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 Unique from other organizations within NCTE, WILLA has served a purpose for 

many years as an organization that seeks to foster the rights, issues and ideals of women 

and girls in literacy and life.  While it has been a long journey to put together Volume 19 

of WILLA, we, as editors, feel this edition highlights the growth and promise of our or-

ganization.  Though dedicated readers and members will notice that this volume, which 

contains four articles and one short reflection on the state of WILLA, is shorter than pre-

vious installments of WILLA, this issue features the pledge to move forward.  As editors, 

we are dedicated to moving WILLA forward by returning to a yearly publication that fea-

tures both scholarly research and narratives, fiction, and poetry about gender and literacy, 

as was done in the past.  Our focus on gender and the issues that are raised by simply 

navigating our worlds as women, girls, boys, etc. will continue to be represented here in 

this journal even under the auspices of change.    

 The first article in this nineteenth  issue, “Call to action: WILLA on the move”, is 

a brief reflection for the good of our readers and WILLA members at large.  Please take a 

moment to see what has been happening behind the scenes within our organization and 

 

Editor’s Note 

 The next two articles focus on issues surrounding literacy among non-native Eng-

lish speakers.  Gilbert Duenas and Shelly Hudson Bowden present a close look at His-

panic mothers and the role they play at home in their children’s literacy and learning by 

sharing both personal experience as well as the narratives of three mothers in “Valuing 

the Hispanic Mothers’ Role in their Children’s Literacy and Life Learning”.  And in 

“Culture, Identity, and Living In-Between: Three stories”,  authors Kinga Varga-Dobai, 
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The third piece, “It’s bigger than the booty: A Black girl self defines,” looks at 

Jamila D. Smith’s research on young black girls and the way they push against the roles so-

ciety seems to lay out for them.  Finally, the last article in this issue focuses on literacy and 

technology within a high school AP Language classroom where 11th grade girls find their 

voices through a Ning in “Girls Aloud: How a Ning Facilitated Lively Discussion in an Ad-

vanced Placement English Class”.  Clarice Moran explores the way in which an online 

space allowed her students to find their voices, share opinions, and become part of the con-

 

 Though short, we feel this issue is promising.  We look forward to the conversa-

tions these pieces highlighting relationships, societal norms and fallacies, and issues of 

identity will generate.   We hope that readers will be inspired by these writings and lend 

their voices, scholarship, and input to future issues of WILLA.  Happy reading! 

 

Sincerely, 

Katherine Macro 

Alena Bogucki 

 

and Lydia Moore share their experiences as women who were “othered” for reasons of cul-

turenationality, and skin color, and how those things shaped their identities.   
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Call to Action: WILLA on the Move 

Katherine Macro 

 WILLA needs more.  Plain and simple.  We need more membership, more member in-

volvement, and more exposure.  Over the past few years our beloved WILLA organization has 

undergone many changes.  Changes in leadership, changes in membership, but never changes in 

outlook, goals or mission.  I see great potential in WILLA under our current leadership to be-

come a very strong organization that is service minded in approach to women, gender, literacy, 

and to making a difference in communities across the country through satellite groups as well as 

the larger NCTE. 

 To that end, at this year’s convention, we voted on new Executive Board posts for our 

organization.  However, we are still looking for more involvement from members of NCTE 

across the nation.  We need volunteers to serve as representatives for each of the levels of edu-

cation within NCTE at the moment.  If you are interested in being a voice for issues of gender 

in English Language Arts at the Elementary, Middle School, High School, Higher Ed, or retired 

teacher levels please step forward; this is a great way to get involved in a professional organiza-

tion and to keep current on things that are happening within our classrooms across America.   

You can submit your name for these positions by contacting either our Chair, Candice Moench 

(cmoench01@ugf.edu), or Associate Chair, Deborah Bertlesman

(dbertlesman@cardinalohara.com).   

Finally, one of our initiatives as an organization has been to increase and strengthen our 

scholarship and exposure through WILLA Journal.  The goal is to publish more often and return 

to yearly issues of the journal.  This issue, Volume 19, was published in 2013, and we have al-
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ready begun working on an issue for 2014 that will feature a series of “This I Believe” essays 

on the way classroom teachers, future teachers, teacher educators, and researchers see the role 

of gender and literacy through their individual experiences.  If you are interested in submitting 

an essay for that “This I Believe” issue of the Journal, please submit those papers to wil-

lancte@gmail.com, with “This I Believe” submission as the subject line. 

We, as members of the executive board, feel that this is a time of growth for WILLA.  

We see great promise in our future as we rebuild and reaffirm our purpose as an organization, 

and we will continue to explore and champion the role of women in life and literacy.  We hope 

some of you feel inspired to become active participants in WILLA and offer your thoughts as 

well as your actions to this organization on the move! 
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Introduction 

 Reflecting upon my 18-year childhood upbringing in my Hispanic parents’ household, I, 

Gilbert, (first author), recall that as my English language proficiency began to improve, my 

non-English speaking mother, Agustina Dueñas, asked that I regularly accompany her to the 

downtown city government offices and act as interpreter for her when she communicated with 

officials about social security, disability, or tax issues (Dorner, Orellana, & Jimenez, 2008).  

For these trips, my mother and I used the city bus, and I had to count the correct change to in-

sert in the ticket machine as we boarded the bus or to purchase a transfer ticket to another bus 

line. I also had to pay attention to the bus driver’s announcement at each bus stop.  Of course, 

my mother expected that I closely read the designation on the front of the bus to ensure that we 

boarded the correct bus for our return trip home.  

 Although there were eight children in our parents’ two-bedroom stucco home, our 

mother, who only knew the Spanish language, generously offered love and affection as I pro-

gressed through childhood, maneuvered through my primary school years, and learned about 

my Hispanic heritage.  Due to life circumstances, my mother completed only a second grade 

public school education at her birthplace, Guadalajara, México. Two factors led to my mother’s 

short involvement with an academic education: first, public school in Mexico was not free as a 

tuition stipend to the school district was required, and second, my mother’s parents in Mexico 

gave birth to a very large family—4 boys and 7 girls.  As my mother was the second oldest of 

the children, she was expected to help with cleaning, cooking, and caring for younger siblings.  

Valuing the Hispanic Mothers’ Role in their Children’s Literacy and Life Learning 

Gilbert Dueñas and Shelly Hudson Bowden  
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However, my mother’s abbreviated academic experience did not interfere with her steadfast 

commitment to nurture our academic skills, as well as moral character and hope for the future.  

In fact, one endearing memory of my mother’s influence comes across in her favorite comment, 

“You have two ears and one mouth.” Her rationale for reiterating this subtle expression was to 

have me always listen first to the experience or counsel of others—my elders, my parents, and 

my teachers—and to speak only after I had done so.  It is most interesting to me that even to-

day, as an adult, I find myself deliberately pausing and reflecting on the words of others before 

responding.  In line with Drummond and Stipek’s (2004) assertion that there is no empirical 

evidence to substantiate claims that culturally diverse families are not involved with their chil-

dren’s academic learning, I now more clearly realize my mother’s integral role throughout my 

household learning.    

My mother was very eager to know what I was learning at school, and in her native lan-

guage she often nudged me to express how I felt about those early school years.  In sharing 

what we had done during school, she always found a way to link academic lessons to the impor-

tance of being a responsible, respectful citizen.  In those moments, I viewed my mother as a 

very wise woman - who eventually made me believe in myself - with the heart, soul, and hope 

to embrace all of her eight children.  I can still recall the many times that my mother asked that 

one of my siblings or me walk with her the four miles each way to the neighborhood grocery 

store.  And, as we walked, we talked in Spanish about different things such as the structure of 

trees, the shape of homes, and the changing weather.  While at the store, I learned to compare 

prices per pound, use a scale to weigh a bag of onions or potatoes, and pay our grocery bill with 

S & H green stamps.   

Role as a Researcher 
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Between the years, 2004 - 2011, I had the privilege of serving as an English as a Second 

Language (ESL) teacher in my first year and in the succeeding years as a third grade classroom 

teacher at an inner city public school in the southeast United States that served about 700 stu-

dents.  As I was the sole bilingual classroom teacher at this school, I was often asked by our 

school administrator to serve as an interpreter and mediate between non-English speaking His-

panic parents and the school administrator or other classroom teachers.  During this period, I 

witnessed a significant rise in the number of English Language Learners (ELL) being enrolled 

at our K-3 elementary school.  Based on school zoning policies that the local school board es-

tablished, this elementary school served as the primary hub for accommodating the Hispanic 

children that lived at a nearby trailer community and apartment complexes.  These ELL chil-

dren were primarily of Hispanic families having recently immigrated to the United States within 

the past one – ten years (Ochoa & Rhodes, 2005).  Strikingly, within this seven-year period as a 

classroom teacher, the percent of ELL students, in comparison to the total school enrollment 

rose from eight percent to over 22 percent.   

 As a researcher and classroom teacher, I understood that both roles could inform the 

way in which I approached this particular study.  Specifically, both roles served to guide deci-

sions that I made for example in terms of a focus on Hispanic children even though the elemen-

tary school where I worked included children from other ethnic groups (Eisner, 1992).  Further-

more, my own ethnic identity as Mexican-American served as a lens through which I viewed 

the mothers’ voices and life experiences and how I interpreted observations during household 

visits.  It is instructive to note that the cumulative total of all my life experiences—growing up 

as one of eight children of immigrant parents—served not as a detractor but as a credible source 
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alongside the literature review for how I narrated the stories of these three immigrant families 

(Denzin, 1989).  

Literature Review 

 Fuller and Coll (2010) reported that schools often fail to recognize the social and cul-

tural knowledge that Latino students bring from their homes to the doorsteps of their school in 

the United States.  From their homes, their parents emphasize respect for adults and do well at 

school as a way to get ahead and serve their family and community (p. 564).  Drawing upon 

their study of Latino parents in Los Angeles (who were predominately Mexican immigrants) 

Cooper, Donner, and Lopez (1999) found that parents traditionally emphasized moral guid-

ance—teaching their children to follow el buen camino (the good path) and avoid el mal camino 

(the bad path)—as a foundation for success in the academic arena (p. 53).  Similarly, Commins 

(1987) stipulated, “Only through seeing the students within the household and familial context 

that it was possible to begin to understand their linguistic proficiency, their school performance, 

and their attitude about learning and about themselves” (p. 30).  Furthermore, Commins (1987) 

asserted that the absence of the linguistically different students’ household language and culture 

within the school setting conveys a powerful message that what occurs in the home is not val-

ued (p. 40).  Presenting an affirmative point of view, Estrada, Gomez, and Ruiz-Escalante 

(2009) noted,  

 Teachers with little knowledge about how to teach English learners often operate from 

 several misconceptions such as “The less ELLs use their first language, the better, and 

 the most effective way to ensure that students learn English is to immerse them in Eng

 lish (pp. 55-56).   

 

Franquiz and De La Luz Reyes (1998) asserted that classroom teachers practice inclusion when 

they make an effort to understand the socio-cultural context that envelopes the ways that chil-

dren learn language and allow such students to draw upon all their linguistic and cultural re-
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sources as part of their classroom literacy learning (p. 213).  Likewise, Crowell (1998) noted 

that bilingual communities traditionally code-switch, meaning to alternate between two lan-

guages, as a learned strategy for exchanging information within the household and neighbor-

hoods to include the school place (p. 229).  In addressing the issues of why some parents do not 

participate in school activities, Finders and Lewis (1994) remarked, “Parents who don’t speak 

fluent English often feel inadequate in school contexts, and in those instances when they ask 

their young children to translate for their parents there tends to be dysfunction within the family 

hierarchy” (p. 52).  The authors further explained that one reason to explain the difference be-

tween those who participate and those who do not participate is whether the parent believes s/he 

plays a critical role in their children’s education.   

Method of Inquiry 

As a result of numerous bi-monthly grade level meetings focusing on reforming class-

room instruction and creating meaningful home-school partnerships with our students’ non-

English speaking parents, I chose to focus my dissertation study on household visits with three 

Hispanic families located in the southeast United States over a four-month period.  As noted in 

Finders’ (1992), Frank, Arroyo and Land’s (2004), and Pryor’s (2004) research on ethno-

graphies, my intent was to see and understand their everyday lives from the eyes of the families 

within each household—to learn from each family member.  Each visit usually took place on 

Friday evenings when the parents were readily available and lasted for approximately two 

hours.  With the approval of each family, I visited their households once a month, and at each 

visit I made shorthand notes of their household interactions.  The aim of these participant obser-

vations was to record and analyze the parental practices and contextual settings that influenced 

their children’s learning (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007) and the ways in which the parents attempted 
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to partner with their children’s school (Allen, 2008).  At each visit, I used ethnographic data 

collection methods such as informal conversations and interviews primarily in the Spanish lan-

guage either individually or collectively with the parents and their children.  Apart from casual 

conversations with each family, I was often invited to participate in a homemade dinner, enjoy a 

cup of Mexican coffee, or participate in a family’s celebration such as a child’s first commun-

ion, a daughter’s 15th birthday referred to as a Quinceañera or a wedding anniversary held at the 

household or at a local community center.  In several instances, I was asked to offer the parents 

a translation of school correspondence or tutor their children in some area of school work.  Fol-

lowing these household visits, I also recorded field notes to describe the observations, write 

down questions and summarize emerging themes (De La Luz Reyes, Laliberty, & Orbanosky, 

1993).  This article addresses findings concerning Spanish language conversations specifically 

with the mothers—Ignacia, Elena, and Martha—of three immigrant families through household 

literacy and their everyday lives. 

Voices of Hispanic Mothers  

Ignacia Clara’s Narrative 

 While conversing one evening about the importance of parental influence on a child’s 

character, Ignacia Clara reflected upon her own upbringing in Mexico and commented, “Yes, 

we are important in what our children learn in their lives.  In my opinion, “the pillar of learning 

for our children is the parents.  We are part of a process while the children are growing up” It 

was her relentless hope that her four children would do better than her in their future lives here 

in the United States. 

 Expressing apoyo, meaning parental love as framework for child development. 
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Based on their own childhood experiences, Hispanic mothers traditionally offer advice 

from the moment of a child’s birth as a way to inculcate cultural values and norms such as re-

spect, collaboration, and responsibility.  While helping her child, enrolled in the first grade, put 

on her coat to stay warm on the five-block walk to school, Ignacia hugged her child and whis-

pered, be careful, pay attention to the teacher, and behave yourself with the other children.  

These daily, momentary exchanges provided a platform for the parent and child to verbally and 

nonverbally communicate with one another and a motivational framework for the child to ap-

proach school work (Auerbach, 2011; Gorski, 2008; Valdes, 1996).  Ignacia talked about her 

daily efforts to teach her children to show respect and to give attention to what was being taught 

in the classroom because the teacher was there to help the children to learn and it was important 

that the children work.  Ignacia reiterated that respect was the primary education that her par-

ents had taught her—to give respect so that others would also show us respect. Almost emotion-

ally, she expressed her heartfelt belief that respeto, meaning respect, was what she had to incul-

cate in her children each day.  

Efforts to make a parent-teacher connection. 

Realizing that she did not possess the formal academic training of the classroom teacher, 

Ignacia would often place sole responsibility for academic learning on the teacher (Pena, 2000) 

and instead focus on what she believed would help her child turn out fine and be a successful, 

responsible citizen in society (Drummond & Stipek, 2004).  In situations where her child re-

ceived low academic marks, a low conduct grade, or had been placed in a differentiated group 

for intervention, this Hispanic mother was reluctant to question the position of authority re-

flected in her child’s classroom teacher and school administrator.  Similarly, some Mexican par-

ents restrict their school involvement to only transporting their children to school and helping 
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with homework (Saenz & Felix, 2007).  Furthermore, parents commonly blame themselves 

when their child has a problem at school instead of looking at school practices (Lundgren & 

Morrison, 2003; Valdes, 1996).  Compounding this scenario is the Hispanic parent who has a 

limited level of English language proficiency.  In this instance, the non-English speaking parent 

may write a note to the classroom teacher in her native, Spanish language, entrusting the child 

to mediate a discussion between the teacher and herself, or hope that her child will do better at 

school.  For example, on one occasion, Ignacia wanted to talk with her son’s second grade 

teacher to schedule a meeting to ask about the sudden drop in math grades.  In this case, Ignacia 

wrote a three-line note in Spanish but also urged her child to further explain in the English lan-

guage the mother’s concerns to the teacher.  A few weeks later, Ignacia shared with me a con-

versation she had with her son about asking for a math tutor at school.  She commented that she 

wrote a letter in Spanish to the school teacher asking for after-school tutoring for her child.  

Apart from the written note, Ignacia again prompted her son to use his emerging English lan-

guage proficiency and speak on his mother’s behalf with the classroom teacher.  In sum, Ignacia 

placed her emphasis on nurturing her children to follow as noted in Cooper, Denner, and Lopez 

(1999) el buen camino meaning the good path toward responsible adulthood (p. 51) and on in-

stilling in her children’s mind to never forget their native language.  At the same time, she 

placed exclusive dependence on her children’s school teacher for an academic education. 

A mother’s commitment for her children’s literacy learning.   

 Ignacia painstakingly urged her children to speak in their native, Spanish language as 

part of the everyday household discourse to promote her children’s cultural identity and pride 

with their Hispanic heritage.  For example, at one evening dinner, Ignacia prompts her oldest 

son to give grace in the Spanish language by saying, Hijo, por favor, dar las gracias por nues-
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tra comida y para nuestra familia aquí y en México meaning, Son, please say grace for our food 

and for our family here and in Mexico. When hearing her two children talk about a cartoon seg-

ment seen on television, Ignacia asks her two children to express themselves in their mother’s 

native language so that she can understand and join in the conversation by saying, Por favor, 

mis hijos hablan en español así que puedo apreciar tu interés en esos dibujos animados mean-

ing, Please, my children talk in Spanish so I can appreciate your interest in those cartoons.  

Never forgetting their family’s native language is a message that she often reiterated as her chil-

dren began to experiment with their emerging English language acquisition.  In her view, her 

children’s ability to communicate in their native language permitted her family to communicate 

on household matters, news of the day, or problems that needed attention.  Without such a lin-

guistic linchpin, Ignacia believed that her ability to influence her child’s upbringing was seri-

ously minimized. She also contended that if her children lost their native language skills, they 

would also lose the ability to connect with Spanish-speaking relatives remaining and living in 

Mexico, South America, and Puerto Rico. With the emergence of electronic social media as a 

conduit for staying connected, I observed Ignacia encourage her son, now in the sixth grade, to 

use Skype and Facebook.  Using technology, the son narrated in the Spanish language for dis-

tant family and friends the occurrence of a birthday and holiday celebration, a reunion of family 

and friends, or a special family outing.  And so, for certain segments of society, often least 

heard or understood, social media technology now offers an important mechanism to have their 

first-person accounts - voices and perspectives - depicted at a level of social awareness (Ladson

-Billings, 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002).  

Elena Robles’ Expression  



 19 

 

Having visited with Hispanic households, I observed mothers conversing with children 

about the value of possessing fluency in more than one language as it would increase their 

chances for success later in life.  For example, I witnessed Elena Robles busily prepare a dinner 

meal, while asking her child to answer a telephone call and relay the caller’s message in the 

Spanish language.  In doing so, Elena was aware of the purpose of the call with the caller being 

able to obtain a response. Later that evening when the family gathered around the living room, 

Elena used her native language to narrate before her children a traditional family story about her 

childhood life in Mexico.  As the story was told, she paused to allow the children to ask ques-

tions in either Spanish or English and make a personal connection to the moral of the story 

(Flood, Lapp, Tinajero, & Nagel, 1995; Riojas-Cortez, Flores, Smith, & Clark, 2003).  At other 

times, Elena and her children together watched Spanish soap operas, sports programs, or the 

news on the Spanish television network, Telemundo as a platform for later discussion during 

dinner or late evening.   

Preparing her children for at-school literacy learning. 

Having learned from school newsletters and Parent-Teacher meetings that the daily liter-

acy lesson consisted of reading the story aloud and children sharing ideas in small groups, here 

is a good example of how Elena mentored her children to pay attention during the reading les-

sons.  In line with Edwards’ (1996) research on ways to build a working relationship between 

parents and classroom teachers, Elena regularly prompted her children to write questions on 

paper in either Spanish or English when they did not understand something that someone said 

and then during the small group story discussion to give the note to the classroom teacher.  

What follows is a conversation between Elena and her oldest son about his literacy learning and 

advice that Elena offers to her son regarding proper behavior and attention while at school. 
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Elena: ¿Como le fue hoy en su salón cuando ustedes hablaron del cuento por esta semana? 

[How did you do today in your class room when you spoke of the story for this week? 

Enrique: Mama, me gusto el cuento pero no entendí unas partas del cuento. [Mother, I liked the 

story but I did not understand parts of the story.] 

Elena: ¿Está dando la atención cuando la maestra está hablando?  También, cuando no en-

tiende algo, es importante escribir en su papel la pregunta en español o inglés y después pase 

la nota a la maestra. [Are you giving the attention when the teacher is talking? Also, when you 

don't understand something, it is important to write on your paper the question in Spanish or 

English and then pass the note to the teacher.] 

Enrique: Si mama.  También nuestro maestro dijo que podemos traer el libro de lectura a la 

casa. [Yes mother.  Also, our teacher said that we could bring our reading book to the house.] 

Elena: Muy bien.  En esa manera, podemos ver las palabras y los retratos para descubrir las 

partes significante en el cuento. [Very well. In that way, we can see the words and the pictures 

to discover significant parts in the story.] 

In reflection, many U.S. teachers presume an immigrant parent’s inability to speak Eng-

lish precludes helping their child with homework and interferes with the pace at which their 

child acquires the English language (Barillas, 2000; Peterson & Heywood, 2007).  Yet, in simi-

larity with one of my childhood experiences, our entire family traditionally gathered in the liv-

ing room with adults sitting on one of two sofas and my seven siblings and I sitting on the tile 

floor to watch the soap opera.  Now that I am an adult and an educator in early childhood edu-

cation programs I believe that this particular household experience—which was a common oc-

currence in my parents’ household—disproved a common assumption held by U.S. teachers 

that literacy learning did not occur simply because a different language was practiced at home 
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or because of our parents’ low income economic status (Gorski, 2008).  The following house-

hold experience reiterated Ben-Yosef’s (2003) contention that “There is not one ‘Literacy,’ but 

many different literacies that represent groups in our society and topics in our culture” (p. 81).  

In the author’s view, by acknowledging each student’s local and vernacular literacies to enter 

the school setting, students’ voices can serve as a starting point for constructing classroom 

learning. 

 During the commercial breaks, my mother asked in her native language what the charac-

ters had talked about and what we thought might happen next.  Each member of the family took 

turns summarizing the sequence of events and boldly predicted what may occur.  All family 

members responded with questions or comments to the speaker’s original ideas.  Since our 

mother and father often watched the Spanish soap opera, they were able to assess our level of 

understanding about the storyline. In retrospect, my parents recognized the value of the entire 

family engaging in social dialogue and openly sharing each other’s perspective. 

 Blending culturally learned practices as a bridge for literacy learning. 

 

Another practice Elena enjoyed as a child in Mexico was a holiday tradition called Las 

Posadas in which children would gather after sunset outside school buildings and sing particu-

lar songs.  Through these experiences, Elena explained that she, alongside other children, 

gradually overcame their fear of public speaking and engaged in a meaningful community prac-

tice while developing their competence in phonemic awareness and word pronunciation in their 

native language of Spanish.  A second learning event Elena experienced during her own school-

ing in Mexico, and now often used in raising her two school-aged children, was the practice of 

saying aloud tongue twisters known as trabalenguas in the Spanish language.  As I was very 

interested in how this childhood experience in her native country influenced her and other chil-
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dren’s knowledge of literacy, Elena explained that the rhythmic mix of letter sounds and multi-

syllabic words made learning very amusing but it also connected the learning of literacy to what 

they were already familiar with in their everyday lives such as animals, the clouds and brick 

houses.  As the mother was aware that poetry with similar endings was sometimes used in the 

classroom, the below mentioned tongue twisters were often practiced during several household 

visits.  It was Elena’s desire to inculcate in her two children’s mind their cultural heritage and 

as a tool to augment their out-of-school literacy learning here in the United States.  In using the 

root word lamb known as borrego, the following verses were used.   

 El cielo esta emborregado                        The heavens are covered with little clouds like   

                                                                               sheep’s cotton. 

            Quien lo desemborregara                         Who will uncover the clouds of heaven? 

            El que lo desemborrague                          The one who will remove the small clouds. 

            Buen desemborregador será                     Well, a good uncoverer he will be. 

 

In using the root word, ladrillo meaning brick, the following verses were used:  

 

 La casa esta enladrillada                     The house is bricked.  

            Quien la desenladrillara                          Who will unbrick the house? 

            El que lo desenladrillare                          The one who will remove the brick. 

            Buen desenladrillador será                      Well, a good unbricker he will be.  

  

 Code-switching—a resource for children’s out-of-school learning. 

 

As Elena acquired some degree of English language fluency, she began to code switch, 

i.e., alternate between her native Spanish language and English as a way to broker her conversa-

tion with her children’s out-of-school literacy learning such as reading children’s books written 

in the Spanish or English language (Commins, 1989; Crowell, 1998).  Elena recognized that her 

children were still novices in their mastery of the English language, and she also wished to be a 

part of what and how their children learned from their at-school experiences here in the United 

States.  While listening to several conversations about school work between Elena and her two 

children following the evening dinner, I observed that the children intuitively resorted to both 
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languages in jointly doing their reading homework and while interacting amongst themselves 

and their mother.  Elena declared that her oldest daughter and the younger son preferred to talk 

in the English language at home and she usually understood them.  In those instances when she 

did not understand her children’s English language dialogue, Elena often asked her children to 

explain their ideas in the Spanish language.  Most interestingly, the second oldest child often 

responded to her mother in the Spanish language; however, the younger son often responded in 

the English language when the mother talked to him in the Spanish language.  Based on several 

exchanges between Elena’s predominant use of the Spanish language and her younger son’s 

responses in the English language, I concluded that the child could understand her mother’s na-

tive language but could not verbally articulate his ideas in Spanish.  Upon reflection, Elena can-

didly disclosed:  

Sometimes, I think that perhaps they will not understand me in Spanish and then if I 

know what I want to say, and I know a few words in English I will then try to use the 

English language and say it in English so that the idea he will understand but I really 

don’t want to speak with him in English but instead talk with him in Spanish. Some-

times I think that he doesn’t understand everything in the Spanish language because he 

looks at me; so I will talk with him in English (E. Robles, personal communication, 

April 23, 2010). 

 

 Furthermore, Elena expressed her trepidations that without a ‘Spanish language connec-

tion’ between her children and herself, she would lose her parental influence on the ways that 

her children attempted to make sense of their U.S. school experience—and more importantly—

on her ability to nurture the children’s moral character as Valdes (1996) noted, “To be well-

behaved, well-disciplined at school” (p. 165).  What follows is a good example that portrays the 

collaborative and emotionally-grounded relationship between Elena and her children.  With tre-

mendous orgullo meaning pride, Elena noted that her oldest son (who knows a bit of English) 

helps her to be a part of what her youngest son is learning at school.  In those instances when 
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Elena struggled to help her youngest son better understand the reading story, she offered this 

commentary of how her oldest child served a pivotal role: 

 My oldest son likes to use both languages to give an explanation of how to pronounce 

 the letters, the words, or how to read the sentences in the storybook.  For this reason, I 

 think that my children and I are closer emotionally and intellectually.  I really feel that I 

 am an important part of their school learning. 

 

Martha Santiago’s Understanding 

During one visit, Martha Santiago echoed her daughter’s sentiment that the school’s 

technique of teaching was more complex and that it might help if the teacher showed a different 

method already used by her mother or father.  For example, on one occasion, I observed a birth-

day party in honor of Martha that included her husband, two children and several neighbors.  At 

this special family event, all participants—including the six-year old daughter and eleven-year 

old son—sang the traditional melody, Happy Birthday in both the Spanish and English lan-

guages.  

Connecting cultural and household practices to school learning.  

In Martha’s view, the teacher’s inclusion of a child’s familiarity with songs in two lan-

guages—apart from just reading a story of the week or memorizing the definitions of a particu-

lar list of vocabulary words—could help build a stronger connection between home and school 

learning.  As noted in Jimenez (2001), “One reason that schools may not be effectively support-

ing the language and literacy needs of Latino students is because the classroom learning prac-

tices are not relevant or inadvertently alienating” (p. 737).  On another occasion, this family in-

vited me to a friend’s 35th wedding anniversary party.  At this memorable event, the ceremony 

featured a segment in which the children stepped onto the dance floor and for one whole hour 

danced  to both favorite Spanish and English language songs—and select children took hold of 

the microphone and mimicked the words of different songs.  At that venue, the children dis-
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played self-confidence to express themselves creatively in relation to what they were hearing.  

Here, Martha commented that unless classroom teachers discovered the cultural values and 

practices of children that perhaps her children might not be as engaged or as expressive in class-

room learning.  In this regard, classroom teachers are often unaware of the cultural differences 

in literacy practices between parents and the school and of their everyday family experiences 

and struggles.  These differences in the teaching of Hispanic children (struggling to learn a sec-

ond language) serve as barriers to communication and academic learning (Jimenez, 2001; 

Mays, 2008; McCarthey, 2000; Whitaker, Salend, & Gutierrez, 1997).   

Having returned from work one day, Martha patiently sat next to her child on the sofa or 

at the kitchen table and listened or nodded with support while her primary school children ex-

perimented with English letter sounds, words  or phrases, and eventually sentences and para-

graphs.  After a few sentences were read, Martha used her native language with some words in 

the English language to ask questions of her children about the characters, storyline or about the 

illustrations in the story.   

           In these household literacy moments, both the parent and children were informing each 

other, asking all kinds of questions, and exchanging perspectives about what they knew and un-

derstood in terms of the story.  Given the challenges of bridging the parent’s native language 

and her children’s emerging English language proficiency, the catalyst for household literacy is 

the family’s cultural and linguistic body of knowledge.  In their use of the term ‘funds of 

knowledge,’ Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (1992) noted it refers to the accumulation of 

culturally developed knowledge and skills that a family draws upon to sustain their household 

and everyday well-being.  Within Latino households, the range of knowledge and skills might 

entail ranching and farming, carpentry, equipment operation and appliance repairs (p. 133).  
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Furthermore, by tapping the collective literacy skills between the mother and her children, the 

collective strength of family influence and cultural values enriches their children’s cumulative 

school learning and English language acquisition (McCarthey, 2000; Moll, Amanti, Neff, & 

Gonzalez, 1992; Rothstein-Fisch, Greenfield, & Elise-Trumbell, 1999).  While conversing with 

Martha, mother of two children, she explained that it was important for her children to know 

Spanish because of their Mexican heritage and Spanish was the language typically used in the 

household.  It was also important for her children to know the English language in order to talk 

with their school friends or to translate on behalf of their parents when at the doctor’s office.  

After my third visit, I mentioned to Martha that after hearing her youngest daughter using many 

words in the English language, I remarked that her daughter was quickly adopting the English 

language.  In response, Martha commented, “Our little one who just started kindergarten is 

learning the English language much faster  than our older son because she often talks with 

him in the English language.” 

 From several field note entries that I recorded during my four months, I observed that in  

 

those instances when the young child read to her mother, the child used the English and Spanish 

languages to answer her mother’s questions.  On one visit, as the family and I sat in the living 

room engaged in a Spanish language conversation, their youngest child, now in kindergarten, 

asked her mother to help her say the letters of the alphabet.  In response, the mother sang aloud 

an English language rhyme to help her daughter learn letters of the alphabet; in turn, the child 

joined her mother in singing the rhyme and said most of the letters of the alphabet correctly. 

           In consideration, immigrant families do want to be involved in their children’s academic  

 

achievement. According to current research however, these same families are often discouraged  

 

because their native language is ignored, while their children only wish to communicate at 

home  
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in the English language (Osterling, Violand-Sanchez, & von Vacano, 1999).  Drawing upon the  

 

research of Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti (2005) with Latino households, what these three  

 

families truly hoped for was that their children’s acquired knowledge and prior experiences  

 

would be the starting point for how the classroom teacher guided classroom learning (p.135). 

 

Conclusion 

 As an extension of my observations with Martha Santiago’s household about how she 

viewed her role in shaping her children’s out-of-school learning, she offered this poignant self-

portrait: 

 To help my three school-aged children, I try to help my children with their daily 

 homework.  Even though I do not speak the English language very good, my house has 

 many learning activities like reading and playing with Nintendo games and word puz

 zles. When I can, I watch television programs like Sesame Street, Wrestlers and car

 toons with my children and then we use Spanish and English to talk about the programs. 

 

 With an optimistic view toward connecting with her child’s school to improve her 

child’s chances for academic success in the United States, Martha reflected a sentiment shared 

by the other mothers whom I had visited during these past four months.  She wished the school 

would “understand the daily efforts and struggles that my children and I endure at home to use 

many words in the English language to express ourselves.”  

      Without question, I felt immensely informed after sharing this time where the families, 

and in particular these Hispanic mothers, felt empowered to express their voices and cultural 

knowledge and offer apoyo, continuous support and advice, to help with their children’s literacy 

and life learning (Auerbach, 2011).  In an effort to bridge the gap between Latino children and 

national norms in literacy and life, one critical strategy is to go where the families live and build 

a home-school connection—one family at a time (Auerbach, 2011; Cooper, Denner, & Lopez, 

1999).  Within all three households, the connection between learning literacy and life was made 
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through household traditions including teaching values and morals, cultural pride, and family 

stories.  These women, in their roles as mothers, desired to bridge the journeys their children 

have and will make from home to school to life. 

Lastly, I will forever cherish my own mother’s role in achieving whatever academic and 

life successes have come in my direction.  Referring back to Auerbach’s (2011) definition of 

the Spanish term apoyo meaning a special rapport for loved ones; my mother intuitively show-

ered all of her eight children with unconditional love and emotional support and thus inculcated 

an indelible legacy in my heart.  Through her example, I served our country as a military mem-

ber for 30 years, and I now proudly serve the needs of children and adults as an educator.  In 

thinking of how much I value my mother’s influence on my entire life, I readily say, Mama, 

gracias por tu amor. Sus esperanzas y luchas a animarme siempre será recordado. Mother, 

thank you for your love.  Your hopes and struggles to encourage me will always be remem-

bered.   
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I immigrated to the United States from Romania almost ten years ago. I moved to the 

Southern part of the United States, and started working on my doctoral degree in Language and 

Literacy Education two years later. Currently, I am an assistant professor at Georgia Gwinnett 

College in Lawrenceville, Georgia that has a diverse student body; many of our students are 

first or second generation immigrants.  Coming as I do from an immigrant background, as a 

teacher and researcher I was naturally drawn to work with English Language Learners and stu-

dents from diverse backgrounds. In spite of our language and ethnic differences, we had many 

common life experiences, such as the experience of living in-between countries, languages, tra-

ditions and cultures. From my own experience I knew that in order to help my students grow as 

learners, I first had to understand who they were and where they came from. Dewey (1938) has 

already argued that education, life, and experience are intertwined and learning about the hopes, 

beliefs, histories, and stories of our students is essential to their education. As Clandinin and 

Conelly (2000) put it, experience is embedded in stories that “educate the self and others.” (xvi) 

As a graduate student, I used stories as a creative methodology (Gallop, 2002) to make sense of 

myself as a learner, and as a teacher, I use storytelling to learn about my students.  

In this essay we will share three particular narratives about the relevance of experiences 

with “border” identity and its impact on our learning and education.  My own immigrant experi-

ence and my work with students who live on the borderlands of two cultures helped me under-

stand that although being in-between invokes a feeling of Otherness, the ability to understand 

and navigate two cultures is simultaneously challenging and rewarding. Through my students’ 

Culture, Identity, and Living In-Between: Three Stories 

Kinga Varga-Dobai, Jenny Casas, Lydia Moore 
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and my own history I have also come to understand that the concepts of diversity and minority 

are complicated by ethnicity and race. I am an immigrant with an accent, but my immigrant 

status and accent doesn’t always mean that I would be considered a minority; because I am 

white, my race excludes me from certain identity categories. Moreover, as immigrants, our day-

to-day challenges of fitting in include not only conflicts with the outside world, but also con-

flicts with our immediate family or community members with whom we share a common heri-

tage. Similar to first-generation immigrants, individuals who come from mixed racial back-

grounds experience similar challenges in trying to find their place in mainstream society. My 

students’ stories and my own story included in this essay tell of such experiences of culture 

clash, identity, belonging, and becoming in a multicultural society such as the United States.  

Kinga’s story 

Because I grew up as an ethnic minority in Romania, I became aware quite early of what 

Othering meant, how racial groups and nations discriminated against one another, and what this 

discrimination meant for the practices of everyday life. But I was only able to theorize Othering 

once I had studied poststructural/postcolonial and feminist theories and could use them to apply 

it to my own practice as an educator.  Postcolonial theorist, Bhabha (1994/2004) explained that 

the colonizer creates his own identity through differentiating between his Self and the Other. 

For the dominant ethnic population, the dominated ethnic minority is the Other who is similar 

but still different since he/she speaks another language and/or has different cultural traditions. 

In terms of gender, the Other to man is woman, and such binaries are further complicated by 

additional divisions as well, such as the differences between “first-world” and “third-world” 

women. 
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While engaging in theoretical readings, I realized that theory is, in fact, about the every-

day experiences we go through as women, teachers, and people in general. Theoretical lenses 

about culture, for example, became “Aha moments” that helped me make sense of the cultural 

and personal displacements I had experienced in my past as a Hungarian minority and in my 

present as a newly immigrated Eastern European woman in the United States. These Aha mo-

ments also helped me understand myself better, as well as my goals as a woman, a researcher, 

and a teacher.  

In the process of becoming a legal resident and, later, a citizen of the United States, the-

ory helped me learn quite a bit about the media and institutional stereotypes of women from 

developing countries as victims in need of being saved. While I was a national Other in Roma-

nia, I became a gendered Other in the United States, and I first began to experience this Other-

ing when I applied for an American visa in Bucharest in 2003. Romania is one of the few coun-

tries in the European Union that had and still has strict visa application rules for the United 

States. Young women who marry American men are particularly suspicious and are scrutinized 

for fraudulent relationships. Along with the legal marriage certificate that my husband and I had 

to include in the visa application, we also had to submit emails, photographs, and additional 

evidence of our relationship. When I finally met the American ambassador after a six month 

waiting period and supposedly careful review of all my love letters, the only question she asked 

me was why I did not take my husband’s last name. My answer was that I liked my own name. 

Her response was to refuse my visa application. Coming as I do from an upbringing that does 

not allow for the questioning of authority figures, I was ready to get on the next train home and 

wait for another appointment.  I was disappointed, but I was not surprised to be turned down. 

My husband, however, called his congressman who then called the American ambassador from 



 34 

 

Bucharest, who then rescheduled me and granted me an American visa four days later. Ironi-

cally, I, too, was saved.  

This was, however, just the beginning of a long institutional Othering process that con-

tinued when I moved to the United States and applied for permanent residence, commonly 

known as the green card. The application manual included a checklist used to identify possible 

marriage frauds between an older, white, divorced man and a younger childless woman with 

little or broken English. Although I was naively surprised that my marriage could be considered 

a fraud from an institutional point of view, I had to admit that I fit the profile of Internet wives, 

perhaps with the difference that I already had an advanced degree and my English was rela-

tively good. I began to pay more attention to this kind of profiling in everyday life as well: the 

snarky comments about docile “mail-order brides,” all of which became an inside joke for my 

husband and me—such as that he had actually purchased me on romanianwives.com. As for 

me, a doctoral student by this time, the discourse on the Other became something that I wanted 

to study.  

Going through a doctoral program for me was not only about acquiring knowledge 

about a specific discipline (language and literacy education in my case), but it was also a jour-

ney of self-discovery. Reading Foucault (1972), Butler (1992), Trinh Min-ha (1989), Derrida 

(1992), Deleuze and Guattari (1987), Sonia Nieto (2002), just to name a few of my favorites 

during those years, made me realize that individuals, women and men, are not always free 

agents of their own destinies, rather it is power and discourse that positions them and allows or 

denies them agency. My husband as a man and American citizen, for example, had a lot more 

power and agency than I had as a young woman from a post-communist country. While in my 

work on children’s literature I critiqued the stereotypical representations of women like me as 
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being powerless, I recognized that in certain situations, as on that day at the American embassy, 

I was indeed powerless and saved. Discourses, thus, are also contradictory because the Truth 

they are trying to uncover is contradictory as well. This, of course, does not mean that we, peo-

ple, are incapable of change, it rather means that we are always conditioned by the discourses 

that surround us. The discourse of immigration positioned me as a woman who possibly came 

to this country through illegal means. The discourse of academia (being a doctoral student) 

treated my diverse background as an intellectual asset. The discourse of multiculturalism further 

fragmented my identity and positioned me in a space of liminality where I was neither inside 

nor outside of the minority categories. While as an immigrant I always represented a diversity 

demographic, in my affiliations I didn’t fit in with the minority categories. As one of my 

friends, a Latina, explained it to me, in the context of ethnicity or race minority usually means 

Latino, Black or Asian. In her own words, because I was white, and I had a different accent 

than her, I was higher on the immigrant list than she was. My accent was “cute” and “cool.” Her 

accent was “Can you repeat that, please?” and “What was that again, ma’am?” She often com-

plained about one particular instructor who embarrassed her so many times that she dropped the 

class instead of being silenced one more time because of her language. In my own experience, 

of course, my white-ness, didn’t always mean that I was privileged, or that I didn’t feel outside 

of the mainstream even though nobody ever made fun of my spoken English. Living in-between 

cultures taught me that our subjectivity, the beliefs and thoughts we have about our own experi-

ences as Others is always relational. Some of us are not Inside or Outside, rather we live our 

day-to-day lives somewhere in-between––included and excluded at the same time.  

Jenny’s story 
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I am a first-generation college student. My parents moved to the United States from 

Peru before I was born. My father was the first member of the family to come to America; he 

first migrated to Houston, Texas, and lived there for a few years. Then my mother joined him, 

and they moved to Georgia in hope for a new job. That is when my mother had me, and it was a 

new beginning for the whole family. Even though my father always wanted us to be familiar 

with the Peruvian culture that they left behind, he wanted all of his children to have American 

names. When I was born, Jenny was the first name he came across.  

 In spite of giving us American names, my parents were not entirely able to blend in with 

the American culture and growing up I had to learn how to balance between my home values 

and the wider American culture. This process was not always easy. While cultural identity 

should give you a sense of belonging, my cultural identity, has been a blend of two cultures that 

are two completely different worlds, and it was hard for me to figure out where I really be-

longed. My mother, for example, who came to America over twenty years ago, always saw her-

self as an outsider, not an American, and this impacted the way I perceived myself as well. My 

parents also raised us according to the Peruvian cultural expectations, and these differences be-

came obvious as soon as I had more contact with the outside American world. One of the first 

differences that I learned about my Peruvian and the American culture were simple things, such 

as the etiquette of greeting. At home we always greeted the family members and friends who 

came to our house by kissing them on the cheek. When I first started school in America, I 

learned very quickly from the uncomfortable and funny looks on peoples’ faces that this was 

not their way of greeting each other. Another difference that separated me from my American 

peers was religion. Although I have met many kids at school who came from families where 

religion was important, my parents perceived religion as part of their Peruvian heritage that set 
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them apart from the American culture. They saw America as a free country that offered many 

opportunities, but also as a culture where things were not always in order, so, as parents, they 

wanted to make sure that religion would provide their children with the strict rules that one 

needs to lead an ethical life. Because of this religious upbringing, I could not do certain things 

with my friends, such as being out late or watching certain movies, and this often became a 

source of conflict or misunderstanding between us. At the same time, when I tried to rebel 

against my parents’ wishes and adapt to American customs, that became a source of conflict 

between me and my parents. For example, while sleepover is very popular among American 

children and teenagers, my parents viewed it as a sign of disrespect, and in our house it was 

never allowed. Other traditions, for example the Quinceañera and the sweet sixteen, were both 

important for me, but for my parents only Quinceañera had relevance. For that occasion, we 

traveled to Peru, and I finally got a chance to meet my grandparents and other relatives. My 

sweet sixteen celebration, however, back in America was just like another birthday party to my 

parents, even though for me it was an important event that I shared with my American friends.  

In school I was different than most students, I tried to blend in and become one of them, 

but the academic challenges I had to face were different than most kids’ I encountered. School 

was difficult at times because the first language I learned to speak was Spanish. I mostly 

learned English from television, books, interactions with others, and at school. At school I was 

behind because of my lack of English and once I began elementary school, I was required to 

take ESOL. I always had trouble with reading and writing, and I always felt uncomfortable 

reading aloud in class because I would pronounce a word wrong. Elementary school was very 

difficult for me because the teacher did not understand how embarrassed I felt that I could not 

express myself well, or that I could not read fluently in English. She thought that I was stubborn 
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or dumb, even though I was just afraid and very self-conscious of my lack of English language. 

As I was growing older, however, my English became better, and my knowledge of Spanish 

was decreasing. Ironically, today I feel very self-conscious when I speak Spanish to other His-

panics because my Spanish is not very good. Today, my dominant language is English, my sib-

lings and I only speak English to each other, and I only speak Spanish to my parents.  

Because of growing up in America, I’ve been introduced to new things that my parents 

have never experienced before.  Applying to different colleges, talking to school personnel, 

finding a job, were all my responsibility. Being one of the older siblings in my family also 

made me a role model to my younger brother and sister, and they relied on my help rather than 

on my parents’. Because of language, at a very young age we had to learn how to do things by 

ourselves without the help of our parents, and I know this often made them feel useless even 

though they worked very hard all their lives to support us. To live between two languages and 

by the standards of two different cultures has been complicated, and even today, I have diffi-

culty figuring out who I really am. My experiences, however, make me a richer, stronger and 

more independent person, and I am very thankful for that.  

Lydia’s story 

 

  My name is Lydia Moore.  I am the youngest of seven children, five girls and two boys 

that are fraternal twins. Growing up I really didn’t care for my first name, Lydia. I often wanted 

a more simple name such as “Stacy” or “Tracy,” something much more popular, like my sister’s 

name “Mary.” I always met Marys, Annas, Elisabeths, and Naomis (my four sister’s names) but 

never Lydias. Today, I love the way my name sounds when other people say it, all the syllables 

just roll together, Lydia. When I look in the mirror I see Lydia looking back at me, and don’t 
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think any other name would fit, especially not Mary, Anna, Elisabeth, or Naomi, and definitely 

not Stacy or Tracy. 

I am a product of an interracial relationship between an African American man and a 

woman of European descent. My mother was thirty-eight when I was born and my father was 

fifty-six. A little over a year after my birth, on the day after Christmas, my mother died of spi-

nal meningitis, leaving my father and seven very young children behind. Growing up biracial 

was very difficult for me, which is why the desire to seek out who I really was became very 

strong. As a young child I would look into the mirror very hard and deep at myself until my 

face was almost distorted and wonder: “Who is Lydia?” I always wanted an answer as to why I 

came to be and was positioned in the world where I was positioned. Ironically, today at the age 

of thirty-two, I am still searching for my identity trying to piece together the little information I 

have about my heritage and seeking out sources that will help fill in the gaps that are ever so 

deep.  

I have no memory of my white mother at all. The information that I got from her brother 

and sister is that she was part English and part Norwegian. I often wonder what it felt like to 

look into her eyes as she held me when I was a baby and feel that level of security that only a 

mother’s arms can bring. Truthfully, I can only go by family members accounts of what she 

was like and what happened when she went away. As an adolescent, I remember trying very 

hard to fit in but never really grasping the ability to do so. I was never “Black” enough for the 

African American community and never White enough for the Caucasian’s either. I always 

knew I was different, and although my father told me to be proud of who I was, at times it was 

very challenging in a society that makes you feel otherwise. I remember being in class and fill-

ing out the background questionnaires that asked what race you were. They would ask: Are you 
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Black, White, Hispanic, Asian, or other? I remember being forced to check other, or choose ei-

ther Black or White. I always chose black due to societal pressure, and further erasing the im-

age of my Caucasian mother who carried me in her womb for nine months and gave birth to me.  

Today, one of my most prized possessions that I hold dear to my heart is a folder that 

my mother’s sister sent me. This folder contains information all about my mother. It holds cop-

ies of her birth and death certificates, medical records, high school diploma, photos, and other 

documents. I can’t count the number of times I’ve looked through this book, especially at the 

photos of my mother before she met my father, before she had any of us. In a way it gives me 

something to hold on to, a sense of belonging, a greater understanding of who she was, of who I 

am. I remember accepting the bland label: “Black and White.” But I was often called names 

like “Mutt,” “Half Breed,” and “Oreo Cookie,” by my peers and others in society. Although be-

ing “Black and White” was okay for most of my life, these two words say little about who I am 

or where I come from. Black and White are colors, and although these colors have meaning in 

our world, they still don’t hold enough meaning to identify who I really am. Through my ex-

periences in life, I have come to realize just how important it is for one to be proud of her cul-

tural identity and to understand that cultural differences are fundamental to the development of 

society as a whole.  

 

Conclusion 

We shared our stories in this essay because we wanted to point out the relevance of ex-

perience and personal history/story to our education. Our cultural, ethnic background as well as 

our experience as English language learners greatly shaped who we were in school and our de-

cisions to become educators. Polkinghorne (1988) believed that the basis of our work as practi-
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tioners should be stories. Stories give explanations why people, kids behave the way they do. 

Learning about Jenny’s story helped me understand that her quiet, non-participation during 

class was not a sign of her disinterest; it was only a continuation of the school behavior that she 

got used to through the years—her hiding. It always surprised me how detailed she was in her 

writing, but she would never talk among her classmates. After reading her story I understood 

why, and reaching out to her, helping her gain some confidence, helped her overcome some of 

those insecurities. Speaking up in class, perhaps, was a small thing, but it was a big step for her. 

Learning about Lydia’s story helped me see what was behind that critical and passionate voice 

that made her into who she was, a voice that was misunderstood for an “attitude” and bad be-

havior too many times. Being mistreated and judged in school gave her the ability to become a 

critical, reflective, and sensitive educator who understood the relevance of cultural background 

to one’s schooling. The stories not only helped me understand these two young women better, 

but hopefully it also helped them understand themselves better. As Geelan (2003) wrote with 

stories “we begin a process of reflection, and disciplined inquiry into our values and their inter-

section with our practice” (p. 171) both as students and educators.  

My hope is that perhaps stories will help think about the assumptions we often make as 

educators about our students who are ELLs or come from diverse backgrounds. Instead of 

pathologizing their language and culture (Dudley-Marling & Lucas, 2009), we may look at that 

background or language as an asset that we can build on. We may also use their stories not only 

for relationship building (Harman, Varga-Dobai, Bivins, & Forker, 2013) but also to learn about 

their home literacies (Mui and Anderson, 2008) that may be different but just as valuable as the 

one we emphasize in school. Additionally, with at-risk students, stories may help us educators 

identify the discrepancy between school and home that places those students at risk. In order to 

meet our students where they are, as Pransky and Bailey (2002-2003) argued, first we have to 
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Over the course of three years, I’ve researched the social discourse surrounding Black 

girls being “at risk” and “in crisis, specifically in relation to images of scantily-clad Black fe-

male bodies in music videos, body image and obesity, rising rates of teenage pregnancy, and 

alarming statistics of HIV infection. Though media portrayals of young Black girls pay particu-

lar attention to sexualized behaviors, my relationships with, and research on, Black girls led me 

to explore the “crisis” narrative in greater detail, with specific emphasis on its intersectional ef-

fects of race, age, gender, and place in the lives and literacies of fourteen Black mothers and 

daughters, ages 15-65, of biological and fictive kinship. 

 With “girl power” as the dominant commercial narrative of the nineties that excluded 

Black women’s voices, and contemporary commercial representations of Black girlhood and 

womanhood as sexualized celebrations of Black masculinity and patriarchy, how are Black girls 

and women able to speak back to prevailing discourses that have demanded our silence? 

Namely, as a historically embattled group who has endured multiple crises surrounding our 

multiple identities, the crisis narrative of social discourse fails to account for the multilayered 

Black girl and woman. Our narratives are not merely comprised of statistics, yet we are mainly 

rendered visible to serve the needs of furthering dominant discourse. Who “will sing a Black 

girl [woman] song” (Shange, 1975) if not us?  

 As a Black feminist/womanist committed to the intellectual work and activism in the 

lives and literacies of Black girls and women, I argue that an in-depth analysis and critique of 

the dominant “at risk” and “in crisis” discourse is necessary to understand the conversations 

It’s bigger than the booty: A Black girl self-defines 

Jamila D. Smith 
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that are and are not taking place between Black mothers and daughters about race, gender, age, 

and place; that it is important to understand the ways in which Black girls respond to media por-

trayals and stereotypes; and that it is imperative that we closely examine the existing narratives 

at play in the everyday lives of intergenerational Black girls and women in Black communities. 

 While there have been separate studies on Black women and girls, specifically, the rela-

tionship between Black mothers and daughters concerning academic achievement (Kerpleman, 

Schoffner & Ross-Griffin, 2002; Thomas & King, 2007); the silencing of Black girl voices in 

the classroom (Fordham, 1993/1999; Evans-Winters, 2005); the personal lives of Black girls via 

letter writing and narrative (Chambers, 1996; Carroll, 1997; Jacob, 2002), and the depictions of 

Black women in the media (Morgan, 1999; Pough, 2006; Valerius, 2008) the existing literature 

does not fully examine the intergenerational interconnected effects of race, gender, age, and 

place in the lives of Black mothers and daughters of different ages and backgrounds. In order to 

address these gaps, I contribute to Collins’s (1991/2000) existing discussion of Black feminist 

thought as “those experiences and ideas shared by African-American women that provide a 

unique angle on self, community, and society…and acts as a critical social theory of empower-

ment within the context of social injustice” (p.22).  

 Epistemologically, this work is grounded in Black women’s narrative and literacy prac-

tices (Hull, Scott & Smith, 1982; Walker, 1983; Lorde, 1984; Bell-Scott, et al, 1991; Phillips, 

2006, et al). The collaborative engagement of Black women sharing narratives of trial and tri-

umph toward a (re)articulation of our experiences for ourselves, by ourselves, and the survival 

of one another and our communities, is fundamentally essential to the tenets of Black feminist 

thought. Situating media portrayals against the ways Black girls and women speak and write 

back to these stereotypes calls for the emergence of a new narrative in the depiction of Black 
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women’s bodies and experiences. The significance of this narrative is great in that it creates op-

portunities for intergenerational communication between Black mothers and daughters across 

shared experience; it fosters an understanding and appreciation for the historical trajectory of 

Black women’s oppression; and it unapologetically declares the beauty, frustration, and opti-

mism in the daily intersectional lives of Black women and girls.  

Discussion of Data 

 Engaging in ethnographic research across three states with fourteen Black mothers and 

daughters afforded opportunities for critical and creative approaches to the telling and writing 

of narrative in ways that represent the vast dynamics at play in their intersectional lives. To that 

end, I experimented with portraiture (Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis, 1997) and playwriting as 

alternative forms of representation and data analysis. At its core, portraiture involves the draw-

ing and shaping of images in developing narrative. While I appreciate the art form and its meth-

odological implications, my work captures the intersectional essence of Black mothers and 

daughters and situates their existing and formulated narratives within a genre of art that speaks 

to me—creative writing, specifically playwriting. Working both within and against traditional 

forms of writing qualitative research, my journey into intergenerational intersectionality 

(Crenshaw, 1991) within Black mother/daughter relationships led me to intertwine portraiture 

and playwriting. 

 Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) define portraiture as:  

a method of qualitative research that blurs the boundaries of aesthetics and em-

piricism in an effort to capture the complexity, dynamics, and subtlety of human 

experience and organizational life. Portraitists seek to record and interpret the 

perspectives and experience of the people they are studying, documenting their 

voices and their visions—their authority, knowledge, and wisdom (p.xv). 
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  Nestled within the portraits of Black mothers and daughters is attention to physical set-

ting. Portraiture calls for the reader to feel as if he or she is part of the landscape of place. Law-

rence-Lightfoot & Davis contend that “a feeling of embeddedness in the setting, and a forecast-

ing of values and themes that [help] shape the narrative” are central and warrant attention both 

in observational notes and actual portraits (p.45). As place is one of my intersectional frame-

works, the use of portraiture provides a creative opportunity to highlight the multitude of factors 

at play surrounding the participants’ physical location. Thus, for purposes of this essay, focus 

will center on the ways in which a Black mother and daughter with no relational ties explore the 

multidimensionality of experience to unpack the hardships and realities of place on their age, 

race, and gender narrative.   

 Located in a southeastern state, 65 miles from the state’s capital city, with a population 

of 9,000, T-town is steeped in Black history and ongoing accounts of racial hardships. For 

many Blacks of T-town, particularly the women and girls of my study, multiple forms of op-

pression that result from fixed perceptions of their identities often overshadow the desire for 

homeplace; thus, rendering the need to leave. Mothers want a better life for their daughters—a 

life they don’t feel at all attainable in T-town. They find life in T-town stifling and choose not 

to fight against white supremacist domination, but instead, to flee and not return.  

 Crenshaw’s (1991) development of intersectionality theory to address the simultaneous 

systems of oppression at play in the lives of Black women personifies a melding of forces Black 

women consistently navigate in the fight for survival. While intersectionality examines the mul-

tidimensionality of experience in marginalized people with particular attention to race and gen-

der, Nash’s (2008) critique of Crenshaw’s (1991) work offers an examination of the Black 

woman’s mobilization in the midst of struggle. Nash’s call for attention to additional intersec-
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tions in the lives of Black women to produce variances in lived experience is aligned with this 

study. Extending intersectional analysis beyond race, class, and gender to include age and place 

allows for an uplift of variances and similarities that are occurring between young women and 

their mothers. For example, the intersectional multiplicity of being Black, working class, mid-

dle aged, and from a small town, are ongoing struggles deeply rooted in the historical racial cli-

mate of T-town. Collective engagement in these experiences is central to epistemologies of 

Black girlhood and womanhood. 

Data Analysis 

 The following example is derived from excerpts of focus group and Skype semi-

structured interview sessions with a mother and daughter of T-town who are not biologically 

related. Since I’d formed relationships with the participants prior to the study, but was not a 

resident of T-town, interviews were conducted both in-person and via Skype. Over the course 

of nine months, over 20 observations, tape-recorded interviews, and personal reflections were 

conducted in the participants’ homes, online, and recreational environments. Our sessions were 

semi-structured in that they were developed from questions I created and transitioned into jour-

nal writing topics. The questions were used to support and further the dialogue during our ses-

sions. In preparation for focus group sessions, I asked participants to journal about the follow-

ing topics: representations of being a Black girl/woman, descriptions of place/personal defini-

tions of community and their role(s) in these communities, personal definitions of being at risk 

and in crisis, and descriptions of their mother/daughter relationship. Each topic was explicitly 

detailed and any questions from participants were thoroughly addressed. Focus group sessions 

began as hour-long conversations, but as participants became comfortable discussing their lived 

experiences with one another, these sessions would last up to three hours.  
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Multiple techniques of triangulation were performed throughout the research process. 

Each focus group session ended with a written reflection piece from the participants and me that 

we often shared during our next session together. This tactic allowed us to hear the effects of 

group communication and to collectively discover topics for future exploration. Additionally, 

individual informal member checks were performed throughout the interview process to address 

any questions or concerns about the structure and topics discussed in our sessions and to share 

my codebook, field notes, and transcriptions, allowing them to make corrections as they saw fit. 

These conversations allowed me to see the need to group codes into two of three categories that 

will be explored here—Being Black Girls and Women, and Descriptions of Place.  

 In keeping with the alternative mode of data representation through a combination of 

portraiture and playwriting, the following excerpts were written as monologues. In the spirit of 

this literary device, the participant is able to address the listener in an imagined setting. The use 

of single-person expression is purposeful in that the mini narratives surrounding the coded 

themes can be fully attended to without the interruptions that typically occur in traditional dia-

logue. Though my voice isn’t present, I become what Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis (1997) call 

“voice as witness,” a stance similar to participant observer in that my involvement occurs on the 

edge, “systematically gathering the details of behavior, expression, and talk, remaining open 

and receptive to all stimuli” (p.87). Creating a monologue allows me to hear, see, and analyze 

the dynamics of the participant’s multidimensional narrative more closely. 

Mama M: When I was their age, T-town had more to offer. Now it’s nothing to look forward to 

educational-wise, recreational-wise, job-wise, and I think that it being so limited, our young 

people are the ones that are suffering because they don’t have anything to look forward to, so 

as they prepare to graduate from high school, you don’t ever expect them to come back home 

except to visit. There’s nothing to come home to and T-town did not use to be that way. And, 

also, too, like there’s still a lot of racism going on. It’s not Blacks have to use this door and 



 49 

 

whites use this door—now it’s more mental. As far as not being fair and being equal and in 

some ways, that’s still slavery and, you know I don’t want my children to continue to have to 

deal with that. I want them to get out, explore life, see what life has to offer and live full, pros-

perous lives. And T-town is not that place. I almost feel like I’m trapped—I’m not young, I’m 

not old either, but I also feel like I’m trapped cause there’s nothing to look forward to. 

 

Tyra: I wanna be a pediatrician, but I can’t even lie, I’m not that good at science. I mean, it’s 

okay, but it’s not my favorite subject. You know why I wanna be a pediatrician? Cause they 

make a lot of money and it’ll guarantee that I never end up back here. A lot of girls my age 

want bodies like Nicki Minaj and Beyonce, but I don’t really pay attention to people like that 

cause I know their life ain’t nothing like mine. They got a lot going on with them and they rich 

and famous. They ain’t gotta live the way I live to try and make it. Things that I want, I know 

my parents have to work hard for. I don’t get it right then when I want it, but these celebrities 

got money; they can go out and spend it all kinda ways. People here, we gotta watch how we 

spend it. We just can’t go blow money like that like they can. I mostly look up to…like when I 

see an older girl here in T-town who went on and did something with her life, that’s somebody I 

look at instead of somebody on tv. Cause I feel like they can’t relate to me as well as somebody 

who came from the same places I have. But it’s a lot of girls here who take what these celebri-

ties say to heart. Rappers talk about having sex and these girls go out and do it and what hap-

pen? They wind up pregnant. Now me, I take one look at my brother and his girlfriend and their 

3 kids and how they stuck here and that’s all the birth control I need. 

Societal Stigmas 

 Seemingly, the aim of racial tensions and injustices in T-town is to distort Black girls’ 

and women’s ability to see themselves outside of societal stigmas and stereotypes. This theme 

of distortion reappears in Tyra’s monologue during a focus group discussion of ‘The Souls of 

Black Girls’-- a documentary that seeks to discover if Black girls are suffering from a self-

image disorder as a result of trying to maintain standards of beauty depicted in the media. ‘The 

Souls of Black Girls’ began as a 15 minute news piece for Daphne Valerius’(2008) Master’s 

thesis and developed into a 50-minute documentary, featuring interviews from such African 
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American celebrities and pioneers as actresses Jada Pinkett Smith, Regina King, Juanita 

Jennings, Amelia Marshall, moderator Gwen Ifill, cultural critic Michaela Angela Davis, 106 & 

Park producer Darlise Blount, Essence fashion editor C’Nay Hines, and screenwriter Kenyetta 

Smith, among others. Public Enemy rapper and philanthropist Chuck D and historian Dr. Lez 

Edmond were the only males represented in the DVD. Valerius includes commentary from her 

initial high school student focus group, but images of popular culture and reactions to the media 

by the above artists dominate the piece.  

While watching, I lost count of the number of times these celebrities kept referring to 

Black adolescent girls as “troubled,” “at-risk,” and “in crisis.” Michaela Angela Davis, Regina 

King, and Jada Pinkett Smith were adamant about the need for society, particularly African 

American women, to rescue the young Black girl before she destroys herself. There was a sense 

of ownership that they embraced for the increasingly large percentages of teenage pregnancies 

and negative portrayals of young Black women in rap videos. They believe that self-esteem, or 

lack thereof, is the catalyst for the Black girl adolescent in crisis.  

I opened the discussion by asking the participants to simply discuss their thoughts on the 

video clips of scantily-clad Black women in rap videos and the commentary from young Black 

and Brown girls and celebrities concerning the state of the Black girl. Tyra immediately situates 

her response within a narrative of place. To be sure, the traditional response from young people 

concerning their future occupational desires often include doctor and lawyer, but for Tyra, be-

coming a pediatrician is a goal rooted in desperation. She acknowledges her limitations with 

science, but still sees the profession as an undeniable opportunity for financial security and life 

away from T-town. Therefore, she disagrees with the statements surrounding Black girls’ desire 

to achieve a life of celebrity, stating that she doesn’t buy into prevailing discourse surrounding 
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Black girls in popular culture because their lives aren’t matched. She finds no interest in achiev-

ing a physique often described as ideal, such as that of hiphop and R&B sensations, Beyonce 

and Nicki Minaj. When place is added to the intersectional frameworks of age, race, and gender 

in popular culture, the crisis discourse becomes two-fold. In the documentary, the major argu-

ment supporting Black girls in crisis surrounds a self-esteem disorder, but Tyra rearticulates the 

crisis through the daily multiplicative intersections she has to navigate. For Tyra, the narrative 

of place does not exist in isolation. Generational analysis of teen pregnancy, financial hardship, 

and racial injustices as ongoing challenges contribute to her distance from prevailing narratives 

of Black girl adolescents. Though crisis is present, it is not one she feels can be understood by 

the celebrities Black girls are assumed to (and often) mimic. Tyra’s crisis is all consuming-- 

affecting her career aspirations, sexual decisions, and daily life in T-town. 

Concrete experience as a criterion of meaning  

 Collins (1991/2000) says the use of practical images in concrete experience as a crite-

rion of meaning is key to Black women’s narrative. From Sojourner Truth’s symbolic represen-

tation of labor and loss to argue in favor of women’s rights and Shange’s (1975) depiction of 

rape, love, and abandonment in the lives of women of color across multiple locations, to the 

mothers and daughters of T-town who use their narratives of race, age, gender, and place as 

markers of meaning for their desire to leave, Black women have, throughout history, used the 

daily experiences of life to assess knowledge claims. For the women and girls of T-town, the 

ongoing frustration with these experiences results in their desire to leave.  

 Mama M says there’s nothing for young people to look forward to in T-town, which po-

sitions mothers to not expect them to return for more than a visit. She mentions the T-town of 

her childhood being nothing like the current state; in many ways, it’s worse. The current effects 
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of mental slavery and inequality, result in feelings of entrapment. When Mama M states, “Im 

not young, I’m not old either,” she alludes to the pain of being in the middle. She’s not young 

enough to feel carefree to move around as she pleases, but as a 38-year-old, she also doesn’t 

feel old enough for T-town to become a permanent residence. However, as a single mother of 

two teens preparing for college, she understands that uprooting their lives is not feasible. So, 

she remains trapped.  

The power of multiple literacies 

 Unlike the traditional hegemonic conception of literacy as autonomous and value-free, 

African American female literacies (Richardson, 2002), as part of New Literacy Studies, exam-

ines the multiple, situated, and ideological nature of language and literacy in repressive loca-

tions where being a Black woman and girl, in a small town, for example, are often underex-

plored. In the same vein, the concept of multiple literacies, taking into account the ideological, 

cultural, and economic aspects of making meaning in the world, results in opportunities for par-

ticipants to bring their own social practices and lived experiences to bear on the reading, discus-

sion, and production of text. Majors, Kim, and Ansari (2009) argue in favor of social readings 

and believe they can provide “situated contexts for engaging youth” in both traditional and so-

cial conceptions of literacy. Social readings aid in the development of all students, particularly 

Black students, and open spaces that allow them to deal with real life situations. Similarly, 

Fiske (1988) suggests mediated discourse allows viewers to invest attention in messages that 

are consistent with their social allegiances. For the young ladies of this study, reading them-

selves into the documentary allowed them to affirm their own self-valuation, which, according 

to Collins (1986) “stresses the importance of Black women’s self-definitions—namely, replac-

ing externally derived images with authentic Black female images (p.17). Tyra’s statement con-
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cerning idolizing a Black girl who left T-town and became successful enough to not return was 

a sentiment echoed by all of the participants, including the mothers. She continued discussing 

this young lady who is now in dental school with no children. “She got a boyfriend,” Tyra says. 

“But he still in college and she ain’t letting him hold her back. I appreciate that.” While celebri-

ties are most known for their financial stature and physical appearance, Tyra’s definitive stance 

on not identifying with individuals in the media, and instead, following and valuing the choices 

of one of her hometown peers, personifies the importance of speaking back to prevailing narra-

tives in the lives of young Black girls. 

 Tyra’s mother, though not included in this essay, identifies as working-class, a financial 

status that is of no secret to her fifteen-year-old daughter who sees the life of celebrities as far 

removed from her own, stating, “they ain’t gotta live the way I do to try and make it.” Likewise, 

seeing the financial hardships her brother and his girlfriend endure as high school educated par-

ents of three allows her to use their struggle as her internal method of contraception. The level 

of success her hometown peer has achieved while maintaining a relationship with her boyfriend 

affirms Tyra’s values. She desires educational success in college away from T-town while si-

multaneously maintaining male companionship. Seeing one Black girl from T-town make it on 

her own terms is indicative of Tyra’s ability to revise the controlling narrative of “at risk” dis-

course.  

Collective Engagement 

The intersectional multiplicities of being Black girls and women, working class, and 

from a small town are ongoing struggles deeply rooted in the historical racial climate of T-

town. Mothers and daughters employ concrete experience to make meaning of the crisis narra-

tive that pervades their lives—a narrative they actively work to rewrite by acknowledging 
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dominant systems of oppression and creating counternarratives to prevailing discourses of 

Black womanhood, supporting the mother/daughter dynamic through group dialogue, and de-

fining themselves for themselves. Though the historical significance of T-town is great, daily 

life proves challenging, causing Black mothers to work tirelessly for better opportunities for 

their daughters. The focus on collective engagement in the fight for survival is essential to 

Black women’s multiple literacies, and intergenerational discourse. In the search for a better life 

and equal opportunity, these mothers and daughters find a homeplace (hooks, 1990) in one an-

other—a space where their feelings and issues are cared for and nurtured, a space where Black 

womanhood is affirmed. 
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 The semester had hardly begun, and I could tell already that it was going to be a long 

one. As an Advanced Placement English teacher in an all-girls high school in the Southeast, I 

was tasked with trying to build argumentation skills in my reticent female students. It was a 

long, uphill climb, and I knew I needed to work first on helping them feel comfortable with 

speaking their minds before they would feel emboldened to write their opinions in cold, black 

ink for others to read (Schillinger, 2011). We had just finished studying Thoreau’s (1849) 

“Civil Disobedience,” and I threw out a question to this class of 21 11th grade girls: “What 

would you like to see changed in our government? What really makes you mad?” They looked 

down at their desks and at each other. A few pretended to write. No one dared raise a hand. I 

prodded them. 

“Come on. Nothing? How about gay marriage? Is that OK?” 

A few looked up at me, but the room was silent. Nothing but crickets. They were quiet, 

fearful. They did not really trust me yet, and they were not sure if it was OK to say something I 

might not agree with (Greco, 1999). The classroom atmosphere was still, heavy. I needed to do 

something to encourage them without alienating and embarrassing them (Mitchell, 1996). 

These young women, like Edwin Arlington Robinson’s (1896) Richard Cory, were 

“admirably schooled in every grace.” Many of them were young ladies of privilege, and most of 

them had lived in the South their entire lives. They had been socialized to believe that proper 

Southern ladies did not raise their voices, speak out of turn, or argue with passion. When I sked 

Girls Aloud: How a Ning Facilitated Lively Discussion in an Advanced  

Placement English Class 
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for their thoughts on a controversial issue, they were polite and deferential, taking care not to 

hurt each other’s feelings as they cautiously stepped around the landmine of controversy.  

 Although these girls attended a progressive school in which they were encouraged to be 

leaders, local social norms had led them to silence their voices (Gilligan, 1993) and their opin-

ions. They were not worried about pleasing males (American Association of University 

Women, 1992), as there were no boys in the class; but, instead, they worried that their opinions 

may alienate the other girls in the room or give them “geek” or “nerd” status (Ma’ayan, 2012). 

Getting them to adhere to the expectations of the argument-based Advanced Placement English 

Language and Composition curriculum (and pass the standardized test at the end of the year) 

was a tall order.  

 On a whim, after attending a National Council Teachers of English conference, I de-

cided to introduce a Ning to the girls in the hopes that an online environment might be the safe 

place the girls needed to express themselves fully and provide the opportunity to 

“communicate, gather information, and extend social experiences” (Spires, Lee, Turner, & 

Johnson, 2008, p. 498).  

Ning (http://www.ning.com) is a platform through which teachers, or other users, can 

design a private, social networking site. It allows members to create a type of customized Face-

book, which is available only to invited guests. Each invited guest creates her own personalized 

Ning page and can post blogs, forum chat responses, pictures, and video on her own page or on 

the larger “wall” of the home page. Our site was called “Ms. Moran’s English Lang” and was 

decorated in fuchsia pink, white, and black. The Ning site was completely closed to the outside 

world, meaning that only registered members that I pre-approved could access the content. For 
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my purposes, this meant that no parents, other teachers, other students, or administrators were 

able to view the content posted. 

   The Ning site was an in-school mirror of an out-of-school social networking practice 

with which the students already were familiar (Spires, 2008). It allowed students to bring out-of

-school technology skills into the academic environment and take an active role in co-

constructing knowledge. I utilized a framework of sociocognitive theory based on the work of 

Vygotsky (1978), as well as situated learning theory grounded in constructivist principles in a 

technology-rich learning environment (TRE) (Lajoie & Azevedo, 2006). These concepts are 

rooted in the basic assumption that students learn best through interactive processes in a TRE 

with a sociocultural component. In addition, the Ning supported the theories of James Gee 

(1996; 2001; 2003), who posited that all literacy practices are socially constructed and not lim-

ited to the strict traditional definition of literacy as reading, writing, speaking, and listening. 

Girls, in particular, benefit from this framework since they often use literacy as more of a social 

vehicle than boys (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003; Williams, 2006). I knew that considering 

the social implications of digital literacy would be vital to constructing a more democratic 

classroom and creating an environment in which the girls could feel free to say what was on 

their minds.  

My methodology was to introduce the Ning to the students, post discussion questions, 

and analyze the posts for argumentation skills and communication abilities. I planned to use the 

Ning throughout the entire school year and hypothesized that it would encourage a more dy-

namic group discussion, as well as increased argumentation skills in the students. My research 

question was: How do high school girls use a Ning to facilitate discussions and augment argu-

mentation skills in an AP Lang class?  
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It took one class period to introduce the Ning and set up the girls’ accounts. I took pains 

to explain that everything on the site was for “our eyes only” and that they would not get into 

trouble with me, their parents, or the school administration for what they wrote. This was a 

huge risk on my part, and I knew I could be fired if the site got out of hand. However, I trusted 

the connection I had built so far and hoped that I would be able to address any bullying or other 

negative online behaviors. The girls, who operated within a one-to-one computer environment 

on school-supplied laptops, logged into the Ning site and created user names and passwords. A 

projection system allowed me to navigate the site on the white board as the students worked on 

their laptops. I emphasized that basic rules of digital courtesy applied: no “shouting” at people 

by writing in all capital letters; no name-calling; no “f-bombs” or other major curse words, no 

bullying. Violators would be warned once by me; subsequent violations meant removal from 

the site and a visit to the dean. Other than that, they were free to write whatever they liked in 

response to prompts that were posted by me or their classmates. There was no grade for their 

posts, but they were expected to post responses by a deadline. Failure to post meant a “zero” for 

the assignment that day. In other words, their participation was required, but they had complete 

freedom in how they responded. 

The girls were visibly excited as I helped them set up their accounts. They immediately 

began discovering the finer points of our Ning, including the ability to send a “gift” to 

“Friends,” and the ability to post pictures of themselves and their friends. Many chose to post a 

profile picture of themselves with their boyfriends – a key marker of femaleness for girls in a 

digital environment (Schillinger, 2011). Most sent a “gift” of a rose icon to me within hours of 

setting up their accounts – a sign that I took as part deference and part gratitude for a new class-

room tool. 
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I told them that the Ning was their chance to write in a first-person voice and move be-

yond the status of “received knowers” (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule, 1998) in 

which young women equate learning as the reception of knowledge from authority figures. I 

pointed out that many of them had remained quiet during our discussions, and I knew that they 

likely had something they wanted to say. The Ning, I told them, would be the place to extend 

the conversation beyond the classroom walls. Every student would have a chance to express her 

opinion, and every student would know that she was heard. To guarantee this, I required that 

they respond to at least one of their classmates’ posts in addition to writing their own. This way, 

they engaged with each other, co-constructing a virtual environment within a meaningful con-

text (Lajoie & Azevedo, 2006). The girls agreed to the conditions. I wrote the first prompt, set 

the deadline, and held my breath. 

I started with a reflection or journal-type entry based on William Faulkner’s (1930) 

novel As I Lay Dying. This book, with its different points of view and stream-of-consciousness 

language, had confused and confounded the girls so far. Discussions had been of the I-don’t-

understand-this-why-does-he-write-this-way variety. Under the “Forum” feature on the Ning, I 

posted: 

 How can the title of Faulkner's book be As I Lay Dying? Isn't Addie already 

 dead? Who or what, exactly, is dying? Is it the Bundren family? It does seem 

 like each character copes with Addie's death differently. Maybe each of them 

 “dies” a little when she does. Even though she wasn't a great mother, could she 

 have been the glue to hold them all together? 

 

 Isabella had been silent so far during our discussions. I was unsure if she was even read-

ing, or if she was just afraid to speak. She was the first to post: 

 Dying is a form of moving on and of rebirth. Just like trees appear to die in win-

ter, Addie dies and the Bundren family suffers her death and are dark. But Addie 

was prepared for death, [sic] after reading her narration I believe she was ready 
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to die, and it is just her moving on to the next phase of her existence. In the death 

phase I think she will be happy because she is finally alone. 

 

 A disabled student, Shawna, who has been marginalized and silenced by her peers be-

cause of her disability, wrote: 

I think that As I Lay Dying is from Addie's chapter. She is the one dying; the 

whole story is centered around her health, decline, and death. Thus, it seems only 

appropriate to me that the entire book be named after her chapter. Furthermore, it 

would seem to me that as Addie lays [sic] dying, something inside the rest of her 

family is slowly dying with her. 

 

The responses came in fast and furious. I received an email notification each time some-

one posted, so I was able to keep up easily with the activity. I was fascinated to hear the voices 

of some of the quiet students emerge. It was amazing they were so thoughtful. I had believed 

their silence indicated a lack of engagement with the material. Apparently, I was wrong. I just 

needed technology to act as a conduit for their ideas. 

Young and Bush (2004) suggest a three-step process for introducing technology into the 

English classroom. This model involves: 1) developing a pedagogical framework; 2) asking the 

important questions; and 3) establishing working guidelines. Using these steps allowed me to 

weave the Ning into the book discussions and offered the girls a chance to write about literature 

in an authentic way (Greco, 1999). 

The day after the first Ning deadline passed, I found the students talking about the novel 

when I came into the classroom. They were laughing over Vardaman’s declaration that his 

mother is a fish. The book discussion, I could see, had moved from the virtual world into the 

real world. The boundaries of the classroom blurred (Schillinger, 2011). Subsequent discussions 

yielded more fruit. The girls had been reading each other’s posts; they knew each other a bit 

better, and they had been forced to reveal something about themselves and their opinions. They 



 62 

 

had, as Kozol (1990) wrote in his brilliant essay “First Person,” learned to articulate their own 

beliefs and “reveal too well the bitter truth that there is no one left to make the statement” ex-

cept for them (p. 115).  

As the year wore on, I pressed the girls further with more contentious posts, urging them 

on toward argumentation. I wanted to get them debating, disagreeing a little. I wanted to push 

them out of their comfort zones so that they could find their voices and begin to use the online 

space to help construct their identities (Chandler-Olcott & Mahar, 2003). I wanted them to fig-

ure out where they stood – both in relation to the literature and in their own lives. And, of 

course, I wanted them to pass the AP Lang test. 

We read excerpts from Bernard Lefkowitz’s (1998) Our Guys about a Glen Ridge, N.J., 

gang rape case involving a group of boys and a mentally disabled girl. We discussed the moral-

ity and ethics of the case, and I asked the girls how they would have voted if they were on the 

jury. Olivia, a shy girl, posted: 

If I were in the jury I would have found the boys guilty.  Even if she wasn't men-

tally handicapped, what they did was beyond sick and cruel.  Even though Leslie 

did take off her shirt willfully, I do not believe she understood what doing that 

meant, or even what sex was.  

 

Emma, an athletic girl who worked hard to please everyone and rarely voiced a dissent-

ing opinion, surprised me with: 

I think that honestly Leslie is just as guilty as the boys. True, she doesn't have a 

high IQ and is slow but in fact she did lead them on and taunt them. She really 

did seem to like these boys and wanted to impress them and for them to accept 

her.   

 

 Their views began to emerge more clearly. The postings on the Ning became more ani-

mated, more reflective, and the students become more obviously aware of their linguistic 
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power. This metalinguistic awareness (Andrews, 2006) paid off with major dividends. The his-

tory teacher stopped me in the hall to ask me if I had noticed the girls were suddenly more open 

with their thoughts and comments. We both agreed: the girls had become more outspoken. 

 On the topic of “honesty” involved in embellishing or lying about an autobiographical 

event after reading Tim O’Brien’s (1990) The Things They Carried, LaDonna wrote: “When 

telling a story, you are describing the experience. For this reason, it is OK if the story is embel-

lished if that is how you experienced it.” 

 On identity formation after reading Zora Neale Hurston’s (1928) “How It Feels To Be 

Colored Me,” Sarah posted: “The most important things that define me are my love of music, 

my parents and their worldviews, my appearance as a short, white, Irish girl, and, like Mrs. 

Moran, my political, philosophical, and religious opinions.” 

 And then, finally, I asked them to post on a controversial issue of their choosing, utiliz-

ing Aristotle’s appeals, which they had learned over the course of the year. There was nothing 

off limits. I wrote in my prompt: 

 Remember, there are no boundaries or rules in this Ning. You can write about 

 abortion, legalization of marijuana, pre-marital sex, gay marriage, animal cruelt

 ty... anything that stirs your passion. You should incorporate all of Aristotle's 

 appeals in your argument: logos, pathos and ethos. Then, read someone else's 

 post and REPLY to her. Try to convince her of an opposite view. Remember to 

 be respectful, kind and honest. Avoid fallacies like begging the question, band

 wagon, false dilemma, etc. in your argument. 

 

It was almost shocking to me to read their open, lively discussions. I felt as if I had 

stepped into a private room where adults usually are not allowed. They wrote passionately and 

without fear. They wrote about their frustration over standardized tests, their support and con-

demnation of abortion rights, their wish to lower the legal drinking age, their disgust over TV 
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shows like “Toddlers and Tiaras,” and that taboo topic from the beginning of the year: gay mar-

riage. 

Sierra, who sat moodily against the wall and had uttered only a few comments out loud 

all year, wrote: 

I believe Same-Sex Marriage should be legalized in every state. Homosexuals 

should be able to enjoy the basic rights of privacy, freedom of expression, and 

freedom of association that we enjoy daily. Instead, some have to keep their 

thoughts shut inside their head and their actions, [sic] in fear of unfair treatment. 

 

Chloe, who had been vocal in discussions, wrote fearlessly: 

To be honest, I'm a bit apprehensive about taking on this huge topic -- but I feel that it is 

something that needs to be talked about -- though one blog post is impossible 

to illuminate all of the aspects that gay marriage encompasses. To my credibility, my 

ethos, all I can say is that many people in my life who are very close to me are gay, and 

in various stages of comfort with themselves, in different points in relationships, and 

they all are comfortable talking about their thoughts and beliefs with me, so I think I can 

speak knowledgeably and compassionately about this topic and have ethos. 

 

 The rest of Chloe’s post went on to supply statistics about gay teenagers, as well as her 

belief that gay teenagers often are isolated and ostracized by their peers. Shawna (the disabled 

student) replied to Chloe: “I know we’re supposed to find a topic to form a counterargument 

for, but I just want to stop by and applaud this post. That's all. (smiley face).” 

I knew then that I had found a unique classroom tool that was more than just an educa-

tional fad. The change in the girls’ ability to form arguments was dramatic. The online support 

the girls received seemed to cement in them a belief that it was okay to speak up, to express an 

opinion, and to put their thoughts in print. The Ning allowed them a safe space, a “third 

space,” (Schillinger, 2011) to talk about ideas that previously had been too discordant to say out 

loud. Their traditionally Southern female identities had been renegotiated; their sense of agency 

had increased, and their authoritative voices were developed (Belenky, et al, 1986). Using the 
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Ning for an entire year helped me extend classroom discussions when we ran short on time, 

hear every voice in the classroom, and encourage the girls to form solid opinions on difficult 

subjects.  

Overall, I believe the Ning was an excellent vehicle for encouraging girls to engage in 

discussion and develop argumentation skills – both inside and outside the classroom walls. Sev-

eral parents approached me at Open House in April and said their daughter had become more 

outspoken and argumentative – a shift in personality that they weren’t necessarily happy about, 

but one that made me smile. The Ning also allowed the girls to think about their answers to dis-

cussion questions and evaluate what other students said before posting their own thoughts. The 

main limitation of the Ning was that the girls still knew who was posting, and typically adoles-

cent notions of peer approval (Wigfield, Byrnes, Eccles, 2006), as well as cliques, remained 

strong. Popular girls and those with authority still influenced the other girls’ postings. However, 

all girls at the end of the year said they thought I should continue offering the Ning and that it 

was a great way to talk about literature. In particular, they said the Ning was an effective vehi-

cle for girls who were too shy to speak out loud in class. And most agreed that the Ning had 

taught them, as Bronwyn Williams (2006) wrote, “how to turn the boat around and – slowly and 

with great effort – move upstream against the current” (p. 306).  
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Call for Nominations 

 

Each year, the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) recognizes an Outstanding 

Woman in English Education with an award named for Rewey Belle Inglis, the first woman 

president of NCTE. All women considered for this honor will have exhibited outstanding pro-

fessional service relating to the role and image of women in the profession and in NCTE. The 

Inglis Award recipient will have shown excellence in scholarship/research, teaching, and ser-

vice related to English language arts. The Inglis Award committee, made up of members of the 

Women in Literacy and Life Assembly of NCTE (WILLA), is charged with selecting the recipi-

ent of the Rewey Belle Inglis Award. Please send a letter of nomination detailing how the nomi-

nee’s qualifications match the award criteria and a copy of the nominee’s curriculum vitae to: 

 

     Dr. Heather McEntarfer, Award Chair 

     240 Fenton,  

SUNY Fredonia  

Fredonia, NY 14063   

 

For full consideration, nominations should arrive by June 1. The recipient will be notified of her 

selection and will be honored at the CEE Luncheon at the annual NCTE Convention. 

 

Past Rewey Belle Inglis Award Recipients 

 

1989: Alleen Nilsen   1997: Leila Christenbury 2005: Beverly Chin  

1990: Jane Christensen  1998: Betty Jane Wagner 2006: Nancy McCracken 

1991: Jeanne Gerlach   1999: Mille Davis  2007: Lynne Alvine 

1992: Ruth K. J. Cline  2000: Muriel Harris  2008:  Suzanne Miller 

1993: Janet Emig   2001: Dure Jo Gillikin 2009:  Patricia Lambert Stock 

1994: Nancy Martin   2002: Marilyn Wilson  2010:  Anne Ruggles Gere 

1995: Nancy McHugh   2003: Diana Mitchell  2011:  Cathy Fleischer 

1996: Dorothy Strickland  2004: Patricia Kelly  2012:  Louann Reid 

 

2013: Mollie Blackburn 

Rewey Belle Inglis Award 
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 Authors are encouraged to submit articles that focus on current classroom practices, 

research, or information that will help to improve the teaching of English Language Arts by 

focusing attention on gender-related issues.  We welcome narratives of classroom lessons, 

strategies, and experiences, as well as formal research studies with findings that pertain to the 

ways in which gender effects learning, literacy and how students and teachers alike navigate 

those spaces.  WILLA publishes research studies, critical essays, teaching strategies for all lev-

els, bibliographies, interviews, personal essays, short stories, poetry, and other creative works.  

WILLA is a blind peer reviewed online journal. Place the author’s personal and institu-

tional identification including an e-mail address on the cover page only. Submissions must be 

received by June 20, 2014.  Manuscripts should be no more than 25 double-spaced pages in 

current APA style, and submissions can be sent in the form of Word documents or .docx files 

to willancte@gmail.com  with the subject heading: WILLA Journal Submission.  

THIS I BELIEVE essays: 

WILLA Journal will be publishing a series of “This I Believe” essays that focus on issues of 

gender for both men and women that pertain to literacy both in and out of the classroom. Es-

says should be between 350-500 words in length and focus on your beliefs and experiences 

with gender issues that pertain to literacy and education.  Please see www.thisibelieve.org for 

ideas on format and topics. Essays on your beliefs about education, literacy, and gender at 

every level (elementary, middle school, high school, higher education, etc.) are encouraged.  

Please submit your essay to willancte@gmail.com with the subject “This I Believe submis-

sion” by June 20, 2014. Thank you! 

Katherine Macro   

Call for Manuscripts 
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WILLA MEMBERSHIP FORM 

 

Is it time to renew your membership? 

You can now use PayPal on the WILLA website (http://womeninliteracyandlifeassembly.com) to renew.  

 

 
 

Please send this form and the membership fee (make checks payable to WILLA) to: 

Candice Moench 

615 N. Connecticut 

Royal Oak, Michigan 48067 

 

Name: _________________________________ E-mail Address _______________________________ 

Address: _______________________________ Telephone: ___________________________________ 

City: __________________________________ State and Zip Code: ____________________________ 

Check one:  ________ New Member   _________ Renewal 

Membership rates:  

Full-time Student  _______   $7.00/year 

Regular Membership ______ 1 year  $20.00 

 ______ 2 years  $38.00 

 ______ 5 years  $90.00 

 (US Funds or Checks only) 

 

WILLA members are needed to help with working groups and projects. Please indicate an area of interest.  

 

 ___ CROSSCURRENTS Newsletter   ___ Reviewing for the WILLA Journal 

___ Staffing the Exhibit table at NCTE   ___ Conference Program Committee   

___ State Affiliate Link     ___ Summer Working Meeting  

___ Pamphlet Projects    ___ WILLA Poster Projects 

 


