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Eight women explored what went wrong in school that they did not 

acquire what they consider to have been adequate literacy. 

Seven had difficulty in separating literacy concerns from larger 

school issues. Teachers were not "there for them" either in caring for 

them or in providing assistance in their work. Labelling was a negative 

fact of life. School was seldom a comfortable place because of numerous 

mismatches between teachers and learners. Reading was difficult and 

writing infrequent. One woman became "the other" in that she had mostly 

fond recollections of the time she attended school. All have given me 

much to reflect on in my teaching practice. 

To be successful in school is to be literate and serious attention 

needs to be paid to how we can best work with, and for, children in order 

that when they leave school they do have literacy adequate to their 

needs. 



rn To Perry, who always expected me to succeed and believed in me 

throughout my many moments of self-doubt. His unfailing love sees 

me through good times and rough times. 

To Douglas and Linda, who like their Dad, believed in me and lovingly 

encouraged me in ways both big and small. 

To the loving friends with whom my life so closely entwines. They, 

too, knew I could "do it" and frequently reminded me why I would 

succeed. 

rn To Dr. Hunsberger who always knew exactly what to say and do to 

encourage, support and spur me on to see this work through to 

fruition. Her patience, gentle manner, and understanding matched my 

needs to a "T". 

rn To my committee - Dr. Hunsberger, Dr. Phelan, and Dr. Samuels, 

for their valuable insights with regards to what was needed to 

strengthen my work. 

rn To the friends I've made throughout my research who have offered 

me such wisdom and encouragement in this process. May our 

friendship continue. 

• And, of course, to the eight women who willingly shared their 

stories with me. Without them, this work would never have been. I've 

done my best to make their voices heard and hope I've served them 

well. 



In loving memory of my parents 

To my Dad who always told me: 

"You're never too old to learn." 

"Aim to learn something new everyday." 

When I asked him what he'd learned that day, 

His quick retort was: 

"The day isn't over yet!" 

And to my Mom who always said, "You'll do okay". 
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CHAPTER ONE: WHY? WHAT? WHO? UNDERTAKING THE STUDY 

Although literacy is much more than reading and writing (for 

example: Barton, 1994; Friere & Macedo, 1987; Gundlach et all, 1989; 

Mackie, 1981), the first thing which comes to my mind when the term is 

used is the literacy which is associated with school (Gundlach et al., 

1989). Because of my dependence on reading for so many things that 

occur in my life, I have difficulty imagining what it would be like to be 

living in a literate society and to be continually challenged by the printed 

word. It was with school literacy in mind that I approached my topic. 

Recurring arguments and debates over literacy/illiteracy have been 

going on for years. Some students continue to leave school unable to 

read and write to a standard considered acceptable by schools and 

society: 

Surveys in Canada, the United States, Australia and Britain 
using very different methodologies all point in the same 
direction, that very roughly one in ten adults experience 
literacy problems in their everyday lives, with writing 
problems being the most common. (Barton, 1994, p. 199) 

Given this statistic, many of us will be acquainted with people who 

do not read or write well. We will likely be unaware of this unless we 

encounter them in a situation in which reading and writing are required. 

Many people unable to "read the word" do a much better job of "reading 

the world" than those of us who are print dependent (Freire & Macedo, 

1 987). 

When literacy becomes a news item, one recurring image is that of 

a person struggling to hide his or her shameful disability from the world. 

The person is often shown to be a failure; one who is dependent on 



others, and in need of assistance in order to cope with activities in daily 

life. The reality is that many people with literacy problems go about their 

days in much the same ways as those of us who consider ourselves to be 

literate (Barton, 1994; Mace, 1992; Meek, 1 991 ; Quigley, 1997). 

At an informal gathering, I was recently asked how my work was 

progressing. One of the women, a successful artist who has returned to 

post-secondary education, listened for a while, then quietly said, "You're 

talking about me when I was in school." She and I talked animatedly for 

the next two hours about the ways in which her experiences paralleled 

those of some of my participants who seemed to have lived in the 

shadows throughout the time they spent in school (Personal 

conversation, June 2000). 

There are probably very few people who wouldn't be able to read at 

least some words within their environment (Barton, 1994) given the 

amount of print material which regularly finds its way into our homes and 

lives (Gundlach et al, 1989). Young children are often able to pick out 

familiar signs and logos because of their exposure to them from a very 

early age. A woman I once tutored told me that she practiced reading the 

advertisements in the bus and any signs along the route during her long 

bus ride to and from work. Her view from the bus was her text. 

In talking with the women in my study, I found that many of them 

have followed life paths different from the ones which I have travelled. I 

don't remember a time when I didn't read and have always assumed that 

school literacy is necessary in order to actively participate in the world 

around me. All of the women, as active participants in the world around 

them, happen to have difficulty reading and writing. Although some would 



be considered to be illiterate as defined by school expectations, they may 

in fact be able to read things of particular interest to them (Meek, 1991). 

From my perspective, aspects of their lives might be less challenging if 

reading and writing were less difficult for them but none of them have left 

me with the impression of being either helpless or hopeless (Barton, 

1994; Horsman, 1990). All were very capable of expressing their views 

and have offered me different perspectives of that familiar place we all 

know as "school". 

Theoretical Framework 

Smith (1984) is very clear in his discussion of all that is involved in 

the reading process that, without meaning reading does not occur. 

Reading is about creating personal meaning but often struggling students 

do not realize this on their own. He says that students often are confused 

by what is expected of them in learning to read and may come to make 

the choice not to learn. What is being taught may not make sense to 

them for a variety of reasons. He indicates that it is the responsibility of 

teachers to work with students in ways which enable them to make sense 

of the reading process in order to better understand the world around 

them. 

Meek (1991) believes that many of the problems which students 

have in school can likely be attributed to the difficulties which they are 

having in reading and writing. Reading and writing difficulties most often 

occur because of mismatches between the learner, the teacher and 

numerous aspects of the learning environment. All too frequently these 

mismatches may go unnoticed, leading children further and further astray 

in their learning. School success is linked with academic performance 



which in turn is interconnected to the ability to read and write well, so in 

order to be successful in school it is necessary to be successful as a 

reader and a writer. 

Allington (1991; 1995; 1998) speaks out against the methods 

which often have been used to work with struggling readers. He says that 

all too often the thinking seems to be that in order to teach them to 

read, it is necessary to slow down their instruction and make it more 

concrete. Struggling readers frequently receive less reading instruction 

and practice than do better readers because of the methods employed. 

Correction for poor readers is often based on word recognition and 

pronunciation, whereas better readers are corrected with regards to their 

comprehension of the material. When poorer students receive instruction, 

the reading process is frequently broken into small chunks, often with 

skills being taught in isolation. The notion often seems to have been that 

by decreasing the amount of information that a child is expected to 

master at one time, the greater the increase there will be in skills and 

thus the overall success in learning to read. 

Allington also questions the value of pulling students out of class to 

receive remedial assistance because of the amount of time which is often 

wasted for them as well as an apparent lack of connection between what 

is being taught in the resource room and what is being taught in the 

child's classroom. Often there is little transfer of the learning to new 

situations. In addition to this, students miss out what is going on in the 

classroom causing them to fall further behind in their work. 

He believes, too, that by removing students from their classes for 

extra assistance, the message given both to the child and the teacher is 



that the child's difficulties are far too complex to be dealt with by a 

classroom teacher. What often happens when a child receives help 

outside the classroom is that the pullout may be the only intervention 

provided because an assumption is made that it is the responsibility of 

the resource person rather than being that of all teachers with whom the 

child works within all of the content areas. AII too often the instruction 

which is received in resource situations is different, not superior, to what 

the child could be receiving from the classroom teacher. 

Allington believes that what is needed for struggling students is for 

their reading to be accelerated, not slowed down. Far too often, once 

students become labelled and involved in special education or intervention 

programs, that is where they remain. In order for them to make the 

necessary gains, ways must be found of not only catching them up but 

rather of advancing their reading beyond the point at which they will 

again require assistance. 

For students for whom a pullout seems to be the most effective 

method of delivering this intervention, it should be through high quality, 

intensive instruction done over a short duration of time. He speaks well of 

Clay's (1 985)"Reading Recovery" approach to reading intervention as one 

which does deliver such instruction when carried out by qualified people. 

If reading intervention is effective in the early stages of acquisition, there 

should be no reason for students to require continuing remedial support. 

Taylor (1 991; 1993; 1996) expresses concern and often outrage 

at the ways in which learning experiences for children are detrimental 

because of the ways in which children are assessed, grouped and labelled. 

The labelling creates limiting beliefs as to the capabilities of the child 



which then often extend on into adulthood. Many adults have been 

abused by bureaucratic systems intended to offer them and their 

dependents assistance. They may become entangled within the workings 

of the system in an ever downward spiral and have no way of pulling 

themselves back up. 

It is her belief that assessments do not tell the true story, and in 

fact, may actually mask it. Assessments and the resultant labelling and 
T V 

prescribed interventions may pit home and school against each other 

with the child caught in the middle of the barrage. The system seems 

unable to proceed without the labels and the child may be unable to 

proceed because of the same labels. The only way to find out about the 

child's needs is to spend time intensively observing and interacting with 

him or her in order to know the ways in which the learning can best be 

supported. The work of the child needs to be carefully gathered and 

documented in order to realize the learning which has gone on for him or 

her over time. 

Davidson and Koppenhaver (1993) indicate that it is often 

apparent from early on in school which children are liable to drop out 

during their middle school years. Often the drop outs occur because of 

failure in school which can usually be attributed to literacy difficulties. 

They feel that when children arrive in junior high with a history of failure, 

there is much work to be done in order to keep them in school. One of 

the best hopes for this is to find ways to increase their literacy. There is 

no one right way to work with students, as long as the work done leads 

to feelings of success for the student. 



Purkey and Novak (1 984), in writing about "invitational education" 

say that it is up to the teacher, as the professional, to continually extend 

learning invitations to all students all of the time. What is expected to be 

learned must be presented in such a way as to invite the child to explore 

and discover the many possibilities which go beyond the initial teaching. 

Children need to be excited about their learning and it is teachers who are 

responsible for creating the environment in which their students will be 

actively engaged. Students most often will live up to whatever 

expectations their teachers have of them and will learn to act in ways in 

which they believe that others have come to expect. Students who are 

grouped and labelled frequently learn to conform to what they perceive 

to be the expectations of the label. 

For learning to occur, students must be made to feel that they are 

able, valuable and responsible. Too often the opposite is true. When they 

do not feel that adults believe in them, they may well find ways of 

rebelling against the people and system which they feel are holding them 

down. Teachers and systems must not put limitations on their students' 

learning. 

When a child fails to learn it is up to us to ask what it was that the 

child was expected to learn and if it is even worth learning. In order for 

children to take risks they must be taken seriously and feel safe enough 

to make mistakes. For students to be successful, classrooms and 

teachers need to support learners and learning. 

The work of these authors shows a respect for children and a belief 

that they are able to learn given the correct learning environment. They 

indicate that the way for teachers to be most effective in interactions 



with children is to work through children's strengths to help them to 

strengthen or overcome any perceived weaknesses. All too often we 

become so blinded by the weaknesses, that in our ardent desire to fix the 

problems, our actions may actually be detrimental, and in some cases 

destructive, to the very child we thought we had set out to rescue. 

The Question 

When I returned to graduate school, I knew that I wanted to be 

involved with some aspect of literacy. After considerable thought, I 

decided that I would like to concentrate on a topic which would give me 

the opportunity to link the interests I have in working with children and 

adults. If we as a society say that we value literacy, why should it be 

necessary for some adults to feel that they need to return to basic 

literacy programs after having received all of their education in Canadian 

schools? What went wrong for them that they seem to have missed out 

on acquiring necessary literacy skills to meet their needs and interests? 

"Adults and children are good sources of information about their 

own learning" (Barton, 1994, p. 212). It was my hope that by talking with 

a group of adults who had found reading and writing a challenge, I would 

be able to gain new perspectives on what needs to be done to more 

effectively teach reading and writing so that future generations may not 

require such extensive adult literacy programs. I felt that it was important 

that I listen carefully to what my participants had to say, not just to the 

assumptions made by "the experts". 

All of the volunteer literacy work which I have done with adults has 

been with women and I believe that I have been able to develop good 

rapport with each of them in a short period of time. Because of this, when 



I began to think of talking to adults, I felt very comfortable in looking for 

women participants. Neuman (1994), does caution that when interpreting 

the data from a "single-sex study" researchers need to keep in mind that 

there may well be alternative perspectives than the ones which their 

participants have made them aware. Through reading which I have done 

(Atkinson et al, 1994; Belenky et all 1986; Heller, 1997; Horsman, 1990; 

Lloyd et all 1994; Taylor, 1996), 1 have become aware that female voices 

frequently go unheard and was very interested in hearing what women 

would have to say about their recollections of their experiences as 

children in school. 

The six women in my study who are mothers, all indicated that they 

are raising their children alone. Women are often unfairly blamed for the 

difficulties which their children have in school (Atkinson et all 1994; 

Belenky et al, 1986; Heller, 1997; Horsman, 1990; Lloyd et al, 1994; 

Taylor, 1996). Each of my participants spoke of their hopes that their 

children will not struggle in school as they themselves did, as well as their 

concerns that their literacy may not always be adequate to be able to 

help their children in school. According to Horsman (1 990) we need to 

challenge some of the prevailing literacy myths by gathering information 

directly from those who are seldom heard but most likely to be blamed 

for their childrens' school failure because of their own inadequacies. 

Method of Study 

Participants 
We aren't likely to ever know the extent of adult illiteracy because 

there are some people who are unaware that they have literacy problems. 

Others may be aware that they have problems but choose to remain 



illiterate and would never consider attending adult basic education classes 

(Barton, 1994; Taylor, 1993b). The question, then, was where I should go 

to find people who would be willing to participate in my study. 

When you want to collect educational information on children you 

go to a school; if you want information on hospital workers, you go to a 

hospital; so where do you go to find adults who have problems with 

literacy? Placing an ad in newspapers or putting up notices seemed 

unlikely ways of finding possible participants. Although only a small 

portion of the number of people who actually have literacy problems enrol 

in basic education courses every year (Taylor, 1993b), a logical starting 

point seemed to be to approach agencies which offer literacy programs. I 

limited my study to women whose first language was English; who had 

received all of their schooling in Canadian schools; and who did not feel 

that their literacy was adequate to their needs and interests. 

After receiving information from the Alberta Association for Adult 

Literacy (AAAL) as to programs operating in the city, I placed calls to 

several of the agencies Literacy Coordinators and received responses 

back from three of them. After reading my proposal, each of these 

women gave their written approval for me to approach clients known to 

their agency. 

The literacy coordinator with the first agency was able to suggest 

the names of two women and the coordinator from the second agency 

knew of five who might be interested. The third agency contact knew of 

two possible participants who fit the criteria but neither was interested in 

becoming involved in my study. Through my involvement as a volunteer 

literacy tutor I was able to approach one woman and another was 



suggested by a personal contact. I was given opportunities to explain my 

study to these women, either individually or in small groups and of the 

nine I spoke with, eight indicated that they would be willing to be 

interviewed. 

I thoroughly enjoyed having the opportunity to work with the 

following eight women and have very much appreciated their willingness 

to speak openly with me about their recollections of their time in school. 

Their voices will be heard frequently throughout this writing. Agency and 

school names have been omitted and each woman chose a pseudonym in 

order to protect her privacy. 

Anka, age 30, said that she was raised in a very protective home. 

She lived with her parents and a younger brother in Montreal until she 

moved to Calgary about a year ago. She went to English schools and said 

that when she left at 18, she had not obtained her high school diploma. 

As a child both French and Greek were spoken in her home but she said 

that as far as she is concerned, her first language is English: 

Oh, the Greek I can understand but I cannot speak, I cannot 
write, cannot read. The French I can speak but ... it's just a 
little harder for me to explain, like to explain myself really 
clear or to understand certain, like, if I have to go to a doctor 
if they spoke to me in French and, you know, when you aren't 
accustomed to those words, it's kind of, you know, I'd rather 
they talked to me in English. (Anka, Interview 2) 

JK at forty, has daughters 25, 24 and 11 as well as two young 

grandchildren. All of her schooling occurred in Calgary. According to her, 

"[Mom] was a single parent and so, she was so busy with these older 

boys and I was the baby of seven, that it's not like I was her main thing. 

And when it come to homework she didn't make me do it' (Interview 1). 



JK had her first baby at 15 and dropped out of school soon after her 

daughter was born. 

Kate, in her early forties, has lived in Calgary most of her life. She is 

raising her five year old daughter with the help of her mother. She left 

school at 18 when she was in grade 10 because, "my step father passed 

away and I wasn't learning very much" (Interview 1). When asked to 

clarify this, she explained that: 

I thought that it was my duty to help my Mom out with the 
chore of doing things. [She pauses and then says,] But I was 
wrong. But I still thought it was, you know, there was nobody 
else at home to help my Mom financial [finance] the bills and 
stuff like this. She was working and that but I wasn't getting 
anywhere with school so that's why. (Kate, Interview 2) 

Tess is 21 and the mother of a three year old. As a child she 

sometimes lived with her dad and grandparents in Toronto and at other 

times in Calgary with her mom, who Tess says is an alcoholic. During the 

times that she lived with her mom they moved frequently and she said 

that she could not remember how many different schools she had 

attended. She left school at 15 because "I just couldn't cope with it 

anymore, with being at school and being at home. I was always 

babysitting usually, my siblings. Urn, I just couldn't cope with it anymore" 

(Interview 1). 

Karla is the 27 year old mother of two children, aged 8 and 3. She 

said that her dad is an alcoholic and that as an adolescent, she often 

found her home life to be difficult. She quit school at 16 because "I was 

an addict and I didn't want to be in school anymore and I moved [out] on 

my own" (Interview 1). 



Van, in her early forties, moved with her parents and eleven siblings 

to Calgary from the Maritimes when she was 13 years old. As far as she is 

concerned she has only a grade 3 education. The rest of the time she was 

in special class placements which "don't teach you nothing". She left 

school at 17 and when asked her reason for leaving she responded, "Urn, 

because I was too old probably" (Interview 1). 

At 23, BR has three children, aged 5, 4 and 2. She attended a 

school on a reserve in rural Alberta. She left school when she was only 11 

in order to look after an older sister's baby. There was a sorrowful note to 

her voice when she said, 'I had a lot of good times in school. Then I didn't 

even want to drop out" (Interview 1). BR frequently becomes "the other" 

in this study because of the success which she feels that she had in 

school for the short time in which she was in attendance. 

Marie, 23, says that she was raised in a supportive middle class 

family. She left school early in grade 11, at the age of 16 because of "a 

combination between drugs and not being able to complete the work" 

(Interview 1). Marie's educational experience is somewhat different from 

the other women in that she took academic upgrading courses and is 

presently working in her second year of a Bachelor of Arts program at a 

local educational institution. 

Only Marie and BR spent all of their time in mainstream programs. 

JK was in regular education until she was sent to a school for "unwed 

mothers" when she was 14. Anka was in learning disabilities classes for 

math and English during grade eight but all her other subjects were taken 

in the regular education program. Tess was in a regular class for all of her 

elementary education, then was administratively placed in grade 8 in a 



secondary vocational school. Kate spent one year in a special class during 

the time she was in elementary school, then like Tess moved into a 

vocational placement. Karla and Van both indicated that by the end of 

grade 3 they were placed in special classes where they stayed until they 

left school. 

Data Collection 
"It is important to understand and question the obscuring effects 

of the language of specific professions and academic disciplines" (Barton, 

1994, p. 215) and I deliberately chose to simplify the language of the 

consent form [Appendix A, p.1831 because I had no way of knowing how 

well any of the women would be able to read. I also read the form aloud 

and answered any questions about the study before asking for any 

woman's signed consent. 

I had been cautioned that data collection might not always be easy 

for, although my study was of critical importance to me, it did not have 

the same degree of priority in the lives of other people. Nevertheless, all 

of the women responded positively. With the exception of some minor 

difficulties, not atypical of when people attempt to arrange meetings, our 

interviews proceeded as intended. Although JK and I had some difficulty 

in setting up an introductory meeting, her enthusiasm was in evidence for 

our next meetings. Anka forgot about our second interview because she 

was involved in a personal project but was quick to set another 

appointment with me. She missed the second meeting due to a medical 

emergency. BR was unable to attend our group interview because of a 

miscommunication regarding the location of the meeting. Having 



accepted the invitation, all of the women follow through on their 

commitment to my study. 

It was suggested to me that it was unlikely that people would be 

able to separate school issues from the larger, and perhaps, more 

pressing issues in their lives. Several of the women did make mention of 

issues outside the realm of school but, certainly all were able to talk 

about their perspectives on school. When invited to share their 

recollections, all seemed willing and able to do so. Heller (1997) found 

that people became more committed to being involved when a project 

caught their attention and interest. 

I interviewed each woman individually in order to explore with her 

the school issues which she believed caused her to have difficulty reading 

and writing as a child. In a self-report, the person telling the story is the 

one who decides what will be shared and how it will be told (Neuman, 

1994). What I was seeking from each woman was her self-report of any 

recollections which she had of her childhood school experiences as she 

considered them from her adult perspective. Each interview was tape 

recorded and transcribed the same day. In this way I was able to 

immediately begin analyzing the available information so that I would 

know the points I wanted to further discuss. During the second taped 

interview, the women often expanded on information which they had 

mentioned in the first interview. I also asked for clarification and 

elaboration on some points (Maxwell, 1996). At our third meeting, 

comments were again elaborated on or clarified for me. Each of the 

women was given a copy of her transcript. Although I was only ever able 

to speak with two of the women after the interviewing process had been 



completed, all had indicated to me that they would welcome further 

contact if 1 felt that I wanted additionai information from them. 

All of the women were asked if they would orally read a self- 

selected passage so that I could gather information on the kinds of 

strategies which they made use of in their reading. Seven of the eight 

agreed to this request. I also received, from the four women attending 

literacy classes, written permission to look at -their latest assessment 

information which was available from the agency. 

When I had completed the individual interviews, I arranged with the 

women to participate in one of two small group interviews to further 

discuss their literacy concerns. My purpose was two-fold in that I felt that 

the women might be reminded of other points which they wanted to 

share with me when they heard the comments of other participants. It 

was also my hope that these women would realize that others had had 

similar school experiences. Although four women had been invited to 

attend each of the interviews, only three were able to meet with me one 

day and two another day. The group interviews included cookies, coffee 

and conversation because this sharing (Purkey & Novak, 1984) seemed 

to me to be a natural way of creating a caring environment with these 

women. 

Data Analysis 
Neuman(1996) says that a researcher should immediately begin to 

analyze the data and continue to do so throughout the course of the 

study. I was diligent about transcribing each audio-tape within 24 hours 

of the time of the interview because I felt that that would be a way of 

ensuring that the sessions were uppermost in my mind. By doing this, I 



was also able to make decisions about what questions I wanted to ask 

each woman when I met with her the second time. over several weeks, I 

continued to listen to the tapes, read the transcripts, and make notes in 

order to become more familiar with what each woman had said (Maxwell, 

1996; Neuman, 1994). 

I analyzed the reading samples done by seven of the women, 

focussing on the reading strategies which they used to bring meaning to 

the text during their oral reading (O'Brien, 1981). As well, I looked at 

recent assessment information which the women had given the agencies 

permission to release to me. I did not find this information to be 

particularly useful to this study because the information which I was given 

did not indicate which assessment devices were used. Rather than giving 

information about strategies used, only grade equivalent scores were 

shown, and I was unsure of how to interpret these scores when presented 

in isolation (French, 1987). 

In a first attempt at organizing the data, I used my initial questions 

as a framework, grouping the participants' responses in order to look for 

similarities and differences in their experiences. I also pulled together 

information which seemed to be related within each transcript as there 

were often similarities within the responses to different questions. I had 

several false starts as I looked for themes. As I read through the literature 

to find what support there was for the ideas which my participants had 

emphasized, considered my own teaching experience, and began to do 

some writing around their ideas, I came to realize that some of what I at 

first thought were themes were actually ones better combined into 

broader themes (Maxwell, 1996). 



Points of agreement as well as points of difference were looked at 

and compared with information found in the available literature (Neuman, 

1994). 1 sought to understand the meanings and implications behind their 

words by checking my interpretation in subsequent interviews with the 

women, as well as seeing how my interpretation connected with the 

literature. I have tried to be fair to all participants and to allow their 

voices to be heard by including their actual words (Horsman, 1990; Mace, 

1992) frequently throughout this writing. 

"The capacity to call into question one's long-standing ways of 

thinking and acting, to reconsider an approach so ingrained as to be 

second nature, belongs at the top of the list of what makes a good 

parent or teacher" (Kohn, 1993, p. 256). Much of my work over the 

thirty years I have been a teacher has been of an "empirical-analytical 

orientationn(Aoki, 1 978). 

My thinking about my personal approach to teaching is in a state of 

transition as I work to make connections between prior knowledge and 

knowledge more recently acquired. The data which I have collected from 

the women, as it relates to my personal teaching experience, in 

conjunction with the literature I continue to read all are working together 

to strengthen my theoretical background. Although. l fluctuate between 

. the familiarity of an old paradigm and one new to me, it is through this 

strengthening of my background, that I will continue to move my thinking 

and actions towards that of a "situational interpretive orientation" (Aoki, 

1978). 



Limitations of Study 

I have been dealing with a very small number of people in my study: 

Four of these women are currently involved in literacy programs; one 

works with a volunteer tutor; one is working in second year courses in an 

undergraduate program; two of the women are not presently involved in 

literacy programs but were suggested to me by one of the agencies. It is 

not possible to generalize my findings for there are no guarantees that 

the women who agreed to participate in my study are representative of 

all people experiencing difficulty with literacy (Mace, 1992; Maxwell, 

1996; Quigley, 1997). The information with which I am working is, for the 

most part, the self report of each of my participants. I asked my adult 

participants to recall any of their childhood school experiences and 

accepted whatever information they reported. This has given the women 

the opportunity to reflect on and share their recollections of school, as 

filtered over time and through their own life experiences, but still has the 

restrictions of being what they are willing and able to recall and share 

(Maxwell, 1 996). 

"Representing others' truths is not an easy task." (Mace, 1992, p. 

28). The onus was on me, as a researcher, to decide first, how to include 

as full a picture as possible from all that the participants had chosen to 

share with me at this particular time (Mace, 1992) and second, how to 

best interpret this information (Maxwell, 1996). It is my fervent hope that 

by using direct quotes from participants throughout my writing that 

together we have told their stories well. 



Significance of Study 

I believe that there has been value in hearing directly from the 

women themselves what they found to be the difficulties in learning to 

read and write while they were in school, rather than only relying on 

information from the "experts." As adults, looking back on their school 

experiences, they have brought another perspective to understanding 

what school can be like for struggling students. 

People often know more than they think they know. Some of the 

women seemed dubious that anything which they had to say would be of 

any importance but as we worked together they were able to share 

valuable insights (Barton, 1994). Each of the women told me that she 

hoped that the information and advice which she had given me would help 

in my research and more importantly that I would put this knowledge to 

good use when I return to teaching in the near future. I believe that much 

of what I have gleaned from this work will be information which I will take 

into new teaching situations and is information well worth sharing with 

other educators. The talk of the importance of building relationships, 

making curriculum meaningful and working from strengths are all ideas 

with excellent potential for transferability. 

All of these women have experienced considerable failure in their 

earlier schooling and many of them blame themselves for not having 

learned to read and write well. I know, from my experience in schools, 

that there are teachers who might prefer to place responsibility on the 

individual and her family and seem to have the attitude that, "we can not 

succeed because you sent us kids who cannot do the work" (Taylor- 

Dunlop & Norton, 1997, p. 14) rather than to look at other possibilities 



such as our own practice. Through our talk I think that my participants will 

have come to see that the responsibility is perhaps better shared 

amongst all those involved. 

I believe that the women in my study felt validated in discovering 

that their perspective on reading and writing is important to me as an 

educator. The personalized copy of the transcripts of our individual 

meetings seemed to offer tangible proof that I do value what they had to 

say. For women who may have rarely had an opportunity to create 

meaning through their writing, having their words returned to them in 

print seemed to be quite a significant moment. Jk's comment was "These 

are all my words? Wow, I said all this!"; Van seemed delighted to see her 

name written in large bold type on the front page. From the feedback 

which I received from my agency contacts, the women enjoyed the 

experience of participating in the interviews and said that they had been 

made to "feel special", something which may not often have occurred 

when they were going to school. 

Overview of Thesis 

Chapter One has provided information as to my reasons for wanting 

to conduct this study and the way in which I went about doing the work, 

as well as an introduction to the participants involved. I have commented 

on possible limitations and the significance of this work. 

Ordering the rest of the text became one of the many interesting 

challenges in this writing as the interconnectedness of the themes quickly 

became apparent. An undercurrent of some of the varying perspectives 

from which school may be viewed moves throughout this work. 



I have written informally in a quasi-narrative style because, from my 

perspective, this seems to best reflect the information shared by my 

participants and our interactions throughout the brief time which we 

spent together. 

The concept of "time" was one which came up with such frequency 

that I have chosen to explore it from a number of perspectives in Chapter 

Two. In Chapter Three I explore some issues of "grouping, labelling, and 

positioning" which came about in our conversations. Determining whether 

my participants were "misfits or mismatches" throughout their time in 

school became the focus of Chapter Four. 

Finally in Chapter Five, I arrive at the section on reading and writing, 

which before undertaking this research, I had expected would be the main 

thrust of my work. However, what I discovered was that, for my 

participants, difficulties with reading and writing were very much entwined 

with difficulties in school as well as personal issues. When the talk did turn 

to reading and writing much of our talk centred around reading since 

there seemed to have been considerably more emphasis placed on it than 

on writing. 

In Chapter Six, I return to my original question which was to find out 

from my participants what they feel went wrong for them that they left 

school with literacy inadequate to their needs and interests. Their 

answers have given me much to reflect on in my own teaching practice 

and it is my hope that other teachers will take heed as well. I move on to 

some of the implications for teachers, implications for possible further 

research and what I see as personal implications for me in the upcoming 

year. 



CHAPTER TWO: SOME OF THE MANY F A C m  OF TIME 

Time is a * concept which is frequently heard in everyday 

conversations. We talk of time for and no time for, time to and no time 

to. Time drags, flies or stands still. For some time is lost; yet others 

manage to somehow always find the time. Some dwell in the past or 

yearn for the future instead of accepting the present as the gift that it is. 

It is no surprise, then, that "Time'' flowed naturally through all of our 

conversations in a variety of interesting contexts. 

Lost Time 

Karla, Marie, and Tess, as disgruntled teenagers, each made the 

decision to drop out of school because something wasn't working for 

them at the time. All indicated that their experience became increasingly 

more frustrating the longer they stayed in school. They found themselves 

unable to keep up with the work, in part because of the difficulty which 

they had with reading and writing, and they may have sensed that they 

were just being moved through the grades, year after year: 

Eventually I just quit trying [pause] because I had muddled 
through so far and never really gotten anywhere and so that 
it didn't seem like a lot of point left in me trying. (Marie, 
Interview 1) 

I don't think they were fair when we were kids. They didn't 
have, no knowledge or I don't think they really understood 
where people like us came from to be honest with you. I think 
it was just get you in and get you out of class. Pass you so 
that you're out of their class, that's, that's how I felt. (Karla, 
Group Interview) 

The work was getting too hard, too much piled up on me. I 
just, I couldn't do it anymore. It was too much, like you go to 
social studies and you write your butt off for an hour and a 
half or an hour, and then you go to math and write your butt 



off, it's not, I don't, I don't like that. Or you go to English 
class and you sit there and you write your fingers off and 
(laugh) until my finger falls off. (Tess, Interview 2) 

By the time students are in grade three, it is possible to predict 

fairly accurately which ones are most likely to drop out of school (Dorrell, 

1993; Gullatt & Lofton, 1998). Many students may make the decision t o  

drop out when they are in the middle grades, long before they actually 

leave school and at least part of the decision may be based on literacy 

problems in early adolescence (Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993). Surely if 

we are able to make these kinds of predictions there must be ways of 

being proactive for our struggling students rather than accepting that 

drop outs are inevitable. "If students are leaving school with limiting 

beliefs about themselves, beliefs they can't dispel, most of them are 

bound for failure" (Sims, 1997, p. 38) at least in the areas in which they 

have been led to believe that they will not succeed. 

These three women, each in their twenties, decided to return to full 

time programs in order to take the necessary steps to pursue their 

dreams and goals, and they now feel that they need to make up for lost 

time. "The promise of literacy and upgrading programs is tied to 

aspirations. Women dream of 'going somewhere' and 'being somebody' " 

(Horsman, 1990, p. 121). 

Karla and Marie indicated that they feel that they have lost valuable 

time and that, had their lives been different, they would now be closer to 

their goals. Both women said that they chose drugs and alcohol as one 

way of coping with adolescence and, though neither blames school for 

causing them to lead this particular lifestyle, certainly their inability to 

deal with the frustrations of school failure may have been a contributing 



factor for them. They had been unsuccessful so much of the time in 

school that there no longer seemed any point in trying to do the work or 

even bothering to copy it from others. In Karla's case, having an alcoholic 

parent increased the likelihood of her being at risk for substance abuse 

(Powell, Gabe, 8 Zehm, 1994). She comments: 

That [drug and alcohol use] started in junior high, early junior 
high. My dad moved back with us and he was an alcoholic and 
things just went downhill. ... Nothing mattered but my drugs 
and alcohol. That was it. Like, I'll be here but you wait until I 
go have my case of beer first and then you know you'll see 
me. And that's how it got. (Karla, Interview 1) 

Marie became seriously involved in drugs and alcohol somewhat 

later than Karla but with similar results: 

Once I started doing drugs and drinking there was even less 
point [in working in school]. The first time I did drugs was 
grade 7. And I didn't use, my serious use didn't really start 
until grade 9. Urn, and in grade 10 1 don't recall a day in 
grade 10 when I didn't do drugs or drink. (Marie, Interview 1) 

In a survey done by Emmett and Nice (1996), in which college 

students were asked why they or others they knew used drugs, a list of 

75 reasons was compiled, many of which indicated a need for them to 

overcome their perceived inadequacies in many aspects of their lives. 

Young people considered to be at high risk for drug and alcohol abuse are 

often ones who have experienced repeated failure in school (Davidson & 

Koppenhaver, 1993; Wilson & Kolander. 1997) and repeated failure in 

school frequently leads to students dropping out (Davidson & 

Koppenhaver, 1993; Deutsch, 1982; Wilson & Kolander, 1997). 



Planning for the Future 

As young, single mothers, Karla and Tess each have said that they 

want to continue with their education in order to make a better life for 

themselves and their children. In order to do this both have taken the 

first step of attending a basic literacy class: 

It was time for me to grow up, urn I've been in recovery now 
for a couple of years, like I said the drugs and alcohol really 
took my life and I want to be a drug and alcohol counsellor so 
[in] order for me to get there I have to do years of school, 
plus I need upgrading. And just to make myself better I, you 
know, I wanted to be here too. You know, I've got two 
children that's going to need me. (Karla, Interview 1) 

I have a daughter, I don't want that to happen [to 'get lost' 
in grade one]. I don't want that to ever happen, that's why 
I'm going back to school, for me and my daughter. (Tess, 
Interview 1) 

BR, also a young, single mom, first returned to school two years 

ago and did not indicate why she left. In September she began attending 

a literacy class three afternoons a week and says that she looks forward 

to the time that she will be able to attend school on a full time basis: 

I'm going to go, go all the way. I would get up, maybe by six 
just to get here before the doors are open. Yeah, because I 
really like going to school a lot. Because I don't come here 
just, just like most of the students, I don't come here to pick 
up, you know just to get money from the school, I come here 
to learn. But that's good because there's always a lot of 
things I want to find out about. (BR, Interview 2) 

Each of these women indicated that when she is able to read and 

write more proficiently she wants to  continue with academic upgrading 

courses but here their goals differ somewhat. Karla said that she knows 

that she has five or six more years of schooling before she reaches her 



goal of becoming a drug and alcohol counsellor. According to Tess, had 

her life been different, she knows that she would have gone to college 

and had a good career. She now seems more inclined to want to  upgrade 

her skills to the point that she is able to obtain a job. She wants some 

kind of work which she feels will enable her to make a better life for her 

daughter and herself and gave no indication of how long she expected to 

continue on in school. Once BR has done her upgrading she says that she 

might want to "do mechanic in the future or else maybe be a operator 

that can write because I really like writing". Her use of the term 

"operator" was later clarified when she talked about a trip she had taken: 

But if we travel out from the reserve, why I even write about 
it too, so my grandma always say [asks] if Ilrn a reporter to 
write out things all the time. Cuz I'm always carrying my book 
and my pencil. ... I wrote down everything and then my 
grandma always tells me, "How about if you start writing 
your own book when you grow up?" And that's what I always 
want, to write a book (BR, Interview 1). 

It is my impression that the three women are all receiving some 

form of government assistance in order to be able to afford to go back to 

school. None indicated that they had any kind of family support. All 

appear to have a long road ahead of them to fulfil their dreams. 

According to Fine (1 991 ), people she interviewed who were the most 

recent drop-outs were the ones who tended to be the most optimistic 

that they would be successful this time. Often the reality for many people 

is that their increased literacy does not guarantee them success in the 

job market (Horsman, 1990; Mace, 1992) nor necessarily cause other of 

life's problems to disappear (Freire & Macedo, 1987). 



Marie says that she spent many of her adolescent years "living a 

harder life than I needed to. I think that I flourished in the school of hard 

knocks" (Interview 1 ) .  She returned to school, first to upgrade courses 

for college entry requirements, and is currently working towards an 

undergraduate degree. Marie has no dependants and says that the 

emotional and financial support which she receives from her family go a 

long way in helping her to realize her dream of becoming a psychologist. 

She also indicates that it may take her longer to reach this goal for she 

says, "It wouldn't have taken me three years to complete two years of 

my BA if I could read and write better" (Marie, Interview 2). She has 

discovered that she needs to work at the pace which best suits her 

learning style which is to: 

... discuss what's the topic and pass around and see different 
viewpoints and talk about it, I learn that way. I also learn from 
writing things down, reading them and rewriting them. Urn, 
and I think that comes from if I write, well if I rewrite while I'm 
reading then, somehow it gives me, in my mind, that extra, 
urn, connection because it's, it's like a reinforcement to do, 
to be reading it and writing it at the same time. (Marie, 
Interview 1) 

Although not included within the framework of this study, I find 

myself curious to know if Karla and Marie have chosen their career paths 

because of a "desire to work with people in need as they move 

themselves away from being victims, people with problems themselves, 

to being able to help others" (Horsman, 1990, p. 95). Also, in Karla's 

case, the literature suggests that "AdCOAs [Adolescent Children of 

Alcoholics] often become compulsive caregivers of others later in life" 

(Powell et al., 1994, p. 9). 



For My Kids More Than Me 

Whereas the younger women I interviewed have returned to school 

with the intent of fulfilling their dreams and hopes for a better life for 

themselves and their children, JK, Kate and Van indicated more concern 

for their children's futures than they do for their own. These three women 

have done what many mothers do and have "focused their desires on 

their children, hoping that they, at least, will be able to live a different 

life" (Horsman, 1 990, p.121). 

All of these women are aware that there is a societal expectation 

that, as mothers, they will be able to properly care for their children which 

includes being able to help them with their educational needs by reading 

to them and helping them with their homework (Horsman, 1990). JK says 

that although she is able to help Opal, her daughter, at this time she does 

have concerns for the future. "I'm cool in elementary, like I'm cool for 

Opal right now. Come grade 7 and stuff, I don't know" (JK, Interview 1). 

She can't imagine herself ever going back to school because "nobody 

pushes me to do jack and I didn't push myself" (JK, Interview 2). 

Kate and Van both indicated that they have returned to school 

primarily to be able to help their children who are all presently 

experiencing some difficulty in school. I received the impression from their 

conversations that returning to school may have been at the suggestion 

of some authority figure. "As mothers, many women feel an obligation to 

be literate in order to be 'good1 mothers" (Horsman, 1990, p. 121). 

In talking with Kate, it seems fairly evident that her daughter is the 

centre of her life. She explains that: 



[a friend's] kids now are [having difficulty with their] literacy. 
And I'm hoping that my daughter will never, ever be that way 
so I'm doing everything in my power to overcome with my 
literacy [to overcome her literacy problems] and help her as 
much as I can. And they say that with my mom's help and 
with my help she is overcoming that. (Kate, Interview 1) 

Kate said that it was her daughter's teacher who had suggested to 

her that there were agencies where she could get help for her reading 

difficulties and had initiated contact with one agency for Kate. "Teachers 

make it clear to women that they have a role to play in their children's 

schoolwork that cannot be accomplished with limited literacy skills" 

(Horsman, 1990, p. 53). Kate indicated that she does not expect to need 

long term reading assistance for she says, "We can keep doing this 

[weekly tutoring] for next year so I can help Ann [her daughter] with her 

schoolwork" (Personal conversation, March 23, 2000). 

Van, in a barely audible voice, says, "I wasn't there for them. Yuh, 

well I was there for them, it's just the reading and stuff I wasn't there for 

them" and says that she has returned to school for "my children and 

myself, I want to learn to read" (interview 1). Even though she says that 

she finds the school work very difficult and is frustrated by the continuing 

challenges, she said that it is something that she has to now do. "Urn, 

right now I lost my children and stuff pwo  of her children are currently 

living in foster care], and uh, because of my low education and stuff, and 

parenting and stuff so, I'm trying to get them back. I hope I get them 

back this year" (Interview 1). Her sense that there is a connection 

between attending school to improve her reading and writing skills and 

showing the authorities that she is capable of raising her own children is 

supported by the literature: 



It is not only the women themselves who think that "good" 
mothers should be literate. Teachers, "experts" and the 
media regularly attribute working-class children's poor 
achievements in school to their parents' failure to read to 
their children, their lack of interest in education, the poor 
example they set, and even their failure to raise their children 
correctly (Horsman, 1990, p. 52). 

I did not sense that either Kate or Van felt that much of what they 

are learning in school would be transferable to the literacy that they 

actually make use of in their own lives. Van said that she enjoys making 

and selling her native crafts. "I do a lot, I do all kinds of stuff - dream 

catchers, shields, outfits, the leggings and the moccasins. I do all that 

stuff" (Interview 1). Kate, employed as a chambermaid for the past 

twenty-five years, said that: 

I learned more stuff out, [pause] out in the working world 
than I did in school because when I went out, the first year I 
was out in the working world there's a lot of surprises that 
you don't think ... it's best to tell them [your employers that 
you can't read] because then they can turn around and help 
you through it. (Interview 1) 

We need to be aware that school literacy does not necessarily 

provide people with all that they need and to realize that the "vernacular 

learning" that occurs in everyday life, whether at work or through daily 

activities is of great value to individuals. Literacy needs change as 

people's lives change and there will be greater and fewer demands 

depending on work and personal circumstances (Barton, 1994, p. 50). 

Stolen Time 

Tess, Van and BR indicated that part of growing up for them was 

the expectation that they would frequently care for younger siblings and 



in BR's case, also her niece and cousins. It seems that babysitting may 

often have been considered to be of higher priority than school. 

Tess said that she had dropped out of school because she found it 

hard to cope with school as well as frequently having to baby-sit her 

siblings. She did not elaborate on when or why this was expected of her 

but I think that it is possible to fill in some of the missing information at 

least to the "why" of her situation when she said, "My mom's an alcoholic 

so there's a lot of problems there. ... She was never home when I was a 

kid" (Tess, lnterview 1). 

I had asked Van if there was anyone at home who could have 

helped her with homework and she laughed and said, " No, my mom had 

12 of us so they were too busy." She went on to explain that, as the 

third oldest of twelve children, it was often her job to stay home and look 

after her younger siblings: 

Yeah, cuz when my mom came first came to Calgary we were 
never on welfare, right? When we first came to Calgary I did 
babysitting because my mom and dad was both working and 
urn, welfare told my mom she had to quit her job and they 
would subsidize us. (Van, Interview 1) 

Van said that she never liked school. When the authorities intervened, it 

is unlikely that she would have seen them as advocating on her behalf. 

When I first met BR and asked when and why she had left school, 

the information was extracted from her word by quiet word, with each 

utterance seemingly more painful than the last. What she shared with me 

was that she had left school as an eleven year old in grade 5. The needs 

of an older sister and her new-born infant took precedence over BR's 

desire for an education. Why she was the one entrusted with this 



responsibility was never made clear. It seemed such a painful topic that it 

seemed best to excavate no more. As BR began to reminisce about her 

time in school, the conversation began to flow more easily. When I 

listened to the tape of the interview that night, what I was able to piece 

together was that BR lived with her Grandmother and several children, 

"well there was 8 kids at my grandma's house and they were from her 

daughters"; that she often thought of an older sister as her surrogate 

mother, "I  usually call her Mom because my mom wasn't there that whole 

time"; that she often asked her mom [sister?] to let her go back to 

school, "I didn't wanted to drop out because all that time I've been telling 

my mom to apply for me to go back to school" (Interview I ) .  This was a 

child who had loved school, loved learning and had been denied this basic 

right by the very adults who should have been there as her advocates. I 

felt angry on her behalf. 

Horsman (1 990) would suggest that the situations of these three 

women were not that uncommon. From her study done with women in 

one county in Nova Scotia, she found that: 

the social organization of the family was a key element in 
preventing some of the women from continuing in school. 
The gendered division of labour in the household meant that 
when help was needed within the home - especially when 
adult women were at work [BR's mother was not living with 
them at the time] - girls were expected by their family to be 
available to help out. Their schoolwork was seen as less vital 
than their labour in the household. Women described helping 
out during a pregnancy or caring for infants or children in the 
extended family. (p. 30) 

These women may feel that they now have to make up for lost time but 

they didn't lose it. This was time that was stolen from them. 



The Best of Times; The Worst of Times 

It seems an interesting contrast between the experiences of school 

for Van and BR. Van was in school for about 11 years and BR was there 

for only about 5. Van spent most of her time in special education classes 

and BR spent all of her time in regular education. Whereas Van hated 

school, except when she could play with the kids at recess, BR loved it, 

except when she had to play with the kids at recess. BR said that she 

loved school so much that she often continued with school-related 

activities whenever she had time at home. Van found it difficult to do any 

of the work but says that there wasn't much work to be done. BR's 

teachers were always there for her, Van barely remembers her teachers. 

BR's teachers encouraged her to read and write stories. Van's teachers 

never asked her to read or write. When she got out of school she 

discovered that she lacked the skills to get very far: 

The problem I had was jobs, I couldn't do the applications, 
and I couldn't read them, what that said, and I always got, if 
somebody like my family was around doing it I would ask 
them to spell some words for me. ... People from you know, 
when I fill out applications, they knew I had problems. (Van, 
Interview 1) 

According to BR, "I was always doing 100% all the time. And I finish 

all my spelling, my reading before the other students are done" (BR, 

Interview 1). She says that she continues to do things that she loved 

doing in school. She writes stories and poems about nature, her children 

and her culture. She believes that if she had been able to continue with 

her schooling as a child that she would not have had the reading 

difficulties that she has today; whereas, for Van: 



The whole of school stinks, especially special class. Never put 
your kids in, well, uh, these days now I think its visa versa 
now because the other schools don't teach 'em anything 
anyways so it doesn't matter what class they're in. If they're 
in ordinary, special ... the teachers there, they don't teach 
you nothing. (Van, Interview 2) 

Was the difference for Van and BR that both were meeting the 

expectations of their respective teachers? BR's seemed to expect her to 

do well and she believes that she did; Van's seemed to expect that she 

was capable of very little and she did not seem to have the opportunities 

to show them otherwise. "Teachers do hold different expectations for 

various students, these expectations influence teacher behaviour and this 

behaviour [in turn] influences student self-perceptions and school 

achievement" (Purkey & Novak, 1984, p.5). There is nothing to say that 

a child who works hard in one class and does well will do the same in 

another class. There are some students who may set out to prove that 

their teachers are wrong about them and their capabilities, but likely what 

more often happens is that students tend to live up or down to the 

expectations which they see individual teachers having of them (Davidson 

& Koppenhaver, 1993; Purkey & Novak, 1984; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 

1 968; Taylor, 1 993). 

Just as BR and Van have different views of the time which they 

spent in school, so have Anka and Karla considerably different opinions of 

their experiences in LD (Learning Disabilities) classes. Karla stated that 

she never liked school, found it hard right from the very beginning and 

was determined that no one was going to teach her anything but does 

say that her best school experience was with one particular teacher "in 

LD class, Special Ed. is what it is" (Karla, Interview 1). She did not say 



how many years she had the benefit of working with this teacher who she 

described as "an awesome woman" (Karla, Interview 2). She remembers 

some kind of assessment being done: 

They took a bunch of tests when I was younger. They stuck 
all these things all over me, on my brain and they did all 
these testing. They didn't know what was going on so the 
teacher figured they'd do some testing. ... My mom heard 
about these new [Learning Disabilities] classes coming in and 
she fought for me to get in there. (Karla, Interview 1) 

It seems it was somewhat of a relief for Karla to have been placed in the 

class because she says, "And they finally got me in there and they knew 

that I had problems [whereas before the assessment] I think they just 

figured that I was lazy and didn't want to do anything but it was the point 

that I was bored" (Interview 1). "Anything that bewilders a child will be 

ignored; there is nothing to be learned there" (Smith, 1988, p. 183) and 

it may be that Karla often found much of school beyond her 

understanding. 

Anka, on the other hand, indicated that she had been sent to a 

private boarding school in order to get the additional support that she 

needed but was not getting in public school. However, at the end of that 

year, the school suggested that she should repeat grade 7. Her parents 

then paid for a private assessment and she returned to a public 

secondary school where she was assigned to a special class for math and 

English. "What it was, was LD. LD is Learning Difficulties." She said that 

when she had been in the class for a year: 

I asked them to challenge my intelligence in English and put 
me in a regular class, that was grade 9. Oh, I just wasn't 
challenged, I just knew I wasn't. So, I also think that it clicked 
there, that I wasn't getting what I needed when I could read, I 



could write. ... You know, urn but yeah I definitely needed to 
get out of there. I don't know, I don't know what struck that 
nerve at that time but I, [pause] and I did all right. (Anka, 
Interview 1) 

Anka claimed to have done "all right" when she got out of the LD 

class but later in the conversation she seemed to be having doubts as to 

the wisdom of her decision. She said that she was no more successful 

during the next four years than she had been prior to going into the 

special class and seems to be wondering if she had stayed in the class if 

she might perhaps have had better results in the long term: 

Anka: As far as English LD, I was probably one of the stronger 
ones in there. 
Louise: Was that why you wanted out? 
Anka: That's why I wanted out. I wish they would have said 
"Hey, quit whining," or don't let me be so slack. (Interview 1) 

Anka said that it wasn't until the end of her last year of school that 

she realized that she was not going to leave with a high school diploma 

and talked about how devastating this was for her: 

It took me the longest time, urn, to sit down and say, "hey, 
you know I don't have my high school diploma", I mean you 
mention school and I'd nearly burst out in tears. You know, 
you just don't just, you don't urn, you just don't mention 
that. (Anka, Interview 2) 

The problem seemed to be that, though she felt that the LD class 

was too easy, she found regular education to be too difficult. This would 

indicate to me that there may have been little or no attempt to provide 

program modifications for her in either situation. There might have been 

more opportunity for her to be successful when she returned to the 

regular education class if there had been some kind of assistance 

available to help her to make a smooth transition from. the one situation 



to the next. In schools in which I have worked, students moving out of 

special education classes have had the continued support of either their 

teacher in the learning disabilities class or of the resource teacher. This 

often provided them with the reassurance and support that they needed 

in order to make a more comfortable transition to the new learning 

environment. 

Both Karla and Anka may have exhibited signs of boredom and 

frustration until they were moved out of classes and programs which were 

not meeting their needs. Smith (1988) would suggest that Karla's 

boredom in regular education classes was likely a result of her being 

unable to make sense of what she was expected to learn, whereas Anka's 

boredom with the learning disabilities class was that she knew the work 

already and was receiving no satisfaction from being successful at things 

which she perceived as being too easy for her (Srney-Richman, 1991). 

Wait Time 

When I listened to some of the initial tapes, I realized that 1 had the 

tendency to give the quiet, more reserved participants too little time to 

deliberate over their answers and berated myself for having done to them 

what they may have previously experienced in school. At their next 

interviews I began our sessions with sincere apologies for my questioning 

techniques. These seemed to be well received. Van laughed and said, 

"That's all okay. I'll just go o -k-ay [elongating the word 'okay'], smarten 

up" ( Interview 2). BR said nothing at the time of my apology but, when I 

* asked what it was that she remembered about her teachers, she grinned 

at me as she said, "They don't rush and you know like rush into 

everything and if you don't want to rush into anything right away they 



just give you time and then that's when they ask you" (Interview 2). I'm 

sure that I returned the grin while thinking, "Message received, BR". Part 

of the difficulty which I had with wait time may have been because of 

cultural differences and is something of which teachers need to be aware 

(Gundlach et al., 1989). It is important to remember the value of silence. 

If we want to invite people to be involved in the class, it is necessary to 

give them the time which they need in order to be able to participate 

(Purkey & Novak, 1984). 

Time for Me 

We often know very little of the many other issues with which 

children may be dealing when they join us in our classrooms. There are 

bound to be many children who seem to have outside concerns, possibly 

queried but unverified by the school, which cause them to have difficulty 

in adjusting to school routines and settling into the daily activities. 

Throughout our conversations, when I asked people what they thought 

might have gone wrong for them that they hadn't learned to read and 

write well, besides the school issues which I was expecting to hear about, 

several mentioned personal concerns which may or may not have been 

shared with school personnel at the time and which I believe may have 

been very stressful. 

As mentioned earlier, Karla and Marie indicated that as adolescents 

their use of drugs and alcohol had created considerable unrest and 

dissention for them in their relationships with their parents, teachers and 

peers. 



Both Karla and Tess spoke openly of having one parent who 

suffered from alcoholism and it may be that some of their difficulties in 

school were exacerbated by issues with which they were dealing at home: 

My mom's an alcoholic and I don't remember, can't remember 
but I think if she spent time with me with books maybe it 
would have been different that's what I'm saying. (Tess, 
Group Interview) 

I was not in very good position all my life. Now, I'm grown up 
and I'm getting on my feet and I'm hoping to show my 
children now, cuz they did see a lot but I'm trying to show 
them that mommy can be a good person and this is what I 
can learn and this is really what it's about. And it's really not 
to be some kind of person that can go rip somebody off just 
because they feel like it and they need their drugs. That's not 
what life is about. Life is to get education, get yourseif on 
your feet. Enjoy it. Not be a drunk like my dad. Not, not do 
what I did. (Karla, Group Interview) 

From some of what she said, it may be that JK grew up in a similar 

situation. She seems to be talking about her own life when she says that 

she thinks that teachers should: 

Pay a little bit more attention to, you know what, what a kid 
might be going through. Maybe some problems at home - uh, 
maybe ass kickings, maybe drugs or [I] don't know, you know 
like maybe no paying attention at all cuz they are alcoholics 
or got too many kids in the family and the kid don't, if they 
don't care if the kid's bringing homework home or not and 
not paying attention. ... because I know if mom had of been 
paying attention to me that I would be better. ... I just looked 
at my mom like, "you're a lousy mom" kind of like, do you 
know what I mean? Like "cuz I should be able to read better". 
You know what I mean "but you didn't care." It's not that she 
didn't care I don't think nothing like that cuz I really do think 
that my mom's a great mom but she liked her cocktails on 
the weekends or whatever. (JK, Interview 1) 



I have no further evidence regarding the use of alcohol in JK's 

home. However, the literature on alcohol and drug issues which suggests 

that one in four students come from an alcoholic family, and that AdCOAs 

are considerably more likely to be referred for learning or behavioural 

concerns (Powell et al., 1994). As well, "Although some AdCOAs 

submerge themselves in schoolwork as a means of avoiding stress, a 

disproportionate number of them have difficulty in school, have poor 

attendance, often have trouble with authority, and tend to drop out of 

school" (Deutsch, 1982, p. 7). 

Many of the women had, from my perspective, what seems to have 

been an unsettled home life which may have been a contributing factor in 

some of their difficulty in school: 

It's just like, see I lived here most of my life, except for three 
years and that's when I was very small, and I think between 
my family splitting up and stuff like that it might had an 
affect on it but other than that I don't think moving around 
had nothing to do with it. (Kate, Interview 2) 

Went wrong? I think cuz I moved a lot. We moved all over the 
place. My mother lived here and my dad lived in Toronto with 
his parents so I was either at my dad's house or at my mom's 
house ... She was never home when I was a kid that's why I 
think my dad tried to help me as much as he could. (Tess, 
Interview 1) 

As I worked through my analyses, I wondered if teachers had been 

aware of the situations which had been shared with me and what impact 

issues such as these would have had on the student's performance at any 

given point in time in school. It is not the role of the teacher or the school 

to presume to question or make accusations against the home 

environment or to be privy to all details of what is happening in the child's 



life, but what is needed is an understanding that the behaviours, attitudes 

and mannerisms which we are seeing may be ones that the child has 

developed as a means of self-preservation. At any given time there are 

probably several children in our classrooms whose families may, for 

various reasons, be experiencing difficulties (Wilson & Kolander, 1997). It 

seems that the better the relationship that the parents have with the 

teacher the more likely it is that information will be forthcoming from the 

home with regards to stressful events such as a divorce, illness, birth or 

death in the family. We need to be aware of and take into consideration 

the many ways in which children may demonstrate that they fear that all 

is not well in their world and learn to respond to their actions in ways that 

demonstrate to them that we are working to provide a safe and caring 

school environment for all. 

Sometimes children have been "disinvited" to be part of a learning 

community before the teacher even makes the time to know them. This 

may come about because of information which comes through the 

student's cumulative records or through more informal channels. Marie 

said that one of her teachers chose to believe information which she had 

heard from outside sources: 

Urn, she [pause] had, the first day of class formed an opinion 
of every person in the room and unfortunately for me she 
knew people that I knew. Uh, I belonged to a sorority group 
[pause] and she knew people in [it] who knew me and before 
she even met me had a bad opinion of me and made sure 
that I knew it. (Marie, Interview 1) 

Marie may have felt that she had little chance of being successful 

that year given that she seems to have been prejudged and found 

lacking. She considered that she had already been, to use Anka's phrase, 



"branded" (Anka, Interview 1) by the teacher. Children often gauge and 

express their understanding of their alignment within the classroom as to 

whether or not they feel that their teachers like them. Insults, whether 

real or perceived, may convince children that it isn't safe to take risks in 

their work and they may become convinced that there is little connection 

between what they know and what they are supposed to know (Meek, 

1991 ). Students are made to feel disinvited in school when their 

experiences leave them feeling that they are worthless, unable or 

irresponsible (Purkey & Novak, 1 984). 

Memories of Student/Teacher Interactions 

Van apparently had only negative memories of the time she spent 

in school. When asked if she could remember any of her teachers this is 

the perception that she shared with me: 

I really was p'd off at that school cuz I was in 9 special and 
that teacher all she did was sit on her desk and read pocket 
books. She never, she never helped us with any schooling or 
anything. We, urn, I would ask her for help, she said well, they 
used to have this toy, urn, well this register cashier [cash 
register] so she says Tust play with that" or something. ... I 
have three children and when they wanted to put my kids in 
special class I was really upset about it because I don't want 
them in there because they don't teach you nothing. (Van, 
Interview 1) 

Anka and Kate gave little indication of either positive or negative 

interactions with teachers. Anka said, 'In elementary, I had good 

teachers" and when asked to elaborate on this comment she said that 

good teachers were, "well those, the ones I'm thinking of, uh, are the 

ones that kind of gave me a push"; but then added, "but I guess [they] 



didn't have the time or didn't ... kind of saw some of my potential" 

(Anka, Interview 1). 

Kate's response was, "Oh, they were great teachers and everything 

else, like when I was in special class I had this one teacher and I still keep 

in touch with her" (Interview 2) but when later asked to elaborate on this, 

she laughed and said, "Oh, I don't remember but I keep in touch with lots 

of people, you know" (Personai conversation, April 8, 2000). 

Although none of the women, with the exception of BR, felt that 

they had ever been particularly successful in school, for those who 

remembered having liked a teacher and being liked in return, that 

particular learning experience certainly seems to have been a more 

positive one. What was the experience for some of the women when they 

felt that they had been part of a caring relationship with a teacher? You 

could almost feel them settling back and enjoying reliving the moment of 

the particular relationship: 

She had the time for her class, she had about seven, eight of 
us. She had the time to teach every one of us by herself. Urn, 
she was like a counsellor. She was always there, like always 
there. And i didn't get along [with] too many teachers but 
she was one I got along with. (Karla, interview 1) 

He did spend the time to show me how to read and write. He 
said, "Oh, you can be a good writer. You have the ideas." ... 
Urn, I did running races all the time, Olympics and stuff like 
that. He enjoyed the same thing[s] I did and I enjoyed his 
company and he was just there for me. He wouldn't lecture 
me, he wouldn't scold me, he wouldn't nothing, he was just 
[a] good teacher. (Tess, interview 1) 

... for some reason that just sticks in my head cuz I think she 
liked me. You know everybody wants a teacher's pet, to be a 
teacher's pet and I knew uh, that little black JK was not going 



to be teacher's pet. For some reason it was going to be 
somebody else, cute whatever, and urn, Mrs. W. must have 
treated me some, she was just a nice lady, I think she spent a 
lot of time with me, just liked me. (JK, Interview 1) 

She was a biker. She connected with her students. Urn, she 
didn't treat us like lesser people. In a lot of cases in my 
schooling, I felt like my teachers treated me like I was this, an 
inch high and they were a mountain, you know. Urn, she 
related with us. She talked b u s ,  not at us. She was just kind 
of this gruff person. You know she wasn't, you know, the 
very prim and prissy and proper type teacher. She had a 
rougher side to her and she was not scared to show that side 
of her, you know. Not to say that she was mean but she had 
an attitude that was very different from most teachers. 
(Marie, Interview 1) 

I was getting a lot of help from my teachers ... They were 
being helpful to help me out. ... I got along with all of them ... 
And then I always made my teachers laugh because there 
was always something funny happening that weekend. ... 
They were really nice. (BR, interview 2) 

If we were to look at the basic premise of these five comments I 

would suggest that the aspects of the relationships that these women 

appreciated were very much what most of us would look for in a mentor. 

In their work, Schoen Langefeld and Gumming (1  996) found that 

"students who had a relationship with a significant adult were more likely 

to succeed than those who did not" (p. 58). How fortunate each of 

these woman was to have had this particular experience, and how sad 

that for all but BR, it was the only positive relationship which each one 

seemed able to recall from her time in school. Had there been more, how 

would their school experiences have been different? Purkey and Novak 

(1 984) comment that "students learn best when placed in the care of 



educators who invite them to see themselves as valuable, able and 

responsible, and to behave accordingly" (p. 9). 

Caring 

Whether directly or indirectly, and again with the exception of BR, 

what I heard was that these women didn't believe that many of their 

teachers had really cared about them. They felt that very often teachers 

had known that they were having problems and either had not spent 

enough time helping them to overcome their difficulties or even cared 

enough to do anything to help them. Even the ones who had been in 

special education classes, where the lower student teacher ratio should 

provide more time for individuals, did not feel that there had been enough 

time for them. The phrase common to several people was "s/he wasn't 

there for me". I heard comments such as: 

I think my teachers knew [that she was having trouble] but in 
a lot of ways l don't think they cared. (Marie, Interviews 1) 

[I got] no help. Nope, none ... probably cut  nobody liked me. 
Mrs. W's the only one that ever liked me. (JK, Interview 1) 

The teacher just didn't, I guess notice or even cared. (Tess, 
lnterview 1) 

I didn't have the help, the special one on one with the 
teacher. (Kate, Interview 1 ) 

It would be nice if they'd teach. And I know some of the 
students are hard for the teachers, like some of them are 
mean. I understand that but something's got to be in the 
system there some where's of teaching students. (Van, 
interview 1) 

In order for children to do well in school they need to "be 

comfortable with how they are learning, what they are learning and who 

they are learning from" (Marie, lnterview 2). Teachers need to make it a 



top priority to know what is happening for children and make adjustments 

to the physical and emotional environment of the classroom so that their 

students do feel comfortable. This would mean finding opportunities to 

spend time in getting to know each child on a one-to-one basis. 

JK brought Opal with her to the group interview. As Opal listened to 

our conversation, she asked if she could answer my question about what 

teachers needed to do to get to know their students. She thought that it 

would be great if the "real teacher" had a friend come to school to look 

after the rest of the class so that the teacher could spend time with each 

child on her own. Student perception that they are cared for seems to be 

a critical factor in developing positive studentheacher relationships. 

(Comer, 1992, Purkey & Novak, 1984). Opal's idea is one having 

considerable merit. As teachers, we may have overlooked a valuable 

resource and shouldn't be afraid to spend time talking with our students 

to find out how school can become a better place for them and all 

concerned (Comer, 1992, p. 23). 

When I asked my participants for advice as to what they thought 

that teachers could do in order to make school a more pleasant place for 

children, it was perhaps Karla who said it best of all: 

Be you. What else can you do besides be yourself and 
showing somebody else how much you want to be there for 
that person? I don't care if you know every book in the 
school ... if you're a beautiful person, you're being you. 
That's all you need in a class. (Karla, group interview) 

Again, what has come up in the conversation is the hope that the 

teacher will "be there" for students. Dorrell (1 993) echoes Karla's ideas 

and then expands on what she had to say when he comments that: 



The best teachers are not always those with the most 
content knowledge, but rather those who are willing to risk 
themselves and care about the whole child ... to become 
involved within the lives of the marginal achiever and thus 
attempt to rescue them from a world of failure and doubt. (p. 
28, 30) 

A problem seems to be how to successfully create caring 

relationships given that "a day in the life of a school requires that the 

typical [high school] teacher faces 165 different faces and establishes no 

real, sustained relationship with any one" (Fine, 1991, p. 158). Teachers 

in elementary settings should have an advantage over their colleagues in 

secondary schools because they work with fewer children for longer 

blocks of time and see them in a variety of situations over the course of a 

day, but the ability to build relationships very much depends on the 

willingness of the people involved. Noddings (1984), says that the time 

spent with the student is not as important as the quality of the 

interaction. It is her belief that teachers do not need to "establish a deep, 

lasting, time-consuming personal relationship with every student" [but 

that what does need to happen is that we are] totally and non-selectively 

present to the student ... as he addresses [us]. The time interval may be 

brief but the encounter is total" (p. 180). As teachers, we often do not 

offer the same kind of attention to o u r  students as what we expect them 

to give us. I think that many of us might be quite surprised by the number 

of times that we put our students "on hold" in order to deal with 

apparently more pressing issues. 

Each of us will have established relationships with some students 

and just as likely will have been remiss in establishing them with others. It 

is up to the teacher to find ways of developing a "caring alliance" with 



each of our students (Kohn 1996, p. 36) for it needs to be part of our 

professional commitment to children to invite them to learn with us. 

Whether or not students choose to reciprocate is up to them but we 

need to continue to extend the invitation to each of them (Purkey 8 

Novak, 1984). if we take the time to reflect on what it was that we liked 

about our teachers as well as what it was that we disliked, we would likely 

be well on the way to understanding what is important in building 

meaningful relationships. The time spent can be well worth the effort. 

"When teaching and learning are seen as genuinely interactive behaviours, 

we discover that we cannot effectively teach children we don't knod' 

(author's emphasis, Britton, 1989, p. 21 7). 

--- --------------------- 

Ideas about time moved throughout our talk. The women, as 

children and adolescents, lost time or had time stolen from them and are 

doing their best to make up for the time which is gone. Most of the 

women have made the decision to return to programs, both for 

themselves and for their children. They rarely felt that their teachers had 

spent enough time with them. Times when they felt that their teachers 

had cared were valued and these women regretted that it hadn't been a 

more frequent occurrence. A top priority for teachers needs to be to 

develop caring relationships with each of our students. 



CHAPTER THREE : WHO DO I THINK YOU THINK I AM? 

A second theme which was evident throughout our conversations 

was the notion of being grouped and labelled by others and how the 

experience has affected my participants. For many of the women, 

although individual incidents may have been forgotten, the cumulative 

negative impact may very likely have continued well beyond the time they 

spent in school. 

Grouped 

Students are very much aware of their position within the class 

hierarchy without ever being told (Lyons & Beaver, 1995). Being placed in 

groups according to their perceived abilities provides them with further 

verification of their worth within the classroom (Allington, 1991 ; Purkey & 

Novak, 1984; Taylor, 1993a). Who of us of a certain age doesn't 

remember being assigned to a particular reading group or assigning 

children to one? The claim may be that the choice of names was neutral, 

and that calling the "Redbirds", "Bluebirds", or "Blackbirds" was just a 

convenient system for the teacher and students so that children could be 

efficiently called together. 

JK comments, "You know the smartest kids, and you know cuz 

you're a teacher, right? You know where you would have put me, I know" 

(Group lnterview 1) with the implication that I would have known that she 

was one of the "dummies", a term she used more than once in referring 

to herself. Based on what she told me of her experience of school she 

probably always worked with the "Blackbirds". There may have been some 

movement among the groups for a very few children but for the most 

part once children became part of a group, there they stayed for the  rest 



of the year and in many cases for the rest of their school careers 

(Allington, 1995; Hall et a1 1995; Taylor, 1991 , I  993). A vivid picture of 

the "Old West" comes to mind when Anka comments, "Usually the group 

that met was, we were branded the weaker, I was always part of that 

group" (Anka, Interview, 1). When a calf is branded, the mark remains for 

life. Is the same not true for people? 

Labelled and Coded 

In my work as a member of the school resource group, before 

meeting to discuss any child, teachers were asked to provide the group 

with a written profile from which our conversation could begin. Invariably 

the section of the form requesting a list of strengths and weaknesses was 

always much more heavily weighted in the weaknesses column. In fact, in 

many instances the strengths column was left blank. Perhaps this is a 

possible reason as to why students experiencing difficulty in school also 

find it challenging to come up with a list of their strengths because their 

weaknesses frequently take priority. It was frequently decided that more 

information than what the teacher was able to provide about the child 

was needed and more formalized assessments were arranged. We made 

careful observations of the presenting symptoms, consulted on possible 

diagnoses and determined that some of the problems were chronic 

conditions with which the child would need to learn to live, and that 

others were ones which, through appropriate intervention, might 

disappear. Conversations around programming suggestions, which 

included writing an individual program plan for the child, generally placed 

more onus on the remediation of weaknesses than on the utilization of 

strengths to overcome or compensate for difficulties. Not surprisingly, 



the more that we looked for problems the more that we were likely to 

find them (Taylor, 1991). At the end of the formal assessment process 

we had the necessary documentation to officially label and code the child; 

the child still had the concerns which had initiated the referral and may 

perhaps have incurred additional ones by suddenly being the focus of so 

much adult attention. 

"A student is subjected to 15,000 negative statements during 12 

years of schooling" (Reasoner as cited in Ciaccio, 1998, p. 18) and, 

although I did not specifically ask the women if they had any recollections 

of being labelled when they were attending school, it isn't surprising that 

throughout our conversations names and labels became apparent. 

Categories of labelling which occurred tended to be those given by the 

system, those taken from the medical and psychological professions, the 

names they were called by others and the names they learned to call 

themselves. 

System Labels 
Some of the labels that people remembered are those officially 

sanctioned by the system. Although the designations may change over 

time, these labels come about as a result of formal assessments which 

have been done with students who, for whatever reason, do not fit the 

norm. Van and Kate, in their forties, use the term "special class" whereas 

Tess, Marie, Karla, and Anka, ten or more years younger, used ones like 

"special needs", "LD", "Learning Disabilities" or "Learning Difficulties". At 

this time, the code "54" is used to identify students with learning 

disabilities (Alberta Learning, 1999a) but whether a term or a number, it 

continues to be a label. 



Labelling continues, at least in part, because of the funding 

attached, as An ka recognized. From her perspective, the school likely 

received more benefit from the extra funding than the benefit she 

believes she received from being placed in a special class: 

LD was probably funded, it as a special class, right? It was 
probably funded! And all they saw was the extra money for 
the school because they built the whole wing you know and 
we had LD classes like a whole different wing in the school so 
that's all they saw was dollar signs. (Anka, Interview 1) 

Being labelled by the system may have provided some educational 

benefit for both Kate and Karla but whether it was enough to offset the 

aggravation of the name calling they endured from their peers is not 

known. It was only in their special class placements that they said that 

they ever felt that they had received any extra assistance and without 

the label, they would not have received the placement. 

Kate shared few recollections of elementary school with the 

exception of a memory of the year that she spent in a special class. "Like 

when I was going to this one school I was in a special class and the 

teacher took special efforts to help me through it and that's how I kind of 

winged it when I got into high school" (Kate, Interview 1). 

Karla's perceptions of her school experience gradually changed over 

the course of our interviews. She indicated early in our first conversation 

that she had disliked school right from grade one and that she had gotten 

along with very few adults. In our second interview she had been talking 

about being 'picked on a bit" and being teased about going to a "stupid 

school". She paused for a moment and then said: 

Maybe it might have been a stupid school but in the long run 
'Look what I learned compared to what you [the students 



who were teasing her] learned. You know, you've got to 
worry about all these teachers [Karla stayed with the same 
teacher for all of her core subjects] and blah, blah, blah.' And 
I know people that were in a regular class while I was in LD 
that are sitting in jail doing time today. Where here, I'm 
sitting and I'm trying to get my education so I can be a drug 
and alcohol counsellor. So I think right there is a big 
difference, I get help in those classes. Probably could 
have had more but the teachers didn't have the time, You 
know, you can only get so much in a day. You know if they 
would have had more time I'm sure, I'm sure they would have 
gave it. (Karla, Interview 2) 

By the time we met for the group interview, Karla had recollections 

of times that she had spent in school with one particular special 

education teacher whom she had liked: 

We always had fun, you know. Mind you I got kicked out 
because of my own stupidity but you know which was too 
bad because she was an awesome woman, a very nice 
woman. And I don't get along with very many, well I didn't 
get along with very many people at that point, especially [at] 
school. And that woman, I got along with and I learned a lot 
from her. (Karla, Group interview) 

For Van, Tess and Anka the experience of having a system label 

was a negative one because it meant being placed in programs which they 

felt that for one reason or another did not work well for them. Van and 

Tess seemed resigned to accept whatever the system decided was best 

for them until each of them decided that what would probably be even 

better would just be to leave school. Anka stayed in school, at one point 

challenging the system over her LD placement, but as an adult was 

unsure as to how beneficial the decision had been to her in the long term. 

Van recalls her educational future as basically determined by the 

time she was about eight years old. "They" had given her one try, she 



hadn't measured up to the curriculum expectations and she was no longer 

accepted in regular education classes: 

Um, when the last school 1 went to was in St. John New 
Brunswick and it was grade 3. And then they put me in 
special class after that. They only give you one try and then 
after that you go into special class so I've been special class 
almost all my life. (Van, Interview 1) 

Tess realized that she was having difficulty but felt abandoned by 

her teachers because of decisions made as to how best to meet her 

needs. At the end of elementary school, instead of going into a junior 

high school, the system conveniently omitted grade 7 from her program 

since she met the age requirements for attending vocational school. 

Whereas the system perception would be that she was moved into a 

special education setting in order to receive additional support, her 

perception was considerably different: 

The teachers had too many kids in the class, to find out if 
kids have problems or not. And then if they find out they just 
stick them into a school instead of just helping them. Maybe 
they just need more help than the other students but that 
doesn't give them the right to block us, put us in a special 
school and then kids that are going to the public school, they 
just make fun of you. (Tess, Interview 2) 

It was Anka who spoke out vehemently against the whole notion of 

being labelled by the system: 

It's not a good thing to put titles on kids. ... I feel that the 
LD title of, you know the branding that you get, LD. I mean 
with the LD class, I don't feel, I feel that everyone has a 
natural talent but we all express it differently. I mean 
everybody has a natural talent and just some people know 
how to bring it out. When you're titled, "oh well Anka works 
hardt' or whatever um you don't look beyond that. Well you 
figure "oh yeah, gee, I'm a loser and that's as far as I can get 



as a mark" or you know, whatever, and its hard when you 
figure it out but you've been kind of taught that, right? 
(Anka interviews 1 and 2) 

Whether her word choices were deliberate or not, they are indeed 

choice words to use. Once all of the assessment information indicates 

that the criteria have been met for inclusion in a particular group, the 

child's status officially changes to some classification of special needs 

child. To be "titled LD" definitely gives a person a different status than 

that of "average", "behaviour" or "gifted". Does the "title" furnish the 

child with an indelible brand? Because of the labels which they receive, "in 

their earliest days of schooling ... children are often sorted, separated, 

grouped and treated differently than 'normal' students. This differential 

treatment is often perpetuated year after year, particularly when some 

educators pay more attention to the label than to the child" (Purkey & 

Novak, 1984, p. 12). 

Medical Labels 
Some of the labels which are used come to us via psychology or 

medicine. "Dyslexic" was referred to in a couple of our conversations. 

There often seems to be confusion as to what dyslexia actually is when 

the term is bandied about in conversation: 

One of my teachers thought that I had delexious and they did 
a testing or some sort on that. (Tess, intewiew 1) 

My sister's the one that pointed out to me, maybe ten years 
ago. [She said], "JK, I think you could be a little dyslexic." I 
said, "what's that?" So she says, "You know, you put one 
word in front of another or something". (JK, interview 2) 

According to Meek (1991) some people want to treat dyslexia as 

an illness and therefore, dyslexics as patients. She points out that the 



etymology of "patient" is "suffer" and suggests that what we need to do 

to help children is to remove any notion of there being a connection 

between suffering and reading. The only common characteristic in 

children described as dyslexic is that they have trouble reading and like 

most children who have trouble reading, they learn to read by being 

successful at reading. Smith (1988) refers to dyslexia as a "disease which 

only strikes children who can not read and that is invariably cured when 

they can read" (Smith, 1988, p. 21 1 ). 

Another medical term used by JK was "ADD". She had been 

recently diagnosed as having Attention Deficit Disorder. "It took me 39 

years to find out that I'm ADD. My therapist says "JK, like did nobody 

notice in school? Did your mama not? So, maybe me being hyper and 

everything, I couldn't settle down, you know. I don't know" (JK, interview 

By our second interview, she was suggesting that if she had been 

diagnosed early in elementary school when people first noticed that she 

wasn't paying attention that she might have been more successful in 

learning to read. She seemed to be somewhat torn between the diagnosis 

given by the therapist and that suggested by her sister who remembered 

how she had read as a child: 

I think that I just probably had a problem like ADD, you know 
what I mean, that's something I just got diagnosed with this 
past year and, in those days nobody knew about those 
things, right? And if they, if they had a just seen me not be 
able to fidget and not pay attention cuz my attention span is 
like to this day, Opal is sitting there talking to me and I can't 
even repeat what she just said. You hear what I'm saying? So 
if I didn't learn to study and to listen, you know what I mean, 



like it just goes right through me and it's been like that all my 
- fife so I think back then I go, I'd say that ... I never, I was, I 

think I was kind of sick. You know like something, something 
was kind of wrong with me. My sister tells me its dilesic, 
deles, whatever, you know what I mean? (JK, Interview 2) 

By the end of this conversation she seemed to be leaning more 

towards the idea of ADD being at the root of her problems, perhaps 

because she is now on a medication which she sees as having made a 

significant difference in her level of hyperactivity: 

But to me, I think that maybe if they had a seen something 
like that when I was in grade 2 learning Jack and Jill [reader - 
Jack and Janet from a basal reading series] or whatever, 
then that could have helped me back then and I'd be much 
better today. (JK, Interview 2) 

I am not suggesting that there are not students in schools with 

diagnosed conditions. My concerns are when labels become the 

justification for inappropriate behaviours or why children can't be 

expected to learn. I think that there are students for whom frequent 

excuses are made for behaviour and lack of progress and that we do them 

no favours by treating them in such a manner. Instead of being seen as 

victims of circumstances beyond their control they need to be respected 

as children who happen to have a problem or condition for which some 

accommodations may need to be made. 

Names Called by Others 
Many of the women talked of having been subjected to relentless 

teasing, and I would also suggest, bullying. Some of the teasing was in 

direct reference to the child's physical characteristics, and some was in 

regards to perceived ability in school or the relationship with a particular 

teacher: 



My memories of school are pretty much of me being teased 
about my weight. (Marie, lnterview 1) 

When you're in special class and there's only one special class 
in the whole school, there's regular kids in there and they 
used to tease you and like it kind of made you .... you were 
the stupid ones and they were the smart ones. (Kate, 
lnterview 1) 

A lot of kids are judged on if you can't read the best then 
you're the outcaster [outcast] and the ones that do, they 
make fun of you, or they make fun of you in the way in 
different, the way you look, or the way you walk or talk. It's 
very hard on the, on the child being an outcaster and the 
others making fun of you. It's not fun to make fun of other 
people. (Tess, lnterview 1 ) 

Yeah they, some kids they treat you like crap because you 
were in special class. (Van, lnterview 1) 

There, they were always calling me the teacher's pet, the 
teacher's bug. It's always there. (BR, lnterview 2) 

The women remember dealing with being teased in a variety of 

ways. Marie said that she had recoliections of "being mean. I was a lot 

bigger than most kids" (Marie, lnterview 1) and Karla said that she had 

the attitude of "mess with me, I'll mess with you" (Karla, lnterview 1). 

Although it is not the best way to deal with the situation, when people 

have been hurt, it is not uncommon to see them lash out physically 

and/or verbally to hurt others in return. 

Tess and BR turned to their teachers for support but with differing 

results. Tess remembers that people often "were never there" for her 

when she needed them. Not only did she have to deal with the hurt of 

frequent teasing about her physical characteristics and her reading and 

writing difficulties, but also with the teacher's seeming indifference to her 

plight at the hands of her peers. The hurt of the teasing seems to have 



remained with Tess, given the sad voice with which she spoke when she 

said: 

Urn, they teased me on the playground, they teased me after 
school, they teased me in class and the teacher just didn't, I 
guess notice or even cared. I'd tell her and she'd just say, 
[whispered] "Oh, don't worry about it.' And I thought, "Well 
you're not very nice. You're supposed to do something, being 
a teacher, when people are teasing other people like that". 
(Tess, Interview 2) 

BR remembers her teachers being very supportive because they 

often let her stay inside and work when her classmates went out for 

recess. From her talk, it would seem that the teachers may have felt it 

necessary to offer BR some form of protection because "they [other 

students] were saying that they were going to beat me up if I don't do 

their work for them. I was full of stress because of that" (Interview 2). 

What are possible long term results of labelling and naming through 

such things as teasing and bullying? Some lash out at others. This may 

have been what happened in a school in Alberta where one student was 

killed and another seriously wounded by another student. The alleged 

perpetrator of the crime was referred to in the media as a student who 

had been teased, bullied and one who basically never fit in with his peers. 

Others turn the action against themselves. In Vancouver, a 14-year-old 

boy committed suicide and according to his brother: 

... in the note, he said how people in the school were bugging 
him a lot ... that "when people bug me, I just smile a lot like 
it doesn't bug me, but really, inside I cry." He never told me 
anyone was bugging him at school but I knew he had 
problems. (Calgary Herald, March 17, 2000) 



In each of these cases, the results were fatal for some and horrific for any 

of those directly affected by the incidents. 

Impact of Labelling 

When the system labels the child and others do the same, why 

wouldn't the child also label himlherself? If you are told often enough 

that you are having trouble or can't do something or are rescued when 

you attempt to do things, it doesn't take long to believe the implied 

message that you are just not good enough at anything that really counts 

in society. From Van I heard, "Well, I used to call myself stupid 

sometimes"; from Marie, "I've felt dumb all my life"; from Anka, "I felt like 

a failure"; and from JK - "01' slow ass JK; what a dummy." 

I suggest that for those of us who consider ourselves to have been 

"successful" in school the closest we can come to understanding the 

experience of being labelled is to think back to something at which we 

were not successful. To this day I can remember my humiliation at having 

to stay in for extra help in grade one when I couldn't draw a turkey. 

Perhaps I should have felt "special" because I was the only student in the 

remedial turkey-drawing class that year. Life went downhill from there 

because two weeks later I was again back in for extra help because the 

witch riding on her broom was well beyond my capability. From then on, 

when art was assigned I cheated by getting others to do whatever 

assignments I couldn't manage to avoid. Do 1 draw now? Not on your life. 

Would I ever consider signing up for an art class? Never. I don't need that 

kind of frustration in my life. I note similarities between my reactions to 

drawing and those of some of the women towards reading, along with one 

major difference. They are still working at learning to read; I gave up 6n 



drawing in grade one. 'It seems clear that student success or failure is 

related to the ways in which students perceive themselves and their 

environments - and these perceptions are influenced by the prevailing 

nature of the messages they receive in school" (Purkey & Novak, 1984, 

p. 15) and I wonder what my experience of school would have been like if 

my difficulties had been in the subjects which really count? Would I have 

lashed out, withdrawn or opted out? 

Whether a sanctioned label, a derivative of the label or a name used 

in place of the label, it still is name calling and name calling hurts. Wheeler 

(1 996) says that sorting and grouping as to their differences do not help 

students to reach their potential. Instead student differences need to be 

balanced by creating learning conditions which meet their needs and allow 

for diversity within the classroom. According to Purkey and Novak 

(1 984), the research strongly suggests that grouping and labelling 

children have far more negative effects than positive benefits. The labels 

carry with them certain expectations as to what we believe that children 

are able to do and may well "doom some to educational inferiority" (p. 

12). While Purkey and Novak say that moving children back into 

mainstream programs has been a way of reducing the stigmatizing labels 

for some students, many children who returned to mainstream programs 

still needed support to provide them with the additional assistance which 

they required but the supports weren't necessarily in place for them. I 

would question how much that did to negate their feelings of educational 

inferiority. 

Neither Dorrell nor Taylor, both writing nine years later, indicate 

that the practice of grouping and labelling students has abated. Children 



are often assigned to an ability group based on how well they do on paper 

and pencil tasks because teachers think that children will get more help 

by being with others closer to their own ability. In doing this kind of 

grouping the teacher "labels and disables the child" (Dorrell, 1993 p. 

32). The child may be doomed to life in the low group unless someone 

decides to value the strengths which slhe does have. Taylor (1993a) 

voices her concerns about the "failure-producing waysn in which children 

continue to be "grouped, sorted, retained and labelled." It is her view that 

many children are evaluated and labelled based on inappropriate 

commercially prepared assessments, diagnosed as suffering from a 

variety of ailments and prescribed treatment through medical means, or 

interventions such as reading skills taught in isolation (p. 26). 

At what point do labels become? "Teacher's expectations can and 

do function as self-fulfilling prophecies, although not always or 

automatically" (Brophy and Good, 1974, p. 32) depending on the way in 

which the student reacts to the pronouncement. There are students who 

take the label and the implications of it as a challenge and work from a 

premise of "I'll show you that you are wrong", but I think that there may 

be many more like Anka who accept the prophecy as truth and remain 

where they have been told that they have been positioned: 

It was a biology teacher and I was terrified of biology. I can't 
say he didn't encourage me but he did discourage me from, 
urn, I guess when I was younger I wanted to pursue a career 
in veterinarian. He kind of discouraged it in a way cuz you 
know you had to have really, really good marks being that I'd 
work like the devil, but I didn't, the marks weren't there. ... 
Urn, but he told me it took a lot of studying, and it took a lot 
of math. It took, you know, so automatically "oh jeez, you 



say math", right? I was strong in math in some areas, well 
that totally closed the door, right? Cuz you know, no way I 
going to do any of this. I mean I did in some things but as 
soon as somebody of authority said 'no, no, you know, this is 
not good for you, or this is not, or you should," you know. 
(Anka, Interviews 1 and 2) 

Rofes Assumed Out of Need 

Since Tess and Karla had both indicated that they were children of 

alcoholics, I turned to the literature and found that these children often 

assume aspects of one or more of four roles in order to cope with 

difficulties at home. They often carry the roles over into the school 

environment in order to preserve the family secrets. These roles have 

been titled: the Family Hero, the Scapegoat, the Lost Child and the 

Mascot (Deutsch, 1982, p. 57-74; Powell et al., 1994, p. 9-16; Wilson & 

Kolander, 1997, p.185). The "Family Hero" is said to display such 

behaviours as being an "overachiever, a perfectionist, a little adult who is 

ultra-responsible, competent but socially awkward, successful and 

special". The "Scapegoat* is the child who may be "vengeful, hostile, 

often be in conflict with authority, have discipline problems, be selfish and 

blame others, be defiant and show peer alliance'. The "Lost Childt' is 

often an "underachiever, creative, rejected by peers, materialistic, 

nonviable, aloof, isolated, and withdrawn". The "Mascot" is one who is 

always "funny, distracting, overactive, attention seeking, compulsive and 

the class clown". These behavioural descriptors have been quoted from 

charts in Classrooms Under the Influence: Reaching Early Adolescent 

Children of Alcoholics (Powell et al., 1994, p. 11 3 14, 1 6) The irony is 

not lost on me that after discussing the negative impact of name calling 

that I find myself looking to type cast these individuals as a way of 



perhaps explaining some of their school issues. However, in knowing that 

there are likely to be students in every class who may be coping with 

dysfunctional situations, it is helpful to have information such as this 

because it offers another perspective on why a student may be behaving 

in particular ways. Things are often not as they seem to be. Children 

deserve better than to be labelled in accordance with the public face they 

may have chosen to display. Had their teachers known something of Tess' 

or Karla's home situations I wonder if they would have been able to find 

better ways of supporting their learning? 

Karla talks of having always had an "attitude" and from what she 

said it seems that she was a defiant, hostile child often in conflict with 

authority. She said that she had decided that no one was going to teach 

her anything or make her do what she did not want to do. "I quit grade 

one. I took my books, I threw them at my teacher, told her 'I'm being a 

truck driver' and I walked out. My mom sent me right back but yeah, I was 

going to be a truck driver, quit school and be a truck driver" (Karla, 

Interview 1). Several of the behavioural characteristics which she 

mentioned would be indicative of her assuming the role of "scapegoat" 

(Powell et al., 1994, p. 13). 

Tess presents as a "lost child" in that she seems to have been 

withdrawn and rejected by her peers. Tess talks of being a shy, quiet, 

fearful child, a "good girl" who tried her hardest and was always well 

behaved on the playground and in the school. She talks of being creative 

and materialistic - all characteristics of a "lost child" (p. 14). She seems 

to speak from experience when she says that without the teacher 

understanding the child, life is very hard "on the little person". Although 



she shows a certain sympathy for the workload of teachers she doesn't 

want her daughter to be the 'little one' missing out: 

I think that every kid is different from each other and a 
teacher needs to understand. But if you've got 48 kids in 
your class, how are you supposed to understand each kid? 
That's a lot on one person and it's hard on one little person, 
too, you know. She can't be there for everybody. It's hard for 
one teacher to be there for everybody. (Tess, Interview 2) 

Tess says that the only time that she ever got into any kind of 

trouble was when she refused to read aloud, preferring to have to sit in 

the hallway than to face the humiliation of stumbling over words. She also 

said that she has always been very active and found sitting in a desk for 

any length of time an intolerable situation: 

I was very quiet but I always wanted to do something. I 
always had to do something with my hands. ... I was very, I'm 
still active but I can sit, if I can't sit, I stand and I write at my 
desk. It's like, I sing a tune in my head if I can't sit and I write, 
and I sing a tune in my head so that I have to calm down cuz 
sometimes I get this urge that I have to go do something real 
quick. But I can't, I have to sit ... I used to get in troubie for 
standing up, for bouncing around but I learned that when I 
got older, that I had to, if I got, it's okay if you stand up and 
you bounce at your desk but don't disturb anybody else and I 
thought that was great, once I got into high school, oh yeah, 
I can do that but I can't sit for that long. (Tess, Interview 2) 

Adolescent children of alcoholics often have "elevated levels of anxiety, 

may demonstrate hyperactivity and frequent restlessness, and are 

perpetually busy" (Powell et al., 1994, p. 9). 

Certainly the behaviours which JK exhibited in school, of being the 

class clown, always funny, distracting, overactive, attention seeking and 

compulsive are all ones seen as being indicative of a child of an alcoholic 



who takes on the role of "mascot" in order to gain attention and to 

provide comic relief in the family (Powell et al., 1994, p. 16, 72). 

However, I made the mistake of thinking that she had said that she was a 

quiet child in her early school experience and the response was: 

QUIET KID? NOPE! Nope, I was never quiet, I was never quiet, 
in fact 1 told you I was always hung with [always associated 
with?] the stupid kids that'd come in with no pen and paper 
and say "I ain't got it." Oh, I was never quiet. Nope, I was 
never, ever quiet. No, never, ever quiet. I got a licking in 
school in grade 2. You know that's when they still had that 
little rubber belt, you know what I mean? I put my hands out. 
Nah, I was never quiet and good. (JK, Interview 2) 

JK seems to have equated being quiet to being "a smarty", and knew that 

she had been neither. 

Teachers need to learn to look beyond the presenting symptoms 

and the labels to the child beneath the surface. This is with whom we 

want to be relating and learning. We need to work with all of our students 

in positive and supportive ways because we seldom know the impact our 

words and actions may have on them. 

Positioned 

Children, early in their school careers, begin to position themselves 

and act in ways in which they see themselves based on the ways in which 

they believe that others see them. "At some level of awareness each of 

us is always asking a very basic question: "Who do you say I am?" The 

answer to this question influences how we behave and what we become" 

(Purkey & Novak, 1984, p. 27). Those with the fewest negative names 

attached to them are probably also the ones who fit best into the school 

system. They are the ones who have learned to read their teachers and 



the school world and understand what is expected of them in order to be 

successful as defined by the school. They would be the ones whom the 

majority of teachers would consider to be "good" students: 

Successful school literates are those who satisfy their 
teachers and become confident in so doing .... Familiarity with 
all kinds of discourses, the languages of subjects, is the mark 
of school successes. But behind it lies years of approval, of 
learning how to do what is required. The confidence that they 
know what reading and writing are for is what schooled 
literates carry into the world outside school. (Meek, 1991, p. 
1 27-1 28) 

For the short time that BR attended school, she seems t o  feel that 

she very much belonged in the setting and enjoyed herself as a student. 

She talks of being keen to learn, always wanting to do her work well, and 

often staying in at recess to spend time doing what she loved best, 

writing stories. She talked about frequent positive interactions with her 

teachers, smiled when I asked her if she thought she had been a teacher's 

pet and seemed pleased to have me think this of her. From her 

perspective, her problems stem from not having had the opportunity to 

continue long enough in school. 

Both Marie and JK shared the view that it was the "smaNgood" 

kids who were well positioned in school and saw them as the ones who 

received all of the time, attention and advantages in the class. This 

perspective is one which would be supported by Purkey and Novak 

(1 984). "Based on the image of their ability and potential in the minds of 

teachers, certain students receive a disproportionate number of inviting 

messages while others are disinvited, either intentionally or 

unintentionally" (p. 5). 



As far as JK was concerned teachers spent far more time with the 

'smart" kids than they ever spent with her and the other "dumb" kids. I 

think that several of the women would have been in agreement with her 

comments that: 

There's always a group of smarties, right? Okay, well, don't 
pay so much attention to them so much and help the kids 
that really need help. [pause] Somehow just spend some 
more quality time with back slower kids in the class so they 
can all graduate and be the same smartness. (JK, Interview 
2) 

From the perspective of many of the people who I interviewed the "back 

slower kids in the class" would have been them. 

According to Marie, teachers decided very early in the year who the 

successful students were going to be and put their time and effort into 

ensuring that they were indeed successful: 

I felt like one of those students who they just felt, they 
picked the students who were going to succeed and the ones 
who weren't and they concentrated on the ones who were 
going to succeed in their minds and the rest of us just kind of 
got passed on ... because, what was the good in failing us if 
we weren't going to succeed anyway? (Marie, Interview 1) 

Dorrell would agree with Marie's perspective on why teachers work with 

the more able students: 

Teachers often give more time and effort to the advantaged 
student, thereby, the less academic students are, at times, 
neglected or even rejected. After all, the advantaged student 
often presents a more positive attitude towards the teacher 
and education. They seem to have a desire to learn and the 
teacher may feel a greater opportunity for success. The less 
academic child receives fewer opportunities to master the 
subject and experience success. (Dorrell, 1993, p. 32) 



When I asked Marie why she thought that teachers only concentrated on 

the students who were going to succeed, her answer was simple and to 

the point, "Because, if their students succeed, they succeed" (Marie, 

Interview 1). Meek (1991), seems to support this view for she says, 

'Teachers also worry about results. Their professional reputations are 

bound up with them' (p. 128). 

I had the sense during my interviews with JK that my pleasure in 

talking with her was reciprocated. This may have been why, during our 

group interview, it seemed to come as quite a surprise to her when I told 

her that she probably would have seen me as one of those "smarties" 

who she referred to in each of our conversations. She just shook her head 

and laughingly commented, "Nah, not you!" I took this as a compliment 

and believe that I must have been successful in "sending her inviting 

messages" (Purkey & Novak, 1984) throughout our time together. I 

didn't think that there would have been much point in mentioning to her 

that I, as one of those "advantaged children" have few recollections of 

ever getting extra time or attention from any of my teachers because, 

from my perspective, it was the kids like her who got it all. 

Sitting in the Front Seat, Prancing in the Limelight or Secluded 
in the Shadows? 

Some students seem able to position themselves well within the 

school setting. Either their particular learning style complements that of 

the teacher or they are able to adjust themselves accordingly. They are 

the students who probably look back on school with fond memories. Such 

was the case with BR. She indicated that she felt that in the time that she 

spent in school she had been successful. Her desires appear to have 



matched the expectations of her teachers. She seems to have known 

what was expected of her, understood the work she was asked to do and 

willingly did it, and obviously had a caring relationship with her teachers. 

She said that she often spent time at home reading books and doing 

school related activities. Her face lit up as she shared some of her 

memories with me. 1 sensed that the soft "yeahs and yuhs" intermingled 

into her speech as she reminisced about school were pauses in which she 

may have been reflecting on those good times. She said that teachers 

always had the time for her, were there for her and encouraged her in all 

aspects of her school work. She said that the reason that she liked 

school was because, "all the time I was getting a lot of help from my 

teachers". (BR, Interview 2) She doesn't remember things having gone 

wrong for her when she was learning to read and write. She talked of the 

many stories she had written and mentioned how much she had enjoyed 

reading and rereading her favourite book, Anne of Green Gables. 

She talks with delight about the times that she spent talking and 

sharing her ideas with her teachers: 

And then I always made my teachers laugh because there 
was always something funny happening that weekend, yeah, 
yeah, even, even though I went to the Cave and Basin in 
Banff yuh, I wrote about that too, yuh, yuh, telling my 
teacher that my uncle paid for everything. We tried that 
gondola and then like my sister was freaking out and she was 
saying 'oh my God what if it falls off? Oh my God, what if we 
fall through this little hole in the seat?" So I wrote about that 
and my teacher said, 'Oh gee, so did you calm down your 
sister that time?" And I told her, "Yeah, I was telling her not 
to worry about it." Yeah, because I had a lot of good times 
with my sister at school and my pen pals ... I had a lot of 
good times in school, yuh. (Interview 1) 



It seems that she enjoyed the company of her teachers and felt 

comfortable talking with them about her personal experiences. It is 

evident that she regrets not having been able to continue school when 

she was a child: 

Then I didn't even want to drop out and I never skipped 
school, yuh, because I always talk about everything that 
happened, yuh, even from the day I started visiting my 
grandpa before anything else happened to me. Because I'm 
always telling my teacher that he likes to make out ducks 
with wood. And this one time he even made me this doll, 
wooden doll. (Interview 1) 

She remembered some very specific details about the kinds of 

activities that she did in school: 

Well, we always have to pick out words from the, from the 
board about what the, I think it had to do with colours and 
animals we had to write about, then we, then we mostly have 
to draw it out to explain it to our teacher what kind of pacific 
[specific] animal we're writing about ... I had a lot of good 
times in school and we even have to write a table, like how it 
was made, we talk about everything from the head to the toe 
of it, like the rubber at the bottom and the, like the making 
of the table, that we had to write out because we're always 
writing a lot of writing in school. (Interview 1) 

She said that she often had permission to stay inside at recess to 

write "short stories that has to do with a place, like a fiction or, uh, 

something that has to do with my family. I mostly write about what goes 

on in the background and all that" (BR, Interview 1). 

BR is very aware that she did not leave school knowing all that she 

would need to know about making effective use of reading and writing in 

her life: 



It's just that, it's just that, the ones that I don't really 
understand are those long stories like the books are so thick 
and they have so many long sentences I don't understand, 
yuh. 1 can understand the ones I could read but not the ones I 
can't read ... I just couldn't write the longer sentences ... Urn, 
well it's just that sometimes I always forget to put in my 
capitals and my periods in most stories I write, yuh. That's 
why I have problems with that, yuh. (BR, Interview 1) 

She seems to have continued to work on and share with her young 

charges the same kinds of things that she had been taught in school but 

has not advanced much beyond that level of reading: 

All that whole time I been teaching them from what they 
were teaching me back in my school days I teach them. So I 
always pick out these words and then I write it then I fold 
them up, like I scramble out all the words on one piece of 
paper and I put it in a box. If they pick it then I tell them to 
write it out cuz it was really interesting ... I have to tell my 
nieces to write about the colours and all what colour goes 
with which like in a colouring book, yuh. So I talked a little 
about that and then I kinda teach my niece how to do her 
math. And now she does math in school. So I was always 
telling [themlto spell words they don't understand so I can 
spell it out for them, yuh. (BR, Interview 1) 

BR would have been a student with whom many teachers would 

have enjoyed working - one eager to be in school with a desire to please 

along with an obvious love of learning (Meek, 1991, p. 127). She seems 

to have been well matched and aligned with much that constitutes 

school. When asked what had gone wrong for her in school that she does 

not have the literacy she feels that she needs she responded in a low and 

sorrowful voice, "I didn't go that far in school" (BR, Interview 1). 

The other women did not recall school with the same fond 

memories. Perhaps because of the name calling and negative labels or 



because of the foibles and failures which led to them, many tended to live 

their school lives in such a way as to be either highly visible as they 

demand their place in the limelight or nearly invisible as they seek 

seclusion in the shadows. These may have been ways of coping with 

external factors and/or the often unpleasant experiences which they 

came to associate with school. 

Teachers generally remember the students who have a way of 

making themselves highly visible both within the classroom and the larger 

school community. From my experience, it seems that it is the students 

exhibiting overt negative behaviours who take precedence over any 

others and often come to be thought of as the "bad kids". It often seems 

that these children are not interested in learning but I wonder if it is more 

that they have learned to use a range of inappropriate behaviours in order 

to survive in school by deflecting the attention from their difficulties in 

academic areas. 

From JK, Karla, and Marie, what I heard was that they seemed to 

sense that no matter what they did, they were never going to be "smart" 

in school and since they equated smart with good, they weren't likely to 

be "good" either. I wonder if what happens when children begin to see 

themselves in this way is that they realize that since they obviously are 

not "good", that they might as well work to be the "best at being bad". It 

may be that these children are the ones so desperate for attention that, 

from their perspective, it is better to be noticed in an unfavourable light 

than to not be noticed at all (Purkey & Novak, 1984). 

Particularly as adolescents, these three women had recollections of 

being the "dumb, bad" ones. JK comments, ' I told you I was always hung 



with the stupid kids ... I had my, my little gang of bad kids, just like me" 

JK, Interview 21 Group Interview). Marie and Karla mentioned projecting a 

rough and tough attitude towards other students, an approach which no 

doubt put them into frequent conflict with peers, teachers, and school 

administration. They may have behaved according to the ways that they 

have learned to see themselves (Purkey & Novak, 1984) based on what 

they believe other peoples' perceptions are of them. 

Children generally work to meet our expectations and how we 

expect them to be is how we generally see them. How many of our 

students with behaviour problems also are weak academically and/or 

perhaps bored with the curriculum? And which problem came first? What 

is the connection and what can we do to help students to become more 

successful in school? What is it that they are crying out for and what can 

we do to help them to find what they need? 

When children have met with little else but failure in their academic 

lives, they often become disruptive in class because of the negative view 

which they have of themselves as learners as well as the opinion which 

they believe that others have of them (Purkey & Novak, 1984; Ciaccio, 

1998). For JK, it may have felt less damning to be thought a clown, 

performing with her "little gang of bad kids" (Group Interview 1) than to 

be revealed as the "dummy" she thought herself to be: 

You know there was always one fool in the corner, right, that 
would come in with his hat on, or come in late and stompin', 
you know what I mean something to distract the teacher. "I 
didn't, I ain't got a piece of paper". "Where's your books?" 
"At home". "Like, I ain't got a pencil". Like and make the 
teacher do this day after day after day. Well I would hook up 



with that goof so I was a clown too in school. (JK, Interview 
1 ) 

The women who saw themselves as having been "bad" in school, 

when with me in the individual interviews, tended to speak with regret of 

some of their past actions and attitudes in school, whereas when 

speaking with peers, there seemed to be a touch of pride in sharing antics 

of days gone by. Was this difference because they saw me as "teacher" 

and even though I had no connection with them in a studenvteacher 

relationship, "individuals have a basic need to be noticed, and noticed 

favourably, by others" (Purkey & Novak, 1984. p. 15) and they wanted 

me to look favourably upon them? Did they feel that because they were 

talking to a teacher that they were expected to give the right response 

through a show of contrition because that was one way they had been 

taught to be when around the teacher? My sincere belief is that these 

women do genuinely regret all that they did not learn when they were in 

school. 

Why did they feel the need to brag about their exploits in front of 

their peers? Is there a need to connect with people by finding areas of 

common interest? Is it hard to shuck the "bad girl" image even after all 

these years? Did the storytelling elevate them in the eyes of their peers? 

In both of the group interviews it was the women who had perceived 

themselves as "bad girls" who tended to dominate the conversations. 

In the one group interview, it became readily apparent that some of 

Kate's "good girl" comments were not particularly well received by the 

"bad girls" in the group. JK and Marie began to show a decided dislike of 

Kate's attitude as they were regaling each other with stories about their 



homework strategies. With Opal giggling in the background, the two 

women were discussing how they had exploited their peers when it came 

time to completing homework assignments. Kate glowered and said, in a 

voice filled with disgust, "And I bet you flunked onto everything" (Kate, 

Group Interview). Both gave her a disparaging look but said nothing. I had 

a sense of deja vu and could visualize the altercations which would likely 

have occurred had these women ever been together in the same class. 

A few moments into the conversation Opal interrupted and began 

to tell about a time when she had cheated in school. The change in JK 

was incredible, from chortling as she reminisced about her escapades to 

angrily challenging her daughter. It was evident that she felt that her 

reputation as a mother was at stake (Horsman, 1990). Opal's voice 

petered off and JK then laughed and said, "We were doing that when we 

were young and dumb, right Opal?" (JK, Group Interview), with the 

unspoken message of "Do as I say, not as I do." 

While some make themselves highly visible, other students seem 

equally able to make themselves invisible in the classroom. Van and Kate 

described themselves as quiet students who kept to themselves, did what 

they were told, and did not get into trouble. It seems that they may have 

done such a fine job of being good that they were overlooked much of 

the time. They appear to have been very passive students for whom 

many concepts must have quietly passed them by. They seem to have 

lived by the philosophy of "be seen and not heard" but "being good" in 

this way did not serve either of them well. They may have become very 

withdrawn in the hopes that people just wouldn't notice them - no 



mistakes, no successes, no nothing. When asked how they had gotten 

through school the responses were: 

[I] just survived and nothing. Just pretend that I knew 
everything when I didn't ... mostly I sat at the desk and be 
quiet and done what I could. (Van, lnterview 1) 

When the kids had problems and stuff like this they asked for 
the help and I just kind of try and muddle through it as best 
as I [could], to my knowledge ... I kept to myself mostly. I 
was one of those students that wasn't rowdy, getting into 
trouble, I kept to myself mostly ... [When asked if she never 
asked for help, she comments], I did a little bit but not as 
much as I was supposed to. (Kate, lnterview 2) 

Anka described herself as having been a very quiet child, who for 

the most part obeyed anyone in authority and did all that was expected 

of her. She seems at a loss as to why she did not accomplish all that she 

should have. "You know, like throughout the years, throughout the school 

years, there had to be signs, there had to be ... Why, how did I slip 

through?" (Anka, lnterview 1). She said that she was not one who 

succumbed to negative peer pressure, "in high school uh, I had my own, 

my own - like no one could make me do anything I didn't want so I didn't 

go through the drinking, kind of socializing, you know that you hear, you 

know that goes throughout college" (Anka, lnterview 1). Yet, she seemed 

to have moments when she wanted to move out of the shadows and 

discard the "good girl" image, to push the boundaries as defined by her 

parents, who she had described as very protective, and move closer to 

the limelight: 

I kind of sit in the back at times and kind of connect with the, 
you know, the rebels in back there. I kind of had my limits but 
then you know I was expected to do things in a certain way. 
Well my only kind of rebel way was to sit with the rebels in 



the back or the choice of music I listened to. You know, urn 
that's the only way I thought I could kind of drive my parent, 
or kind of express myself kind of thing. (Anka, Interview 1) 

I could well imagine Anka trying to sit somewhere close to the JKs 

of the world in order to feel on the periphery of the action, a "wanna be 

bad girl", all the while knowing that she did not fit in with that particular 

group of students and gradually fading back into the shadows. I found 

myself wondering where she would likely have positioned herself had she 

attended the group interview. Would she have sided with Kate, the "good 

girl" or with Marie and JK, the "bad girls"? 

Van, Kate, and Anka would probably have been the children we 

have all had in our classes, the ones whose names get missed when we 

run through a mental class list, the ones who may be so reserved as to be 

overlooked in the moment to moment activities that makes up a typical 

day in school. They would have been the students who were present but 

by no means a presence in the class. They would have been the ones who 

have successfully "hidden themselves in the margins of school life ... and 

do not make themselves known until such time that there are few options 

for rescue, "the point of no return" (Schoen Langefeld & Cumrning, 1996, 

p. 56). 

Perhaps by staying in the shadows, they saw themselves as "being 

good" in an effort to please their teachers. I think that this notion often 

comes from a strong desire to please adults, along with fear of authority, 

and a fear of being found lacking in abilities. As well, passive, accepting 

learners help to create the quiet, teacher controlled environment which is 

often valued in classrooms (Fine, 1991). Somehow quiet and controlled 

doesn't seem to equate well with active learning. The perception of the 



women who saw themselves as "good" was perhaps not how their 

teachers would have described them. In talking with my supervisor, Dr. 

Hunsberger, she suggested that it is probably the mediocre teacher who 

puts little time and effort into worrying about those students who remain 

in the shadows since they are not causing problems in the classroom, 

whereas it is the good teacher who will be as concerned about those who 

hide in the shadows as those who seek the limelight. AII of us need to 

carefully search the shadows of our classrooms and move these students 

out into the light of learning. 

Silenced Voices 

An important issue which came up during my conversation with 

Karla and Tess does not deal with what specifically went wrong for them 

when they were attending school but it does indicate one of the ways in 

which some voices are likely to be excluded in a literate society: 

Karla: If people opened their damn eyes and looked at what, 
see it's not what the teachers ... 
Tess: then, [laugh] you should be on the school board. 
Karla: It's not what the teacher need, it's what the kids need. 
The kids need an education, not an asshole teacher that's 
gonna not teach them and put them down. 
Tess: That's true. 
Karla: And with that asshole teacher they should have that 
teacher out of the school and have somebody in there that 
loves the children. 
Tess: Okay, we'll be on that 
Karla: Right? [laugh] 
Tess: ... Board of Education that's hiring teachers. 
Karla: Okay. [Laugh] We'll do that. 
Tess: We'll put them through the test. 
Karla: We'll kick some ass. [Laugh] Sorry. I'm sorry, I get 
really, when it comes to kids I, I really do get, do get 



overwhelmed. Because kids are the world. I don't give a 
[pause] fiddler's [pause] who it is. That's who they are 
today. The kids are making what we have. 
Tess: It's the future. Yeah. 
Karla: Not what we are. (Group Interview 2) 

Both of these women would be s t r ~ n g  advocates for disadvantaged 

children were it ever possible for them to have the opportunity to serve 

as school board trustees. It seems readily apparent that, at this time in 

their lives, they both lack the skills which would be deemed necessary to 

fit into that particular middle class environment. They do not have 

adequate literacy or prior knowledge of the workings of this bureaucracy 

to deal with the varied components of the elected position, or the 

necessary finances to seek election. What they do have is a strong desire 

for their children's lives to be much better than what their own have ever 

been. Although some of us may never choose to become involved in 

politics there would be far fewer stumbling blocks in our way to actively 

pursue such a position than for Karla and Tess and many others in 

situations similar to theirs. Consequently, a considerable portion of the 

population will never have their voices heard in a public forum with 

regards to their views and concerns about education. People with 

legitimate rights and concerns may be denied access to what others 

might be encouraged to pursue because they lack adequate literacy and 

an understanding of how systems work to be able to negotiate their way 

through bureaucratic entanglements (Heller, 1997; Taylor, 1996). 

---------------------------------- 

We need to downplay the label and respect the child. All of the 

women had negative recollections of being named and labelled, whether 



by the system or by others. Remembered emotions were evident as they 

talked of being teased. These women learned to think of themselves in 

ways that others seemed to see them and often may have positioned 

themselves and acted in ways which they felt were expected of them. 

Several felt that it was the successful students who held the advantage. 

As adults, opportunities to act as advocates for their children may be lost 

to my participants because of their literacy concerns. Labels are limiting. 



CHAPTER FOUR: WHAT WENT WRONG? . 

Misfit: a person unsuited to a particular kind of environment, 
occupation, etc; a garment etc. that does not fit. (Concise 
Oxford Dictionary) 

Mismatch: match unsuitably or incorrectly; a bad match. 
(Concise Oxford Dictionary) 

The sense that I got from several of my participants was that the 

best thing about public school was that it was behind them. Over the 

years, they may have come to regard themselves as misfits within the 

system - like square pegs in round holes. However, the closer we 

scrutinized some of the issues, the more evident it became to me that it 

was not so much that these women were misfits, as that they and their 

teachers were often mismatched in a multitude of ways - more like 

putting round pegs into round holes with unmatched diameters. 

When one considers how much of a child's life is spent in school, it 

would be hoped that the positive experiences would far outweigh the ' 

negative but this does not seem to have been the case for the majority 

of my participants. With the exception of BR, they found that school 

always seemed to be hard for them no matter the effort which they put 

in to their work. When I asked what had gone wrong for them, it was 

often an arduous task for them to try to identify specific reading and 

writing difficulties from within their larger school issues. Given the integral 

nature of reading, writing and success in school this is not unexpected. As 

they dredged up recollections of school, often what had gone wrong 

seemed to be linked with an inability on their part to adjust or conform to 

the expectations of the school learning environment. Marie seems to 



- speak for several of the women when she says that when she was in 

school: 

I always felt dumb. ... I felt very uncomfortable, unable to 
approach my teachers with a question. Urn, because in a lot 
of ways, i guess, you saw the kid who wasn't very smart or 
wasn't considered very smart who asked all the questions 
and he was a nuisance to everybody. And that's what he 
looked like. You know, urn, so I was uncomfortable asking the 
questions because I didn't want to be the nuisance. I wanted 
to kind of blend into the wall and just be. (Marie, interview 2) 

There seem to have been very few times in which the women, 

except for BR, ever experienced a sense of comfort or belonging in the 

time they spent in school. What they knew and what they were expected 

to know, and what they did and what they were expected to do appear to 

have caused many of their ongoing difficulties throughout the time they 

spent in school. 

Who is School For? 

Since school did not seem to be a particularly welcoming 

environment for the majority of my participants, I asked the women, who 

attended the group interviews, for whom they thought that school was 

intended. Kate looked quite surprised by the question and stated, "It's 

supposed to be for the students mostly and the teachers that teaches 

us" (Kate, Group Interview), and when I asked, "but is it?" she gave no 

further response. JK laughingly responded, "For the teachers, they get 

paid," then paused and said, "Uh, probably I would say it's supposed to be 

for the kids, for some education." And when I said, "Supposed to be, but 

... ?" she did not pursue this train of thought. Instead she responded 



somewhat defensively, "Well, I guess if I'd a stayed in school I would have 

got mine" (JK, Group Interview 1). 

I wonder if some of JK's and Kate's hesitation in answering this 

question was that during their time in school they were not accustomed 

to being asked to express an opinion. Perhaps, having given what they 

believed to be the "right" answer and taking my response to suggest that 

they were wrong, each opted for silence rather than risking being wrong 

in front of the group (Wheeler, 1996). Kate may feel no more 

comfortable now in "going against the system" than she would have felt 

able to speak out against the lack of support she perceived as a child in 

school. The same may be true for JK. Although she said that she 

frequently acted out within the system, I was not left with the impression 

that she ever would have directly spoken out against it. It may also have 

been that neither woman ever had reason to put much thought into why 

they hadn't done well in school beyond just knowing that it was their own 

fault. 

Marie, when asked, offered the opinion that school probably works 

best for: 

Um, I suppose the general population, whatever that means. I 
think from my perspective it works towards what the studies 
say the general population is. The kids who, um, have 
conformity abilities. Like, does that make sense? Kids who 
can conform to what a general population should be doing, or 
how they should be learning. (Marie, Group Interview 1) 

She may have been more forthright in her answer because, having moved 

beyond her failures in public school, she sees herself as meeting with 

academic success for the first time in her life. She indicated that she is 



actively involved in her. own education within a system more 

accommodating to her way of learning. 

When Karla, Tess and I met, Tess seemed very willing for Karla to 

take the lead in our conversation. She frequently nodded her head as 

Karla said that she thought that school is for: 

... people that want it. I don't know, the way I look at it is if 
you want [something] in life bad enough you're going to work 
towards it and, uh; [if] school is not interesting enough, then 
you're not going to want to work towards your goals. Like for 
me, school wasn't interesting so I never worked towards my 
goals and now I've got the second chance and it's interesting 
and I'm working towards what, what I would like now. (Karla, 
Group Interview 2) 

When I looked to Tess for her ideas, her only comment was, "Pretty 

much," indicating agreement with much of what Karla had been saying. 

She then went on to.comment that the only thing which had held her 

interest in school was physical education. "I [would] rather just be in gym 

all day, that's all I cared about" (Tess, Group Interview 2). School may not 

have "worked" for them because neither had been able to discover what 

there was about it which might have made the experience more 

interesting. 

I find myself wondering if the "people who want it" are the same as 

those who are willing to "conform to what a general population should be 

doing, or how they should be learning." For how many students who claim 

that it is "boring", does school really seem to be more "for the teachers 

[because] they get paid" to be there? Are all students who are willing to 

conform to school expectations in some way reimbursed for their efforts? 

Kate and Van both indicated that they did everything that was expected 



of them; Anka and Tess, with the exception of brief moments of rebellion, 

said that they did as well. None considered themselves to have been 

remotely successful in school. 

How many more students are there in our schools who believe, as 

do these four women, that they do try their hardest but rarely succeed? 

How many other students, like JK, Marie, and Karla do not see anything 

about school as being enough of a reward to offset the sacrifice of having 

to conform to school expectations? We know that they aren't succeeding 

and they know that they aren't either. Some leave, others leave with our 

help, and still others stay, perhaps because they have nowhere else to go: 

Students who continually receive signals from the school that 
they are unworthy or unable to continue schooling, but do 
not become either dropouts or push-outs, are stay-ins who 
hang along the edges and fail to receive an adequate 
education. (Dorreli, 1993, p. 34) 

Teachers' Ways 

The only person who made any mention of ever having received any 

kind of praise from her teachers was Anka: 

I can remember you know, my teachers telling my parents I 
worked hard in class, you know I was a joy to teach, blah, 
blah, blah. ... Anka does well, Anka does ... [inaudible] 
teachers don't have a bad word to say about Anka. . .. But I 
guess, I guess they[her parents] figured, oh well, Anka, you 
know, Anka is a good student. I didn't have a teacher that 
would say anything to raise a hair. (Anka, Interviews 1 and 

2) 

Anka's comment, "I was a joy to teach, blah, blah, blah" does not 

suggest that the praise she received felt particularly affirming. For praise 

to be meaningful, there needs to be specific information provided as to 



what it was that initiated the response (Coloroso, 1994; Kohn, 1993; 

Purkey & Novak, 1984). 

From our conversations, it seemed that JK was not accustomed t o  

receiving positive feedback when it came to anything to do with school. 

This lack of praise may have been why she reacted in the way that she 

did when she and I discussed her reading: 

JK: You say I don't read bad but I know I don't read like I 
could or should. 
Louise: I wasn't expecting you to be able to read as well as 
you do given what you've already told me about how little 
help you'd ever had or anything like that. 
JK: Really? 
Louise: and the fact that you hadn't gotten on that far ... 
JK: Yeah, I read that good? Thank you girlfriend, woooh! (JK, 
Interview 1) 

Several of the women may not have felt particularly comfortable in  

school because of the ways in which they indicated that they were 

treated by their teachers. There was a feeling that teachers, whether 

consciously or unconsciously, often managed to intimidate students; 

perhaps in an attempt to either subdue or influence them. Some of the 

techniques may sound familiar to the reader. 

Singling Students Out 
Marie and Kate talked about how upsetting it was when a teacher 

compared them with others, particularly in front of their peers: 

Marie: ... like if you get a bad mark on a paper or you do 
something wrong in your assignment, urn, taachers who will 
openly in the class in front of all the other students criticize 
one student's work over another's. Um, instead of 
Kate: taking them to the side of the room, 
Marie: ... and privately talking to them. Um, that is, for me at 
least, was a big form of holding me back because kids 



generally then feel slighted and become somewhat, failure 
oriented in that class in front of their friends- 
Louise: Okay, and then what's the reaction to that? 
Marie: Well, 1 .. . 
Kate: Well not so much fear but mostly discration [feeling 
disgraced], disgrace of, because they are embarrassed in 
front of their friends. 
Marie: Shame, embarrassment. 

What they would have preferred was to have the teacher spend 

time with them individually and show them what it was that they were 

doing wrong so that they could do the current work and hopefully be 

more successful when working on future assignments. Marie said that this 

kind of intensive individual attention did not occur for her until she was 

taking upgrading courses in a post secondary institution: 

I think that that's what's made a difference now is that I have 
had profs now who have done that for me. When I took my 
English 30 at , urn, my prof actually spent several extra 
hours with me a week, going through and explaining why 
commas go here and why semicolons go there and, and 
showing me where I was making the mistakes in my, in 
grammar and how to correct them. (Marie, Interview 1) 

As a shy student in grade one, Tess recalled being sent out of the 

room because she had been too afraid to read aloud, and the next day 

being able to correctly answer a question related to the same story. The 

teacher's response did little for her self confidence: 

"Then why can't you read in class, but you can answer the 
questions?" and I'd be, 'I'm not telling her. I'm not going 
there". She didn't actually have the time or the privacy to 
ask me why I felt that way. (Tess, interview 2) 

From the hurt in her voice when she told me of the incident, I would be 

surprised if she had volunteered many more answers that year. Why take 



the chance on having the teacher "single you out and cut you downn 

another time? 

For JK, what the teacher was doing was catching her when she 

wasn't paying attention, then embarrassing her in front of the class by 

demanding answers when it was evident that she was not paying 

attention: 

Always when my hand's up they don't answer, they don't say 
"JK, okay" when I've got the answer. It's when my hand's 
down that the teacher says "Okay, JK." You hear what I'm 
saying? And I can't answer it! When I've got my hand up, I 
want to answer it so bad. "Please, please pick me. I know this 
one!" Yeah, and boof, [said with disgust], no, play me off, cut 
me off, that was it. (JK, Interview 1) 

As far as both of these women were concerned the thing that teachers 

need to do in order to do a better job of teaching is to stop "centering 

people out, centering one person out ... singling me" (JK, Group 

Interview, 1 ). 

Teacher's Pets 
It is probably human nature that we are drawn to some people 

more than others and, although I have no proof, I think that if teachers 

were to think back to their favourite students over the years that they 

would find remarkable similarities in their choices year after year. The 

women in my study who seemed to have categorized themselves as the 

"bad girls" were the only ones who actually commented on students who 

they remembered as having been regarded as being the teacher's pets. 

They also used other names to label those whom they considered to be 

the "pets", none of which any of them felt that they had ever been 

called. It was evident that they held such students in contempt. 



Marie categorized teacher's pets as the successful students to 

whom the teachers devoted the majority of their time. "They picked the 

students who were going to succeed and the ones who weren't and they 

concentrated on the ones who were going to succeed in their minds" 

(Marie, Interview 1 ). 

Karla commented that she was so wrapped up in herself and her 

own issues that she paid little attention to others. She dismissed the 

notion of teacher's pet with the comment, "There was a couple of goody 

goodies in class, yeah, but I can't really remember exactly what [who] it 

was" (Karla, Group interview). 

JK, had commented early in our conversation that she had gotten 

along really well with one teacher but made it clear that the woman had 

just liked her and that she had certainly not been her pet. She also talked 

about the change in Opal's attitude towards school when she had a 

teacher with whom she got along. She again was quick to explain that it 

was not a case of Opal being a teacher's pet, just that Opal and her 

teacher "got a nice little relationship ticking" (JK, Interview 2). She 

described teachers' pets in this way: 

Like you know there's always the smart kids, there's always a 
group of smarties, right? Usually with the little glasses, and 
the real clean clothes, clean cut, clean like they just had a 
ciean bath every day and their hair's just perfect and you 
know that kind of thing. (JK, interview 2) 

BR, again, becomes the "other". She had been talking about the 

wonderful relationship that she had had with her teachers and when I 

asked if she thought that she might have been the "teacher's pet", she 

beamed with delight and nodded her head. Later in the conversation, 



when she talked about being called the same name by  students, it was 

obviously not as pleasant a memory for her: 

BR: That's what they call me [teacher's pet or teacher's bug] 
because I'm always in the classroom while they're out playing 
at recess. 
Louise: And then, [when she "told on" her peers] did you get 
into any kind of trouble with the kids because of that [not 
letting them copy her work] or did you [pause]? 
BR: Ummm. I got into a lot but I told them that I don't come 
to school for that. I come to school to learn, not to horse 
around like them. 
She said that she frequently endured teasing, taunting, and threats 

from her peers because she was perceived as being the teacher's pet and 

received special privileges such as staying inside at recess to spend time 

with her teachers and getting extra help with her work. 

Lack of Trust 
The idea of not being trusted, was alluded to by two of the women 

and I think that it probably is an issue for many children. Marie's memories 

of the teacher who had already formed a very negative opinion of her 

before they had ever met would certainly indicate a lack of trust on the 

part of the teacher. In Anka's case, the lack of trust was an extension of 

her parents' very protective nature. She commented that she never could 

cut well, then laughed and says "um, I kind of blame my mom on that 

one, she didn't give me a scissors when I was younger-" (Anka, Interview 

1) -  

I wonder how many times children are told that they are not to do 

something out of concern for their safety or from fear that we will lose 

control of the situation if they are given opportunities to think for 

themselves. The underlying message is that they aren't trusted enough 



to be allowed to make decisions and explore new learning. How do 

children determine and extend their capabilities if someone else is always 

setting the limitations for them? (Coloroso, 1994; Kohn, 1993). How 

often do we as parents and teachers say "Be careful" rather than "Take a 

risk"? Anka believes that rarely being allowed to make decisions whiie she 

was growing up has been a contributing factor in the panic attacks she 

frequently suffers as an adult: 

I feel I'm 10 years backwards as far as, you know, I really feel 
that urn, if I would have been pushed or supported or uh, 
aware of my weaknesses that I could have made them 
stronger and I would have probably continued school. I mean, 
I, uh wouldn't have the problem or the anxiety attacks. ... I 
developed an idea that someone, like let that person do 
because they know better, right, they're older ... I mean I feel 
that a lot of the insecurities, a lot of urn the self confidence, 
or even the, the results that I've gotten up to now, I think 
they would have been um, different. Uh, instead of me 
fighting for where I want to get now, I would have been 
there, you know. (Anka, Interview 2) 

In order to work well with children "It's necessary that we believe 

that the child is strong and beautiful and has very ambitious desires and 

requests. This is the image of the child that we need to hold" (Malaguui, 

as cited in Geiger, 1997, p. 142). In order to hold this image we need to 

trust in children and their capabilities. Trust is something which is created 

among people when there is reciprocity of caring, respecting, and being 

seen as dependable. It is a vital part of the teacherktudent relationship 

for there is more likelihood that students will accept a teacher's invitation 

to be involved in learning when there is an atmosphere of trust (Purkey & 

Novak, 1984). Teachers who lead rather than coerce students most likely 

have better relationships with them. We need to be willing to trust that, 



when they feel that they have some power over the situation and a sense 

that they belong, our students will do what is best for themselves. 

(Glasser, 1 990). 

These issues of teachers comparing them with other students, 

having obvious "pets", lacking trust, and singling people out were 

concerns which adolescents said inhibited their motivation to learn 

(Comer, 1992) as things which her. Teachers often send "disinviting" 

messages which embarrass, frustrate, and make their students feel 

inadequate (Purkey & Novak, 1984). When this occurs, the prevailing 

atmosphere within the class often becomes one of adversity rather than 

advocacy. 

Teaching for the Wrong Reasons? 

Although it wasn't something which I had intended to ask my 

participants, both groups got around to discussing the suitability of some 

people to be teachers. Karla, Tess, Van and JK all wondered if some 

teachers were in schools because of the money: 

The way I look at it is that I feel that it's a lot to do with the 
teachers' fault because they have a job, they complain about 
their money but they do not want to give the proper 
education that we need, and if we don't get the education, 
why do we want to be here? (Karla, Group lnterview 2) 

Cuz some people are [pause], just take any job and they got 
it. .. . It's money in their pocket. (Tess, Group lnterview 2) 

I think that the teachers are just doing it for the money, 
that's why they're not teaching. (Van, Interview 1) 

[School is ] for the teachers, they get paid. (JK, Group 
Interview 1) 



Both Karla and Tess felt that teachers who were there for the 

wrong reasons should be removed and replaced by those who wanted to 

"be there" for children: 

Tess: But the teacher has to love its, like its job [love being a 
teacher) and be happy to be teaching the children to make it 
interesting and exciting for the child. If they're mean and sad 
and you know, just not in, hates children, they shouldn't be 
there. That's not [an] environment that they [children], a 
place where they can work ... 
Karla: Why do they take the job if they can't deal with it? ... 
Tess: Cuz some people are [pause], just take any job and 
they got it. ... It's money in their pocket. 
Karla: But that's not fair. That's still not fair to the child! If 
they do not like children, they should not ... 
Tess: [whispered] it 's money in their pocket. It's money in 
their pocket. 
Karla: That's not the point, though. The board should, like 
over that, say, "look, this person loves children, this person 
would be good for the job. This man's an ignorant little da da 
da and he's going to hurt my child." That's somebody that 
shouldn't be allowed in the school. You know what I'm 
saying? 
Tess: people will get [pause)] a job no matter what. If they're 
ignorant or greed[y] 
Karla: if he's a teacher, 
Tess: they'll just hire them because they need a teacher. 
Karla: but if people ... 
Tess: IT'S MONEY IN THEIR POCKET! (Group Interview 2) 

At the end of the interview with Kate, Marie and JK, as I was 

thanking people for their involvement and Opal was busily examining the 

empty tape recorder, Marie suddenly had another thought. She introduced 

into the conversation the idea that not everyone can teach. By the time 

that I had reinserted the tape, she had reached this point in her comment: 



... who are really good teachers, you know, I have a girlfriend 
who is a teacher and her kids in her class love- her. They think 
she's the best thing on the face of this earth, and you know 
what, that's part of it. See, kids have to be able to love you 
in order for you to teach that, you know, because if they 
don't like you, they're not going to listen to you. And this is, 
you know, and some people just, I mean, I have profs who I 
might as well tape record, get a tape recorder in my 
textbooks and listen to that because they'd be more exciting 
than the prof standing in front of me. (Group Interview 1) 

JK listened and nodded throughout the time in which Marie was speaking 

and then asked her to repeat what she had said at the beginning to be 

sure that I did not miss out on this critical piece of information: 

JK: I thought that just made so much sense, like you said, 
what did you say at the beginning that she [pointing at me], 
she missed when she turned that [the tape recorder] back 
on? It was, [motioning for Marie to resume speaking] there's 
people that SHOULD NOT 
Marie: teach. 
JK: Now go through that scenario. Boof. Put it on the word 
[tape] now. 
Marie: [Laugh] I don't know if I can now. [Laugh]. 
JK: [Laugh] 
Marie: There is just, the whole point is that there are just 
some people who don't have the ability to teach others. They 
just don't. Naturally, if you are a teacher naturally, then 
absolutely great, fantastic. Louise, you're a teacher, you 
know. [I must have given her an odd look because she 
continued by saying,JYou are, you have that ability, you 
come across that way, you come across as a person who can 
give knowledge to other people. Me, I can gaii knowledge, 
and I can utilize my knowledge to be a very good 
psychologist or whatever the hell I decide to be when I grow 
up. (Group Interview 1) 

Kate was quickly shut out of this conversation after the following 

brief exchange in which she tried to assure Marie that she could probably 



teach if she wanted to when it was obviously Marie's opinion that it is a 

fallacy for people to think that anyone can teach. JK appeared to be 

amused by the exchange and continued to nod in agreement with the 

points which Marie was making: 

Marie: but I will never be able to stand 
Kate: [very softly] Bet you can. 
Marie: in front of a class of students and teach them what I 
know. Because I cannot verbalize my knowledge in a form 
that you can learn it. 
Kate: [Louder this time] I bet you you can. 
Marie: No. I can't. I tried, I tried tutoring. I, they begged me 
to tutor- 
Kate: No, no. No, not in the serise of tutoring, but you, in 
some form of your knowledge you can do it. 
Marie: No. I'm just not a teacher and I just think ... 
Kate: [Directed to Louise] Can we quote this back with her 
for 5 years, from down the road? 
Marie: NO, but I'm not. J ~ook, like that, 1 believe that about 
myself. I'M NOT A TEACHER, and nor would I ever try to be 
because I would not. I remember having teachers as a kid . 

who should not have been teachers. I have teachers now who 
shouldn't be teachers. They drive me nuts. You sit in the 
classroom and you can't learn a thing from them because 
they might as well just read straight from the textbook, 
they'd be a little more exciting, you know. They'd have more 
information, they'd have more enthusiasm, reading from a 
textbook, and let me tell you, my textbooks are rather 
boring. (Group Interview 1 ) 

And then, tiring of this topic JK introduced a new point for 

discussion while I was left to wonder why it was that Marie, who knows 

nothing about my ability to teach or not teach, had decided that I have 

what it takes to be a teacher. Was it that I had taken the time to listen to 

her? To respect her opinions and let her know that what she said was 



important to me? To show that I cared? I felt honoured that she seemed 

- to have seen in me that ability which I have been questioning. 

Respect 

Jackson (1 968) paints a rather chilling picture when he says that 

school is one of only three institutions in which involuntary attendance 

occurs. The other two are mental hospitals and prisons. Although school 

does not mirror the severity of conditions of the other two institutions, 

he says we need to keep in mind that: 

The school child, like the incarcerated adult, is, in a sense, a 
prisoner ... and must come to grips with the inevitability of 
his experience .. . He must develop strategies for dealing with 
the conflict that frequently arises between his natural desires 
and interests on the one hand and institutional expectations 
on the other. (p. 9) 

How many of our children feel like they are "doing time" as they 

spend year after year in a system in which they may feel little chance of 

ever being successful? 

Noddings (1984) describes the power of the teacher as "awesome" 

(p. 176) for it can be used for or against students. There is a decided 

imbalance of power in relationships within a school. "Students observe 

that the teacher wears the suit; the teacher sets the climate of the 

classroom" (Dorrell, 1993, p. 28). Since it is the teacher who seems to 

hold all of the power within the classroom and, students may see their 

success hinging on how well they get on with himlher, children adept at 

playing the "school game" will have learned to at least go through the 

motions of respecting the teacher. Others may react differently to the 

imbalance. Instead of the classroom being a place of vibrant learning, it 

may be one of vitriolic encounters. Karla described her adolescence as 



having been a very troubled time and from her experience she believes 

that teachers and students spend much of their time engaged in conflict: 

But when you start hitting somebody else's child and yelling 
at him and swearing at him, that's abuse. And I've went 
through that with teachers ... I don't believe in, in abuse of 
children. It's getting better nowadays [pause] and the 
children do get away with too much because the children are 
acting on it. But I think there should be a middle where 
everybody can agree on 'okay, this is the way it should go' 
but there's still not a middle in, in school for anybody to work 
with. It's still like a war far as I'm concerned. (Karla, Group 
Interview 2) 

To be sure that I was not misinterpreting her last comment, I asked if she 

meant that she saw school as a war between teacher and students. Her 

response was, "Yeah, yeah. Nobody can get together and work, and work 

together on it" (Karla, Group Interview 2). When we are concerned that 

children aren't willing to comply with our requests, we need to consider 

the nature of our requests (Kohn, 1993). 

According to Glasser (I 99O), Karla's recollections of school may 

indeed be accurate. By the time adolescence is reached, he says that 

there is often an antagonistic, energy-draining undercurrent between the 

non-working students and their teachers. The atmosphere within the 

room may fluctuate between one of outright confrontation and 'a fragile, 

sullen, apathetic truce [where] 'I won't bother you if you don't bother 

me', becomes the unspoken agreement between parties" (p. 50-51). If 

this is indeed the prevailing atmosphere in junior and senior high school, I 

wonder why it needs to be like this. Perhaps, it is that, 'Negativity is 

contagious, even toxic" (Sims, 1997, p. 73). 



Children are often viewed i n  a very negative light and seldom 

experience the same respect which adults afford each other. (Felensthal, 

1972; Kohn, 1993; Nandy, 1987 ; Purkey & Novak, 1984) If children are 

not treated with respect, how then can we expect them t o  treat others 

with respect? It makes no sense that those of us who should "be there" 

as advocates and mentors are instead often there as adversaries. Respect 

is something earned and in classrooms in which there is a warm and 

inviting ambience in which students are actively engaged in their learning I 

believe that there is strong evidence of mutual respect between teacher 

and students. Perhaps one of the reasons why my participants have said 

that they enjoy their schooling more now is because they see themselves 

as being treated with more respect than they ever had as children. 

In a sharp contrast to either Glasser's or Karla's description of what 

school often is, I again turned to Awakening Brilliance where this time the 

characters "Sarah" and "Charlie" discuss what they believe that school 

should be: 

Sarah: School should be a wonderful place for students to 
become proud of who they are. A place where they broaden 
their horizons in classrooms meant for limitless learning and 
discovering their brilliance. 
Charlie: It sounds wonderful to me ... I'd like school to  be an 
inspiring place for all students, since they have to b e  there 
anyway (Sims, 1997, p. 152-153). 

It is the responsibility of all of us involved in the life of the school 

to do all that we are able to ensure that the time each child spends with 

us is a valuable learning experience. I wonder how quickly we forget this 

when we become immersed in the daily routine of school. How do we 



.balance the needs of the individual with the needs of the group, with the 

demands of the curriculum, with the requests and expectations of 

parents, administration and the system? Our first job as educators must 

be to work to create "good fits" between students, teachers, and schools 

so that we are all able to benefit from the experiences achieved through 

active learning of a curriculum which lives within a positive and supportive 

environment. 

Perceptions of School 

Sending a child to school can be a very anxious time for parents as 

well as the child. Adults do want the experience to be a good one for 

children and, in an attempt to dispel their fears and apprehensions, may 

explain that school will be fun: 

Kids are sent to school and that's what they're told. "School 
is fun. You learn things." "Well, what kinds of things do I 
learn?" "You have to, you know you have to learn to read and 
write and you know, do the language." I'm telling my 
daughter, "You are going to school to have fun. You'll play 
and do crafts and you're going to read stories -and sing". 
(Tess, interview 2) 

It is interesting that this is the message that Tess conveys to her 

daughter given that her own recollections of school were not positive. 

Many children may arrive at school feeling as Tess did: 

I think, me being quiet and stuff,. I never got a chance to get 
my questions answered or somebody sit down and talk to me 
about school and what happens there. That's what scared me- 
is because my mom dropped me off, that was it. I didn't 
know why I was there or I was scared, I was only 5, [in] 
kindergarten I was scared. And even in grade 1 I cried, I sat 
out in the hallway, cried cut I didn't want to go. I was so 
scared I didn't know what it was about, I didn't know if the 
teachers would like me. I didn't know what was going to go 



on. ... But if you just shove a kid in the classroom and says 
[say], 'I'll just pick you up in about [a] couple of hours," of 
course they are going to stand there and cry because they 
don't, they're scared. (Tess, Interviews 1 and 2) 

Once children arrive at school, the message which may be relayed . 

to them by many teachers is that students are intended to be at school 

on "learning business" and that playtime is behind them: 

They go to grade, kindergarten and they're going "what? 
What's all this crap for? What is all this? I thought it was time 
to play." And you know, you think it's a time to play and have 
fun and make new friends and meet new people. But when 
they get there they got a surprise. (Tess, Group Interview 
2 )  

The message may continue that it is the job of students to work 

hard and the job of teachers to make sure that they do. I wonder if we 

feel obligated to tell children this because much of what they are 

expected to do may not be so much hard as it is tedious and the only 

way that we can keep them at tasks is to continually prod them to get 

busy and keep working. Learners need to have a worthwhile reason for 

being involved in school tasks (Wheeler, 1996). It is not enough to be 

told that the job is something that has to be done because the teacher or 

the curriculum states that it is necessary. 

The notion of school being fun likely faded fairly quickly for my 

participants as they began to experience difficulty in understanding what 

was going on and what was expected of them. Most, like Karla, "had 

problems right from the word go" (Karla, Interview 1). It must have been 

very disconcerting to have realized that, although their peers seemed to 

be learning, for whatever the reason, this was not to be their experience. 

They had little confidence in their abilities when they were in school and 



had been given very few indications that they might ever succeed. It is 

surprising to me that Anka and Marie continued to work hard in school for 

as long as they did. Both remembered the frustration of having to work 

longer and harder than many of their peers with little to show for their 

efforts: 

I think that kind 'of everything I did and went through was 
connected with the fact that I didn't feel like I was going to 
be able to accomplish anything in mainstream life. Um, and 
that came from not being, I felt, competent i n  school. ... A 
lot of it [feeling incompetent] was seeing other students able 
to do it, like able to read a book in two weeks, a novel in two 
weeks, and me not being able to do it. Urn, seeing other 
students have a paper that they've known about for two 
months and do it the night before and get an "A" on it. And 
me, working weeks, sometimes on a paper and almost failing. 
(Marie, Interviews 1 and 2). 

I don't really know [why she didn't do well in school] because 
I would try anything. To me I was doing great but then the 
results came in. ... I can remember you know, my teachers 
telling my parents I worked hard in class, you know I was a 
joy to teach, blah, blah, blah but I mean, for all the effort I 
feel I put into it, I did not get the marks. Why didn't someone 
say 'hey you know, she needs the help she, you know.' I 
never felt, as hard as I worked, I didn't feel I got the marks 
that I should have. Not that nobody would give them to me 
but that's what was the results. (Anka, Interviews 1 and 2) 

"Students who have learned to feel bad about themselves as 

learners are vulnerable to failure, just as physically weak people are 

susceptible to illness" (Purkey & Novak, 1984, p.10). With enough 

negative experiences, [and who can say how many constitutes enough for 

any individual], many children reach the point of being so afraid to risk 

the possibility of failing that they will choose not to even try to do the 



work. Why put in the work when there is little hope of success? (Meek, 

1991 ; Purkey & Novak, 1984). 

A frequently heard phrase may well become, 'I can't" and learning 

to fail becomes a pattern in the child's learning. I think that as teachers a 

mistake that we often make is to interpret the "I can't" to mean "I won't" 

and get into power struggles with children instead of taking time to find 

out what it is that is really behind the refusal to do the work. I suspect 

that there have been numerous psychological studies done in which 

repeated errors finally cause the subject to stop the task- I doubt that we 

would ever have to look far in order to discover students who find it safer 

not to do the work than to risk being wrong one more time. 

Perhaps we get so involved in pushing students to do all that we 

feel needs to be done that we go against what we intuitively know: that 

we learn best when what we are doing engages our attention and that the 

hard work of succeeding at new learning can be exhilarating. One has only 

to watch how engrossed people can become when they specifically want 

to know more about something or figure out how to do something which 

appeals to them. It is this intensity of learning which needs to permeate 

the time which is spent in school. Karla, Anka and Tess indicated that 

they had found that learning had been easier when the work was fun to 

do: 

She'd make it fun for us to learn so that's probably why I 
liked math so much because there was always some of 
games there to help me to learn, you know, count and learn. 
So that's probably why I started liking math because of the 
games. You know, it's easier. (Karla, Interview 1) 

You want to enjoy what you do in life and if a teacher can't 
make that fun for you, I don't want to be in the class. ... Isn't 



school apposed [supposed] to be fun in something you have 
to learn? You have to learn it, so isn't there a way to make it 
fun with everybody to get involved and work together? ... I 
feel, if you make the class fun then ... you know, it is fun, 
really. Make learning fun and you can do anything. (Karla, 
Group Interview 2) 

When you're a kid you want pictures, you want to be able to 
do some fun things. You learn that way. (Anka, Interview 2) 

... [The teacher should say] "we're going to have lots of fun" 
instead of saying, "you know we've got lots of work to do 
today and if you don't get it done, well then, you're got lots 
of homework to do and that's not, and you got to hand it in 
today, tomorrow morning. If you don't, you're in trouble." 
(Tess, Group Interview 2) 

A societal tendency is to equate fun with play and off-task 

behaviour, and work with struggle and tedium. There is a very observable 

difference between classes in which enjoyable, active learning is 

occurring, and ones in which students find it necessary to create their 

own diversions in order to relieve boredom because the material being 

presented is not meaningful to them. It is fairly safe to say that we are 

willing to put much more effort into something which is of interest to us 

than a job which we feel has been foisted upon us. 

One of the oft-heard complaints from children is that school is 

boring. Smith (1 988) suggests that when children indicate that they are 

bored this generally means either of two things: first, that they already 

know the information; or second, that they aren't able to make sense of 

what it is that they are expected to learn. Tess said that by the time that 

she got to grade three she had done the same things so many times that 

she became bored with the activities. This repetition of skills and drills 

was likely done in the name of reading intervention. Although Van did not 



use the term 'boring" she mentioned, on more than one occasion, that 

she never did anything when she was in special class. "Well, in class, there 

wasn't much about class. I don't remember in School, I remember in 

the classroom there but I think urn, the teachers there, they don't teach 

you nothing. ... we used to do a lot of crafts. But I don't remember doing 

any school stuff" (Van, Interview 1). I think that the boredom that Tess, 

Karla and Van mention having felt throughout school may have also come 

about because they were often not able to make sense of their learning. 

When Karla asked, "Why should I sit here and listen to a boring teacher 

who isn't teaching me what I want to know when I can be excited about 

what I am learning out on the street?" (Karla, Group Interview), Smith 

(1 988) would respond that "children will not willingly stay in any situation 

in which there is nothing for them to learn" (p. 188). 

Often people really do not know what it is that they do not know 

and seem to have no way of making sense of the compounding 

informstion. Teachers may put the onus onto their students to request 

help rather than to struggle with the work, but there genuinely are times 

in which the confusion can be so great that a child does not even know 

the questions to begin to ask in order to start to unravel the knot of 

confusion. They often don't know what to do but are reluctant to ask for 

help for fear of appearing stupid and only seem to get assistance if the 

teacher happens to notice that they are having trouble: 

I didn't have the help, the special one on one with the 
teacher. They just handed me the homework and thought 
you would know what you were doing, which some of the 
students didn't ... Sometimes the teacher had time to help 



me but most of it I had a figure out on my own. (Kate. 
Interview 1) 

I'd get upset because I don't know what I'm doing ... Well I 
used to sometimes call myself stupid ... I just sit there and 
try to spell what I can, and I didn't know it. Oh, well. (Van, 
lnterview 2) 

Why didn't someone say, "Hey you know, she needs the 
help." ... They were supposed to be there uh, you know, if I 
needed the help. I mean, I'm a kid, how do I know I need the 
help? (Anka, Interview 1) 

Often when children receive extra assistance from their teacher, it 

occurs after everyone else has settled in to work. This time often 

becomes quite disjointed because of ongoing interruptions related to 

classroom management or other student requests (Everhart, 1983; 

Jackson, 1968). This can mean that if they require extra time to do the 

work, once having received the assistance, they will actually have less 

time than the more able students. This then puts them into a cycle of 

rarely getting the daily assignments done in the allotted time and then 

having to do them on their own time: 

I think that teachers should be noticing the students who 
aren't succeeding and spending the extra 10 minutes a day 
or half an hour a day with those students, urn, and not just, I 
guess frame it in a way of "We see that you're having 
trouble. What can we do to help?" instead of standing in 
front of a student saying, 'Well, you need to practice this 
more at home. That's how you're going to do better. (Marie, 
lnterview 2) 

It is no wonder that school can quickly take on a negative connotation for 

struggling students. We need to make it acceptable for students to ask 

for clarification and assistance from others. All in the room, given the 

opportunity, will be able to teach something to someone. 



Poor students may see much of what they do in school as a 

continuing crapshoot. When students are confused about the work, they 

may not know what they need to do in order to have the teacher's 'X" 

become a checkmark or know why something is right one time but not 

the next. If the child but doesn't understand what makes it different this 

time, I question the learning which has taken place. Their goal becomes, 

not learning, but persevering long enough to be told that the corrections 

are at last done. For some students, it may not be enough for the teacher 

to tell them to read, when what they need is to be shown how to read 

different types of material; or to be told to look at the pictures, when 

what they need is to know what they are looking for; or to be handed a 

sheet and expected to do it, when what they need is to be taught how to 

read and interpret instructions so that they will know what to do with the 

information once they do read it. Struggling students, because they only 

marginally understand what has been taught (Wheeler, 1996) often don't 

understand the purpose of the work or how to tackle the task (Smey- 

Richman, 1 991 ). 

. Had their teachers spent time with them to discover what the 

difficulties were in understanding the work, the assignments, and the 

expected pace, life might well have been far easier for these women as 

children. Instead, adults often do children a disservice by conveying the 

attitude that learning is a painful activity. According to Smith (1988), 

when a child is struggling there is no learning taking place. I think that 

children often do learn a lesson, although perhaps not the one intended, 

when they experience continual struggles. They learn that they aren't 

good enough or smart enough to do what they see others accomplishing 



with apparent ease. Each negative experience makes it that much more 

difficult for the child to feel that she will ever meet with success. "No 

pain, no gain" is an expression with as little value in education as in 

sports. 

When they felt that the teacher wasn't there for them the women 

recalled resorting to a variety of strategies in order to do the work. For 

Anka, this meant checking to see what the "smart kids" were doing and 

imitating their actions. She also talked of spending hours working on 

homework with a girlfriend and being surprised that her teacher "let them 

get away with" doing it together. Given their rebellious nature, it is not 

surprising that when Karla, Marie and JK ran into difficulties, they saw as 

viable options, copying from others, or coercing "the smarties' into doing 

the work for them. While BR was happy to do her own work and resented 

others trying to copy from her, Van and Kate struggled quietly on their 

own, often "muddling through" as best they could. Tess talks of her 

frustration at not being able to cope with the amount of work which she 

was expected to do but does not mention any of the strategies which she 

used to cope in school. 

Although they often have classroom survival strategies, what 

poorer students do not have i s  strategies which may assist them in 

making their learning meaningful. Ways need to be found to help children 

to eliminate the confusion in their learning. By listening, observing and 

questioning their students, teachers may better understand what they 

need to do in order to alleviate mismatches. It is possible to improve the 

metacognition of at-risk, low achieving students by teaching and 

modelling strategies which will help them to create personal meaning from 



the text or task (Baumann et al., 1993; Duffy et al., 1988; Herrmann, 

1 988; Smey-Richman, 1 991 ). 

The onus lies directly on teachers to create a comfortable and 

supportive learning environment in which children and teachers are 

actively engaged in meaningful learning. Purkey and Novak (1 984) 

suggest that we often invite students to learn with us and then 

disappoint them with what we actually offer them. We don't seem to 

understand why they are less than enthusiastic when we issue them 

another invitation. Kohn (1993) tells us that when students fail to learn, 

we need to be asking ourselves what they are expected to learn and 

whether it is worth learning. We need to discover ways of breathing life 

into everything that we set out to teach. 

Teaching and Learning: Match or Mismatch? 

One Way of Teaching 
Marie suggested that a mismatch which occurs around teaching and 

learning has its roots in teacher education: 

... that in a lot of ways it's the way teachers were trained to 
teach. Urn, I also think that a lot of it has to do with the fact 
that in our educational system we're all supposed to learn the 
same, in the same way, no matter who we are. The 
educational system is set to teach in one way. Urn, whereas 
one student may learn visually, another student learns 
audiolly [is an auditory learner] and if you have a teacher who 
is standing at the front of the room writing on the board, 
you're not really doing any of them any good. And I think 
that our educational system fails that way, those students. 
(Marie, Interview 1) 

We often teach in the manner in which we are most comfortable in 

our own learning. It is also likely that many of us were comfortable in the 



ways that we were taught and have modelled ourselves on the ways of 

our former teachers, which I suppose is just another way of reiterating 

what Marie has said, that we teach in the way that we were trained to 

teach. There will always be some students whose manner of learning will 

match our way of teaching and in all likelihood they will be the ones who 

will be most successful with us. However, by teaching only in our most 

preferred manner, we may be doing a disservice to a great number of 

students in our classes. A comment made by Karla that, "It's not what 

the teacher[s] need, it's what the kids need" (Karla, Group Interview 2) 

fits in with a notion of Marie's that, students' comfort in school is 

dependent on how and what is being learned as well as from whom. 

(Marie, Interview 2). When students fail to learn in the way we teach, it is 

they who are usually perceived as being in the wrong. It is up to the 

teacher to make adaptations in order to accommodate the student's 

unique ways of learning as well as to determine ways of increasing their 

strengths in less preferred ways of learning. All too often we expect our 

students to be the ones who are versatile: 

Sarah: Unfortunately, most students see their inability to 
learn as their fault, not as a problem with the teacher. 
Jane: You mean teachers are creating failures and blaming 
the students? 
Sarah: It does happen. It's unfortunate some teachers believe 
that if they know their subject, any failure by the student is 
the student's problem. but if teachers can't transfer the 
information from their brains to their students' brains, their 
knowledge is useless. 
Jane: I make sure my teachers are using the most up-to-date 
teaching techniques. 
Sarah: It's not whether the teachers are using the latest 
approaches that matters, but whether or not their students 



can learn from that approach. There's no universal technique 
that works for all students. If teachers want learning to take 
place, they need to observe and adapt their teaching styles 
to the individual needs of their students. (Conversation 
between the characters "Sarah" and "Jane" in Sims, 1997, p. 
46-47) 

According to Glasser (1990), humans have five basic needs: 

"survival; love; power; fun; and freedomn (p. 43) and that in order to 

work effectively with students "teachers need to learn that only by 

choosing to teach in a need-satisfying way can they satisfy both their 

needs and the needs of their students' (p. 85). 

Many Ways of Learning 
From our conversations, it may be safe to assume that, with the 

exception of BR, there were some definite mismatches between many of 

my participants and their teachers. BR's strengths and interests would 

have been of benefit to her in the school setting. When I asked what she 

had been good at in school and liked doing she was quick to say, "well I 

did a lot of spelling, reading, I mean spelling, language arts, science and 

math" and when asked what she had been good at in school, her response 

was, "umm, spelling and language arts" and indicated later that she also 

really liked writing stories and drawing (BR, Interview 1). 

For the rest, there seemed to be a sense of surprise that I would be 

interested in their abilities and it took them varying amounts of time to 

be able to provide an answer for this question. There came to be a 

familiar pattern of a blurted comment like "nothing'; an embarrassed 

laugh; or a repetition of my question, "What was I good at?", followed by 

a pause before tentative comments were made. I think that this may have 

occurred because they may have been wondering how telling me what 



they had been good at would help me to ascertain what had gone wrong 

for them in school, but more importantly, they may have actually spent 

very little time ever considering their strengths. I was prepared for this 

reaction because of my experience in working with many children who are 

hard pressed to come up with anything good about themselves. Perhaps 

some students find it difficult to name their strengths because 

educational systems frequently work from a deficit model (Barton, 1994) 

where the emphasis is on identifying weaknesses, not strengths. 

When the women did begin to talk about what they had been good 

at or had liked doing in school there was something of a pattern to the 

similarities in the areas in which they saw themselves as having some 

ability. Three were interested in nature and liked to be involved with 

plants or animals but only Kate indicated that she had had the 

opportunity to pursue this area of interest. When asked what she had 

been good at in school, she seemed embarrassed as she gave her one 

word answer, 'Gardening" (Kate, Interview 1) and when I asked her more 

about this the next time that we met, she explained "That was in 

School. It was to deal with plants and if you have noticed [we were in her . 

home surrounded by plants] I have [a] partial green thumb but my 

brother's got a bigger green thumb than I do. But I enjoy working with 

plants because they're living creatures. It was on hands" [hands-on work] 

(Kate, Interview 2). 

Seven out of the eight mentioned that they liked to work with their 

hands and enjoyed doing arts and crafts. Five mentioned that they loved 

to draw. Four said that they had been good in some aspects of math as 

young children but only two of them still saw this as something that they 



are any good at as adults. The problem for these women seemed to be 

that, with the exception of BR and those who mentioned math as having 

been a strength, the things at which they said that they were good and 

those that they were interested in were not necessarily valued by school 

and society.  here were few recollections of any of the women having 

received encouragement to pursue their interests or being given 

recognition for the work that they had done in these areas. 

When I asked people what they had not been good at or had 

disliked in school, BR hesitantly said, "Science, in a way that was hard for 

me" (BR, lnterview 1) whereas most of the others answered quickly and 

named specific subjects, or particular aspects of school which had caused 

them problems: 

Math, English, Social Studies, and Science. [Laugh] Anything 
that required me to spell, read for any length of time, uh, I've 
never been good at math, grammar. (Marie, lnterview 1) 

I know I had tutors for reading and math um but I'm strange 
in a way or I'm unique in a way because I couldn't tell you my 
timetables even up to this day, recite them, like you know, 
whatever. ... my Mom helped whenever, you know, like we'd 
sit probably with the math for hours, especially if it was 
something I didn't, see if it's something I like, but I feel that 
it's the things I like is because it comes to me kind of 
naturally, or maybe not natural but easier. Things I don't like 
are things that I have to struggle- with, right? (Anka, 
lnterview 1) 

Everything else [other than art and physical education]. Um, I 
wasn't good at reading, um, science, social, anything that 
you had to use your brain. (JK, lnterview 1) 

Reading [pause] I just know it was really, really hard. What I 
read was hard to understand so I couldn't do the work. 
(Karla, lnterview 1) 



I could read almost books, but like I say I had difficulty 
siphoning out some of the words ... if you see the word 
enough times and the teacher says it enough times you get 
to know, recognize, the word but other than that if the 
teacher didn't do that, then I'm screwed. (Kate, Interview 1) 

I didn't really like reading books at all ... I just looked at the 
pictures and looked at the words but I just didn't do it [read]. 
(Tess, Interview 1) 

I can read some words, depends on what word ... When I 
read, some of the words I could read, I skipped the other 
ones. (Van, Interview 1) 

What seems to have happened for the majority of these women 

was that they did not have the reading and writing necessary to be able 

to do the work in the subjects in which the most emphasis is placed. I find 

myself wondering if there had been more opportunities for learning like 

the ones which some of the women later describe if it would have made 

any difference for these women in the way in which they perceived 

school. 

As an adult, Anka has come to the realization that she may not 

learn in the same way as others and has come to realize that she needs 

to make adaptations in order to be more comfortable in her learning: 

Someone says, "hey, you know we got to do it this way", 
you're going to do it till you figure and say, "no that's not 
good for me. I got to do it this way." You know like I said, 
actually if I went to a class in university, I probably wouldn't 
write anything down. I'd probably record everything. Just 
because, like I said 1 think urn, that would give me the chance 
to write down whatever was recorded in my own words 
[inaudible] kind of listen by someone speaking the vocabulary 
when it wouldn't be such a big deal if it is, doesn't matter, 
you stop it [the tape recorder], you'd write it down and you 
figure out what they meant. But sometimes in sentences 



there might be a word, you know ten letters long, you 
probably can't spell it or pronounce it yourself but when they 
use it in a sentence well gee that makes sense, you know, 
kind of idea, you know what I mean. (Anka, Interview 1 ) 

When asked how she feels that she learns best, Marie was quick to 

respond: 

I'm a doer. ... if I'd been put in a situation where I [pause] 
was learning about [pause] animals and I know that, you 
know, like we went to the zoo, m, but if I was put in a 
situation more like spending a week at a ranch or something 
like that, actually working with the animals while learning 
about them. And that's part of why I still have so much 
information on horses because as children we .rode and we, 
with the pony clubs and the 4Hs and stuff like that we had to 
kqow what the different parts of their hooves are and stuff 
like that ... Because I learned it while I was experiencing it, 
instead of sitting down and someone just feeding me the 
information. And I think that if I'd been in a situation or a 
type of school where there was more doing and interacting 
with the things we were learning about then I may have 
learned more. ... Um, some of them [her instructors] are 
really good about class involvement. And class involvement is 
a doing thing for me. You know, if we sit in the classroom and 
discuss what's the topic and pass around and see different 
viewpoints and talk about it, I learn that way. I also learn from 
writing things down, reading them and rewriting them. (Marie, 
Interview 1) 

Make Teaching and Learning Compatible 

When I asked them for advice as to how teachers could improve 

their teaching, what Karla, Marie, and Tess shared with me were likely 

some of the ways in which they may have felt that they had been most 

successful in their learning: 

So if you scan get them something they are interested in, 
then you're going to have the whole class, like even when 



you're doing, say, reading instead of bringing out these big 
novels right, first of all maybe have a game or do something 
with a lesson, a fun lesson, and say "okay, well you know, 
we're going to have to do this lesson' but make it a little 
funner than just throwing it in somebody's face. You know 
because it's hard to understand something you don't know. 
Cuz a person is going to get frustrated and walk out and say, 
'forget it'. I'm one of those people who, put something in my 
face that I'm not understanding I will walk out because it's 
not worth my time, of making me frustrated. (Karla, Interview 
2) 

[Her favourite -teacher had] ... focussed on doing projects 
and stuff like that that urn could be manipulated into any 
student, um, like I don't know if that makes any sense, but 
we did one project called 'Guess Who's Coming to Dinner?' 
where the only stipulations were to it that: you had to have 3 
people; they had to be famous; they could be fictitious, they 
could be cartoons, they could real people. Um, and you had 
to plan a mystery dinner with them; and go through and, you 
had to plan an evening, you know, it didn't mean and once 
you, she did the assignment - students did essays, students 
urn did videos, students did all sorts of different types of 
things with that. The only stipulation was that you had to 
plan the evening and, like with me I did, I went more to the 
creative side of designing the invitations and planning the 
music and designing the, uh, [pause] where dinner was going 
to be and I designed a, like a cartoon butterfly that had a 
platform like dance floor and dinner room and stuff like that 
and she made the effort to get involved in projects like that 
with her students who uh, to help them know what was right 
for them. Should they do it in an essay form? Should they do 
it in a video? Should they do it [voice tapered off]. (Marie, 
Interview 1) 

Maybe a game or an activity that made it [spelling practice] 
into a game or something that you know, I would enjoy to do 
or make it into an, a word art project or something, you know 
... They have to understand that if they make it as a game 
or a project or something maybe fun for the whole class to 



do than just sitting in their desk and writing it. Anybody can 
write it but it's if you can remember it and play it. It's more 
fun if you can do stuff like that. It's kids, it's playing, they 
like to play. So, it's the best thing to let them learn, is by 
playing with them. (Tess, Interview 2) 

It is important for the teacher to move beyond teaching only in the 

most comfortable way and to make sure that lessons and assignments 

are presented in such a way as to involve the whole child: 
- There has to be a way to work with the way a child is. You 

know, without trying to conform them into the, you know the 
good little Susie who sits in the front row and does all her 
homework and never says a word, you know. Urn, Just sit 
down, shut up and do your work. There has to be a way to 
work with the way a child is, rather than trying to conform 
them to what works in the system. (Marie, Interview 2) 

Tess suggests that "teachers and students should be learning 

together" (Tess, Group Interview). To learn together will mean honouring 

the prior knowledge which students bring to their learning (Wheeler, 

1996). For some of us, it will mean looking closely at our practice in order 

to see what needs to be changed as well as being able to accept that our 

"teacher answers" will be open to students' questions and challenges as 

they go about constructing and reconstructing their perspectives of the 

world: . 

The authority of teachers over students and the teachers' 
authority in interpreting text are generally understood as a 
necessary basis for the management and control of 
classrooms. Yet that authority and control of the group may 
contradict and undermine other unquestioned assumptions 
about what teachers ought to be doing in classrooms-for 
example attending to the needs of each individual child. 
(Davies, 1993, p. 39) 



If we want all of our students to be actively involved in their 

learning instead of just physically occupying space in the classroom, then 

we need to see a lesson as a starting point and be willing to risk not 

always knowing where the new learning may lead us. This may mean 

revisiting our understanding of curriculum and reinterpreting the programs 

of study to determine ways of making this happen. Sometimes it is the 

teacher who should lead the way and at other times it should be 

individuals or groups of students who invite us to join them in their 

learning: 

We must be committed to providing opportunities for 
students to pose questions, pursue their answers, and thus 
find their own way in learning. ... A teacher's responsibility is 
to prompt students to see their study from multiple 
perspectives, and eventually advance learning to a 
generalizable level. Learners should be encouraged to apply 
their natural curiosity toward subjects and even employ 
learning strategies which are not their immediate preference. 
(Wheeler, 1996, p. 50) 

There is often talk of it being acceptable to make errors and how 

we can learn from them but our reactions to students' errors do not 

always match our words: 

A lot of kids are closing themselves off of reading out loud, 
it's, they think that it's embarrassing because if they make a 
mistake, like, "If you make a mistake, [whispered] i fs  all 
right." But [in] a lot of the schools [whispered], "lt's not all 
right." They don't make it all right if you make a mistake, lt's 
all right . [In this adult program] they make it, if  you can read 
it, [and] it's right, "That's good" but if you [make a] mistake, 
it's, that's all right, too. (Tess, Interview 2) 

Perhaps the problem with much of the work assigned in school 

frequently requires regurgitation of information and answers are 



considered to be either right or wrong according to the criteria set by the 

teacher. JK began to realize that there wasn't much point in being 

involved in class discussions and found other ways to amuse herself 

because , "They'd say, 'okay JK, answer that one' and it would be wrong, 

the wrong answer every time" (Interview 1). We need to keep in mind 

that the answers provided in the back of the Teacher's ~ u i d e  are not 

necessarily the only answers, and in fact may well be wrong. Students 

having difficulty in school often come across as rebellious because they 

may not accept answers as truth and point out errors as they find them 

(Wheeler, 1996). If we are teaching in ways in  which there only appears 

to be one right answer, perhaps it is because we are interpreting the 

curriculum in too narrow a fashion. 

We all need to be given the opportunity to risk learning in other 

ways and the way to feel safe enough to do this is to know that mistakes 

really are an important aspect of growth and development. "If handled 

skillfully, wrong answers or mistakes can certainly increase student 

learning. Learning from experience demands reflection" (Wheeler, 1996, 

p. 49) but I'm not sure that we provide students with many opportunities 

to do this. What needs to be' built into the curriculum is time to reflect on 

what learning has come out of the mistake and what the next steps need 

to be in order for the learning to continue. How many examples are there 

in life in which an error, reflected on and perceived in other ways was the 

beginning of a wonderful discovery? Where would the world be today 

without "yellow stickies" - the outgrowth of an error. 



Most of the women in my study felt that others may have been 

better suited to school than what they were. School does not seem to 

have been a particularly comfortable time for many. It was often very 

difficult because lessons and assignments did not necessarily make sense. 

As children most had felt intimidated by teachers in a variety of ways. 

Some were viewed in a negative light and in frequent conflict with their 

teachers. Much of their discomfort may have come from mismatches 

between them, their teachers, and the way in which they were expected 

to go about their work and seldom were they able to work from their 

strengths. There is much for teachers to consider and address around the 

notion of mismatches. 



CHAPTER FIVE: READING. WRITING. 

According to Alberta Learning curriculum requirements, (Alberta 

Learning, 1999b), a considerable portion of each day is to be specifically 

devoted to Language Arts. In elementary school, 30% of the time in 

grades one and two and 25% in grades three to six is intended for 

Language Arts instruction; and in junior high school, 150 hours per year 

are to be devoted to English Language Arts. Considering that there is a 

reading component to most other subjects taught, children are likely 

involved in some aspect of literacy development throughout much of the 

school day. If we put so much of our time into teaching children to read 

and write, why is it that we don't see better results for more of them? 

Why is it that for some children reading and writing seem to come very 

easily, whereas for others, anything to do with literacy is perceived as an 

onerous task? 

School Over Home Literacy 

I did not delve into home literacy activities beyond asking the 

women if they had received help at home for their learning difficulties in 

school. While Tess was living with her dad and paternal grandparents, it 

was her grandmother who provided assistance: 

My Grandma would sit with me when she came home but that 
was like seven to eight she'd come home, so that was pretty 
late, [laugh] for a little kid to stay up that long. ... I don't 
think my mom ever read to me as far as I know. [She 
sounded somewhat perplexed when she said], "But my mom 
said she read to me. My mom's an alcoholic and I don't 
remember, can't remember but I think if she spent time with 
me with books maybe it would have been different, that's 
what I'm saying" (Group Interview 2). 



Karla, Van and Kate made no mention of ever receiving any home help 

with schoolwork. BR and JK indicated that the help which they received 

came from their older sisters: 

It was my sister Janet that would sit down and give me a 
little bit of time so to help me with anything. (JK. Interview 
1 ) 

... then I got some help from my, from my aunt and from my 
cousin and my sister cuz we're always buying magazines and 
always crossword puzzle things. Then I always pick out words 
from there and talk about what it means. ... That all that 
whole time too I was getting help from my sister and my 
auntie with the math and everything so I kind of had teachers 
at home too helping me (BR, Interview 1). 

Marie and Anka talked of having had regular home help from their 

mothers: 

Well, I remember Mom, my mother trying to help me read at 
night. Um, as an older child we read, at home we read The 
Black Stallion series and I think we read the Anne of Green 
Gables series [Her mom read these books to her and her 
older sister]. (Marie, Interview 1 ) 

My Mom used to read to me when I was little. Urn, you know, 
storybooks, you know the fairytales so I think uh, that's 
where my imagination over reading comes from. ... My mom 
used to buy these little workbooks. Its kind of like the ones 
you can buy at Wal-Mart or Chapters you know as your child 
progresses - they were called Electric Avenue at that time. I 
think that's what they were called. And they're exercises that 
helped you. (Anka, Interviews 1 and 2) 

Anka did not indicate how these books had been chosen,if she was 

able to independently work through them or how much discussion had 

gone on around the work. Being able to move through progressive levels 

of the books may have given both her and her mother a sense of reading 



improvement, whether or not it was justified. Working on skills in isolation 

is not the most effective way of assisting children overcome learning 

difficulties. It would be of greater value to spend more time reading to 

them and discussing what has been read to help them to make 

continuous connections between prior knowledge and new learning 

(Allington, 1991 ; Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1 993; Herrmann, 1988; Meek, 

1991; Smith, 1998). 

Not all children grow up with the same literacy opportunities. I have 

been in homes teeming with books where other amenities are lacking as 

well as homes teeming with amenities where there is little evidence of any 

kind of reading material. I have talked with parents in apparent middle 

class situations who say how very important it is that their children learn 

to read well but who do not seem to model this for them and with 

parents in lower economic situations who say that they demonstrate their 

own love of reading by reading in the presence of their children. Some 

researchers suggest that these opportunities or lack of them are not 

necessarily directly connected to socioeconomic factors (Gundlach et al., 

1989; Taylor, 1983; Teale, 1986) whereas others say that there are 

close links between poverty and literacy. Students who come from poorer 

families may have fewer resources and opportunities available to them 

(Allington & Walmsley, 1995; Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993). From 

some of the comments made by the women in my study, it seems that 

they have come from a range of socioeconomic backgrounds: 

I mean, my parents weren't rich but whatever I got, I got 
good (Anka, Interview 2). 

The way I feel like, honestly, is like is if I had a went to school 
and got my education. like right now 1 wouldn't just be like 



one welfare cheque away from being homeless myself. (JK, 
lnterview 2) 

I'm not in a lower economical status and never was (Marie, 
Interview 1 ). 

When we came to Calgary I was babysitting and my mom and 
dad was both working and they didn't like that so they told 
them to go on partially welfare. (Van, Interview 2) 

No matter their background, what all of the participants in my 

study have in common was a difficulty in learning to read when they were 

in school. Children born in Canada, regardless of their home environment, 

enter into a literate world and before ever beginning their formal 

schooling will likely have had a multitude of experiences in which they will 

have encountered print (Bloome, 1987; Goodman, 1986; Gundlach et al, 

1989; reale, 1986). They attach personal meaning to their world by 

using language to name and remember images, making connections to 

what they already know (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Gundlach et al., 1989; 

Meek, 1991). The more quickly that a child determines what constitutes 

reading, writing and learning and what it is that needs to be done in order 

to meet the expectations of each teacher and class, the better are the 

chances for success (Meek, 1991; Smith, 1988). A child who meets with 

success early and often has more positive experiences to draw on than 

one whose first experiences are failure laden (Purkey & Novak, 1984). 

Teachers need to honour the home literacy which children bring with 

them to school and help them to build on it (Gundlach et al., 1989). 

Some students arrive at school with a home literacy which closely 

matches that of school literacy. These are the children who have been 

read to and show an interest in reading and writing, been talked to and 



taken places and helped to relate new experiences to prior knowledge. 

They may already own several books and have been frequent visitors to 

the public library. They may also have witnessed or taken part in writing 

activities, all activities which will no doubt have been part of the daily 

routines within the family. They will have been encouraged in their 

learning and most will probably fit quite comfortably into the system 

(Barton, 1994; Gundlach et al., 1989; Meek, 1991). 

Other students arrive with a home literacy less closely connected 

with school literacy but are able to adapt fairly quickly to what it is that 

constitutes learning in the particular environment in which they find 

themselves. They may surreptitiously look to see what it is that their 

peers are doing and model their behaviour or may request the information 

from a friend. Whatever the strategy employed they are generally able to 

match the expectations of the learning (Meek, 1991). 

The child who comes in unsure of what to expect and unable to 

understand what is expected may well begin to feel the first twinges of 

doubt as to his or her ability. The home literacy may not even be 

acknowledged by the school which must cause considerable conflict and 

confusion for children and their families (Barton, 1994). 1 can only 

imagine the frustration when this occurs when I think back to the number 

of times that my children, who did come from a home literacy 

environment which closely matched that of the school, would say, "No, 

Mommy, that isn't the way that we are supposed to do it. My teacher 

says ... " 

Meek (1991) points out that when students become lost in the 

lessons and- are unable to make sense of the learning, they may be afraid 



to ask questions out of a sense of embarrassment that they are the only 

ones who do not know what is going on. Their learning is in misalignment 

with what the teacher assumes is being understood. The longer the 

misalignment continues, the worse the situation is likely to become for 

the child. Eventually the child may have so many learning mismatches 

that it is easier to give up on the learning than to continue to try to make 

sense of what is going on. 

I would think that the distance between what is known and what is 

supposed to be known must become an ever deepening abyss and the 

feeling may well be that school learning just isn't worth the effort 

required. Frequently heard is "I can't" or "I won't". Some students may 

withdraw into the shadows and "muddle through" and others may seek 

the limelight; both are ways of avoiding the real issue that they are 

having difficulty learning. 

Recollections of Writing 

It is only in school that reading and writing are often regarded as 

separate entities whereas in the world beyond school, writing and reading 

naturally go together (Taylor, 1993a; Tierney et al., 1989). Throughout 

our interviews much of what was talked about, when I asked my 

participants what they had remembered about learning to read and write, 

revolved around reading. Consequently I have nothing other than the 

women's limited self-report on their written communication. In hindsight, 

perhaps I should have asked each woman to provide me with a writing 

sample which I could then have analyzed, but I believe that what I would 

most likely have received would have been the product of an artificial 



situation - one of those terrible "How I spent my summer vacation" 

assignments - rather than any kind of authentic writing. 

With the exception of BR and Marie, the women seemed to equate 

writing with penmanship. They mentioned such activities as copying notes 

or filling in worksheets rather than any opportunities to create meaning 

through their own writing which would suggest to me that there was 

more of an emphasis placed on reading and comprehension exercises than 

on more purposeful writing: 

I do remember learning how to write and we did it in 
workbooks and some on the blackboard but 1 think more on 
the workbooks than her standing up actually teaching ... The 
teacher would give me some books and some writing material 
and send it home with me and I had to do it. (Tess, lnterview 
1)  

I would get my work and I would copy off other people. 
(Karla, lnterview 1 ) 

The only thing I wanted to do was copy off the board cuz it 
was like I didn't have to, I could see the spelling, right? It was 
right in front of me and I just loved it when the teacher said, 
"Write this". (JK, lnterview 1) 

I could write but I didn't know what I was writing. (Kate, 
lnterview 1) 

[I'd] sit at my desk try[ing] .to spell what I can, and I didn't 
know it [the words]. (Van, lnterview 2) 

Throughout much of the twentieth century the teaching of writing 

was frequently neglected because it was felt that writing was something 

which should be postponed until children were secure in their reading and 

penmanship (Clifford, 1989). 

Marie, Anka and BR had some recollections of the writing 

assignments which they had been asked to do when they were in school: 



I think that knowing I had a problem with my reading and 
writing happened in grade 7 when my English teacher handed 
back a pape; and said that there was no way she could 
accept it as a paper ... She made me sit down and rewrite it 
and urn, I think I had 3 para, 3 periods in the whole paper and 
it was 3 pages long. And, like she sat down and we went 
through and she somewhat just proof read it and somewhat, 
like she didn't fully sit down and explain to me why she was 
changing these things. She sat down and proof read it and 
changed the things and she explained a couple things to me 
but didn't really sit down and say, "This is why a comma goes 
here" or "This is why you use this there instead of that 
there". (Marie, Interview 1) 

As far as writing off the board we had some projects, you 
know, like history projects that you had to be grouped, kind 
of do, I mean any research or anything like that was done in 
class. (Anka, Interview 1) 

They [other students] always picked on me because I always 
liked, like writing out these little stories every time we 
started writing 'em. Stories or else reading. And if I write 
something to my teacher that sounds good to me and then 
when I give it to my teacher, all the students laugh about me 
doing that. ... but it was good because you can come up with 
a lot of ideas when you're writing. (BR, lnterview 1) 

Anka said that she used to keep a journal as well as writing to pen- 

pals but that now: 

Urn, I don't know if that's just a kick I'm on, I'm not much for 
writing lately. I can, I can get urn expressive. Urn, in writing, 
like in writing I can, I have, I know how to express myself. Urn, 
I get lazy, I notice I can start at the top of the page and, I 
mean, I'll do capitals and stuff but, you know periods, 
commas, quotations, you know, like whatever. If you don't 
know me by now, well, you know I mean the pen pals I wrote 
to I wasn't really afraid of. Like you're just glad you got a 
letter, pretty much that's how I saw it. You know, paragraphs 
and stuff they [teachers] insist on. You know, I have a good 



idea of how to do them but I haven't really practiced them 
you know, so I'd pretty much be at the top of the page to 
whatever, didn't have time to kind of do it proper-proper. You 
know run in [on] sentences. (Anka, Interview 1) 

Although JK did not indicate that she spends any time writing on a 

regular basis, she shared with me her poetry which had been published as 

part of a literacy project in which she had been involved through . 

[agency] in 1998. Her pride of accomplishment was readily apparent as 

she dramatically read her poems to me. 

Only BR, Kate and Marie indicated that they are involved in any 

writing at this time. For Marie, the writing that she does seems to take 

the form of study notes and papers which are done specifically to fulfil 

course requirements: 

I also learn from writing things down, reading them and 
rewriting them. Urn, and I think that comes from if I write, 
well if I rewrite while I'm reading them, somehow it gives me, 
in my mind, that extra, urn, connection because it's, it's like a 
reinforcement to do, to be reading it and writing it at the 
same time. (Marie, Interview 1) 

Both BR and Kate said that they spend time writing about their 

personal concerns. Kate writes in her diary but says that when she later 

tries to read it back, she often doesn't know what it was that she was . 

trying to say (Personal Conversation, Fall 1999). BR does not keep this 

writing as a permanent record and comments, "I like writing a lot because 

there's always a lot of stuff you can say because at times when I'm mad 

at myself, I write something to myself. And I look at it twice and then I 

just burn it" (BR, Interview 1). 

BR talked to me at some length of her love of story writing, "short 

stories that has to do with a-place, like a fiction or urn yeah, um and uh 



something that has to do with my family I mostly write about what goes 

on in the background and all that" (BR, Interview 1). I have the impression 

that this, rather than an assigned piece of work, is a personal project 

"because for the past 13 years I've been writing to myself" (BR, Interview 

1). At our next interview, BR again talked about writing, "I was mostly 

writing stories because at times I didn't really like playing outside. ... I just 

really liked writing a lot. ... I'm always writing with my sister as soon as I 

get home from school." I asked if she would consider reading one of her 

stories to me but she said that she didn't have any of them at school 

with her. Sometime later, I wrote to her but unfortunately never did 

receive a reply to my letter. I am wondering if she may have found my 

request intimidating in some way and perhaps been concerned that my 

purpose in looking at her work would have been to evaluate it rather than 

to enjoy and learn from what she had to share. 

From my work with Kate, I know that she is now writing letters and 

poetry. She excitedly called me to tell me that she had just received a 

copy of the student anthology from [agency]. One of her poems had 

been published. I anticipate that the recognition which she has received 

for this piece of work will do more to motivate her to continue writing 

than anything else which we have done together. 

Something which may have been lacking for the majority of the 

women in my study were opportunities to create their own meaning of 

text by a closer weaving together of reading and writing. "Writing was 

often viewed as an activity that detracted from reading; reading was 

viewed as an activity that confounded writing ... the two have been kept 

apart, with both losing strength" (Tierney et al., 1989, p. 182-83). 1 am 



aware that, in many schools today, a much greater emphasis is placed on 

the importance of writing as a means of demonstrating understanding 

than when some of my participants attended school. I also believe that 

there are many environments (particularly special education and remedial 

situations) in which writing is usually considered as a necessary tool for 

students to use to complete seat work exercises. Attempts at "creative 

writing" often become bogged down in the minutiae of editing for 

mechanics and conventions. I would deubt that these students are often 

"prompted to visually substantiate their own thoughts [by] becom[ing] 

actively involved as participants in, as well as observers of, their own 

craft of meaning making" (Tierney et a[., 1989, p. 183). Yet, when I 

consider the excitement and evident pride which Kate and JK conveyed as 

adults, when sharing with me their published writing, it seems evident 

that we do students a disservice when so little emphasis is placed on 

writing for personal meaning making: 

Children want to write. They want to write the first day they 
attend school. 'his is no accident. Before they went to 
school they marked up walls, pavements, newspapers with 
crayons, pens or pencils ... anything that makes a mark. The 
child's marks say, "I am". "No, you aren't," say most school 
approaches to the teaching of writing. (Graves, 1983, p.3) 

When I have had the opportunity t o  read student writing which has 

come out of writers' workshops (Atwell, 1987) evidence of the particular 

genre which students have been reading is often noticeable in their work. 

They may use similar phrasing, have patterned their story on the work of 

a particular story or have learned to use writer's techniques such as 

foreshadowing. More abie students may discover these sorts of things 



through their own exploration but those who are less able may need help 

in determining how writers write. 

When students in early elementary school are encouraged to make 

use of reading and writing together, there is evidence to suggest that 

skills such as sound-symbol correspondence and spelling structures and 

conventions are enhanced; students acquire a better understanding of 

genre and author style; they are more motivated to read and write both 

in and out of school; their ability to clarify, elaborate and adapt ideas is 

enhanced; and that students come to appreciate the craft of writing and 

reading. They enjoy being authors and critical readers of their own and 

others work (Tierney et al, 1989). 

Recollections of Reading 

Recollections of reading were often interwoven with memories of 

other school issues. It seems to me that at least part of why Karla may 

not have learned to read well may have been because, besides disliking 

the majority of her teachers, she had decided early on that no one was 

going to get close enough to her to ever teach her anything. I wonder 

why she arrived at school with this attitude but do not have enough 

information to attempt to interpret her comments. From Tess' 

recollections she seems to have arrived at school confused by what was 

expected of her and by much of her early learning and she just never 

really seemed to understand what was going on. This may be an example 

of a mismatch between the home and school literacies. Marie expected to 

fail because she said that she had never felt comfortable or competent in 

school. JK and Van never felt that they had been liked by their teachers, 

and Van felt that she had been dumped into special education with no 



chance for escape. These women may have been the children for whom 

there were so many mismatches that the reading process was just one 

more aspect of school which wasn't making sense: 

Children do not learn to read who do not want to, or who see 
no point in doing so, or who are hostile to the teacher, or to 
the school, or to the social or cultural group to which they 
perceive the teacher and the school as belonging. Children do 
not learn to read who expect to fail, or who believe that 
learning to read will be too costly, or whose preferred image 
of themselves, for whatever reason, is that of a non-reader. 
Children do not learn to read if they have the wrong idea of 
the nature of reading, if they have learned - or been taught- 
that reading does not make sense. (Smith, 1988, p. 21 1- 
21 2) 

For the most part, the women had little recollection of the actual 

methods- by which they had been taught to read and as I began to reflect 

on this I realized that this is not likely information that we ever share with 

children. What was most common was for me to hear statements like: 

That's too far back for my memory. (Kate, Interview 1) 

I don't really have any memories of younger school grades 
with people teaching me to actually read and write. (Marie, 
interview 1) 

Gradually as their stories unfolded, some memories of early reading 

began to surface: 

The alphabets, the numbers, the vowels and the basic things 
you have to know about for reading but not enough to help 
me through the working world. (Kate, Interview 1) 

The big phonics book had like all different kinds of colour 
sections and you'd work through the sections. (Anka, 
Interview 1) 



She would take about 5 of us, sometimes just 3, and she'd 
sit and we'd each read a line. And I don't remember how it 
started at all. Kids just read it. (Tess, lnterview 1) 

Like the sheets with the big lines and they had a word above 
it and you had to copy it. Um, I remember, and I don't know if 
it was a class or not though, or if I was working with one of 
the urn I think her name was Mrs. , she was like a 
guidance type counsellor, urn doing, where I'd have to read 
like a paragraph and then answer 3 questions about it. (Marie, 
lnterview 1) 

[It] didn't make any difference [what she was reading]. When 
I read, some of the words I could read, [and] I skipped the 
other ones. (Van,, lnterview 1) 

Tess and JK both had recollections of one of the readers which they had 

used as young children. For Tess, this was one remembered moment of 

success: 

I remember in grade one reading urn, "Dick and Jane and Spot 
and Dick", those books [a basal reading series which I also 
read in grade one, decades prior to Tess]. I really liked those 
books. I had the whole series in my [class] room and I read 
them all, all the time. That's as far as it ever went. I never 
found another book that I liked when I was a kid. (Tess, 
Interview 1 ). 

JK, on the other hand, remembers her first reading failure. She saw 

others moving ahead of her in the basal reading series she used: 

JK: I think I remember, Jack and Jill, is that the first book? 
Jack and Jilt? 
Louise: Jack and Janei! [I found myself trying to remember if 
I, too, had read this series or if I recognized it from my early 
days of teaching.] 
JK: Jack and Janet! JACK AND JANET! That's, that's the book 
and I remember that I couldn't read it and 1 think that was in 
grade 1 and 2 that I was stuck on that book where 
everybody else was doing pretty good, you know what I 



mean. And I don't ever remember reading it too good. (JK, 
Interview 1) 

If Tess (at twenty-one) recalls Dick, Jane, Sally, Spot and Puff as 

highlights of her literary experience and JK still remembers her first 

reading failure, I believe that we as a public school system have failed 

them. 

The reality for most of these women was that the method used 

was not nearly as important as the fact that it hadn't worked for them 

and each saw themselves as having failed. There are numerous reading 

approaches, all of which are "derived from bottom-up or top-down 

theories of reading" (Maggart & Zinta, 1992, p. 11). Every reading 

method will probably work for some children but certainly not for all 

because of the many differences which children bring to the reading 

experience (Smith, 1988). The literature which I have read suggests that 

there is no one right way to teach reading and that researchers and 

teachers continue to look for more effective ways of teaching reading 

(See for example: Allington & Walmsley, 1995; Barton, 1994; Davidson & 

Koppenhaver, 1993; Maggart & Zinta, 1992; Meek, 1991 ; Smith, 1988). 

Teachers need to be ever vigilant with regards t o  mismatches between 

the learner and the approach being used and work to make appropriate 

adjustments so as to enhance the learning for each student. 

Possible Reasons for Reading Difficulties 

Many opinions have been offered in the literature as to why children 

have difficulty with learning to read. It is the issues which are more 

specifically related to school which are significant in this writing. Reading 

difficulties can occur because of "personal, social or cultural conflicts as 



well as problems during instruction'' (Smith, 1988, p. 2) and because of 

misalignments between learning, teaching and resources used (Meek, 

1991). Many a child's learning difficulties come about because of 

inappropriate screening, testing and labelling which is done with children 

before teachers even begin to look at what it is that the child is able to 

do (Taylor, 1991; 1993a). Once children begin school they may actually 

be prevented from using ways which have previously worked for them in 

order to make sense of their language learning (Clay, 1985). 

Schools traditionally aim to have everyone conform and there is often 

little room to learn in individual ways because teachers often teach 

reading rather than teaching children to read (Maggart & Zinta, 1992). 

We need to be very much aware that reading issues often begin early and 

can last a lifetime unless appropriate action is taken. 

Both Anka and Marie indicated that when they were in school the 

vocabulary that their teachers used often wasn't at a level commensurate 

with their understanding of the topic so that, instead of comprehension, 

they often experienced a growing sense of confusion. There is often a 

language particular to the subject and not to be able to understand and 

make use of it because of its technical nature can easily move one into a 

state of misalignment (Meek, 1991 ). For people already struggling this 

may have been just one more reason to dislike being in school: 

I tend to want or go for stuff that is in simple English. [The 
other] just it really kind of is harder for me. Urn, I don't know 
why that [is] you know, maybe, uh, like I said if someone 
explains what it is and simple enough I'll get the idea, I'll 
understand it. (Anka, lnterview 2) 

Most science teachers that I had talked on a higher level than 
most students, even smart ones, can understand. Urn.,. he 



was just so technical and technical teachers I find very hard 
to understand. (Marie, Interview 1) 

There were several times in which some of the women had difficulty 

in accurately using words in conversation (for example: "audiolly" for 

"auditory"; "vocabularier" for the appropriate words needed to express an 

idea; "improvise" for "elaborate" or "expand"; "discration" for "disgraced" 

or "disgraceful"; "centering out" for "singling out"; "operator" for 

"author"). The evidence of this confusion in their adult conversations 

would lead me to wonder what other misalignments specific to vocabulary 

they had experienced throughout their schooling and what the overall 

effect would have been on their comprehension of material. What likely 

has happened is that adequate connections have not been made between 

the vocabulary to which they were exposed and their own prior 

knowledge of the subject being discussed. 

What seems obvious to the teacher and some of the students is 

not necessarily obvious to everyone. In the hopes that no one would 

notice that she wasn't understanding what was going on, a strategy 

mentioned by Van was, "to pretend I know what they were saying. I 

pretend I know. It was embarrassing. [pause] I nodded, I'm hoping I'd 

nodded right" (Van, interview 2). When the child doesn't understand the 

vocabulary being used or what it is that the teacher has said and is afraid 

to ask for clarification or if s/he incorrectly hears or reads something and 

bases the understanding on misinformation new learning can become 

badly misconstrued. When a child does not have the necessary 

information the task can become very difficult for as Karla says, "I just 

know it was really, really hard. What I read was hard to understand so I 



couldn't do the work" (Karla, Interview 1). Teachers need to be careful 

not to make the assumption that what they are saying is common 

knowledge (Meek, 1991) since the understanding of much of what comes 

later in a conversation may hinge on earlier information. As children 

become readers, new vocabulary is learned based on the context of what 

is being reading and the prior knowledge which is brought to the subject 

(Smith, 1988). 

Oral Reading 

Concerns with Oral Reading 
Several of the women mentioned that one of their worst 

experiences in school was when they were expected to read aloud in front 

of the class or group. Knowing that this wasn't something which they 

were good at, they may have looked upon the experience as one more 

opportunity to be publicly humiliated and perhaps pitied by their peers. 

Adults in everyday life are not often called upon to read aloud and when I 

talked with the women about reading they did indicate that they thought 

that they really were able to read better than what their oral reading 

might indeed indicate. "It is not surprising that students in adult literacy 

programs, who are the former remedial students of our schools, often 

initially express deep concern about their oral reading skills and correct 

pronunciation and see success in those areas as the primary attribute of 

good readers" (Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993, p. 23). 

Some of the comments made by the women throughout the 

interviews about their recollections of oral reading in school included: 

The teacher would say, "JK okay, read out loud" and I was 
always fumbling, like messing up and mumbling ... Urn, I've 
never been one to want to put up my hand and read out 



loud, you know what I mean. If I'm asked or forced I'll do it 
cuz I'm in the situation and then it probably is worse because 
I was made to do it but if I 'm just reading to myself, like My 
Angelo or something like that, it seems like I read really good, 
you know. (JK, Interview 1) 

I mean to read out loud to me I freeze cuz I feel that I sound 
like I can't read. (Anka, interview 1) 

Usually when I read I get very nervous and then I mistake 
and, oh, ... I think if I learn to read calmly outside like to 
other people more than just myself, it would help me a lot 
better to be reading out to people cuz I'm very comfortable 
reading to myself but reading to other people, it's harder. 
(Tess, interview 1) 

In elementary school, poor readers often spend more of their time 

involved in oral reading whereas better readers work for longer periods in 

sustained silent reading. Although all may have been given the same 

amount of time to read, students working independently will have had the 

greater amount of time to be actively engaged in reading. Oral reading 

frequently occurs in group situations which means that poorer students 

who need more practice actually get considerably less than do better 

students (Davidson and Koppenhaver, 1993). What often happens is that 

once they have had a short turn at reading, they then wait while everyone 

else takes a turn, and depending on the time factor may or may not get 

another turn to read a few lines. 

When better readers are corrected, the correction is usually 

directed at comprehension, but for poor readers the corrections are most 

often related to actual pronunciation of words. Since there is a different 

emphasis on what is being taught, weak readers receive the message that 

reading is about saying words right and good readers learn that reading is 



a meaningful activity (Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993; Meek, 1991 ). This 

might explain Tess' reason for enjoying reading about Dick, Jane, Sally 

and Spot; Van's reason for only reading the words which she knew; and 

JK's for wanting me to understand that she hadn't read well for me 

because she had stumbled over some of the words. Obviously then, 

teachers need to shift their emphasis so that what is always clear to 

struggling students is that reading is only reading when meaning is 

derived from whatever it is that is being read. A shift in focus might help 

to eliminate comments like, "I guess I could read the newspaper but 

comprehending it was a different story" (Marie, Interview 1). 

Several minutes after Van had finished reading and we had moved 

on to talking about other issues, I asked what it had been like for her 

when she was asked to read out loud when she was in school and we had 

this conversation: 

Van: Teacher [in her special education classes] never asked 
me to read out loud. These guys upstairs [the teachers in the 
adult day program] though, I say, "no" [laugh]. 
Louise: [in a surprised tone] Then, I thank you for reading for 
me. (Van, interview 2) 
JK and I had been talking about the importance of students having 

good relationships with their teachers when suddenly and seemingly out 

of the blue, she asked if I wanted her to read right then. She reached for 

a copy of the newspaper and before she began to read we had the 

following conversation: 

JK: The thing is honestly like, I'm not even embarrassed that I 
can't read good. Like, you know, like I'll read right now for 
you if you want me to, but I'm, I'm its not like, its not like, I 
know that the older I get, the more I know that words are 



coming to me. Like I can figure them out. They're like sliding 
off my lip and I go, "I knew that one", like. 
Louise: And that would be why I would want you to read. It's 
just to find out, because a lot of people think that they don't 
have very good strategies for reading or they'll just say, "Oh, 
well I just sound it out," but it is all the other stuff that you 
do. (JK, Interview 1). 

Anka and I talked about some of the reading concerns which she 

had expressed throughout our interviews: 

Louise: You also talked about having [pause], that you really 
didn't like to read out, or to read out loud in a group. Is that 
one of the reasons why you may not have been reading as 
well was because you were afraid to read out loud? 
Anka: I guess I just didn't like to be put on the spot. I mean, 
uh, at that time, I guess growing up and stuff, I uh, er, [at] 
some point, I don't know where, uh, I developed an idea that 
someone, like let that person do because they know better. 
Right? They're older. 
Louise: If I was to ask you to read something, how would you 
feel about that? 
Anka: I don't have a problem. 
Louise: So that's not something that is a concern anymore? 
Anka: No. 
Louise: Would you read something? I have the feeling that 
you read better than what I had initially thought when I first 
heard that you might be a possible participant. You probably 
read considerably better and your literacy needs probably 
aren't as great as what [pause] maybe some of your areas of 
self confidence and that sort of thing. 
Anka: Yeah, probably. You see I feel I like as far as stuff in 
university, that's one of my stops, I don't feel that I'm up to 
understanding because I don't know if it's because I don't 
feel that 1 would be able to read but I think it's a whole bunch 
of things, it's taking notes cuz I've never had the technique. 
It's studying, it's, I mean if they told me to do a research, 
even if it was on whatever I loved to do, I wouldn't know 



what to do. I wouldn't know how to present myself at a[n] 
adult schooling uh, capacity. (Anka, Interview 2) 

When I asked Kate, whom I have been tutoring for the past year, if 

she would read something, I was surprised by her initial reaction. Reading 

seemed to take on a different significance when it was something I was 

wanting her to do for my study rather than when I was helping her with 

her work: 

Louise: Now, next question. Will you read something? 
[Reaching for the newspaper] An article out of the paper or 
something? Just ... 
Kate: Read something! 
Louise: Well, you read to me every week. 
Kate: glpb the paper, [Glanced at the tape recorder, then 
back at me] and I don't want to hear me. 
Louise: Not a problem. We won't play it back. 
Kate: Okay, I can read you part of my letter. 
Louise: Okay, do that. 
Kate: Okay, here's your letter and I wrote it on the 20th of 
this month which is January. (Kate, Interview 2) 

In order for me to work my way through this "cognitive knot" 

(Edwards, 1998, p. 187) as to my personal reluctance to have people 

read aloud I needed to understand that I was slipping into my old ways of 

thinking and doing. It was important for me to maintain my focus on the 

strategies which each woman used in her reading, and share with her the 

"good reading practices" which I had noticed; not to concern myself with 

strategies which she may have benefitted from using. 

Reading Analysis 
The reading analysis is a small component of my research and I do 

not pretend to have taken anything more than a cursory glance at reading 

strategies. I limited my data collection to one self-selected passage from 



each participant and have drawn upon my prior knowledge of reading 

assessment for the analysis. When I read O'Brien's study (1981), which 

had been done with four adult learners over a period of three and a half 

months in order to "explore the adult literacy learning process from a 

reading perspective" (p. iv), I found that some of the reading strategies 

which she had observed were also ones which I had noted. 

Some of the women could probably have attempted more difficult 

material than what they actually chose to read but I know that, put into a 

similar situation, I too would have opted to read material with which I 

knew that I would be successful rather than risk possible embarrassment. 

Something which I believe was important for my participants was that I 

was able to draw their attention to some of the strategies which they 

seemed not to realize they were using, as well as to offer reassurance 

that some strategies which they used, but thought that they shouldn't, 

were ones also used by good readers. 

Strategies People Said They Used 
When I asked the women how they figure out unknown words when 

they are reading, I frequently heard "I sounded it out". Tess was by far 

the greatest advocate of phonics. My understanding is that she believes 

that her reading problems stem from a lack of phonic knowledge and that 

once this weakness is rectified that she will become a much better 

reader. She sees her trouble as being: 

Um, some of it, understanding what the word meant, and 
how it makes, and how it makes the sounds. I don't 
remember doing the vowel sounds at all. I don't remember 
the strategy they've, they give you in elementary at all. ! 
don't even think I got that. (Tess, Interview 1) 



Although she has learned some of the sounds on her own, she says 

that she appreciates being taught phonics in her adult literacy class. At 

our group intewiew, she continued to express concern that phonics is 

something which does not seem to be being taught to children in school: 

Tess: I think I either missed it or I don't remember, I don't 
have any recollection, [inaudible] like I don't remember even 
[pause] doing vowel sounds but I know them. Yeah, like now 
[pause] my cousin's in grade one. They don't teach the 
vowel, vowel sounds until they're in grade 2. And they've 
learned how to read in grade 1. Or in kindergarten. 
Karla: [whispered] That don't make sense. 
Tess: Don't ask me why. I have no idea [whispered] yyhy. And 
she doesn't know why, you know her vowel sounds, why is 
this long or that long? My aunt has to teach her. Cuz she, she 
even asked me. "I don't understand this, this is stupid." A six 
year old is telling you, "This is stupid. I don't know what it 
means." Like, this is retarding. Like she comes and talks to 
me, "why do I have to learn this?" [She speaks in a low voice 
as though now talking to her young cousin], 'Well the 
unfortunate thing [laugh], there's not a choice in the 
matter." [She resumes in her normal speaking voice.] They're 
not teaching them vowel sounds in grade one any more. 
(Group Interview, 2) 

Tess also told me that she is already teaching her three-year-old 

daughter the sounds so that she will be well prepared for school: 

She's learning to do the vowel sounds. She knows her 
alphabets and she's learning what consonants are and vowels 
and she, she loves it. She thinks it's a big game. I hope it 
sticks. (Tess, lntenriew 1) 

She offered me some advice as to how to do a more effective job 

of teaching children to become better readers and writers: 

Take more time of teaching children the vowel sounds and 
consonant, the meaning of them, taking more time to teach 
each individually, person, how to pronounce them properly. 



And how to break big words into syllables, like even the 
humungous words, you still have to break it down if you 
don't know how to say it. Break it down so you can read it. I 
never, they [teachers in public school] didn't teach me the 
vowel sounds, they didn't teach me the consonant[s], they 
didn't teach me how to break it down. I learned it on my own. 
Don't ask me how but I did. (Tess, Group Interview 2) 

Kate and JK both indicated to me that they thought that the 

program Hooked on Phonics was very useful. Kate had purchased it and 

said that she had been using it conscientiously until the level in which she 

was working became too difficult for her (Personal conversation, Fall 

1999). JK knew of the program because it had been purchased for Opal's 

half-sister: 

Well you know Opal has a sister that is younger than her. Her 
sister's in grade 4, she's in grade 6. Well her sister's reading 
better than Opal. ... Hooked on Phonics, I would say works 
like a miracle but that's not what I had for Opal. (JK, 
Interview 1) 

In an interesting contrast to these views that learning phonics has 

been very helpful, Marie, early in our first conversation, said that all she 

could really recall about early reading was "trying to, that I tried very hard 

to spell and read phonetically. Um, but as I continued in school, phonetics 

didn't work all that well" (Marie, Interview 1). 

Unlike what Tess would like to see emphasized as a reading 

approach, phonics instruction is no longer considered a reading method 

but rather is a necessary part of reading for meaning making ( Maggart & 

Zinta, 1992; Stahl, 1992). Knowledge of phonics may give the reader 

possible clues as to how words might be pronounced but when there is a 

heavy reliance on phonics in learning to read, problems may occur 



because so many sound-symbol relationships are often not predictable in 

English (Smith, 1988). 

JK explained a strategy which she sometimes uses when she is 

trying to figure out unfamiliar words: 

Yeah, well you know like, I know when I'm really, really stuck 
I'll just go back to the front of the sentence and if I read real 
fast 'gzzt" [sound made by JK to indicate the speed of her 
reading], the word might come. Like for some reason it fits in 
with the fast reading, like to see what the sentences are. I 
don't know how I do it but somehow I can pick up a big word 
that I don't know how to spell out and it will come off my 
lips. I go, "Dang, JK , you're slick". (JK, Interview 1) 

Another strategy which Karla, Anka, and Kate talked about using 

when they were dealing with unknown words was to look them up in the 

dictionary. Tess did not specifically say whether she uses a dictionary to 

help her, but in talking about the books she has for her daughter, said 

that a dictionary is part of her home library. Karla indicated that she and 

her young daughter spend time looking through their picture dictionary at 

home. Karla and Anka both said that they make frequent use of the 

dictionary as does Kate although she was concerned that this would 

perhaps be seen as a form of cheating on her part: 

Now I can use a dictionary since I've been in school now, but 
before I couldn't find anything in a dictionary cuz I didn't 
know how to spell properly or even be able to read it. Urn, 
but I very carefully, I cope now, it's easier. I can just throw a 
dictionary open and away I go. ... My 3 year old looks at my 
dictionary. There's alphabets, and she'll read all the 
alphabets, and look at the pictures and tell me what the 
animal is and then she'll sit there and read the word and 
yeah, it's quite a hard dictionary. (Karla, Interviews 1 and 2) 



I've got in the habit uh, maybe in the last six months if there 
is a word I don't understand, even if it's on, you know in the 
newspaper or someone said or something, I write it down, 
and when I go home, I write the definition of it or the 
meaning of it and then I try to use it at least once during the 
week, in a sentence or in writing or something , like 'nurture' 
it's not that I didn't understand what it is, but I've never used 
nurtured. How do you use nurture? You know you nurture a 
relationship, you nurture a child, okay well, how many people 
know you use nurture? Its a pretty simple word, you know. So 
that is what I did, I write it down and I try to use it in a 
sentence, whether it is writing or verbally, or just get a good 
grip of what it means, trying to widen uh, my vocabulary. ... 
And that seems, that there does seem to uh, kind of give me 
a little more confidence, give me a little more drive. Yeah, 
instead of saying "ah, well" o r  whatever. (Anka, Interviews 1 
and 2) 

I went to the library, I went to the library, to the school 
library and took a dictionary with me to siphon some of the 
words. ... The librarian can sometimes help me and that's 
when she turned around and introduced me to the dictionary. 
... I still every once in a while have difficulty with the big 
words but I'm slowly siphoning those out going back to what 
I learned in school. And with the help, with a dictionary which 
I shouldn't use the dictionary at all if I can possibly help it, 
but some of these words I have to and I got a, a small, little 
dictionary at home that I use quite a lot. ... Well the only 
reason I use the dictionary is because like with all these long 
words and sometimes I haven't got that much problems 
siphoning them out but just trying to figure out how to say 
them and the dictionary shows you how to do that but I still 
have little bit of problems with it even with the dictionary. 
(Kate, Interviews 1 and 2) 

With the exception of Kate, none of the women indicated when or 

how they had learned to use the dictionary but it seems to be a strategy 

which they have learned to make use of as adults. In order for students to 



be comfortable using a dictionary, it is not enough to be told to "go, look 

it up." As with any resource, in order for it to be useful to them, students 

need is to be shown strategies and techniques involved in first locating 

the word, understanding the pronunciation key and being able to 

determine the best definition according the context in which the word 

appears (Maggart & Zinta, 1992). 

Strategies Observed During Oral Reading 
Tess made use of the structural analysis strategies of finding "little 

words in big ones" and "independent parts of compound words" (Maggart 

& Zinta, 1992, p. 229, 233) to help her with word identification in the 

passage which she read to me: 

Initially I break it down to the word that I know. If I see a 
word in the, in the big words that I know I break it down to 
"round", and then put "rounded", and then put that [pointed 
to "sur"]. That's usually if, usually if I don't know the word I 
usually break it down or see a word that I know in it, like if 
there was "in". Like "into" or, or urn, just have to like 
"grand" then "father", usually if they can pick a word that 
they know or see out of it, usually break it down to that. 
(Tess, Interview 2) 

But I think that she would still have described what she was doing as 

"sounding out" since, throughout our conversations, she made frequent 

reference to learning the sounds in order to be able to read. When I 

pointed out to her places in the passage where she had also used some 

good strategies such as: using the context, reading ahead or back of the 

problem word, then returning to correct the error; looking at the 

accompanying pictures; and drawing on her prior knowledge of the 

subject in order to help her to make meaning of what she was reading, 

she seemed to disregard this information and appeared more concerned 



with her discomfort around oral reading. There were some instances in 

which she unsuccessfully attempted to decode multi-syllabic words but 

the "nonsense" words substituted for the actual text did not prove to be 

an impediment to her being able to accurately summarize the main idea 

and provide supporting story details (Tess, Interview 2). 

When Karla had finished reading a passage, I commented that I had 

noticed that, as well as sounding out words, she seemed to also be using 

context clues (i.e. the words preceding and following any word which was 

causing her difficulty in order to self-correct errors). She became 

somewhat defensive and said that she guessed that she had done "a little 

bit of both". When I asked her about another self correction which she 

had made, she said "I don't know, I just kind of went back and looked at 

the picture maybe kind of just ... " at which point her voice petered out. 

She seemed surprised when I commented that using context and picture 

clues were both excellent strategies. I further suggested that she had 

probably used her prior knowledge to correct an error since the word 

which she correctly substituted made much more sense in the paragraph 

than her original attempt. This time, instead of being defensive, she 

grinned and agreed that that was what she had done. When asked to tell 

me what the story had been about, she succinctly reiterated the main 

idea of what she had read without going into the details of the story 

(Karla, Interview 2). 

As Kate read from a letter which she had written to me as part of 

our weekly tutoring sessions, she correctly substituted word forms, 

including tense changes and plural forms, which she had intended to use 

for the actual text which she had written. She then proceeded to supply 



me with more details than what she had actually written. On other 

occasions when I have listened to her read from commercially prepared 

materials, it is evident that her understanding is greatly affected by her 

prior knowledge of the subject matter (Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993; 

Meek, 1991; O'Brien, 1981; Smith- 1988). When she is fairly sure of the 

subject, the majority of the words she substitutes do make sense within 

the context of the story, whereas if the topic is an unfamiliar one, she 

often seems unaware of, or is indifferent to, the errors or that what she is 

reading is making little sense. She often derives meaning from the clues 

provided in pictures and illustrations. In working with her to learn to read 

some books which she had recently purchased for her daughter, I have 

noticed that many of them tend to cause her difficulty because of the 

contrived nature of some of the language. O'Brien (1981) suggests that 

the closer that a text is to natural language and the more that events in 

the story are linked by connective words, the more likely it is that the 

reader will be able to make inferences about the text provided that s/he 

has good background information to assist in making probable inferences. 

BR read slowly and in a very soft voice. She looked at the pictures 

both prior to and during the time that she was reading the story. To give 

herself additional time, she would stop at any word causing her difficulty, 

then reread the three or four words preceding it. She would say the word 

or if she still didn't know it, would look at me and say, "I don't" or "I don't 

know "at which time her voice would taper off. I then said the word and 

she would continue reading. She seemed to be very reluctant to risk being 

wrong. She had indicated that she had difficulty in reading "the long 

sentences" (Interview 1). When I later asked her about this, she 



explained, "Well I kind of split it into four pieces to try to figure it out" 

(BR, Interview 2) and demonstrated how she would break a sentence into 

parts by using her fingers to frame the sentence fragment which she was 

going to read. She had also commented that "the big words are hard to 

understand" and when I asked her why she thought that was, she said, 

"because I have a hard time pronouncing it but it doesn't, it doesn't take 

me too long for to figure it out cuz I always repeat it all the time" (BR, 

Interview 1). When I asked her how she was able to correctly figure out 

some of the longer words in the story she had read to me her comment 

was, "Well I just start out with a smaller sentence [word] first, that goes 

with it". She said that she was able to figure out the word "restless" 

because "well I've been reading a lot of stories like that because I've got 

this meditating book" (BR, Interview 2) in which she had come across the 

word "resttt and was able to transfer her knowledge to this new situation. 

She said that she had used a similar strategy for the word "interesting". 

She pointed at the words "restless" and "interesting" and said, "well if 

you put 'restless' and this together and kind of separate them, you get 

rest" and added "because I always read these different kind of readings 

[perhaps, books and magazines on topics in which she is interested], ever 

since I was in school, to my sister" (BR, Interview 2). When I asked her to 

tell me about the story which she had read, she provided story details up 

to about the mid point of the story. In replaying the tape, I found that I 

had given her several prompts to help her finish her retelling. I wondered 

if, as a child, she was accustomed to being asked specific recall questions 

by the teacher and then responding with the 'right" answers rather than 

being asked to talk about the story. In hindsight, had I remained silent so 



that she did not feel that she was being rushed, she would perhaps have 

provided more information about the story. 

When Van read a story passage she worked very slowly. Errors at 

the beginning of the reading were left uncorrected but later in the 

passage she did make some self-corrections. She did this by reading 

ahead in the sentence, then returning to correct the word, through a 

combination of sound/symbol awareness and sentence context. She also 

made use of the pictures. When I asked her what she had gotten from the 

story her comment was "What I get out of it? It's interesting. It just tells 

me what Tim and Jack did. That's the way I look at it" (Van, Interview 2). 

The story wasn't particularly interesting and I think that Van was giving 

what she may have considered to be a "safe" answer. I also think that she 

was so busily concentrating on decoding the words that it would have 

been very difficult for her to retain much of the meaning of what she had 

read. Through direct questioning that she was able to provide some story 

details but not the main idea. 

When I commented that she had used a very good strategy in 

looking back to find the answers, both in the text and in pictures, she 

said quite apologetically that that was the only way that she could 

remember things. I commented that it was something which I often do 

when I read and her two word response, filled with much doubt was, "Do 

you?" When I assured her that I often look back for information and 

clarification, her comment was "I feel like I'm the only one" and when I 

said that a lot of people use this good strategy, a broad smile 

accompanied her gentle "Yeah". 



JK read an article from the newspaper and it was evident from her 

comments before she began the reading that she had some prior 

knowledge of this particular news item. As she read, some of the 

strategies which I observed her using were to repeat a word in order to 

give her the time to scan ahead to determine what was coming next. She 

was also aware of word substitutions which she made. At one point she 

quickly commented "putting in my own words" (JK, Interview I ) ,  and 

although the substitution did make sense within the context, she reread 

the phrase correctly. She would, on occasion, say part of a word, then 

scan ahead in order to make it fit the context of the sentence. She was 

also aware of having omitted words and reread in order to include them. 

She stumbled over trying to pronounce some very difficult surnames in 

the article. There was only one other word which she was unable to 

correct and it may have been that it was not a word within her own 

experiences. Overall, the reading was fairly fluent and easy to follow. It 

was evident that she understood what she had read given her comments 

about the situation being discussed in the article. 

As we were leaving the building at the end of the interview, JK and 

I continued to discuss her reading and that what she was bringing to it 

was her own wealth of background experiences which she was able to 

apply to figuring out difficult words and make meaning of the text. Had 

she been asked to read many of the same words in isolation, in the form 

of a graded word list, I believe that she would have had considerable 

difficulty with the task but because the words were in a familiar context 

and the subject was of interest to her, she was able to successfully read 



the article. Reading is all about understanding the text and in this 

instance JK was a reader. 

I hadn't reminded Anka to bring anything to read to our second 

interview, nor did I have anything suitable to offer. She rummaged 

through her briefcase and all that she could find was the syllabus for the 

course she had just completed and said that she would read it to me. 

Since she was involved in the course practicuurn in which she presumably 

was using skills which had been taught in the course, some of the 

terminology would likely have been familiar to her. Some of her word 

substitutions made sense within the context of the reading whereas 

several did not. She stopped frequently during her reading and made 

comments such as: 

Wait! One thing I feel about reading is that I don't have a 
clear pronunciation when, I think that's just say, um, doing 
with my structure of my teeth and all that kind of stuff. I've 
had braces, I mean my teeth were completely out and 
they've moved so I think it something had to do with that. 
(Anka, Interview 2) 

Yeah, good paragraph for me to choose [when she struggled 
with the word "impromptu"]. (Anka, Interview 2). 

What I found as I listened to her read was that I lost much of the 

meaning because of her frequent interruptions. As soon as she stopped 

reading the page, she began telling me about a recent interview on 

"Oprah" which had made quite an impact on her. Discovering that people 

older than she have been able to conquer their reading difficulties may 

perhaps provide her with the small seed of encouragement which she may 

be in need of to convince herself to continue with her education: 



... a man 52 years old and he never learned how to read. 
Yeah, and it was just touching to see him up there and I think 
just admitting it was one thing. I think he was damn clever to 
be able to deal with that for 52 years old, you know that you 
can see the gentleman 52 years old now is someone like my 
mom's age. So you know it must have been way damn harder 
because they didn't have all the technology to get you with, 
to get you by. (Anka, Interview 2) 

As I listened to the women read to me and asked them about what 

they did as readers, I found that they frequently were either unaware that 

they were making use of other strategies besides sounding out words or 

were doing things that they thought that they either shouldn't do or that 

no one else ever had to do. Some were initially defensive or apologetic 

when I mentioned a strategy which I had seen being used. They did not 

seem to be aware that the whole idea of reading is to use everything 

available in order to derive meaning from the text as written. Some of the 

women seemed to know some of the things which they had done but had 

difficulty in explaining themselves. O'Brien also found that some of her 

subjects' lacked awareness of the strategies which they used during 

reading tasks and were not necessarily able to explain the strategies 

which they used. 

The women seemed to rely mostly on their previous experience, 

their knowledge of phonics and structural analysis, and picture and 

contextual clues in order to bring meaning to the reading. In O'Brients 

work, she found a general reliance on the use of graphic information, 

contextual information, and picture clues as well as one participant who 

used basal readers as a reference for identifying unfamiliar words in other 

material. People who had a wider and more varied background of 



knowledge were able to make better use of context and suggest causal 

inferences because they were able to relate new learning to prior 

experience. The more effectively beginning readers were able to connect 

picture clues with the context and the print, the more successful they 

seemed to be in their reading endeavours. As they became more 

confident in their understanding of grapho-phonic relationships their 

reliance on picture clues decreased. 

When I asked people to tell me about what they had read, some 

told me the main idea as well as supporting details; some were more likely 

to give story details without the main idea; and from others I heard the 

main idea with few or no supporting details. When O'Brien analyzed 

peoples' ability to recall text unaided she found that some were able to 

supply the main idea with some supporting details; some focussed more 

on very specific details such as names and dates although they were not 

necessarily able to retell the story in the order it had been written. She 

found that people who had an understanding of paragraph and story 

structure seemed better able to recall information which they had read. 

Not all of my participants used the same strategies as they read. 

O'Brien noted the same thing and said that she found that those who 

relied more heavily on graphic information may have done so because of 

"inadequate semantic and world knowledge" (p. 249) whereas those who 

made more use of contextual information did so because of an 

"inadequate knowledge of grapho-phonic relationships" (p. 249). 

According to O'Brien, other studies have shown that children who are 

poor readers tend to be "more homogeneous in their reading strategies 

[than adults] with respect to semantic behaviour, correction behaviour, 



and inferencing behaviour" (p. 257). 1 wonder if there is more 

homogeneity in their strategies because of direct reading instruction and 

interventions, whereas older readers are able to draw upon a wider range 

of personal experiences to assist them in making meaning. 

O'Brien also says that her data suggest that the statements which 

teachers make with regards to potential reading strategies as well as the 

materials and the teaching method used all play a role in helping students 

to develop strategies. What needs to be done for many students is to 

expand their repertoire of strategies so that they have more options from 

which to work. I know from my work with poorer readers that, with 

modelling and considerable practice, they are often able to make use of 

strategies which they have been taught. This is not something quickly 

learned and requires ongoing work in order for them to be able to transfer 

the learning to new situations. Most importantly, the student's attention 

needs to always be drawn to the notion that the reason for reading is to 

create meaning (See for example: Allington, 1 995; Baumann et al., 1993; 

Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993; Duffy et al. 1988; Gullet & Lofton, 1998; 

Mackie, 1981; Meek, 1991; Smith, 1988). 

How Much Does Interest Count in Reading? 

From my interactions with both JK and Anka, I had found that both 

women tended to be very easily distracted and drawn off topic so I found 

it to be an interesting contrast between the way in which JK, who was 

interested in what she was reading, dealt with the article, as compared to 

Anka who found herself in a situation of reading something because it just 

happened to be the only reading material available. The more interesting 

they personally found the material, the easier the reading seemed to be. 



"The type of text and the subject's perceptions of the task may influence 

the subject's performance on the task" (O'Brien, 1981, p. 268). 

JK indicated that she believes that her reading has improved 

because she has gotten into the habit of regularly reading the sections of 

the newspaper which are of interest to her: 

I read the Sun, like you know, what, I think that when I 
started coming down here and doing my G.E.D. two years ago 
and the office career technology program on the typewriter, 
on the computer, I started picking up the Sun everyday and 
reading it. And that's the only thing I've been reading. Uh, so 
like when I left school, I never read so until I started coming 
here and picking up a coffee and picking up the newspaper 
before I got on the computer I'd have me a little sip and get 
into my favourite first ten pages of the newspaper what's 
kicking in Calgary, boof, maybe that's what's been helping me 
for the last couple of years cuz, I know the more you read, 
the better you get but if I hadn't of probably come to 
[agency] I still wouldn't be reading, at all picking up nothing. 
(JK, Interview 1) 

I believe that Anka's lack of focus during the oral reading was due 

to the material having little relevance for her and I doubt that what she 

read was a good indicator of her actual reading capabilities. I am basing 

this thought on a telephone conversation we had in which she told me 

that she had spent all of the previous evening searching on the internet in 

order to find out about multi-level marketing. She indicated that she was 

in the process of researching one particular clothing company with the 

intention of going into business for herself. This would lead me to believe 

that she was able to read with greater understanding than what she 

demonstrated with the reading sample. I was left with the impression that 



a key point for Anka is that her interest in reading increases because of 

things in which she is personally motivated either to learn or to earn. 

If what the student is being asked to read is of little relevance or 

interest, it is unlikely that there will be much motivation to stay with the 

task. What is apparent is that in order for people to want to read, the 

material needs to be something that they have some prior knowledge of, 

as well as an interest in knowing more about the subject. How often do 

we expect children to read material which holds no interest for them and 

then wonder why they don't seem to be focussed on the required task? 

Karla's advice around this very issue was: 

That's basically it, make it interesting. Like sit down and think 
would I do this or would i do this? What would I feel more 
comfortable doing? And I think, if you do it that way, it might 

- 

help the children out there too, right? Cuz, you might not 
want to read this boring story so why are you going to make 
your class read it? But you want to do this story and its fun. 
So why not make it fun and maybe make an exercise out of 
it? Do a play about it or something, you know. (Karla, 
Interview 2) 

If we want children to learn that reading is meant to be meaningful 

they need to have the opportunity to interact with meaningful text which 

captures their interest. We also need to read material to them which they 

are unable to read for themselves (Meek, 1991; Smith, 1988; Mandel 

Morrow & Connor, 1995). If we want children to be involved in reading, 

then interesting books need to be available for their use (Davidson & 

Koppenhaver, 1993; Guigue & Force, 1998; Smith, 1988; Worthy, 1996). 

What we need to be doing is continually piquing children's curiosity 

about the world around them; acknowledging and helping them to further 

their understanding of their personal interests and to develop new 



interests which provide challenges and opportunities. Together we need 

to breathe life into curriculum. 

The Rich Get Richer; The Poor Get Poorer 

'It's like the words the rich get the rich, the poor get poorer ... in 

the sense of learning and education and stuff like that, the smart [pause] 

get smarter, and the dumb get dumber in a lot of ways" (Marie, Interview 

1). This is a phrase often referred to as the "Matthew effect." It implies is 

that good students have more opportunities to be successful because of 

access to better resources and approaches, whereas poorer students 

often haven't the same opportunities available to them (Karneenui, 1993; 

Walp and Walmsley, 1 9 9 5). 

According to the literature, (for example: Allington, 1995; Davidson 

& Koppenhaver, 1993; Karneenui, 1993; Walmsley & Allington, 1995; 

Walp & Walmsley, 1995) poor readers are taught differently than the 

ways in which good ones are taught. Children experiencing the most 

difficulty are often those who receive the least amount of direct reading 

instruction. Emphasis is often placed on correcting weaknesses rather 

than on building from strengths (Allington, 1991; Davidson & 

Koppenhaver, 1993). Reading weaknesses have often been dealt with via 

a bottom-up approach (Maggart 8 Zinta, 1992) but reading development 

doesn't occur in small sequential steps (Bloome & Nieto, 1989). Reading 

is about creating personal meaning from the text, not about doling out 

bits and pieces when teachers decide that the time is right. It involves 

"thinking, evaluating, judging, imagining, reasoning and problem solving" 

(Maggart & Zinta, 1992, p. 16) and must be "purposeful, selective, 

anticipatory, and based on comprehension [over which] the reader must 



clearly have control (Smith, 1988, p. 3). Poorer readers need to be 

taught strategies which good readers almost intuitively seem to use to 

understand unfamiliar text (Smey-Richman, 1991 ). 

Struggling students' programs can become very fragmented 

because of the number of different people who may be asked to work 

with them (Allington, 1995). Both Marie and Anka recalled that during 

regular class time, they were pulled out of their classrooms for reading 

assistance but weren't sure how much actual benefit it had been to them: 

Like when I was in school, they sent me to this lady who 
worked with me twice a week and, urn I can honestly say 
never did me a [pause] bit of good, you know, in my opinion. 
Urn, it was basically, you know you go to their office and you 
play with blocks that have funnv sh- on them. You know 
like, where does that help my problems with reading and 
writing? (Marie, Group Interview 1) 

I think it was twice a week, or whatever it was um, there was 
a lady that would come. That's when I'd go downstairs in the 
library and kind of do the tape thing. You know you kind of 
read her the tape, or I can't really [pause] I just remember 
liking the study of dolphins or the reading on dolphins or 
whatever. But I mean I'm sure it was a read along or you 
know answer questions after kind of deal or some sort of 
tutoring reading. ... with all the reading and writing and 
tutors and tapes and books and stuff they should have 
figured something out. I mean, and these books and tapes 
and whatever were supposed to help out but I don't feel they 
really have. (Anka, Interview 1) 

Children experiencing difficulty in reading need to be provided with 

interventions which will accelerate their reading so that they catch up to 

curriculum expectations. If pullout is required, in order to be most 

effective, it should be done intensively over a short period of time (See 

for example Allington, 1991 ; Allington, 1995; Clay, 1985; Kameenui, 



1993; Swartz & Klein, 1997). Clay (1985) says that the intervention 

must be done by people who are specifically trained because "there is no 

room for an amateur approach to children with reading difficultiesn (p. 

Children improve their reading by reading and the more time that 

they spend actively involved with text, the better their reading becomes. 

I would suggest that direct instruction should be done in all content areas 

so that children are taught reading for different purposes; but there is 

value in having children spend time practicing and enjoying meaningful 

text with people in addition to their teachers. None of my participants 

made mention of many opportunities to practice their reading during 

school. Tess and Karla both indicated that they felt that parents should 

have the opportunity to volunteer in their children's classes in order to 

provide children with reading practice: 

Karla: Like parents and the teachers can get together and 
say "okay well I've got two days this week off work, I can 
work with my son these two days, you know, I'll give him that 
extra help." I don't have all this time but you can make that 
time for your child. 
Tess: Or even if you have two weeks off to like or even two 
days off during the week, going in help the classroom or you 
know, let the parents volunteers. I know some schools they 
don't allow it any more 
Karla: But they should. 
Tess: but why not? 
Karla: There's a lot of single mothers ... 
Tess: They know how to read, they can... 
Karla: ... that can come into the 
Tess: ... write 
Karla: ... classroom, take an hour off their time and help 
those children out. Like we have ours, we have two to three 



tutors in our class a day, and that's like mornings we got two 
and in the afternoon, we got two. Sometimes you have three. 
That's what we need is people out there like the old timers 
that come to our class [the adult literacy class]. They take 
their time out for a cup of coffee for 15 minutes to come 
take their morning or afternoon spend time with us so we can 
learn. 

In order for students to benefit from being helped by volunteers, 

there does need to be a coordinated effort so that students are not 

receiving conflicting information from various sources. This would suggest 

to me that it would be time well spent for teachers to provide specific in- 

service training for interested parents and other adults in order to 

demonstrate strategies to be used when working with children on their 

reading (Lyons & Beaver, 1995). 

"For too long our professional beliefs have literally resulted in 

educational efforts that produced children who remained largely illiterate. 

Believing in the inherent educability of all children is a necessary first step 

in creating schools where all children become readers and writers" 

(Allington, 1998, p. 3). It is teachers who need to bring about changes in 

the ways in which work is done with struggling students so that the 

"Matthew Effectn no longer applies in educational settings. 

--------------------- 

Whatever the approach used, it is only as good as the meaningful 

experiences which the child is able to derive from it. The onus is on the 

teacher to make the necessary adjustments so that the particular 

situation offers something meaningful for the child to learn (Allington, 

1995; Smith, 1988). Students' home literacies must be honoured and 

students need to be given the opportunities to build on them through 



writing-and-reading. Reading and writing, to be meaningful need to be 

interwoven. We need to help our students to understand that there must 

be a meaningful interaction between author, text and reader. Writing and 

reading in meaningful ways will be time well spent. 



CHAPTER SIX: SCHOOL LITERACY PROBLEMS FIOR 
CONSIDERATION 

Answering the Initial Question 

I chose to explore this particular topic out of concern for children 

and adults who are living in a literate society surrounded by a proliferation 

of print yet have ongoing struggles with their literacy learning. I believe 

that the women with whom I spoke were good sources of information 

about their own learning (Barton, 1994). 

I asked my participants what had gone wrong for them that they 

hadn't learned to read and write well enough to meet their present needs 

and interests. Initially, most of them assumed responsibility for not having 

learned all that they felt that they should have when they were in school. 

They indicated that they felt that the life paths which they followed had 

had a major impact on their educational opportunities. I do not doubt that 

there were mitigating circumstances throughout their lives which may 

have contributed to their difficulties in school and in their learning. I also 

do not doubt that had they known success in school their stories might 

well have been different than the ones they told. Nor do I doubt that 

teachers and students have the capability of working together to create 

positive learning environments. Whether they choose to or not is, 

perhaps, a question for another study. 

An issue which was frequently mentioned was that people had the 

sense that teachers did not care about them and were "not there" for 

them. The good teachers they remembered seemed to have been those 

who, instead of "hid[ing] behind mannerisms of [being] constantly 



competent, smoothly controlling, [and] crisply authoritative let their 

students see their human qualities" (Kohn, 1993, p. 240). 

Being named and labelled was another concern expressed by my 

participants. Recollections of names and labels brought with them the 

associated pain even years after the fact. In most cases these women, as 

children, had learned to position themselves in ways that they assumed 

that others had come to expect and, often to their detriment, likely met 

those expectations. 

People did not often feel comfortable within the school setting. 

These women wanted to belong; they wanted to be successful; and with 

the possible exception of BR, they were neither. They may have felt that 

they were misfits, but it is more likely that many of their issues came 

about because of any number of mismatches between themselves and 

their understanding of what constituted learning in the school 

environment. They did not feel that they received the help which they 

knew that they needed. Assignments were difficult and the pace of 

lessons was often wrong. Their ways of learning rarely matched the 

teacher's way of providing instruction. 

Most of school seemed hard and issues around reading took 

precedence over concerns about writing. There seemed to be little 

awareness that reading without understanding is not reading. For the 

most part, writing was remembered as penmanship or filling in answers on 

worksheets. Those who did other kinds of writing such as stories or 

essays, with the exception of BR, did not indicate that they had ever 

known success in their endeavours while in school. 



By talking with women who struggled academically throughout their 

schooling, I believe I have gained valuable insights on which to reflect as 

to ways of working with children more effectively in helping them to 

acquire literacy in the hopes that they will not require extensive literacy 

programs as adults. 

Implications for Teachers 

I think that the concerns expressed by my participants have some 

serious implications for teachers. I offer no specific "how to" for 

implementing changes in the areas of concern because I believe that this 

becomes a personal journey of discovery for anyone who chooses to 

participate. 

Developing caring relationships with every student needs to  

become the primary focus for teachers so that time in school is spent 

within a positive, supportive, and productive learning environment. Time 

also needs to be spent in working with children to develop caring 

relationships with their peers. Students need time to discover the things 

they have in common as well as what makes them unique from others. We 

need to work with the child and not the label because often it is the label 

which attributes to self-fulfilling prophecies. 

So often we look for complicated solutions when what is needed is 

right before us. Treating others in the ways in which we want to be 

treated and not in the ways that we have been treated or that they may 

have been treated will, I believe, go a long way in creating a more positive 

learning environment for all. 

We need to realize that school literacy is not the only one and to 

honour the literacies with which children come to school. Reading and 



writing need to be seen not as separate entities but as parts of the whole 

that constitute being literate. Students need to be shown that there are 

reasons for being literate beyond completing school assignments and that 

"reading and writing are based on a communicative interaction ... of a 

writer, a reader and a text" (Rosebery et al., 1 989, p. 144). 

There are so many opportunities for mismatches to occur between 

"learner and teacher, learner and task, content and text, situation and 

explanation" (Meek, 1991, p. 194) that teachers need to be ever mindful 

of possible confusions. We need to be constantly attending to what we 

are teaching and checking with children to determine if what is being 

taught is being understood in the same way that it was intended. Many 

students will need to be helped to understand how to bring meaning to 

the text (Baumann et al., 1993) through such strategies as modelling for 

them the "invisible mental processes" (Duffy et al., 1988) by which 

people construct meaning. 

Children and adults need to be shown through the actions of others 

that mistakes are an important aspect of learning; and that learning 

occurs when we are willing to risk being wrong, reflect on the errors and 

approach the problem in other ways. "Learning from experience demands 

reflection" (Wheeler, 1996, p. 49), and reflection demands time to 

consider the possibilities. 

We need to work with our students to help them be more actively 

involved in their learning and to learn with them. Curriculum needs to be 

the starting point with teachers there to guide and direct, and offer 

challenging possibilities for new learning. Children need the opportunities 

to explore concepts in different ways, to make use of their strengths and 



interests and to invite others to learn beside them. 'By appealing to 

strengths, teachers capture and hold students' interest. ... Doing 

something well and receiving recognition for it bolsters feelings of 

competence and confidence' (Davidson & Koppenhaver, 1993, p. 60). 

What better way to capture their interest than by having them actively 

involved in their learning. 

We need to work to stay current in our practice in order to be 

cognisant of the theories behind approaches which we may contemplate 

using so that we do make informed decisions in our practice. We also 

must not isolate ourselves but spend time in ongoing conversations with 

colleagues about the "bigger pictures" in education. We need to 

continually reevaluate why it was that we chose this profession and 

whether it continues to be what we want to be doing. In order to work 

well with children: 

Schools and teachers need to value right and wrong answers, 
high and low achievers, those in the middle and those in the 
margins, attend to the human variability in our  schools and 
understand that balance and equality in education are 
dynamic states. They need to value curriculum that 
motivates learners to take risks, accept, reflect, and persist 
in their learning. (author's emphasis, Wheeler, 1996, p. 49) 

Or as my participants so aptly said, teachers need to "be there" for their 

students. 

Implications for Further Research 

I interviewed only women for my study and now think that it could 

be interesting to investigate the experience of school from the male 

perspective. Would men suggest that the same things had gone wrong 

for them as what the women with whom I spoke had indicated? 



I would also see value in continuing this study as action research 

with a cross-section of adolescents in order to find out their perspectives 

on what it is that is wrong and what it is that is right about schools. What 

would be the similarities and differences between the perspectives of 

struggling students and of those who are successful? 

Good information could likely be obtained by moving beyond the 

self-report of participants to doing a study involving detailed analyses of 

the writing and reading done by adults with literacy difficulties. Are there 

commonalities in the strategies which are used or not used? What 

strengths do they bring to the process and how can these be used to 

enhance their learning? Results of such a study could be of benefit to 

instructors in adult literacy programs. 

A continuation of Heller's (1997) study in which she reported on 

the experiences of a group of women, living in a very rough district of San 

Francisco known as the Tenderloin, who became involved in a three year 

writing project. Participating in the group seemed to produce bonds 

among the women so that there was a willingness to work together in 

other situations in order to create change for some of the group 

members. What are the supports which would need to be in place in order 

to create a positive learning environment in which adults struggling with 

literacy would be willing to come together as writers and readers? 

And of course, there is a need for ongoing research to enhance 

ways of intertwining writing and reading across content areas in the 

school environment. 



Conclusion 

Listening to these women's stories of their literacy experiences 

rather than presuming to know what had gone wrong for them in school 

has provided me with valuable insights. The issues which they shared with 

me are supported by the literature and I believe have particular relevance 

for children in schools today. 

In order to act on information shared in good faith by my 

participants as well as what I have taken from the literature, it will be 

necessary to continually ask "How will this help a child learn?" and "What 

can we do to help this child learn?" (Schoen Langefeld & Curnming, 1996, 

p. 58). 
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together. 
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I will meet with Louise 3 times. She is going to tape record what we 
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when I read. 

It is up to me if I want to meet in a small group to talk about what it 

was like learning to read and write in school. 

To protect our privacy, no one gets a copy of the tape from the 

group. 



Only Louise and her supervisor will be able to listen to the tapes or 

read the transcripts. 

To protect my privacy, anytime that Louise writes something about 
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