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Editor's Comments

The School Community Journal holds a unique position in its mission to
encourage all schools to function as thriving communities of stakeholders col-
laborating on behalf of each and every student. Our online, open access format
is allowing us to reach those concerned with education across the globe, at
every level of education. Because of this, a delicate balance must be main-
tained. Our blind peer review process seeks to select and refine the best articles,
representing a broad array of research, program and field reports, and essay
and discussion, all which must add to our knowledge and inspire future work
toward the realization of the mission, while appealing to a very diverse reader-
ship. The result, however, can be that some of the basic information in each
article (usually the literature review section) may seem repetitive and superflu-
ous. Those of us with intimate knowledge or years of practice using models
honed by Joyce Epstein, Kathy Hoover-Dempsey, James Comer, and others in
the field of family, school, and community partnerships must remember that
someone accessing a particular article may have no previous knowledge of this
aspect of education at all. Similarly, articles on the lack of preservice prepara-
tion for such partnerships abound, yet many states and colleges of education
still are not requiring aspiring teachers to learn about or practice basic strate-
gies that could be very influential in helping their future students to succeed.
So I plead, for patience from those with experience, and also for future research
and article submissions that continue to expand our knowledge and inspire us
in new ways to forge ahead toward the goal of creating and sustaining healthy
school communities.

I hope you will explore this issue thoroughly, as it contains many gems in
the form of articles that continue to address these issues in ways that will in-
form and encourage us to continue with this vital work. From veteran SCJ
writers to newcomers, from projects in the heartland of the U.S. to Finland,
these articles continue to highlight various aspects of collaboration with the
potential to change students’ lives. As our own executive editor, Sam Redding,

has said:

A school community is found in the relationships among the people
intimately attached to a school...Devotion to children they know, love,
and call by name is a powerful motivation to constantly seek better ways
to insure that each child meets standards of learning and is able to reach
beyond those standards.

Best wishes to each of you, and I look forward to your future submissions!

Lori Thomas
December 2011
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Families’ Goals, School Involvement, and
Children’s Academic Achievement: A Follow-up
Study Thirteen Years Later

Diane W. Kyle

Abstract

A study conducted from 1996-2000 focused on the academic development
of children within a statewide educational reform effort, including changing
the organizational structure of the early years of schooling into nongraded pri-
mary programs (formerly age-based classrooms for kindergarteners through
third grade). The multisite study involved children from mainly poor and
working class families and focused on supports and barriers to learning both
in and out of school. Family visits throughout the years of the study viewed
parents as experts on their children, with teachers seeking to learn from them
through informal conversations and formal interviews. The data collected pro-
vided an impetus for restructuring classroom instruction and for exploring
ways of engaging the families more intentionally and meaningfully with their
children’s classrooms. The study reported here is a follow-up with families in
one of the sites. Again, family visits included taperecorded interviews about
the children’s academic performance at the end of high school, current goals,
and parents’ perceptions of their child’s schooling experience and their own in-
volvement with the schools over time. The discussion includes an update about
the families, a description of the children’s educational outcomes and future
educational plans, and insights and implications about family connections and
student success.

Key Words: family, parents, involvement, engagement, schools, home visits,
goals, teachers, longitudinal research, perceptions, achievement, low income
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Introduction

“You don’t have to go to college, but you need to finish high school, because
otherwise you are going to be doing like I've done as far as jobs.”

“My biggest mistake was school, and I really feel like that ruined my whole
life, because I didn’t go to school.”

This article introduces the children and parents of seven families from one
small town who, over 13 years, invited their child’s teacher and a university
research partner (the author) into their homes. On these “family visits,” each
family shared insights about goals for their child, the child’s academic progress,
their own involvement their child’s school, work and recreation activities of
the family, as well as the family’s challenges and celebrations. The sections that
follow provide an explanation of the initial study that began the relationship
with these families; contextual information about the setting; descriptions of
the children as they began school; findings from a recent follow-up study; and
implications for enhancing family engagement with schools. We begin this ac-
count in 1996.

Study of a State-Mandated Reform for Young Children

The two quotes above were shared by parents who participated in a fund-
ed study conducted from 1996-2000 focused on the academic development
of children within a statewide educational reform effort (Mclntyre & Kyle,
2001). An initial goal of equalizing state funding for school districts resulted in
more sweeping changes which included a change in the organizational struc-
ture of the early years of schooling into nongraded primary programs (formerly
age-based classrooms for kindergarteners through third grade), broadened
decision-making to include more parent participation on site-based school
councils, and redesigned curriculum and instruction and the assessment and
reporting systems that would determine and communicate student progress.

Our multiyear and multisite study addressed the nongraded primary pro-
gram aspect of the reform initiative. It focused on children from mainly poor
and working class families, many of Appalachian descent, and addressed the
following key questions: What inhibited learners in and out of school? What
were the societal, institutional, and personal barriers to learning? What sup-
ports did the children receive at home and school that enabled some of them to
transcend economic conditions to achieve at high levels? (These questions and
issues, however, are not the focus of this paper. Findings on the initial study
are found in Mclntyre & Kyle, 2001.) Further, we specifically chose teachers
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to participate in the study who had been identified by their principals as highly
skilled and effective implementers of the reform agenda.

A sociocultural perspective (Tharp & Gallimore, 1993; Vygotsky, 1978)
framed the initial study with a significant amount of effort paid to spend-
ing time with families and learning from them. Researchers such as Moll and
Gonzélez (2004) have demonstrated the benefits of getting to know families
well and then building connections into classroom teaching with families’
“funds of knowledge.” This concept refers to families’ essential knowledge and
skills needed for their effective functioning (Velez-Ibdfiez & Greenberg, 1992).
This perspective and interest in families’ views about their children’s school-
ing experience and goals for their children’s future has continued to frame the
follow-up study reported here.

In order to address all of the research questions of the initial study, we fol-
lowed 30 primary grade children for two, three, or four years (depending on
the research site and students’ entry and exit from primary grades). Our data
sources included a variety of classroom documents that represented children’s
development, teachers’ assessments of students’ progress, and observations and
formal interviews of the children’s teachers.

We also visited, with the classroom teachers, the homes of the 30 children
approximately every eight weeks for the duration of the study. This meant four
visits for some families and up to 15 visits for others. During the visits, we
viewed the parents as experts on their children, seeking to learn from them. Al-
though we gained many insights through informal visits and conversations, we
also formally interviewed the families, taperecording their responses. We first
asked about their children, then about themselves; we asked about their back-
grounds, demographics, beliefs about schooling, and goals for their children
(Mclntyre, Kyle, Moore, Sweazy, & Greer, 2001). The family data we collected
provided a major impetus for restructuring classroom practices to provide the
most effective instruction for these children and for exploring ways of engaging
the families more intentionally and meaningfully with the schools and their
children’s classrooms (Kyle, McIntyre, Miller, & Moore, 2002, 20006).

Researchers have confirmed what teachers know about the importance
of family involvement and have demonstrated that such involvement has a
positive impact on students’ eventual success academically (Harvard Fam-
ily Research Project, 2006/2007; Marcon, 1999; Miedel & Reynolds, 1999;
Sanders & Herting, 2000). Furthermore, the benefits for students can be long
term (Barnard, 2004).

In 2005, as the children were leaving middle school and entering high
school, we conducted a follow-up study with approximately 25 families across
the three study sites with the purposes of (1) understanding the parents’
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perspectives about their child’s schooling experience and academic progress
since leaving the primary program; (2) determining parents’ current edu-
cational goals for their child; and (3) with their permission, collecting and
examining information either from the parents or from the school(s) about the
child’s performance on state and district required achievement tests and other
assessments, such as the state-required writing portfolio, since exiting the pri-
mary program. We again conducted taperecorded interviews using a prescribed
protocol as well as talking informally with the families.

When we conducted those visits, the children and their families asked if we
would return as they were leaving high school. In one site, this has occurred.
The study reported here provides data from this one site collected 13 years after
the children entered kindergarten in an elementary school located in a small
town about 40 minutes from a large urban area. The town is characterized by
a courthouse square in the center, a railroad track running down the middle
of the main street, small locally owned shops and restaurants, and an annual
county parade full of bands, antique cars, and politicians. In the last few years,
the town has expanded with new shopping areas, churches, and chain restau-
rants. The school still draws students from more affluent subdivisions as well as
trailer parks, apartments, and government-subsidized housing.

The teacher involved in the initial and subsequent studies was experienced
and highly respected in the district. She had grown up in the community,
raised her children there, was active in a local church, and had taught the par-
ents of some of the children now enrolled in her classroom. Although she was
just a few years from retirement, she had requested a transfer to the school be-
cause it was to pilot the nongraded primary program before it was mandated to
begin. She embraced the concept as consistent with her own views of teaching
and children’s learning and wanted to be a part of the new endeavor.

The primary classroom combined children in what would traditionally be
labeled kindergarten and first grade, representing the notion of a continuous
progress model based on developmentally appropriate practices. The following
year, due to enrollment issues, kindergarten classrooms in the school became
self-contained, and the organization became a combined first and second grade
(again using more traditional labeling). Thus, the students who began as kin-
dergarteners continued in the same setting with the same teacher for their first
three years of schooling, K-2.

For the recent follow-up study reported here, the classroom teacher and
[ again made family visits. Of the initial 10 students in the study from this
site, we were able to track down seven. We visited six families in their homes,
where I conducted the same type of interviews as in the first follow-up study,
and I subsequently conducted a phone interview with another family who had

12
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moved to a nearby state. The data from these families help to address issues re-
lated to family goals for their children, family engagement with schools, and
students’ academic performance.

Study Design for Second Follow-up Interviews With Families

Four research topics framed this study:

1. How do parents describe their child’s schooling experience and academ-
ic progress since exiting from the primary program and completing high
school? How have the parents been involved with their children’s schools
during this time?

2. What are the parents’ post-high school goals for their child? What are the
child’s plans? How do these compare to the parents’ goals stated as the chil-
dren began school several years ago?

3. How have the children performed on state and district required achieve-
ment tests as they have completed high school?

4. How do the current data compare to parents’ goals and the students’ perfor-
mance in their early years of schooling?

The collaborating teacher contacted the families and made arrangements for
the visits and interviews. The interviews about the research topics took place
in the families’ homes, lasted about one hour each, and were taperecorded and
later transcribed to enable descriptions of the families” perspectives about their
children’s academic development and current educational goals.

In addition, families gave permission to access the children’s achievement
test data from the high schools the children attended during the time of test-
ing. Collecting the state-mandated achievement test data for each child made
it possible to have both the families’ perspectives about the children’s perfor-
mance as well as the actual test results. This information helped highlight the
children’s academic development over time and could be compared to their
early academic performance. Further, the results raise issues to consider about
the supports for learning needed by poor and working class children and the
barriers that must be addressed to ensure their success.

Families and Children as Elementary School Began

Family Demographics

As noted, the initial study involved mostly poor and working class families.
Table 1 captures the characteristics of the seven families who participated in
both the initial and two follow-up studies.

13
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Table 1. Demo

eraphics of Children in Previous and Recent Follow-up Studies
Child Living with mother with...
Lower Middle | less than hich more
(Race®) | Poor Working middle | ©F upper high schiol than high
class middle school i school
class . education .
class education education
#1 (B) X X
#2 (W) X X
#3 (W) X X
#4 (B) X X
# (W) | X X
#6 (W) X X
#7 (W) X X

*B=Biracial; W=White

In 1996, the state had a concern about its high school graduation rate and
the number of students who dropped out along the way. Certainly the children
of poor, working, and lower middle class were at most risk for failing to acquire
even a high school diploma, a basic necessity for even minimal economic secu-
rity. Indeed, the statewide educational reform agenda aimed at helping more
students achieve at higher levels and become able to reach academic goals.

In spite of what the state trends might have been, the families of the young
children entering school held hopes for them and their ultimate achievement.
The following section presents comments by some of the parents about their
hopes and goals.

Family Goals for Their Young Children

As expected, most of the parents across the sites in the initial study had a
variety of goals for their children, reflecting their desire for their children to
get educated for both economic and personal reasons. Several recognized, too,
how their own educational limitations had impacted their current situations.
The quotes at the beginning of this paper reflect just this viewpoint. Another
parent shared:

I want him to enjoy life, I guess. Somebody that can take care of hisself
(sic) and not have to depend on nobody. I'm afraid that if they [school
policies] don’t change it where they can’t quit or something, that he’ll

quit when he gets 16 like his daddy did...

Some of the parents wanted their children to be comfortable financially and
seemed to know what it might take to “get the good job,” but were not entirely
sure that this was their highest priority in what they wanted for their children.
14
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For example, one couple offered this perspective:
Mother: I want them to be happy. It would be nice if they had money...
Father:...so they wouldn’t have to struggle.
Mother: We never had money, and we still are happy.

Several seemed to combine their goals of economic security and happiness
in life with more academic goals. As one mother said, “I want her to be a good-
hearted person, somebody who cares about others...wait to get married, wait
to have kids, make a life for herself. I definitely want her to make good grades.”
And another noted, “I would like her to value herself and other people...I want
her to have some kind of skills. I believe she needs to go to college. I want her
to be proud of herself.”

Because of the complexities of the families’ goals for their children (to get
ahead and to be loving, responsible, happy people), the families’ goals and the
schools’ goals—with their primary emphasis on academic achievement—were
not always consistent. This, in part, could explain the hesitancy some of the
families felt about schools. For many, school was not a place where they had
been successful or, for some, currently felt welcome.

An Attempt to Know and Involve Families

As described above, a “funds of knowledge” approach framed the initial
study in an attempt to get to know the families, learn from them, make in-
structional connections that would make learning more meaningful for the
children, and involve the families in varied ways. Multiple visits to the fami-
lies helped to communicate respect for the families’ insights. We entered their
homes with a view of them as experts about their children, and this perspective
helped to open up conversations.

At the end of each year, we asked the parents about the visits. Uniformly,
the responses were positive as the following comments convey:

I think it’s good. I think it’s good for the children to know that, you
know, you can interlink with each other and not be afraid or scared or
whatever. Be friends. I think it’s good for a kid to see the parents and
teacher in a different environment than school.

I've enjoyed talking to you, and I've learned a lot about [child]. I mean,
just listening to myself talk about him sometimes is like, “Wow, yeah, I
really do realize that about him.” (Kyle et al., 2002, p. 67)

As powerful as the family visits were in building relationships between
teachers and families, they were insufficient for actually engaging them in the
ongoing academic work of the classroom. To do that, the teachers used a variety

15
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of strategies. They communicated through newsletters, journals, and informal
surveys; they modified homework with “expert projects” and “me boxes” as
ways to engage the families, and they (with assistance from us as researchers)
held several family nights on topics of interest to the parents such as math and
literacy but expanded with such topics as hobbies and game-making (Kyle et
al., 2002, 20006).

The teachers further made attempts to modify instruction in ways that
incorporated what they knew about and had learned from the families. For
example, the teacher of the students visited recently created mathematics les-
sons about measurement based on information shared by the families during
a Math Family Night (Kyle, Mclntyre, & Moore, 2001). The families con-
tributed favorite dishes to a potluck dinner and brought along the recipes.
The measurements and ingredients then became the basis of problem-solving
activities with solutions presented in some kind of visual way, and each child
developed a recipe book of all the recipes to take home.

Much effort, therefore, focused on providing the kind of support needed
to help the children reach high academic standards and, over time, attain their
(and their families’) educational goals. The following section describes the chil-
dren academically during their first years of school.

Children’s Academic Performance in the Early Years

The documents we collected, including teachers assessments based on
student work, contributed to conclusions about each child’s academic achieve-
ment. All of the data were compiled and analyzed to create a portrait of each
child as a learner and to describe overall performance.

We used the following terms to summarize what the children’s progress
meant: Regressors began the study with low performance and, over the course
of the study, did not gain a year’s worth of academic progress for a year in
school; stuck kids began school at a low or low-average level of work and did
gain a year’s worth for a year in school but no more than that, thus remaining
“stuck” at a low level of school performance; maintainers began school with av-
erage, high-average, or high work and over time maintained their high status;
and leapers gained more than a year’s worth for a year in school, moving from
the low or low-average range to the average or high-average range.

Qualitatively through our many assessments, we found that of the children
in this one classroom (10 originally), none were “regressors,” nine were “stuck,”
one was a “maintainer,” and none were “leapers” in the area of literacy. In
mathematics, none were “regressors,” three were “stuck,” two were “maintain-
ers,” and five were “leapers.”

16
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These data suggest that concerns were warranted about whether the chil-
dren’s long-term academic achievement would be sufficient for reaching the
educational goals stated by their parents. Most were “stuck” in low achieve-
ment in literacy, although their performance in mathematics seemed more
promising. The second follow-up study reported here provides insights about
what, in actuality, happened with seven of these children.

Families and Children as High School Ends
Updates About the Families and Children

Four of the seven families live in different homes than when we first visited,
with one that moved briefly to another state and then returned to live within
two hours of the small town of the original study. Six of the seven families have
remained in that town or nearby.

All families reflect the same socioeconomic conditions that characterized
their lives several years earlier with no major shifts in circumstances. One family
who previously lived in a trailer park now rents a small house in a government-
subsidized neighborhood. Another family previously lived in one apartment
complex and now lives in a different apartment complex. A third family moved
from a very modest house in the small town to a similar house in a high poverty
area of the nearby larger city.

While one family has both parents continuing to work in professional roles,
all other parents work in the same type of clerical, labor, or service industry
jobs they have always held. However, in four of the seven families, the parents
have changed from the job they held when we first visited to a similar job with
another company or business.

Two of the seven families have experienced divorce, with the children cur-
rently residing with the mothers in both instances. Neither mother shared
information about the father nor how the divorce had affected the children or
family situation. None of the families expressed plans for any major changes in
circumstances in the near future.

Involvement With and Perception of Schools

Although most of the parents reported attending sports or other types of
school events that specifically involved their child, they consistently indicated
that their involvement with the schools had diminished during the middle and
then high school years. One parent, indicating she would have liked to have
been more involved, pointed out, “I just couldn’t get away from work.” Anoth-
er, however, placed some of the blame on the schools, sharing that the schools
made less and less an effort to reach out to the families:
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Elementary school, you hear from teachers all the time...middle school
a little less communication, but at the high school you don't hear from
them at all unless they [the children] are being extremely bad and dis-
ruptive. I never did hear from them that way [meaning positively].

The families also found that teachers in the upper grades tended to place less
emphasis on knowing and being responsive to the particular learning styles and
interests of individual children. Several comments captured the parents’ views
of and concerns about the teaching their children had experienced:

Many of the teachers, I don't think motivated him in a good way.... They
went about it in a way that he felt wasn’t working for him....What he
was being taught, there weren't connections made.

In high school, I dont know if the teachers would all help her if she
asked. Theyd say, “This is how to do it, now do it.” That’s not the ap-
proach for a hands-on learner.

Consistently, then, these families found the schools less responsive to their
children’s needs as they proceeded through school into upper grades. Fur-
ther, they found that schools made fewer attempts at communication with the
homes or at working in partnership with the families.

Academic Performance in the Later Years

The families who participated in the recent in-person interviews provided
permission for access to the children’s most recent state level assessment tests as
well as ACT results. (Note: These assessments were not made available by the
parent of the child who moved to a nearby state and was interviewed by phone.
However, the parent noted that the child had made As and Bs in school and
had earned 15 college credits while in high school.) The following table cap-
tures the known assessments of the children in their last years of high school.
State assessments use a four-category system of results which include, from
highest to lowest: distinguished, proficient, apprentice, and novice.

When compared to the students’ earlier portraits as generally “stuck kids”
and “maintainers” in literacy, these results near the end of high school are not
surprising. Only two of the seven students demonstrated consistently profi-
cient performance on state tests; the performance of the others fell in the lower
apprentice and novice categories. Further, in the state where all but one of
these students reside, ACT scores have been established for admissible college
entrance in credit-bearing English and mathematics courses, with 18 being the
required ACT score for English and 19 being the required ACT score in math-
ematics (although a higher score might be needed for a major in mathematics
at some institutions). Only two of the six students whose scores are known met
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this standard for English, and three of the six students met the standard for
mathematics. Since the student (#2 in the Tables) whose scores are unknown
was accepted for college admission, we can assume her scores met the required
standards in her state and by her institution.

Table 2. Academic Results in High School

2007-2008 | 2007-2008 fgz;i?e ?ﬁ iggij:e?i ACT | ACT
Child | Assessment | Assessment ) 2008 | 2008
Math Science Social | On-demand English | Math
Studies Writing
#1 | Apprentice | Apprentice | Apprentice | Apprentice 15 16
#2 | Unknown | Unknown | Unknown | Unknown Un- Un-
known | known
#3 | Apprentice | Novice Novice Apprentice 11 17
#4 | Apprentice | Proficient | Apprentice | Unknown 25 20
#5 | Apprentice | Novice Novice Proficient 8 15
#6 | Proficient | Proficient | Proficient | Apprentice 15 26
#7 | Proficient | Proficient | Proficient | Proficient 19 21

Educational Outcomes and Goals

Visits with and data from the families revealed that all of the children grad-
uated from high school, two from an alternative high school. One girl attended
her district’s alternative school when she became pregnant, and one boy at-
tended the same school because, according to his mother, he needed the more
structured environment to stay focused on his studies. Three applied to and
were accepted for enrollment at a state university and began classes in Fall
2009; one began classes at a community college and intended to transfer to a
university for the next academic year; one (the young woman now taking care
of her new baby) planned to begin community college within the year with the
goal of eventually transferring to a university; one began training to become
an emergency medical technician, and one who already worked as a volunteer
firefighter and a paid firefighter on weekends had been accepted for more ad-
vanced training that would lead to full-time status as a professional firefighter.

In all cases, the parents expressed pride in their children’s accomplishments.
One expressed her feelings this way: “He finished high school and got his di-
ploma. That’s something his daddy couldn’t do. He [the father] didn’t finish
high school, but he got his GED.” Another pointed out, “She finished and got
her education before [the baby] come along. It’s hard to try to go to school and
tag along a baby and, you know, I didn’t want her to have to go through that.”
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Table 3. Post-High School Education or Training

_ Admitted to Community | Plans for -
Admitted to . . Training
Student Coll College with Plans for | Community P
oTeEe College College rogram
#1 X
#2 X
#3 X
#4 X
#5 X
#6 X
#7 X

The parents also felt the goal of their child’s success in either college or oth-
er formal training was an attainable one and would be reached. One parent,
whose daughter is entering training to be an emergency medical technician,
reflected on goals held for her child many years ago when she started kinder-
garten. She recalled, “It’s always been something in the medical field.” Another
parent projected, “He’ll become a full-fledged firefighter....successful—I'm not
saying rich—but in the line of work he really wants.” Yet another parent looked
ahead, “He’ll graduate from college in four or five years and find a career that
would make him happy,” and another joked, “I want her to graduate from col-
lege and support me!”

Insights and Implications About Family Connections and
Student Success

The children in this second follow-up study began school thirteen years
ago with a highly skilled teacher for multiple years, an educational program
designed to be developmentally appropriate, and a teacher who made a con-
certed effort to engage families meaningfully and in a sustained way. Further,
their parents took part in a longitudinal study which focused on valuing par-
ents as experts about their children, learning from and engaging the families,
and changing instruction in ways that connected with what the children and
families knew—all for the purpose of increasing the likelihood of the children’s
academic success.

Having now interviewed seven of the families about their involvement with
schools over time and their current goals for their children, and having ex-
amined the students” assessments of academic progress, what does this study
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reveal? What issues does this study raise about engaging families and the sup-
ports children need both within and external to schools to be academically
successful?

Certainly we cannot claim that having a good start in school with many
things in place to support these students—excellent teacher, well-conceived
program, family visits—can solely explain the rather surprising news that most
of them are either in a college or on a path to get there or in a training pro-
gram. No causality is claimed or even a correlation. However, we can speculate
and wonder a bit.

Even though many of these students were “stuck kids” in literacy at the
end of their primary grade years, many were also “maintainers” or “leapers”
in mathematics. They had the advantage of having a well-respected, skilled
teacher who, although near retirement, was eager to learn the most current,
educationally sound practices for teaching young children. This included
strategies for teaching content as well as strategies for creating a learning en-
vironment based on caring relationships and positive recognition of students’
contributions. Further, most of the students remained in this teacher’s class-
room for their first three years of schooling as part of the continuous progress,
nongraded emphasis of the primary program framework. Perhaps this kind of
start in school exerted a subtle effect on how the students saw themselves as
learners that somehow held beyond those early years.

In addition, these students and their families became well known by the
teacher through multiple visits to their homes. Not only was the family knowl-
edge respected, what was learned from them became more embedded in the
activities of the classroom than might be typical in many classrooms. As a
consequence, these children had an increased opportunity to feel a greater con-
nection with what they were learning (even if they didnt realize it). Also, the
parents had increased opportunities to become engaged with the school and to
feel as if their perspectives were understood. This way of working in partnership
during the primary years might have been more beneficial than initially real-
ized in helping to provide a strong foundation for learning for these children.
We can only speculate about whether their learning over time and eventual
outcomes would have been different if the connections with the families had
not occurred and if the classroom instruction had not been of high quality.

We can also wonder what kind of positive impact on student learning might
have occurred if the middle and high schools the students attended had been
similarly committed to reaching out to the families, learning from them, and
engaging them. The parents consistently reported that communication from
the schools lessened as their children proceeded through the grades. Since
many students begin to slip academically during these later years, efforts to
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establish ongoing communication and effective partnership arrangements be-
come especially critical for student success. Deslandes and Bertrand (2005)
made a similar recommendation based on their survey study of 770 parents of
students in seventh through ninth grade. According to them, “Also of interest
in this study are the perceived invitations from the teachers to motivate parents
to become involved at school” (p. 172).

Efforts of middle and high schools, such as those described in the work
of the National Network of Partnership Schools associated with Johns Hop-
kins University, can provide helpful insights and guidance for others (Epstein,
2007). Further, Deslandes and Bertrand suggest,

The findings call attention to the value of personal teacher—parent con-
tacts for building trusting relationships that will be manifested subse-
quently by parent involvement activities at school and by other forms of

parents’ willingness to help. (p. 173)

However, Hill and Tyson’s (2009) meta-analysis of the kinds of strategies
related to parent involvement in middle schools that promote achievement re-
sulted in findings that addressed the issue in another way. They found that “...a
specific type of involvement, namely academic socialization, has the strongest
positive relation with achievement during middle school” (p. 758). By this they
mean parents conveying to their middle school child their expectations for
achievement, the value of education, effective learning strategies, and goals for
the future. Schools can assist parents in learning useful ways of addressing such
issues. As Hill and Tyson (2009) note,

One of the largest challenges for middle school teachers in their attempts
to involve parents is the large number of parents with whom they must
develop relationships...Academic socialization as a parental involvement
strategy is adaptive for middle school contexts because it is not depen-
dent on the development of deep, high-quality relationships with the
teacher. (p. 759)

Instead, they recommend that schools share information about academic
socialization through communications between the school and home and the
use of electronic means.

Closing Reflection

When we examine the quotes that open this paper and others included
about parents’ early goals for their children, we find that they focused on hopes
of their children finishing high school rather than envisioning college in their
children’s future. Perhaps this was due to their own challenges in reaching the
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goal of high school graduation, and so they wanted this goal for their own
children. Or perhaps the notion of college attendance seemed too far removed
from their family’s frame of reference or experience to even speculate about it.
Or even if college attendance could be seen as a desired goal, perhaps the cost
involved for these mostly poor and working class families made it seem out of
reach. In at least three families, though, and perhaps eventually five, the chil-
dren have essentially surpassed their parents’ earlier goals despite the fact that
the families remain in the same economic conditions they were in 13 years
ago. Somewhere along the way, the children and families set more than a high
school diploma as a goal and, at least for now, an attainable one. Certainly they
recognized that to be meaningfully educated and employed today takes college
preparation or technical training.

Lareau (2000) reported that many educators continue to view some fami-
lies as not caring about education, and this view especially exists about poor
families. However, other studies have refuted the perception that poor families
neither care about nor support their children’s education (Cooper, 2004; Kyle
et al., 2002; McCarthy, 2000; Rogers, 2003; Valdés, 1996). This study offers
further confirmation of such findings. In fact, several of these students seem to
be on their way to breaking through their family histories to reach a new level
of educational attainment.
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The Intersection of Culture and Achievement
Motivation

Elise Trumbull and Carrie Rothstein-Fisch

Abstract

Achievement motivation is something that all members of the school com-
munity want to support in students, however few may recognize that it is
influenced by culture. The very meaning of “achievement” is culturally vari-
able, and the motives that students have for achieving may be quite different,
depending upon their cultural background. The practices of schools tend to
reflect the individualism of the dominant U.S. culture. Many students come
from families that are more collectivistic. Elementary bilingual teachers used a
cultural framework of individualism/collectivism to guide understanding and
innovations related to achievement motivation. Examples illustrate cultural

differences and how they can be bridged.

Key Words: achievement motivation, cultural differences, bridging cultures,
individualism, collectivism, academic goals, social goals, schools, teachers’
practices, parents, Latino, action research, expectations

Introduction

Achievement motivation is an important contributor to students’ academic
success (Pintrich & Schunk, 1996) and, hence, of interest to all stakeholders
in the community of the school. It is well documented that cultural differ-
ences affect achievement motivation (Henderlong & Lepper, 2002; Kaplan,
Karabenick, & DeGroot, 2009; Maehr & Yamaguchi, 2001; Otsuka & Smith,
2005; Urdan & Macehr, 1995). For that reason, parents and teachers may be
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coming at the issue from very different perspectives because of cultural dif-
ferences between home and school (Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008). We
believe that if a school community truly wants to promote the success of all
students, it must recognize how achievement motivation varies culturally with-
in the population it serves.

School personnel need to learn from parents how students have been social-
ized at home to think about academic achievement. At the same time, they can
also help parents understand the culture of the school and the kinds of expecta-
tions schools may have of their children. Such communication is key to forging
continuities between home and school (Shor & Bernhard, 2003; Trumbull,
Rothstein-Fisch, Greenfield, & Quiroz, 2001). In this article, we use a cultural
framework (individualism/collectivism) to explain how Latino immigrant stu-
dents’ achievement motivation may be different from that of their mainstream
American peers. We offer examples from elementary teachers’ classroom-based
research to illustrate how achievement motivation can be approached in a
more culturally responsive way. Our findings come from Bridging Cultures,®'
a teacher collaborative action research project.

What Is Culture?

“Culture” is a contested construct: Nearly everyone believes it exists, but
few can agree on exactly what it is and whether using research about culture
to inform educational decisions is more helpful—leading to insights—or
damaging—leading to stereotypes (Hollins, 1996). Nevertheless, faced with
increasing student diversity and evidence that students from a given cultural
background appear to share certain understandings and “powerfully motivat-
ing sources of their action[s]” (Strauss & Quinn, 1997, p. 3), many educators
are paying attention to culture.

We characterize culture as a dynamic system of values, expectations, and
associated practices that help organize people’s daily lives and mediate their
thoughts and actions. These values, expectations, and practices are learned in
social contexts and are transmitted across generations, even as they are modified
by people within a culture in interaction with people from other cultures and
in the face of new needs (Greenfield, 2009). Cultures are not strictly bounded;
that is, there is considerable overlap in the values, expectations, and practices
of different cultures (Strauss & Quinn, 1997).

Approaches to Achievement Motivation

Achievement motivation theory has been primarily cognitive in nature,
attributing the sources of motivation to individual goals (e.g., Ames, 1992;
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Dweck, 1986; Stipek, 1998). Students are thought to have zask goals (focused
on improvement and mastery) and ability or performance goals (focused on
showing their ability, particularly vis-3-vis other students; Ginsburg-Block,
Rohrbeck, Lavigne, & Fantuzzo, 2008; Mclnerney, Roche, Mclnerney, &
Marsh, 1997). “...[I]mplicit in both mastery and performance goals is a focus
on individualism where priority is given to the goals of individuals” (McIner-
ney et al., 1997, p. 208).

Since the early days of achievement motivation research, theorists have in-
creasingly acknowledged the importance of social influences, such as peers,
family, and community (e.g., Weiner, 1994). Some have identified social aspects
of the classroom that affect motivation (e.g., Matos, Lens, & Vansteenkiste,
2009), including relationships with peers and teachers (Hudley & Daoud,
2008). Covington (2000) points out that social goals may motivate students:
“Like academic goals, the pursuit of social goals can help organize, direct, and
empower individuals to achieve more fully” (p. 178). Covington observes that
students’ desire to achieve for the sake of the group (a prosocial goal) is the ba-
sis for the success of cooperative learning. Covington concludes that prosocial
goals affect achievement directly, as well as in combination with academic goals.
Other social goals are to affiliate with or please others (Kaplan et al., 2009).
Ryan and Deci (2000) include in their theoretical framework “relatedness,” or
social-emotional connection to other people, as a source of motivation. Social
goals should not be trivialized as simply students’ wanting to socialize. Such
goals arise from basic, culture-based values. Conclusions about the relation-
ship between social goals and achievement motivation drawn from research on
dominant culture American students cannot safely be extended to other cul-
tural groups.

Integrating a Cultural Perspective Into Achievement
Motivation Theory

Although the field of achievement motivation has moved beyond a strictly
individualistic perspective to recognizing the role of social factors, it has delved
into the role of culture less deeply. The existing research that does address cul-
ture is largely with post-secondary students and often based in other countries.
However, as the U.S. K-12 population has become more diverse, more atten-
tion is being given to cultural factors here (e.g., Hill & Torres, 2010; Kaplan et
al., 2009; Perreira, Fuligni, & Potochnick, 2010). Our research makes a special
contribution in that it provides an organizing framework for understanding
the findings of previous research and offers empirical examples of elementary
teachers’ innovations field-tested in their own classrooms.
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Research on Achievement Motivation and Culture

It can be argued that culture figures in every factor that has been linked with
achievement motivation (Singelis, 2000). In this section, we review studies that
investigate varying cultural perspectives on the meaning of (a) achievement,
(b) social goals and relationships, (c) education, (d) praise and criticism, and
(e) peer and adult approval in relation to student motivation.

The Variable Value of “Achievement”

The perceived value of “achievement” itself varies culturally. For instance,
it may be valued primarily for promoting future success (job, schooling), as in
Western cultures, or for bringing honor to one’s family, as in Eastern cultures
(Urdan, 2009). Fuligni (2001) found in his research that both Asian and Latin
American adolescents had higher academic motivation than their European
American peers, which he attributed to their “sense of obligation to the fam-
ily” (p. 61). In addition, there are cultural differences in perceptions of what
it takes to achieve—for example, effort versus ability (Heine, Kitayama, &
Lehman, 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), listening versus participating in
dialogue (Greenfield, Quiroz, & Raeff, 2000), collaborating versus working
individually (Salili, 2009).

Social Goals, Relationships, and Motivation

The importance ascribed to social relationships varies widely across cul-
tures. Relationships are, no doubt, important within all cultures, but they play
a relatively stronger role in collectivistic cultures (note: collectivism and its
contrasting counterpart individualism are described below under “The Individ-
ualism/Collectivism Framework”). For instance, in collectivistic cultures like
those of Japan and Mexico, achievement motivation is often correlated with
social versus individual goals (cf., Urdan, 2009).

Positive relationships with peers have been cited as especially important for
the engagement and success of immigrant Latino students (e.g., Garcia-Reid,
Reid, & Peterson, 2005; Sudrez-Orozco, Pimentel, & Martin, 2009). Likewise,
caring relationships with teachers have been cited as particularly important
for Latino students (Conchas, 2001; Gibson & Bejinez, 2002; Sudrez-Orozco
et al., 2009). Research with ethnic “minority” students has shown that per-
ceived teacher support is particularly important to keeping them engaged with
school—literally in school, not dropping out (Hudley & Daoud, 2008). Hud-
ley and Daoud (2008) found that low levels of teacher support (as reported
by students) negatively affected low-socioeconomic status Latino students’ en-
gagement (as reported by teachers). In fact, relationships with teachers were
more strongly related to engagement than were peer relationships.
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Guay, Senecal, Marsh, and Dowson (2005) studied immigrant and non-
immigrant Turkish students in Belgium and found that in comparison to
non-Turkish Belgians they tended to be higher in relatedness. Verkuyten, Thijs,
and Canatan (2001) found that both Dutch adolescents and immigrant Turkish
adolescents in the Netherlands exhibited individual achievement motivation;
however, only the Turkish students also exhibited “family motivation,” a desire
to achieve for the sake of the family (cf., Fuligni, 2001).

Research on immigrant and U.S.-born Latino immigrants found that not
only academic competence but also school belonging and parent involvement
were positively related to achievement motivation (Ibafiez, Kuperminc, Jurkov-
ic, & Perilla, 2004). Numerous other studies have pointed to “belonging” as
an important factor in the school achievement of ethnic “minority” students
(cf., Booker, 2006; Faircloth & Hamm, 2005; Kia-Keating, 2007; Osterman,
2000).

Culturally Differing Notions of “Education”

Research with both Latino students in the U.S. (Reese, Balzano, Gallimore,
& Goldenberg, 1995) and Chinese students in China (Li, 2002) has shown
that “education” is perceived as having a moral dimension in some cultures. Im-
migrant Latino American parents are likely to believe that educacion is meant
to foster a morally developed student and that one cannot be a good student
without being a good person (Reese et al., 1995). Chinese parents are likely
to communicate that education entails “moral striving” (Li, 2002, p. 248),
and their children may feel guilt or shame if they are not motivated to learn.
Likewise, American Indian families tend to believe that education must have
a moral and ethical dimension (Trumbull, Nelson-Barber, & Mitchell, 2002).
European American parents no doubt value their children’s moral develop-
ment, but they are likely to see it as something that is supported in parallel with
cognitive development, not intertwined with it (cf., Greenfield et al., 2000).

Culture and Extrinsic and Intrinsic Motivation

Extrinsic and intrinsic motivation are fundamental constructs in con-
ceptualizations of achievement motivation. “Extrinsic motivation” refers to
engagement” generated by external forces, such as rewards or incentives (Hen-
derlong & Lepper, 2002). “Intrinsic motivation” refers to the performance of
activities for the sake of the pleasure or satisfaction inherent in the activity it-
self (Gottfried, Fleming, & Gottfried, 2001). Both forms of motivation could
be thought of in terms of differing incentives. According to Slavin (2006), an
intrinsic incentive is “[a]n aspect of an activity that people enjoy and therefore
find motivating” (p. 334); an extrinsic incentive is “[a] reward that is external
to the activity, such as recognition or a good grade” (p. 335). Much research
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has shown that more often than not extrinsic rewards undermine intrinsic mo-
tivation (Cameron, Banko, & Pierce, 2001; Deci, Koestner, & Ryan, 1999).
Both extrinsic and intrinsic motivations vary in relation to culture. “[I]nnate
psychological needs for competence and self-determination” are thought to
underlie intrinsic motivation (Deci et al., 2001, p. 3), however even the no-
tion of “self-determination” is culture-bound. Some cultures are much more
“self”-oriented than others (Markus & Kitayama, 1991). And what counts as

an extrinsic motivator, as well as how it is received and used, is also culturally
variable (Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008).

Cultural Differences in the Use of Criticism and Praise as Motivators

It is standard wisdom in the canon of Western child rearing that children
should be praised in order to support development of their self-esteem and
criticized very selectively. This value of praise is also widely espoused in teacher
preparation programs (see popular educational psychology texts, such as Eg-
gen & Kauchak, 2004; Woolfolk, 2004). But criticism and praise are also not
viewed uniformly across cultures. Public praise may make some students feel
uncomfortable because it singles them out from the group and, by implica-
tion, elevates them above their peers (Geary, 2001; Markus & Kitayama, 1991;
Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008). Some students may be more motivated
by critical feedback because their goal is to meet the expectations of their teach-
ers and/or family (Heine et al., 2001). Heine and colleagues (2001) found
that Japanese college students tended to be more self-critical and responsive
to “failure feedback” than Canadian college students, who tended to discount
negative feedback. Whereas Canadian students were “reluctant to conclude
that they had performed worse than their average classmate, Japanese were hes-
itant to conclude that they had performed better” (p. 71). These findings bring
into question the universality of the value of focusing on the positive aspects of
students’ performance.

In a study by Geary (2001), a school counselor intern was tutoring a group
of Latina students in English. “He constantly used praise in a manner that he
felt would be motivating to the young women. However, one of his students
mocked his praise and imitated his comments in a sing-song manner; ‘Good
job,” and then erupted into giggles” (personal communication, March 10, 2000,
based on research reported in Geary, 2001, p. 112). In this example, praise that
was intended to increase students’ achievement motivation had the unlikely re-
sult of eliciting mockery. Thus, it appeared to actually serve as a disincentive.

Differences in Construal of “Adult Approval” and “Peer Approval”

Cultural differences are evident in the meanings of “adult approval” and
“peer approval.” As mentioned above, in many cultures academic achievement
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is valued because it reflects well on the family, and helping one’s peers to succeed
reflects a fundamental value—not a personal psychological need to be accepted
(Elliott & Bempechat, 2002; Kim & Choi, 1994; Trumbull et al., 2001; Urdan
& Maehr, 1995). In such cases, “adult approval” and “peer approval” are better
understood in terms of a set of values very different from those of the dominant
U.S. culture, where academic achievement is quite clearly an individual matter
and where social goals are usually interpreted as being in the service of the self
(Reeve, 2006; Urdan & Macehr, 1995). In other words, the apparently same so-
cial goals may serve different purposes in different cultures.

The Bridging Cultures Project

Examples of the interaction of culture and motivation come from the Bridg-
ing Cultures Project, a longitudinal collaborative action research project. This
work is fueled by theory and research and also contributes to both by its find-
ings in regard to the academic motivation of younger students who share a
particular cultural background. Not only our own examples but also those we
have cited from the literature can be understood with reference to the organiz-
ing cultural framework of individualism and collectivism.

We offer a brief introduction to the project below (an extended description
can be found in Trumbull et al., 2001). The goal of the project was to investi-
gate whether teacher professional development on cultural theory and related
research would result in changes in teachers thinking and practice vis-a-vis their
largely immigrant Latino students from rural or working class backgrounds.’?

The project did not set out to examine impact on specific practices or stu-
dent outcomes (e.g., achievement). The intention was to document closely
over a period of several years whether and how teachers changed in whatever
domains they identified or that became evident through interviews and obser-
vations. The Project research also focused on how the children in each teacher’s
classroom responded to any teacher innovations.

The Individualism/Collectivism Framework
Method

The Bridging Cultures Project introduced teachers to the cultural frame-
work of individualism and collectivism via a series of professional development
workshops and followed changes in teachers’ thinking and practice over a peri-
od of more than five years. Two early parallel studies conducted by psychology
students compared teacher—student and student—student relationships in a
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Bridging Cultures classroom and a matched non-Bridging Cultures classroom
(Correia-Chavez, 1999; Isaac, 1999). Other research spawned by the original
project continues to the present (e.g., Greenfield, Trumbull, Rothstein-Fisch,
Espinoza, & Monterroza, 2011). The project’s primary perspective is ethno-
graphic, although a quasi-experimental design guided an intervention with
teachers and some methods of data collection and analysis.

Individualism and Collectivism: Two Contrasting Systems of Values

Our research uses the framework of individualism—collectivism (I/C)
(Greenfield, 1994; Hofstede, 2001; Triandis, 1989) as a tool for understand-
ing differences between the culture of immigrant Latino students and the
dominant culture, as represented in U.S. schools. The tasks of human devel-
opment have been framed in terms of two fundamentally different cultural
pathways: one individualistic and one collectivistic (Greenfield, 1994; Green-
field et al., 2006). Individualism emphasizes individual identity, independence,
self-fulfillment, and standing out; collectivism emphasizes group identity, in-
terdependence, social responsibility, and fitting in (Greenfield, Keller, Fuligni,
& Maynard, 2003). Individualism is associated with competition and self-
assertion, whereas collectivism is associated with collaboration and respect for
authority (e.g., teachers).

There is, of course, variation within any cultural group, and these gener-
alizations represent idealized versions of value systems. In addition, societies
change in response to new environmental conditions. For example, as societ-
ies become more urban, educated, and industrialized, they tend to move in the
direction of individualistic values (Greenfield, 2009). Despite the dangers of
oversimplification, these constructs (collectivism and individualism) have been
shown to be extremely useful in crystallizing some fundamental differences
that can explain the nature of certain cross-cultural conflicts in the classroom
(e.g., Greenfield et al., 2000; Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008; Trumbull et
al., 2001). Dominant U.S. culture (rooted in Western Europe and reflected
in U.S. classrooms) is highly individualistic. On the other hand, the cultures
of a great many non-dominant cultures in the U.S. are highly collectivistic
(Hofstede, 2001). These cultural orientations play out somewhat differently
in different cultural contexts. For example, the collectivism of Chinese culture
is heavily influenced by Confucianism, which emphasizes early mastery of im-
pulse control in preparation for later academic achievement (Ho, 1994), which
is also strongly valued. Thus, “academic achievement motivation should be ex-
ceedingly strong” (Ho, 1994, p. 293) among Chinese children. The immigrant
students from Mexico and Central America may not be socialized so strongly
to academic achievement, in part because of lack of consistent educational op-
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portunities afforded their parents. What they are likely to have in common
with Chinese students and other Asian-culture students are the values of shar-
ing with and caring for the group, great respect for elders (including teachers),
and modesty about their own accomplishments (Heine, Takata, & Lehman,
2000; Ho, 1994; Roosa et al., 2002).

Participants

Seven Spanish/English bilingual elementary teachers from the greater Los
Angeles area, referred by colleagues or administrators who identified them as
excellent educators, volunteered to participate. Four identified themselves as
Latino and three as European American. Grades kindergarten through fifth
were represented. Teachers’ experience ranged from 5-21 years (M = 12.7
years) at the outset of the project. Teachers began as participants and evolved
into teacher-researchers in the first year of the project. Four “staff” research-
ers conducted the study: a cross-cultural developmental psychologist (Patricia
Greenfield), a Latina immigrant graduate student (Blanca Quiroz), an applied
psycholinguist (Elise Trumbull), and an educational psychologist who is a
teacher educator (Carrie Rothstein-Fisch).

Procedure

Phases of the Project

The Bridging Cultures Project developed in four phases. The first phase in-
cluded three half-day workshops on cultural theory and research spread out
over a period of four months. In the second phase, the seven teacher research-
ers and four staff researchers met every two or three months for four and a half
years to discuss teachers’ thinking and practice. Classroom observations and
interviews took place during this phase as well. During the third phase, which
continues, we (staff researchers and teacher researchers) have disseminated
the findings of the project. The fourth phase involves ongoing collaborations
with graduate students and teachers (including one of the Bridging Cultures
teachers, Ms. Catherine Daley) to investigate a range of questions, including
whether professional development on culture is useful with parents or with
preschool teachers.

Pre- and Post-Assessments

To determine the teachers’ orientation to problem solving based on indi-
vidualistic or collectivistic perspectives, at the beginning of the first workshop
they were given a pre-assessment consisting of four problem scenarios to be re-
solved (Raeff, Greenfield, & Quiroz, 2000). A parallel set of problem scenarios
was administered at the end of the third workshop. Figures 1 and 2 below show
scenario examples.
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Figure 1. The Classroom Jobs Scenario (Pre-test)

It is the end of the school day, and the class is cleaning up. Denise isn’t feeling
well, and she asks Jasmine to help her with her job for the day, which is cleaning
the blackboard. Jasmine isnt sure that she will have time to do both jobs.

What do you think the teacher should do?

Figure 2. The Dinner Scenario (Post-test)

Dennis is the first one home in the afternoon. when his mother gets home at 7,
she finds that Dennis has not started cooking dinner yet. When she asks Dennis
why he didn’t get dinner started, Dennis says he wasn’t hungry.

What do you think his mother should do?

The Professional Development

Teachers were taught about the I/C framework and research based on it dur-
ing a series of three half-day workshops that were videotaped and documented
in field notes. They were encouraged to explore whether the framework could
be used to understand their own cultures and the cultures of students and
school—and if so, in what ways. The professional development was not pre-
scriptive, that is, no suggestions were made as to what might constitute an
improvement in classroom practice based on cultural knowledge. Hence, teach-
ers could not “tell researchers what they wanted to hear.” Experimentation and
innovation were left completely up to the teachers, and a “reflective practice”
approach (Schén, 1983) was used to foster teachers’ development. They were
introduced to ethnography as a tool for learning about their students’ cultural
communities from parents and family as well as students themselves.

Ethnography is a research method used by anthropologists. In brief, it
entails learning about a cultural group directly from members of that group
and from direct observation. An ethnographic approach is non-judgmental,
and when teachers engaged in ethnography, they suspended their role as ex-
perts, looking to parents and students as experts on their own culture. They
became participant-observers in their own classrooms as they documented
how students responded to various instructional and organizational strategies
(Trumbull et al., 2001). This non-judgmental approach resulted in changes in
perceptions, understanding, and educational practice (Trumbull, Greenfield,
Rothstein-Fisch, & Maynard, 1999; Trumbull et al., 2001).
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Videotape Documentation and Discourse Analysis

The professional development sessions and one follow-up meeting were vid-
eotaped. Discourse analysis of videotape transcripts documented changes in
the ways teachers talked about “culture.”

Classroom Observations

In the two years following the workshops, all teachers were observed in
their classrooms by staff researchers at least twice for two to four hours dur-
ing each visit. The protocol for each observation was guided by teachers’ prior
claims regarding changes in practices. For instance, if a teacher was focusing
on increasing the involvement of parent volunteers and improving relation-
ships with parents, we observed during times when parents would be in the
classroom, asked the teacher for documentation of parent visits, and asked
post-observation interview questions related to that topic. Observers met with
each teacher to debrief immediately after the observation (typically during the
teacher’s lunch or preparation time). Intensive interviews with each teacher
were also conducted during phase two, organized around the topics of cross-
cultural conflict and teachers’ changed practices.

Results

All of the teachers shifted dramatically from a very strong individualistic
orientation (85% of responses) on the pre-assessment to one that was either
much more collectivistic (50% of responses) or balanced in individualis-
tic and collectivistic perspective (43% of responses) on the post-assessment
(Rothstein-Fisch, Trumbull, Quiroz, & Greenfield, 1997). Discourse analysis
showed changes in teachers’ understanding of “culture,” including recognition
that they themselves “had culture” and that their choices in the ways they de-
signed their instruction reflected cultural perspectives (Trumbull et al., 1999).

The observations provided evidence of practices that the teachers actually
used, corroborating their claims during interviews and group meetings of the
ways that they were guided by an understanding of their students’ home cul-
tures. Although we do not have data on these teachers’ practices prior to their
involvement with Bridging Cultures, their reports of new practices and percep-
tions are in harmony with changes on the pre- and post-assessments of cultural
knowledge and the changes in their discourse about culture documented in the
videotapes. (For an expanded exploration of results, see Isaac, 1999; Trumbull,
Diaz-Meza, & Hasan, 2000; Trumbull et al., 1999, 2001, 2002; Trumbull,
Rothstein-Fisch, & Hernandez, 2003.)
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Examples from Bridging Cultures Classrooms Related to
Achievement Motivation

Example 1: Reframing the Meaning of an External Motivator

The following example is drawn from a third-grade classroom in Southern
California, serving an almost exclusively immigrant Latino population (Roth-
stein-Fisch, Trumbull, Isaac, Daley, & Pérez, 2003). The teacher, Mrs. Amada
Pérez, is a Mexican immigrant who came with her family to the United States
as a young child. Our exposition weaves back and forth between Mrs. Pérez’s
thinking and practice and the children’s behaviors.

During an observation in Pérez’s class, a star chart was noticed. The chart
documented how many multiplication math facts each third grade child had
successfully memorized and could repeat in a specified time. Students’ prog-
ress was tracked by the placement of metallic stars next to each child’s name
corresponding to his or her level of achievement. The chart appeared to be an
individualistic way to motivate children to master their multiplication facts.
The observer asked Mrs. Pérez about its use. She explained:

For many years I had known about having charts where children’s names
are up, and they collect stars when they pass different things, especially
used in math....I went ahead and tried it, but I was never happy with it,
and it wasn’t always completed. For a while, I put it on the inside of the
closet door. It was a struggle for me, but I didn't know why.*

Mrs. Pérez had learned about using the chart as an extrinsic motivator to
prompt a desire in students to demonstrate individual achievement. But it did
not seem to work in the way expected, and she struggled to figure out what
to do with it. Mrs. Pérez continued, “I realized that it was based on extrinsic
motivation, and I wanted intrinsic motivation. So as time passed, I just quit
using the chart completely.”

Retooling the Purpose and Use of the Star Chart

Originally, Mrs. Pérez’s only frame of reference for understanding the lack
of motivational value of the chart was the dimension of extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation. She did not have other frameworks for understanding what might
influence children’s motivation. Then, she encountered the cultural framework
of individualism and collectivism in the Bridging Cultures Project and saw it
as a source of understanding why the star chart may have bombed as a motiva-
tional tool. She observed:

Then years passed, and I went to Bridging Cultures. And I started learn-
ing another way of thinking, and I started learning about the success of
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groups collectively....I decided to try bringing [the chart] out again, to
use the power of the group to help everybody succeed.

Equipped with a new understanding of culture, and in particular the collec-
tivism of her students, Mrs. Pérez reconceptualized the chart—from a means
of encouraging students to earn more stars for themselves to a visual aid that
stimulated and encouraged the children to think about achievement motiva-
tion as a group issue.

We all looked at the chart together and talked about it.... The students
asked, “Wouldn't it be neat if it would be a solid block of stars and the
whole chart was filled in?” and everybody said, “Yeah, yeah, that would
be so neat.”

From the children’s collectivistic perspective, the chart seemed to be a potential
motivator for group achievement rather than individual achievement. The
children’s academic motivation was apparently tied to a social goal: whole-
group success. Their concern was not the individual lines of stars for any one
student, but the entire chart, representing the whole class.

To accomplish their shared goal, the students decided on a buddy system
to support learning of their math facts. The more advanced students would
help/tutor those still learning. When both tutor and tutee decided the tutee
was ready, the student would sign up to be time-tested on his or her multipli-
cation facts.

[During the testing process,] [tlhey were allowed to bring their bud-
dy [or group] up for moral support. While the buddy watched—they
weren't allowed to say anything—the person being tested experienced
success most of the time....Nobody tried to whisper the answer. They
had tremendous self-control. When they passed, they hugged each other

and gave words of encouragement.

The testing situation itself included several opportunities for a collectivistic
approach to learning, but no one transgressed the rule of individual perfor-
mance, once it was time for testing. According to Mrs. Pérez,

This went on until we achieved a 100% up to a certain point [on the
chart]. The kids were ecstatic. They achieved a whole block of stars! A
day of celebration—they were even more encouraged to go on. In third
grade, they only have to go up to the 5’s. Many went to the 12s. All got
to the 6%s...they went beyond the requirement. It was extremely excit-
ing....How could I have not done that all these years? I didn't have the
clear knowledge of the framework of individualism and collectivism. I
continue to use that.
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A Seamless System

During a visit to Mrs. Pérez’s classroom, the second author observed the
individual testing and one more motivational component to the star chart.
Students successful in their timed math facts rang a bell to signal the placing of
a star on the group chart. The entire class stopped working, looked up, clapped
to acknowledge another star on “their” chart, and seamlessly returned to their
task. They did not appear to be distracted by the bell or to show a great deal of
interest in the actual star that was going up on the chart; instead they seemed
to recognize the child who had accomplished something meaningful.

Example 2: Another Case of Reframing an Individual Reward as a
Group Reward

In another Bridging Cultures classroom, Mrs. Elvia Hernandez’s combined
class of K-1*-2"-grade students, motivation took another turn toward the
group. This time, the students’ desire to share a tangible reward with each
other superseded the appeal of an individual reward (Rothstein-Fisch & Trum-
bull, 2008). On the basis of desirable behavior, students were able to earn fake
money that could be used to purchase rewards. However, they preferred to
pool their money rather than use it individually:

They always gave the money to the banker. When they purchased some-
thing, they thought about what they could buy to share. In the case of
a coloring book, they wondered about ripping out the pages and thus
turning the book into worksheets and not a book at all. (Rothstein-Fisch
& Trumbull, 2008, p. 97)

Example 3: Offering a Social Reward Responsive to Cultural Values

Another example comes from the 4"-5"-grade classroom of Ms. Marie
Altchech (Rothstein-Fisch & Trumbull, 2008). Though she had used group
rewards in the past, that practice took on new form and meaning as a result
of her involvement with the Bridging Cultures Project. In one long-standing
practice, table clusters of four students each were able to earn points for good
behavior towards a reward of their choosing. Over time, Ms. Altchech had dis-
covered that the most desired reward in her classroom was the opportunity to
have lunch with her. She says,

I let them make the decision [about what would motivate them] and the
students said “free time,” or “art.” Once I suggested maybe lunch with
me, the children wanted that above all else. Eventually, they all earned
the points to have lunch, so everyday I sit with different tables outside
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during lunch, and I can see their table manners and chitchat. Now I
don’t need table points for any reason, I just enjoy listening to them dur-
ing lunchtime.

In this case, the reward for good behavior or task completion was effective
because the students successfully changed the reinforcement paradigm. First,
the teacher rewarded the students with a special lunch with her—something
more desirable than even free time or art. But then Mrs. Altchech’s perspective
shifted. First, she found that she enjoyed the special, unstructured time with
the students. Second, she came to realize that the point system might not be
necessary—that the opportunity to eat lunch with the teacher was the only re-
ward students wanted and that a token economy used to buy and sell an array
of rewards was superfluous.

Example 4: Selecting “Family” Topics as an Incentive to
Engagement and Performance

Bridging Cultures teachers say that activities and materials that incorporate
a focus on family are highly motivating to their students. Fourth-grade teacher
Mr. Giancarlo Mercado selects stories from the basal reader that focus on fam-
ily. “Las Manfanitas” is a story about a boy from a family of migrant workers.
The boy always knows when the family is about to move, because dozens of
cardboard boxes appear in their house. Mr. Mercado asked his students how
many of them thought the boy should stay with friends if he could when his
family moved, so that he could keep going to the same school and keep up aca-
demically and how many thought the boy should move and help his family. All
28 students raised their hands for the latter alternative. Mr. Mercado says that
students were riveted by this story (Trumbull et al., 2000).

Mrs. Pérez noticed that when 3™-grade students wrote about family experi-
ences, they tended to write more than when asked to write about “what it’s like
to be a good friend” on the district-wide writing assessment. She says,

I suggested [at a faculty meeting] that their richest experiences were with
their families. Many have been to Mexico or to a family event like a
birthday or baptism. I drafted a question on the spot, and it got accepted
[by the district]. “Write about an experience that you had with your
family. Be sure to include who, what, where, when, and how.” [This was
parallel to the structure of the district assessment’s prompt.] We got a lot
of production. Individual scores jumped—some from 4 to 17 points,
demonstrating better language use, punctuation, capitals, vocabulary,
and quotation marks. (Trumbull et al., 2000, p. 18)
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Example 5: Competition vs. Collaboration: Contrasting a Bridging
Cultures and Non-Bridging Cultures Classroom

Another example of students” collaboration comes from the classroom of
2".-grade teacher Ms. Catherine Daley. In her classroom, during large- and
small-group instructional activities, students were encouraged to help each
other learn and show what they have learned. For instance, in preparing for
annual district-wide tests, students worked together on practice test items. Ms.

Daley explained:

We would put the question on the board or overhead and work on it as
a group. Or just work out of one booklet—but always in a group. I still
do this. I prefer to work my class in small or whole groups. Little by little
we move away from the whole group as we get ready for the actual test. I
make sure to explain to the students what changes are going to occur re-

garding group and individual work. (Rothstein-Fisch et al., 2003, p. 135)

Observed during such cooperative activities in Ms. Daley’s classroom, stu-
dents were clearly engaged; there was no misbehavior or need for Ms. Daley to
reprimand students. The activity went with the “cultural flow,” which is for the
children to work together for group success. When it comes time for the formal
test, Ms. Daley reminds the students that they cannot help each other—that
this is a time to show what they can do independently.

Insights about effective (or ineffective) motivational practices came not only
from the Bridging Cultures teachers but also from a comparison 2™-grade class-
room of primarily immigrant Latino students. A student of one of the Bridging
Cultures researchers spent dozens of hours videotaping in this 2™-grade class-
room as part of the research for her senior honors thesis (Isaac, 1999). One
event she captured and recounted at a Bridging Cultures meeting crystallized
the contrast between a culturally aware approach to achievement motivation
and one that is based on a set of dominant-culture values.

The teacher organizes students in two teams to compete with each other
to solve addition problems on the blackboard. Children are lined up in
two rows, many of them looking anxiously at each other. Even though
the children are in teams, they are not allowed to help each other. Chil-
dren (one from each team) take turns going to the blackboard; when
friends nearby try to give encouragement or help with solving the prob-
lem, the teacher shushes them with the admonition that they need to
show independently what they know. As each student team representa-
tive approaches the board, the children shout “Ooooh,” indicative of
the pressure this activity evoked. Some of the children position them-
selves as if praying. The two children at the board are actually competing
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with each other without any help or support from their group members,
which visibly results in stress. (Rothstein-Fisch et al., 2003, p. 134)

The competitive framing of the task clearly does not result in the kind of en-
gagement the teacher is most certainly seeking. Moreover, as Isaac (1999) re-
ports, throughout the extended period of observation in this classroom, the
teacher spent what seemed to be an inordinate amount of time managing the
students’ behavior. Her immigrant Latino students’ natural inclinations to
help each other were met constantly with admonitions to work independently.
With an apparent view of learning as a strictly individual matter, the teacher
did not perceive the possibilities of student collaboration, nor did she have a
cultural framework for understanding the likely source of the students’ behav-
iors or why some instructional activities might not be motivating for them

(Isaac, 1999).

Discussion

To understand why a classroom practice or tool may be motivating or not,
one needs to know something about the students involved. Social contex-
tual factors such as geography, economics, ethnic/racial composition of the
school, the culture of the school, teachers” perception of cultural differences,
and school relations with parents undoubtedly affect motivation either directly
or indirectly. Historical and structural realities also affect students’ engagement
with schooling and their achievement motivation. Immigrant Latino students
like those in the Bridging Cultures study “often encounter ill-equipped learn-
ing environments, inadequate instructional materials, ineffective teachers, and
defiant peer subcultures...” (Conchas, 2001, p. 475). Conversely, supportive
high-level academic opportunities are associated with higher expectations on
the part of such students (Conchas, 2001).

Here, we have focused on cultural values, expectations, and practices to
which a child has been socialized at home as one source of differences in
achievement motivation. In a sense, parents help to set their children on a
developmental path that may or may not parallel the path established by the
dominant culture (Greenfield, 1994; Greenfield et al., 2006). For a family from
the dominant culture, this path maps to the largely individualistic and inde-
pendent orientation of schools. However, for more collectivistic families who
socialize their children to identify with their group, work together for the good
of the many, and relate interdependently, there is an inherent conflict with the
individualistic values implicit in the traditional U.S. schooling process.
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Analyzing the Examples From the Bridging Cultures Classrooms

In Example 1, the retooling of the use of the star chart in Mrs. Perezs class-
room is evidence of collectivistic students” orientation to “group” rather than
“individual” and their tendency to reinterpret a motivational strategy in their
own terms. Harry Triandis, a pioneer in cross-cultural psychology, notes, “Peo-
ple who have been raised in collective cultures tend to ‘cognitively convert
situations into collective settings; people who have been raised in individual-
istic cultures tend to convert situations into individualistic settings” (Triandis,
1995, cited in Otsuka & Smith, 2005, p. 95). This seems to be exactly what
these 3"-graders were doing.

The use of the star chart (responsive to students’ wanting a solid block of
stars) as well as the buddy system for studying and support during testing
show how social (group) goals merged with academic goals (see Covington,
2000, cited earlier). Being together as a group and working interdependent-
ly apparently fulfilled students’ social goals (including positive relationships),
but mastering subject matter seemed equally important to them (Covington,
2000). Why was the bell-ringing process important at all? Our interpretation
is that students wanted to acknowledge their classmate’s accomplishment be-
cause it contributed to the success of the whole group. The value of helping or
of being helped is central throughout this example. First, children responded
immediately to the need of a buddy for assistance. Second, they also wanted
to help during the assessment phase, as moral supports; third, this inclina-
tion generalized to the whole table group. Their behavior is not surprising,
given that children from working-class immigrant Latino families are typical-
ly expected to take on considerable responsibility by the age of seven to help
younger siblings (Delgado-Gaitan, 1994). Yet, as potent as the helpfulness val-
ue is to these children, it is also evident that they knew and accepted what the
rules of the school were—that helping with answers during the test was pro-
hibited (Trumbull et al., 2003).

In both Example 1 (star chart) and Example 2 (students’ pooling money),
individual rewards were translated into group rewards or a reward that benefits
a member of the group, as needed, rather than on the basis of individual merit.
Teachers’ awareness of the collectivistic culture of students permitted them to
see the logic of the students’ approach and to allow the changes to take place.

Students’ behavior in these situations can also be construed as an outcome
of a particular cultural form of childrearing in which social/ethical learning is
seen as inseparable from cognitive/academic learning. In a study of immigrant
Mexican and Central American parents, Goldenberg and Gallimore (1995)
found that many parents did not distinguish between education as schooling
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and education as upbringing. One parent said, “The two things [formal study
and moral rectitude] go hand in hand....It would be impossible to get to the
university if one doesn’t have good behavior, if one isn't taught to respect oth-
ers...” (Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1995, p. 198).

Example 3 (in which students chose lunch with their teacher, Ms. Altchech,
over other rewards) illustrates the value of student—teacher personal relation-
ships. On many occasions, Bridging Cultures researchers had documented how
Mrs. Altchech served as an academic advocate for her students—going to bat
for them to gain access to academic opportunities, including placements in
middle school following fifth grade. Yet, that role differed from the “personal
relationship” role that grew as she came to examine more critically what kept
her students engaged and connected to school.

Example 4 shows the power of linking instruction and assessment to stu-
dents’ value of “family.” Mrs. Pérez’s suggested revision of a district writing
assessment prompt showed that when school activities connect with students’
deep values, they may be more motivating and achievement may well be affect-
ed. Her innovation resulted in actual improvement in academic performance
on the revised district writing assessment prompt. It is standard educational
wisdom to make connections to students’ inzerests and to build on their prior
knowledge during instruction (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 1999); however,
the practices of Mrs. Pérez and Mr. Mercado reflect an understanding of how
connecting to students’ deeply held values can be powerfully motivating. Exam-
ple 5, a set of contrasting examples, is illustrative of not only what can go right
when students’ cultural orientation is considered in the classroom but what can
go wrong when it is not. Allowing students to help each other (Ms. Daley’s test
prep activities, in this case) seems to tap into students’ natural inclinations—
for a productive result. But framing an instructional activity for collectivistic
students as competitive appears to backfire. It is worth noting that numerous
researchers have come to the conclusion that a performance-oriented approach
to motivation, which often takes the form of promoting competition, is not
generally productive for any students (Brophy, 2005; Meece, Anderman, &
Anderman, 2000).

Considerations for Teachers

Recognition of cultural discontinuities between home and school on the
part of teachers and willingness to bridge them are conditions for reducing
students’ sense of disconnection from school and for the enhancement of mo-
tivation (Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008). Once teachers understand the
social goals their students may have, based on the kinds of cultural values they
have been socialized to embrace, they can organize activities to capitalize on
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those goals and maximize students’ achievement motivation. When students
are allowed to transform reward systems to be more in line with their own val-
ues, they may be more likely to work toward learning goals.

Cultural factors do not determine achievement motivation, nor can stu-
dents’ motivation reliably be inferred from their group affiliation or even their
behaviors. For example, recent research and theory related to African American
students suggests a complex interaction among cultural values, racial identity,
perceptions of opportunity to learn, teacher expectations, private vs. public
identity, and gender (Cokley, Komarraju, King, Cunningham, & Muhammad,
2003; Graham, 1997). Culture is but one important part of the picture.

At least three other considerations must be highlighted. First, the cultural
roots of achievement motivation for many students from non-dominant cul-
tures are likely to be most evident in the early years of schooling, before they
have become more deeply familiar with a new set of expectations and practices.
By the time they are in secondary school, many students from non-dominant
cultures have effectively become cultural “hybrids” (Andriessen, 2006). They
have absorbed ways of functioning that reflect both their home culture and
school culture; however, fundamental values (e.g., group vs. individual orienta-
tion) tend to persist throughout life (Greenfield & Cocking, 1994). If students
are left torn between the cultural values of the school (that their parents may
not understand) and the cultural values of their home (that their teachers and
school staff may not understand), then disengagement from one or both sys-
tems—home and school—can occur (Hudley & Daoud, 2008; Warzon &
Ginsburg-Block, 2008). Such disengagement may be avoidable if teachers rec-
ognize potential sources of conflict and make invisible cultural values (such as
when it is appropriate to help and share and when it is not) explicit to young
children early on in the educational process. As discussed earlier, relationships
with teachers may continue to be important throughout their schooling years
as deterrents to dropping out (Hudley & Daoud, 2008).

Second, we should caution that although we have presented individualism
and collectivism as contrasting value systems, they are not two ends of a spec-
trum in terms of how they operate in people’s lives. “What comes closer to the
truth is that both collectivistic and individualistic tendencies co-exist” in any
culture (Ho, 1994, p. 305).

A third consideration is germane to any group of students: What teachers
assume to be necessary or useful extrinsic motivators may be neither necessary
nor effective. Many teachers have been steeped in the remnants of a behavior-
ist paradigm, which emphasizes the relationship between tangible rewards and
behavior. The examples recounted here (as well as previous research) seem to
suggest that teachers need to be cautious in their assumptions about (a) the
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need for tangible rewards, and (b) how they may or may not mediate achieve-
ment motivation.

Conclusion

If high academic achievement for all students is a goal, then achievement
motivation theory must move beyond a cultural universalist stance to the rec-
ognition that cultural values influence students’ social and academic goals.
Rather than focusing only on students as the source of cultural difference, “[it]
would be wise to turn our lens from the individual to the institution to under-
stand the ways school culture can support achievement motivation among all
students” (Hudley & Daoud, 2008, p. 191). The cultural variability one sees
in orientation to achievement parallels cultural differences in what counts as
school success. Cultures that socialize their children to put relatively greater
emphasis on the group than the individual also often tend to have notions
of success that integrate the social and moral dimensions with cognitive and
academic dimensions of development. Social goals can best be understood in
students” sociocultural contexts, as reflecting families’ and communities’ im-
plicit validation of particular developmental pathways (Greenfield, 2009). In
the case of the immigrant Latino students taught by Bridging Cultures teach-
ers, the collectivistic values of group success, supported by cooperation and a
general orientation to help others, were fundamental to students’ social goals—
and to what would motivate them to achieve in school.

Improving schooling for students from ethnolinguistic minority groups
cannot be accomplished, we argue, without attention to how fundamental
child development goals of such groups are understood. Attempts to systemat-
ically assess how motivation affects achievement or school satisfaction need to
take into consideration students’ cultures, the culture of schools, the relation-
ship between the two, and how that relationship can be positively mediated by
teachers’ actions (Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008).

Additional research that uses the individualism-collectivism framework in
new contexts could shed light on the complex relationships among teacher
practices, home practices, achievement motivation, culture, and many other
contextual factors—at the levels of student, classroom, school, community,
and society. Such research could be designed to answer such questions as,
“What are some possible ways to increase student motivation and engagement,
based on an understanding of students’ home-culture values?” “What teacher
(or peer) behaviors are associated with more/less student engagement in class-
room activities, given students from particular backgrounds?” “In classrooms
of multiple cultures, what strategies ensure that the achievement motivation of
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all students is maximized?” “Is academic achievement, measured in a range of
ways, improved by the use of culturally responsive motivation strategies?”

It is known that pro-social behaviors (such as helpfulness, sharing, kind-
ness, and cooperation) are associated with higher achievement (Caprara,
Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, Bandura, & Zimbardo, 2000, cited in Miles & Sti-
pek, 2006; Ginsburg-Block et al., 2008; Miles & Stipek, 2006; Solomon,
Bacttistich, Watson, Schaps, & Lewis, 2000). Hence, another research ques-
tion worth investigating is, “Can more individualistic European Americans
expand the degree to which they are motivated by contributing to the well-
being of the group?” Some research suggests that indeed they can (Solomon
et al., 2000). If the kinds of strategies teachers used and permitted their im-
migrant Latino students to use work for dominant culture students, so much
the better. Such an outcome would not mean that a universalist approach to
achievement motivation is appropriate for all students (i.e., business as usual).
This has not worked in other areas, such as mathematics and science instruc-
tion, where Latino and African American students continue to lag behind their
White peers on such national indicators as NAEP (National Assessment of Ed-
ucational Progress, 2005, 2009). Yet, when instruction has made explicit links
to minority students’ experience, it has proven to be engaging and successful
in terms of academic achievement with both minority and majority students
(e.g., Brenner, 1998; Lipka & Adams, 2004; Nelson-Barber & Lipka, 2008).

The framework of individualism/collectivism is a starting point for un-
derstanding basic cultural differences, but it is likely to be most useful in
combination with other theoretical constructs from a range of disciplines. In
this paper, we have drawn largely from literature in the fields of education, psy-
chology, and anthropology. We have used a range of largely qualitative methods
associated with these fields. However, sociology and sociolinguistics, among
other fields, may also yield constructs and research tools that are useful in re-
search on student achievement motivation. For example, discourse analysis (a
sociolinguistic technique, Gee, 1996), is a powerful means of documenting not
only changes in teachers’ thinking but also students’ variations in classroom
participation within and across time frames during different kinds of activities
(Trumbull et al., 1999).

Insights into student’s achievement motivation are more likely to emerge,
we believe, from classroom-based efforts that depend more upon naturalistic
observation and teacher and student interviews than experimental methods.
At the very least, such multifaceted qualitative methods will complement more
experimental approaches. In research on assessment, for instance, mixed meth-
ods (quantitative/experimental and qualitative/ethnographic) have yielded
important understanding about not only middle-school students’ mathematics
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performance, but also about their thought processes during the completion of
educational tasks (Trumbull et al., 2002).

In the context of the continued achievement gap that separates domi-
nant culture students from their non-dominant culture peers, it behooves
achievement motivation researchers to persevere with efforts to deepen our
understanding of what motivates students—in particular, efforts to examine
how cultural differences and educational responses to them are associated with
different patterns in achievement motivation as well as academic achievement.

Endnotes

! Bridging Cultures is a registered trademark of WestEd and four researchers, Patricia Green-
field, Carrie Rothstein-Fisch, Elise Trumbull, and Blanca Quiroz.

*According to Hudley and Daoud (2008), engagement is a “motivational construct that in-
dexes the persistence and quality of students’ involvement in learning activities” (p. 191). They
identify two components to engagement: behavior and affect. Behavior is what students do to
stay involved with learning. Affect is the attitudes they hold toward “academic activities and
achievement striving” (p. 191).

3The term “Latino” masks great economic, social, geographic, and historical diversity among
a group that shares aspects of ethnic and linguistic identity (Roosa, Morgan-Lopez, Cree, &
Specter, 2002).

*Quotations not attributed to a source are from field notes and teacher interviews.
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Identity Border Crossings Within School
Communities, Precursors to Restorative
Conferencing: A Symbolic Interactionist Study

Kimberly Giaudrone Haney, Joy Thomas, and Courtney
Vaughn

Abstract

Our study uses an interdisciplinary theoretical lens to understand the com-
plexity of community building as a precursor to restorative practices. Key to
these measures is that offenders take responsibility for their actions and un-
dergo reintegration into the school community. Yet, until these students feel
they belong to the school community in the first place, “re”integration is moot.
Thus, we interviewed 14 adults who had been school offenders, asking them
what might have been done to make them feel a part of school, and then we
focused analytically on the symbolic interactions they described. We first pres-
ent their stories as vignettes using their own words to make illustrative points.
Weaving interview data throughout fictional research writing (FRW), we con-
clude with classroom dialogical groups and restorative circles that illustrate
how educators could develop communities where our participants could have
seen themselves in others.

Key Words: identity, border crossings, schools, classroom, community, restor-
ative conferencing, symbolic, interactions, interactionist, practices, responsi-
bility, engagement, behaviors, offenders, fictional research writing, dialogical
groups, teachers, shame, belonging, bullying, dropout prevention, social, emo-
tional, development, culture, climate
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Introduction

When school infractions occur, antithetical to retribution, restorative prac-
tices rely heavily on circle/conferencing group encounters. With pre-conference
preparation, victims, offenders, and their supporters encourage a wrongdoer to
take responsibility for the infraction. The group then determines how s/he can
make amends (Braithwaite, 2000; Braithwaite & Mugford, 1994; Retzinger &
Scheff, 1996). This is a social process, theoretically and practically, that intends
to mend a school’s cultural fabric. Yet flurries of scholars have debated the en-
nobling or debilitating role that “reintegrative shaming” and subsequent guilt
can have on offenders before, during, and after restorative conferencing (e.g.,
Harris, Walgrave, & Braithwaith, 2004, p. 192; Stokkom, 2002).

Springing largely from Erikson’s (1950) seminal work on identity develop-
ment, some researchers remind readers that an infant’s failure to experience
autonomy and a toddler’s inability to achieve initiative result in negative con-
sequences: shame and guilt, respectively (Maxwell & Morris, 2002). Other
scholars make distinctions between the two, claiming one or the other can
lead to productive empathy, remorse, and subsequent restorative action (Har-
ris et al., 2004; Moore, 1997; Parker & Thomas, 2009; Retzinger & Scheff,
1996; Scheff & Retzinger, 1991; Tangney, Wagner, Hill-Barlow, Marschall, &
Gramzow, 1996). Initially Braithwaite and others painstakingly discriminate
between effective and derisive shaming. The former focuses on the offense it-
self and reintegrates the recalcitrant student back into the school, whereas the
latter results in stigmatizing (Braithwaite, 2000). Yet in later work, Braithwaite
and other scholars acknowledge that the emotional volatility involved in a re-
storative conference can be hard to handle and devolve into both the offender
or victim feeling negatively shamed (Harris et al., 2004; Morrison, 2006; Stok-
kom, 2002).

Irrespective of this debate, no restorative process can “re”integrate a victim
or offender back into the classroom culture of which s/he never felt a part. In
this article we select a group of 14 formerly disaffected students and uncover
their stories of rejection and a few of acceptance to determine how educators
might have encouraged an inviting classroom community. The reader will meet
each of them through individual vignettes laced with their own words. Follow-
ing the edicts of fictional research writing (FRW), we also use the participants’
narratives or paraphrased statements, always nesting both within the original
context, to create scenarios of a positive classroom community building circle
and successful restorative conference (Spindler, 2008). In so doing, we answer
Harris’ (2001) call for more qualitative research on the restorative conferenc-
ing process and the multiple symbolic gestures of acceptance that could foster
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belonging rather than isolation. We also echo Carr-Chellman, Beabout, Almei-
da, and Gursoy (2009) who contend that the perspectives from those rendered
silent, such as the prisoner population in their study, can help schools create
effective and just educational systems.

Theoretical Lenses

Various theoretical lenses emphasize these ideas and shed light on impor-
tant details in our interviews. A healthy school culture evolves from continuous
dialogue conducted on mutually constructed ground. Violence, bigotry, and
hatred have no place within this safe clearing (Martin, 2002). With this in
mind, planned or everyday interactions between and among teachers, ad-
ministrators, and their students involve cultural bookkeeping where people
continuously construct individual and group identities, minimizing liabilities
and maximizing assets. Martin calls this “an exchange of gifts” (2002, pp. 133,
134, 139).

Although we are optimistic, achieving this goal is no small task. Giroux
(1994) laments that at the twentieth century’s end, “public schools have been
unable to open up the possibility of thinking through the indeterminate char-
acter of the economy, knowledge, culture, and identity” (Modernist Schools
section, para. 9). Abes, Jones, and McEwen (2008) point out that identity
consists of multiple self-perceptions in a number of areas such as race, gender,
ethnicity, and family or school, to name a few. Each person may bring one
aspect of him/herself into a particular human interaction. Although, to un-
derstand how teacher—student identities can act in concert or be at odds, we
also find a few singular identity development models helpful. For example, a
Caucasian teacher has recognized her entitled upbringing and in the spirit of
overcompensation she explains to an African American student that she under-
stands his history of discrimination. Suspicious of what might be racism veiled
as benevolence, the student recoils (Banks, 1994; Cross, 1978; Helms, 1995).
In our newly reconstructed classroom communities, through self-reflection,
both teachers and students are aware of their current identity development sta-
tus and the potential conflicts that could result. In so doing, they could come
to view each other as evolving in community (Zehr, 2009).

Methodology
Symbolic Interactionism

Symbolic interaction provides the methodological lens for our study. It
holds that humans construct themselves through continuous communication
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with others. For example, Mead (1908/1909), a sociologist, and Dewey (Sha-
lin, 1988, 2003/2000), a philosopher, see the “social situation [as] an organic
whole in which both the individual and society are functional distinctions or
two abstract phases of the same process” (Odin, 1996, p. 194). Cooley (1902)
poetically sums, “Each to each, a looking-glass reflects the other that doth
pass” (p. 184). Particularly relevant for us, Cooley (1902) holds that pride or
shame are two potential outcomes in human interaction, the former contrib-
uting to a moral sense of self, the latter to self-effacement (Mead, 1908/1909).
More contemporary restorative practice scholars might add respect to the posi-
tive column (Morrison, 2006). An examination of these guideposts determines
what could bring together or divide an individual or group of students from
others within any given classroom.

Relying heavily on Mead’s (1934/1967) “I” and “me” concepts, we iden-
tified crucial interactions and interpreted and displayed them. Engaging in
continuous reformation, a person brings his/her “I,” a symbolized object of
consciousness, into every interaction. S/he reacts to another’s perception of
her/him (“me”) and changes accordingly (Mead, 1934/1967). The new “I” is a
“creative response” to the symbolized structures of the “me” (Mead, 1934/1967,
p- 197). Within an environment, such as a school, each communicator takes
“the role of the other” to grasp “the meaning of signs, symbols, gestures, and
indications” (Blumer & Morrione, 2004, p. 28). It is therefore as social beings
we become moral beings (Mead, 1913). In education this happens when “the
school becomes organized as a social whole, and...the child recognizes his con-
duct as a reflection or formulation of that society” (Mead, 1908/1909, p. 328).
Thus, for isolated students and remote educators, affirming each other encour-
ages the “old self” to disintegrate and a new moral self to emerge (Mead, 1913,

para. 15).
Participants

As youngsters, our 14 adult participants were disconnected from school
and eventually dropped out. With one exception they fall into what we believe
are the most endangered group of students, those who are both aggressors and
victims (Ahmed, Harris, Braithwaite, & Braithwaite, 2001; Morrison, 20006).
They range in age from 19 to 46 and are all from working or underclass back-
grounds. However, their race and/or ethnicity vary: two Native American, two
African American, one Mexican American, and six Caucasian women; and one
Hispanic and two Caucasian men (see Table 1). Through their words and in-
sights, at the end of this study, we imagine and write about what might have
been successful classroom symbolic interactions.
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Table 1. Chart of Participants

Pse; do. I\.Iames of Age Ethnicity Educational Status
articipants

Bradley 25 Caucasian Pursuing GED
Pam 30 Native American Pursuing GED
Matt late 30s Caucasian Pursuing GED
Keisha 20s African American Pursuing GED
Frances late 30s Caucasian Pursuing GED
Lena 37 Caucasian Obtained GED
Maggie 31 Caucasian Pursuing GED
Susan 20 Caucasian Pursuing GED
Alexandro 22 Hispanic Pursuing GED
Star 19 Native American Pursuing GED
Maria 46 Hispanic Pursuing GED
Beth 25 Caucasian Pursuing GED
Paige 32 Caucasian Pursuing GED
Sidney 32 African American Pursuing GED

At the time of our investigation, our participants were part of a General
Educational Development (GED) and post-secondary coursework program at
a facility in one small Midwestern city’s Community Resource Center (CRC),
but they had lived all over the United States. Some had committed crimes,
were on probation, and court ordered to the CRC. In other cases, the state’s
Department of Human Services (DHS) required attendance to receive Tem-
porary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), a time restricted program to
prepare parents to support their families. (This accounts for the predominance
of females in our sample.) Never having received a high school diploma, a few
participants were voluntarily pursuing a GED with an eye on further voca-
tional or college education. To some degree, all were engaged in an identity
reconstruction process.

All three of us authors are aptly suited to conduct this study, but we also
come from “positions” of authority (Tisdell, 1999) and personal biases that
we better understood after engaging in researcher reflexivity (Salzman, 2002).
Striving to prevent potential bias or an inability to hear what the participants
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said, we shared our own experiences with each other. That helped us identify
threats to the study’s trustworthiness or goodness.

Although each of us is associated with higher education, there is some varia-
tion among us. The first author is a married, Caucasian mother of three, two
sons and a daughter. She is a PhD candidate who has 22 years of combined
experience as an adjunct college instructor and educator/administrator in el-
ementary, secondary, and adult education. She has worked in the CRC and
battles her desire to evaluate the program of which our participants were a
part. Also a PhD student, the second author has 16 years experience in the
social service field with the last 5 spent working as an adult transition educa-
tor for incarcerated offenders. She writes from the lens of being an African
American, middle-class female who is shaped by being a Christian, first gen-
eration college student, and divorced mother of three daughters. For this study,
her challenge was to remember her researcher—not practitioner—role: to lis-
ten, not instruct. Our third author, a Caucasian woman, has taught in inner
city and rural high schools and spent 32 years in higher education working
with educators from numerous geographic school settings. Long since removed
from social service practice and having interviewed hundreds of participants
from murderers to schoolchildren, she has extensive practice in listening and
not judging (Patton, 1980). Our working- to upper-middle class backgrounds
from African American and Caucasian neighborhoods led to many lively de-
bates when interpreting the data.

Method

We conducted the interviews in a dialogical manner, asking participants
to speak about their upbringings and school experiences. Bohm, Factor, and
Garrett (1991) explain, “Dialogue is a way of exploring the roots of the many
crises that face humanity today. It enables inquiry into, and understanding of,
the sorts of processes that fragment and interfere with real communication be-
tween individuals, nations, and even different parts of the same organization”
(p- 2). Dialogue also lends itself to unstructured conversations that provide
safe communication (Bohm et al., 1991). This communication method further
enhances trustworthiness by unearthing our participants’ heartfelt experiences
that we sought not to judge or influence but listen to and understand (Patton,
1980). Of course the participants could only represent their own perspectives,
not those of the educators and other students’ about whom they spoke. But
their stories illustrate how they negatively interpreted “me’s” from teachers’” and
other students’ middle-class signs and symbols that stressed being well dressed
and poised, for example. In the spirit of equity we also answered any questions

about our lives that the participants asked (Mead, 1934/1967).
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Analysis and Overview

We all reviewed the transcribed interviews, teasing out key interactions that
formulated the participants’ identities and dialectical self-perceptions (Patton,
1980). They came to school with only fragmented senses of self. Throughout
their young lives, like pinballs they had bounced back and forth, living with
different family members and in foster homes. In most of these settings they
saw pejorative “me’s’ (Mead, 1934/1967): “You are poor, dumb, unlovable,
inconvenient, or bad.” They came to school more needy than most, longing
for a secure connection “with others in the environment” and an experience
of themselves “as worthy of love and respect” (Osterman, 2000, p. 325). After
numerous meetings we compared our independent interview codes (Patton,
1980) and decided that there was one overarching theme or outcome of the
participants’ key encounters: invisibility, manifesting itself as shutting down,
acting out, or quitting school. However, one other subtheme did thread some
of the interviews. Similar to Carr-Chellman et al.’s (2009) prisoners, our par-
ticipants sometimes wished for or remembered a caring teacher who might
have squired them through a personally connective process. These themes are
laced throughout the following vignettes.

Vignettes
Bradley

Bradley is a large man—over six feet tall. Reviewing his conversation, we
saw both gentility and anger, confusing emotions for him. He had no criminal
history but dropped out of school in the ninth grade, being diagnosed with At-
tention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and bipolar disorder. At 25,
he decided to get a GED and adopt a new attitude about learning. He claims to
have once had a childlike enthusiasm for school, but its beginning and end was
encapsulated in a dramatic elementary school incident with a teaching intern.

Bradley’s parents were not overtly abusive but bestowed on him little atten-
tion. In first grade he was supposed to have a special education teacher but was
mainstreamed instead. However, a student teacher spent extra time with him,
and he was devastated when she told him her time at the school had come to
an end. The day she was slated to leave, Bradley sneaked out of the classroom
to hide in the backseat of her car. When she drove away, she caught a glimpse
of him in her rearview mirror. Bradley looked back at her through the same
looking glass and saw (“me”), regret but rejection (Cooley, 1902). She took
him back to class, and he never saw her again.

His successive days at school were scattered with fights and self-destructive
acts like punching his hands through walls. He sought attention in other ways.
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One year on Halloween, Bradley tied his ankle to a tree limb. Hanging upside
down, he acted like a ghoul as neighbor children passed by and threw candy
at the “crazy white boy.” A testament to the human spirit the following day, he
recounts,

they had this thing in the park the next day for little kids who didn’t get
some, and I went there and said, “candy for sale,” but it was really just,
“come up and get what you want.” I had four big trash bags full.... They
were all sweet kids.

Pam

In her early 30s, Pam began attending classes at the CRC “to make a better
life for her four children.” Her own home life had been abysmal. In her ear-
ly elementary school years, the state’s DHS removed Pam from her alcoholic
mother’s home. The young girl’s situation went from bad to worse when she
moved in with her maternal grandmother who was abusive in every way.

Nevertheless, as a Chickasaw, Pam constructed an identity based on col-
lective rather than individualistic cultural settings (Chavez & Guido-DiBrito,
1999), so the small rural school she attended was a lifesaver. The teachers nur-
tured her personally and emotionally. But the moment she entered a large high
school in her ninth grade year, Pam began suffering from acute anxiety. In
search of comfort she filled the next two years with promiscuity and drug use.
She rarely asserted herself in class and felt invisible to school personnel unless
she had a violent outburst. Pam repeated the ninth grade and after a semester
“just quit going....I don’t even think anyone missed me. I don’t remember any-
one from school contacting me or my grandmother,” she recalled.

Before Pam dropped out she had begun dating a popular wrestler who
would come by her grandmother’s house and give her personal hygiene prod-
ucts and other essentials. “His family was really nice to me,” she said. They
eventually married and had three children, but heavy drug use, primarily on his
part, lead to violence, and Pam had no hope of reconciling with him.

Mart

At the time of our interview Matt was in his mid- to late-30s and lived in
a compound with his parents and two uncles, none of whom graduated from
high school. Matt’s home life appears to have been unremarkable. Nevertheless
he dropped out of school in junior high, working construction and other types
of manual labor for a time. A felony conviction earned him probation, but he
was court ordered to attend the CRC.

When asked about his high school experiences he focused on being a spe-
cial education student. This confused Matt as he struggled not to absorb the
special education “me” (Mead, 1908/1909). “I guess they thought I was stupid
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or something. It didn’t bother me, but it made me feel dumb.” “Did you ever
make friends with any of...the kids?” we pressed. “No, they were dumb; my
friends were in the smart class,” he replied.

In other respects Matt perceived himself an outsider. As a Caucasian minor-
ity in a junior high school he fought constantly with African American and
Mexican youngsters for whom he had great disdain. Even so, his second wife
was an African American. “That’s the worst thing I ever did, marrying her,” he
recollected. When we asked if multicultural courses might have given him a
less racist attitude he replied, “I don't care to learn Spanish.” He needed much
more than Martin Luther King Day in January and Cinco de Mayo in May to
even begin to broaden his horizons (Banks, 1994; Cross, 1978; Helms, 1995).

Keisha

For Keisha home life was trying. After her stepfather left, her mother began
dealing drugs to support the family, was arrested, and sentenced to several years
in the penitentiary. At 12, Keisha began living on her own and taking care of
her younger brother until their maternal grandmother took them in. It is no
surprise that Keisha went to school with a “mother” identity that she was con-
flicted about shedding. Once, she went in tears to the only teacher “who didn’t
take my shit” and confessed she lived alone with her brother. The teacher told
her to concentrate on school, but Keisha woefully responded, “I can’t abandon
my family.” Keisha asked the educator not to tell anyone about her situation
but suspected this was not the case. When asked how she knew, Keisha said,
“You can just see it in their eyes” (Mead, 1934/1967; Cooley, 1902).

Although Keisha felt responsible for her brother, she hated it when the stu-
dents called her a “goody two shoes,” because school authorities constantly
called her out of class to calm her disruptive brother. Tired of being picked on,
she began fighting back and never quit. Anyone who “messed” with her felt
the force of her fists and feet, actions for which she was constantly suspend-
ed. Although two Caucasian girls paid her to beat up boyfriends, it appeared
that Keisha, an African American, accosted fellow students without prejudice.
When she was not in combat she sat on the back row of class and did not say
a word. By her 10% grade year, the road to the back door was paved. Keisha
walked down it and never looked back.

Frances

Frances’s life had been similar. “I went to 13 high schools....My dad did
road construction, and when he would finish a job we would move.” She there-
fore made no connections in school only to say “hello” and “goodbye.” Then
she added, “My mother didnt care. She was off cheating on my dad. So you
know...I didn’t care.” Youngsters like her, Frances believed, should remain
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in school and receive “one-on-one” attention. She also suggested that “good”
teachers reveal themselves as people and talk with students about their prob-
lems (Palmer, 1998). Giving an example, Frances remembered one teacher who
listened to her and confessed that his parents had also parted ways when he was
a boy. Frances also praised one of the CRC teachers for helping her individually
and caring about her life. Small as it seems, that was all Frances really wanted.

Lena

Very similar to Frances and the other parent/participants, Lena was under
reconstruction. However, she was far from that goal. At 37 she had lost cus-
tody of her three children, ages 12, 14, and 16 years old. She explains that she
left them with her sister when she moved out of town, because the youngsters
wanted to stay in the same school. While Lena was gone her sister “went crazy,”
drove to the school, and “threaten[ed] to kill” Lena’s children. Before that time,
Lena seemed to have educationally advocated for her youngsters. “I told the
teachers every year that my oldest daughter had to have one-on-one help, but
they do not listen.” Early in her children’s lives, after they went to bed, Lena
spent hours trying to figure out their schoolwork to little avail. Sadly, at the
time of our interview, Lena was even unsure what grade her children were in.

Her own educational experiences were not much different. She had to “do
over” the third and fifth grades. Lena argued that teachers knew her older dis-
ruptive sister and “held it against me.” One of Lena’s fifth grade teachers just
“passed me to sixth grade just to get me out of there; I didn't know the mate-
rial. I was lost,” Lena explained. However, she did describe one history teacher
who “actually listened....This teacher would work one-on-one with the stu-
dent who needed the help,” even in subjects like math. He listened “to our
questions and concerns,” she continued, and “he would explain it again and
again if the students did not understand.” For Lena this was too little too late.
A junior in high school at 18, she was already the mother of two, divorced, and
remarried. Her mother would not keep her children while she attended school,
so Lena dropped out. It took 11 years and 6 attempts to earn a GED, but she
achieved her goal and hoped to become a licensed practical nurse.

Maggie

At 31, Maggie was similar to our other participants but had enough inno-
cence to tell us, “You must love what you do [helping students learn].” Maggie
lived in a homeless shelter with three of her five children. She had given her
twin daughters up for adoption. Maggie’s own school years were drab, but she
recalled one teacher who “loved what she was doing....She cared about all of
us. You don’t see her mad. If she had been we would have known, because you
can see [how the teachers felt about you]. It’s in their eyes; the eyes tell every-

thing,” she added (see Cooley, 1902).
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Suspicion was a part of her everyday life. She had been raped and stalked
and was so hypervigilant that when a man once looked suspiciously at two of
her children she scurried them away. Desperately trying to get her life directed,
a few years ago she got a job as a cook, but an altercation with a coworker lead
to dismissal. To receive DHS aid she had to attend the CRC for adult educa-
tion classes. At least there Maggie saw acceptance in her teachers’ eyes (Cooley,

1902).
Susan

Susan was already reflecting at age 20 on how she became a high school
dropout. “If T had it to do over I would enroll myself in school and finish.” At
17, “I moved to a different town to live with my mom, [and] she never enrolled
me in school. The days became weeks; the weeks turned into months; and then
it just seemed too late to return.” Before that time, Susan had been in special
education. The struggle to learn became so unbearable that she “started not so-
cializing with other students. I felt bad that the others got it, and...I never felt
like I fit in anywhere. I was an outcast. I just never really had friends.”

When we asked about her teachers, Susan flatly stated, “They didn’t like me.
When I was in fourth grade, my teacher would help everybody but me.” Illus-
trating the stigma of poverty on identity development (Phillips, 2007), Susan
continued, “But when it came to me, she would get all stuck up and mean.
She would get mad at me if I didnt understand it. She didn’t like it because it
would take up her time.” Teachers also brought bags of gifts for other students,
Susan maintained, but never for her. There seems to have been one exception:
“The math teacher was the best teacher I have ever had.” According to Susan,
this teacher knew “how to have fun. If you had a question, she would be right
there to help you. She would take you to the board and show you. She would
show us that she cared about us by buying things for everybody. No one was
left out.” Concurrent with our study, Susan voluntarily attended CRC classes
to study for the GED test. “This is all for my daughter. She is my motivation...
and I [also] want to go to college.”

Alexandro

Alexandro, a 22-year-old Hispanic, had a tumultuous and violent criminal
past. However, his goal was to earn a GED and pursue a college degree, quite
a noteworthy ambition given his childhood environment. He was brutalized
by stepfathers and in the eighth grade defended himself against one of them in
what could have been a death match. But Alexandro just stabbed his mother’s
husband in the leg. The older man responded by saying, “Dont wound what
you can't kill.” Alexandro continued to live by that code.
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He learned similar messages from school but did not give up until his senior
year. A crucible for Alexandro was his “no touching rule.” Despite teachers be-
ing keenly aware of this in elementary school, they poked him to wake him up
and directed him physically in other ways. Even so, Alexandro was still reach-
able. He had one eighth-grade teacher who “respected me, and I respected her.”
This teacher even stopped by Alexandro’s house to bring him homework when
he missed school and took time to talk to him about his problems. Alexandro
said he could really trust her and that she encouraged him to graduate.

Nevertheless, eventually he dropped out and supported his mother and sib-
lings through illegal activities. One day he returned home to find his mother’s
boyfriend beating his brother. Alexandro retrieved his gun and killed the man.
“Don’t wound what you can't kill” were words he had never forgotten, al-
though the teacher who went to his home lived on in the heart of this broken
young man.

Star

A 19-year-old mother, Star was also working toward her GED. Her attitude
had evolved substantially since her own school days. As a teenager she changed
to a school where all the students seemed to belong to their own cliques. Star
tried to “fit in” by moving from one group to another. Although a Native
American herself, the Indian student clique excluded her, depriving Star of
social nutrients needed for a healthy racial identity (Bryant, 1998). Ignomi-
ny turned to violence in the eighth grade. She even travelled to other schools
to find someone new to taunt. Finally, “I found a White girl that I (became)
friends with.” Although Star dropped out of school because she got pregnant,
she still called this young woman her friend. Possibly she was the only one, be-
cause Star felt shamed by everyone else, especially when she became pregnant.
When we met Star she had found a job in a daycare center, and, pregnant with

her second child, had begun working on a GED.
Maria

It seems like quite a contradiction that Maria, a 46-year-old mother of
three, commented, “I loved school, but I left...before I graduated.” A Mexican
American with a thick accent, Maria relished approval in her school’s Cauca-
sian middle-class culture. She achieved this by never getting into trouble, and
teachers often chose her to run errands and perform other bureaucratic tasks.
Even so, at 19 Maria quit after she had her second baby. “I have to blame my
son. I went into delivery right there” in school. Probably drawing attention
to what had been a well behaved but imperceptible young women, school
officials told her she was too old to continue school. She enrolled in another in-
stitution for student parents but never graduated. Despite being marginalized
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herself, Maria did not speak or correspond with her incarcerated brothers, be-
cause they were “dumb...I don’t even talk to my children. If they dont call me;
I don’t call them.”

Dedicated in other ways, Maria worked at a convenience store for four years
but became disgusted with part-time workers who “wouldn’t pick up the slack.”
She quit to become a clerk in the county jail and can keep that position if she
earns a GED. But she has set her sights on more professional positions where
she could capitalize on her bilingual abilities in Spanish and English. Perhaps
she will find a border crossing between the two cultures after all (LaFromboise,

Coleman, & Gerton, 1993).
Beth

Beth’s earliest educational memories went back to the third and fourth
grades on the mainland and fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth grades in Guam.
They were not good. A Caucasian teenager, she was a minority among Pacific
Islanders. She was teased and bullied and finally decided to fight one girl. For
that she was suspended. Beth did make friends with two Black girls but still felt
like an expatriate. The academic curriculum was also a challenge, because Beth
struggled with reading and math. To her, the teachers seemed caring, but, she
reasons, really did not help her much because she was quiet.

In the ninth grade, Beth got pregnant and dropped out. After a succession
of violent episodes within her family, her mother relinquished custody, and
Beth moved in with the baby’s father, a 21-year-old Pacific Islander. The rela-
tionship survived 10 years, and Beth bore two more children. She eventually
moved off the island and is continuing her education at the CRC.

Paige

Likewise, at 32, Paige was in the CRC program to make a better life for her
two children. With no high school diploma, her employment opportunities
had always been limited to low-level nursing home work, but she dreamed of
becoming a registered nurse. She was highly involved in her 11- and 13-year-
old children’s education and was hypervigilant about them being treated fairly.
“[I just want] the teachers to teach, and that’s all,” she stated.

Her own school experiences were mediocre to bad. She was teased and bul-
lied because she had shabby clothes, again substantiating that being perceived
as poor inhibits positive identity development (Phillips, 2007). Giving an ex-
ample, she explained, “Teachers were mean, and they had their little pets. If
you didn’t do it just right, and if you needed extra attention, then you were put
to the side.” Yet Paige remembered a third grade teacher who worked with her
and seemed interested in her home life. As with the other participants, this was
not enough. Forced into a motherly role at an early age, Paige dropped out of
school in the tenth grade:
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I was the one who took care of my younger brother and did the house
cleaning, because my mother had a controlling husband....I was holding
down a job and the house and school...I had to choose to either not do
things around the house or work or not do school.

She proclaimed that she was now ready to earn a GED.
Sidney
Like all of our participants, as a child Sidney was academically and social-

ly needy. She said school officials attempted to retain her in fourth and eight
grades. By the second time around, she quit trying. She felt invisible, explaining:

One day in class, I had my hand up, and the teacher just kept bypassing
me and acting like I was non-existent. She looked straight at me and
straight bypassed me. When I took it to the principal, the principal told
me [ was just seeing things. It is remarkable that there were a couple of
White students, and I'm not racist, she kept bypassing them too. She was
only paying attention to the ones she thought would make it.

An African American herself, it appeared that class and aptitude trumped race
in Sidney’s case. However, Sidney’s soccer coach listened to her struggles at
home and seemed to care, but that was not enough to keep her in school.

Her life after school could be described as one tragedy after another. She was
in violent relationships, did time in jail, and abused drugs and alcohol. At 32,
Sidney was enrolled in GED classes and wanted to be a juvenile detention of-
ficer helping young people “not to go down the criminal path. I want to talk to
the juvenile inmates while they are in jail. You can be one-on-one with them...
If I can get through to one kid, it would make me happy.” Sidney’s criminal re-
cord will probably prevent her from accomplishing this goal, but that she even
aspired to it was commendable.

Building Community Classrooms

Reversing our participants’ negative school experiences and capitalizing on
a few of the good ones, we now recommend constructive ways that a teacher
can forge and sustain a classroom community where identities evolve in con-
text and students feel accepted. To do this we offer two fictional scenarios of
class meetings that the interviews inspire—one in a third and one in a ninth
grade class. We use participants’ exact words or devise quoted remarks that re-
flect the context and spirit of their thoughts and beliefs. In addition, we place
seven of our participants’ former selves in either an elementary or high school
classroom, based on the preponderance of primary or secondary school recol-
lections in their interviews. Our ficitional John Barnes, an elementary teacher,
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and Bella Dupree, a secondary American history teacher, are composites of the
few educators who touched our participants’ lives in positive ways. The high
school class meeting paved the way for a fictive restorative circle group in the
high school classroom.

Related to symbolic interactionism, fictional research writing (FRW) guided
our pen. FRW is a multigenred approach to presenting data that may be dis-
played in a play, poem, or short story, to name only three examples. Generally,
such “dramaturgy is...the study of how human beings accomplish meaning in
their lives” through acting out everyday encounters (Brissett & Edgley, 1990,
p- 2; Goffman, 1959). The intent of our dramaturgies reflects a preference for
“texts that imagine how the world could be different through presenting spe-
cific problems anchored in their historical, cultural, and biographical contexts”
(Denzin, 2000 as cited in Spindler, 2008, p. 9). In our case, the conversations
stem from the students’ youthful experiences, but now the teacher guides the
youngsters toward connectedness, not invisibility. In the elementary and sec-
ondary conversations we begin to see positive “I” to “me” (Mead, 1934/1937)
reconstructions of each student’s identity that reflect the group’s collective mis-
sion to learn, grow, and appreciate each other.

Scenarios

My. Barnes’ Third Grade Class

Driving to school on a crisp Friday morning in November, John Barnes re-
lives the telephone conversation he had earlier this morning with his ex-wife.
He has not seen his children in two months, and this weekend’s visit is can-
celled. However, much of the frustration and pain melts when he pulls into
the parking lot of a campus of buildings, an elementary, junior high, and high
school. He smiles as he looks at them, then exits his car and walks to his third
grade classroom. The children will soon come streaming in. After working in
the corporate world for decades, Barnes left to be a teacher. For the first time
in his life, he feels like he is making a social contribution (Palmer, 1998). He
has become addicted to the smell, sounds, and tussle of that old but throbbing-
with-life elementary school building.

Barnes is working on a master’s degree with Bella Dupree, a high school
teacher on the same campus. In their programs of study they have read many
articles on restorative practices and learned that an appreciation for commu-
nity building, effective teaching, classroom meeting, and social and emotional
learning (SEL) literature leads to classroom climates crucial for restorative prac-
tices’ (such as circle groups) success (Edwards & Mullis, 2003; Frey & Doyle,
2001; Landau & Gathercoal, 2000; see also CASEL, http://casel.org/). In the
spirit of collegiality and working through traditionally isolated classrooms,
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Barnes and Dupree visited each other’s classrooms often. They decide that be-
cause many class sessions end with students’ idle chatter, they would use a
portion of that social time to create weekly community building and socially
satisfying group dialogues. They reason that these encounters also complement
Barnes’s authentic constructivist curricula, including inquiry-oriented math-
ematics (Cassel, Reynolds, & Vaughn, 2002), science (Martin, 2006), English,
and both Barnes’s and Dupree’s social studies curricula. In each subject, stu-
dents make meaning through real world experiences and conceptual reasoning
(Greene, 1988; Osterman, 2000; Ryan & Stiller, 1991) which pave the way for
academic success (Fuller, Wood, Rapoport, & Dornbusch, 1982).

An example of this type of teaching: Barnes greets all 20 of his students as
they file in his classroom. Knowing what to do, the children scurry to a car-
peted area of the largely linoleum floor and sit in a circle. Bradley has a difficult
time getting there. With the medical condition of ADHD, he is easily distract-
ed. Often, he shows Barnes “one more thing” before he gets settled. However,
the teacher knows how devastated Bradley is since the student intern left and
gently nudges him into the group. Soon they are both sitting in the circle
where all the students are wriggling back and forth on their bottoms, eagerly
anticipating hearing and being heard (Osterman, 2000).

Thinking of his own situation, Barnes says, “Today I would like to select the
topic. I am upset and sad because....” He then picks up from the floor a wood-
en bear the size of a small chopping board. It signifies that he will be the first
to share and then pass it on to the person on his right. He explains, “I am not
going to see my children this weekend, and I am very disappointed.” There is a
moment of silence. Bradley is sitting next to Barnes, so he takes the bear from
his hand. “T feel sad too, Mr. Barnes. I miss Ms. Brooks, that teacher from the
college. She said she would come back to see me and hasn't yet. I think she has
forgotten me.” Lena then recovers the talking piece. “At least Ms. Brooks acted
like she liked you. I am mad, because my sister’s teacher don’t like my sister, so
she don’t like me. I don’t like her back.” Taking her turn, Susan says, “I know
what you mean Lena. Teachers don’t treat everyone the same. Last year, Ms.
Johnson brought treats for everyone but three of us. That’s not right. I think it
may be because I just don't have the right kind of clothes.”

Unconsciously, some of the students begin to nod their heads in agreement.
These symbolic gestures begin to dissipate many students” loneliness (Blumer,
1969; Mead, 1934/1967). Paige soon reaches for the bear, saying, “My clothes
aren’t always as nice as the other kids either.” Barnes then allows, “I will say
something the next time the teachers are all together. I won’t mention any
names. I'll be really cool about it,” he assures them.
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Alexandro, one of Barnes’ more hostile students, then takes the bear and his
turn. The preceding event has not quelled his anger. “I'm mad because teachers
touch me. I've told the PE teacher, the music teacher, and all the rest of them
that’s my rule, but they just keep touching me. Last week a teacher touched me
in the hall. Then she said a big word like I was ‘uncontrollable,” because I got
mad. Mr. Barnes goes by my rule, but he helps me with my work. You can do
it both ways.”

He pushes the bear toward Frances. Without touching Alexandro’s hand
she quickly passes it to the next person. Frances is a quiet loner. Barnes knows
his students (Nichols, 2006) and says not a word, as Keisha takes the bear.
Barnes has had several conversations with Frances about her parents’ divorce
and shared with her his similar experience. “Frances is about ready to talk,” he
thinks, as he smiles at her and then directs his attention to Keisha.

Keisha addresses Alexandro, “I think I kinda’" know what you mean, Alex-
andro. I wish teachers would just do their jobs. I will be working in class and
doing my thing when a teacher will come and get me to talk to my brother
who is causing trouble.” Scanning the circle with her eyes, she says, “When that
happens you all quit callin’ me ‘goody two shoes.””

Some of the students cast their eyes to the ground. Then several shake their
heads up and down in agreement. “I am proud of you all,” says Barnes. “You
have explained your angry feelings without fighting. Do you see how some of
you feel the same way?” he asks. Some say, “Yes,” while Alexandro and a few of
the others begrudgingly breathe deeply and say, “yeah, I see.” Barnes comments
to himself, “Man they’ve come a long way since September. They’re beginning
to understand that they’re not alone” (Finn & Voelkl, 1993; Greene, 1988).

Mys. Dupree’s American History Class

That same morning, Bella Dupree walks into the high school and starts her
ninth grade American history class with a group dialogue. This class extends
two semesters with the same students. Her class is sitting on chairs they ar-
ranged in a circle. Seated among them, Dupree notices a slightly perceptible
flutter in her stomach. It had come and gone ever since she first stepped into a
classroom almost 20 years ago. These sessions remind her how important her
job is to the school community and to the larger society as well. “These stu-
dents will be tomorrow’s adult citizens,” she thinks. “I think they just might
make a difference. This year they’re beginning to put themselves in the others’
shoes” (Landau & Gathercoal, 2000).

The history teacher has issues of her own today. She has a growth on her
neck and does not yet know her biopsy results, but she takes a deep breath and
begins. Many times she asks the students to select a topic, but, like Barnes, to-
day she rhetorically requests, “Let’s talk about fear today.” Sidney, the student
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to Dupree’s left, begins, “I was afraid I was going to have to go back a grade.
But my coach stood up for me and didn’t let them hold me back a year.” Du-
pree and other students purse their lips and slightly nod, because they also
highly regard the coach. Matt has a similar experience. “I was afraid that I
would be kicked out of school, too, but that new principal, Mr. Beeler, told me
to go to in-school suspension, because he liked seeing me around the school,”
he adds. “Some kids don’t get no help there, but a teacher was there to help me
pass that math test. If I didnt get it, then I'd have to go back to ninth grade
again next year,” Matt explains.

Dupree is glad to hear these positive responses but has studied bullying and
relational aggression in some of her graduate classes and wants to find out if
students are getting support when that happens (Morrison, 2006). Dupree
asks, “Do teachers help you when you are afraid of other students?” Pam, who
had not said anything yet, blurts out, “There was this one girl that two gitls
picked on, and I knew how she felt so 7 stuck up for her. I fought those two
girls. They tried to jump me in the bathroom, but I surprised them. Now ev-
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eryone says, ‘leave Pam alone.”” “Do you think you went too far, Pam?” asks
Dupree. “Well I don’t know. It’s just better than being beat up or having your
friends beat up.” “Could Pam’s story have gone another way?” Dupree asks the
group. “Oh, I guess maybe it coulda’ gone another way if someone like you,
Mrs. Dupree, had seen it coming, and asked Pam and those other girls to come
to your room and talk it out,” says Paige. “Yeah,” Beth says, “I liked it when I
told a teacher I was being picked on, and she made them stop.”

Star is listening intently but is always hesitant to speak. She wants to talk
but instead looks down and wrings her hands as she contemplates her words.
Dupree, who rightly assumes that Star has something to contribute, gently tries
to engage her by first complimenting her newly manicured nails. Smiling, Star
thanks her and tells the class, “this is a special type of design,” as she dangles
her hands in front of her. Then Star says, “Mrs. Dupree, I know you like my
nails, but do you still like me even though I'm pregnant?” Not waiting for an
answer, Star looked around the circle and admitted, “I'm scared all of you will
hate me.” “I don't hate you,” Maggie assures her. “In this class everyone just
gets treated the same. Just come here if you get afraid, girl. I can just tell Mrs.
Dupree likes you too. You can see it in her eyes. The eyes tell everything,” Mag-
gie concludes (Cooley, 1902).

Maria had been thinking about Dupree’s motivation for asking about fear
and asks, “Mrs. Dupree, are you ok?” “Yes and no,” Dupree admits, “I had to
go to the doctor, and I didn’t like it either. The waiting room had a lot of old
magazines and a bunch of people who looked kinda’ distant.” “Don’t worry,
Mrs. Dupree,” Maria reassures her, “my daughter went to the doctor and didn’t
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like it either. I was scared too, but it was alright in the end.” “What a responsi-
bility Maria has,” Dupree thinks. “And yet here she is comforting me.” Dupree
smiles at Maria and says, “Thanks, Maria.” These symbolic gestures are signs of
trust where a student and teacher accept each other’s good intentions (Mead,

1934/1967; Freire, 1970).

A Successful Restorative Conference

During the spring semester Matt and Maria have an altercation in Dupree’s
class. Diagnosed as mentally challenged, Matt is struggling with one assign-
ment, so he asks Maria to help him. He could have asked Dupree and usually
felt free to do so, but this time he wants to show her he can do it without her.
“I don’t get it either, Matt,” Maria says. Matt is frustrated and lashes out. “You
dumb girl. You never know any of the answers. That’s why I don’t like to hang
out with you. Youre dumb.” Maria shoots back, “All I want is to be accepted
by people like you, and you're no better than me, a stupid Mexican.” Dupree
rushes into the fray and quiets the two students. She then reaches for her cell
phone and texts Barnes, “I need your help with a couple of kids.” “I'll be right
there,” he responds. Then Dupree calls the principal to request a cover for their
classes while they talk to Matt and Maria separately in empty rooms. Before
deciding to create restorative practices in each of their classrooms, Dupree and
Barnes had talked to their respective principals about the process. The admin-
istrators had agreed to do everything possible to enable this innovation. This
included, whenever possible, providing a counselor or teacher with a planning
period to supervise their respective classes while Dupree and Barnes prepared
for a restorative circle encounter. As soon as Barnes’s substitute arrives, he walks
to the high school building and Dupree’s classroom. Her replacement is already
there, and the two friends and colleagues walk Matt and Maria into the hall.
“Will you talk to Matt?” Dupree asks Barnes, “and I'll talk to Maria?” “Sure,”
Barnes answers.

Barnes and Dupree work with his and her respective students, encouraging
them to remember the common feelings they had revealed in many classroom
dialogues. Matt agrees to take responsibility for starting the argument, and
both students agree to participate in a restorative circle. Running out of time
before the bell rings, both teachers plan to direct the circle session the next day
in Dupree’s history class. In graduate classes, each teacher has learned that even
administrators at some of the nationally known restorative practice schools,
found in at least 21 states, do not hold restorative circles within the classroom
(Haney, 2008). Believing this alienates all those involved, Barnes and Dupree
have decided, whenever possible, restorative conferences will be held in class.
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The following day Dupree and Barnes are ready. They are eager to facilitate
a real life restorative circle session. The two teachers and the students arrange
the chairs in a circle. “Thank you for being here. You have all told me privately
that you want to be part of this process,” Dupree says to the group. “We are
here today to discuss yesterday’s disruption.” Aware of Matt’s low self-esteem
at the beginning of the school year and the progress he has made, Dupree is
direct but nonjudgmental (Umbreit & Coates, 2000). She resolves to do this
although, as an African American, she is personally troubled by Matt’s racism
but has seen it lessen with time. “And, in the end,” she ponders, “this class will
come up with the solution to its own communal problem. I need to stay out of
that. They will do fine.” Dupree continues to engage the class, “We are not here
to decide whether Matt is good or bad but to address what happened yesterday
and come up ways Matt might make right what he did” (O’Connell, Wachtel,
& Wachtel, 1999).

“Matt,” she says, “what did you do yesterday that you've told Mr. Barnes
and me that you regret?” “Well, I needed help with an assignment. I feel stu-
pid a lot of the time, and I'm ashamed that I dont understand some things.
The teachers seem to like Maria, so I asked her to help. When she didnt know
either, I guess I just saw myself in the mirror, and it made me mad” (Cooley,
1902). “I called her a ‘dumb girl,” and that was really wrong. She’s a decent per-
son. She’s heard me knock Mexicans before, and she hasn't gotten in my face.
Maria, I really dissed you bad. 'm sorry.”

“Maria,” Dupree then says, “what was the hardest thing about Matt’s out-
burst for you to take?” (O’Connell et al., 1999). “It brought up all the feelings
I had about Matt at the first of the year.” Turning to Matt she explains, “You
used to hurt my feelings, ‘cause I knew what you thought about Mexicans. You
don’t know that even though the teachers like me, sometimes I have trouble
keeping up with the class. I saw you were a lot like me, just mad at the world.
We both just want people to accept us. Don’t get me wrong. What you said was
bad, but I shouldnt’a yelled back at you.”

“Pam, you are one of Maria’s supporters. What would you like to say?” Du-
pree asks (O’Connell et al., 1999). Pam was painfully shy at the beginning of
fall term but, learning to feel a part of something, when Maria asked her to
be a supporter, Pam had agreed. “Matt,” she tentatively begins, “I know that
you're mad at kids who've jumped you in the hall, and I understand when you
want to take it out on someone, but if you can't treat us right you won't have
nobody on your side. We've been here for each other in the class all year. I felt
hurt when you hurt Maria.”

Matt had asked Star to be one of his supporters (O’Connell et al., 1999).
They had both identified with each other’s feelings of isolation, Matt because
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he felt “dumb” and Star because her own racial clique of Native Americans had
rejected her. As the dialogical conversations had evolved in Dupree’s class, Matt
had realized that minorities were not all an amorphous group scheming to get
him. Star was an outcast, too.

Star spoke. “What Matt did was wrong, but I know how he feels when we
leave Mrs. Dupree’s class. I know what it’s like to be ignored, and sometimes
you just want to hurt someone. None of us really have anyone to talk to at
home. This is just all there is for us, this class.” Looking around the circle, she
pleas, “We can’t let it fall apart.”

“Matt, what do you think about what has happened here today?” asks Du-
pree (O’Connell et al., 1999). “I feel bad I let you guys down,” he says. Looking
down at the floor, Matt is fighting back tears of frustration and sadness.

Dupree then asks, “Mr. Barnes do you have anything to add?” “Well, yes,”
he says, “what does this group think Matt should do?” (O’Connell et al., 1999).
A bit of empathy is now surging within Maria’s heart, and she knows that Matt
is devastated. She doesn’t want the other students to see him cry, so she makes
a little joke, “Why don’t he say 10 Hail Mary’s?” The other students know she
is Catholic, and a slight chuckle ripples through the room.

“Ok,” says Mr. Barnes, “we can put that on the list” (O’Connell et al.,
1999). “What else?” “Why don’t he work with Maria on another assignment
with Mrs. Dupree there to help them?” Pam asks. “That would show him that
they can work together, and Matt don’t have to get mad when he don’t get it.
Mrs. Dupree can help.” Then Sidney adds, “Maria, I know you're sorry about
yelling back at Matt. I think it would be a good idea for you two to work to-
gether and get it right.”

“Do we have other suggestions?” asks Dupree. Students just shake their
heads “no,” and Dupree gives that decision time to sink in. “Ok, let’s take a
moment to congratulate each other on a great meeting, and then we can get
back to work” (O’Connell et al., 1999). “You know we are looking at the Civil
Rights movement from several different perspectives. You each have one to
study and write about, but why don’t you all work together today? I'll put some
of you at different tables and will walk around to help. Matt, you and Ma-
ria work together.” Dupree thinks, “We have made progress toward becoming
a community, had a successful restorative circle group, and the students’ so-
cial studies assignment was born out of experience” (Greene, 1988; Osterman,
2000; Ryan & Stiller, 1991). Addressing the group, Dupree says, “Thanks so
much, Mr. Barnes, for being with us.” “You're welcome.” he says. “I'll be in
again,” he tells the group, “but just to visit next time, right?” he asks them.
“Right,” most of them respond. The others nod their heads and seem satisfied
as well.
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What We Have Learned

As just illustrated, restorative school practices stress the importance of re-
lationships over and above absolutist (retributive-laden) rules. Many schools
have repaired their school communities after student infractions by imple-
menting restorative circle group encounters where owning responsibility takes
precedence over placing blame and providing punishment. To achieve this
goal, a culture of respect, inclusion, and accountability are paramount. But
if a perpetrator never feels membership in the school community s/he cannot
experience the necessary restorative practice of “reintegration”—thus the need
for our study.

Our 14 formerly disaffected students gave us profound insights into student
offender-victims. They shared compelling tales of invisibility. The interviews
wer