at times help explain her students’ classroom learning experiences. The 

following section includes a physical description of Ms. Lewis’ classroom and overviews 

the student learning experiences captured in fieldnotes from three days of ethnographic 

classroom observations.   

 

A DAY IN THE CLASSROOM: BYRON MASON STUDENTS’ LEARNING EXPERIENCES 

 When Ms. Lewis and her students are in the classroom, the door is always propped 

wide open. As you approach, you can hear students or Ms. Lewis talking, a video being 
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played on the projector, the class singing a song together, or desks and chairs scraping the 

floor as students move them around. There is rarely a moment of complete silence in this 

classroom. 

 The classroom itself has busy walls covered by a large whiteboard, a large monthly 

calendar, an alphabet, a helpers chart, sign language posters that show how to say water, 

bathroom, tissue and trash, a bookshelf with workbooks and supplies, hooks for backpacks 

and sweaters, student mailboxes, charts with sight words, posters of books and reading 

strategies, organizers that show students math and literacy groups, student artwork, hand-

drawn posters from past science lessons, a list of objectives for each subject citing the 

Texas state standard it addresses, a daily schedule, and a poster with a social contract that 

the students and teacher signed.  

Ms. Lewis has a kidney bean table in a front corner of the room with one large 

teacher chair and four smaller chairs for students. Along the front wall next to the door is 

a whiteboard with the daily schedule and objectives and a large color blocked carpet right 

in front of it. Students desks are situated in pairs and rows behind the carpet facing the 

whiteboard. A built-in projector hangs above the desks and projects onto the whiteboard. 

Behind the students’ desks and on the back wall under a window in the classroom library. 

It has two books shelves full of book bins and books that are organized by topic as well as 

a small carpet with pictures of buttons on it. Next to the library in a back corner is the 

literacy corner that has a small student-sized table as well as phonics resources, pencils, 

and crayons. In the other back corner is the math corner which has small filing cabinets 

full of math games, another student sized table with chairs, and two desktop computers. A 

set of four iPads and a class set of labeled earbuds also sit in a cart in the math corner. The 

classroom has three large windows that let in a lot of natural light and look out towards the 

front of the school.  
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Figure 2. Byron Mason Classroom  

 

Ms. Lewis’s class was made up of eighteen students. All students were bilingual in 

English and Spanish, but most were stronger in Spanish. Thirteen of the students had at 

least one parent who immigrated from Mexico, Guatemala, Honduras, or El Salvador, 

while the other five had parents who were born in the US, but primarily spoke Spanish at 

home. Most of the students were six-years-old at the time of data collection, though four 

had already turned seven. Most students wore jeans and sneakers with a t-shirt that has a 

picture or writing on it as well as a hoodie sweatshirt. Some girls wore dresses with 

leggings and boots. Many girls wore earrings and had their hair in pony tails or pulled back 

with a bow. All the boys had short haircuts many of which were styled with gel. 

 Students arrived at the classroom between 7:15 am and 7:30 am every morning. 

Most were walked to the goodbye area in the hallway by a parent, but a few came on the 

school bus and walked in with their bus group. As students came into the classroom, they 

hung their backpacks, chatted with one another, then chose a book, and read at their desks 
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or in the library. Many of them read with friends and others read by themselves. Ms. Lewis 

said hello as students came in and walked around the classroom preparing the lessons and 

materials for the day. She also chatted with some of the parents in the hallway. At 7:30 am 

a bell rang, and students went to their desks and got out their red folders with their “Daily 

Fix-It” paper. Ms. Lewis had a Spanish sentence with multiple errors written on the 

whiteboard which the students copied down on their “Daily Fix-It” paper and corrected. 

Ms. Lewis timed the activity for five minutes and when the alarm went off, students took 

their paper, folder, and a pencil and sat where ever they wanted on the carpet. Some 

students remained at their desks if they are still writing or spent a few minutes organizing 

themselves, but after two or three minutes, everyone was usually on the carpet. Ms. Lewis 

called on four or five students to walk up to the whiteboard and make a correction to the 

sentence while the rest of the class checked their work. This activity took about five 

minutes, then students then went back to their desks for noticias or the news. 

 Byron Mason had a daily video news cast streamed to every classroom hosted by 

fifth grade students. The two daily hosts led the US pledge of allegiance in English and 

Spanish and then the Texas pledge of allegiance in English and Spanish. The hosts also 

reported on the cafeteria lunch that day, attendance reports for the previous day, and student 

and teacher birthdays with a reminder for students with birthdays to go to the main office 

to pick out a special pencil. Then the hosts read a quote. I observed in February, so they 

read a quote by Harriet Tubman in honor of black history month. They also recited a daily 

joke and gave announcements about clubs, fundraisers, and other school-wide events. 

Finally, they played a Go Noodle video that led students through a physical activity, usually 

dancing. Students in Ms. Lewis’s class stood up for the Go Noodle activity and they all 

danced or moved around the classroom according to the video’s instructions.  
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 After noticias and Go Noodle dancing, Ms. Lewis regained the students’ attention 

by calling out “Clase, clase!” to which students respond “Mande, mande!”  She then led a 

thirty-minute Spanish phonics lesson from the front of the room. One day I observed, 

students were practicing words with the double “r” in Spanish. Ms. Lewis projected a short 

video story featuring words with the double “r” that students watched while following the 

text at the bottom of the screen. After the story, Ms. Lewis called students one at a time to 

pick up their writing notebooks from her desk. She collects them daily to review their 

writing. Once back at their desks with their notebooks, students opened to a clean page and 

wrote the date at the top. Then, Ms. Lewis began by calling on individual students to help 

her brainstorm words with the double “r” which she recorded on the whiteboard and 

students copied down in their notebook, but eventually, students began volunteering and 

calling out words as they thought of them. They came up with examples such as “arroz,” 

“ardilla,” “carro,” and “perro.” When Alejandro could not think of a word, Ms. Lewis gave 

him a hint, “un postre largo con azúcar,” (a dessert that’s long and covered in sugar) and 

students called out, “Churro!” When students shared a word that did not actually have a 

double “r,” Ms. Lewis wrote it on the whiteboard so they could see the spelling. Ms. Lewis 

and the students laughed and joked when students volunteered funny words like “burrito.” 

After making the list, students moved to sit on the carpet for writing time.  

 On the carpet, students often sat bunched together and some rested their heads on 

their friend's shoulder or held hands. While I was observing, the class was preparing to 

make a book about another planet and they were working on choosing a theme for the 

planet and then writing their own stories. Ms. Lewis had ordered a book kit that came with 

a cover, binding, and individual pages for each student. One day, the class brainstormed 

different ideas for the theme and students suggested a thing like “una planeta de queso” (a 

cheese planet) and “una planeta de ninja babies” (a ninja baby planet). Then they voted on 
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a theme by closing their eyes and raising their hands when Ms. Lewis called out the theme 

that they wanted. They had to do this several times because some students were not voting 

while others were voting more than once. Eventually, they selected “una planeta de 

animals” (an animal planet). Most students seemed very pleased with this outcome and 

excitedly called out the animal that they were going to write about. During writing the next 

day, the class brainstormed all the different animals they could write about, and then each 

student chose one, wrote it on a post-it and stuck it in their writer's notebook. The day after 

that, they began writing their individual stories about their animal on the animal planet.  

After writing, at 8:30 am, students went to Specials which rotates between 

computers on Monday, art on Tuesday, music on Wednesday, physical education Thursday 

and visiting the library on Friday. Students put their writing materials away, usually at very 

different rates, and made their way to line up in front of the door. During almost every 

transition, at least one or two students ended up staying behind either to organize their own 

space, finish up the assignment, or collect and put away class materials. Ms. Lewis never 

reminded them to hurry up and she and students just chatted in the line while they wait for 

everyone to get there. Before they walked out into the hall, however, Ms. Lewis reminded 

students to put their bubbles in their mouths, which means closing their lips and puffing 

out their cheeks, and their hands behind their backs. Less than half of the students actually 

did these things and most students whispered to each other and touched the walls as they 

walked more or less along a red line running down the center of the hallway.  

Ms. Lewis then dropped the students off at the Specials teacher’s classroom and 

returned to her own classroom for her preparation period. One day that I observed, students 

went to art class. The art teacher met students at the door and instructed them to walk on a 

taped line in her classroom to their assigned carpet squares. Once on the carpet, she 

explained that the class had earned a reward that day, so they were going to watch episodes 
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of SpongeBob SquarePants and make SpongeBob puppets out of paper bags. The art 

teacher modeled how to make the puppet and excused students by rows to pick up their 

materials and chose a table to work at. She then projected the episodes of SpongeBob for 

students to watch while they worked. The students were very engaged in the cartoon and 

there was not very much talking as they made their puppets. Occasionally, they would show 

each other their work, ask for help, or laugh out loud at a funny moment in the show. After 

an hour, the art teacher had the students clean up while she passed out Bear Bucks (a 

school-wide incentive) to each student. Students crawled on the ground picking up scraps, 

straightening their tables, and playing with their puppets. Eventually, they all lined up at 

the door and the art teacher walked them back to Ms. Lewis’s classroom.  

Back in the classroom at 9:30 am, the class began their hour and a half long Spanish 

literacy block. When I observed, the class was studying fables and morals, and each day 

after Specials, students sat on the carpet and watched a short video story of a fable. One 

day they watched The Tortoise and the Hare and another day they watched The Lazy Horse. 

Students often laid down during these videos and watched them attentively, occasionally 

talking to the screen, laughing, or cheering. After watching the stories, Ms. Lewis would 

ask the students to sit up and ask them what the moral of the story was. She would call on 

multiple students with raised hands. Some students were able to describe a lesson that the 

story taught, but others just described the plot or the setting. After discussing the moral, 

Ms. Lewis asked students what the setting of the story was, who the main characters were, 

what the problem was, and what the solution was. Some students raised their hands to 

answer and Ms. Lewis called on them as well as students who do not have their hands 

raised. Finally, she wrote a fill-in-the-blank paragraph on the board with the sentence 

frames, “Primero, ____. Después, ____. Entonces, ____. Finalmente, ____. El ambiente 

fue ____. Los personajes principales fueron ____. El problema fue ____. La solución fue 
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____.”  Students watched her write and one day they exclaimed, “¡Ocho oraciones!” This 

made Ms. Lewis laughed and she told them that in second grade they would have to write 

twenty sentences or more.  

Around 10:00 am, a designated student excused the rest of the class one at a time 

to go to their desks, get out their writers notebook, and fill out the paragraph based on the 

fable they just watched and discussed. Some students started writing immediately, while 

others took their time sharpening pencils, retrieving materials from the backpacks, 

organizing their desks, or talking to a neighbor before they began writing. Ms. Lewis 

moved to the kidney bean table and called over a small group of students to do guided 

reading while the rest of the class worked on writing the paragraph. During this time, some 

students moved to the carpet with the notebooks to be closer to the board, others moved to 

write on the desk of a friend, and many stayed at their own desk. Students discussed their 

writing as they worked, comparing their ideas about the problem and solution or asking 

each other how to spell words. They also shared materials such as pencils, erasers, or 

clipboards with each other.  

After about ten minutes, a few students finished their paragraphs and moved 

directly into literacy centers. The center organizer was posted on the wall, so students 

always knew where they were supposed to go. The five centers included a listening center, 

a sight words center, an iPads center, a library center, and a phonics center. Ms. Lewis set 

a timer on her phone and students spent ten minutes in each center before an alarm rang 

out, and they switched. By about 10:30 am, all students were usually done writing their 

paragraphs and either working in centers or at the kidney bean table with Ms. Lewis. Ms. 

Lewis did guided reading with two groups of students each day for about a half an hour 

each. If a student came to Ms. Lewis table for help or a question, she would respond, but 

also remind them that this was their chance to practice their reading skills. During centers, 
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most students talked and worked together. For example, in the library, students read their 

own books but often stopped to share interesting parts or cool illustrations. In the iPad 

center, two students often shared one iPad and one set of earbuds to play a literacy game 

together. Most of the students’ conversations were about the activity they were working.  

After four to five rotations, at 11:00 am, the final alarm rang out and students 

always yelled, “¡Almuerzo!” meaning it was time for lunch. Students quickly organized 

and put away whatever materials they were working with, grabbed their jackets and other 

items like footballs, chapstick, or money from their backpacks and lined up at the door. 

This time was usually noisy with a lot of movement. One of the days I observed, a student 

started flashing the lights on and off. Once everyone lined up, Ms. Lewis reminded them 

to put the bubbles in their mouths and hands behind their backs before they walked down 

the hall to the cafeteria.  

After eating lunch in the cafeteria, students had their only recess of the day. 

However, the district has a policy that students must be kept indoors if the temperature is 

below fifty degrees Fahrenheit. When I was observing, the temperature was in the forties 

so after lunch, students went to Ms. Alvaro’s first grade classroom, right next door to Ms. 

Lewis’s classroom, to watch a movie. Ms. Lewis usually picked the students up a little after 

noon.  

Back in Ms. Lewis’s classroom after lunch, the class began math time in English. 

On the days I observed, the class covered place value and expanded form as well as US 

coins and their values. Students came into the classroom and sat at their desks. Ms. Lewis 

often began the math lesson by showing a two or three minutes Brainpop video that 

discussed the math topic of the day. She would then lead a short review asking questions 

such as, “Who can count by tens to one hundred?” or “How many cents is a dime?” 

Students would usually volunteer answers by raising their hands or just calling out. 
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Students sometimes struggled to communicate in English and would use Spanish to get 

their meaning across. Ms. Lewis then explained the math activity for the day. One day they 

played a place value game in which students got a card with a picture of number cubes or 

a card with a number in expanded form and they had to walk around comparing cards to 

find their match. Another day they drew pictures of the front and back of each of the four 

US coins and labeled their values in their math notebooks. During both of these activities, 

students, talked, moved around, and shared space and materials while Ms. Lewis walked 

around helping. If Ms. Lewis ever needed the whole class’ attention she would say, “Clase, 

clase!” and they would respond “Mande, mande!” 

As students finished the main math activity, they moved to math centers. Math 

centers included an iPad center where students played math games on the iPads, a flashcard 

center, a math games center with puzzles and games, and a math packet center where 

students did worksheet math. During this time, Ms. Lewis pulled small groups to work on 

different math skills with her at the kidney bean table. Students were even more engaged 

with each other during math centers since many of the centers, such as flashcards and math 

games, require collaboration and interaction. As a result, this centers block was a bit louder 

and there was more movement than there was during literacy centers. Ms. Lewis reminded 

students that some noise is okay, as long as they are practicing their math skills. Students 

spent ten minutes in each center and usually only had time to visit three before the class 

transitioned to social studies in Spanish around 1:00 pm. 

Ms. Lewis and Ms. Alvaro, her bilingual first grade colleague next door, often 

collaborated during social studies and science. While I observed, the classes were studying 

the underground railroad. Students in Ms. Lewis’s class had previously made origami 

houses to represent the safe house along the underground railroad. One day, Ms. Alvaro’s 

class came over to Ms. Lewis’s class and sat on the carpet while Ms. Lewis’s students sat 
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at their desks. The two teachers asked students what they knew about the underground 

railroad as a sort of review. Students raised their hands to explain how the underground 

railroad was a series of safe houses used by escaped slaves traveling north. Ms. Lewis and 

Ms. Alvaro added details and clarified misconceptions then projected a map of the 

underground railroad onto the whiteboard. Finally, they explained that students in Ms. 

Lewis’s class were going to teach students in Ms. Alvaro’s class how to make the origami 

safe houses. Students from Ms. Alvaro’s class partnered up with students in Ms. Lewis 

class and stood at their desks as they were coached through the process. Students in Ms. 

Lewis’s class asked their partners what color they wanted their house to be and retrieved 

the appropriate construction paper, they gave instructions, and many essentially made the 

house for their partners. The two teachers stood to the side and chatted as students worked. 

After they finished, all students placed their houses on a large piece of butch paper with a 

map of the underground railroad and admired their creations.  

 After about an hour of social studies, the class transitioned to science in Spanish. 

While I observed, the class covered planets in the solar system and things that are alive and 

not alive. During the lessons on planets, Ms. Alvaro’s class came over and the students 

made their own planets by coloring foam spheres with markers. They sang a song about 

the order of the planets from the closest to the sun to the farthest from the sun and teachers 

informally quizzed students about the planets as they colored. In the lesson on things that 

are alive and things that are not alive, the two classes did not come together to collaborate. 

Ms. Lewis’s class learned a song about things that are alive and things that are not alive 

and did a scavenger hunt around the classroom recording things that are alive and things 

that are not alive. This part of the day was the most relaxed. Ms. Lewis joked with students 

and there was a lot of laughing and playing. At 2:45 pm, Ms. Lewis ended the science 

lesson and told students it was time to get ready to go home. They returned to their desks 
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and pulled out their red folder, packed their backpacks, put their chairs on their desk, 

cleaned up scraps from the floor, and lined up at the door. They walked out of the classroom 

together to either meet their parents or board the school bus.  

BYRON MASON STUDENTS’ BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNING 

During the video-cued interviews, Byron Mason students expressed beliefs about 

learning that touched on themes in all of the six of the domains that I coded for: processes 

of learning, environmental factors that influence learning, social aspects of learning, 

enjoyment and learning, importance of learning, and behavior and learning. Most of their 

beliefs related to the domain processes of learning with fifty-five interview excerpts, 

followed by the domains social aspects of learning with forty-three excerpts, 

environmental factors that influence learning with thirty excerpts, enjoyment and learning 

with twenty-six excerpts, the importance of learning with eleven excerpts, and behavior 

and learning with just two excerpts (see table X). I organize students’ beliefs about learning 

by domain and report them by themes within each domain. I also report how many students 

spoke to each theme and the number of interview excerpts that were coded as each theme.  
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Table 6: Byron Mason Code Counts 
Theme Count 

Processes of Learning 54 
   Brain/mind/head and learning 8 
   Evidence of learning 0 
   How learning looks and sounds 22 
   Operationalization of learning 23 
Environmental Factors that Influence Learning 30 
   Auditory environment 11 
   Physical environment 7 
   Resources and materials required for learning 12 
Social Aspects of Learning 43 
   Learning with or from peers 26 
   Learning with teachers 20 
Enjoyment and Learning 26 
   Choice and learning 11 
   Fun and learning 6 
   Play and learning 10 
Importance of Learning 11 
   Building knowledge or intelligence 7 
   Achievement and learning 0 
   Long term ideas about learning 5 
Behavior and Learning  2 
   Consequences and rewards 0 
   Following rules and obedience 0 
   Readiness to learn 0 
   Students' bodies 2 

Processes of Learning 

Students from Byron Mason talked extensively about how learning works and how 

it manifests in the classroom. To contextualize these processes, Byron Mason students 

described numerous topics that they learn about such as morals and fables, shapes and 

patterns, English, science, math, and reading. They also discussed learning a variety of 

skills such as how to find the main idea of a story, how to write about the setting of a story, 

how to add details to writing, subtraction, how to read in English, and how to grow flowers. 

One code in the domain of processes of learning that students at Byron Mason did not 

speak to was “evidence of learning” so that code will not be discussed in this section.  
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Operationalization of learning 

Eight of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed operationalized learning in 

different ways in twenty-three interview excerpts. Most of the students operationalized 

learning in behavioral ways, though four students discussed the mental process of thinking. 

The six students who operationalized learning in more behavioral ways discussed learning 

as (1) writing, (2) working, and (3) practicing. For example, when I asked Andrés if he was 

learning in one of the videos, he explained, “Estaba aprendiendo, pienso que estaba 

aprendiendo por que estuve escribiendo. Pienso que fue matemáticas o ciencias.” (“I was 

learning, I think I was learning because I was writing. I think it was math or science.”). 

When I asked Emmanuel about learning, he said that it meant, “Trabajar mucho.” (“To 

work a lot.”). Finally, Sara explained to me that learning was “practicing and practicing 

and that’s learning.”  

The four students who operationalized learning as a mental process mainly 

discussed the act of thinking. For example, I asked Luz what happens in her brain when 

she learns, and she responded, “My brain is thinking…which one is the correct one, which 

one is not.” When Sara and I discussed how students can learn without a teacher, she 

explained how she just thinks, “Like, we, we are thinking in our minds where it’s ten plus 

ten or, hmmm pennies, how much is a penny and a, and a quarter.” After watching a video 

of students learning without a teacher nearby, I asked Antonella how they were learning, 

and she said, “Like, like they are thinking…and then they’re looking at their minds.”  

How learning looks and sounds 

Eight of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed discussed how learning looks 

or sounds in twenty-two interview excerpts. Students said that learning looks like students 

(1) writing and (2) working and that it sounds quiet, with one exception. The students who 

said that learning looks like writing focused particularly on the paragraph writing exercises 
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that they copy off the whiteboard each day. When I asked Antonella what I would see if 

she was learning in her classroom, she said, “Oh, you’ll be writing,” and Alejandro 

answered the same question, “La maestra escribe en la pizarra y nosotros lo copiamos.” 

(“The teacher writes on the board and we copy it.”). Sara agreed by saying that in her 

classroom, learning looks like “[writing] and practicing to type letters from a computer.” 

Other students described learning as looking like working. When I asked Alejandro and 

Emiliano what learning looks like in his classroom Alejandro said, “Trabajando.” 

(“Working.”) and Emiliano said “Estamos trabajando.” (“We’re working.”). When I asked 

Luz the same question, she explained, “It looks we are like talking a lot, and playing a lot 

but actually it’s working.” 

Students believe that learning sounds quiet but to different degrees. Some students, 

like Andrés, said that when students are learning, “están en silencio.” (“they are in 

silence.”). Other students, like Alberto and Sara, said that when they are learning “poquito 

hablamos” (“they talk a little bit,”) or that it is “a little bit quiet and [we] whisper to each 

other.” Alternatively, Antonella thought that if someone was listening to learning in their 

classroom “[they] will hear noises, like talking about money.”  

The brain/mind/head and learning 

Five of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed referred to the brain or mind in 

relation to learning in nine interview excerpts. Students characterized the brain and mind 

as (1) the place where information is stored and (2) the body part in which learning 

happens. For example, Alberto explained how he holds and retrieves information from his 

mind, “Estoy pensando… y podía hacerlo solo porque lo tenía en la mente.” (“I’m thinking 

…and I could to do it alone because I had it in my mind.”). Sara added that when students 

need to figure something out, “They are thinking and then they’re looking in their minds.” 
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She later explained that the brain is the body part that does the work of learning saying that 

when “you read in your brain, your brain reads. That’s all.” Veronica explained that she 

can even feel learning happening in her brain, “When I’m reading I am like, in my mind I 

feel like there’s something in my brain, and it’s learning.” 

Social Aspects of Learning 

Students at Byron Mason thought of learning as a very social process. They 

discussed learning with and from peers and learning both with and without their teacher. 

These beliefs seemed to align closely with the collaborative nature of their learning 

opportunities.  

Learning with or from peers 

All students interviewed at Byron Mason discussed learning with or from peers in 

twenty-three interview excerpts. All students believe that they could learn from their peers 

and help their peers learn and said that they enjoyed it. Luz said she liked watching the 

video of the other first grade classroom in which a boy helps a girl write the number twenty-

one “because kids are learning. They’re helping each other.” Students also explained that 

they ask each other for help with learning. For example, Veronica said, “Sometimes I 

cannot do the numbers until one hundred and twenty, so I ask my friends and they help 

me.” Students also shared many different ways that they help each other with learning 

including reading to each other, showing peers how to do something, talking to their peers, 

show peers how to write words, and teaching peers new things. Students also shared that 

they work and learn together often throughout each school day. For example, when I asked 

Catalina if she ever works with her friends and helps them with learning she said, “Si, 

mucho…mucho,” (“Yes, a lot…a lot,”) and she went on to say, “Les ayudo para que se 
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hagan, para que crecer… para que ellos saben qué hacer en segundo grado.” (“I help them 

so they can do it, to grow…so that they know what to do in second grade.”).  

Learning with teachers 

All ten of the Byron Mason students who were interviewed discussed beliefs about 

learning with or from a teacher in nineteen interview excerpts. Students were split in their 

beliefs about whether students (1) can learn without a teacher or whether (2) it is essential 

to be with a teacher when learning. Those students who believe they and their peers could 

learn even without a teacher present or nearby talked about being able to think things 

through, to learn from their peers, and to following the teacher’s instructions even when 

she was not present. Sara explained that if there is not a teacher, students can still “think in 

[their] minds like when it’s ten plus ten or how much is a penny.” Students also believe 

that if the teacher was not available to them, they could still learn from their peers. When 

I asked Alberto if he thought students could learn without a teacher, he said, “Sí, si 

necesitas ayuda dices a tu grupo, y luego si quieres saber cuanto es siete más cuatro y le 

dices a otra persona… y te dicen que es once.” (“If you need help you tell your group, and 

then if you want to know how much is six plus four, you tell someone…and they tell you 

it’s eleven.”). Finally, Antonella said students can learn without a teacher and when I asked 

her how, she told me, “The teacher just told us what to do and then we do it.” 

The other half of the students believe that learning was better with a teacher in order 

for students to learn a lot, to know what to do, and to behave in the classroom. For example, 

Emiliano told me that you need a teacher “para que aprender much.” (“in order to learn a 

lot.”). Similarly, Alejandro explained that students “aprender mucho cuando estamos en la 

mesa de Ms. Lewis.” (“learn a lot when we are at Ms. Lewis’s table.”) When I asked 

Veronica if students can learn without a teacher, she explained, “Not very well because 
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she’s not, she’s not saying the things we gotta do.” Finally, Emmanuel expressed concerned 

that without a teacher, students might “scream or run in the class.” 

Environmental Factors that Influence Learning 

Students at Byron Mason shared a range of beliefs about the types of learning 

environments that were supportive of learning. They discussed resources and materials, 

how a classroom should sound, and physical environments that are or are not conducive to 

learning.  

Resources and materials required for learning 

All ten of the Byron Mason students interviewed talked about the resources or 

materials that students need to support learning in twelve interview excerpts. Six students 

said they need pencils to write what they learn. Four students said they need a teacher. 

Three students said they need colors or markers. Three students said they need friends. 

Two students each said they need books, paper, numbers, letters, notebooks, and erasers. 

Finally, individual students said they need words, glue, scissors, rulers, chairs, tables, 

tablets, computers, and one student said she needs her parents or siblings at home to help 

with homework.  

Auditory environment 

Nine of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed described the ideal auditory 

environment for learning in eleven interview excerpts. Four students said (1) it was difficult 

to learn with noise because it can be distracting, four students said that (2) a little noise is 

okay for learning, and three students said that (3) sound and noise does not affect learning 

at all.   
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The students who believe the auditory environment needed to be quiet expressed 

concern that noise could be distracting, bothersome, or disruptive to learning. For example, 

after watching a video of students in the other first grade class talk and yell in their 

classroom, Veronica said that when people are talking and yelling “that’s not learning.” I 

asked why and she explained, “because they are distracting us.” Similarly, Alejandro said 

that in order to learn, “tenemos que estar en silencio.” (“we have to be silent.”). I asked 

him why he could not learn with noise and he told me, “porque nos molesta.” (“it bothers 

us.”). Catalina agreed and said that she cannot learn with noise “porque no puedo pensar.” 

(“because I can’t think.”) 

The remaining students believe that it is possible to learn with just a little bit of 

noise or talking or that noise does not affect learning whatsoever. Alberto and Emiliano, 

for example, agreed that students could learn with “poquito hablando,” (“a little talking,”) 

or “poquito ruido,” (“a little noise,”) respectively. However, Luz believes that learning 

could happen even if students were “marching and talking at the same time.” Antonella 

said that students in the class often “talk at the same time” but that they are still learning. 

And Sara said students can still learn even if they “hear noises.”  

Physical environment 

Six of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed discussed physical environments 

of learning in six interview excerpts. All of their talk was about whether or not students 

can learn when they are outside and was in response to videos of them and their peers 

playing outside at recess. There was no agreement about whether learning outside is 

possible with some students expressing the belief that when students are outside they are 

playing and others expressing the belief that students can learn certain topics outside and 

that they may need certain materials.  
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  Students who thought that learning was not possible outside explained that when 

students go outside they are playing. Antonella, Emanuel, and Sara all said that students 

cannot learn when they are outside. Emanuel explained, “Porque… hacemos mucho jug-, 

sólo, así quieren que sólo jugar y después cuando ya [unclear] cambiamos.” 

(Because…because we are play-, because, we only, we only want to play and then we 

change.) Sara agreed explaining that students were not learning “because they are outside, 

like playing.”  

Students who thought that learning is possible outside discussed the topics they 

could learn and the materials that would be necessary for learning outside.  Luz said that 

students can learn about “things that are alive or not alive. I can learn how to do flowers.” 

Veronica said she likes to “play hid and seek or tag,” when she is outside and when I asked 

her if she learns during those games she nodded her head, yes. Emiliano explained that 

students can learn outside as long as they bring the necessary materials for learning. “Si 

agarran una libreta y un lápiz y un borrador.” (If they bring a notebook and a pencil and an 

eraser.”). 

Enjoyment and Learning 

Students from Byron discussed their beliefs about the relationship between learning 

and enjoyment, pleasure, and autonomy. In general, this domain had fewer interview 

excerpts and within each code, students often disagreed with each other.  

Fun and learning  

Five of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed discussed the relationship 

between learning and fun in six interview excerpts. Students generally believe that students 

could be having fun while they learn because they can still practice academic skills and 

learning itself can be a fun experience.  
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Four of the five students believe that if students were having fun they could still be 

doing academic work and learning. For example, Catalina explained a math game that she 

plays on the iPad, “Es como un juego de, que jugamos de como de números uno encima de 

los dulces.” (“it’s a game of, that we play about like numbers with one inside of candies.”) 

She said she has fun when she plays and that she is also learning “porque estoy practicando 

matemáticas.” (“because I’m practicing math.”). Veronica actually equated the act of 

learning to having fun and her future goals. When I asked her what happens in her brain 

when she is learning, she explained, “Like, if my brain is learning I feel like… it’s probably 

fun because I wanna be a teacher.” 

On the other hand, when I asked Andrés if he learns when he is doing Go Noodle 

activities, he told me no, “porque eso no es, es para que nos divertimos.” (“because that is 

not, that is for us to have fun.”). I asked him if students could learn and have fun also and 

he explained, “No, son separados.” (“No, they are separate.”).  

Play and learning 

Six students at Byron Mason interviewed discussed the relationship between 

learning and play in ten interview excerpts. Students had mixed views with some students 

believing they can happen together and others believing they are separate processes.  

Three of the students believe that students could learn during play while the other 

three believe that learning was not possible during play. Students did not provide in depth 

explanations for their beliefs often nodding their head yes and no in response to my 

interview questions about play and learning.  When I asked Catalina, Luz, and Sara if 

students could learn during play, they all said or nodded their heads yes. When Sara 

discussed learning as they follow the Go Noodle exercises that they do every morning 

during noticias, she explained, “Sometimes like we can play and then, say what it says like 
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somewhere is down there so small and then I can read it, and then we do the same because 

the video says the same.” She considered Go Noodle a type of play, but she believes that 

students could still follow the video and learn the exercise. When I asked Alejandro, 

Andrés, and Emiliano if students can learn during play the all shook their head or said no, 

and Emiliano explained that play and learning “son diferentes.” (“are different.”).  

Choice and learning 

Eight of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed discussed the relationship 

between students making choices and learning in six interview excerpts. All students said 

that if they make their own choices about what, where, or how they learned something, 

they can still learn. For example, Alberto believes that students can choose what to do and 

still learn because they can still work with peers to learn, “Pueden hacerlo en grupos. 

Pueden trabajar y aprender juntos.” (“We can do it in groups. We can work and lean 

together.”) Veronica said she could choose and still learn because she wanted to learn a lot. 

“But I would choose like, a center like we learn a lot a lot a lot. Like, reading or writing 

like numbers…Because I want to learn a lot.” Sara explained that if the teacher let them 

choose, “We can think,” to figure out what to do. Many students also shared the activities 

they would choose to do if they could. Catalina said she would go to the read in the library, 

Emiliano said he would play with blocks, and Veronica said she could choose math and 

writing.  

Importance of Learning 

 Byron Mason students discussed the importance of learning as it is related to 

building knowledge and preparing for second grade. Students did not speak to the code in 

this domain that captures the importance of learning as it relates to assessment so that will 

not be discussed in this section. 
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Building knowledge or intelligence 

 Six of the ten Byron Mason students interviewed talked about how learning is 

important in order (1) to build specific sets of knowledge, particularly in literacy, (2) to be 

prepared, and (3) to increase intelligence in seven interview excerpts. For example, Sara 

said that learning is important because it helps you with reading, “Like sometimes you can 

learn about the book, like you can learn to read, you can learn the words.” Emiliano also 

focused on the importance of learning as it related to reading. When I asked him if he 

thought learning is important he said yes, “porque aprendan por mucho, para que saben a 

leer mucho.” (“because then learn a lot so that they know how to read a lot.”). Sara and 

Alberto talked about learning as important because it helps you prepare for and be able to 

participate in class activities. Sara explained that learning is important “because for you 

can learn stuff because sometimes you can remember and then you can be ready to do it.” 

Similarly, Alberto explained that learning is important, “porque es más importante 

aprender que hacer centros, porque si no aprenden van a ser como, no van a saber qué 

hacer.” (“because it’s important to learn to do centers, because if you don’t learn you are 

going to be like, they’re not going to know what to do.”). Finally, Antonella said leaning 

is important “because, because it makes us smart,” and Emmanuel agreed and said, “Estoy 

trabajando para aprender para saber más.” (“I’m working to learn to know more.”).    

Long term ideas about learning 

 Five of the tens Byron Mason students interviewed talked about the importance of 

learning as it related to their futures in five interview excerpts. Specifically, they talked 

about preparing for (1) second grade and (2) their future careers. For example, when I 

asked Catalina if she thought learning was important she nodded her head yes and said, 

“Para… porque, para segundo grado porque la, las maestras de segundo grado no tienen, 

no tienen que trabajar mucho.” (“For… because, for second grade so that the, the teachers 
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in second grade don’t have to, don’t have to work too hard.”). Andrés agreed that 

learning in first grade is important, “para hacer los trabajos de los, las maestras de 

Segundo más fácil.” (“to make the second grade teachers’ jobs easier.”).  

The other three students discussed learning as important in preparing for their 

future careers. Sara said that she wants to be a veterinarian and learning is important, so 

you can remember things, “you can remember what you can do, for the peoples and the 

cats and the, like you can a doctor animal too.”  Luz agreed that learning is important so 

“you can help people and animals. Like, first that you learn and then when you learn a lot 

from that, now you can work there and then help the animals.” However, when I asked 

Luz what she wanted to do with all of her learning she said, “I wanna be a police.” 

Vanessa also said, “I want to learn a lot, because… I wanna be like a police officer.” I 

asked her what she thought she would need to learn to be a police officer and she said, 

“Like to understand the teacher and math, and science.”  

Behavior and Learning  

 Students at Byron Mason talked very little about behavior in general and even less 

about behavior as it relates to learning. In fact, in the domain of behavior and learning, 

students only made two comments which were both coded under “students’ bodies and 

learning.” Students did not talk about consequences and rewards, following rules or 

obedience, nor readiness to learn so those codes will not be discussed in this section.  

Students’ bodies 

Two of the ten Bryon Mason students interviewed discussed students’ bodies and 

learning both in a positive way. After watching a video of students during a math lesson, I 

asked Veronica if she was learning and she nodded yes and said, “fue divertido porque 

podíamos ir a lugares y podíamos mover por la clase.” (“it was fun because we could go to 
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different places and we could move around the class.”). So, she liked being able to move 

and go to different places during this particular learning experience. In another excerpt, 

Antonella and I were discussing what learning is like in her classroom and she said that 

“sometimes we’re just reading and relaxing.” I asked her if she can relax and still be 

learning and she said yes, “because when I’m reading I am like, in my mind I feel like 

there’s something in my brain, and it’s learning.” 

SKELLER ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 

Skeller Elementary School serves pre-K through fifth grade students and is located 

in an urban city in Northern California. The school serves four-hundred-sixty-one students 

94% of whom are Latinx and 86% of whom qualify for free or reduced-price meals. There 

are two classrooms and two classroom teachers at the first grade level.  

Skeller Elementary was established in 2012 as part of a district initiative to revamp 

and reinstate neighborhoods schools in specific underserved neighborhoods in the city. The 

school advocates a whole child approach to instruction and learning including a focus on 

arts-based learning, exploratory learning, personalized learning, and social emotional 

learning. Their mission statement describes a goal to develop a passion for learning in 

students as well as a sense of personal agency to discover and advocate. Skeller also 

advocates and works towards strong school-community partnerships rooted in the 

neighborhood of the school and the families that it serves. Walking around the school at 

any time of day, there are parents with young children spending time in common spaces 

with couches and tables and there are photographs of students, staff, and families on the 

walls. The hallways are lined with neat, colorful, creative bulletin boards showing 

classwork, staff interests and goals, or other school-wide initiatives.  
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Skeller has four unique structures that impact students’ learning experiences. First, 

like SOAR and Byron Mason, Skeller has what it calls Shine where students spend one 

hour a day with an art teacher working on a long term expeditionary art project to 

demonstrate their learning around a chosen topic. Students work on a single project for an 

entire semester then they hold an exhibition for the community to display their work and 

their learning. Second, all the classrooms at Skeller have what the school calls flexible 

learning environments. This means that there are no desks in any of the classrooms. Instead, 

there are three to four small tables with child-size chairs or stools, a set of stadium risers 

that fit five to six children at a time, two larger tables for teachers and students to share, 

couches, small carpets, bean bags, and small folding chairs. In these flexible learning 

environments, students are meant to choose how and where they do their work and are not 

tied to a specific space or desk. Third, every student at Skeller has their own school-

provided laptop computer. The computer stays at school and students use it for different 

activities across subjects. Finally, Skeller organizes two periods a day in which students 

engage in mixed-age learning. The first is Crew, a schoolwide program in which teachers, 

administrators, and staff spend quality time with and mentor a mixed-age group of children 

for twenty minutes every morning. An administrator at Skeller told me that, through the 

Crew program, they hope to encourage multi-age community building, support social 

emotional learning, develop goal setting and reflection skills, and promote student 

leadership. The second time during the day when children gather in multi-age groups is 

readers workshop. During readers workshop, students are leveled across classrooms and 

grade levels based on their reading abilities. In the Skeller classroom, some first graders 

move to a second grade class and some second graders come to the first grade class.  

I observed one of the first grade classes at Skeller. Mr. Walsh, the teacher, taught 

one hundred percent of the day in English, though he does speak Spanish. In the following 
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section, I will introduce Mr. Walsh and describe his experience teaching at Skeller and 

some of his beliefs about teaching and learning as reported in his individual video-cued 

interview.  

SKELLER FIRST GRADE TEACHER 

 Mr. Walsh is a thirty-five-year-old White man in his tenth year of teaching lower 

elementary school at Skeller. He majored in History and Spanish at the University of 

California, Davis and earned his teaching credential from Sacramento State University. He 

explained that he chooses to stay at Skeller because “there is something addicting and 

obsessive about seeing what kind of person these young kiddos are will grow into.  I just 

got to know what happens in their next chapter.” 

 In our interview, Mr. Walsh said that he likes the school’s adoption of flexible 

learning environments, but he also feels like he is “stumbling through the best ways to use 

and implement them.” He explained that ideologically, he thinks it makes sense that 

students should feel comfortable in their environment because it means they are less 

distracted, and he believes having a choice around where to sit “goes a long way into 

feeling independent.” However, he finds it challenging to manage twenty-six students 

making independent choices and often sees conflict arise as a result.  

 When Mr. Walsh talked about his beliefs about learning specifically, he explained 

that he thinks learning must come from a place of peace and joy. Students need to feel at 

peace in the classroom in order to enjoy the learning process. He also explained that this is 

often at odds with pressures like testing and pacing.  

I think at this young age, you can't force anything, students are going to do what 

they want to do, and it's my job as a teacher to offer up suggestions or options that 

capture their curiosity and motivation so that they are interested in pursuing the 
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content.  I feel that this can get a little frustrating at times when I can't support it as 

I'd like, whether that be due to demands in the classroom by other students like 

behavior or conflicts or demands from outside like testing and pacing. 

He went on to say that he sees adults as students most valuable resource in a classroom, 

especially in first grade. Though this getting more difficult as class sizes grow, and he is 

not able to give all students the audience they need to “keep them on their way.” 

 Mr. Walsh also discussed his beliefs about children developing independence as 

part of learning. He explained that “independence” is a popular buzzword at his school, 

and he understands the desire to empower students to take control of their learning, but the 

administration is not always ready to accept what that might look like among five and six-

year-old students.  

In my experience it’s like we want to claim what they are doing is working 

independently, but we still hold very specific expectations for what that should look 

like both in process and in outcome. I think engaging in that process where students 

are making choices, feeling validated for that choice, and feeling success so that 

they are able to repeat that cycle is truly what will create curious and independent 

thinkers.   

 Finally, Mr. Walsh said that what he wants for his students, long term, is to develop 

a love of books and the worlds the offer and he wants students to be curious, kind, and 

caring of their community. He explained that he thought he could better work towards these 

outcomes by exploring places outside of the school with his students.  

I'd love to have the means to go more places. Go outside.  Explore the amazing 

resources we have all around us in the bay area.  I'd love to play more music with 

them, get our hands in the dirt, explore more arts, and play more sports.  Though 

our days seem to get longer and longer, our focus seems to be narrowing more than 



124 

ever on reading at grade level. It's frustrating to compare the realities of different 

student's school day experience based on where they live, what school they go to, 

and how much money their families have.   

Mr. Walsh’s experience teaching at Skeller and his desires for his students 

contextualize and at times help explain his students’ classroom learning experiences. The 

following section includes a physical description of Mr. Walsh’s classroom and overviews 

the student learning experiences captured in fieldnotes from three days of ethnographic 

classroom observations.   

A DAY IN THE CLASSROOM: SKELLER STUDENTS’ LEARNING EXPERIENCES 

When you walk through the doorway to Mr. Walsh’s classroom there is a large, 

overstuffed armchair on the right and a tall shelf with student cubbies on the left. The 

cubbies hold students’ book bags filled with their personal school supplies and school-

assigned laptops. They carry their book bags with them throughout the day as they move 

around the classroom since they do not have personal desks in which they can store their 

belongings. 

The entryway opens up to the larger classroom. The walls are covered by a large 

whiteboard, a bulletin board with alphabet cards, sight words, word families, handdrawn 

posters listing reading and writing strategies, a long counter with supplies such as 

manipulatives and markers on top and storage shelves below, an attendance sticker chart, 

a cart with computer chargers, a bookshelf with science books and science curriculum, 

photos of students, a wall of windows with students writing samples hanging on string from 

clothes pins, several bookshelves of books, posters of book covers, a daily schedule, 

another long counter with books on top and storage on bottom, a sink, and long pieces of 

patterned fabric hung on the wall that are styled to look like curtains.  
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In the front of the classroom right under the whiteboard is a large carpet with a map 

of the world printed on it. The carpet is closed in by two sets of stadium risers with three 

levels that can fit about six students each. Behind the carpet is a small red table with blue 

stools. In front of the carpet, there is a large teacher chair where Mr. Walsh sits, a large 

easel with poster paper clipped to it and three ukuleles and a guitar hanging from the wall. 

At the back of the room, across from the whiteboard, there is a large kidney bean table with 

a large teacher chair and six smaller student chairs. On the east side of the classroom, there 

are two more tables, one with six student chairs and one with four. On the west side of the 

room is the classroom library with bins of books organized by genre. In the library, there 

is a small carpet, a low table that children can sit on the floor in front of, and low stools. 

There is also a globe and two plants. Next to the library is a full size, overstuffed couch 

with a low coffee table in front of it. Next to the couch is a low bookshelf covered in plants 

and holding a variety of academic games. Towards the middle of the room is a futon with 

a two low tables in front of it and a four-person table with four exercise balls used as seats. 

There is a wall of windows that provide a lot of natural light and look out onto the 

surrounding neighborhood and about ten potted plans placed around the classroom.  
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Figure 3. Skeller Classroom 

 

Mr. Walsh’s class was made up of twenty-two students. All students are Latinx and 

sixteen students have at least one parent who immigrated from Mexico, Guatemala, 

Venezuela, Honduras, or El Salvador. The other six students had parents who were born in 

the US, but primarily spoke Spanish at home. Most of the students were six-years-old at 

the time of data collection, though seven had already turned seven. Students wore school 

uniforms of navy blue pants and white polo shirts. Most students also wore a zip up 

sweatshirt with a hood. Girls had ponytails, braids, or wear their hair down, and many wore 

colorful bows. Most boys had short haircuts, and many had hair styled with gel. 

Students began arriving to Mr. Walsh’s classroom around 8:15 am. They played 

games, looked through books, or played with musical instruments in small groups. Most 

students were walked to the doorway by a parent and many parents hung out and chatted 

with each other in the hallway after their child entered the classroom. Mr. Walsh usually 

walked around the classroom preparing lessons and materials for the day. One morning I 
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observed, he sat down for a few minutes with a small group of girls playing the ukuleles 

and helped them tune the instruments. He asked them about their weekends and they talked 

about attending family parties and visiting Chuck E Cheese. Around 8:25 am Mr. Walsh 

told the students it was time to clean up and go outside to line up in the yard. Most students 

did not move until they are ready, and many did not put their activities away before they 

walked in pairs or small groups down the hall to the yard. Outside, students played soccer 

and on the play structure and parents and young siblings hung around talking to each other 

or their children.  

At 8:30 am a bell rang, and students lined up on a line painted on the pavement 

with their room number at the front. When I was observing, Mr. Walsh had a student 

teacher named Ms. Eberly who met the students at their line and walked with them to the 

classroom. Students hung their backpacks and jackets on hooks outside of the classroom 

and walked inside. Some sat on the carpet, others sat on the two sets of stadium risers, and 

some sat on chairs or stool, but all face Mr. Walsh who sat in his teacher chair in front of 

the whiteboard. Occasionally, a parent or two came into the classroom as well to watch the 

beginning of the day. Mr. Walsh said good morning to the students and shared daily 

announcements. Most of the students chatted among themselves as he talked each morning. 

He stopped every once in a while, to gently ask them to stop talking, but they generally did 

not oblige, and he continued with announcements for about ten minutes. 

At 8:40 am students went to Crew. Mr. Walsh’s Crew group was named the Golden 

Dragons and included four students from his own class and four second graders. The 

second graders walked over to his classroom to meet up while the rest of his class disperses 

across the school to meet their respective Crew groups and mentors. One day when I 

observed, Mr. Walsh’s Crew group went to the cafeteria to write thank you notes to a school 

donor or make paper snowflakes. All students chose to make snowflakes and they cut out 
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intricate designs in their papers. Another day that I observed, Mr. Walsh’s group went 

outside and played a dodgeball-like game. Mr. Walsh spent a significant amount of time 

during crew asking students to participate or focus and having one on one conversations 

with students who were off task or disruptive.  

At 9:00 am, students returned to their respective classrooms and, in Mr. Walsh’s 

class, they began math workshop. Students met Mr. Walsh on the carpet, stadium risers, 

and stools at the front of the room so he could explain the different workshop activities. 

Whenever students were sitting in front of the whiteboard there was a lot of movement and 

talking among themselves. Sometimes Mr. Walsh suggested students use their breathing 

tool to take a deep breath and calm down. The breathing tool is part of a social emotional 

curriculum called Toolbox which is used in Skeller classrooms school-wide. The 

curriculum consists of twelve tools that students are explicitly taught and encouraged to 

use during difficult times. The tools include a breathing tool, a quiet/safe place tool, a 

listening tool, an empathy tool, a personal space tool, a using our words tool, a garbage can 

tool, a taking time tool, a please and thank you tool, an apology and forgiveness tool, a 

patience tool, and a courage tool. Mr. Walsh almost exclusively encourages students to use 

their breathing tool which students were supposed to use to breath quietly by themselves 

and it was meant to help them calm down and check-in. If students continued to move and 

talk, he asked them to go out into the hallway to use their breathing tool and calm down.  

Eventually, and sometimes after ten or fifteen minutes of trying to get the class’ 

attention, Mr. Walsh explained four different activities that students would do during the 

math workshop. One activity was always with him or Ms. Eberly at the teacher table, one 

always involved math games on students’ computers, one as usually a worksheet of some 

kind, and one usually involved coloring shapes or patterns. Then, Mr. Walsh projected a 

slide on the board with a fifteen-minute timer and pictures of students organized by their 
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math workshop groups. Once he started the timer, he excused students who were “ready,” 

meaning they are sitting quietly, to go to workshop first. Students spread out toting their 

bookbags containing their laptops, notebooks, headphones, and personal school supplies to 

sit in small clusters across the classroom. Mr. Walsh usually had a group of five or six 

students and Ms. Eberly often joined an existing workshop group to facilitate and support 

the students.  

  One day when I was there the students with Mr. Walsh were practicing measuring 

and comparing fish using plastic cubes. Students at his group were very chatting and many 

were telling jokes and laughing. Mr. Walsh modeled measuring paper fish for the students 

who were paying attention to him, but most seemed like they had seen him do this before. 

Two boys started struggling and fighting over the plastic cubes and Mr. Walsh asked one 

boy to go to out into the hallway and use his breathing tool. The boy ignored him and 

continued struggling over the plastic cubes and eventually began measuring his paper fish. 

While this was happening, three other students were lining up the cubes alongside paper 

fish to see how many cubes long the fish was. They reported this number to Mr. Walsh and 

wrote it on their personal worksheet. Then, Mr. Walsh gave them a different size fish to 

measure.  

  In the rest of the classroom, some students had worksheets in which they were 

meant to practice basic single digit addition and subtraction to unlock the answer to a riddle 

written at the top of the worksheet. Others played math games on their laptops which 

consisted of timed math tasks that got more difficult as students moved up levels. They 

practiced skills such as estimation, using numberlines, addition, subtraction, and solving 

animated math stories. Finally, other students sat in front of a slide projector in which Ms. 

Eberly was projecting different shapes that they could draw in their notebooks and label.  

Some students focused on their assigned workshop tasks, while others played with small 
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toys or stuffed animals and had conversations with one another. In general, students seemed 

to naturally transition in and out of working. Most students focused for five to six minutes 

then had a short conversation with someone nearby or looked onto the computer screen of 

a neighbor for a few minutes before turning back to their work. Students helped each other 

log into their computers, coached friends at computer games, compared progress, and 

discussed issues if they got hung up in their work.  A few students focused for the whole 

fifteen minutes and a few played the entire time.  

Mr. Walsh occasionally looked up from his small group and reminded students to 

be working. Students cycled through four workshop centers rotating when the timer went 

off. At least once during each hour-long workshop, Mr. Walsh stopped the whole class to 

give a short lecture about being quiet or staying on task. One day when I observed, he told 

students, “I need voices off. If you all are this noisy, I won’t be able to hear my group. It’s 

not a big deal, but I want to be able to hear. Don’t worry about it but try to be quiet in your 

work.” When the alarm went off after the last rotation students packed up their bookbags 

and tidied the area they were working in, usually at a very leisurely pace. Often, a few 

students continued playing computer games. Eventually, the class lined up at the door for 

their first recess. Usually, a few students were required to stay in and talk to Mr. Walsh 

about their behavior during the workshop and sometimes write a reflection.  

Students spent their thirty-minute recess in a fenced in yard with several other first, 

second, third grade classes. They had a snack provided by the school. When I observed, 

they ate goldfish. Most students played on the play structure, and a group of boys often 

organize a game of soccer on the turf field. Two teachers and two school staff members 

chatted with each other and monitored the students as they play.  

 After recess, the class moved into readers workshop. This time, students did not 

meet at the front of the room but head straight to their workshops centers. At Skeller, 
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readers workshop is leveled across classrooms and grades. So, three of Mr. Walsh’s 

students went to a second grade class for readers workshop and five second grade students 

come to his class. Mr. Walsh projected the same fifteen timer and student photos organized 

by their reads workshop groups.  

The readers workshop centers included practicing phonics skills with Ms. Eberly 

using flash cards or mini whiteboards. Here, students sat on the carpet in front of Ms. 

Eberly and she showed them flashcards of sight words that they read or wrote on their 

whiteboards. There was also a center where students played phonics games with space or 

jungle themes to practice letter sounds and sight words. There was a center where students 

wrote reading reflections in a notebook. These reflections included the title of the book, 

one sentence about their favorite part, and an illustration. There was an independent reading 

center in the library where students chose whichever book they liked and were supposed 

to read independently. Finally, there was a guided reading with Mr. Walsh in which he 

worked with small groups of students which were leveled according to their reading ability. 

One day I observed, Mr. Walsh reviewed the “th” digraph with a small group of 

students at the kidney bean table. He used the phonics card that shows “th” and students 

practiced making the sound in “the soft, tickly way.” Then, they thought of “th” words and 

Mr. Walsh recorded them on a small whiteboard. Finally, students read a short decodable 

book and paused each time they identified a “th” word. Again, Mr. Walsh stopped 

occasionally to remind the rest of the class to be quiet and be working. Around the room, 

some students were really focused on their workshop center and others are talking with 

peers about life or playing.  

During readers workshop, students rotated centers every twenty minutes and during 

this transition, they often called out to each other across the room and reminded peers where 

they needed to be or traded materials. By the last of the four rotations, the class usually got 
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significantly louder and there is more playing and talking happening than work. When I 

observed, I saw students play catch with a book, one student ran circles around the carpet, 

and three students played with a small make-up kit that one of the girls brought from home. 

When the last alarm goes off, Mr. Walsh reminded students to clean up. Most students did 

organize their centers and materials, though some kept playing games on their laptops. 

Eventually, the whole class lined up for lunch. On one day I observed, a boy’s three-year-

old sister was waiting outside the door for him. The students walked out of the classroom 

to get their lunches from their backpacks and jackets for recess and the boy’s little sister 

held his hand. Many students said “hi” to her very sweetly. Mr. Walsh suggested the class 

show her how first graders line up, but no one responded or reacted. Then, he walked them 

to the cafeteria and the boy’s sister went along. Students spent thirty minutes eating lunch, 

then had another thirty-minute recess outside.  

After lunch and recess, students came inside and sat at the front of the room on the 

carpet, stadium risers, or stools. They were often very chatty, and Mr. Walsh spent time 

trying to get their attention. He usually ended up asking one or two of the students to go 

into the hallway, and take deep breaths because “they’re not ready” to be in class. The rest 

of the class usually continued to talk to one another quietly while Mr. Walsh explained the 

writing activity for the day. When he spoke to the class, he never had every students’ 

attention. Mr. Walsh seemed to get frustrated, but he always spoke to the students calmly 

and in a very soft voice.  

One day that I observed, students were writing opinion pieces. Mr. Walsh explained 

that he wanted students to answer one of two questions: “Which is the most savage? A 

dragon or a T-Rex?” Or, “What is the cutest? A puppy or a kitten?” Students immediately 

yelled out their preferences and opinions and talked to the people sitting next to them about 

the assignment. Mr. Walsh responded by saying, “Turn your voices off in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” 
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Students kept talking so he then said, “Count down with me, altogether, 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.” Some 

students joined him and most students stopped talking for a few seconds, but then they 

resumed their conversations as he continued to explain the assignment. One girl had her 

back to him and as she talked to the student behind her.  

After introducing the writing activity, Mr. Walsh excused students one at a time to 

choose a space and begin their writing. Students got fresh writing paper and found a spot 

to sit. Most sat so they could see the whiteboard and copy the sentences frames. Mr. Walsh 

projected another timer for twenty minutes. Some students used clipboards and some sat 

on the stadium risers, but most students moved to tables. Five or six students sat with Mr. 

Walsh at the kidney bean table and he helped them write. During this time students wrote, 

talked, and moved around the classroom. Some of them began with an illustration while 

others continued to debate which prompt they would choose or what the “right” response 

was. The timer went off after twenty minutes and Mr. Walsh collected all the writing and 

told students he would check it and give them feedback tomorrow. Students slowly put 

their materials away and went back to the carpet for a read aloud.  

 Before starting the read aloud, Mr. Walsh often tried to lead the students in a 

counting or breathing exercise to calm them down and focus their attention. At this point 

in the day though, students continued talking to one another and moving around regardless 

of Mr. Walsh’s efforts. Eventually, Mr. Walsh decided to talk over them and introduce the 

story. He usually reviewed a reading comprehension skill before the story such as 

visualizing or making inferences. He then read the story, stopping occasionally for students 

to talk with a partner and try to apply the reading comprehension skill. However, when 

most students turn and talk to a partner, they just talk and do not apply the skill. After the 

read aloud, it was time for physical education. Mr. Walsh often kept students in the 
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classroom who were not paying attention during writing or the read aloud to discuss their 

behavior or write a reflection.  

Students had forty-five minutes of physical education every afternoon. They began 

the period by running four laps around the playground. Many students dramatically 

collapsed over and over during the laps and complained about the effort. Then, the physical 

education teacher introduced a new skill such as dribbling or bounding that students 

practice for ten minutes. Finally, they either learned a new game or reviewed a game they 

already knew and play that game for the remainder of the period. When I observed they 

played a chasing game, soccer, and a form of kickball.  

At 2:15 pm, the physical education teacher walked the students back to their 

classroom. Mr. Walsh met with them briefly at the front of the room before excusing them 

one by one for choice time. During choice time, students could choose any activity they 

liked in the classroom. Many students got out their laptops to continue playing math games, 

others pulled out blocks, legos and magnet tiles, some went to the library to read, and a 

handful of students colored with markers at the tables. Students generally gathered in small 

groups and moved between activities often. Often, students who did not finish their work 

earlier in the day had to make it up during this time. Mr. Walsh usually tidied up the 

classroom and prepared materials and lessons for the following day during this time. He 

did not interrupt students during choice time to remind them to be quiet or to focus. After 

forty-five minutes, Mr. Walsh projected a three-minute timer for students to clean up the 

classroom and prepare to go home. When the timer went off, students made their way to 

the front of the room where Mr. Walsh sat in his chair. He made an end of day 

announcements while some students stacked chairs or continued cleaning up their space. 

Then, at 3:15 pm, he passed out students’ green homework folders and excused students 
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one by one to get their belongings and go home. Students’ parents met them outside the 

door and a few of them came into the classroom to check in with Mr. Walsh.  

SKELLER STUDENTS’ BELIEFS ABOUT LEARNING 

During the video-cued interviews, Skeller students expressed beliefs about learning 

that touched on themes in all of the six of the domains that I coded for: processes of 

learning, environmental factors that influence learning, social aspects of learning, 

enjoyment and learning, importance of learning, and behavior and learning. Most of their 

beliefs related to processes of learning with forty-five interview excerpts, followed by the 

social aspects of learning with twenty-nine excerpts, environmental factors that influence 

learning with twenty-eight excerpts, enjoyment and learning with twenty-three excerpts, 

the importance of learning with thirteen excerpts, and behavior and learning with just six 

excerpts (see table X). I organize students’ beliefs about learning by domain and report 

them by themes within each domain. I also report how many students spoke to each theme 

and the number of interview excerpts that were coded as each theme. 
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Table 7. Skeller Code Counts 
Theme Count 

Processes of Learning 45 
   Brain/mind/head and learning 6 
   Evidence of learning 5 
   How learning looks and sounds 10 
   Operationalization of learning 23 
Environmental Factors that Influence Learning 28 
   Auditory environment 15 
   Physical environment 8 
   Resources and materials required for learning 3 
Social Aspects of Learning 29 
   Learning with or from peers 21 
   Learning with teachers 7 
Enjoyment and Learning 23 
   Choice and learning 9 
   Fun and learning 6 
   Play and learning 8 
Importance of Learning 13 
   Building knowledge or intelligence 5 
   Achievement and learning 2 
   Long term ideas about learning 6 
Behavior and Learning  5 
   Consequences and rewards 3 
   Following rules and obedience 1 
   Readiness to learn 1 
   Students' bodies 0 

Processes of Learning 

 Students from Skeller talked extensively about how learning works and how it plays 

out in their classroom. In this discussion, students also gave examples of the topics that 

they learn about including math, safety, reading, writing, responsibility, and dinosaurs. 

They also discussed skills the learn through these processes including that they learn 

through these processes including how to do homework, how to draw and identify shapes, 

how to take quizzes and tests, how to solve math problems, and how to say sight words. 
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Operationalization of learning 

Seven of the ten Skeller students interviewed operationalized learning in different 

ways in twenty-three interview excerpts. The ways that they believe learning happens can 

be divided into mental processes and behavioral processes. Some of the examples of 

students operationalizing learning as a mental process included learning as (1) 

concentrating, (2) paying attention, (3) guessing, (4) figuring it out, and (5) remembering. 

For example, Valeria talked about students learning when the teacher is not nearby and 

explained that “they concentrate on the paper, not everywhere else” in order to learn. Josué 

said that when students are learning they “guess what’s the number and get to count on 

their fingers and put the big numbers in their head.”  Violeta explained that when students 

learn “they just figure it out and do it.” And finally, Samantha said that learning means 

students “listen to the teacher and pay attention to what they had to do.” Some of the 

behavioral ways that students operationalized learning included learning as (1) doing what 

someone tells you, (2) passing levels in math games, and (3) practicing. For example, when 

I asked Alma how students learn she said, “Somebody just tells you.” Carlos talked about 

learning specifically as passing math levels saying, “it’s when you pass the level to like the 

second grade level, that’s learning the levels the game.” Finally, Elizabeth said that she 

learns when she is practicing “because I do it every day.”  

How learning looks and sounds 

 Seven of the ten Skeller students interviewed discussed how learning looks or 

sounds in ten interview excerpts. Some students described learning as looking like different 

subjects or skills that they demonstrate in their classroom. For example, when I asked 

Violeta what learning looks like in her classroom she listed “writing,” “I-reading,” “ST 

math,” and “doing words on your computer.” Other students described what learning looks 

like in a way that centered students cognitive development. Josué said that “learning, um, 
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will look like um, doing everything and doing like numbers and um, everybody in our 

school they were doing smarter and smarter.” Carlos agreed that learning looked like 

students getting smarter, “It looks like being a brighter so we can go to second grade.” 

Finally, Alessandra talked about the way learning looks in terms of students’ bodies and 

voices saying that learning looks like students “sitting down quietly just doing homework 

every single time.” 

 I also asked students what learning sounds like in their classroom and they all 

agreed that when students are learning, it sounds quiet so that students can focus. Elizabeth 

said, “Quiet, they just, when they do their sight words or numbers, they just do it quietly.” 

Samantha said that learning sounds like “be[ing] quiet.” Josué said learning sounds like 

“being quiet” and that if there is noise then “we can’t learn.” Violeta said the best way for 

learning to happen is “if it’s quiet…because someone can focus.” Finally, Carlos agreed 

that learning sounds quiet and that he sometimes takes it upon himself to create a quiet 

environment, “Nobody distracts me cause I’m putting my headphones on.” 

The brain/mind/head and learning 

Half of the Skeller students interviewed referred to the brain or mind in relation to 

learning across six interview excerpts. Students talked about the brain getting bigger and 

stronger, the place where learning happens, and something that can have fun and be happy. 

For example, Valeria explained that if students cheat on a test “sometimes that’s bad 

because your brain won’t be bigger.” Similarly, when I asked Alessandra what happens in 

students’ brains when they are learning she said, “it makes your brain stronger.” Students 

also talked about the brain as the place where learning happens. For example, Carlos said 

that in order to learn, students “need to remember in their brain.” And finally, Students 

discussed their brain as having fun, being happy, and getting better. When I asked Josué if 
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students can learn while they are having fun, he explained, “Yeah, learning makes your 

brain so fun!” Similarly, after Elizabeth watch some videos of the other first grade 

classroom, I asked her if she thought she would like being in that class and she responded, 

“Um, it does make my brain happier.”  

Evidence of learning 

 Five of the ten students interviewed at Skeller discussed how they knew if learning 

happened or what they considered evidence of learning in five interview excerpts. For the 

most part, students talked about (1) physical outputs that demonstrated learning or (2) 

feedback as evidence of learning. For example, Valeria said that she could tell students 

were learning because they were “studying and writing on the paper.” Alessandra agreed 

that producing writing demonstrated learning. When I asked her how she could tell students 

were learning she said, “They are writing a lot.” In terms of feedback, Carlos said he knows 

he is learning because he “has to pass all the levels...to get to 100 and if we get to 100, it’s 

going to get harder.” Violeta also talked about feedback saying, “We're learning because 

I'm… we're, because we have to get it, do it right, get it right.”   

Social Aspects of Learning 

 Students at Skeller believe that learning is a social process that does not always 

require a teacher. They discussed learning with and from peers and with and without their 

teacher. Their beliefs about learning seemed to reflect the collaborative learning 

environment they experience in their classroom.  

Learning with or from peers 

All ten Skeller students interviewed discussed learning with or from their peers in 

twenty-one interview excerpts. All students said that they can learn with and from peers. 
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Elizabeth talked about how she and her friend Amy help each other learn, “Like I didn't 

know a word and I asked her ‘Amy, do you know this one?’ and she said ‘Yes’ and sounded 

it out for me.” Elizabeth then added that she helps Amy learn as well, “And sometimes I 

help her like when she gets a wrong mistake, I help her to fix her mistake.” Other students 

said they help peers learn by “counting numbers for them,” “sounding out words,” and 

“writing words.”  

 However, some students stipulated that it was important to choose the right people 

to learn with because sometimes it can be distracting. For example, Zoe said she that she 

can learn when she works with other people in her class because she chooses people she 

works well with. She said that some students in her class “they choose their friends and 

they don't do their… even do their stuff that they are supposed to do.” Elizabeth shared a 

similar sentiment and said that good learners should avoid distracting partners, “Like there 

is a good way to learn, like a good way to be a better learner, like don't sit next to a silly 

partner that will make you distracted to not be good learning.” 

Students said that they mainly help their peers with learning when their peers 

express frustration or look like they are having a hard time. Alma said that her peers help 

her with learning, “Sometimes when I have a hard time.” Valeria said that she helps her 

cousin, who is also in Mr. Walsh’s class, with learning “because he has trouble learning 

and he doesn’t know what to do every time.” Alessandra added, “When you get frustrated 

from something, you can ask your partner, can you help me on this word?” 

Finally, students said that one reason they help each other with learning is because 

it is helpful and nice. Carlos said that he sometimes helps people count to twenty-one like 

the boy in the video “because I want to be helpful and I want to be nice.” Elizabeth 

responded to the same video of the boy helping the girl write twenty-one saying, “I think 
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that's a nice video because they help each other, like a boy helps a girl.” Valeria said that 

when students help each other learn, “That makes nice people to their nicest.” 

Learning with teachers 

 Seven of the ten students interviewed at Skeller also discussed their beliefs about 

learning with and without the teacher in seven interview excerpts. All students believed 

that students did not require a teacher for learning and could still learn if the teacher was 

not nearby. They said this was possible because (1) they could follow the teacher 

directions, (2) help each other learn, or (3) learn by themselves. For example, Alma said 

that students could learn with no teacher nearby and “They are still learning…because their 

teacher told them what to do.”  Other students talked about asking for help from peers or 

offering help to peers if they did not have access to the teacher. For example, Elizabeth 

explained, “There is no teacher like if you don't know it, like other teachers helping other 

kid, you can ask a partner what it says and then you just cover up their answer.” Zoe agreed 

that students can “learn by helping each other” if there’s no teacher around. Similarly, when 

I asked Violeta if students could still learn without the teacher, she explained, “Like if 

they… like even if they need help they can ask their friends and they can also um, they 

don't need a teacher to play a game with them, they can play with their partner.” Finally, 

some students said that they can just learn on their own. For example, Josué said that 

without a teacher, students “can learn on their own, all by themselves.” I asked him how 

and he said, “they had to um, guess what’s the number and get to count on their fingers and 

put the big numbers in their head.” Valeria said that students can learn on their own if “they 

concentrate on the paper, not everywhere else.” 
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Environmental Factors that Influence Learning 

 Students at Skeller had consistent beliefs about the types of environments that are 

supportive of learning. They discussed resources and materials that are necessary for 

learning, the ideal auditory environment for learning, and the belief that children can still 

learn when they are outside.  

Resources and materials required for learning 

Three of the ten students interviewed at Skeller discussed the resources and 

materials that students need to support learning in three interview transcripts. Valeria said 

that students need “headphones to listen to things” and to block out noise if they need to 

focus. Violeta said that students need “a class calendar,” and Alessandra said that students 

need the computer game “Gigi math because it always helps me learn.”   

Auditory environment 

 Eight of the ten students interviewed at Skeller discussed the ideal auditory 

environment for student learning in fifteen interview excerpts. While students said that the 

ideal auditory environment was quiet, their discussion was mostly framed around the risks 

and consequences of trying to learn in a noisy classroom. Many students said that being in 

a noisy classroom risked distracting students. For example, Valeria explained that if 

students are “trying to learn and people are next to you are very loud, sometimes they make 

them distracted when they have to learn.” Elizabeth agreed, saying that talking and noise 

was not good for learning. When I asked her why, she said, “Because the other people who 

are ready to learn, the people who are not ready to learn may be distract the people, the 

other people.” Alma agreed, saying “Because it’s noisy and they distract.” Finally, 

Alessandra spoke to the benefits of being in a quiet space, “Then that means the people 

that are quiet, they can get like um, they can get quiet and they can focus on their work.” 



143 

Students also expressed concern that experiencing distractions meant students 

would not be able to learn. Samantha gave an example of a time when she was trying to 

read in a noisy classroom with students yelling, “Like people was yelling and I couldn't 

read because that was like yelling. Because I was not learning.” Zoe explained that noise 

and talking could even disrupt neighboring classrooms, “Sometimes when they have 

neighbors, and the doors are open they can hear and they cannot learn.” Valeria said that 

in the classroom “Sometimes it’s really loud and we cannot learn.” When I asked Carlos 

why the classroom being loud was a problem for learning, he said, “I don't hear and I don't 

remember anything.” Finally, Josué agreed that noise disrupted learning, but he added a 

concern that the teacher may get mad as well. When I asked him, what happens in his 

classroom if it gets really noisy, he said, “Um, We can’t learn and our teacher get mad at 

us.” I then asked him why the students cannot learn when it is noisy, and he said, “Because 

we can’t be smarter and smarter.” 

Physical environment 

Seven of the ten Skeller students interviewed discussed physical environments that 

are conducive to learning in eight interview excerpts. While the majority of student talk 

about learning related to learning experiences that take place in the classroom, students at 

Skeller believe that learning can happen outside as well. They believed that students could 

learn outside, particularly during physical education and Crew, and that they were learning 

games and exercises rather than academic skills. For example, Elizabeth said she can learn 

when she is outside and gave the example, “Like on PE, I learn like running and different 

stuffs.” Alma agreed that when her class is in PE, “We kind of learn new games and new 

exercises.” Valeria added that when students are outside they can also learn about problems 

and safety, “You can learn um, stuff like problems…and like to help people be safe.” I 
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showed Carlos a video of him and other students at physical education and he told me that 

they were learning. So, I asked him if learning outside is any different than learning inside 

and he explained, “Um, it’s kind of the same.” Josué explained that during PE, “We play 

games and we um, when we get water that's take the stickers and whoever runs they get 

chased and whoever do one better, they go to recess quickly.” So, I asked him what part of 

that is learning and he said, “Because it does makes your brain so fun.” Samantha was the 

only student who believed that students could not learn outside because “[They] are just 

doing exercises.” 

Enjoyment and Learning 

 Students at Skeller discussed their beliefs about the relationship between learning 

and enjoyment, pleasure, fun, play, and autonomy. In general, students believe that they 

can have fun while learning, but they made a distinction between play and learning and 

expressed concern over students making their own choices about their learning.  

Fun and learning  

 Five of the ten Skeller students interviewed discussed the relationship between 

learning and having fun in six interview excerpts. Generally, students believe that they can 

have fun while they learn with one exception. When I asked Elizabeth, Violeta, Carlos, and 

Josué if students can learn while they are having fun, they all said yes, and Josué 

enthusiastically added, “Learning makes your brain so fun!” When I asked Violeta if she 

thought Mr. Walsh would like the other first grade class that they watched in the video, she 

said he would “because he loves people learning but also having fun.” Carlos said, “I have 

to go to school every day and learn how to have fun and being smart and that's it.” Valeria 

was the only students who believed that having fun was separate from learning. When I 

asked her if she was learning in a video of the class playing a game during Crew, she said, 
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“We were not learning, we were having fun.” So, I asked if students could have fun while 

they learn, and she said, “Um, no.”   

Play and learning  

 Six of ten students interviewed at Skeller discussed the relationship between play 

and learning in eight interview transcripts. Half of the students believed that learning and 

playing are distinct processes while the other half discussed the possibility of learning 

social skills through play. I showed students at Skeller videos of themselves playing 

outside, playing inside, and a video of students in the other first grade class playing games 

during centers time. When I asked Samantha, Zoe, and Violeta if the students in these 

videos were learning, they said “No, we are just playing,” “We are playing,” and “No, I’m 

playing.” I followed up by asking the girls, “So playing is not learning?” and they all 

concurred, “No.” or shook their heads. Alma, Josué, and Elizabeth, on the other hand, 

believe that children can learn about being social through play. I showed Josué a video of 

him playing with a group of students outside and asked him if he thought the kids were 

learning. He said, “Um, some are… they want to learn and be helpful and to play with me 

and I let them… they let me play with them and I tell them do you want to play with me 

and they do and yeah.” So I asked him if that meant they were learning, and he said, “Kind 

of, they are being helpful.” I showed Elizabeth a video of her playing with magnetic tiles 

with a group of girls during free time and asked her if she was learning while she was 

playing with them. She responded, “Yeah, like I learn like playing with my friend. Like 

I’m being kind with my friend.”   

Choice and learning  

 Eight of the ten students interviewed at Skeller discussed the implications of 

students making their own choices about what or how they learn in nine interview 
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transcripts. Most students believe that students can learn even when they choose what they 

learn. They gave examples of activities that they often choose to engage in and then 

explained how they learn through those activities. For example, Alessandra said that when 

she gets to choose what she works on in the classroom she likes to work with magnets. I 

asked her if she still learns when she works with magnets, and she explained, “It’s kind of 

learning when you want to be like a builder because when you build like things with the 

magnet.” Violeta also often chose to work with magnets and agreed with Alessandra that 

she “learns how to build stuff.” Carlos said that he often chooses to work with blocks and 

explained, “I just scatter them, and I get a block and if you threw, you throw, if all the 

blocks are down and we win.” I asked him if that was learning and he said, “Yep.” I also 

explicitly asked students if they can learn when they choose or if it is better for Mr. Walsh 

to choose for them and Samantha, Josué, Alma, Violeta, Carlos, and Alessandra all said 

that students can choose for themselves and still be learning.  

Elizabeth and Zoe, however, believe that students only learn if Mr. Walsh tells them 

what they need to do. Elizabeth talked about student behavior explaining, “Um, when the 

teacher, like when the other people are like focusing, the teacher needs to like choose, the 

other people that are not working nice in their spot they too that means Mr. Walsh need to 

do the spot for them.” Zoe explained that when students choose, “we’re only playing, we 

don’t read, we don’t learn.” I asked her if she only learns when Mr. Walsh tells her what 

to do and she said, “Yes.”  

Importance of Learning 

 Students at Skeller discussed the importance of learning as it is related to building 

knowledge and intelligence as well as how it connects to their future ideas and possible 
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applications of their learning. One student discussed the importance of learning as it relates 

to achievement and pleasing her family.  

Building knowledge or intelligence 

Five of the ten students interviewed at Skeller talked about how learning is 

important for students to build knowledge and get smarter, particularly in reading and 

writing, in five interview excerpts. All students said that they believe learning is important 

and when I asked Violeta why she said, “Because you learn new things.” I asked her why 

is learning new things important and she explained, “Because if you just do the same thing 

all over it will start to get easy and if you want to learn something else then you can’t…I 

like to know stuffs.” Josué explained that “I have to learn and go to school.” When I asked 

him why, he responded, “Because I want to get smarter and smarter.” Carlos proposed an 

alternative perspective on building knowledge warning that “if you don’t learn, then you 

forget. Like math and all that stuff.” Finally, Elizabeth and Samantha focused in on the 

importance of reading and writing, in particular. Elizabeth said, “I think [learning is] 

important to me because it helps you a better reader and a better writer,” and Samantha 

said that learning is important “for read and for some…and writing.” 

Long term ideas about learning 

 Five of the ten Skeller students interviewed also talked about their long-term ideas 

about learning and why it is important in six interview excerpts. All students said that they 

believe learning is important and four of the five students explained that it is important to 

learn in order to go to second grade. For example, when I asked Valeria why she thought 

learning is important, she said, “Because sometimes you stay at the class when you don't 

learn and everyone else goes up to second grade.” Josué agreed saying, “I just help with 

learning but we just keep working and working to get smart to better levels and to people 
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past us, they are second grade levels.” When I asked Carlos what learning looks like in his 

classroom, he said, “It looks like being a brighter so we can go to second grade.” One 

student, Alessandra, did consider the importance of learning beyond second grade saying 

that learning is important “so that you can be learning at school,” and after high school, 

“you go to college.”  

Achievement and learning 

One of ten students interviewed at Skeller discussed the importance of learning in 

terms of achievement and assessment in two interview transcripts. Alma discussed the 

importance of learning particularly in relation to grades. She said it is important for students 

to learn and when I asked her why, she explained, “Because then they get a better grade.” 

When the topic came up again later in our interview she repeated the sentiment and added 

that good grades would please her family, “So you can get a better grade and your parents 

could be happy.” 

Behavior and Learning 

 Students at Skeller did not extensively discuss their beliefs about the relationship 

between student behavior and learning. The little discussion that did take place touched on 

the consequences of undesirable student behavior as it relates to learning, following the 

teacher’s directions, and demonstrating a physical readiness to learn. Students did not talk 

about the relationship between their bodies and learning so that code will not be discussed 

in this section.  

Consequences and rewards 

 Two of the ten students at Skeller discussed the possibility of consequences, 

particularly getting in trouble, in response to certain student behaviors in two interview 



149 

excerpts. For example, when I asked Valeria if she thought learning was important she 

talked about the importance of paying attention so as not to get in trouble. She explained, 

“Yes, because sometimes when you don't see at teacher, he will ask you some questions 

and they will say ‘um’ and they will get kind of in trouble.” Josué explained that if students 

talked or were noisy, “We can’t learn and our teacher get mad at us.” 

Following rules and obedience 

One student interviewed at Skeller, Josué, discussed the importance of listening to 

the teacher as an essential part of learning. When I asked him what helps kids be able to 

learn, he responded, “Um, being smarter and smarter.” I followed up by asking how kids 

get smarter and smarter and he explained, “Because they do um, everything they had to do 

and listen to their teacher and pay attention on what they had to do.” I then clarified, “Okay, 

so if you do what the teacher says you can learn and get smarter?” and he nodded his head 

in confirmation, “Uh huh.” 

Readiness to learn 

One student interviewed at Skeller, Elizabeth, discussed the idea that students must 

behave in a certain way in order to be ready to learn. As we discussed what learning sounds 

like in her classroom, Elizabeth said that if people in her class are talking “Mr. Walsh need 

to send them outside.” I asked her why and she responded, “Because the other people who 

are ready to learn, the people who are not ready to learn may be distract the people, the 

other people.” I then asked her what it meant to be ready to learn and she explained, “Like 

it means like I'm ready to do like the test.” Finally, I asked how Mr. Walsh knows who is 

ready and who is not, and Elizabeth said, “Like the most quiet in this.” 
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COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS ACROSS THE THREE CLASSROOMS 

 In this section, I compare students’ beliefs about learning across all three 

classrooms. First, I highlight students’ beliefs about learning that were similar across all 

three classrooms. Then, I present students beliefs about learning that were distinctly 

different across two or three classrooms.  

Similarities in children’s beliefs about learning across classrooms 

Across the three classrooms, students held a number of similar beliefs about 

learning in the processes of learning, environmental factors that influence learning, and 

social aspects of learning domains.  

The brain as the place where learning happens 

In the processes of learning domain, students across classrooms had similar beliefs 

about the brain’s relationship to learning. All students interviewed who shared their beliefs 

on this theme (five at SOAR, five at Byron Mason, and five at Skeller) discussed the brain 

as the place where learning happens or the organ that does the learning. For example, at 

SOAR, one student explained that in order to learn, “You need to think in your brain and 

do like what the teacher says.” At Byron Mason, a student recounted, “When I’m reading 

I am like, in my mind I feel like there’s something in my brain, and it’s learning.” At 

Skeller, one student who talked about learning as remembering said that means “to 

remember in their brain.” However, in addition to this shared belief about learning, students 

at SOAR talked extensively about the brain’s ability to grow and get stronger, students at 

Byron Mason discussed the brain’s ability to store knowledge, and student at Skeller also 

talked about the brain’s ability to grow as well as have fun and be happy.  
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Learning operationalized as mental and behavioral processes 

 In addition, in the processes of learning domain, students across classrooms 

operationalized learning in similar ways. All students interviewed who operationalized 

learning in their interviews (nine at SOAR, eight at Byron Mason, and seven at Skeller), 

either operationalized learning in as a mental process or as a behavior. For example, 

students at SOAR operationalized learning as the mental processes of figuring out and 

remembering as well as the behaviors, listening to the teacher and following directions. At 

Byron Mason, students operationalized learning as the mental process of thinking and the 

behaviors, writing, working, and practicing. At Skeller, students operationalized learning 

as the mental processes of concentrating, paying attention, guessing, figuring it out, and 

remembering as well as the behaviors, doing what you are told. passing levels in math 

games, and practicing.  

A quiet environment allows students to concentrate and learn 

In the environmental factors that influence learning domain, students across 

classrooms had similar beliefs about the ideal auditory environments for learning. All 

students interviewed who shared their beliefs on this theme (seven at SOAR, nine at Byron 

Mason, and eight at Skeller) explained that the ideal auditory environment was either silent 

or mostly quiet and that noisy environments can distract students and prevent them from 

concentrating or learning. For example, a student a SOAR explained, “because [if] it's 

super loud and like if they're taking a test other people won't be able to concentrate.” At 

Byron Mason, one student said that talking and yelling is “not learning…because they are 

distracting us.” At Skeller, another student said that if you are “trying to learn and people 

are next to you are very loud, sometimes they make them distracted when they have to 

learn.” However, students at SOAR also expressed concern over students sharing answers 



152 

and the possibility of having to leave the group if they spoke out loud and a few students 

at Byron Mason believe that noise does not affect learning at all.  

Students can learn with and from their peers 

In the social aspects of learning domain, all students interviewed (ten at SOAR, ten 

at Byron Mason, and ten at Skeller) believe that they can learn from their peers as well as 

help their peers learn. For example, a student at SOAR explained, “How I help people learn 

is like the boy did it but like a little different like I help them like think about this and like 

to give them a little clue and then they start to get it and then they get stuck again and I 

give a little clue again.” A student at Byron Mason shared, “Les ayudo para que se hagan, 

para que crecer… para que ellos saben qué hacer en segundo grado.” (“I help them so they 

can do it, to grow…so that they know what to do in second grade.”). A student at Skeller 

said that her peers help her learn, “Like I didn't know a word and I asked her ‘Amy, do you 

know this one?’ and she said ‘Yes’ and sounded it out for me.” However, students at SOAR 

said that they very rarely have the opportunity to help their peers with learning while 

students at Byron Mason said they help their peers often and they enjoy it. Students at 

Skeller said that it is important to choose the “right” person to work with when helping 

peers learn so as not to be distracted.  

Differences in children’s beliefs about learning across three classrooms 

In this section, I first present instances in which students in all three classrooms 

expressed distinctly different beliefs about learning related to a theme. These different 

beliefs were expressed in the environmental factors that influence learning, social aspects 

of learning, importance of learning, and behavior and learning domains.  
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Whether or not a teacher is essential for learning 

In the social aspects of learning domain, students across classrooms shared 

different beliefs about whether or not a teacher is essential for learning. The ten students at 

SOAR who spoke to this theme were split in their beliefs with half of the students saying 

that they could learn without the teacher by relying on their peers and other classroom 

resources and the other half of students saying that having a teacher with you was essential 

for learning because teachers are the ones who teach you and tell you what you need to do. 

For example, one student explained, “How you can learn [without the teacher] is like you 

can help people like you can do some stuff.” While her classmate contradicted, “If there's 

no teacher they won't be able to tell what to do and you'll be just there waiting and sitting.” 

The ten students at Byron Mason who discussed this theme were also split in their belief 

about the essentiality of a teacher when learning, but for different reasons. Half of the 

students believe they could learn without a teacher by thinking things through, learning 

from peers, and following the teacher’s instructions even when she was not present. The 

other half of the students believe that learning was better with a teacher in order for students 

to learn a lot, to know what to do, and to behave in the classroom. For example, one student 

explained that if there is not a teacher, students can still “think in [their] minds like when 

it’s ten plus ten or how much is a penny.” Her classmate contradicted her saying “[you 

can’t learn] very well because [the teacher] not, she’s not saying the things we gotta do.” 

Finally, the seven students at Skeller who discussed this theme were all in agreement that 

they could learn without a teacher because they could follow the teacher directions, help 

each other learn, or learn by themselves. For example, one student explained that “[If] there 

is no teacher like if you don't know it, like other teachers helping other kid, you can ask a 

partner what it says and then you just cover up their answer.” 
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Whether or not learning can happen outside 

In the environmental factors that influence learning domain, students across 

classrooms had different beliefs about whether students could learn outside of the 

classroom or whether they had to be inside to be learning. The eight students at SOAR who 

shared beliefs related to this theme said that students must be inside to learn. One student 

explained this was because “they’re at recess and not in the classroom in the building and 

that’s not where we learn when we’re outside.” Students at SOAR talked about the 

importance of having writing materials which are always inside and also said that when 

students are outside, they are playing. The six students at Byron Mason who shared beliefs 

related to learning outside were split in their beliefs. Half of the students said they could 

learn outside about outdoor topics and bring the necessary learning materials outside with 

them. One student explained that “students can learn about “things that are alive or not 

alive. I can learn how to do flowers.” The other half of students agreed with SOAR students 

that when students are outside, they are playing, not learning. Another student said that 

students were not learning “because they are outside, like playing.” Finally, the seven 

students at Skeller who shared beliefs related to this theme believe that learning can happen 

outside particularly during physical education and Crew, and that they were learning games 

and exercises rather than academic skills. For example, a student explained that they learn 

during physical education, “We kind of learn new games and new exercises.” 

Why learning is important in the long term 

In the importance of learning domain, students across classrooms had different 

beliefs about the purpose of learning and its importance for the long term. The four students 

at SOAR who shared beliefs related to this theme said that learning is important so that 

students can go to college. For example, one student at SOAR explained that it is important 

to let students in the class do their own work otherwise “you don’t let the person grow like 
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their brain because they can reach to college.” The five students who shared their beliefs 

on this theme at Byron Mason, however, said that learning is important so that students are 

prepared for second grade and their future careers. For example, one student said learning 

is important “Para… porque, para segundo grado porque la, las maestras de segundo grado 

no tienen, no tienen que trabajar mucho.” (“For… because, for second grade so that the, 

the teachers in second grade don’t have to, don’t have to work too hard.”). Another student 

shared her aspiration to be a veterinarian and its connection to learning saying that learning 

is important so “you can help people and animals. Like, first that you learn and then when 

you learn a lot from that, now you can work there and then help the animals.” Finally, the 

five students at Skeller who spoke to this theme said that learning is important in order to 

be allowed to move on to second grade. For example, a student explained that learning is 

important “Because sometimes you stay at the class when you don't learn and everyone 

else goes up to second grade.” 

How students’ bodies relate to the process of learning 

In the behavior and learning domain, students across classrooms had different 

beliefs about the relationship between students’ bodies and learning. Four students at 

SOAR spoke to this theme and they believe that students must be able to control and 

regulate their bodies in order to, avoid punishment, be allowed to be part of the “team,” 

and continue learning. For example, one student explained that he was concerned about the 

other first grade class in the video “because the kids will be crazy and they'll get in trouble. 

They won't be in control of their body.” Two students at Byron Mason spoke to this theme 

and they discussed a positive relationship between students’ bodies and learning focusing 

on moving and relaxing their bodies. For example, one student said she was learning during 

a math lesson and that “fue divertido porque podíamos ir a lugares y podíamos mover por 
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la clase.” (“it was fun because we could go to different places and we could move around 

the class.”). Finally, none of the students interviewed at Skeller discussed the relationship 

between students’ bodies and learning.  

Differences in children’s beliefs about learning across two classrooms 

In this section, I overview instances in which students in two classrooms hold 

similar beliefs about learning that differ from students in the third classrooms. These 

differing beliefs were expressed in the processes of learning, enjoyment and learning, 

importance of learning, and behavior and learning domains.  

Students’ beliefs about what constitutes evidence of learning 

In the processes of learning domain, students at SOAR and Skeller shared similar 

beliefs about what constitutes as evidence that learning has happened while students at 

Byron Mason did not discuss the theme at all. Six of the students interviewed at SOAR 

said that they could tell if they had learned something by recalling the information or 

receiving positive feedback about their accuracy. For example, one student said she knows 

she has learned “because she can remember things.” Another boy said he knows he has 

learned after the teacher reviews his individual whiteboard, “You show it to the teacher 

and he says if it’s right or wrong.” Five students at Skeller spoke to this theme and they 

also discussed producing physical outputs that demonstrate learning as well as positive 

feedback about their accuracy. For example, one student said that she could tell students 

were learning because they were “studying and writing on the paper.” Another boy said, 

“We're learning because I'm… we're, because we have to get it, do it right, get it right.”  

Students at Byron Mason did not discuss how they could tell learning had taken place.  
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The relationship between play, fun, choice and learning 

In the enjoyment and learning domain, students at Byron Mason and Skeller hold 

similar beliefs about the relationship between play, fun, choice, and learning that differ 

from the beliefs of students at SOAR. The ten students at SOAR who spoke to themes in 

the domain enjoyment and learning believe that the process of play is always distinct from 

the process of learning and that experiencing fun is a signal that learning is not taking place. 

Half of the students interviewed at SOAR also believe that if students make choices, they 

are automatically engaging in play and not learning. The other half of students believe that 

they could make choices about their learning, but they do not have the opportunity to do 

so in their classrooms. Students at Byron Mason and Skeller who spoke to themes in the 

domain enjoyment and learning believe that play, fun, choice, and learning can and often 

connect and overlap. Half of the students interviewed at Byron Mason and Skeller who 

discussed “play and learning” said that they believe students can learn through play while 

the other half identified play and learning as necessarily separate processes. Most of the 

students at Byron Mason and Skeller believe that students can have fun while they learn 

because practicing academic skills is enjoyable, and they also believe that they can make 

choices about their learning and still be learning.  

The importance of learning to build knowledge or intelligence 

In the importance of learning domain, students at Byron Mason and Skeller shared 

similar beliefs about the importance of learning in order to build knowledge or intelligence 

while students at SOAR did not discuss the theme at all. Six of Byron Mason students 

interviewed talked about how learning is important in order to build specific sets of 

knowledge, particularly in literacy and to increase intelligence. For example, one student 

explained, “Like sometimes you can learn about the book like you can learn to read, you 

can learn the words.” Five of the students interviewed at Skeller talked about how learning 
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is important in order for students to build knowledge and get smarter, particularly in 

reading and writing. For example, one student said, “I think [learning is] important to me 

because it helps you a better reader and a better writer.”  

The relationship between obedience, consequences, and learning 

In the behavior and learning domain, students at SOAR spoke extensively about 

their beliefs about the relationship between obedience, consequences, and learning.  A few 

students at Skeller also shared beliefs that touched on these themes, while students at Byron 

Mason did not share beliefs that related to these themes at all. All students at SOAR spoke 

about these themes and believe that they must follow teachers’ directions and rules in order 

to learn. They believe that being obedient leads to positive rewards, the opportunity to 

remain part of the “team,” and to engage in learning. Alternatively, they believe that when 

students do not follow the rules or directions, they may suffer negative consequences that 

often lead to the removal of students from learning opportunities. Only two students at 

Skeller shared beliefs that related to these themes and they also believe students must be 

obedient in order to learn and get smarter and if they talk or do not pay attention, they will 

not be able to learn and may even get in trouble.  

Conclusion 

 Some beliefs about learning that students shared were consistent across schools 

while others varied. Students’ beliefs varied by the degree to which they spoke to certain 

themes, with students from some classrooms speaking to certain themes extensively and 

students from other classrooms not sharing beliefs on certain themes at all. Students beliefs 

also varied qualitatively in their content and dimensions. In the following chapter, I 

consider the significance of these similarities and differences in students’ beliefs about 

learning across classrooms that offer very different types of learning experiences. I also 
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contextualize these findings in the current literature and consider their implications for 

students’ futures learning and schooling experiences.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

First grade children from all three classrooms discussed in depth and with 

enthusiasm and conviction their beliefs about learning across six domains: processes of 

learning, environmental factors that influence learning, social aspects of learning, 

enjoyment and learning, importance of learning, and behavior and learning. Within these 

domains, children’s beliefs were organized into nineteen major themes. In this chapter, I 

will discuss how these beliefs may connect to children’s classroom learning experiences as 

well as how they may be shaped by influences outside of the classroom. I will describe 

how the methods, data, and findings in this study add to the literature on classroom 

management, children’s beliefs about learning, and academic socialization, as well as 

expand the way sociocultural learning theory is used in educational research with young 

children. Then, I situate the findings in the larger context of schooling of Latinx 

communities in the US and further consider why children hold the beliefs about learning 

that they shared in their interviews and why they are offered the learning experiences I 

observed in their classrooms. This discussion details how findings from this study can be 

used by families, educators, and policymakers to deeply consider how children are 

socialized to think about learning.  Finally, I end with a discussion of the limitations of this 

study and directions for future research.  

CLASSROOM LEARNING EXPERIENCES INFLUENCE CHILDREN’S BELIEFS ABOUT 
LEARNING 

Some beliefs about learning that children shared were similar across classrooms, 

particularly those relating to themes in the processes of learning, environmental factors 

that influence learning, and social aspects of learning domains. Children’s beliefs about 

learning in domains such as enjoyment and learning, importance of learning, and behavior 

and learning however, varied widely across classrooms. The similarities in children’s 
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beliefs about learning across all three schools are important as those beliefs were developed 

in separate first grade classrooms offering meaningfully different learning experiences. We 

can begin to theorize about the factors shaping these similar beliefs by considering shared 

classroom learning experiences and the possible home, culture, community, peer, and 

developmental influences that Latinx first grade children of immigrants may share. On the 

other hand, the differences in children’s beliefs about learning across classrooms can be 

considered in relation to the distinct learning experiences they are offered in each 

classroom. The connections between children’s classroom learning experiences and their 

beliefs about learning are very clear in some cases and less apparent in others.  

Classroom learning experiences and home culture influence children’s shared beliefs 
about learning  

As described in the findings, children across all three classrooms believed that the 

brain is the place where learning happens, learning involves mental and behavioral 

processes, a quiet environment allows students to concentrate and learn, and students can 

learn with and from their peers. These beliefs were likely shaped by a mix of experiences 

both at school and in children’s everyday home lives. While children were in three different 

classrooms and were offered distinct learning experiences from one another, it is still 

possible that there are similar factors or experiences related to the school or classroom that 

were shared across the three sites. However, given the meaningful difference in their 

everyday schooling experiences, the fact that they are in their first years of school, and the 

close connections they share with their families as young children, it is important to also 

consider influences outside of the school environment that may shape these shared beliefs.  
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Learning takes place in the brain 

Children’s shared belief that the brain is the place where learning happens, for 

example, is a belief that may still have roots in classroom learning experiences. Children 

in all three classrooms were exposed to messaging about the relationship between the brain 

and learning. At SOAR, the teachers often discussed the importance of “growing your 

brain” to get smarter. At Byron Mason, children watched Brainpop videos each morning 

during announcements that incorporated facts about the brain. At Skeller, students 

encountered school-wide messaging around growth mindset in the form of posters along 

the hallways showing a brain with strong arms lifting a heavy barbell weight. Of course, 

like all beliefs students expressed in their interviews, this belief may also be connected to 

influences from families or communities outside of school. This is particularly likely given 

that this belief plays out in the cognitive psychology literature (Anderson, 1985; Blakemore 

& Frith, 2005) and that the most basic facts of this literature (e.g. the brain as the primary 

organ involved in learning) are more or less common knowledge. Students’ beliefs about 

the brain’s ability to “grow” and “get smarter” also align with the research on brain 

plasticity (Green & Bavelier, 2008) and Dweck’s work on children’s theories of 

intelligence (1983; 2013), though this research may not be as widely known among 

families. 

Learning involves mental and behavioral processes 

Children’s shared belief that learning involves both mental and behavioral 

processes may also be connected to their learning experiences in the classroom. Across 

classrooms teachers and children discussed mental processes related to learning such as 

thinking, remembering, or figuring out as well as behavioral processes that they explicitly 

connected to learning such as listening, watching, and practicing. At SOAR, the behavioral 

process of “following directions” and at Byron Mason, the behavioral process of “working 
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hard” to get to second grade were additionally emphasized as important for learning. This 

conceptualization of learning as both mental and behavioral maps onto a sociocultural 

theory of learning (Vygotsky, 1987) that sees learning as both an internalization of and 

influence on the social, cultural, and shared activities. Learning is an active process that 

involves behaviors such as listening, watching, and practicing that leads to a formation of 

knowledge that can then be recalled and expanded through further mental processes.  

In this cultural context of classrooms with Latinx children from immigrant families, 

it is also possible that this mental and behavioral view of learning is influenced by Latinx 

cultural values such as educación. While on the surface this term appears to be a direct 

translation of the word ‘education’ in English, its use in Spanish to refer to the family-

centered upbringing of a child in terms of manners, morality, and responsibility as well as 

academic education in formal school contexts (Reese et al., 1995). Like children’s 

conceptualization of the learning process, educación is made up of both behaviors such as 

practicing good manners or arriving to school on time as well as the mental process of 

learning and acquiring knowledge. In the research on Latinx parental academic 

socialization, Latinx parents have reported endorsing values such as conformity, 

politeness, and obedience, which align with the cultural model of educación, to support 

their children’s education (Suizzo, 2014; Reese et al., 1995; Rodriguez & Olswant, 2003). 

Latinx children’s internalization of this value could influence the behavioral and mental 

ways children think about schooling, education, and the process of learning.  

A quiet environment facilitates learning 

Alternatively, children’s shared belief that a quiet environment allows students to 

concentrate and learn was not uniformly reflected in the learning experiences children were 

offered across classrooms. While students at SOAR spent most of their school day at a 
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“level zero” which meant no noise of any kind, Students at Byron Mason moved between 

quiet work time and noisier collaborative worktime and students at Skeller never 

experienced a completely quiet classroom during their school day. However, a quiet 

classroom in which children are either listening to a teacher or working quietly on their 

own is reflective of the “traditional classroom” that representative of US schooling in 

earlier decades and is still common experience in many classrooms today (Apple, 2004). 

While students at Byron Mason and Skeller did not experience this traditional classroom 

model, their beliefs may still be shaped by its influence on the people around them, 

particularly if their parents or siblings experienced traditional classroom environments in 

which students and the classroom were quiet in their own schooling. Many of the parents 

of the children who participated in this study attended school in Mexico or Central 

American in which schools tend to offer more traditional, structured, and controlled 

learning experiences.  Finally, the image of the traditional classroom is often depicted in 

popular media (Dalton, 2010) and children may be familiar with this model and interpret 

it as ideal for learning.  

Students can learn with and from peers 

Children’s shared belief that students can learn with and from their peers was also 

not uniformly reflected in the learning experiences children were offered across 

classrooms. Students at SOAR spent most of their time in whole group teacher-led lessons 

or working independently. In both contexts, they were not allowed to interact with peers 

without a teacher’s permission. Students at Byron Mason, on the other hand, were almost 

always engaged in collaborative activities with peers to some extent and students at Skeller 

spent most of their day working next to and occasionally collaboratively with their peers.  

This uniform belief, however, is representative of the Latinx cultural value of convivencia 
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which refers to communalism, living and learning together, an active respect for others, 

and universal solidarity (Jasis & Ordonez-Jasis, 2004; Luschei, 2016; Perales, 2018). 

Convivencia is a particularly strong cultural model and value among Latinx immigrant 

communities in the US, as the experience of being an immigrant in the US can be isolating, 

and Latinx immigrants often rely heavily on and give generously to their community to 

survive (Villenas, 2005). In a recent study examining Latinx parents’ beliefs about the 

schooling of their young children, Colegrove (forthcoming) found that parents felt it was 

important for their children to develop a culture of convivencia in their classrooms. They 

wanted their children to be able to support and be supported by their peers, and establish a 

community of mutual care and respect. It is possible that the Latinx children who 

participated in this study have internalized the value of convivencia and its importance 

influences their belief that students can learn with and from their peers.  

Barbara Rogoff and colleague’s Learning by Observing and Pitching In (LOPI) 

orientation also provides a home- and community-based lens to understand Latinx 

children’s belief that they can learn with and from their peers. LOPI is an approach to 

learning that is general “across communities removed in time and space from Indigenous 

communities of the Americas” (Rogoff, 2014, p. 70) including the Latinx children who 

participated in this study. The framework captures the traditional indigenous practice of 

children being included in a wide range of daily activities in which they pay close attention 

and learn by contributing to these ongoing activities in their community. LOPI involves 

seven facets, three of which are “learners are eager to contribute and belong as valued 

members of their families and communities,” “the social organization of endeavors 

involves collaborative engagement as an ensemble, with flexible leadership,” and “the goal 

of learning is transforming participation to contribute and belong in the community” 
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(Rogoff, 2014).  Each of these facets contextualizes and helps explain children’s ubiquitous 

belief that they can learn with and from their peers.  

According to a LOPI perspective, children want to contribute to the community in 

a meaningful way and the way they do this is traditionally collaborative and shared. 

Through this process, children both provide value to and are valued by their community, 

developing a sense of belonging. Rogoff and her colleagues contrast this model of learning 

to Assembly-Line Instruction “which aims to control learners’ attention, motivation, and 

behavior in settings isolated from productive contributions to the community” (Rogoff, 

2014, p. 75). Findings from this study show how Latinx children understand and feel a 

commitment to collaborating with their peers in a way consistent with the features of LOPI, 

even when they are in classroom environments that can be characterized as assembly-line 

instruction. Of course, children can learn to function within multiple approaches to learning 

and instruction, and in the current US schooling context in which assembly-line instruction 

is still widely used, it is adaptive for students to be able to do so. However, there is a strong 

argument and research-base that advocates incorporating the strengths and repertoires of 

learning and practice that children bring with them to the classroom (i.e. Gonzalez, Moll 

& Amanti, 2005; Gutiérrez & Rogoff, 2003) to facilitate student learning and holistic 

development. Depriving children of the opportunity to do so isolates them from the cultural 

tools that both facilitate learning and connect them to their community and has been 

conceptualized as a form of subtractive schooling (Valenzuela, 2001). 

While the connections between classroom, school, family, community, and culture 

cannot be conclusively connected to the beliefs about learning that children expressed in 

their interviews, these contexts undoubtedly make up the worlds in which the children 

exist, develop, and learn. Furthermore, many of these contexts are shared or similar among 

the children who participated in this study. It is certain that some of these shared contexts, 



167 

whether that is the culture of schooling in the US or Latinx family cultural values, shape 

children’s beliefs about learning in similar ways.  

Patterns of classroom learning experiences influence patterns of children’s beliefs 
about learning  

Children also held beliefs about learning that varied considerably across classrooms 

including whether or not a teacher is essential for learning; whether or not learning can 

happen outside; why learning is important in the long term; how students’ bodies relate to 

the process of learning; students’ beliefs about what constitutes evidence of learning; the 

relationship between play, fun, choice and learning; the importance of learning to build 

knowledge or intelligence; and the relationship between obedience, consequences, and 

learning. While these beliefs were analyzed discretely by classroom and according to 

themes, they can also be considered alongside one another and in relation to the classroom 

learning experiences children were offered. Certain learning experiences likely shape a 

range of student beliefs while certain student beliefs are likely influenced by a number of 

different learning experiences. That is to say, these are not one to one relationships, but 

students held patterns or groups of beliefs about learning that can be connected to patterns 

or groups of classroom learning experiences.  

SOAR Charter School 

For example, in the classroom at SOAR, students experienced a quiet or “level 

zero” learning environment that was strongly enforced by teachers the entire school day. 

They spent most of their time in teacher-directed whole group lessons or working 

independently inside the classroom. They went outside for recess and once a week for 

physical education during Brilliance. Students were not allowed to interact with peers 

without a teacher’s permission. The teacher often expressed to students that working 
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together was either cheating or depriving their peers of opportunities to “grow their own 

brains” or learn. Students had creative play once a week, but this time, along with brain 

breaks was clearly differentiated from instructional time. Students experienced an intricate, 

multilevel classroom management system of consequences and rewards. Teachers relied 

heavily on this system to motivate students and to focus their attention and behavior. 

Finally, the school and teachers strongly emphasized the importance working hard and 

learning in order to graduate and attending college.  

The experience of being in a quiet learning environment all day may be related to 

SOAR students’ beliefs that learning must take place inside and in a quiet learning 

environment as well as their beliefs that working with peers risks cheating or giving away 

answers. Only experiencing teacher-directed lessons and independent work may shape 

students’ belief that a teacher is essential for learning, learning with peers is possible but 

not allowed in school, and positive feedback from the teacher is the strongest evidence of 

learning. The complex classroom management system that students experienced may 

influence their belief that learning takes place as a result of following rules, avoiding 

consequences that remove students from the larger group, and controlling their bodies is 

essential to remaining with the group and ultimately, learning. Finally, the school and 

teachers’ emphasis on attending college may explain students’ belief that the purpose of 

learning and “getting smarter” is to eventually attend college. 

Byron Mason Elementary School 

At Byron Mason, classroom learning experiences were almost always collaborative 

to some extent. Many activities during centers times, social studies, science, and often math 

were group or partner activities and collaborative by design. During these times students 

chose which activities or games to do within the center or topic and also decided where to 
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sit or lay as they worked. They asked for and gave each other help when peers were stuck 

or confused. Even when students were completing individual assignments during writing, 

for example, they would often still seek help from their peers or just move to work next to 

a friend. Much of this learning took place without the direct support or presence of Ms. 

Lewis. Students also did a lot of writing and wrote summarizing or overview paragraphs 

after activities in all subjects. Ms. Lewis often reminded students them that they needed to 

work hard to build writing stamina or to skip count by threes, for example, in order to be 

ready for second grade. Students had one, thirty-minute recess outside on the playground 

every day and Ms. Lewis said she often takes students out at the end of the day to do either 

their social studies or science lesson. 

The experience of engaging in collaborative work and games with peers throughout 

the school day may be related to Byron Mason students’ belief that they can learn with and 

from peers and without the teacher. It may also influence their belief that learning can 

include play and choice and the belief that moving their bodies and being able to physically 

relax and be comfortable is also part of learning. Students’ extensive experience with 

writing during the day and Ms. Lewis’ emphasis on preparing for second grade may shape 

their belief that the purpose of learning is to build knowledge, particularly literacy 

knowledge, and to go to second grade. The opportunity to do occasional science and social 

studies lessons outside may influence some students’ belief that learning can take place 

outside of the classroom. Finally, the absence of a formal classroom management system 

in the classroom may explain why students did not discuss any beliefs about the 

relationship between rules, obedience, or consequences and learning.  
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Skeller Elementary School 

At Skeller, students spent most of their day working on individual assignments with 

or next to their peers. Because of the flexible learning environments, when students were 

not working with Mr. Walsh in a small group, they chose where in the class the wanted to 

work, what furniture they wanted to sit on, and which friends they sat next to. They were 

also able to ask people around them for help if they get stuck and help their peers if they 

see them feeling frustrated. Students spent nearly two hours of their school day during 

Crew (the schoolwide program in which teachers, administrators, and staff spend quality 

time with and mentor a mixed-age group of children for twenty minutes every morning) 

and readers workshop in mixed-age groups with second and third grade students. Students 

never experienced a completely quiet classroom in the course of their day, though Mr. 

Walsh often lectured students about being quiet and focusing on work or paying attention. 

Students had forty-five minutes of physical education every afternoon and also spent time 

outside playing organized games in the first twenty minutes of school during Crew. Finally, 

there was not a strong emphasis or rules or following rules in the classroom. When Mr. 

Walsh gave directions, he rarely insisted that every student follow said directions and often 

threatened consequences to students who were off task that he never followed through on.  

Students’ experiences working alongside their peers and away from Mr. Walsh for 

most of the day may influence their belief that they can learn with and from peers as well 

as their belief that it is quite possible to learn without a teacher. Students’ experience 

choosing where to be in their flexible learning environment may explain why they did not 

share any beliefs about the relationship between learning and still bodies. While they 

experience a classroom of talk and noise, the frequent lectures they receive from Mr. Walsh 

about working quietly may relate to students’ belief that learning happens best in a quiet 

environment where students can focus and a few students’ belief that students must pay 
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attention and listen to the teacher in order to learn. Students’ frequent experiences learning 

outside may relate to their belief that learning can take place outside of the classroom and 

their experience in mixed age group environments may shape their belief that learning is 

important in order to get smarter and go on to later grades. Finally, students’ autonomy and 

frequent opportunities to play games during the day may influence their belief that learning 

can be fun and include play and choice.   

Like children’s beliefs about learning that were similar across classrooms, 

children’s beliefs about learning that varied across classrooms were shaped by a mix of 

experiences both in and outside of school. However, children who participated in this study 

were similar across a number of demographic indicators such as age, family income, and 

cultural backgrounds, and a meaningful difference in their daily lives were the types of 

learning experiences they were offered in their first grade classrooms.  So, when children 

express such a wide range of beliefs related to learning, it is important to consider the 

relationship between those beliefs and their daily classroom experiences with learning.  

THIS STUDY’S CONTRIBUTIONS TO THE LITERATURE 

The discussion of these relationships between classroom learning experiences and 

children’s beliefs about learning is not exhaustive nor strictly correlational as this data does 

not lend itself to making direct and conclusive connections. However, it does lay a 

foundation for thinking about children’s classroom learning experiences in a holistic way 

and allows us to consider children’s beliefs about learning in their primary academic 

learning context. Furthermore, findings from this study add to the literature on classroom 

management and learning, children’s beliefs about learning, the role of language in 

developing beliefs, and school and classroom influences on academic socialization. 
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Systems of classroom management connect to classroom learning experiences 

Current education literature often characterizes classroom learning experiences 

dichotomously – constructivist versus reproductive (e.g. Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 2015), 

project-based learning versus traditional didactic teaching (e.g. Dochy et al., 2002), or 

cooperative versus individual learning (e.g. Sibley & Parmelee, 2008). Findings from this 

study offer representation of first grade classroom learning experiences in a more nuanced 

way. Classroom learning experiences were not essentialized as one type of pedagogy nor 

was one type of learning experience pulled out from all the rest and measured as a 

standalone variable. Rather, in accordance with Rogoff’s (1982; 1995; 2003) writings on 

social cultural learning, classroom learning experiences were considered as a set of 

inseparable moves and characteristics that constitute activity. This activity makes up the 

everyday social and cultural interactions children have with their teachers, peers, and 

environment. Framing the classroom learning experiences and collecting data in this way 

allowed for analysis to consider the relationships between different classroom learning 

experiences in a way that has yet to be documented in the literature.  

 Classroom management was an aspect of the classroom where the 

interconnectedness of certain learning experiences converged in a way that seemed to 

shape children’s beliefs about learning. A current and widely accepted definition of 

classroom management is the actions teachers use “to establish and sustain an orderly 

environment so students can engage in meaningful academic learning...[and] to enhance 

students’ social and moral growth” (Evertson & Weinstein, 2006, p.4). The current 

classroom management literature documents different approaches to classroom 

management including managing student behavior (Kaufman & Moss, 2010; Gotzens et 

al., 2010), using academic content to engage students (Atici, 2007; Bear, 2014), and 

establishing a positive environment (Watson & Battistich, 2006; Emmer & Stough, 2001). 
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These different approaches can help frame the varied classroom learning experiences 

related to classroom management offered to students in this study.   

Classroom learning experiences related to classroom management at SOAR were 

aligned with the approach that emphasized managing student behavior. Teachers at SOAR 

established an intricate and multilevel system of classroom management. Students received 

individual rewards, team, and class-wide rewards and consequences with the highest 

reward being a party or physical prize and the harshest consequence being removed from 

the group. This set of classroom learning experiences brought a keen focus by teachers and 

students alike to students’ bodies and behaviors (such as talking to or touching a peer) 

which children then described as related to learning.  

At Byron Mason, the learning experiences related to classroom management were 

more aligned with the approaches that emphasized using academic content to engage 

students and establishing a positive learning environment. There were no formal systems 

of rewards and consequences and students responded to high expectation around their 

academic work while exercising their abilities to manage their own bodies and behavior. If 

an issue arose, it was discussed one-on-one or in a small group. Classroom learning 

experiences also involved teacher and peer support as well as caring affirmations of the 

community. Students at Byron Mason did not discuss a relationship between bodies, 

consequences, rewards, or learning.  

At Skeller, the learning experiences related to classroom management were most 

aligned with establishing a positive learning environment. There were also no formal 

systems of rewards and consequences and students were able to control their own bodies 

and behaviors, though the academic content was often repetitive, routine, or very long and 

students did often disengage from it. Similar to Byron Mason, Mr. Walsh often expressed 

caring affirmation towards the students, though it was not taken up and further expressed 
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by students themselves.  Students at Skeller also did not discuss a relationship between 

bodies, consequences, rewards, or learning. 

Decades of research have shown that effective classroom management has been 

associated with better student outcomes in terms of academic achievement and socio-

emotional growth (Evertson & Weinstein, 2006; Pianta et al., 2008). Findings from this 

study add to this literature that the classroom learning experiences associated with different 

approaches to classroom management also have the potential to shape students’ beliefs 

about learning. When students experience a rigid, formal system of management that aims 

to control, they may consider that part of or even essential to the learning process. However, 

when students experience classroom management that focuses on engaging academics and 

fostering a positive environment, their beliefs about learning did not reflect ideas around 

controlling their bodies, following rules, or being “good.”  

Understanding Latinx children’s beliefs about learning in context 

 Findings from this study offer a number of contributions to the literature on 

children’s beliefs about learning that are grounded in the consideration of Latinx children’s 

beliefs in the social and cultural contexts of their classrooms. As discussed in Chapter 2, 

most of the existing research on this topic has either taken a developmental approach to 

examining children’s beliefs about learning by focusing on children’s beliefs about when 

they learned something (see Sobel, Li & Corriveau, 2007; Tang & Bartsch, 2012; Taylor, 

Esbensen & Bennett, 2010), examined the qualitative differences in how children 

conceptualize and talk about learning in a dichotomous way (see Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 

2015; Sobel & Letourneau, 2015), or examined children’s beliefs about learning in a single 

content area (see Aro, 2012; Law, Chan & Sachs, 2008; McDonough & Sullivan, 2014). 

Moreover, most of these studies have been conducted in labs or other environments 
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unfamiliar to the participants and almost all of the studies have been conducted with White 

middle-class children.  

 Findings from this study expand on the breadth and depth of children’s beliefs about 

learning as recorded in the literature. The eight domains and nineteen themes organizing 

children’s beliefs about learning that emerged from the thirty child interviews tell a 

complex story about where, how, when, with whom, and why they believe learning 

happens. Furthermore, these beliefs about learning reflected children’s daily lives and 

learning experiences in their first grade classrooms. In their interviews, children discussed 

their teachers, peers, friends, classroom, school, materials, routines, class rules, strengths, 

struggles, and content areas all as they relate to the process of learning. The ethnographic 

and video-cued interview methods employed to observe and interview children strongly 

grounded the data in children’s embodied experiences with learning in a way that has yet 

to be documented in the literature.   

 Finally, findings from this study add the experiences and perspectives of Latinx 

children from immigrant families to the literature. Like much of psychological and 

developmental research (Syed, Santos, Yoo & Juang, 2018), the literature on children 

beliefs about learning is mostly based on the experiences and perspectives of White and/or 

middle-class children (see Bartsch, Horvath & Estes, 2003; Sobel & Letourneau, 2015, 

Tang & Bartsch, 2012; Taylor, Esbensen & Bennett, 2010).  As a result, the findings from 

such studies likely reflect the home and schooling experiences of White middle-class 

children which we know to systematically differ from those of children of color, low 

income children, and children from immigrant families (Crosnoe, 2006; Garcia & 

Gonzalez, 2006; Valencia, 2015; Welner & Carter, 2013). Latinx children from immigrant 

families make up a growing and underserved proportion of children in US schools (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2018) and findings from this study provide insight into the types of 
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learning experiences they are offered in their classrooms, their beliefs about learning at an 

early age, and how the two may relate. Developing our understanding of what school is 

like for the Latinx immigrant community and the potential impacts of the educational 

opportunities they are, or are not, offered is essential to building our capacity to better serve 

students and families and work towards equity.  

Classroom learning experiences as part of academic socialization 

Academic socialization refers to the beliefs, values, practices, and messages that 

parents communicate to their children about their expectations and the importance of 

education, school, and academics (Hill & Tyson, 2009). Most of the academic socialization 

research considers parents’ role in shaping their children’s emotional and cognitive 

engagement in school (Rivas-Drake & Marchand, 2016), school readiness (Hill, 2001), 

school adjustment (Taylor, Clayton & Rowley, 2004), academic achievement (Suizzo et 

al., 2012; Taylor, Clayton & Rowley, 2004), academic beliefs (Suizzo et al., 2012), and 

academic motivation (Suizzo et al., 2012). While parents, families, and communities are 

irrefutably influential in the academic socialization of young children, not enough attention 

has been paid in the literature to the socialization that takes place in the classroom in 

children’s first years of school. Findings from this study add to the literature on academic 

socialization by examining the role of classroom learning experiences in the academic 

socialization process and by considering children’s beliefs about learning as an aspect of 

academic socialization. To develop a comprehensive understanding of children’s academic 

socialization, it is important to consider as many influences on their educational experience 

as possible in addition to parents and families. These include school and classroom factors 

such as learning experiences, teachers (Leece, Caputi & Pagnin, 2015), and peers (Taylor, 

Clayton, & Rowley, 2004). 
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CONCLUSION: THE ROLE OF SCHOOLS AS CHILDREN DEVELOP BELIEFS ABOUT 
LEARNING 

Epistemology is the study of knowledge and justified beliefs. The philosophical 

field deals with questions such as “what is knowledge?”, “what are its sources?”, and “what 

is its structure?” (Alston, 1989). This study deals with the closely related question of how 

knowledge is acquired. Participating Latinx children shared their implicit theories of and 

about learning and within that, shared their beliefs about what counts as knowledge and 

how it is acquired (or constructed). These beliefs proved to be closely tied to the learning 

experiences students were offered in their classrooms, in addition to the cultural beliefs, 

practices, and values of their Latinx immigrant families and communities. Children’s 

learning experiences varied substantially across classrooms and were cultural in their own 

right. To different degrees, they were also imbued with the same power structures and 

inequities that shape US schools and US society at large.  This study emphasizes the 

importance of understanding this connection between issues of power and the types of 

learning experiences children are offered in their classrooms as these experiences seem to 

shape children’s beliefs about what constitutes valid knowledge and what constitutes valid 

ways of acquiring, constructing, and interacting with that knowledge.  

Education research and practice does not often consider or take seriously young 

children’s epistemological views. Yet these views constitute children’s foundational 

understandings of learning, schooling, and education that they will build on as they grow 

and advance through the education system. Findings in this study show that some Latinx 

children from immigrant families believe that valid knowledge is that which comes directly 

from the teacher and the learner must be quiet and in a quiet space in order to acquire that 

knowledge in a valid, or effective, way. Other students believe that the knowledge they 

gain from working with their peers is also valid and that talking and consulting one another 

is a valid way to construct that knowledge. While these are two essentialized examples 
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from a much more complex picture of children’s beliefs about learning, they demonstrate 

how children interpret the power dynamics implicit in who decides what is valid 

knowledge, where it can come from, and what are valid ways of learning that knowledge 

in a classroom setting. Consistent with Moje and Lewis’ (2007) explanation of “discourse 

communities” of shared beliefs and knowledge that are shaped by power relations, findings 

from this study also show that children’s interpretations of learning are likely influenced 

by the types of learning experiences they are offered.  

To further contextualize these findings within the larger culture and society, it is 

worth briefly considering three questions: (1) How are classroom learning experiences 

shaping children’s beliefs? (2) What outside factors (systemic, structural, individual etc.) 

determine the types of learning experiences children are offered in their classrooms and 

why? And finally, (3) what can we do as researchers, educators, community members, and 

policymakers to work towards equity in opportunities for all young children and support 

them in developing epistemologies of knowledge and learning that lead to self-

actualization and a desire to continue and/or transform learning, schooling, and education. 

How classroom learning experiences shape children’s beliefs about learning  

Young children are logical, rational beings who actively work to make sense of 

their worlds (National Research Council, 2000). This process of sense-making takes place 

through children’s active exploration of their environment (Hirsh-Pasek, Golinkoff, Berk 

& Singer, 2008). Consistent with a sociocultural view of learning, some scholars argue that 

the experiences of exploration, experimentation, and embodiment in the learning process 

is more powerful than learning from a helpful, informative other or direct instruction (see 

Bonawitz et al., 2010). In a school context, we often mistakenly focus exclusively on 

children’s learning of the topics or standards that educators intend for them to learn. 
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However, this study reveals how students learn from all aspects of their classroom 

experiences including the materials they use, the ways they are allowed to work with peers, 

classroom management systems, experiences on the playground, and assessment. As 

children experience, explore, and interact within a specific environment, with its unique 

restrictions and affordances, they develop beliefs about that environment, others who 

occupy it with them, and as this study shows, about themselves and their abilities.  

The learning experiences we offer children in the early grades and the way we offer 

them matter. Intentional or not, they shape children’s early beliefs about the purpose of 

school and education and how learning does, can, or should work. Furthermore, what we 

offer children communicates how we see them - as capable contributors to the community 

or as empty vessels that need to be filled.  

What determines children’s classroom learning experiences 

This study offered three distinct examples of the types of learning experiences 

offered to young Latinx children from immigrant families at SOAR Charter School, Byron 

Mason Elementary School, and Skeller Elementary School. However, these classrooms 

were carefully selected and recruited for their diversity of learning environments, a process 

which required more effort than I anticipated. In the larger context of US schooling, we 

know that Latinx children from immigrant families are most commonly offered learning 

experiences that resemble those at SOAR. These experiences include pedagogical practices 

such as direct instruction and independent completion of individual work (Fuller, 2007) as 

well as systems of classroom management that involve controlling students’ bodies and 

behaviors (Milner IV, Cunningham, Delale-O'Connor & Kestenberg, 2018).  

The interviews with the teachers in this study offer insight into their views of their 

students, their students’ families, and their beliefs about their students’ capabilities. The 
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data from this study demonstrate how these beliefs influence the types of learning 

experiences they believe to be best for children and what they offer in their classrooms. At 

SOAR, Ms. Adams and Mr. Trujillo talked about the urgency behind their student’s need 

to learn and a belief that if they were not organizing and directing every moment of the 

day, their students would not learn. This speaks to a deficit view of their children’s ability 

to take an active role in constructing their own knowledge and a belief that they are already 

behind and lacking the skills they see as necessary to eventually attend college. As a result, 

the teachers controlled every moment of children’s day and defaulted to direct instruction 

to share as much knowledge as possible with their students. Students played a very passive 

role in their learning experiences and expressed views about learning that reflected that.  

At Skeller, Mr. Walsh discussed his desire to provide students with as many 

experiences as possible including field trips and arts. He also backed away from exerting 

any control over the classroom and students’ behaviors to avoid subjecting them to further 

oppressive experiences. Though notably different from the teachers at SOAR, these beliefs 

also point towards a deficit view of children and families as lacking strengths and 

experiences. Mr. Walsh assumes that experiences of oppression are shared across all 

children and he sees it as his responsibility to provide these enriching experiences. In so 

doing, he denies them structure or experience interacting and building community with a 

caring authority figure.  

At Byron Mason, Ms. Lewis described learning as a relational process that she 

centered in her classroom while emphasizing the importance of growth and preparing for 

second grade. She saw her students as capable, bringing many strengths, and able to support 

each other when needed. This represents a strength-based view of children and as a result, 

students in her classroom had the opportunity to direct much of their learning and 

collaborate all within a responsive and caring structure.  
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This pattern of inequity in what we offer to Latinx children from immigrant families 

(as well as other children of color and those with families struggle with poverty) compared 

to White children and those with higher income families also has roots in the history of US 

education and the larger systems and structures that influence schools. That is to say, this 

is not an issue of the personality, preferences, or even prejudices of a set of classroom 

teachers serving Latinx children from immigrant families. Michael Apple (2004) writes 

about schools as sites of cultural and social preservation, distribution, and reproduction in 

an unequal society. He considers the school as an institution (and part of a larger system of 

education), the knowledge forms (such as curricula and pedagogy), and the educator him 

or herself. Latinx children from immigrant families have schooling experiences influenced 

by factors at each of the three levels - some that also influence other children of color and 

others that are specific to their communities. For example, an original purpose schooling 

in the US was to force immigrant assimilation to White dominant culture. For Latinx 

children of immigrants today this often means that their teachers and schools feel an 

urgency to impart White middle-class ways of being in a classroom setting at the expense 

of students being able to enact and share their own cultural ways of learning and interacting 

in a community (Ovando, 2003). This urgency often leads to rote instruction and narrow 

controlled learning experiences, so teachers can both impart as much information as 

possible and closely monitor students’ progress. However, the underlying beliefs and 

assumptions informing these decisions are grounding in deficit views about Latinx children 

and their immigrant families (Adair, Colegrove & McManus, 2018). 

Working towards equity 

Knowing that there are larger systemic factors influencing what Latinx children 

from immigrant families are offered in their classrooms and that those learning experiences 
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do influence their beliefs about learning, how can we work towards a future in which all 

children have access to the types of learning that leads to a dynamic view of the process? 

There are useful examples in the findings from this study.  At Byron Mason, where students 

were able to move around the room, make decisions about their learning, and work closely 

with peers, they expressed views of learning that focused much more on what the learner 

can do and the possibilities in learning, rather than its limits. While no view, belief, or 

epistemology of learning could ever be correct or incorrect, when young children’s beliefs 

reflect the social and cultural nature of learning, it opens up the possibility to see their 

cultures, strengths, and prior knowledge as valid and belonging in their classrooms. It also 

allows for social interaction and community to play an integral part in the process. These 

conceptualizations of learning, and opportunities that reflect them have the potential to 

build up children’s capacity for learning by expanding the resources available to them and 

increasing their sense of belonging in the classroom and education system more broadly.  

This is particularly important for Latinx children from immigrant families whose cultural 

experiences and ways of knowing are rarely reflected in mainstream education in the US 

and are sometimes stripped from students in a process of subtractive schooling 

(Valenzuela, 2001). 

 We think of schools and classrooms as intentional spaces. Educators put time into 

planning lessons, administrators carefully select and purchase curricula, policymakers 

mandate assessments, and researchers measure the practices that optimize student learning. 

While student learning is an essential outcome of schooling, it is important to acknowledge 

that these efforts are shaping children’s development in ways far beyond academic 

achievement, ways that education stakeholders may not be anticipating. In classrooms that 

frame children as capable individuals with valuable contributions to the community, 

unanticipated influences on development may still be supportive and desirable. But when 
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children are subjected to practices that restrict their ability to assert and express themselves 

in the classroom, the unanticipated influences on development likely limit the possibilities 

children see for themselves as learners. As education stakeholders that believe in the 

humanity and capabilities of all children, we need to use this view to inform decision 

making at every level to support children in developing beliefs about learning that reflect 

their humanity and capabilities.  

LIMITATIONS AND DIRECTIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH 

While this study was exploratory and did not purport causal or correlational 

evidence, there were limitations of the method, particularly in regard to the young age of 

the participants. As a researcher, I believe in the importance of collecting data from 

children directly and taking their words and perspectives seriously. However, at the age of 

six, it is possible that some of the children that participated in the study were limited in 

their ability to fully and clearly verbalize their beliefs about learning. It may have been 

more effective to offer other ways of expressing their beliefs including drawings or even 

analyzing their classroom learning behaviors.  

Another possible limitation of the study relates to the power dynamics of me, a 

White adult outsider, asking questions about schooling and learning to Latinx first graders. 

There is the chance that some participants were influenced by social desirability, 

consciously or unconsciously, and shared beliefs about learning that echoed their teachers 

or other dominant discourses believing that is what I wanted to hear.  

The length of time I spent on ethnographic observations is another limitation of the 

study. I spent three consecutive full school days observing in each classroom and collecting 

data on the types of learning experiences that children were offered. Three consecutive 

days may not be enough time to capture the full range of experiences that children are 
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offered and there is a chance that those days were not as representative of their typical 

experiences across the year. For example, I collected data from SOAR Charter School 

shortly before students and teachers went on winter break and that time of year is often a 

little different from the average school day other times of the year. So, it may have been 

better to collect the observational data at a few different time points throughout the year or 

for a longer time, such as a month or semester.  

Finally, insight into the home influences on children’s beliefs about learning was 

lost by not interviewing parents and families. Prior research on academic socialization 

among Latinx families and theory helped guide data analysis and identify aspects of 

children’s beliefs that likely originated at home, but these cannot be conclusive without 

directly connecting with parents and families. In order to parse out the ways that classroom 

learning experiences shape children’s beliefs, we need to understand the home, family, and 

community influences as well.  

These limitations can be addressed in future research. Findings from this study 

show that Latinx children from immigrant families hold complex beliefs about learning 

that are grounded both in their home cultures and their classroom learning experiences. But 

what are the implications of their beliefs and how do they sustain or change as Latinx 

children progress through the US education system? These research questions could be 

explored and answered using longitudinal methods that follow children across multiple 

grades. Longitudinal data would allow an investigation of children beliefs about learning 

in different classroom contexts and determine the influence that their experiences in their 

first years of schooling have on later academic experiences and outcomes. Another 

direction for future research would involve interviewing Latinx parents and families about 

their beliefs about learning and academic socialization in general. This would help to 

develop a more comprehensive view of Latinx children’s beliefs about learning and more 
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closely consider how the opportunities we offer children in their classrooms influence those 

beliefs.   
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A. OBSERVATION OF CLASSROOM LEARNING EXPERIENCES PROTOCOL 

Spaces: 

• Where are students in the classroom (desks, tables, on the floor)? 
• Where is the teacher positioned in the classroom? 
• How do students move around? 
• Where are the learning materials and how do students access them? 
• What is on the walls? 
• How is the classroom spaced used over the course of the day? 

Resources 

• What resources are available for students to consult (books, tablets, computers)? 
• How do students access these resources? 
• Do students bring in anything from home? 

Times: 

• What is the daily schedule (maybe get a copy)? 
• How does the actual school day follow the schedule? 

Practices: 

• What does student group work look like?  
o Do students choose the members in their group? 
o How many students? 

• What does student individual work look like? 
o Is it quiet? 
o Do students ever move around? 

• What does teacher instruction look and sound like? 
o Where is the teacher? 
o Where are students? 

• What do transitions look and sound like? 
o Are they practiced routines? 
o Are the led by the teacher or the students? 

• What does the beginning and end of the day look and sound like? 



187 

Procedures: 

• What are the class procedures? 
o Maybe they’re posted or maybe students enact them, or the teacher reminds 

them orally. 
o Think about line, bathroom, clean up, set up, asking questions, answering 

question, moving around the classrooms, using technology, distributing 
materials, collecting materials, storing belongings, resolving conflict, or 
preparing to leave the classroom.  
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APPENDIX B. CHILD INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

English 
 After walking the child from her or his classroom to the interview room, I will tell 
her or him that I’m trying to find out more about how first graders think about learning 
and I want to share some videos of students in a different first grade classroom in Texas 
to see what she or he thinks.  I will tell the child that I’m video recording our 
conversation, so I can remember what we talk about and write it down, but I won’t show 
the video to anyone else. I will then play the first scene on my computer. 

Scene 1: Calendar and Peer Helping  
1. What do you think about this classroom? 
2. Is it like your classroom? 

a. Why or why not? 
3. Do you ever help other students in your class? 

a. When? 
b. How? 

4. Do you think the students in the video are learning? 
a. Why or why not? 

5. What are the students learning? 
6. How are they learning [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 
7. What does learning look like in your class? 
8. What does learning sound like in your class? 

Scene 2: Math Group Work 
1. What did you think of this part? 
2. Did it seem like your classroom? 

a. Why or why not? 
3. Do you ever work with other people in your class? 

a. When? 
b. How? 

4. Can students learn when the teacher is not there? 
5. Do you think the students in the video are learning? 

a. Why or why not? 
6. What are they learning? 
7. How are they learning [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 

Scene 3: Daily Five “Choice time”  
1. What did you think of this part? 
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2. Did it seem like your classroom? 
a. Why or why not? 

3. Do you ever get to choose what you do in your class? 
a. When? 
b. What kinds of things do you choose? 

4. Do you think the students in the video are learning? 
a. Why or why not? 

5. What are they learning? 
6. How are they learning [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 

Video(s) of Participating Child 
1. What were you doing in this video? 
2. What were you learning? 
3. How were you learning [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 

Final Questions 
1. So, would you like to be in this classroom? 

a. Why or why not? 
2. How do you think the kids in this classroom felt? 
3. Do you think your teacher would like this classroom? 

a. Why or why not? 
4. What do you think children need to be able to learn? 
5. Do you learn in your classroom? 

a. How? 
b. When? 

6. What kinds of things do you learn? 
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 Spanish 
 After walking the child from her or his classroom to the interview room, I will tell 
her or him that I’m trying to find out more about how first graders think about learning 
and I want to share some videos of students in a different first grade classroom in Texas 
to see what she or he thinks.  I will tell the child that I’m video recording our 
conversation, so I can remember what we talk about and write it down, but I won’t show 
the video to anyone else. I will then play the first scene on my computer. At the end, I 
will show the child a video or two of him or herself learning in the classroom and ask him 
or her to explain what is going on in the video and what he or she is learning.  

Scene 1: Calendar and Peer Helping  
1. ¿Qué piensas de esta clase? 
2. ¿Es como tu clase? 

a. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 
3. ¿Ayudas a otros estudiantes en tu clase? 

b. ¿Cuándo? 
c. ¿Comó? 

4. ¿Crees que los estudiantes del video están aprendiendo? 
d. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 

5. ¿Qué están aprendiendo los estudiantes del video? 
6. ¿Cómo están aprendiando [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 
7. ¿Cómo se ve el aprendizaje en su clase? 
8. ¿Cómo suena el aprendizaje en su clase? 

Scene 2: Math Group Work 
1. ¿Qué piensas de esta parte? 
2. ¿Se parecía a tu clase? 

a. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 
3. ¿Trabajas con otras personas de tu clase? 

a. ¿Cuándo? 
b. ¿Cómo? 

4. ¿Los estudiantes pueden aprender cuando la maestra no está allí? 
5. ¿Crees que los estudiantes del video están aprendiendo? 

a. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 
6. ¿Qué están aprendiendo? 
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7. ¿Cómo están aprendiendo [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 

Scene 3: Daily Five “Choice time”  
1. ¿Qué piensas de esta parte? 
2. ¿Se parecía a tu clase? 

a. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 
3. ¿Alguna vez escoges lo que haces en tu clase? 

a. ¿Cuándo? 
b. ¿Qué tipo de cosas escoges? 

4. ¿Crees que los estudiantes del video están aprendiendo? 
a. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 

5. ¿Qué están aprendiendo? 
6. ¿Cómo están aprendiendo [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 

Video(s) of Participating Child 
4. ¿Qué hacías en este video? 
5. ¿Qué estabas aprendiendo? 
6. ¿Cómo aprendiste [insert whatever the child said they were learning]? 

Final Questions 
7. ¿Te gustaría estar en esta clase? 

a.  ¿Por qué o por qué no? 
8. ¿Cómo crees que se sienten los niños en esta clase? 
9. ¿Crees que a tu maestra le gustaría esta clase? 

a. ¿Por qué o por qué no? 
10. ¿Qué crees que los niños necesitan para aprender? 
11. ¿Aprendes en tu clase? 

a. ¿Cómo? 
b. ¿Cuándo? 

12. ¿Qué tipo de cosas aprendes? 
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APPENDIX C. TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

English 
I will interview teachers at any point during the week of data collection that is 

convenient for them. The interview will most likely take place in their classroom after the 
students have left for the day. I will also video record teacher interviews and play them 
the same three scenes I showed children as well as two to three examples of children 
learning in their classrooms. 

Scene 1: Calendar and Peer Helping  
1. What do you think about this scene? 
2. Do you think the students in the video are learning? 

a. Why or why not? 
3. What are the students learning? 
4. How are they learning [insert whatever the teacher said they were learning]? 

Scene 2: Math Group Work 
1. What do you think about this scene? 
2. Do you think the students in the video are learning? 

a. Why or why not? 
3. What are the students learning? 
4. How are they learning [insert whatever the teacher said they were learning]? 

Scene 3: Daily Five “Choice time”  
1. What do you think about this scene? 
2. Do you think the students in the video are learning? 

a. Why or why not? 
3. What are the students learning? 
4. How are they learning [insert whatever the teacher said they were learning]? 

Video(s) of Participating Children 
1. What do you think of this scene? 
2. What are children learning? 
3. What were your intentions for this lesson? 



193 

Final Questions 
1. How do you think about learning with your students? 
2. How do you think about learning when you plan lessons?  
3. What do you think children need to be able to learn? 
4. What do you hope children learn in your class? 
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APPENDIX D. DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE THREE FILM SCENES  
The film takes place inside and directly outside of Ms. Bailey’s classroom. Ms. 

Bailey herself is African American, speaks Spanish, English, and French, and was in her 

3rd year teaching first grade at the time of filming. She had 17 students in her class and 

most were from Latinx immigrant families and spoke Spanish at home. Though her class 

was not technically bilingual, she used Spanish occasionally in formal and informal 

conversation and instruction with her students.  

Scene One 
The first scene I will show students opens with a shot of a Lakeshore Learning “Calendar 

Math” pocket chart with a calendar, pockets for counting money, a hundred chart, and a 

small whiteboard to write a number sentence. Next, the viewer hears student voices and 

sees them, and Ms. Baily enter through the door, not in a line, but in twos and threes 

talking and laughing.  

 Then the film cuts to most of the students sitting or standing at circular tables with 

three to four students at each table writing in notebooks. One boy can be seen standing 

and examining the “Calendar Math” pocket chart and another boy is standing with his 

back to a nearby pocket chart gazing across the classroom. The film then zooms in on a 

girl with a glittery headband looking at her notebook and counting, “17, 18, 19, 21.” The 

boy who was examining the “Calendar Math” pocket chart walks up beside her and she 

looks at him and asks, “Where’s the 21?” He responds, “It’s up there,” and points to the 

“Calendar Math” pocket chart then walks over to it telling her “Look, come on.” The 

viewer then sees the two of them standing at the calendar while the boy points with a 
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pencil and counts, “13, 14, 15, 16, 17, 18, 19, 20, 21.” The girl responds, “Oh!” and 

walks away.  

Scene Two 
The next scene shows students sitting in chairs at their circular tables, but all turned to 

face a large screen at the front of the room projecting single digit flashcards. Ms. Bailey 

asks the class, “Who else can tell, give me another way of making ten?” and a Jacob 

answers, “Five plus five equals ten,” while Ms. Bailey maneuvers the flashcards on the 

projection screen to show the number sentence.  

The film then cuts to two girls sitting together at their table with a set of 

flashcards. One girl moves the flashcards around to make combinations of ten while the 

other girl records the number sentences on a piece of paper. Next, the film cuts to two 

boys working on the same task. And finally, the film shows two different girls making 

number sentences by using the flashcards and counting on their fingers. The background 

noise is loud while students are working and though the film is close up on pairs, the 

viewer can see other students walking and moving in the background. 

Scene Three 
The third scene opens with Ms. Bailey announcing from off camera that it is “Choice 

Time” while all the students cheer.  The scene then cuts to a boy laying on his back on a 

mat reading a book aloud to himself while a girl chooses a book from the bookshelf 

behind him and lays down on a pillow. Next, the viewer sees a boy sitting at a table 

reading an I Spy book while holding a PVC pipe phone to his ear and mouth. After, the 

scene cuts to two boys and two girls sitting at a table with a box of magnet letters and 
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metal trays on which they make words then turn their trays around to show one another. 

During this, the viewer can see children on computers in the background, a girl walking 

by and two boys reading books at another table. Then, there is a close up shot of three 

children on the computers in which the viewer sees one boy reach over to help the girl 

next to him use her mouse. All the while, the viewer hears students talking in the 

background.   
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