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ABSTRACT 

The initial purpose of this study was to better understand issues of 

gender in classrooms in relation to language and Uteracy. In particular, this 

research was designed to examine the construction of gender in the talk and 

text of adolescent girls in one Canadian urban grade eight classroom. 

This research was based on the theoretical premise that gender is a 

social construct, talk is a social construct, and text is a social construct. In 

order to demonstrate the social construction of gender with middle school 

girls, this analysis was framed within the larger Canadian society. This 

linguistically informed ethnographic research included classroom 

observations, interviews with students and teachers, analysis of tape 

recorded classroom talk, and an examination of classroom written texts. 

The data from these observations, interviews of students, and oral and 

written texts were analyzed for themes. The following themes emerged 

from the data: classroom talk and text are gendered, youths construct their 

gender identity through talk and text, the "genderlects" and "genderprints" 

reflect the lives of these youths in a modem world. Conflict, toughness. 
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violence, friendships, relationships, and modernity were salient constructs in 

the social construction of gender for these youth. These micro social 

processes contributed to the macro social process or gendered relations in 

Canadian society. 

The findings from this study suggest impUcations for schools. The 

main implication is that the gendering of discourse in schools is important 

and that gender identity is Unked to both talk and text. Classroom teachers 

need to develop an awareness and understanding of what how gender 

impUcates all classroom interactions and that the social phenomena of 

classroom interactions are important to the success of girls in middle 

schools. 

Another contribution of this study is that it contributes to the growing 

body of knowledge on gender and language at a time when gender equity is 

emerging as central to the educational success of girls yet is seldom the 

tbcus of examination of educational research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

A STORY TO BE TOLD 

Gender in Schools 

Although they are the majority of the Canadian population, women 

are considered a minority in terms of relations of power. Young women in 

our schools also experience "schooling" from a minority perspective. This 

is not a new phenomenon. Rather, it is a legacy of relations between the 

genders over time. Research in both Canada and the United States shows 

how subtle and pervasive gender bias is in schools. Girls seldom see 

themselves in the curriculum and are treated differently than boys by their 

teachers (AAUW, 1992; Canadian Teachers' Federation, 1990; Sadker & 

Sadker, 1994; Thome, 1993). There is evidence of the damaging affects 

of gender inequities on the achievement and self concept of girls (Barbieri, 

1995; Gilligan, 1982; Staton & Larkin, 1993). According to Fine and 

Zane (1989), girls have historically been silenced in schools and have 

responded in ways that are different from boys. Fine and Zane (1989) 

remind us that "pubhc schools are marbled by social class, race and 
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ethnicity and gender, yet they are laminated in denial, represented as if 

race, class and gender neutral" (p. 78). 

Canadian adolescent girls tend to be not as successful academically 

as adolescent boys. For example, more boys than girls excel in high 

school math and science and go into the scientific fields of study. At the 

University of Saskatchewan, women comprised the majority of the Arts 

and Science student population, but in 1992 only 30% of the Bachelor of 

Sciences degrees were awarded to women (University of Saskatchewan, 

1993). These gender issues are just beginning to surface and httie is 

known about the imphcations for girls in school. 

The purpose of this study is to better understand issues of gender in 

classrooms in relation to language and Uteracy. In particular this research 

focuses on middle years girls' talk and writing. 

Statement of the Problem 

This study looks at the ways grade eight girls represent themselves 

as gendered through their oral and written discourse. To do this, I studied 
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16 girls in a grade eight classroom in a small western Canadian city. My 

research questions are as follows; 

1. How do early adolescent girls in a multicultural urban Canadian 

school construct their gender identity in their talk? 

2. How do early adolescent girls in a multicultural urban Canadian 

school construct their gender identity in their writing? 

Gender and Privilege 

Adolescents, like all human beings, communicate in order to 

negotiate their social world and to demonstrate who they are. During 

adolescence, relationships change, awareness of gender changes and 

discourse changes (Goodwin, 1990). Although these ideas are generally 

agreed on, httle is known about the role of discourse among early 

adolescent girls in a classroom. 

According to the American Association of University Women 

(1992), adolescence is a time when girls begin to change their view of 

themselves as learners and doubt their own potential. Their report. How 
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Schools Shortchange Girls, suggests that girls do not see themselves in 

the same academic Ught, nor do they succeed academically in the same 

ways as boys. This starts about the time of pre-adolescence and the girls' 

attitudes change drastically during this time. The writers reported that: 

. . .  O n  a v e r a g e ,  6 9  p e r c e n t  o f  e l e m e n t a r y  s c h o o l  b o y s  a n d  6 0  p e r c e n t  
of elementary school girls reported that they are 'happy the way I am'; 
among high school students, the percentages were 46 percent for boys, 
and only 29 percent for girls, (p. 12) 

Gilligan (1990) discusses numerous issues in her work with girls 

entering adolescence. She talks about how this is a difficult time and one 

of many tensions for girls: "Adolescence seems a watershed in female 

development, a time when girls are in danger of drowning or 

disappearing" (p. 10). 

There is a growing body of research on the topic of gender issues in 

classrooms. Sadker and Sadker (1994) point out the many implications of 

gender bias in classrooms and suggest that these biases contribute to the 

loss of self esteem and academic security for girls. 

Sitting in the same classrooms, reading the same textbook, listening 
to the same teacher, boys and girls receive very different 
educations. From grade school through graduate school female 
students are more likely to be invisible members of classrooms. 
Teachers interact with males more frequently, ask them better 
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questions, and give them more precise and helpful feedback. Over 
the course of the years the uneven distnbution of teacher time, 
energy, attention, and talent, with boys getting the Uon's share, takes 
its toll on girls. Since gender bias is not a noisy problem, most 
people are unaware of the secret sexist lessons and the quiet losses 
they engender, (p. 1) 

Adolescence is a time of change and as relationships change, youths 

constitute and reconstitute who they see themselves to be in relation to 

diose around them (Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Gilligan, 1982; Gilligan, 

Lyons, & Hammer, 1990; Sadker & Sadker, 1994). Adolescence is also a 

time when the lives of boys and girls become even more gender 

differentiated. Both in school and outside of school they are segregated by 

gender a great deal of the time. Boys and girls take on the new behaviors 

of adolescence that is specific to their gender. From the way they dress 

and hold their school books, to their demeanor and talk, they are 

speciahzing their behaviors according to gender. 

Little is known about what it means to be a girl in a middle years 

classroom and what makes this early adolescent experience both unique 

and problematic for girls. As an educator, teacher educator, and 

researcher, I continue to wonder why the discrepancies exist and what are 

some of the possible sources of the problem. 
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The topic of inquiry for this research is the construction of gender in 

the face to face communications of early adolescent girls in an urban 

multi-cultural Canadian classroom. This is not a study about minority 

girls; however, it did include girls of Canadian Aboriginal ancestry. 

Although I did not set out to make a comparison, issues of ethmcity did 

emerge. 

Gender is just one of the social constructs that contributes to 

identity formation in early adolescents. Social class, ethnicity, culture, and 

reUgion are also important influences but within this study I have focused 

on gender as it is embedded in the context of the multicultural Uves these 

girls hve in this working class neighborhood. 

I have undertaken this inquiry to better understand how early 

adolescent girls interact in the classroom. I want to see how they 

construct their gender identity and how this is reflected in their school talk 

and classroom writing. I also hope to better understand what the 

imphcations of gendered discourse is for early adolescent girls in school. 



21 

Whose Story 

This research took place in a working class neighborhood school in 

Western Canada. The 16 girls studied came to school each day from a 

variety of kinds of famihes from adjacent neighborhoods, Harbourview 

and Briarpoint. Some hved in single parent homes, some came from large 

and extended families and some were "only children." These girls also 

came from several different ethnic backgrounds. Seven of these girls were 

of Aboriginal' ancestry which, according to the Canadian constitution, 

includes Indian, Inuit and Metis people. Four of these seven girls were 

Aboriginal youth, according to the Federation of Saskatchewan Indian 

Nations. Three were Metis as defined by the National Metis Association. 

Of the remaining nine girls, two were new to Canada, one from Central 

America, and the other from Iraq. The remaining seven were of English, 

Ukrainian or French ancestry. 

So this was a multicultural group and although some of the girls 

were easily identified as to their ethnic origin, that was not the case for all 

of them. For example, at the beginning of this study Deime hung out with 

' Aboriginal refers to the original or indigenous people of Canada. 
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two Aboriginal girls and with her dark eyes and dark hair could have 

passed as an Aboriginal youth. She was, however, Salvadoran, and after 

only three years in Canada spoke English like a native speaker. 

At the beginning of the study the girls ranged from 12 to 14 years 

old. About half of the girls had been at this school several years and were 

close friends. The girls were in their last year of elementary school and all 

looked forward with both anticipation and reservation to high school. 

Theoretical Framework 

This study is about gender and discourse and, in particular, about 

grade eight girls, their talk and their writing as social practices. It has 

been shaped by several theoretical perspectives. In an ethnographic 

tradition I have sought to understand and present a sociocultural 

phenomenon from the perspective of the participants. I have tried to 

uncover the locally constructed and shared meanings of early adolescent 

girls in the classroom. In doing so I have immersed myself as best as I 

could in the world of the "insider" (Malinowski, 1948). 
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In order to demonstrate the social construction of gender with 

middle school girls I framed my analysis within the context of the larger 

Canadian society; it was necessary to emphasize the socio-political 

significance of talk and text for girls in schools. I looked at the experience 

of girls in their senior year of elementary school in relation to both the 

micro and macro levels of social behavior and social order. Cherland 

(1994), a classroom ethnographer, had this description, "When I enter 

elementary school classrooms, I listen to a conversation, see the larger 

social order at work in shaping it, and, at the same time try to see how that 

conversation is in fact creating the social order before my very eyes" 

(p. 3). 

Gender: A Social Construct 

The first day of school: Tuesday, August 28, 1994, 8:55 

The kids are streaming into Room 34; some go directly to the 

cupboards at the back of the room to unpack their knapsacks and 

settle into a desk. There are small groups in various places around 

the room. Four girls cluster around a desk in the row fiirthest from 
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the door; three small boys and a short, overweight boy start to claim 

desks. All four are wearing ball caps. A group of eight to ten boys 

gather just inside the room by the door and they seem to know each 

other and are chattering easily. They burst into laughter and move 

slighdy further apart. The space they take up continues to grow as 

they get more boisterous. They continue to talk and extend 

themselves to no one outside their group. The girls coming into the 

room look at this group of boys and then carefully dodge their way 

around them, avoiding interaction. The girls in the farthest row 

away from the door are quiet. One of the small boys throws 

something in their direction. 

9:00 

The bell rings and Ms. R. walks in, looks around and sees that there 

are quite a few more boys than girls. 

Ms. R.: "We'd better have some gjrls here." 

Boys (chorus): "Oh sure, oh sure." 

Ms. R.: "Just grab a desk, we'll do our seating later." 
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The boys that were hanging out by the door all take desks together. 

Each girl takes a desk beside another girl. 

Ms. R.: "Boys, no caps during class." 

The boys at the back continue to talk and laugh. 

On this first day of school the gender grouping and behavior 

differentiation stood out. The boys were claiming their space and by 

positioning themselves by the door, everyone had to pass by them. The 

girls tried to slip by unnoticed. They knew these boys, or at least some of 

them, and a large group of boisterous grade eight boys can be intimidating. 

Once in the room the girls claimed a quieter space, stayed in smaller 

groups and sat in desks by their fiiends. 

Anthropological and sociological research shows the phenomenon 

of "gender" to be socially constructed (Garfinkle 1967; Gofi&nan 1976, 

1977). I do not support simply a biological fi-amework, but rather one that 

suggests human beings construct their gender identities beginning at a very 

young age and continue to construct or reconstruct them through their 

interactions with others. Garfinkle's (1967) foundational work with a 

youth who had just undergone a sex change and was reconstructing herself 
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as a woman formed the basis for the social theory of gender. Garfinkle 

(1967) demonstrated the process and subtleties of a person constructing 

her gender identity in relation to those around her. 

According to Thome (1993) "the social construction of gender is an 

active and ongoing process. Gender categories, gender identities, gender 

divisions, gender-based groups, gender meanings—all are produced, 

actively and collaboratively, in everyday Ufe" (p. 4). From the first day of 

the school year this was very evident in the grade eight classroom. The 

boys and girls carried themselves differently, stayed in single gender 

groups and interacted in ways more specific to their gender. It was all a 

part of constructing their identity as a boy or girl. 

Gender is both individual and social. It is part of the social 

relations of human interaction and it is symbolic (Harding 1986; Scott, 

1988; Thome, 1994). Gender is also a flexible and fluid phenomenon and 

has different relevance and value in different contexts. There are contexts 

and times where the constmct gender is more sahent than at other times. 

Social psychologists describe early adolescence as a cmcial time for 

girls as they socially constmct their identities. GiUigan (1993) suggests 
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that adolescent girls watch, Usten, and change according to the people 

around them. She says that "on a daily basis, girls receive lessons on what 

they can let out and what they must keep in, if they do not want to be 

spoken about by others as mad or bad, or simply told that they are wrong" 

(p. 149). 

These are important reaUties and yet httle understood. I beUeve that 

teachers need to better understand how girls learn these subtleties and 

represent themselves through their discourse. They will then be better 

prepared to support them in classrooms. 

Talk: A Social Construct 

Based on an ethnography of communication framework, Hymes 

(1964) suggested that communicative behavior is inherendy situated in the 

context in which it is used, and that language form and function are 

integrally related. This perspective leads to the view that human beings in 

any speech community represent themselves through their use of speech 

and construct who they are through their interactions with others. The 
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speech of an individual tells a great deal about who she is as well as her 

relationships to others. 

An ethnography of communication framework has been applied to 

the educational context by numerous researchers since Hymes' original 

proposal. Philips' (1972, 1984) work with the communication styles of 

Warm Springs Indian children. Heath's (1983) study of ways of speaking 

and writing with the black and white children from Roadville and Trackton 

and Guthrie's (1985) ethnography of bilinguahsm in Chinatown are good 

examples of the usefulness of this kind of analysis for understanding the 

socio-cultural realities of language for minority children. These studies 

have shown how languages or language varieties were used and how they 

were or were not vahdated in schools. This privileging of some languages 

or varieties of language over others has had serious implications for 

minority children in schools. 

From a comparative perspective Philips, Steele and Tanz (1987), 

HiU (1987), Tannen (1986, 1990, 1991, 1993), Lakofif (1975, 1990), and 

Ochs (1987), to name a few, have had a look at discourse in relation to 

gender. Their work has provided insight into women's speech and 
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comparisons to that of men in numerous cultural contexts. They have also 

articulated ways women create themselves as gendered through their use 

of "talk." 

Lakoff (1975) discusses gender and language in terms of relations 

of dominance and subordination and delineates features of women's 

speech such as; hedging, tag questions and intensifiers that are associated 

with powerlessness. She suggests women's speech has less authority and 

through the use of it women constitute themselves as less powerful. 

Tannen (1986, 1990, 1991,1993) also contributed to a profile of 

cross gender communication and she has delineated and described the 

linguistic features of talk between men and women as well as the effects 

of this talk in relation to power. Coates (1986) suggests that differential 

patterns of oral discourse affect relations ia schools as in society, and that 

a classroom environment can create or support hteracy and learning 

differentially for girls and boys. 

These kinds of considerations were key to my research as I looked 

for information to better understand what was going on with adolescent 

girls in a grade eight classroom. By looking at the form and function of 
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specific to girls and how they create who they are through their talk. 
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Text: A Social Construct 

Writing is an active, interactive, and transactive phenomenon. 

Writers draw on a range of resources when they write and at the same 

time they interact with both text and audience. Bakhtin (1986) compares 

"the word to a drama in which three characters, [ the writer, the audience 

and the text, ] participate. All elements contribute to the complexity of the 

scene" (Ritchie, 1989, p. 159). Cooper and Holzman (1989) also discuss 

writing as a social activity; "Writing is a real interaction among social 

groups and individuals ... readers are always present to writers -real 

people we know and talk with and do other things with" (p. x). 

In this way, writing is connected to the multiple experiences of a 

person's life. Cooper (1989) suggests that writers are not inventing ideas, 

they are transposing ideas fi-om their "interactive landscape" (p. 12). 

Goodman (1988), however, suggests that writing development for children 
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does include inventing language to represent ideas. Invented spelling, for 

example, is a creation and balance of both "invention" and "convention". 

Writing and the texts produced by writing are embedded in the 

world of the writer. The reaUties of a writer's life afifect and shape her 

written discourse. In a writing study with Native American children in 

Arizona, Bird (1992) discussed the embeddedness of literacy of Tohono 

O'odham children. When she compared the children's writing to the 

personal and social reahties in these children's hves, it was obvious that 

the children's life experiences affected what they chose to write about. 

She stated "the evolution of their texts cannot be seen apart from the 

complexity of who they are as writers working within the context of their 

multiple communities" (Bird, 1992, p. 68). Bird (1992) found five 

features of the children's hves that were represented in their writing; 

A personal, individual reahty; the dual reahties of the Tohono 
O'odham and American mainstream cultures; the reahty of a fantasy 
world influenced by male-female perspectives: and the pragmatic 
reahty of the instructional school setting in which the children 
wrote, (p. 66) 

Adolescents too hve multiple reahties that are displayed in their 

hteracy. Recent teacher-research into the hteracy of adolescents 
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reinforces the social nature of writing (Atwell, 1987; Barbieri, 1995; Rief, 

1992). Calkins (1994) also reminds us of the importance of social factors 

during adolescence and says that this is an important time for adolescents 

as they "construct a sense of personal identity. It is a time for trying on 

selves, for reflection, self-awareness, and self-definition" (p. 158). 

In Bahktin's view language is central to identity. It "inevitably 

shapes and reflects the evolving identity of individuals and communities" 

(Ritchie, 1989, p. 154). Accordingly, we need to recognize the 

importance of socio-cultural factors such as: gender, ethnicity, class, 

reUgion and race in identity formulation and recognize that this in turn 

shapes discourse. 

Written text represents the writer in many ways and one of these is 

gender. Bird (1992) and Hunt (1995), for example, discussed how the 

boys and girls in their studies selected writing topics that were specific to 

their gender. The girls wrote more about home and family and the boys 

wrote more "fantasy." The boys also were more hkely to resort to 

violence to resolve conflict than were the girls (Bird, 1992, p. 78). 
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In urban middle years classrooms girls are continually negotiating 

the relations and experiences of adolescence and their identity is 

continually evolving. Their lives are multiply connected to a multicultural 

and contemporary world and this is particular to them as girls. 

Understanding the complexities of their literacy and how their written 

discourse reflects these multiple social realities is important. A better 

understanding of this might shed some Ught on the imphcations of gender 

in schools. 

Implications 

This examination of the social construction of gender, talk and text 

through a hnguistically informed ethnographic analysis provides an 

understanding of how gender can be interpreted for adolescent girls and 

what it means in terms of classroom discourse. The need for equity of 

educational opportunities is obvious in Canadian schools and in order to 

help balance the scales, this ethnographic insight will be important. It will 

provide teachers with insight and understanding of what adolescent girls 

do when they talk and write. A more detailed picture of how discourse is 
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gendered and the privileging of gender will inform teachers as they work 

towards ensuring academic success for girls. 

Although adolescent language research is scarce for both genders, 

boys have been studied considerably more than girls over the years and 

there is a need to think about new ways to conceptualize research with 

girls. It is important to frame research, not just in a comparative 

perspective but to look at girls specifically. Barbieri (1995) suggests: 

We must be proactive in finding out who they really are, what they 
really need, and how we can lead them to it. Drawing girls out, 
valuing their tentative ideas, and supporting their speculations will 
continue to be my highest priority in classrooms, (p. 226) 

The findings will have both practical and theoretical apphcations. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) suggest that classroom ethnographic 

research can provide a "rich narrative description of sequences of events, 

a generalized account of the perspectives and practices of a particular 

group of actors, or a more abstract theoretical formulation" (p. 33). 
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CHAPTER 2 

UNCOVERING HER STORY 

Introduction 

Developing a methodology to explore how adolescent girls in 

schools today are represented in their discourse took a great deal of 

consideration. I started with what I knew about the social nature of 

gender and discourse. First, it was important to look at the experience of 

adolescent girls in a qualitative way and try to understand how, from their 

perspective, their discourse was gendered. Second, both their language 

and the sociocultural context in which it was embedded would need to be 

taken into account. Their language use must be looked at in context. 

With these considerations in mind it seemed that a linguistically informed 

ethnographic approach would be the most appropriate. 

In reading the research on gender and language there were a great 

many unanswered questions and no adequate theory to explain how 

discourse for adolescent girls is gendered. It appeared that a linguistically 

informed ethnographic approach would provide a way to look at the 
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sociocultural context for discourse among adolescent girls and provide 

some insight into implications for classrooms. 

I also hoped to see, along with this kind of micro examination, a 

more macro perspective of how their discourse was embedded in the 

larger society and what this might mean for girls. Hugh Mehan's (1987) 

model of the micro and macro social processes suggests that the macro 

construct is composed of many micro processes (Philips' class notes, 

1992) and by better understanding the micro context we can look in a 

more informed way at the macro. 

In this study of the micro social processes of face to face interaction 

in a grade eight classroom, I applied Mehan's model to suggest that these 

behavioral realities (the micro) form the basis for a macro 

conceptualization or an abstraction, based on a composite of face to face 

interactions. Accordingly, this research looks at how face to face 

interactions are related to each other and to the macro context to 

understand how the relations of power are maintained. 
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I designed this research study to include both ethnographic and 

socio-linguistic approaches to the examination of classroom interaction 

and language. According to Homberger (1993): 

In school ethnography as a whole, and indeed social science 
research in general, linguistically-informed ethnographic research in 
schools has evolved over the last few decades toward an emphasis 
on close and rich analysis of discourse in context, and, in particular, 
on that analysis as informed by critical perspectives on the role of 
discourse in reproducing or creating alternatives to dominant social 
structures and ideologies, (p. 5) 

Such research, according to Trueba and Wright (1992), provides the 

opportunity for detailed descriptions of the phenomena at hand within a 

specific unit of study and includes the opportunity for a rich and intense 

data collection. 

Making Sense of Gender, Talk and Text 

From the beginning of this research I had to find ways to focus my 

observations on what made the girls, "girls." I looked at the many ways in 

which gender was represented in the day to day lives of these girls. The 

construction of identity, and gender identity in particular, is a social 

process that operates within certain confines. That is not to say it does not 
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change or that it is an inflexible phenomena. As individuals we construct 

our gender identity in relation to those around us, yet each is not just an 

individual case. There are routinizations in our interactions and 

expectations on the part of our co-interactants that contribute to our 

identity construction. 

I began by looking at the girls' body language, their actions, where 

they moved around the room and school, how they moved and who they 

did what with. I looked for frequent patterns as well as things they did not 

do. I looked at their actions in relation to each other and to the boys in the 

class. I observed their dress, adornments and talked to them about their 

lives. I listened to how they represented themselves through talk. I 

listened for topics and life experiences represented through talk as well as 

phrases and terms common to their age. I also knew that in order to get at 

deeper levels of understanding of how their discourse was gendered, I 

would have to look at the relationships between language form and 

function. One of the important forms of analysis that has been used to 

uncover these relationships is discourse analysis and it seemed to be 

appropriate here. According to Freeman (1993), discourse analysis 
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provides "a systematic means of relating form and function within and/or 

across texts" (p. 137). 

In this research I have framed the talk in a nested configuration. I 

have looked at talk in the classroom broadly, the talk among girls in the 

classroom and the talk between girls in small discussion groups. This was 

done in order to understand the interrelationship among the levels 

(Horaberger, 1993, p. 9). 

The idea that written discourse is gendered is not new. Woolf 

(1957) lamented the scarcity of published works by women (p. 3). The 

written texts of women and men represent who they are and their gendered 

experiences. Firestone (1971) argues in The dialectic of sex that "the sex 

role system divides human experience; men and women live in these 

different halves of reality; and culture reflects this." In his view a text that 

is true to female experience and one that is true to male experience "will 

differ not only in style but also in subject manner.... Differing 

experiences result in differing values that cannot help but affect literary 

tastes" (cited in Register, 1989, p. 14). 
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In this study the preferences of topic and genre, style of writing and 

voice were ways to look for gendering in girls' texts. The experiences of 

early adolescent girls differ from that of boys. Who they see themselves 

to be, what is important to them, what is worth writing about must also 

differ. By looking at the girls' written texts, watching them in the writing 

classroom and talking to them about their writing I set out to uncover their 

"genderprints." The imprint of their gender on their written text has not 

been truly explored in the research hterature and in this study the specifics 

of the imprint will be examined. 

The relationships among these three constructs; gender, talk and 

text have been explored in this research. The results of this inquiry will 

provide insight into the impUcations of gender in schools and help teachers 

to make informed decisions in supporting girls as learners. With these 

considerations I began to explore my questions; 

1. How do early adolescent girls in a multicultural urban Canadian 

school construct their gender identity in their talk? 

2. How do early adolescent girls in a multicultural urban Canadian 

school construct their gender identity in their writing? 
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Methodological Considerations 

Throughout the data collection process I did the initial data 

analysis, posed questions to myself, looked for trends, talked with the 

teacher and kept reading. As I began to analyze my data and move back 

and forth between data collection and data analysis, I realized how 

important it was that I recognize my place in this work. I was in the 

classroom at least one day a week interacting with the girls as a 

researcher, teacher-educator, and woman and I needed to clarify the 

effect of who 1 was and the effect of this on the girls. I was the filter 

through which the data was being collected and analyzed and I had to 

recognize that I too carried biases and personal preferences into this 

ethnography. 

Warren (1988), Warren and Rasmussen (1977), and Silverman 

(1993) all discussed issues of gender and fieldwork that helped clarify for 

me some of these issues. Gender does matter in field work; "the gender 

of the field workers themselves was seen to play a crucial factor in the 

observational research. Informants were shown to say different things to 

male and female researchers" (Silverman, 1993, p. 34). I believe the girls 
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were more open with me because I am a woman. The fact that they had 

an extremely open and trusting relationship with their classroom teacher 

and that she and I were friends likely made a difference. I also told them 

about my teenage step-daughters and some of their experiences as high 

school students. 

I was also constantly aware of my role and possible effects in this 

data collection process. I did not involve myself in the group discussions 

and avoided slipping into a teacher role. I did not want to be seen as a 

"teacher." However, as a white middle class woman in a multicultural 

lower income community school, I expect that some information was not 

made accessible to me by the girls and other information was filtered. I 

have kept this in mind and tried to follow Hymes' (1980) advice: "The 

only solution is to face up to it, to compensate for it as much as possible, 

to allow for it in interpretation" (p. 99). 

Another concern that surfaced during this research was the 

difficulty of teasing out what is sahent about gender. It has raised 

questions for me as to how one can assume that this construct "gender" is 

stable enough to actually be examined at any point in time or if the 
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fluidity of the construct is observable. Recognizing that in ethnographic 

research a researcher's goal is to get at the local understanding and that 

meaning is inextricably linked to the context, I have worked hard at 

finding ways to understand the context from the girls' perspectives. I 

have followed Silverman's (1993) advice that 

Authenticity rather than reliability is often the issue in quaUtative 
research. The aim is usually to gather an "authentic" understanding 
of people's experiences and it is beheved that open-ended questions 
are the most efifective route to this end. (p. 10) 

I came to better understand the permeability of the walls that have 

been thought to divide the genders and to wonder about the complexities 

of how gender plays out throughout the span of a human hfe. This 

research has made me think more specifically about the centrality of 

gender for people in different contexts. It has also solidified for me the 

importance of understanding the micro contexts of language and gender in 

relation to the macro contexts. 

As a feminist, continuing to look for ways to understand issues of 

feminism in research, this research project has helped me better 

understand that "what creates feminist inquiry is the world view or 

theoretical orientation that guides the conceptual framing of research, its 
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questions, and the choice of data collection and analysis techniques" 

(Dyck, 1993, p. 53). 

I chose an ethnographic methodology for a number of reasons. 

First, I see the ethnographic tradition as the most capable in coming to a 

depth of understanding and it is the methodology with the most potential 

to uncover the complexities of human relations. Secondly, I beUeve that it 

best represents my own learning process as I have come to know it over 

my Ufe. I learn a great deal from observing others and due to my 

experiences Uving in developing countries and Aboriginal communities; I 

know the power of coming to understand local meanings. I know that I 

have only begun to scratch the surface of these issues and understandings 

but this has been a very educative experience. 

My Pilot Study 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) point out the many ways in which 

ethnographic research can be problematic and advise that there is no 

recipe for this kind of research. My previous ethnographic classroom 

research with girls was in a middle school girls only mathematics class 
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(Blair, 1994). That experience taught me a great deal in terms of 

undertaking quaUtative research, fine tuning observations, keeping 

accurate accounts, and conducting and analyzing open ended interviews. I 

recognized the power of hearing what the girls had to say and the 

importance of being in the classroom on an ongoing basis in order to 

forecast what some of the problems could be. 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) suggest that a pilot study is one 

way to work out some of the issues in advance of starting a research 

project. Although I did not set out to do a pilot when I did my original 

research proposal, I did complete a prehminaiy portion of research that I 

used to test out both my ideas and the accompanying research 

methodology. I will outline the procedures that I followed in my pilot 

study over a four month period fi"om September to December 1994. I will 

also discuss how it helped shape the rest of my research. 

In my search for a middle years classroom in a western Canadian 

city, I began with a request to the two local school boards. The 

Superintendent from one school system showed a keen interest in my 

research and encouraged me to visit several classrooms in his school 
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division. I visited six schools in January of 1994. As I only had a few 

days to do this and recognized that my observations would be extremely 

important, I took detailed notes. I realized at this point how crucial it was 

to have a classroom that was rich in discourse and teaching practices that 

fostered discourse. I needed a classroom where there was a great deal of 

writing and many opportunities for kids to talk. This was clearly not the 

case in all the classrooms that I visited. I talked briefly to all of the 

teachers, gave them an overview of my proposed research, and 

encouraged them to consider collaborating with me on this project. I spent 

several weeks in reflection considering my options and wrote back to the 

teachers, inviting one to participate in this research endeavor. 

I chose this classroom for two reasons. First, I saw classroom 

practices that encouraged discourse. I beheved that I would see a great 

deal of writing and have the opportunity to observe and record children 

talking and working together in groups. Secondly, it was in a lower socio

economic neighbourhood with a multicultural student population. This 

was typical of a growing number of urban Canadian communities and little 
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research has been done to look at the complexities. Fortunately, the 

teacher was interested in the study and agreed to collaborate. 

I met with the principal of the school to get his approval and went 

to the school staff meeting in August. I was welcomed warmly by the 

staff and throughout the year felt that they were helpful and supportive. 

On the &st day of school when the teacher introduced me to the students, 

they were very curious to know who I was and why I was there. They 

seemed eager to participate. I sent letters of introduction to the parents 

and asked for their individual permission to work with their children. 

The data for my pilot study included classroom observations, 

interviews with the students about their writing, observations and 

recording of small group discussions, and interviews with the teacher. I 

started my observations on the first day of school and continued every day 

for the first two weeks. I then reduced my visits to half days once or 

twice a week for a total of about 100 hours of observations. I alternated 

days and times of the day in order to see a range of classroom 

experiences. I went to all special events including the "get to know the 

teachers" night in early September and the Christmas program in 
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December. I sat in on some parent teacher interviews and went to the 

sta£f meetings and school assemblies. 

There were several things that I realized from this pilot that I 

needed to adjust or reconsider for my study. I quickly realized that I could 

not record and analyze all the talk and text under construction in the 

classroom and I would have to set some limits. I looked for the classroom 

routines and the time set aside for writing and group discussions. I 

selected several contexts that I believed would allow me to see their 

discourse in action and were at the same time quite typical of a middle 

year classroom. 

Although the girls were willing to talk to me about their writing, at 

the beginning they were quite shy. I decided that I needed to get to know 

them better so I spent as much time as possible talking to them in the class 

and around the school. I tried to find common interests and asked them 

about themselves and their families. I designed the first interview to be a 

combination of "getting to know them" and an introduction to them as 

writers (see Appendix A). It was much easier for them to talk if they had 
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a sample of their work with them so I asked them to bring a recent piece 

of their writing to the interview. 

My experience with the classroom teacher was almost the opposite. 

I realized from the interviews with the her that although I wanted her to 

feel she could talk openly with me I needed to find ways to focus in the 

interviews. The open ended interview as suggested by Spradley seemed 

to be too open in this case and I had to be more specific. 

I had selected this classroom in part because of its multicultural 

student population and the more time I spent in the classroom, the more I 

thought about what this cultural and ethnic variation meant to the students. 

Ethnicity, like gender, is a socially constructed phenomena and in this 

classroom the kids were involved in the process of socially constructing 

their ethnic identity. Heath and McLaughlin (1993) suggest that "ethnicity 

has always and everywhere been a series of creations brought about by the 

situations through which individuals or groups move" (p. 16). 

As I thought about ethnicity and ethnic identity for the minority 

kids, I wondered how it differed for the Aboriginal, Asian, Middle 

Eastern, Central and South American kids. I thought about the individuals 
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in this class that came from these distinctly different ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds and looked for ways they were identifying themselves. 

I also realized during this time that there were a number of factors I 

had not considered that would have an effect on my research and that I 

would need to make adaptations. For example, some students moved 

frequently from school to school over the course of the school year. 

Several of the Aboriginal girls that I had hoped to interview left the school 

very suddenly in early October. Because of this mobiUty, the composition 

of the classroom changed on a regular basis and this was not easy to 

capture in terms of classroom dynamics. I looked for guidance in the 

research literature but never felt that I found any helpful suggestions. I 

saw that my field notes weren't very clear about new students arriving and 

those leaving so I had to go to the teacher's daily register to get this 

information. 

During the pilot study I typed up my field notes, transcribed the 

interviews, and transcribed group discussions. I collected writing samples 

from several girls, read over my field notes and practiced coding and 

sorting the data for themes. I also tried to keep a reflective log but found 
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it to be burdensome. Because I had not done it consistently, I abandoned 

it towards the end of the pilot. In retrospect, I wish that I had had the time 

and focus to continue the journal. 

My pilot study field notes were the basis for rethinking several 

aspects of this research. It was early in the pilot that I was first alerted to 

the tension between the girls and the boys and the conflicts in their 

interactions. The labels that were applied to the girls and the severity of 

the put downs became very apparent. For example, Connie was called "a 

cow" by one boy and Amber described as being "a broad." Amber was 

the only girl in this room who rephed to these comments in a voice that the 

rest of the class could hear. Others girls responded but quiedy and often 

on a one to one basis. 

When the school pictures came back, even the principal made a 

comment that ridiculed the young women and tiieir view of themselves. 

He said to the whole class, "I haven't seen a grade eight girl who likes her 

picture ... or they would get one every week until they are 18." The girls 

said nothing and the boys laughed. These kinds of incidents brought me to 
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the reahzation that perhaps there was more ridiculing of girls going on in 

this school than I had considered. 

I recorded all of these incidents and looked for any connections 

between these sorts of events and other social constructs. I continued to 

look at what ethnicity meant to these girls and who they identified with. I 

looked at the patterns of interaction between girls of different ethnic 

origins and tried to ascertain what could be attributed to ethnicity. 

The Research Study 

Access to the Setting 

Towards the end of the pilot study I was informed that the 

classroom teacher was going to be promoted and would be leaving the 

classroom and the school. It quickly became apparent that her 

replacement did not follow similar classroom practices in terms of writing 

and group discussions and that I would need to find another classroom to 

complete my study. I decided at that time to treat what I had done up to 

this date as a pilot study. 
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I began my search within this same school as there were other 

middle years classrooms that I thought might be options to me. During the 

pilot study I had visited the other grade eight classroom seven or eight 

times. One teacher extended an offer to me to do the research in her 

classroom. As her classroom practices included a focus on writing and a 

great deal of classroom talk, I accepted her offer, confirmed this option 

with the school board and the principal, and sent a letter home to parents 

for permission. On January 9, 1995 I restarted my research. 

A further description of the setting, i.e., community, school, 

classroom, and the participants of this study will be discussed in 

Chapter 3. 

Introduction to the Data Collection 

This study includes ethnographic and sociolinguistic approaches to 

the examination of classroom interaction and language. As an 

ethnographer I observed and recorded my observations of the community 

and school. I also observed and recorded the female students' behaviors. 

I recorded their mannerisms and demeanor. I hstened to them talk in and 
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around the school, both in full class discussions and during small group 

activities. I watched the girls write during free writing time and collected 

samples of their work. 

In addition to participant observation and field notes, the data 

collection included: audiotapes of oral discourse, samples of written 

discourse, semi-structured interviews with the girls about their writing and 

about their grade eight experience, regular interviews with the teacher and 

other school personnel that had direct contact with the girls, and a 

compilation of pohcy documents on gender equity at the school, local 

school board and provincial Department of Education levels. 

This research took place between January and June 1995. The 

following sections describe each of the data sources in more detail: 

Participant Observation 

In order to get a sense of both the community and the school, I 

spent two weeks in the classroom when school resumed after the 

Christmas break. Throughout the remaining five and a half months, I 

spent about 10 half days a month in the school and classroom as well as 
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the last week of school. I "hung out" on the playground at recess, roamed 

the hallways, waited for the school buses to unload, went to the 7 Eleven 

convenience store at noon, had coffee in local estabhshments, and 

participated in community school activities. I also observed and recorded 

school wide events, staff meetings, middle years teachers' committee 

meetings, student council meetings, and participated in an extra curricular 

event called "TANSI," the Aboriginal youth group meetings. I believed 

that all of these events helped me get a depth of understanding of the 

middle years experience for girls at this school. The field notes fi*om each 

of these events were coded for references to adolescent girls. 

Participant observation field notes fi"om the classroom provided an 

overview of the classroom community, student-student interactions, 

student-teacher interactions, language use, and social relations. These set 

the groundwork for understanding the social context of learning among the 

students in this classroom, girls in particular. It also provided me with the 

opportunity to see the range of classroom opportunities for writing and 

talk and to describe the contexts in which these took place. 
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Oral discourse. In order to examine the role that talk played for 

girls in this class, I looked at the face to face communications, in the class 

as a whole and in small groups, hi this classroom the students often 

worked on group projects in small groups with self selected work partaers. 

The groups worked either in this classroom or in an adjacent room. These 

group discussions were student led and the students worked through either 

the academic task that they had been given or one that they designed for 

themselves. Some groups were literature related and others were a part of 

their social studies projects. These groups provided the researcher with 

the opportunity to record the girls' in a context common to many 

classrooms and one that would give reasonably "naturally occurring 

speech." According to Silverman (1993), "transcripts of audio recordings 

based on standardized conventions, provide an excellent record of 

'naturally occurring' interaction" (p. 11). This speech was, of course, 

embedded within the parameters of the group, the class, the school, and 

the community and these findings will be specific to this particular 

context. They will not necessarily be "valid in other settings or in the 

same setting at other times" (Silverman, 1993, p. 27). 
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This speech event, the discussion group, was the primary context to 

examine oral discourse. Following the advice of Goodwin (1987), I did 

not involve myself in their dialog as I was concerned they would modify 

their speech if they saw me to be one of the participants. "If I had acted 

as a principal recipient of the children's talk I would have necessarily have 

influenced that talk" (Goodwin, 1987, p. 202). 

In order to look at the organization of their talk, these small group 

discussions were audio taped, the recordings were transcribed and the 

transcriptions analyzed and interpreted using a simphfied version of the 

transcription system of Sacks, Schegelofif and Jefferson (1974) (see 

Appendix B). The analysis included; framing, topic analysis, turns at talk 

and overlaps, as these are constructs that have been examined in terms of 

how women use speech. I also looked for indexicality in order to better 

understand how these girls Uves were represented in their talk. 

Written discourse. I observed the girls during free writing 

(Knoblauch and Braimon, 1984), recorded their writing behavior, and 

described the context and social conditions involved when they wrote. 

The analysis of these observations focused on the context of their writing 
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in the classroom, what they did when they wrote and what they wrote 

about. I collected and compiled samples of the girls writing from their 

writing files. I analyzed the 80 pieces they kept in their term writing file 

by looking for gendering in topic, genre, voice and, audience in each of 

these texts. 

All 16 of the girls were interviewed once following a semi-

structured format. This was a time to get to know them and find out the 

kinds of writing that they did, their reasons for writing, the fimctions it 

served for them, where they got ideas for their writing and what they liked 

or disliked about classroom writing. The girls were asked to talk about 

their writing, about who they were as writers, as well as the role that 

written discourse played in their Uves. They were encouraged to discuss 

their growth as writers. 

Table 1 gives a hst of the girls in the class, their ethnicity, the 

number of times they were interviewed, and where they fit in the class in 

terms of the four main social groupings. Permission was granted in 

writing from the girls' parents and pseudonyms were used for all of the 
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Table 1 

Girls Interviewed. Ethnicity and Social Status 

Name Ethnicity Interviews Social Status 

Annette Cree one 3 

Carla Saulteaux one 1 

Carol Anglo-Canadian one 2 

Cindi Anglo-Canadian three 1 

Diane French-Canadian three 2 

Denne El Salvadorian one 2/3 

Doris Anglo-Canadian three 1 

Jamie Cree one 3 

Janelle Metis one 3/4 

Jerline Metis one 1/2 

Korrine Iraqi one 4 

Shannon Anglo-Canadian one 1 

Sheena Metis one 2 

Tanis Cree three 1 

Toni Uk.Canadian one 2 

Irish Uk.-Canadian one 1 

Note. Uk.-Canadian = Ukrainian Canadian. 
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girls. These are categorized by a 1,2,3 or 4 representing the four main 

friendship groups. 

Four girls, who the teacher and I thought represented a cross section 

of the class in terms of their status in the class, academic standing and 

identity as a writer, were selected for further in-depth interviews. This 

second interview focused on the texts that the girls selected from their 

writing file that they thought best represented them as writers. The 

analysis included how they viewed their own writing, how they interpreted 

their audience, and how they included themselves in what they wrote (see 

Appendix C). These same four girls were interviewed a third time in order 

to more expUcitly discuss issues of gender for grade eight students at this 

school (see Appendix D). 

Interviews with Teachers and School Personnel 

The classroom teacher was a consultant in this research and was 

interviewed regarding the girls' oral and written discourse, hiformal 

interviews with the teacher also provided insight into this classroom as a 

learning community and the girls' roles in this community. 
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Various other school personnel were interviewed in order to get a 

fuller understanding of the context of this school and community. These 

individuals also worked with the students from this room in some capacity. 

I included the school social worker. Aboriginal liaison worker, special 

needs teacher, and the principal. The focus of the questions for the social 

worker. Aboriginal liaison worker and the principal were the broader 

context of the school, the student population and community. They were 

also asked to discuss what they saw as issues for girls in this school and 

what they thought it meant to be a girl in eighth grade. The special needs 

teacher talked more specifically about the oracy and Uteracy of the girl in 

the classroom that she worked with. 

Documents 

I collected all the policy documents on gender and literacy available 

from the school, the school division office and from the provincial 

Department of Education. These were used as a measuring stick in terms 

of school practices. In order to fully understand the relationships between 

gender and discourse in Saskatchewan schools, it was important to use 
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this as a way to tease out possible relationships between the micro and 

macro contexts. 

The provincial Department of Education issued a series of five 

documents in 1991 as a way to assist school divisions in their 

implementation of gender equity. These were as follows; Gender Equity 

Policy and Guidelines, Gender Equity Policy and Guidelines for 

Implementation—A Summary, Gender Equity Resource Directory, Section 

of Fair and equitable Learning Materials, and Gender Equity: 

Framework for Planning. 

Data Analysis 

Throughout the data collection process I did initial data analysis. 

Through transcribing the interviews and group discussions, I realized the 

amount of data accrued and I searched for ways to keep it focused. 

Following the coding system that I had developed during the pilot study, I 

coded all transcriptions and notes, made reflective comments, and inserted 

color coded tags for related ideas. I also coded what I saw as micro and 

macro contexts, sorted and resorted emerging themes using these coding 
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procedures. I had considered using a computer program, Ethnograph, to 

assist in the analysis but decided against it. Several of my colleagues 

advised me that Ethnograph was too hmiting and I felt that my previous 

experience with coding themes although tedious was good in that I got 

very familiar with the data in the process. During the data collection 

phase I figured out numerous manual organizational techniques for 

keeping track of things and that worked well with this data (see Table 2). 

I recorded large group interactions and talk among groups of girls in 

fieldnotes. The classroom talk was broken down into "boy talk" and "girl 

talk" in order to separate out the context in which the girls talk. In order 

to look at the organization of the girls' talk in a group, the small group 

discussions were audiotaped, the recordings were transcribed, and the 

transcriptions analyzed and interpreted using a simphfied version of the 

transcription system of Sacks, SchegelofiF and Jefferson, (1974) (see 

Appendix B). In order to understand how these girls' hves were 

represented in their talk, I looked at the topics of their talk and what they 

indexed. The analysis also included: floors of conversation, framing, 

turns at talk, and overlaps. I selected these constructs for analysis as they 
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Table 2 

Data Sources 

Kind of Research Data Focus of Analysis 

Fieldnotes: 
- 200 hours of observation over six months 

• student to student interactions 
• language use in classroom 
• social relations 
•dress 

Tape recorded talk: 
- 10 small group discussions 

Written texts: 
- 81 pieces of written text 

- face to face, social organization of talk 

- topic - audience 
- genre - identity 
-voice 

Writing interviews 
- 20 interviews 

Gender interviews 
- four interviews 

- reasons for writing, ideas, likes and dislikes, 
growth, audience and voice 

• what the grade eight experience was for the girls 
• what was important 
• likes and dislikes 

Teacher interviews 
- four interviews 

Principal interview 
- one interview 

- classroom talk, gender and text 
- student to student interactions 
- written text analysis 

- community and school 

Social Worker interview 
- one interview 

Aboriginal Liaison interview 
- one interview 

Resource Room teacher 
- one interview 

• girls in middle years 
• communis and school 

• girls in middle years 
• community and school 

• girls in middle years 
• literacy and girls 
• special needs students 

Documents 

School Division 
Department of Education 

• Gender Equity Report 
• Equity Policy Frameworic and four accompanying 

documents 
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had been identified in the research literature as salient in terms of how 

women use speech. 

In terms of analyzing the girls' written discourse, I compiled the 

texts they had included in their writing files and categorized them by topic 

and genre. I reread each piece and looked for voice as well as 

representations of their gendered and adolescent lives. I looked at who 

they were writing for and what audience meant to them. I analyzed their 

interview data around emerging themes and compared it to the pieces they 

wrote. 

I used the interview data from the teacher, social worker, principal 

and Aboriginal liaison worker as a way to better understand what I was 

seeing and what the girls were saying. I used these various data sources 

as a form of triangulation in order to verify my observations. 

Summary 

In this chapter I have explained my research methodology and 

discussed the appropriateness of my choices. I have also indicated the 

processes involved for a researcher in this kind of work. I believe that my 
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own gender was an important consideration in this research and that the 

girls in my study may have presented the reaUties of their gender in 

different ways to different audiences. The one that I have recorded is 

what they presented to me. 

McCarty (1993) described ethnographic methods as a systematic 

process of inquiiy about human relations and language that "was informed 

by theory, inductive, experientially rich, descriptive, interpretive, critical, 

and includes local knowledge and meaning" (personal communication, 

September 8, 1993). This understanding has guided my inquiry. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE PLAY: 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF GENDER 

Introduction 

This study was done in a grade eight classroom in Harbourview, a 

lower middle income community in Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, Canada. In 

Saskatchewan schools, as in schools throughout the continent, there is a 

growing awareness and concern for issues of gender relations and equity 

in classrooms. In communities such as Harbourview, there are many 

issues of gender such as teen pregnancies, single parenting and abuse. 

Historically, girls from this neighborhood have been relatively successful 

in terms of grades in elementary school and high school, but they have not 

generally continued on to post secondary education. A good number have, 

in fact, dropped out of high school, started families at an early age, and 

live below the poverty line. Others end up in low paying traditional jobs 

or stay at home as homemakers and caregivers. 

In Saskatchewan, there is also a great deal of concern about 

multicultural education which, in our case, means primarily the education 
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of Aboriginal people. There are many unanswered questions about the 

increasing integration of Aboriginal youth in urban schools. This 

particular school is just one such case where 30-40% of the students are of 

Aboriginal ancestry, and the school staff are uncertain as to what this new 

face of multiculturahsm means for their classrooms. I chose St. M. 

school because it is in a lower socio-economic neighborhood and has a 

multicultural student population. 

Gender in Harbourview 

Gender divides the population of Harbourview and Saskatoon in a 

number of ways. Family life, pubhc life, and the work place are obviously 

gendered. Women continue to tend to work in the service industries and 

professions like teaching and nursing, whereas men tend to work at a wide 

range of professional and blue collar jobs. Men still earn more than 

women in Harbourview as they do throughout the city and the country. 

Nationally, women in Canada earn only 63% of what men earn rSaskatoon 

Star Phoenix. 1995). 
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Children in Harbourview also experience gender segregation. In the 

community and school, they are segregated for sports and special interest 

clubs like Girl Guides and Boy Scouts. They play separately on the 

playground and given the choice of partners for classroom activities, they 

primarily select their own gender. Thome (1993) suggests that North 

American children learn at an early age that "girls and boys are on 

different sides" (p. 63). 

In 1994, women comprised 51.4% of the population of Saskatoon 

but the ratio of females to males varied in different age groups. For 

example, there were more boys than girls under the age of 10 years; 

however, the numbers equalized for those in the pre-teen and teen years. 

The 20-49 year old group had sUghtiy more women than men, and in the 

50 years plus categories, there were markedly more women (City of 

Saskatoon, 1994). 

The city of Saskatoon has another division which is both 

geographical and social. There is an "east side" and a "west side" to the 

city clearly marked by the river. This construct, "east side" vs. "west 

side" has existed since the "east side" was settied as a temperance colony 
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and the non-temperate "west side" developed across the river from it. To 

this day, the "east side" is thought of as the more prestigious place to live 

with the University and many of the city's wealthy homes located there. 

The "west side" is more culturally diverse and less affluent. Harbourview 

is on the "west side." 

The "west side" has been the home to more recent immigrants for 

many years. The Chinese community, for example, has a very visible 

presence here, with Chinese restaurants, grocery stores, and a home for 

the elderly. The Cantonese and Mandarin languages are spoken in these 

places while Chinese newspapers and notices indicate that it is a 

significant written discourse as well. Chinese men and women are 

employed in these businesses and they are all Chinese owned. 

The Ukrainian immigrants to Saskatoon also originally settled on 

the west side. Even though they now hve throughout the city, they still 

have a strong presence here. It is not uncommon to hear the Ukrainian 

language spoken in stores and community centers; however, evidence of it 

as an authentic means of written discourse is uncommon. Several older 

suburbs in this area are home to many elderly Ukrainian people. There are 
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two butcher shops, several bakeries, a Ukrainian restaurant and a giftware 

store. These businesses are owned either by men or husband and wife 

partners and employ both men and women. The women tend to be 

employed on a part-time basis. 

The "west side" is where most of the Aboriginal people in the city 

live. A number of community services serve primarily an Aboriginal 

chentele. For example, the Indian and Metis Friendship Center provides 

community, social, recreational and cultural services. The Aboriginal 

people on the "west side" tend to be poorer than their European or Asian 

counterparts, have lower levels of education and higher rates of 

unemployment. They often face problems related to housing, racism, lack 

of employment, and health. There are many single mothers among this 

group and few opportunities for employment. Aboriginal languages are 

spoken in some homes and in such pubhc places as the hospital and the 

drug store. However, there is no print in any Aboriginal language found in 

public places. 

Situated on the "west side" the community of Harbourview has 

further demarcations of gender, race and class. Harbourview Road, for 



example, divides the conmiimity into two parts. On one side of the road 

there are mostly apartments and the other side, houses. The apartment 

buildings are home to many Aboriginal people as well as unemployed and 

working class non-Aboriginals. Some residents in these apartments are 

students at the community college or the Saskatchewan Indian Federated 

College. Others are single mothers working in their homes raising their 

children or going out to work part-time. 

The residents in the houses are also predominantly working class 

families, although they are somewhat better off financially than the 

apartment dwellers. There are more households with two adults, more 

two incomes famihes and fewer Aboriginal homes. There is less mobility 

among the families in the houses as compared to the families in the 

apartments even though some of the houses are rented. 

In 1993, the population of this community was 4,740 with 973 of 

these being children of elementary school age. There were few elderly 

people in the area and in fact, less than 10% of the population was over 

the age of fifty. According to the 1991 census, 57.7% of the families in 

Harbourview were two parent families, 17.4% were one parent families 
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and 24% were single individuals. The average annual family income was 

$36,886 in 1991, yet 28.3% of the families earned $19,999 or less and 

11% less than $10,000 (City of Saskatoon, 1993). 

Harbourview is roughly shaped like a triangle. One side is bordered 

by the railway tracks, grain elevators, and stock yards; another by a major 

thoroughfare; and a third by Briarpoint, another lower middle income 

neighborhood. There are a variety of community services and commercial 

properties in Harbourview but few in the adjacent neighborhood, 

Briarpoint. Children come to St. M. school from both of these 

neighborhoods. 

St. M. School is part of the Saskatoon Catholic School Division and 

is one of 25 elementary schools in this division. The parents choose to 

send their children to these publicly funded Catholic Schools. During the 

1994-95 school year St. M. school had about 500 children in grades 

kindergarten to eight. Approximately half were girls, and at least one third 

were of Aboriginal ancestry. There were also a few Asian, Filipino, East 

Indian, South American and African children. There were 20 teachers, 

eight teacher assistants, a principal, a secretary, a part time social 
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worker/counselor, a part time librarian, and a part time Aboriginal liaison 

worker. 

At the onset of this study, there were 17 girls and 12 boys in the 

grade eight room chosen for the study. The numbers changed as new 

students arrived and others left part way through the term. By the end of 

the study two girls and one boy had left. Thirteen of the students were of 

Aboriginal ancestry as were all three who left. There were two Asian 

boys, one Canadian bom and one who had been in Canada over five 

years. There were four adolescents that were new to Canada in the past 

five years; one girl fi-om Central America, two boys fi"om South America 

and an Iranian girl who had just recently arrived. 

Among these grade eight students, some had been classmates over 

several years and others were together for the first time. The fiiendship 

groups among them were continually in flux. Doris explains it by saying, 

'"Cause girls, they're like, they're fiiends with one group, and then 

they're—a girl will get mad at each other, and then they're fiiends with 

another group." 
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The girls said they "hang out with the guys" after school hours, but 

the classroom groupings were usually either girls or boys. Many of the 

friendship groups were multicultural; however, there were two Aboriginal 

girls who were not part of the rest of the girls' social interaction on any 

regular basis throughout the term. It became very obvious in this room 

that gender and separation by gender played an important role. There 

were occasions and contexts, however, where this was not the only 

deciding factor. There were times where ethnicity and gender in 

combination accounted for the grouping. For example, on most occasions 

when the students were asked to pick their groups, two of the Aboriginal 

girls, Annette and Jamie, worked together. The one person they allowed 

to join them was the El Salvadorian girl, Denne, who towards the end of 

the year had moved to a new group of friends who were non-Aboriginal. 

Although seemingly apparent constructs at work in the classroom, 

gender, race, class, and ethnicity were not talked about. These were silent 

boundaries that were not discussed and never openly questioned. 
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The Girls 

The 16 girls in this classroom were busy and friendly adolescents, 

curious and involved in the world aroimd them. They came from eight 

different ethnic groups (see Table 2), but in the classroom, with the 

exception of three girls, Annette, Jamie, and Denne, they intermingled 

frequently. 

Cindi, Tanis, and Carla had been friends for several years, had 

helped each other in and out of school and beUeved friendship was the 

most important part of being an adolescent girl. Cindi was exceptionally 

outgoing and had lots of ideas and energy. Tanis was in contrast quite 

quiet and moved and spoke in a very quiet manner. Carla was very 

conscious of being "cool" and had a real affinity for music and dance. 

Cindi was of Ukrainian ancestry and had hved in Harbourview since birth. 

Tanis had moved here from Manitoba as a child but still had relatives on a 

reserve and in small towns in Manitoba. Carla had been bom on a 

reservation in Saskatchewan but had never hved there and had no 

recollection of visiting there. Doris and Trish were "Jocks," they played in 

several sport leagues and were both physically agile and strong. Trish took 



77 

her school work and her sports very seriously. Doris liked to take charge 

and ask a lot of questions. 

Doris and Trish were the girls in class who wore expensive 

sweaters, had team jackets, and were active in sports both in the school 

and the community. They played in a city softball league and had friends 

in more middle class schools. At grade eight graduation they each won an 

award, Doris won the girls athletic award and Trish won the all around 

student award. They prided themselves on being leaders. 

Shannon was everyone's friend and always had a big smile. She and 

her siblings and step-sibhngs had been at this school for most of their 

elementary years. All of the teachers knew Shannon and her extended 

family. Shannon had a clear sense of justice and would frequentiy 

comment in class on inequities she perceived in the world around her. 

Sheena and Jerline, two of the Metis girls in the class, were often in 

trouble. They cruised the school and neighborhood and were frequently in 

disputes with other students and teachers. On one occasion they were both 

expelled for three days. Sheena was extremely tiny and thin for her age 

and could have passed for a child of 11 or 12. She was, however, very 
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conscious of a teen image and experimented regularly with new makeup 

and hair color. Similarly, Jerline experimented with her teen image with 

clothes and makeup. Neither of these girls spent much time on school 

work but were usually active in classroom interactions. 

Janelle, the other Metis girl in the room was very quiet and timid 

during class time but socialized with a wie range of girls outside of class 

time. She often volunteered to help others and she was the only girl to 

sustain a relationship with Korrine, after the novelty of having a new 

student from Iraq wore off for the rest of the girls. Janelle had been at this 

school since kindergarten and was well known among the teaching staff. 

Carol came to St. M. school from the neighboring community of 

Briarpoint. She had friends in this class but frequently hung out with girls 

from the other grade eight room. She often had a solemn look on her face 

and never seemed very happy about her life. She did not take part in any 

extracurricular activities and was often silent in class. 

Toni seemed young for her age and did not fiilly belong to any 

group. Sometimes she hung out with Jerline and Sheena, but other times 

she switched aUiances to either Diane or Carol. If she was not happy with 
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something or someone in the class she would leave the room in anger. It 

was not uncommon for her to pout for extended periods of time. She was, 

however, proud of her athletic and musical accomplishments and liked to 

be recognized by her teachers and classmates for these. 

Diane was one of those girls that did not say too much but was very 

thoughtfiil. She had friends in both grade eight rooms and was private 

about her friendships. She Uved on an acreage, had a horse, loved to camp 

and did a lot of things most of the other girls would not have had a chance 

to do. 

Korrine had recently arrived at the school from Iraq and struggled to 

make friends. She spent a lot of time going out to the ESL classroom or to 

help her Uttie brothers in the primary end of the school. She spoke very 

little Enghsh and seldom talked to anyone. She never quite fit into this 

classroom and Janelle was the only girl who tried to help her do that. 

Annette, Jamie and Denne were the very quiet ones in the class. 

They never spoke out in class and even in small groups would position 

themselves at the edge or the back of the group. They hung out together 

until Denne moved into a friendship group with Carol and Diane. Annette 
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was extremely quiet yet very observant of others. She was an Aboriginal 

youth and had recently moved to this city and neighborhood. She still had 

friends in these other communities and talked about going back to visit. 

Jamie had also moved to Harbourview from another community. Like 

Annette she had gone to school on her reservation as well as in other urban 

settings and had gone to more than two schools prior to St. M. Denne was 

absent from school a great deal and seldom explained herself. Some days 

she did not come back after lunch and might stay away for two or three 

days. She was very private and reluctant to talk about her childhood 

experiences in El Salvador and in the refugee camp in Mexico. Her family 

had fled from their home and she said she wanted to leave the memories 

behind and forget them. She tried very hard in her silent way to fit into the 

Canadian context. 

These were not girls who regularly spent a great deal of time outside 

of their "west side" neighborhoods. They primarily hung out in the nearby 

mall and roller rink and viewed themselves as "west side" kids. They did, 

however, have connections with youth in other places. Many had been to 

several schools both urban and rural, and some to reservation schools. 
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Many had sibhngs in high school and they knew teens from the neighboring 

non-Catholic publicly-funded school that was situated geographically 

across the park. The girls all had dreams and aspirations for themselves 

and most saw themselves as growing up and leaving Harbourview. 

Doing Gender 

Gender is an important and obvious social category in a middle years 

classroom. It is however, not a condition or state of being. As humans we 

are active participants in the process of constructing our own gender. West 

and Zimmerman (1987) suggest that gender is not a passive entity and that 

we all "do gender." They discuss gender as "an emergent feature of social 

situations: both as an outcome of and a rationale for various social 

arrangements and as a means of legitimating one of the most fimdamental 

divisions of society" (p. 126). 

Thome (1993) points out the salience of gender in North American 

society and says, "Gender is a highly visible source of individual and social 

identity, clearly marked by dress and by language; everyone is either a 

female or a male" (p. 34). 
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The gender groups at St. M. school were obviously divided into two 

gender categories, boys and girls. Physical appearance, clothes, and 

adornments contributed to the definition of the groups. Although both 

adolescent boys and girls primarily wore blue jeans or corduroy jeans, 

sweat pants, or shorts, there was some variation among the T-shirts, plaid 

shirts, and sweat shirts. For example, the girls sometimes wore short T-

shirts and boys never did. Another marking was footwear as boys almost 

always wore runners whereas the girls wore runners, sandals and other flat 

shoes. Some girls wore necklace chains, pendants and rings and all had 

one to two pierced holes in their ears. The boys did not. Some kids from 

each group wore watches, but the size and shape was specific to their 

gender. Quite a few girls wore rings but few of the boys did. But gender 

in the classroom was only partially marked by these obvious physical 

reahties. There were other features less obvious. 

The "accomphshment of gender" (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 

131) was a subtle and ongoing process. In this process of delimiting one's 

own gender and defining gender boundaries it is helpful to see others as 

very different from you. This was what the boys and girls in this grade 
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eight class did. They hung out in single gender groups interacting and 

responding to the interactions of their peers. At the same time they 

mimicked and mocked the other gender. As West and Zimmerman (1987) 

discuss, creating differences is part of the process of gendering, and that 

"once the differences have been constructed, they are used to reinforce the 

'essentiahess' of gender" (p. 137). 

Cahill (1986b) discusses the social nature of the process of 

constructing gender and suggests that children are "recruited" into the 

categories of gender at an early age and learn to behave accordingly. 

During the process children begin to monitor their own and each other's 

behaviors regarding these gender categories. Garfinkel (1967) explored 

this with Agnes throughout her gender transformation and showed the 

kinds of involvement and the agency humans have in gendering. He says 

it's an arrangement of co-construction, and that gender is a construct 

created through a complex set of routinized interactions and at the same 

time, gender also determines and structures the interaction. 

In this grade eight classroom the girls managed their physical 

demeanor and body positions in the ways that specified them and 



84 

represented them as girls. For example, during free writing time they 

positioned themselves in relation to each other. 

10:55 A.M. 

Several of the girls are leaning toward the girl who is sitting next to 

them. Carol turns to Sheena who leans forward at the same time. 

Shannon and Cindi have their desks facing each other. Denne and 

Diane are in the row by the wall and have their backs to the wall. 

Denne is turned slightly backwards in her desk and Diane turned 

shghtly forward. Doris leans over the isle to talk to Cindi. Janelle is 

sitting alone. Trish and Toni are sitting together. Janelle gets up, 

goes back and shows her piece to Diane. Diane reads it, they talk 

briefly, then Janelle leaves. Diane gets out a botde of white out, 

whites something out on her piece and keeps writing. Trish moves 

over to Cindi's desk. Shannon and Doris exchange papers and read 

each other's. (Fieldnotes, April 10,1995) 

They also position themselves in relation to the boys but in different 

ways. Cindi, for example, often went over to the boys' desks, particularly 

those of Mark, Derek, and Morris. These were three of the most verbal 
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and interactive "guys" and all were quite popular. Cindi teased them, 

laughed with them and then she would move back to her desk, often 

looking over her shoulder and talking as she went. By her own admittance 

she said, "I'm a big flirt." Flirting to Cindi (C) and Tanis (T) was 

described as follows: 

C: Going up, hugging them, giggling with them, laughing at all 

their jokes—comments like: "Good comedy", like,— 

T; Or if you're, hke, sitting in a room, like, they're across the 

room, and you're - you just stare at them, and they look at 

you, and you just smile, and then look away, and then do it 

again,  and then again,  and. . .  

C: I love doing it! (laughs) 

Flirting was an important aspect of adolescent interaction. It also 

appeared to be an important practice in the construction of gender. It was 

routinized to a great extent and operated to facilitate a certain kind of cross 

gender interaction. The girls only flirted with the boys they found 

attractive. According to the girls, boys flirt in different ways and it's more 
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physical. "Guys say... they like, brush up, they'll try to kiss you, or 

they' l l ,  I  don' t  know. They just . .  ."  

Both boys and girls in this class behaved in some ways as typical of 

their gender, but they also did some things that did not so clearly follow the 

stereotypes. For example, the boys were very physical with one another 

and it was common to see them pushing, shoving and physically contacting 

each other. They did not want to be considered "soft" or called "a girl." 

The girls weren't as physically rough with each other. Rather, they were 

quite the opposite, and it was not uncommon to see them combing each 

other's hair, draping their arms over each others shoulder, or fixing 

something on each other's clothes. At the same time they were not adverse 

to being called "tough." In fact, in some contexts they admitted that it was 

cool to be "tough." 

I think for our age, there is, (something cool about being tough) 

yeah. Because, I have—I guess I have—I've always had, uh, the—I 

don't know ... like, not to brag or anything, but I guess everyone 

has always thought of me as, like, the big scrapper... um ... tough, 

hke, like- so.... An' the-the guys have always just said that. 
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because . . .  they know that  I  stand up for myself? And if—like,  and 

I guess they think that's like, a tough quahty in me? So, like, that's— 

that's kind of—my—my image to some people. 

Eckert (1988), in her work with two groups of teens in a Detroit high 

school, "Jocks" and "Burnouts," also found this value of an image of 

toughness as salient for adolescent girls. In her study the "Jocks" were 

concerned about a pure image whereas the "Burnouts" were proud of their 

"toughness and urban ties" (p. 205). hiterestingly, at St. M. even the more 

"Jock" type girls valued toughness. Doris (D) and Irish (T) made the 

following comments: 

D; "It's just kind of, you just, you just show that your not scared, 

kind of thing." 

T: Yeah, like: "Oh, I can fight her." 

D: Don't act sc—'cause if you act scared, it doesn't... 

HB: Just makes it worse ? M... 

T: Uh-huh. 

D: But don't, it's like, you have to, not act too tough? 

HB: Okay. 
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D: Because, but you can't act scared. You have to be in 

between. 

When talking about A League of Their Own, one of the girls 

commented that she Uked the backcatcher from this movie because she was 

"tough." Another girl remarked, "Yeah she was like, feminine, but also 

tough." These two constructs did not appear to be in conflict for the girls. 

The girls at St. M. school were very conscious of their behavior 

around other adolescents. Cindi described her own differentiation of 

behavior with regard to boys and girls and discussed how she would 

interpret a situation and act accordingly; 

Like, when you're in a mall, and if there's a guy there, you try and 

act good, or something, or if there's a girl there, you like, walk solid, 

or something like (laughs) that-you try to be tougher... well, 

unless you're scared of that other group, or whatever, that you just, 

kind of look away and talk to your friends, and ... keep on going. 

They were concerned about how they were viewed by others. In a 

discussion about their fears, one said, "I think we're more scared about 

what people think about us ... I think like, that's one of the worst fears 
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girls have because most of us are self-conscious about everything about 

ourselves ... yeah, what we look like, our appearance." Similarly, 

GiUigan (1982) and her associates have done extensive research on girls 

approaching adolescence and found that girls value being connected to 

others and are extremely conscious of the social relations around them as 

well as their role in maintaining those relations. 

Gender is central to daily life for these eighth grade girls. The 

co-construction of gender is happening all day and everyday. Gender 

images, gender boundaries and gender separation bring a multiphcity of 

realities to the process of gendering. 

Gendered Conflict 

The experiences of the girls in this classroom were different than that 

of the boys. Being a teenager in Harbourview was not gender neutral or 

gender equal. The youths in this community have particular sociohistorical 

constructions of gender based on their class, culture, socioeconomic status, 

history, religion and nationality. As they interacted in this middle years 
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classroom, they contributed to the ongoing construction of who they were 

as boys and girls. This process was not without tensions and conflicts. 

In the girls' terms, "those boys were bugging us" meant gendered 

conflict. When the classroom was quiet with independent work, the 

tension was less apparent. However, times of class or activity change, 

recess and lunch hour were prime times for conflict. It manifested itself in 

physical as well as verbal interactions. Physical conflict was evident in the 

ways the boys and girls moved in relation to each other and in the kinds of 

physical contact between them. The verbal conflict was partially public 

and partially private, and the nature of this will be discussed in more detail 

later in this chapter. 

Both boys and girls in this classroom frequently moved around the 

room in groups. The boys often had some object as part of their group 

interaction, like a soccer ball or someone's baseball cap, and sometimes a 

game emerged. The girls stood closer to each other, made smaller body 

movements, and tended to be more private in their interactions which 

ranged from jovial or flirtatious to angry or withdrawn. 
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The extent of the tension and conflict between boys and girls in the 

classroom was disclosed when I walked into the classroom one day during 

the teacher's absence to witaess five grade eight boys surround and 

repeatedly hit one of the girls while she pleaded with the perpetrators to 

stop. They didn't stop until they reahzed that an adult was present. This 

incident provided the teacher with an opportunity to inquire into the 

relationships between the boys and girls. The students talked to her about 

the verbal and physical abuse taking place in the school and she initiated 

discussions with the youths to address the issues. 

Addressing the Issues 

At the time when the incidents of physical abuse became public, the 

students were immersed in a social studies unit on "personal and social 

issues for adolescents." Following this, the teacher, myself, and a middle 

years male teacher listened to what both the boys and girls had to say. The 

girls started to talk out about the way the boys treated them, the things they 

said, how they felt about it, and a great deal of abuse was revealed. The 

boys called them names like "slut" and "fuckin' bitch", rated them on a 
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scale of 1 to 10 and made references to their various body parts. The girls 

complained that this was taking place in the classroom, school corridors 

and on the playground. As well as verbal harassment, the girls were 

physically and sexually harassed. The boys pinched their butts and breasts, 

pushed them around, held them in head locks and on one occasion even 

burned a girl's hair with a Ughter. They felt bullied and intimidated, and 

although they wanted to confront the boys in order to end it, they were 

worried about losing their friendships with them. 

These two realities created conflict for the girls. GiUigan and her 

associates (1992) found that this need to keep relationships free of conflict 

was important for girls in early adolescents. "They became less willing to 

speak up, particularly when their opinions do not conform to others. Many 

avoid conflict at all costs. GiUigan and her associates (1992) term this 

phenomenon 'silencing' or 'going underground' " (cited in Barbieri, 1995, 

p. 6). 

The boys had few complaints about the girls' treatment of them 

except that the girls made verbal threats which included threats to kick 

them in the balls and blackmail them. The girls that made the blackmail 
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threats were the girls they knew best and ones they "hung out" with. These 

were the girls who had enough information about them to make a blackmail 

threat. During the discussion the boys said there were several girls in the 

class that they never bugged because they never talked to them. These 

girls were Annette, Jamie and Denne. They also admitted they bugged two 

girls the most; Sheena and Janeile. 

The boys did not believe that the comments they made were hurtful. 

They admitted they "cut down" the girls, but that they didn't think that the 

girls would take these comments seriously. They saw it as joking and 

teasing. Thome (1993) similarly found that boys framed this language in 

terms hke "we're only playing", or "it's all in fim" (p. 5). Her 

interpretation is that this is merely a pretense to mask more "serious, 

gender related messages about sexuality and aggression" (p. 5). 

These separate discussions with the boys and girls revealed a great 

deal about the relations of power in the classroom. The boys used both 

verbal and physical harassment and the effect was one of dominance. The 

girls felt bullied and intimidated. According to Larkin (1994), sexual 

harassment of this sort operates to reinforce the "unequal power that exists 
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between men and women in our patriarchal society. It's part of a pattern of 

male-female interaction in which men routinely express dominance over 

women" (p. 21). 

The emergence of this kind of conflict dramatically affected the girls 

in this classroom and it was obviously a part of the "grade eight 

experience" for them. One girl talked about how the harassment from the 

boys affected how the girls felt about themselves: 

'Cause we all talked about that and we all decided that it didn't help, 

like—'specially like, 13-year-old girls ... like, like, when they say: 

"Oh, you're a flat chest—oh, your boobs are so big"—hke, when they 

make comments hke that, that doesn't make you feel good. 

The gendered conflict also affected what they were prepared to say, 

what and how they wrote, and what they were comfortable in sharing. As 

a result of the tension, some of the girls were silenced and some fought 

back. Some talked and wrote about their experiences. Cindi, for example, 

wrote two pieces at this time that she put in her writing fQe, Intimidation 

and another piece that she never gave a title that discussed sexual 

harassment. She wrote: 
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I don't know what exactly to call this topic Fm writing about. 

There's really not a decent title to use. That's because I'm going to 

write about boys, and their perverted ways. I know it might not 

sound proper or right, maybe I'm being sexist, but I had enough of 

guys grabbing, touching, and fondling girls. I won't say any names, 

but I go to school with them. It doesn't bother me that much to call 

the cops or anything like that. I wouldn't do that, but pretty soon, 

I'll end up decking the guy. 

The grade eight teacher believed that these conflicts had been 

affecting the overall classroom dynamics and classroom learning and had 

reached a point where it affected her interaction with the students as well. 

She, too, felt buUied and threatened by some of the boys. This classroom 

was not a safe place. 

She felt that this needed to be addressed further and opened the 

discussion with the boys and girls together. Several weeks prior to this, 

during their Personal and Social Issues for Adolescents unit she had invited 

two guest speakers from the Community Sexual Assault Center. One 

woman shared with the students the circumstances around being raped 



96 

while baby-sitting during adolescence. The whole class hstened, the tone 

in the room was serious and silent. Later both boys and girls responded in 

their social studies notebooks in sympathy. 

The other woman addressed topics hke emotional, physical and 

sexual harassment, sexual assault, legal implications and statistics through 

films and discussions. On the second day she showed a film and discussed 

abuse and date rape and the students were encouraged to ask questions and 

could ask them privately by writing on a shp of paper to be read and 

responded to by the presenter. They asked some very good questions and 

the presenter responded to each of them. The following were examples of 

the student questions (written and handed in anonymously): 

1. If you have been abused in any way and need to talk about it 

and don't want to press charges, can you do that? 

2. Have you been sexually harassed? 

3. If a family member was abused and they split up can you 

report it later? 

4. What do you do when someone is abusing you and you are 

too scared to do anything? 
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5. Do you deal with any Hookers at the center? 

6. What should you do when abuse works both ways? 

7. To people who are molested by a loved one what should you 

do? 

8. Why is it the person you least suspect turn out to be a pervert 

or pedophile? 

9. Where can a person go for help? 

10. What happens if you are charged with sexual assault? 

Even though these discussions and questions would suggest the 

students were learning what these issues meant, the teacher recognized that 

this had not been internalized. She beheved the boys in particular had only 

intellectualized it and she confronted them. "You can say the words, you 

know the right answers, but you're not Uving it. You've only 

intellectualized it and you don't beUeve that it apphes to you." 

She then lead a group discussion about how this makes people feel, 

and what can be done about it. All of the students were asked to write 

about how they had been part of the problem and how they would try to be 

part of the solution. 
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The gendered violence was not just a grade eight phenomena. It was 

a pervasive problem throughout the school. At a parent teacher meeting in 

early spring the parents of a fourth grade El Salvadoran girl reported that 

their daughter had been sexually assaulted in the school corridors by a 

group of boys. She had been cornered, held down, and the boys had 

touched her breasts and vaginal area. Although reported to the 

administration, there was no apparent consequence for the boys. Several 

teachers were aware of the incident, but it was never discussed openly. 

The general discourse of the school staff" and administration around 

these issues was one of uncertaiuty; many thought the "bugging" was just 

normal and there was not much they could do. After all, "boys will be 

boys" (Miedzan, 1991). Most teachers felt they were ill prepared to deal 

with these issues either in their own classroom or around the school. 

There were also conflicts in the school that involved only girls. One 

such incident involved a girl who had left the school half-way through the 

year and had continued to threaten one of the girls in the class. She would 

come to the school yard, hang around the side door, and make threatening 

remarks to several of the grade eight girls. Another was a case where three 



99 

girls from this classroom got into a fight in the school bathroom with a girl 

from grade seven. All four girls were suspended for the day. The 

following day the mother of the grade seven student came to the grade 

eight room and threatened the girls. The police were called to the school 

and talked to all parties. 

The tension among the youth took on many and varied forms. 

Although a great deal of the conflict was between boys and girls, some 

incidents of violence were among youths of the same gender. As these 

early adolescents negotiated who they were as young men and women, 

these gendered conflicts, together with more general gendered interactions, 

contributed to their gender identities. 

Summary 

Gender was a salient construct in the Uves of adolescent girls from 

Harbourview. Their lives were gendered, they were constructing their own 

gender, and they saw themselves as differentially gendered from boys. The 

construct "gender" played itself out in the lives of these adolescent girls in 

many and complex ways. At the face-to-face level of interaction they were 
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active agents in their own gendering, but they did not do this on their own. 

They accomplished this in relation to those around them; their friends, their 

families, and "the guys." These girls managed their physical demeanor, 

positioned themselves in relation to others, talked and interacted in such 

ways as to be "girls." Some of the routinized interactions they engaged in 

across genders, were more overt like "flirting" and some like "sexual 

harassment" more covert. In combination all of these constructs 

contributed to the girls' "gender walk." 

At the same time, these girls hved in a multicultural urban Canadian 

community in which many of these same processes were in play on a 

larger scale. At the time of this study there were many inequities for 

women in Canada. Women tended to be marginalized in the work force 

and on the average there were still more opportunities and advantages for 

men. For example, women in Canada were paid less than men in 1995 

(Statistics Canada). Canadian women and children also experienced a 

great deal of sexual harassment and abuse at the hands of men during this 

time. 
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These were modem kids in modem times. They were like no group 

of teens in Harbourview prior to this or since. Their gender identity was 

locally co-constmcted between these particular girls and the people they 

interacted with on a daily basis. 

All of the eighth grade students were "doing gender" (West & 

Zimmerman, 1987) and the uniqueness of this for boys and girls became 

more and more apparent throughout the research and analysis. Friendship 

for example, was of paramount concem to these girls. This was evident in 

their daily interactions. Their friendships weren't without problems. 

Making friends was sometimes problematic as was the shifting of 

friendships. One girl who had been expelled from the school because she 

had been in a fight with two other girls had said she wanted to be their 

friend. Another said, "Well, sometimes you have to fight to be fiiends." 

For minority girls in Harbourview gendering had its own unique 

features. They were not, as minority girls, part of a monolithic group. 

What gender was to a Cree girl who danced Pow Wow, spoke her own 

language and moved to Harbourview from the reservation was different 

than that of a Metis child who had lived her whole life in this urban 
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community. It was different again for a girl from El Salvador who had 

spent two years in refugee camps in Guatemala or an Iraqi girl newly 

arrived from the Arab world. Although differences emerged, this study 

was not designed as to focus on ethnic identity. Had this been the case I 

might have found more specific differences among girls of different ethnic 

groups in relation to their construction of gender. 

In summary, who these young girls are as young women appears to 

be as important as ethnicity. There were some features of gendering in 

which all of these grade eight girls participated and some that were 

specific to them as individuals and members of a cultural and ethnic group. 

These are complex issues that need to be examined in fiirther studies. 



103 

CHAPTER 4 

A SONG: 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF "TALK" 

Introduction 

The grade eight classroom at St. M. school was a place where 

students were encouraged to share their ideas, compare what they were 

learning, ask questions and take ownership for their own learning. The 

teacher tried to make everyone feel comfortable and tried to create an 

open and inviting atmosphere. Every morning, for example, the 

students and teacher opened their day with the Lord's Prayer and ten 

minutes of sharing time. The students often talked about their famihes, 

themselves, and their accompUshments. The teacher listened 

attentively and encouraged everyone to share. Generally the girls 

seemed much more reticent than the boys to talk in this forum, and the 

boys dominated the talk. In the following discussion even though 

Cindi initiated the discussion the boys took over. 

Cindi tells the class that she saw a bat. A discussion about bats 

follows. Darren gives an example of when he and his brother 
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tried to catch one. Mark tells about finding a dead one. Ms. R. 

suggests that when they go to the Ubrary they get something on 

bats. Morris says he thinks that bats are cool. Curt tells a story 

about going to a lake to fish and seeing lots of bats. Cindi tells 

them about going for a walk in the evening and being scared by 

a bat. Ms. R. talks about bats in a school she worked in 

previously. Curt says there are bats at St. A's school where his 

mom works. James walks in late. Ms. R. tells them about 

seeing flocks of small birds last night, there were hundreds of 

them. Mark tells about the crows in the fall near the grain 

elevators and says "My dad said he's going to get a pellet gun" 

and several boys mimic shooting. (Fieldnotes, March 7,1995) 

Tannen's (1990) analysis of this kind of context was helpfiil in 

understanding why this might be so. She suggested that men talk more than 

women in "pubhc" contexts and women tend to talk more in "private" 

contexts. James and Drakich (1993), in their review of research on this topic 

compare the differences in research findings and summarize Tannen's work 

to say: 
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In a public situation, she suggests, there are typically more participants 
than in a private situation, they know each other less well, and there 
are more status differences among them, therefore participants are 
more likely to feel that they will be appraised by others. Men will thus 
talk more because they feel the need to estabUsh or maintain their 
status in the group, whereas women will talk less because they do not 
use talk to assert status and because they fear that their talk will be 
judged negatively, (p. 285) 

Talking took many forms and seemed to have varied purposes. 

Sometimes it played a social function for both the boys and girls such as, to 

get others to laugh, to get the attention of others, and to control others and 

gain power. There were numerous times "talk" resulted in intimidation and 

silence on the part of classmates. Darren's numerous references to overt 

sexuahty often got a laugh from those around him. During Free writing time; 

Cindi complains about the cut on her finger and displays her Band-Aid. 

She shuffles her paper, comments about her finger out loud again and 

unwraps the Band-Aid. Derek looks across the aisle at her and raises 

his index finger, as if both mocking her injury and gesturing an 

obscenity. He says "Okay, don't forget the whipped cream and... 

(inaudible)" which gets a laugh from the boys around him as well as 

from Sheena and Carla. Cindi quietiy asks the teacher "How do you 
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spell intimidation?" She writes it on the top of her page and starts to 

write. (Fieldnotes, May 4, 1996) 

Talk and the absence of talk were powerful phenomena in this 

classroom. There were times where the absence of talk was obvious as 

if determined by a set of unwritten rules or code of silence. In some 

cases, squealing on others was a definite 'No.' However, this 

depended on who the person was and her relationship to her 

classmates. For example, if she was weU Uked no one talked, but if 

she was of lower status in the classroom someone might tell the 

teacher. One day when the teacher made inquiries as to the classroom 

property that had disappeared no one seemed to know or would offer 

any leads. It was as though they had all agreed not to talk. 

Keeping confidence and 'not telling anyone' were also very important. 

In one case when two girls realized that their friend was seriously depressed 

and threatening suicide, they hesitated and worried whether they should break 

the "don't tell anyone" pact and talk to the teacher. 

All of the talk in the classroom was in English, even though there were 

youths who spoke Spanish, Cree, Saulteaux, Portuguese, and Arabic. These 
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languages were not used even for the whispered private talk. About half of 

the Aboriginal kids in the school wide. Aboriginal culture group, TANSI, said 

that they spoke an Aboriginal language but said that they did not use it in the 

classroom or school. This was evident as well at the TANSI poduck and 

social held one evening at the school. The drummer gave a prayer in Cree 

and everyone Ustened attentively, however, none of the girls used the Cree or 

Saulteaux languages pubUcly throughout the evening. 

Talk took on many forms and functions and the content of this talk was 

wide and varied. There were some topics that were frequent in general 

classroom talk and other topics that never arose. There were some topics that 

were more likely to be a part of the "girl talk" and some that were "boy 

talk." Topics common to both genders groups were school events, parties, 

weekend activities and the other sex. 

"Boy Talk" 

Although the dynamics of the "boy talk" in the classroom were both 

complex and changing, an understanding of it helps us better understand the 

girls' experiences. The "boy talk" in diis study included both public and 
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private discourse. The pubUc discourse took up a great deal of space. The 

boys often spoke to each other in loud voices from as far as three or four 

rows apart. Accompanying their words with gestures, eye contact, and 

laughter, there were a number of boys who monopoUzed the talk. On days 

where one or two of them were absent there was a big difference in the 

gender balance of classroom talk. 

In this classroom the private "boy talk" or quiet discussions between 

pairs or small groups tended to feature topics such as bikes, cars, money, 

gadgets, professional, local, and school sports. As well the talk was about 

what they were going to do and when. There were a couple of small groups 

of boys who hung out together, talked privately, and although they often did 

not verbally participate in the larger pubhc "boy talk" of the class, they 

participated by hstening, watching and laughing. 

The boys' pubhc discourse also seemed to be part of a one-upmanship. 

It was a kind of game to see who could "out talk" or "out lip" the others. 

There was, among about half of the boys in this room, a constant search for 

the next laugh from the largest crowd. Often this discourse had someone 

from the class as the scapegoat. Discrediting and belittling others was a 
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common occurrence and most often done in such a way that the teacher 

would not hear. 

One such instance occurred when a group of boys and girls were 

organizing their presentation about the book Island of the Blue Dolphins. 

One small, non-Aboriginal boy said to his group: "It's about some old Indian 

bag holding a stick." His group included an Aboriginal boy, an Aboriginal 

girl and five non-Aboriginal kids. The Aboriginal girl, Carla, had grown up in 

the city and had been at this school for several years. She was very outgoing 

and popular among both boys and girls and made a comment back to him that 

was audible to only those close to her. He quickly back tracked and said 

direcdy to her, "Oh, you won't look hke that!" There were no further 

responses. 

Another such incident involved the use of the term 'Nanabush' which 

is a trickster character in some Aboriginal legends. One of the boys said to 

two Cree girls across the aisle fi-om him to "Shut up Nanabush." He then 

more quietly said 'TSTanabush you get... (inaudible)" and one of the girls 

responded, "You don't have a bush!" He countered with "Who knows a 

bush!" in a suggestive tone and manner. As the term "a bush" in 
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contemporary urban Aboriginal slang refers to a woman's pubic hair, the girls 

averted their eyes and said nothing further. A few minutes later the same boy 

pointed to another Aboriginal girl in the class and said, "There's nose a bush." 

In a short while he turned back to the first two girls who were talking and 

said, "Don't say anything about me Ros a bush." He repeated these terms 

several times over the morning, and the girls kept silent. 

The boys' public discourse included a great number of references to 

gender, including many homophobic references. Phrases like "this is so gay" 

and "faggot" were common. This sort of talk was usually deUvered to an 

audience and seldom received a response. These ultimate insults 

corresponded with Larkins' (1994) findings in four Canadian high schools. 

She found that insults privileging maleness and male gender were prevalent 

and that being called something other than a 'real' (heterosexual) male was a 

major 'put down' among adolescent boys. 

Tarmen (1994) analyzed video tapes of boys and girls talking with their 

fiiends and found that "all the conversations between young boys (and none 

between young girls) had numerous examples of teasing and mock attack" (p. 

42). This kind of gendered interaction supports the idea that there is a 
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relationship between power and solidarity and for boys "power entails 

solidarity not only by opposition to another team, but by opposition to each 

other" (p. 42). 

Thome and Luria (1986) had similar findings in their classrooms in 

Massachusetts, Michigan and California, and their analysis included the 

suggestion that for the boys this verbal aggression through talk had the 

particular fimction of bonding. They frequently used terms like "sissy, fag or 

mental" (p. 181) to insult other boys they perceived to be weaker than 

themselves. 

In this grade eight classroom there were other more explicit sexual 

references that were directed at almost all the girls. References to the sexual 

act and comments on the girls' body parts were also common as were terms 

like "slut," "bitch," "tightass" and "pussy." The boys rated the girls as 

numbers from one to ten and used a great number of terms with sexual 

innuendoes such as "Should I use a banana?" "You girls up for some free 

milk?" or "She really wants it bad." 

There were one or two of the girls who were targeted by the boys for 

many of these conmients, and three who were spared. The two quietest Cree 
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girls and the Central American girl were for the most part not subject to these 

comments. These girls hung out together and seldom spoke to either the boys 

or to many of the girls in the room. The two girls most harassed were Metis, 

one was extremely quiet during class time and the other quite vocal. 

Cherland (1994) suggests that a safe place to talk is essential in the 

middle years classroom, but this is not easily attainable. She states, "There 

are times when it is not safe for students to speak, even when in the presence 

of teachers enhghtened by critical educational theories" (p. 19). Although not 

the focus of this research, this topic needs further examination and discussion. 

"Girl Talk" 

"Girl talk" in this classroom included both pubhc and private 

discourse. Among the frequent topics for "girl talk" were: boys, romance, 

clothes, fatness, arguments, jealousy, friendships, the events of last night or 

the weekend, who was doing what, and who said what to whom. Discussions 

of relationships, both positive and negative, were also prominent. The girls' 

public discourse frequently included talk about family, and it was not 

uncommon to hear the girls telling about something that went on with their 
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siblings or parents. Shannon's teen sister's baby, for example, was a common 

topic of discussion. 

The social networks for talk were very important for the girls. One 

level of discourse iocluded girls from several classrooms as they socialized at 

recess, lunch and lingered in the hallways and each others' classrooms after 

the bell. The girls were often standing or sitting close together in small 

groups of three or four. The girls also moved around the classroom a great 

deal and were continually jockeying for available desks in order to get close 

to talk to one of their girlfriends. Their behavior supports the view of Tannen 

(1990) that women talk more in private contexts than pubUc contexts because 

women are socialized, more than men, and that talk is important to the 

"maintenance of harmonious relationships" (James & Drakich, 1993, p. 306). 

The girls' pubUc discourse was not gender segregated. It included both 

boys and girls. They commented back and forth and often included the boys 

in their banter. Although there were few references to sex in their public 

classroom talk, the girls did privately respond back to the boys' verbal 

harassment with terms Uke "fag" and "gay." These terms were used 

primarily in retort to the boys, and the retorts were done so that teachers 
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wouldn't hear. The girls didn't use this terminology in reference to other girls, 

acknowledging that they used it with the boys as a means of self-defense. 

Different kinds of opportunities in this classroom lead to different kinds 

of talk. One kind of talk that some of the girls experimented with when they 

did class presentations was media or TV talk. For example, when they were 

given the choice of ways to respond to a novel they had just read, several 

groups of girls chose to represent their novel through a video presentation. 

During the filming of these videos, the girls' talk changed. Some tried out 

terminology and phrases common to television, and several took on the role 

of a talk show character. 

In one such representation, in a group of all girls, the girls took on the 

body language and movement of people they had seen on television talk 

shows. For example, as a guest on the show Jerline moved toward the 

showhost, Trish, waving her hands and said, "Now you hsten to me girl, I had 

enough of you!" in an accent imitating the one used in the American South. 

Another girl used the phrase, "Don't... girlfiiend" which is more common to 

African American speech than Canadian speech. Still another walked toward 

the talk show host, hands on her hips, gesturing with her hands and in a 
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threatening tone said "Don't shake your body at me," stormed back to her 

chair on stage, took a cross-legged position, with arms folded over legs, got 

up again, shook her hands, and shouted at someone in the audience. 

These presentations were videotaped and shown to the rest of the class. 

As the process of making the videotape removed the actors one step from the 

audience, it seemed to give them a freedom to explore new varieties of 

language. They had not used this kind of language in class on any other 

occasions where they were standing in person, in front of their audience. It 

was as though the video camera became an intermediary between themselves 

and the other students. 

The girls used terms in their everyday speech that served the function 

of representing themselves as teens. As in much current teen talk, terms such 

as; "whatever," "cool," and "like" were used frequentiy. Eckert (1988) 

discusses teen slang and its social significance among teenagers and suggests 

that "the salience of the cohort group among preadolescents is closely related 

to these kinds of hnguistic variations" (p. 187). 

Some girls used terms like "chick" and "stoner" in reference to one 

another, and they were used in a complimentary way or as a statement of 



116 

inclusion rather than being used in a derogatory manner. They also used the 

term "bitch" for girls they were not getting along with, and this term 

functioned to exclude others. The girls used their talk to identify themselves 

with those they saw as their friends and to separate themselves from others. 

They used it to construct the image of who they saw themselves to be. Both 

public and private "girl talk" played a very important role in the definition of 

gender for these girls. 

Tannen (1994) looked at the conversations of sixth and tenth grade 

girls and found several striking features. She found the girls using a kind of 

sing-song intonation and an elongation of vowels. She also found that they 

constructed dialogue that they included in their narratives (Tannen, 1989). 

They frequently used two verbs to lead into these dialogues. These were the 

verbs" to go" and "to be" which in talk were represented by terms like "and 

I go ..." or "and I was like .. ." 

The use of dialogue was also very prevalent in the conversations 

among the grade eight girls at St. M. school. It was very common to hear the 

girls use the verb to go, often in the form "I was like ..." or "She was like 
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. . . "  T h e  g i r l s  a l s o  o f t e n  t o o k  o n  a n o t h e r  v o i c e  o r  r e p r e s e n t e d  s e v e r a l  

speakers each with their own voice when they narrated an event. In a 

discussion with two of her girlfriends about telephone operators Cindi 

recalled an experience she had had on the weekend (see Appendix B for 

Transcription Key): 

But, I, I was like # she's like: "Hello,thishishoperrershpeaking." I was 

like: "I would like to make a collect call to 492-2218." She's like, 

''Whaitir I was Uke: "492-2218", weU, at &st I said, "306." ... And 

then she's like, she goes, '"'Hold on, I'll make your ca:ll" But she was 

like, really sorry (sarcastically), but that's the way her voice was. And 

then she put me through, and then she goes, "There's no answer!" 

(abruptiy) and I was like, "Oh, okay. Thank you," and she goes, 

"Chck!" Ho:lee. No wonder why no-one ever calls them, they're so 

crabbyl 

Tannen's (1988) discussion of the centrality of dialogue to teenage 

girls' narratives suggests that these features of dialogue, such as, 

exaggerations and elongation of vowels and the changes in speaker turns. 
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represent the relationship between the speakers and how the narrator feels 

about the event. 

These girls, like all children, have learned to talk like their peers. 

Tannen (1986) proposes that "Between the ages of 5 and 15, when children 

are learning to have conversations, they play mostly with friends of their own 

sex. So it's not surprising that boys and girls learn different ways of having 

and using conversations" (p. 134). 

The topics of conversation among the girls in this room were specific 

to them as girls, as was their use of talk in public and private domains. In an 

attempt to be modem these girls constructed talk and used terms from the 

media world they experienced. They were teenagers and wanted to be 

viewed as such. Given the tension in this classroom in terms of cross gender 

conflict and public talk, it makes sense that private talk and a place to talk 

that gives them some distance from an audience such as on a video recording 

might be less threatening and a safer place for the girls. 
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Group Talk 

Most self selected small groups in this classroom were single gender. 

It was rare to see a co-ed group unless assigned by the teacher. There were 

occasions almost daily for the kids to work together on projects such as 

responding to literature and preparing for presentations. During these times 

both boys and girls would move their desks together with their self-selected 

group and under the teacher's direction organize themselves for the task at 

hand. During hterature circles they would discuss their book and talk about 

how they will present it to their classmates. When working on their social 

studies, which was also hterature based, they worked in a similar fashion. 

The talk in these groups included both personal and academic topics. Often a 

discussion would reflect the complex urban world in which the youths Uved in 

relation to the topics they were studying. 

Topics of Talk 

The girls in this study frequently indexed or referred to these multiple 

worlds in their talk, and even during small group discussions a topic like 

violence, for example, surfaced on a regular basis. Some of these references 
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were media related and some related to their immediate experiences. During 

her groups' preparation for their social issues presentation on suicide. 

Shannon referred to a suicide she had heard about in an adjacent 

neighborhood: 

Cause this guy on like, 22nd or something.... He, he jumped off his 

house with a orange cord wrapped around his neck, and he had it on 

something on top of his house, and he jimiped off. That happened, 

Uke, ah ... I don't know when. 

During one group discussion with Doris (D), Shannon (S), Janelie (J) 

and Irish (T), Irish recalled her brother's attempted suicide in what seemed 

Uke a rather matter of fact manner. 

D: Something comes out from your stomach to make you vomit.... 

I :  I  know,  convuls ing .  Iha t ' s  cool . . . .  

S: How'd you know?? 

I: I know, my brother had to do that. 

S: Oh really? 

J: What'd he do then? Lots of pills? 

I; Yeah. 
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J; Did he tell you he did it? 

S: Was he trying' to kill himself?? 

T: Yeah. 

J: He was?? 

S: Would you miss him ? 

T: No. 

(laughter) 

T: Well, I wouldn't! 

S: She told the truth about her brother. She wouldn't miss him. 

It's a long story. 

There were times in these small group discussions that the threat of 

externally imposed or self inflicted violence comes through in more 

exaggerated almost joking manner. For example, Cindi (C) describes to 

Carla (Ca) and Tanis (T) about a telephone conversation she had with Brian, 

a boy from another school. They all know this boy. 

C: He always talks about you (looking at Carla). I think he likes 

you. 

Ca: Me? 
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C: I think he likes you. cause remember, when you called me and I 

was talking to him? He's hke, "Carlo? " I was like, "Yeah, Carlo 

Jo?'" And he goes, "Carla, r/iaf g/W?" I was like, "Yeah, my friend?" 

"Yeah, Carla?" he was like, "Yeah!" And I was like, ohhh. And he 

was saying on the phone and he was, like, threatening to kill himself 

and all this. He goes, "Yeah, I got a gun right here", and, and, hke, I 

could hear something chcking, and I think it was a gun but Tm not 

sure.# And, he was hke, he goes, "Well come over here and 77/ show 

you" He goes, "I'll blow my, I'll put the gun down my throat and I'll 

blow my head off right in front of you!" 

Ca: Oh. Let me see now. Oh, kay. Then leave him. (Sarcastically) 

C: Like, that's what he was hke. And I was like, "Oh, Brian." And 

he goes, hke, "What would you do, if..." And I was hke, I 

would go to your juneral and I would laugh at you. (chuckles) 

T: His head's blown off? 

(laughter) 



123 

C: But, and he's hke, "Don't tell anyone okay?" And like, then he 

goes, "Yeah, okay, but don't tell anyone about my committing 

suicide?" And I was like .. . 

Ca: Tanis, we should all like, get up and # start dancing! 

(Sarcastically) 

Ward (1988) discusses urban adolescents' view of violence and 

suggests that the levels of violence have made a serious impact on urban 

youth. She points out that: 

We can no longer discuss violence without immediately acknowledging 
sex differences in this frightening social phenomenon. Males are more 
often both the primary victims and the perpetrators of violence. 
Women, however, are increasingly the indirect victims of violence, for 
behind the male homicide statistics is a mother who has lost a son, a 
wife who has lost a husband, or a little girl who has lost her father. 
(Ward, 1988, p. 175) 

Tools of Talk 

The structure within the girls' small group discussions was also 

revealing in terms of gender. 

Following a definition outlined by Sacks, Scheglofif and Jefferson (1974), 

Ochs (1979) describes turns at talk in middle class adult speech: "Turns are 
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considered to be verbal units bounded either by the talk of another speaker 

or by a significant pause" (p. 69). The turns in the girls' group discussions 

provide some insight into the social organization of their group talk. 

For example, in several of the small group discussions Doris (D) did 

most of the framing and renaming during the discussion as a way to both get 

her group on task or keep them on task. She was direct in her attempts to 

get the floor and often successful. In this short interchange with Shannon 

(S), she made three attempts to keep the topic on the floor: 

D; Okay. So that's in our first scene, (first attempt) 

S: Yeah, I cut this out after, I just ripped it out and then patched it 

on to one of my sister's baby's clothes! 

D: Really? 

S: 'Cept she doesn't want the baby hking Mickey. She's sick of 

Mickey. Anyway ... so what'd you put down? 

D: 'Kay, that's our first scene. Okay—background, it's gonna be the 

cave, five co~uh, three colours of grey.... And then// (second 

attempt) 

S: We only need one scene, don't we? 
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D: Well, that's the first scene. And then we're gonna do—I don't 

know. Like, that's what happens, and then// (third attempt) 

Doris and Shannon were friends and frequently worked together in 

groups. Doris was respected by her friends for both her organizational skills 

and her ideas. In several group observations she took an active lead and her 

talk in the previous interaction with Shannon reflected her leadership in 

group discussion. 

There were also many examples of girls talking at the same time and 

still the discussion went on. Rather than interruptions, these overlaps 

seemed to fimction as a supportive mechanism. Tannen (1994) described 

this as "enthusiastic Usteners who overlapped cooperatively, talking along to 

estabhsh rapport" (p. 35). She also discussed cases where the 

communication was unbalanced such as where: 

. . .  O n e  s p e a k e r  r e p e a t e d l y  o v e r l a p s  a n d  a n o t h e r  r e p e a t e d l y  g i v e s  
way, the resulting communication is unbalanced, or asymmetrical, and 
the effect (though not necessarily the intent) is domination. But if both 
speakers avoid overlap, or if both speakers overlap each other and win 
out equally, there is symmetry and no domination, regardless of 
speakers' intentions. (Tannen, 1994, p. 35) 

Tannen (1994) suggests that similar or different overlap styles can 

make a difference in die communication. In the following example, Doris 
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(D), Shannon (S), and Tanis (T) had quite similar overlap styles. In their 

group discussion they often talked at the same time and established very 

smooth patterns of overlap. In the following discussion, they spontaneously 

created a mini chant in a lilting kind of rhythm: 

D: Yeah. Yeah. She was kinda hunting them. "Kay, at first her leg 

really hurt, really bad, so she had to stay in the cave fov-five 

suns! And then after-uhm// 

S: Didn't she use this stuff that// (slowed down 

stilted speech) 

D: Cactus juice! She ate// 

S: She drank// 

T: She chewed on it. 

D: Yeah// 

S: Cactus juice// 

D: M-hmm 
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Relations of Talk 

Given that these groups were all self selected, none of the participants 

were strangers or even just acquaintances, they were composed primarily of 

friends. These girls had had a great deal of experience interacting with each 

other and had a wealth of common experiences to draw on. There were times 

when they moved back and forth in the group discussions between the present 

task and events from the past. For example, Cindi (C), Tanis (T), and Carla 

(Ca) have been best friends for several years and in their group discussions 

they talked about two seemingly unrelated events. In this example from the 

social studies working group they talked about past social events and at the 

same time negotiated their task of thinking through a group presentation on 

teen pregnancy. 

C: We have to make a display/ [- for our presentation.... 

Ca; Oh, we can-] 

T: Teen Pregnancy! (m2i\A^\o[cQ) 

C: Well, I know that! (small laugh) 

Ca: Tanis talk Uke that one voice you always talk! (taking on an 

Indigenous English accent) 
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T: Which one? 

Ca: I don' know. The one that always makes me laugh! 

T: I?? don' know! (cough) I can't remember! What was 

I saying? 

Ca: "//ep me upV (In a high voice) (laughter) 

C; [Oh I hate that 

T: No, remember how Conrad] just kept laughing? Uh-hoo, 

uh-hoo, uh-hoo! 

These girls are long-term friends, they are comfortable enough with 

each other to use the Indigenous EngUsh speech patterns from their home 

speech community. They also do not hesitate to talk at the same time. 

Similarly, Greenwood (1989) transcribed dinner conversations among 

preadolescent boys and girls and found that the most comfortable they were 

with their companions, the more they interrupted each other. 

When the girls worked in groups it was not uncommon for there to be 

two or more floors of conversation going on at one time, such as one or two 

girls involved in leading the formal task and asking questions like "Who 

would like to .. ." and others discussing a separate topic: "When are you 
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going to fix your.."Right after school!" "Good, it's annoying me." 

Another fi-equent occurrence was the brief inteijection of a new topic and 

then a return to the formal task activities. Doris (D); Tanis (T); and Shannon 

(S) in a group preparing for a presentation on their literature study. Island of 

the Blue Dolphins demonstrated this; 

D: Oh, a narrator. 

T: Yeah, that's what it's called. 

D: Okay, we could write# yeah, have some of those up. "Koranna's 

leg was hurt very badly. She chewed on .. 

S: Cactus juice! 

T: Cactus juice. 

S: Yeah, just-make her drink cactus. 

T; Very interesting. 

D: So, "Mmm, good. Cactus juice!" 

T; Found in your grocer's fi-eezer! No kidding! 

D: Okay, so ... Koranna is- Koranna lying down in cave.... 

(Doris writes on the board.) 

S: What, I'm not doing anything. # yeah, it's good. 
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D: You're not doing anything. 

T: I know. 

S: You have neat writing, I have really messy 

writing, you. Won't be able to see// 

D: Okay, so that was-should happen—in the &st. Okay, Koranna 

was lying down in the cave// 

In this discussion they flipped back and forth between floors of 

conversation and Doris, as in the previous example of framing, was the one to 

manage the dual floors. 

Relationships play a central role in the girls' small group interaction. 

Research by Sachs (1987) as well as Goodwin and Goodwin (1987) 

demonstrates how relationships are central to the girls. They suggest that 

girls use some forms of speech more frequently in their attempts to maintain 

relationships. In her work with preschool boys and girls, Sachs (1987) found 

girls used more mitigating devices than boys. They more frequently used 

"imperatives with joint focus," "pretend directives," and "tag questions" (p. 

169). Similarly, Goodwin and Goodwin (1987) found that early adolescent 

girls "choose directive forms that minimize differences between the party 
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being requested to do something and the party making the request" (p. 229). 

This is not to say that they never chose other directive forms, just that in the 

context of a group where they had a particular task to organize it was more 

frequent to hear phrases like "Let's do this." 

Goodwin and Goodwin (1987) have also done extensive discourse 

analysis on the arguments of black children and teens and have found several 

differences between boys and girls. One particular feature of girls arguments 

is the frequent use of an indirect device for making accusations. They called 

these the "he-said-she-said" statements, which deUver an accusation by 

reporting what someone else said about the accused party (p. 171). 

There was something similar to this among the girls at St. M. school. It 

often took place when the grade eight girls reported on disagreements that 

had taken place in the past. Cindi, for example, reported an incident from 

seventh grade: 

And then about two—about a month before school ended, I heard that 

she was goin' around # She was, um, puttin' me down, and calUn' a~uh, 

bitch and stuff, so ... me and Carla and Tanis confronted her? Like, I 

confronted her, but they came with me? And I told her, I said, "Carla 
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does not like you, why do you do this?" And then, she goes: "Well, let 

Carla speak for herself." 

The references to previous disagreements sometimes went on for 

weeks. Cindi had a negative encounter with a girl who had left the school 

half way through the term and she made references to this months later. 

Similarly the "he-said-she-said" form (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1987) served a 

particular function in this context. They suggest: 

Indeed, because of the way in which it creates both a relevant past and 
an anticipated future, he-said-she-said can provide an arena for action 
and drama that lasts for days. From a slightly different perspective, the 
entire he-said-she-said sequence can be seen as an elaborate way to 
play out games of shifting coalitions, a theme common in the girls' 
social structure. (Goodwin & Goodwin, 1987, p. 238) 

Goodwin and Goodwin (1987) also looked at how, in order to win an 

argument the girls in their study made "use of the talk of prior speaker and 

transforming it to their advantage" (p. 219). The girls in grade eight at St. M. 

school also played off each others speech in this way. They were very 

playful with their talk and often used the syntactic structures of prior 

speakers. When Doris (D), Shannon (S) and Tanis (T) were talking about 

how they might represent and enact a novel they had just read they played off 

each other's responses: 
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D: She chewed on it. 

T: She chewed on it. 

S: She chewed on it! 

T: That's right. She chewed on it. 

D: Okay, and then she made some bows and arrows #or I don't 

know. 

T: Look, these numbers are crooked. 

[15] 

D: And then she found some// 

S: This is Uke, gonna be like a two minute play. 

D: Yeah, but we'll. .. (inaudible) do lots. So, what did you write? 

Do you and Tanis..? 

S; Yeah. 

D: 'Kay, so, the first act she's in the cave, her leg really hurts really 

bad//. 

S; Really. 

D: She stays in there. 

S: Five suns. 
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T: Five suns. 

S: Yeah. 

D: And then# and then she gets a cactus ... 

T: There'll only be like, one person in it! 

Similarly to Goodwin and Goodwin (1987), the group talk among the 

girls at St. M. school contained styhstic devices common to girls. These 

girls, like all girls used their talk to represent themselves as girls and in this 

way 'talk' contributed to tiieir gender identity. 

Summary 

Talk was a very important part of the youths' gender identity and it 

also played a part in the construction of gender inequities. The "boy talk," 

for example, played an important role in the construction of gender. For the 

boys, it was a part of their own gendering and for the girls it affected how 

they viewed themselves in relation to the "other side." It was also a part of 

interactional patterns that supported a power imbalance and influenced what 

girls perceived to be the relationship between gender and power. 
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Gender talk, like gender walk played a very important part of "doing 

gender." It was a vehicle for the youths to display who they were and where 

they were in relation to gender. Everyone in the class used talk in ways that 

contributed to the delineatioa of which "side" they were on. There was little 

room for middle ground, they were either a boy or a girl. 

The kind of talk that went on in this classroom both generally, among 

the separate genders, and then in the small academic groups demonstrated a 

great deal of gendered talk. The girls did not command the same kind of time 

for pubhc talk as the boys, but rather involved themselves in more private talk 

and in networks of talk. The girls had a greater need to develop intimate 

relationships and took a great deal of care to share their ideas and experiences 

with their friends. 

The private "girl talk" functioned to build relationships and support 

networks of learners and friends. They rehed to a great extent on private talk 

but when given an opportunity such as video taping their pubhc talk for a 

group presentation they tried a range of talk styles. These contexts seemed to 

provide a safe place to talk which was important. 



136 

Modernity and toughness emerged as sahent constructs in these girls 

lives. They used TV talk and teen slang as a way to present themselves as 

modem. The multiphcity of their Uves was represented in their talk and they 

drew on a wide range of past and present experience in their conversations. 

For example, they knew the contradictions of modem life. They knew what it 

meant to be poor and at the same time they coveted the fashionable hfe 

presented to them by the media. 

Friendships were central to all levels of classroom talk. In public talk, 

private talk and group talk the topic of friendship frequentiy arose. Similar to 

Goodlad's (1984) study, these adolescents were preoccupied with the social 

dimension of the classroom. 

The girls in this study tended to be very comfortable with the other 

girls in their self selected discussion groups and the talk showed this. There 

were a great many overlaps in their speech but not overlaps that would 

necessary be viewed as interruptions. It was supportive talk. At times there 

could be several floors of conversation and it did not seem to get in the girls 

way of communicating. The girls were comfortable with this joint 

constmction of talk in their groups. 
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Similar to Tannen's (1994) work with adolescents, the girls in this 

study also used a great deal of dialogue in their discussions. When they were 

telling each other something it was very common to hear them repeat the 

dialog verbatim. Often the verb to be, represented by "like" was used as a 

lead in to the other voice, and the person telling the event would reinvent the 

voices of the various speakers. These narrations often focused on ways of 

relating to each other and how the speaker felt about the events. 

The face to face interactions of these grade eight girls represented them 

as girls. Their talk tended to support relationship building through their 

choices of when, how, and where to talk as well as the styUstic devices in 

their conversations. These micro social processes at play in this classroom, 

through talk, also contributed to estabhshing relations of power in the 

classroom. 
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CHAPTER 5 

HER BIOGRAPHY: 

THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF TEXT 

Introduction 

The grade eight classroom at St. M. school was a busy and literate 

place. The students read from a range of hterature, talked about authors, and 

wrote for many purposes. Creativity was encouraged. The teacher expected 

the students to follow a process writing model (Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1983) 

but spent htde time in class on mini-lessons or formal instruction. The 

students each had a writing file in which to keep their work and they selected 

pieces each reporting period for the teacher to evaluate. The teacher gave 

careful feedback each time and also gave oral feedback during class while the 

students were in the process of writing. This chapter will include a discussion 

of the kinds of writing that took place, what the girls did when they wrote, the 

topics they wrote about, their voice in their writing, what audience meant to 

them, and the relationship of their gender identity to their written text. 
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The girls in this class brought their life experiences with them to the 

writing class. As Ritchie (1989) suggests: "The personal, educational, and 

linguistic histories students bring to our classes contribute to the rich texture 

of possibilities for writing, thinking and for negotiating personal identity" (p. 

157). 

Classroom Writing 

In this classroom there were plenty of opportunities to write. The 

students wrote social studies reports, book reports, essays, and study notes, 

and they had opportunities to do free writing. They wrote on a regular basis, 

although not daily, and kept their finished pieces, as well as works in 

progress, in a writing file at their teacher's desk. 

A great deal of writing that took place was not curricular. The girls 

wrote on their desks, binders, jeans, jackets, running shoes, and skin. Given 

the opportunity to cover their desks with colored paper the girls wrote all 

over each others desk tops. They wrote compliments and greetings like 

"Amber wuz here," "You're a cool chick," or "Right on chick." On several 

occasions the girls wrote messages on each others' arms and hands. One day 
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Sheena had writing covering her entire hand and arm from the tips of her 

fingers to her elbow. 

Another very common aspect of their classroom writing was "notes." 

When the girls were asked, all of them admitted to passing notes in class 

although several said they "don't do it so much this year." The boys 

sometimes tried to intercept the notes but did not write them. Similarly, Myer 

(1992) found "underground writing" among the girls in a first grade class (p. 

418). 

One day when the teacher intercepted a note, the boys asked to be 

allowed to read it. The girl who had written and passed it actually begged the 

teacher not to read it out loud. She admitted that it was a hst of "who loves 

who" and stated adamantly that it was "not true." The teacher had a "no 

notes" poUcy and destroyed the note. 

Note writing, according to the girls, fimctioned as a replacement for 

talk, but generally it was not as personal as talk. According to Taylor (1993), 

such substitutional writing serves an important function when a person is not 

physically near enough for direct oral communication. Notes often included 

comments like, "How are you. What are you doing after school. Meet me at 
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that place," or as Jerline pointed out, they could include "rumors that go 

around, or if you want to do stuff after school." The girls wrote about the 

class whether they thought it was "interesting or boring" and they told each 

other about recent events. Sometimes notes served just to pass the time as 

Sheena suggested: "Sometimes you get really bored and there is nothing else 

to do so you just write a note to somebody." There were imphcit rules about 

the passing of these notes and "people (i.e., the girls) just 'know' who to pass 

to who." The rules were estabhshed early in the school year and generally 

followed. 

The diary genre was a very popular written mode in the out of school 

writing. All the girls had written a diary at some point; many still did, and 

some had very recently stopped. Yet, only twice did they use the diary genre 

in their classroom free writing and in both cases it was not an ongoing 

dialogue as diaries are usually used. Denne used a diary format in one piece 

of her writing as a way to communicate events that happened from a previous 

generation and Doris switched to a diary format in one story in order to find a 

voice that was personal enough to give the effect of grief over the loss of a 

parent. 
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Caywood and Overing (1987) express some concern about the limited 

use of this genre in the classroom and suggest that what is expected as 

classroom writing is not the kinds of written discourse that women have 

excelled at in the past. They beheve that the spheres of discourse given the 

place of privilege in classrooms are those traditionally of men. They suggest 

the more common discourse of women such as "private poetry, letters, 

diaries, journals, personal narratives, oral or written, and autobiographies" 

(Caywood & Overing, 1987, pp. xii-xiii) have been overlooked in schools. In 

this classroom these genre with the exception of poetry were 

underrepresented and the teacher never highhghted or discussed them as a 

way to introduce and encourage their use. 

The curricular writing in this classroom took numerous shapes and 

forms. In French class for example, the students wrote travel brochures about 

places they might visit. They wrote social studies reports on countries from 

around the world and they made a handout for their classroom group 

presentation on social and personal issues in the Uves of adolescents. They 

had free writing time two or three times a week and were free to choose both 

topic and genre. They did not write journals in this class, and although they 
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did some expository writing during free writing, little attention was paid to 

other categories of non-fiction. 

The Writing Process 

For the most part these girls liked to write. They certainly had their 

preferences about what they Uked to write and what conditions were best for 

writing, but no one said she did not hke to write. Most of the girls preferred 

to have the choice in deciding what to write and what form it should take, 

however, a few thought it was just easier to be told what to do. From 

Karen's perspective choice mattered. She stated, "If I choose my own topic, 

then I feel I want to write it and try harder." 

Atmosphere and concentration were two important elements of writing 

that mattered to the girls. In this classroom, similar to the findings of Atwell 

(1987) and Rief (1992), it was important to have sufficient time for the 

writers to settle down, collect their thoughts and get started. Some of what 

looked on the surface Uke idle staring was part of the girls' prewriting time. 

They took time to organize themselves and their thoughts. They talked to 

each other a great deal. It seemed that the prewriting stage was very 
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important for the girls and that it helped them to talk about options for 

prewriting and what writers do as they get ready to write. Graves (1975) also 

found that young girls, when compared to their male counterparts, put more 

emphasis on prewriting, pre-thinking and organizing when they wrote (p. 

236). 

Similarly, it was important for the girls to interact with others and their 

environment when they wrote. They asked each other questions or how to 

spell a word. They gave each other ideas and sometimes helped each other 

write. It was not uncommon to hear, as Tanis said, "Sheena helped me write 

part of it." These interactions were indicative of the social nature of the 

writing process. Cooper and Holzman (1989) frame this according to a 

Bakhtinian model in that "writing doesn't happen in an individual's head. It 

is what happens between people and their interaction" (p. xi). 

Sometimes the girls found that they could not concentrate in the 

classroom because there were just too many distractions. When this 

happened, they preferred to write outside of the classroom or at home. The 

teacher often allowed them to go to an empty, adjacent room or the library. 

Cindi described how she created an atmosphere to write at home by making a 
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cup of tea, sitting at the table, taking time to relax, and just thinking for 

awhile. Atwell (1987) in her seminal book on adolescents In The Middle 

discussed the need for both quiet and interaction as a problem in classrooms: 

"Figuring out how to accommodate both writers' needs for quiet and their 

need to talk about their writing presented our biggest headache in arranging 

the room as a (writers) workshop" (p. 64). 

Getting started was sometimes problematic for the girls. Diane said, 

"Sometimes it's hard, sometimes I'll just sit there for hours and hours and like 

think until I get Uke two or three Unes and then I can just keep going." She 

preferred to write poetry, and she was very focused on the conciseness of 

language. She felt the first few hnes had to be right, or she could not 

continue. If she had too much trouble starting a piece, she said she just 

picked another topic and tried again. Doris felt the same," I start sometimes 

and I can just do a litde so I just throw it away.... Yeah, cause if I can't get 

at least the first part done then I can't do it all I guess." 

Writing the ending to a story was sometimes an issue as Tanis 

suggested: "I think about an ending and if I don't like it, I'll just keep on 

thinking of different ones and see which would match the story better." 
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The writing process was unique for each girl, but most were aware of 

the basic steps and strategies. Some followed the steps more religiously than 

others. Some believed that prewriting was a good way to get their ideas 

down, and most saw the value in revision. Writers like Cindi, Shannon and 

Tanis paid less attention to the details of this process and more attention to 

getting their ideas across. Shannon said; "You want it to be interesting and 

make sense that is different from any other story they have read." 

Tanis believed in the importance of a good ending to a story. She said, 

"I Uke to leave the reader sometimes just wondering what happened to this 

person." When Shannon was well into a piece about relationships she 

decided that the dialogue was hmiting her too much, and she couldn't get on 

with the plot. So she went back to the beginning and made major revisions to 

thin out the dialogue. Once she had done that, she continued on where she 

had left off. 

Writers hke Doris and Trish, conversely, focused more on the steps of 

drafting, revising and editing. Doris commented, "Yeah, I'll revise it once or 

twice, I'll just kind of go through it for spelling mistakes, or what sounds 

better, paragraphing maybe." As a poet, Diane took a great deal of time with 
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her first draft, did httle prewriting and always did a second draft that 

generally did not contain major revisions by that point in the process. In 

writing prose, however, she put ideas down on scrap paper, thought out 

episodes and events in advance of starting to write, and made more major 

revisions. 

The girls used a variety of stimuli if they found they were running out 

of ideas. They stopped and reflected on what it was, reread something they 

had read, asked a fiiend for ideas or just put the piece aside for awhile, 

sometimes for up to several days. Cindi explained that she sometimes had 

quite the opposite problem; there were too many ideas all at once leading her 

to lose her train of thought. She described this problem as: "like getting too 

many ideas at once. I don't—that bothers me, 'cause I get confused" so she 

"wrote down, like, brief little pointers about what was going to happen." 

This was the strategy she used to keep track of her ideas during writing. On 

the other hand, Tanis said, "Like, I have lots of ideas, but I never get them 

down on paper. Like, I just kinda keep them in a file in my head." 

When the teacher expected lengthy pieces of writing, the girls attacked 

this task in a number of ways. Some wrote during class time; some wrote at 
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home. A few of the girls wrote, shared it with friends or the teacher, and then 

rewrote; others wrote the piece in one sitting and handed in their first or 

second draft without anyone else reading it. In this classroom, it was not 

uncommon to see a student working on the same piece over a 10 day or two 

week period. Shannon, for example, worked on The Life of a Young Girl: 

Part One (see Appendix E) over five class periods from April 24 to May 10 

without taking the story home. This 700 word introductory excerpt from a 

longer piece she wrote was indicative of her preference to write long and 

connected pieces. Others, like Cindi, wrote at home every day for about 10 

days in order to complete a prologue to her mystery story. Sea of Revenge 

(see Appendix F). This 1,300 word introduction was very clearly crafted to 

hook the reader and build the relationship for the rest of the novel. 

McCracken (1992), in her work with women in high school and college 

composition classes, suggests that her writers gained more from writing parts 

of a longer piece on one topic than writing more pieces on unrelated topics (p. 

121). 

It became apparent from these observations how important it was for 

there to be sufficient time in class for the girls to both compose and revise. 
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This time needed to be both daily and ongoing. Good serious writing took 

time to complete, as Freedman (1994) also found with the Writing Exchange 

Project sponsored by the National Center for the Study of Writing. The 

project showed that "students who achieved the most were in classes where 

the teacher expected them to produce lengthy academic pieces and where 

they were given several months to craft each one" (Freedman, Flower, Hall & 

Hayes, 1994). Similarly, Rief (1992) set immediate and long term 

expectations for her adolescent students. Her students produced three to five 

pages per week and fi"om these revised and handed in two finished works 

every six weeks. Graves (1983) and Atwell (1987) recommend at least three 

hours or class periods a week in order for the writing process to work and for 

kids to establish the practices of authorship necessary to sustain it. 

During firee writing time (Knoblauch & Brannon, 1984), the teacher 

gave the students complete choice of topic and genre. The girls wrote about a 

wide variety of topics but a limited number of genre. Graves (1994) found 

that "children want to write in the genres they are reading" (p. 304) and this 

appeared to be the case for these girls. They read mostly fiction, and they 

primarily wrote fiction. They did, however, write some non-fiction such as 
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narratives of personal experience and informal expository reports. Poetry 

was another popular genre. Table 3 is a summary of their writing by genre. 

Of the 80 pieces in their writing files at the end of the term, 23 were non-

fiction, 22 were poetry, and 35 were fiction. The girls did not all have equal 

numbers of pieces in their files. Some were much more prolific as writers 

than others, and the lengths varied greatly. 

Several girls had very Uttle in their writing files, Sheena missed a lot of 

school, kept her writing at her desk and only put one story in her writing file 

at the end of the school year. Korrine, did not have a writing file, and none of 

her writing is included in this research. She had arrived in March fi-om Iraq 

and at the time of this research did not yet write in Enghsh. Armette wrote 

very Uttle and only completed two pieces. Table 3 indicates how many texts 

firom each girl were included in the analysis. 

As indicated in Table 3, poetry and fiction outweigh non-fiction at a 

ratio of 57:23. Graves (1994) suggests that the imbalance in classroom 

writing between fiction and poetry as compared to non-fiction is an issue for 

teachers. Non-fiction plays such an important part of writing in high school. 
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Table 3 

Girls Writing bv Genre 

Number of Genre 

Name Pieces Poetry Non-Fiction Fiction 

Annette 2 1 0 1 

Carla 5 1 3 1 

Carol 5 . 2 I 2 

Cindi 9 0 1 8 

Denne 4 2 1 I 

Diane 12 11 1 0 

Doris 8 1 6 1 

Jamie 6 0 3 3 

Janelle 3 2 1 0 

Jerline 4 0 2 2 

Shannon 4 0 3 1 

Sheena 1 0 1 0 

Irish 6 1 4 1 

Toni 5 1 3 1 

Tanis 6 0 5 1 

Korrine 0 0 0 0 

Total 80 22 35 23 
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college and careers that teachers need to provide good models and write non-

fiction with them. 

Writing Topics 

The girls got their ideas to write from a variety of sources. In a manner 

similar to Graves' (1974) notion of "grazing," they drew on a wide range of 

resources. In their interviews they discussed how they sometimes grazed 

close to home, looking around the classroom and at books that they had read. 

Sometimes they went further afield using ideas that they had read in the 

newspaper, cartoons, or popular magazines. Movies and television shows 

were also prominent resources. One girl said she used her daydreams to 

spark her writing. Although they said that they did not use the substance of 

their own lives as a basis for writing, because "it's too boring," they admitted 

that they did use the hves of their fiiends. Carol said: 

One of my fiiends will tell me about her problems and her secrets that 

you can't tell anyone, so I guess they just come out in my writing.... 

Most of my fiiends are really sad and they talk a great deal about 
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suicide and they are having really tough lives and so I just mention that 

. . .  I  p r o m i s e  n o t  t o  t e l l  a n y o n e  s o  I  j u s t  w r i t e  i t  d o w n .  

Researchers such as Macey (1992), Bird (1992), OUila, Bullen, and 

CoUis (1989) and Graves (1975) suggest that among young children boys and 

girls pick different kinds of topics to write about. Macey found primary boys 

in England wrote more about action and adventure, and the girls wrote more 

about family or domestic themes. The girls' writing contained many more 

references to feelings and was more often written in the third person, whereas 

the boys were more likely to write in the first person. Graves (1974), in his 

early work with young children, specified territorial reahns for male and 

female writers. He found girls wrote more frequently about topics in the 

primary territory closer to home and school, whereas boys chose more topics 

of a secondary or expanded territorial nature. 

Secondary territory is defined as the metropoUtan area beyond 
the child's home and school. Expanded territory is defined as 
the area beyond the secondary which would include current 
events, history and geography an a national and world scale. 
(Graves, 1974, p. 236) 

Hunt (1995), in a writing study with bilingual Puerto Rican students in 

grades 9,11, and 12, found that, although boys and girls were given a free 
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choice of subjects, the boys were more Ukely to question and challenge 

traditions and societal institutions than were girls. She found that: 

Males wrote twice as many papers as females discussing philosophical 
questions such as the purpose of education, life after death or analysis 
of evil. Males were more than twice as likely to write about action or 
violence and they were more Ukely to comment on world problems. 
Females wrote more than three times as many papers involving 
personal relationships as males did and they were somewhat more 
hkely to write about personal experiences. (Hunt, 1995, pp. 8-9) 

From a total of 80 pieces of written text in their year end writing files, 

the girls wrote about many different topics (see Table 4). In the girls' non-

fiction writing, they wrote about: trauma, abandoimient, teen pregnancy, 

divorce, suicide, intimidation, shoplifting, drugs, interracial dating, ADDS, 

sexual abuse, sexual harassment, becoming an adult, dreams, fiiends, 

relationships, the Oklahoma bombing, and the Holocaust. Their poetry 

covered topics like: romance, love, loss, dreams, fi-eedom, friendships, 

relationships, suicide, death, emotional pain, regret, drugs, and philosophy. 

Diane also wrote a set of poems about sea creatures during a theme study of 

'the ocean.' Their fictional writing included crime, mystery, murder, gangs, 

family violence, death, adventure, car accidents, emergencies, teen life, and 



Table 4 

Topics of Writing bv Genre 

Non-fiction Poetry Fiction 

trauma romance crime 

abandonment love mystery 

teen pregnancy loss murder 

divorce dreams gangs 

suicide freedom family violence 

intimidation friendships death 

shoplifting relationships adventure 

drugs suicide car accidents 

interracial dating death emergencies 

AIDS emotional pain teen hfe 

sexual abuse regret horror stories 

fiiends philosophy boy fiiends 

adulthood drugs relationships 

relationships animal life 

the Holocaust 

the Oklahoma 

Bombing 
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horror stories. They also wrote teen fiction focusing on boyfiiends and 

relationships. Some of the topics that the girls chose, although completely of 

their own choice, were a reflection of the themes under study in the 

classroom. 

The topics in these texts listed in Table 4 crossed many of the 

boundaries described by Macey (1992), Bird (1992), Graves (1975), and 

Hunt (1995). These girls wrote about topics firom both primary and 

secondary territories (Graves, 1975), and their writing included everything 

fi-om philosophical discussions to extreme acts of violence. For example, in 

her poem Questions (see Appendix G), Janelle wonders about life and death 

(excerpt only): 

Questions 

What is love? 

Why is it called that? 

Why do we live? 

Why do we die? 

Why is there good and bad? 

Why is there light and dark? 
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Why does love hurt? 

Why is it so far? 

Similarly, Denne's and Karen's poems Good-bye (see Appendix H) 

and Suicide (see Appendix I), were also philosophical and reflective as they 

talked about what loss meant to them (excerpts only); 

Good-bve 

Thought we were happy 

why did you leave? 

I'll never know 

since the answer has 

died with you. 

Suicide 

Sadness kills the heart 

Tears it into pieces 

Shreds it apart 

Sadness happens to everyone 
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you lose hope 

A mother loses a son 

Sadness hurts harder 

you lose faith 

A father loses his daughter 

They give into sadness 

They discover 

That it is madness 

They think life isn't worth the fight 

So they give up and 

decide to walk toward the light 

These were very personal dilemmas for these adolescent girls, and their 

poems reflected their feehngs. Friendship was another important topic. In 

her classroom studies with adolescent girls in both single gender and mixed 

gender classrooms, Barbieri (1995) found that "the whole subject of 

fiiendship comes up again and again in poems as the girls struggle with the 
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ever-shifting loyalties among them" (p. 139). Relationships with boys were 

also central topics for these girls. The following excerpt from JaneUe's 

Who's Holding Sheena Now? (see Appendix J) reflected this concern over 

friendships and relationships. Janelle asks: 

Who's holding Sheena now 

What magic can be found 

to make me the one who's 

holding 

Sheena now. 

In contrast, they also wrote about danger and action. Cindi's Sea of 

Revenge (see Appendix F), Tanis' A Night of Torture (see Appendix K) and 

Shannon's The Life of a Young Girl (see Appendix E) were action-packed 

murder mysteries that contained a great deal of violence. The main characters 

were all young women and each had some act of violence inflicted on them. 

Interestingly, they all reacted to the violence with violence. For example, 

when Annette Farrow's father in Cindi's Sea of Revenge (see Appendix F) 

got out of jail to claim his teenage daughter, he beat up the mother. Annette 
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actually witnessed her mother's death. Cindi describes the scene in very 

graphic terms: 

What was that? Annette felt her mother fall into her and a warm thick 

liquid drip onto her arm and lap. What happened? Annette asked 

herself. Annette looked down to see half of her Mom's head blown off. 

Annette began to scream and then to vomit. 

In Steedman's (1982) analysis of three eight-year-old girls co-authoring 

The Tidy House, she describes how the experiences of "poverty, sexual 

conflict between adults, love and hatred, despair and rejection" are woven 

into the girls' writing. She states, "As they wrote, the children perceived the 

contradictions of the life that faced them and writing enabled them to briefly 

hold those contradictions together and to examine them" (Steedman, 1982, p. 

39). 

In contrast to the studies with younger children (Graves, 1995; Macey, 

1992; Ollila, Bullen & CoUis, 1989) the girls in this study included a great 

deal of action, horror and violence in their texts. For adolescent girls the 

contradictions they saw around them were extremely conflicting. The girls 

from St. M. school recognized the contrasts between the working class homes 
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they Uved in and the images projected at them from the media. They lived in 

a violent and disparaging time and their questions and reflections of life were 

a way for them to examine both what they were experiencing and what they 

were thinking. 

Voice 

Voice is central to written discourse yet not always easy to define. 

Barbieri (1995) says, "It is the imprint of the person on the piece" and, "You 

know it when you hear it" (p. 8). The girls believed that their writing 

represented their voice and that their texts were unique to them. Although the 

girls said that they did not consciously try to put themselves into their stories, 

many commented in their interviews that indirectly their world and 

personality had come through the writing. 

McCracken (1992) stresses the importance of recognizing the voice of 

young women in writing classrooms. She believes that opportunities to write 

provide young women with the chance to find their own voices and to see that 

they can take their voice from a private sphere to a more pubUc sphere. She 

also points out the subtleties of gender bias in written discourse and that"... 
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voice is an aspect of our culture in which sexism is so deeply ingrained we 

hardly even notice it" (McCracken, 1992, p. 116). 

Some of the girls in this study said that they used the names of their 

friends, relatives or acquaintances for their characters and that some of their 

characters are composites of people they knew, i.e., "kind of based on my 

friends." Tanis, on the other hand, wrote herself into her horror story, A 

Might of Torture (see Appendix K), where she played one of the main 

characters and used the names of five of her friends for other characters. She 

also used places or buildings she knew. "I use places, 'cause like, where I 

used to Uve there used to be like, really old big houses, so I'd use them in my 

stories for haunted houses." 

Jerline said in her interview that the way she expressed her feelings 

was very distinct and that this showed in her writing. She was an adopted 

child who tried very hard to belong. She frequentiy moved back and forth 

between friendship groups and was very involved in classroom interactions. 

Jerline was very interested in boys and the idea of having a boyfriend. She 

claimed to have an older boyfriend from another school. The following piece 
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reflects her interest in 'boys,' and she presents a character with a very cool 

manner of not letting on: 

Finding a Friend 

"Hey have you heard?" Tiffany's EYES widened as she related the 

latest news circhng the halls of Jefferson High. "Amy Halsted dumped 

BRAD Lattimer for Chris Jackson" Corin Meyers sat up. But she 

pretended that the news didn't faze her. "Oh" she said quietly. Cool 

she thought to herself Now was her chance. 

In this piece Jerline also picked names she has read or heard. For 

example, at this time in the local news there was a very controversial trial 

going on, and the family name was Latimer. This trial received both local and 

national news coverage daily and was a common topic of discussion in homes 

and classrooms. 

Other girls used images that they beUeved represented them uniquely. 

Jamie, a very quiet girl, said that she had pictures in her head, and she used 

these pictures in her writing. Denne, a Central American girl who had 

witnessed a shooting death in her homeland, said, "I just have a picture in my 
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head and when I'm writing about hate or violence, or something Uke that, I 

use that picture." 

Several of the girls saw themselves as emerging writers who were 

constructing ideas through their writing. Tanis expressed this behef very 

clearly when she said, "I think of writing, Uke, when you're writing, you 

express feelings, and yourself and brings more ideas to your head." Diane 

wrote poetry both in and out of class and often gave her poems to friends or 

family as gifts. She didn't keep copies for herself, explaining that she could 

just write them over again. She had constructed them in the first place; she 

believed that she could reconstruct them if she wanted and whenever she 

wanted to do that. 

In an expository piece. The Oklahoma Bombing (see Appendix L), 

Cindi engaged in a dialogue with her reader. She treats her subject with care 

and empathy, and at the same time she expressed rage. It is as though she 

expected her reader to react to her appeal: 

My opinion of this is that it's disgusting, horrifying and the two men 

are mentally ill, sick and demented. I also beUeve that they should get 

the death penalty. I usual[ly], probably wouldn't say that, but god. 
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how could they kill innocent men, women and babies. What gives 

these two men or any person the right to kill or injure that many 

innocent people ... I just know it disgusts me, people like that disgust 

me. And I just hope all the family, and victims will be able to recover 

and put this behind them one day. 

Cindi and Tanis are two girls in this class who, according to the 

teacher, made the biggest gains in terms of their writing growth over the term. 

They are also two of the girls more willing to take risks and try out new 

things. They were beginning to appropriate words and make them their own. 

They were learning a great deal about the conventions of writing and at the 

same time they were developing their own style and voice. Cindi for example 

in her exposition called The Oklahoma Bombing (see Appendix L) used her 

own invention of the verb form dement to question the sanity of the bombers. 

"Like what would dement a person to believe that he could kill hundreds of 

innocent men, women and babies...." 

Trish and Doris, on the other hand, viewed writing as an act of 

collecting information and then putting it into some standard format to meet 

the teacher's expectations. They had httle experience with what Ritchie 
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(1989) calls "speculative, explorative writing or with writing which assumed 

a dialogue with one's reader" (p. 159). Doris and Trish saw writing as 

"conforming to the conventions" and reproducing other people's ideas and 

opinions. Their teacher described them as immature writers. Interestingly, 

these two pairs of girls had been in different seventh grade classrooms; Cindi 

and Tanis were in one where the writing process and the writing workshop 

were central to the classroom instruction while Trish and Doris were in a 

class where opportunities for writing were more limited. In this eighth grade 

classroom however, they had quite similar experiences and expectations. The 

teacher asked them to write on a regular basis but did not explicitly lead them 

through the writers workshop. The teacher seldomly talked about the reading 

and writing connection and the students were expected to explore the 

conventions of writing on their own. It was as though, in contrast to Cindi 

and Tanis, Doris and Trish did not have the understanding that they could 

represent themselves in their text. 

There were several girls in this class who wrote long and imaginative 

stories and frequently added to their writing file. Cindi, Tanis and Shannon 

had ample ideas, trusted their own writing decisions, and reflected on their 
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own work. They liked to write and admired other writers. Cindi suggested 

that a good imagination was essential to being a good writer as was "someone 

who had had a lot of experiences and has lived a very different, exciting life. 

I think they could, like, write very differently, very good." She also believed 

that it was important for a good writer to have the ability to say to herself: "I 

am not going to quit. I am going to sit down and write this, no matter how 

long it takes. I've got to write this." 

There were also several girls who seldom added to their writing £Qe. 

Although they wrote, they did not view themselves as writers. A young Metis 

girl, Janelle was extremely quiet in class. Outside of class she loved to write 

letters and wrote daily in her diary. Viewed by her teacher as a non reader, 

she had been tested on the Woodcock Johnson standardized test, identified 

with special needs, and put into a special program to supplement the 

classroom activities. She was very tentative about her own writing and didn't 

beUeve in her own authority. She explained, "I just think they [my stories] 

might be dumb and that they [the students] won't like them or something." 

There were other girls who hesitated to put their work in their writing 

files. The Aboriginal girls, for example, handed in far fewer pieces than their 
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aon-Aboriginal classmates. Sheena, a Metis girl, only had one untitled piece 

of fiction in her writing file. She had several book reports and a social studies 

report but no other fi*ee writing. Two other girls, Jamie and Annette, wrote 

very little. Jamie never put anything in her writing file until the last month of 

the term, and Annette only completed two pieces. Throughout the term their 

empty writing files were matched by their silence. 

Freedman (1994) suggests that in a multicultural context classroom 

teachers and their students are expected to exchange cultural understandings, 

but in reahty this is not always a two way exchange. She suggests that much 

of the responsibility hes with the minority student to learn the majority 

culture. She outlines the complexity of this expectation "to negotiate the 

maze of American culture and its multiple discourse communities each with 

their own conventions, roles, and appropriate languages" (Freedman, 1994, p. 

15). She suggests that teachers use classroom writing as a way to find a 

window on the intercultural reahties of their students. She beUeves that 

writing can contribute to making the impUcit expUcit and can help "students 

take part in intercultural collaboration by making different ways of talking, 

thinking and being explicit" (Freedman, 1994, p. 15). 
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This was obvious with the Aboriginal girls in this classroom. The 

teacher primarily left the responsibiUty for understanding the cross-cultural 

realities to the students. There were no discussions of culture or perspective 

to assist these girls in understanding the cultural conflicts and incongruencies 

they might have been experiencing. There was no collection of literature 

written by minority authors in the classroom for these girls to see how other 

cultural worlds could be made exphcit in written text, and it was never 

discussed. The girls did not see their cultural reaUties in written text, and 

they seldom put their cultural world into their written text. Nor did they use 

their writing to explore or explain their world to their audience. It seemed as 

though they explored the popular and teen culture rather than their Aboriginal 

world. This lack of reference to an Aboriginal experience paralleled the 

absence of talk ia Aboriginal languages in the classroom and the school. 

Sadly, neither aspect of Aboriginahty seemed to have a place here. 

Similarly, the girl from El Salvador never drew on her experience in El 

Salvador or the other places she traveled through when she came to Canada. 

She could not name the refugee camp they had stayed in Guatemala for a year 

and had no idea of where it was. Only once in class, when the teacher asked 
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who had ever seen serious poverty, did she offer any information about 

Central America. She never referred to it in any of her written text. She said, 

"I never write about my own country, I try to forget, like, about my country." 

It was as though she was blotting out her personal history. Similarly to the 

case of the Aboriginal girls there was little in this classroom that represented 

Denene's previous experiences. 

Audience 

Although the teacher never directly led the students through the 

writer's workshop, attention to the writing process was an important part of 

this classroom. The teacher encouraged and expected the students to write 

both in class and at home. She expected them to find topics that were of 

interest and encouraged them to take risks as writers. The teacher outlined 

the basics of the writing process and expected final copies to be put into their 

writing files. The teacher moved around the class and Ustened to the writers' 

dilemmas, and on a one-to-one basis asked questions and offered suggestions 

during the writing process. 
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Response to their work was important to the girls, however, they had 

not all previously experienced teachers that gave either regular or in depth 

responses. Most were comfortable with their girlfriends as audience and 

valued their friends' responses. Similarly, Barrs (1994) found that young 

children write for readers of their own sex. 

During the interviews the girls talked about their teacher as their 

audience and valued her feedback. One girl said, "I try to write things I know 

will get her attention. Like, she won't be reading and like ... Oh, another 

one of these, like boring. You know something that'll get out and grab her, 

like. Oh, I like this!" 

The girls beheved that some individuals were a better audience for a 

writer than others. Among teachers, for example, some were more active as 

an audience than others and really read and thought about the student's work. 

Some girls noted that they had had teachers in the past who just skimmed 

their writing and did not engage in it in any way that was particularly 

meaningful or helpful to them as writers. They made similar comments about 

family members and friends who read their work. Doris said, "I think that 

even if it was bad they probably wouldn't say it sucked." 
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Most girls in the classroom were extremely cautious about having their 

work read to the entire class. They made it very clear that they were not 

comfortable with their classmates as their audience. Most girls did not want 

the boys to read their work and often asked, "Do I have to read it out loud?" 

If, on a voluntary basis, they could select a piece from their writing file to be 

read out loud, some girls were prepared to let the teacher read their work but 

wouldn't do it themselves. They were truly reluctant to share their work 

when the audience was really the boys. Their written discourse was still a 

private or semi-private event, and in contrast to oral discourse, if it was not 

made public they had less chance of being pressured by the boys about what 

they had to say. 

On an infrequent basis the teacher suggested that the students read 

their work to the class or that she read it. During one such 'Author's Chair' 

in mid spring, the classroom atmosphere varied from roars of laughter to 

solemness and quiet. However, following the reading of Tanis' The Beach 

House (see Appendix M), one boy stated loudly, "I read that in a book." 

Tanis, visibly upset, denied that was so, and sat quietly at her desk for the 

rest of the period. The teacher responded with, "No, this is Tanis' story" to 
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ensure the class this was Tanis' voice. The next time there was an 'Author's 

Chair' in the classroom, Tanis would not have her work read. 

This was not the kind of audience that many of the girls were 

comfortable with having. The relationship between the boys and the girls in 

this classroom was very conflictive. The girls did not feel comfortable with 

the way the boys talked to or about them, so putting themselves in the public 

eye by reading their work was like setting themselves up for ridicule. Most 

of the girls didn't want to take that risk. 

Janelle, for example, wrote two poems in class in early May, but she 

hesitated to put them in her writing fQe or let any of her classmates read them. 

As she was one of the girls in the classroom who was most picked on by the 

boys, she mistrusted this audience. She beheved her classmates did not value 

her, and she did not believe they would value her thoughts. 

Summary 

Overall, the free writing time was a positive experience for the girls in 

this classroom, and the teacher found that the girls started to experiment more 

with ways of representing their ideas. Cindi, for example, experimented with 
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language in order to bring action alive in her mystery stories. She tried to 

recreate the action for her reader. For example, in Sea of Revenge (see 

Appendix F), she wrote, "Donnie raised a hand and brought it down hard on 

Annette's face." The advice of Mark Twain when he said, "Don't say the old 

lady screamed. Bring her on and let her scream." (Atwell, 1987, p. 123) 

seemed appropriate to what Cindi has tried to do. 

Toward the end of the school term Doris began to take more risks as a 

writer. For example, she took a narrative piece she had written and rewrote it 

entirely in a new genre. She found that the voice in the narrative she was 

writing would not allow her to get her close enough to the personal problem 

she was dealing with, the death of her mother, so she switched to first person 

in a diary format and signed a fictitious name. 

Dear Diary, Sunday, June 17/89 

I feel the pain inside me like a raging fire, why can't anyone put out 

this fire? No one cares where she went. No one cares why she left. 

But I do ... I was never alone when she was here. Now I'm all alone, 

all alone. 

Kathy 
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The teacher believed that this was a turning point for Doris and with this 

attempt to find more appropriate voices, Doris also left behind more childlike 

story lines. 

Caywood and Overing (1987) believe that the writing classroom "has 

the potential to be the single, most important learning experience for students 

if it provides them with confidence in their own ideas and belief in their own 

authority" (p. xv). This may be particularly important for girls at this stage of 

early adolescents as they try to understand the conflicts and discrepancies of 

their hves. 

Barbieri (1995) supports the importance of writing for girls. She 

beUeves it is crucial to their adolescent and gendered development. 

Girls need to write and they need to share their writing and feel its 
impact on others. As teachers of girls, we need to help them find ways 
to break the silence and tell the real stories, the stories fi-om the island: 
What does it feel hke to be 12 years old, yearning for independence, 
while needing at the same time to sustain relationships? What is it like 
to suddenly doubt your own conceptions of right and wrong as they 
may tend to put relationships in jeopardy? What is it like for you? I 
want to ask my girls again and again, day after day. I am more aware 
now of your struggles. What is it like for you? (Barbieri, 1995, p. 44) 

There are many considerations for the gendering of written discourse in 

middle years classrooms. The girls' genderprints emerged in this study. One 
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prominent feature was the reflection of gendered worlds in writing through 

choice of topics and genre. The girls from St. M. school live in tumultuous 

times, and the violence and turmoil of their world was reflected in their 

writing. Many of the themes in their texts reflected their concern for 

relationships, romance and love. They reflected a wide range of emotions as 

well as questions of a philosophical nature. A great many of their fiction texts 

were written in a horror/mystery genre and violence surfaced in all genre. It 

became apparent that their lives and their writings were embedded in the 

socio-cultural and fabric of their "west side" lives. 

Another feature that emerged was that of voice. Not all of the girls had 

the experience or confidence to trust their voice. A few Uke Cindi and Tanis 

did, but many lacked conviction in their own writing abilities. Just as they 

were underrepresented in classroom talk, as discussed in Chapter 4, they 

seemed limited in terms of their voice in their text. 

A third feature that appeared in conjunction with voice was the concern 

for audience. The girls preferred each other as an audience, wrote for their 

friends to read and valued their teacher's impressions. At the same time they 

worried about the boys as their audience. A supportive audience and 
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understanding audience was important to their confidence and their 

willingness to take risks. The girls felt this kind of encouragement was not 

always evident in this classroom because of the gendered conflict. 
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CHAPTER 6 

THE EPILOGUE 

Introduction 

As of yet, no theory of discourse provides a complete explanation for 

the discourse of girls during early adolescence. As a woman educator and 

researcher I beUeve that this study contributes to the field by providing an 

analysis of gender and language as well as doing some of what Bell Hook 

(1992) suggests: 

Our search leads us back to where it all began, to that moment when a 
woman or child, who may have thought she was all alone, began to 
formulate theory fi-om experience. I am grateful that I can be a 
witness, testifying that we can create a feminist theory, a feminist 
practice, a revolutionary feminist movement, that can speak directly to 
the pain within folks, and offer them healing words, healing strategies, 
healing theory. There is no one among us who has not felt the pain of 
sexist oppression, the anguish male domination can create. If we 
create theory that addresses this pain, there will be no gap between 
feminist theory and feminist practice, (p. 82) 

This study was about gender how the eighth grade girls represented 

themselves as girls in their classroom interactions, and talk and in written 

text. The girls from this study have now graduated and gene on to high 

school. With this they moved on to another set of gendered experiences. 
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According to Brown and Gilligan (1992), girls at this age are at a crossroads 

in their development of identity and gender. In this study I have made the 

gender issues implicit in the day-to-day school lives of these adolescent girls, 

explicit. In the following sections I will discuss the ways these girls represent 

themselves as girls in their walk, talk, and text. I will also discuss how these 

relate to the larger issues of gender equity in Canadian schools and society. 

Genderwalk 

These eighth grade girls were continually constituting their gender 

identities. They chose their attire, adornments, hair styles, and cosmetics 

accordingly. It was not an accident that they carried themselves in the 

manner that they did and used particular gestures and facial expressions. 

These were all a part of their local construction of gender. They were 

individually and collectively developing their gender walk. 

The girls' gender identities were related to the gender categories in the 

classroom. Both boys and girls delineated their gender in relation to 

themselves and to the "other." These delineations of the gender categories 

were at work every day. It was helpful for one's own gender construction to 
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see others constructing gender differently. They were all "doing gender" 

(Thome, 1993). 

Each individual girl's construction of gender identity was a 

combination of inventive construction and conventional construction. 

Individually each created her gender identity in relation to others and this 

included innovations as well as routinizations of behavior. Each also 

responded to the expectations of others. In North American society it is 

conventional for there to be two acceptable genders. In the context of this 

Roman Catholic school there were only two gender categories acknowledged. 

Each child was viewed, within these constraints, as either a boy or a girl. 

There was a great deal of prejudice on the part of these teenagers toward 

other constructions of gender. Any youths who constructed a gender identity 

that did not fit into the two conventional categories were ridiculed. 

It has been reported in the media rCalearv Herald. November 12, 

1990; Western Report. June 12,1995) that homosexual teenagers have the 

highest rate of suicide among teens in Canada. After observing the kinds of 

homophobia among teens in this school, it became apparent that it would be 
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very dfficult for a youth in a middle years classroom if their construction of 

gender was outside of these two categories. 

Gender and Talk: Genderlect 

Talk in classrooms is gendered. Boys and girls have ways of 

interacting through talk that is specific to gender. In this grade eight 

classroom there were many opportunities for talk. The following is an 

example of a fairly typical whole class interaction. Ms. R. had just explained 

the system for learning spelling and spelling strategies and asked them to 

come up with their own Ust of spelling words that they wanted to work on 

this week. She gave them half an hour to work on it. 

Annette went to the door to talk to her httle sister about the cat she 

brought to school. Comes back (3 minutes). Ms. R. silently watches 

her. The litde sister stays at the door. Annette gets something fi*om 

her desk, gives it to her sister and sits down. Darren and George are 

talking loudly across the aisle and Mike gets up and goes to Darren's 

desk. Mike smiles, says something to them and goes back to his desk. 

Brad gets up and goes to sharpen his pencil at the pencil sharpener by 
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the door stopping to talk along the way. Janelle gets up and goes over 

to Jamie's desk in the next row. Carla's desk is right ahead of Jamie's. 

They whisper and all three girls start to giggle. They continue their 

whispered conversation. Kenny turns to Curt and helps him scotch-

tape the week schedule onto Chris' desk. James tells Darren in a 

boasting loud voice that he almost failed spelling last year and they 

laugh. Darren responds with "Yeh, I can't believe the grade seven 

girls showed us up, we'd better get our act together." (No one around 

comments.) Diane goes over to CharUe's desk. He is the smallest and 

most timid boy in the class and gets picked on by the bigger boys. 

Diane says something very quietly to Charlie and gives him a pencil. 

Cindi, Trish and Doris move their desks together, compare their hsts 

and talk. They finish their Usts and start to talk about what they did 

last night. (Fieldnotes, January 12, 1995) 

These youths are all constructing their gender identity through talk. 

Their talk in this classroom was shaped by the larger social order as well as 

their immediate environment. The identifying with the same gender as 

opposed to "the other" was obvious here. The girls made much more use of 
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private talk and the boys took up both more verbal and physical space. They 

were exploring the interactions of their gender. The girls in this classroom 

continually interacted in their networks and the private "girl talk" for 

example, fimctioned to build relationships and support networks of learners 

and friends. 

The girls in this classroom relied to a great extent on private talk but 

when given an environment that was non threatening and given the 

opportunity to use talk in creative ways they tried out more pubhc talk. A 

mediated forum for talk through the use of a video camera was one example 

of a more public talk. The camera allowed the girls some space to take on 

other voices and take more risks with talk. With an audience a httle further 

removed, the speakers were freer to experiment with talk. 

The "girl talk" included many forms of speech that connected them to 

contemporary teens. The use of terms like 'chick' and 'stoner', the verbs "to 

go" and "to be" as introductions to the dialogue embedded in their narratives 

were similar to that found in other adolescent talk (Eckert, 1988; Tannen, 

1988). These girls saw themselves as being "cool." 
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In their discussion groups the girls indexed many aspects of their hves. 

They talked about both the academic and personal matters. They talked 

about a wide range of subjects, skipped from topic to topic, and interrupted 

each other, but they always came back to the task at hand. When the girls 

knew each other well and tiieir talk was indicative of this. Frequently, they 

talked at the same time but no one ever got upset about it. It did not seem to 

be a problem and they just kept on with their discussion. Tannen's (1994) 

work with adolescent girls and talk similarly showed how these overlaps can 

function to support rather than disrupt the co-construction of talk. 

In these small discussion groups the grade eight girls were free to be 

girls and their talk reflected them as such. Features such as embedded 

dialogue in their speech, i.e., "she said and I said and he said" were used to 

express previous experiences. This dialogue was a way to get the Ustener to 

have their own sense of the interaction and to understand how the speakers 

felt. Dialogue like this can provide an insight into the emotions of the event 

through the speaker's tone of voice. It also provides a window to the 

speaker's intentions more than merely describing the event. This is a 

gendered phenomena. 
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The girls talked more in small groups than large groups. In the self 

selected discussion groups the girls were free of the pressures from the boys 

and "boy talk," if even temporarily. This is similar to what girls in "girls 

only" classes, in mixed gender schools say. They believe that they have a 

better chance to be themselves and to learn through their own strengths in the 

absence of boys (Blair, 1994). 

Frequently the boys dominated the classroom talk through their 

loudness and insistence. The classroom relations of power were obvious 

through "boy talk." Often the talk space left for the girls was hmited. Hence, 

they took over the smaller spaces, the private spaces and sometimes they left 

the room to talk. This is not to suggest that the girls had no choice or were 

not party to this talk negotiation. They too were complicit in this 

arrangement, even in their silence. 

The emergence of "girl talk" and "boy talk" raises questions as to the 

privileging of some forms of talk over others. A serious concern in this is the 

possibility of one form being allocated second rate implications, such as 

throwing a ball like a girl. Tannen (1994) and Gilligan, Lyons and Hanmer 

(1990) suggest that we look at this from the opposite perspective. They 
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support the idea that women's discourse is a powerful mechanism for 

cohesion and relational development in groups. In the context of middle 

years classrooms then it would be helpful to better understand the 

impUcations of "girl talk" and "boy talk" and look at how these two 

constructs advantage or disadvantage girls in classrooms today. 

The existence of these genderlects: "boy talk" and "girl talk" in 

classrooms is a reality that teachers need to be conscious of as they look for 

ways to support both boys and girls in a gender equitable classroom. In this 

process teachers need to find ways to ensure that there is ample opportunity 

in the classroom for adolescents to explore both pubhc and private talk in a 

variety of group settings. 

Gender and Text: Genderprint 

Writing in this classroom took many shapes and forms. The girls wrote 

and interacted regularly with each other about their writing. They wrote 

about a wide range of topics some of which were related to the curriculum 

and others that were not. There was a great deal of writing in this classroom 

that was not curricular and some of it hke "notes" went underground. 
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''Notes" were an interesting example where text was not only socially 

constructed, it was differentially valued. "Notes" were primarily written by 

girls and but were not recognized as classroom discourse. Although coveted 

by the girls note writing was frowned upon by the teacher and disregarded by 

the boys. 

Teachers need to think about the role that substitutional literacy 

(Taylor, 1993) like this plays for girls in classrooms and what value it could 

have. Teachers need to look for ways to support all kinds of writing in 

classrooms and take care not to privilege only some. For example, 

recognizing note writing as a valid classroom communication, letting the girls 

write, and setting up mail boxes to faciUtate the exchange might be worth 

considering. 

The multiple realties of these girls lives were obvious in their written 

texts. Their lives as young women in a "west side" neighbourhood was 

evident, as were the media experiences of their times. They were as Cooper 

(1989) suggests, transposing ideas from their "interactive landscape" (p. 12). 

They wrote about personal topics such as friendship, philosophical topics 

such as life and death and social issues such as family violence. 
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They wrote, however, in a hmited range of genre. They wrote a great 

deal more poetry and fiction than non-fiction and the primary genre in their 

fiction was mystery/horror. In a classroom such as this teachers need to 

introduce a wide range of genres and look for ways to open the doors to all 

genre. In order to fiilly support girls' Uteracy development teachers need to 

give choices to students and welcome alternatives, such as letters, diaries, 

autobiographies and dialogue journals. Teachers also need to support the 

writing of non-fiction in positive and creative ways. 

It became very obvious throughout this research that the composition 

process was very time consuming and required an atmosphere of fi-eedom, 

encouragement, collaboration, and concentration. Creating this combination 

in a classroom for adolescent girls was essential but challenging. One of the 

implications is the importance of creating a hterate chmate in middle years 

classrooms. If there is going to be serious and quality writing, there needs to 

be considerable and concentrated time in classrooms on a regular basis and 

teachers play the key role in ensuring that this takes place. 

It is important to recognize how large a role literature played for these 

writers, and this is something that really needs to be explored fiirther in terms 
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of girls. Cherland's (1994) work with girls reading fiction and constructing 

identity gives a great depth of insight into the role of literature in the Uves of 

adolescent girls and offers ideas for consideration. When the girls in this 

study wrote, they reUed heavily on fiction they had read, and these two 

experiences were closely related. It is therefore helpfiil for teachers to have 

an depth of understanding of the hterature adolescent girls read and hke. 

It is also important that teachers understand the importance of good 

multicultural hterature for adolescent classrooms. Minority children need to 

see their hves mirrored in the classroom (Sims, 1982) and teachers then need 

to help them mediate their different and diverse Uved experiences. 

Another feature that emerged in this study was the importance of 

teachers being an "active audience" and providing continual feedback 

throughout the writing process. Providing real and non threatening responses 

to their writing proved to be extremely important. Given the relationships 

between girls and boys in school today this may not be a simple or easy task. 

However, it is essential that teachers think carefiilly about how to 

demonstrate and build a truly supportive caring relationships between 
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adolescent girls and boys in classrooms. And if this does not seem to be the 

case, they should not hesitate to look for alternative arrangements. 

Teachers need to surface issues of gender and ethnicity in classrooms 

and talk with the students about equity. They need to find ways to have 

students know that their life experiences, whether they are mainstream or not, 

are valuable and provide a rich resource for them to draw on as writers. 

Teachers need to find ways to validate and value girls, who they are as girls 

and how their writing represents them as girls. Teachers have to get beyond 

the concern for gender fair language as represented by terminology like 

"chairperson" and look deeper at how language is gendered. There is a need 

to continue to look for "genderprints" in text. 

Gender and Schools 

There were a number of school-wide and administrative issues that 

emerged fi'om this study. If there are going to be equitable learning 

opportunities for girls in Canadian schools action needs to be taken at a 

variety of levels. This may include: further examinations by teachers of 

gender and discourse for adolescent youth, equity workshops for both teachers 
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and youth, discussions of violence and harassment with adolescents, and better 

preparation of middle school teachers to be able to respond to the special 

needs of early adolescents. There may also be a need for program changes 

such as spUtting some classes by gender. In the physical education classes at 

St. M. school it was common for many girls not to participate. This brought 

questions such as; were there other classes where they were not participating? 

School administrators and teachers need to look at all subjects and all classes, 

find out where girls are most non involved and look for solutions. There are 

numerous examples of programs for girls in math and science in middle and 

high schools that could be used as models. 

The classroom composition and gender balance was very important in 

this eighth grade class and teachers and administrators need to be aware of 

these issues as they select students for classrooms. Staffing for middle years 

classrooms is also very important for girls. Administrators may need to look 

at finding more women teachers who can handle the boy-girl interactions and 

continue to find ways to assist them in addressing the issues of equity, 

harassment, and violence that permeates these classrooms. It is important for 

girls at this age to have women teachers that they can identify with and to have 
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both male and female teachers who do not accept gender stereotyping as the 

norm. 

Gender issues must be addressed. This is a very crucial time for 

adolescents and such programs will not only benefit the girls in middle years 

classrooms, it will also benefit the boys. Boys, too, need to come to 

understand the experiences of the other sex, and come to understand issues in 

the lives of their mothers, sisters, female fiiends, lovers, and future spouses 

and the mothers of their children. I beUeve that in this day and age, we are 

doing boys no service to perpetuate the practice of privileging one sex, and we 

need to search for ways to help them understand die inequities. Workshops 

with boys that include real in-depth examination of gender issues would be 

beneficial. The kind of anti-sexist workshops done by Novogrodsky, 

Kaufinan, Holland, and Wells (1992) with high school students in Toronto 

could perhaps be adapted for middle school youth. In these retreat style 

workshops they examine "the very construction of gender roles and the 

societal power relationships which shape their construction" (p. 69). 
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Gender and Society 

Issues of gender and discourse are nested in a gendered world. As 

represented in Figure 1, the individual, the classroom, the school, and 

Canadian society are all relational constructs and each of the three constructs 

examined in this study; gender walk, gender talk and gender text all 

contribute to the construction of gender. These constructs also cut across and 

contribute to the construct gender for the individual, in the classroom, in the 

school and in Canadian society. 

There were several themes that emerged in all three of these areas that 

demonstrate the interrelatedness of these micro social processes. Conflict 

and toughness were two such themes, hi the girls' "gender walk" they were 

very conscious of the conflict between boys and girls in the school. The girls 

knew ways to physically avoid conflict, as they did on the first day of school 

by positioning themselves as far away jfrom the boys as possible. They also 

knew how to position themselves "in their face" as Cindi did when she 

disagreed or disapproved of something the boys were doing. 

In their gender talk, they picked the language to suit the context. If 

they were fighting with someone the language was specific. In the "he-said-
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Figure 1. The social construction of gender. 
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she-said" narratives they also brought their listeners into the conflict. In their 

gender text conflictive topics like; divorce, abuse, abortion, and suicide were 

common. Topics hke divorce and abuse featured the conflict between 

individuals whereas abortion and suicide included internal conflict. Being 

tough and fighting were a part of conflict and these also were played out in 

walk, talk and text. 

Friendship, boyfiiends and modernity were other gendered themes that 

could be traced across all three modes. Two aspects of daily interaction that 

arose as major contributors to the process of gendering for these youths were 

flirting and sexual harassment. 

These micro social processes of gender walk, gender talk and gender 

text appear to be interrelated. They are joined together by these common 

threads or themes. The macro social processes are hke a fabric woven 

together fi^om a multitude of such threads. 

By looking at an elementary school context for example, the relations 

between men and women have similarities to that of classrooms. The women 

teachers at St. M. school tended to associate primarily with each other. They 

had small circles of support where they discussed the school relations and 
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events in a kind of "private talk." Most of these concerns were never voiced 

at staff" meetings or to the whole staff. The principal of the school was the 

person who made most of the school-wide decisions. He lead all staff 

meeting and school wide events. The vice principal really did not have any 

visible leadership in the school. She was new to the position and the school 

and was just getting to know the students and staff. 

The "public talk" at weekly staff meetings was primarily about getting 

things done. There were few discussion of issues or relationships with the 

exception of the staff meeting where the grade eight teacher presented the 

sexual harassment problem from her classroom. At this meeting women and 

men alike voiced their concerns. The principal voiced his surprise, and the 

vice principal, as the school disciplinarian voiced her concern regarding 

protocol. She asked why the girls had not come to her with this and stated 

that it was important that they do that. She was in the process of constructing 

her identity as a vice principal and as part of the expectation of a vice 

principal was to be seen as a manager of student behavior, her talk reflected 

this. 
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It appeared that men were privileged in this school division. Almost 

ninety percent of the principals were men as were the superintendents. There 

had been fewer promotions among female staff and although a gender equity 

pohcy had been adopted it had not yet had much effect. 

Gender and Policy 

The Saskatoon Cathohc school board had an explicit gender equity 

policy and it read as follows, "The provision of equality of opportunity and 

the realization of equality of results for all, based on individual aptitudes, 

abilities, and interests, regardless of gender" (St. Pauls RCSSD #40,1993, p. 

3). The school board had estabhshed a gender equity committee from among 

administrators and teachers and although they had begun to look at ways of 

improving the conditions for women and girls in their schools they were only 

at the beginning stages. 

The Saskatchewan Department of Education documents on gender 

equity (Saskatchewan Education, 1991) carried the same message as that of 

the Saskatoon Catholic school board. The Gender Equity Framework for 

Planning (Saskatchewan Education, 1991) was an extensive planning 
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document that provided guidelines and steps for the implementation of 

division-wide policy development. This document covered a range of topics 

including curriculum, resources, instruction, assessment, school environment, 

student development as well as community and school relations. In a section 

on their main gender equity document that dealt with communication it said; 

Communication ability is important for both genders so that they will 
have equal opportunity to learn and develop in the subject areas. It is 
also important that students use inclusionary language (a language 
which includes both genders and gives them equal status) in all of their 
speaking and writing, (p. 4) 

These kinds of policies are well meaning but lack a depth of 

understanding as to what gendered discourse means for girls and women. 

They contribute to the invisibility of "genderprints." Recognizing and 

vaUdating the gender in discourse is essential to equity. 

Gender and Ethnicity 

Questions kept reoccurring throughout this research as to how gender 

and gender identity was constructed the same or different for kids from 

various ethnic backgrounds. Certainly ethnicity and gender interact ia gender 
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construction but from this research, without having the opportunity to observe 

these girls in their homes and community context, one can only speculate. 

The most urban Aboriginal girls Carla, Sheena and Jerline constructed 

identities very much like the other urban kids. However, Annette and Jamie 

were more different. They had spent most of their childhood in reserve or 

small town schools and they had their own gender walk, talk, and text. They 

involved themselves less in the large group, were not as boisterous in their 

movements and talked less in class. Although they dressed and adorned 

themselves much Uke the other girls, their interactions set them out as 

noticeably different, as did their silence. 

Similarly, Korrine, a newcomer from Iraq, was visibly different from 

the other girls. Her clothes were less modem, she was timid in her 

movements, sat quietly and watched the others a good part of the time. 

Denne, on the other hand, was also new to Canada but had been here three 

years and was quite integrated. In this short time she had acquired English, 

learned the idioms and phrases of teen talk, famiharized herself with popular 

culture through television and read both adolescent and adult fiction. She 

loved the Seattle grunge bands and read Stephen King novels. In her first two 
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years at St. M. school she had hung out with the other "ESL girls," as she 

called them. During the year of this study she started out in a friendship 

group with two Aboriginal girls, Annette and Jamie, and by the end of the 

year she was friends with two non-Aboriginal girls Diane and Carol. In three 

years she had moved between friends in at least three different ethnic groups. 

This must somehow be reflected in her gender identity.. 

It is important to remember that each and every one of these girls have 

many places in their Uves outside of the classroom and school where the 

construction of gender takes place. What these girls do outside of school in 

terms of constructing their gender identity was not obvious to me as I had 

httle access to that world. Carla, for example, took part in local and 

provincial Pow Wow competitions. I wondered what it meant to construct 

one's gender identity as a young woman who dances Pow Wow. This would 

be an interesting inquiry but far beyond the scope of this research. 

The young girl from another elementary school who came to 

demonstrate the hoop dance at the TANSI social was an interesting example 

of a blend of gender and ethnicity in a contemporary world. She danced what 

was traditionally a male dance, but in today's urban Indian world the 
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opportunity to do this dance has been extended to girls primarily through 

school dance groups. This young woman did not wear the paraphemaha of a 

woman Pow Wow dancer, she wore the attire of a male hoop dancer. She 

wore a ribbon shirt, long shorts, leggings, ankle bells and moccasins as any 

other hoop dancer. This event had been organized by and for the Aboriginal 

youth in the school and there were no non-Aboriginal youth in attendance. 

This was a small example of the different experiences contributing to the 

gender construction for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal girls. 

A Gender WaU 

There is a line or wall of demarcation between the social construction 

of "girl" and the social construction of "boy." It appeared that the gender 

wall dividing the two was somewhat permeable but for middle school youth 

there is httle movement between these categories. There was no place for a 

gender walk, gender talk and gender text for kids who did not simply fit into 

one category or the other. I believe that at St. M. school it would not have 

been possible to survive the ridicule of constructing your gender differently. 

The homophobia in the school was blatant, as was the discourse of hate and 
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margmalization. It was all right for boys to "act like boys" girls to "act hke 

girls," but those who act or talk in any way differently faced a wall of hate 

and ridicule. 

Given the suicide rate of homosexual youth in Canada (Calearv Herald. 

1990) it is imperative that school begin to address these kinds of attitudes. 

Homophobia, hke racism, is damaging and dangerous. Teachers need to find 

ways to discuss issues hke these, ask what is going on in schools and to work 

toward gender equitable practices for all. 

Research Implications 

This study is only a beginning in terms of uncovering the issues of 

gender and discourse in a middle years classroom. A great deal more needs 

to be done. A more in-depth look at the ways both boys and girls represent 

themselves in talk and text in a classroom might provide further insight into 

the differences in gender construction. 

There is also a need to look closely at classrooms where teachers are 

addressing issues of equity. It would be helpful to know what gender 

equitable practices are most effective with middle years youth. 
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Further research into the extent and affect of violence on both the girls 

and boys in schools today and what it means to for them as learners, would 

also be an important research contribution. 

A further look at how "girl talk" is supported in the classroom and 

what the relationship is to classroom organization and cohesion. A better 

understanding of the value of this "genderlect" would be helpful for middle 

years teachers as they look for ways to support the girl in their classrooms. 

Further in-depth examinations of "genderprint" in written texts throughout 

elementary and high school classrooms could also provide a great deal of 

insight. 

Summary 

Gender, ethnicity and class were all factors in the Uves of the girls at 

St. M. school. The girls constructed their gender through their walk, talk and 

text and common threads such as; relationships, modernity, contradiction, and 

violence were found in all three modes. 

The whole school was permeated with gender walk, talk and text and 

with gender privileging. From the first day of school this was demonstrated 
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in the way the boys positioned themselves in the classroom and the girls 

avoided the conflict. It was also obvious in the female teachers many 

references to "the old boys club" at the school division oflSce. One of the 

most troubling aspects of gender privileging was the disruption of girls' 

learning, the violence on the part of the boys and the school wide attitude that 

"boys will be boys." It was also troubling to see girls, rather than addressing 

the inequities head on, skirt the issues and look for ways around them. 

There are many issues of equity to address at the middle years level 

with botii teachers and students. It is important that we better understand the 

girls' experiences at this age. In the future I hope to be reassured that 

adolescent girls will be valued as girls in classrooms and that they will 

become more confident in voicing their ideas. I hope to see teachers who 

recognize and support "genderlects" and "genderprints" as part of the social 

construction of gender identity. 
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APPENDIX A 

INTRODUCTION TO WRITERS' INTERVIEW 

1) Tell me a little about how long you have been at this school and 
where else you have hved and gone to school? 

2) Tell me about your writing. 

3) What do you write about? 

4) Where do you get your ideas? How do you get started? What do 
you do when you run out of ideas? 

5) Where do you like to write? What conditions help? 

6) Is it ever hard to write? Why? What do you do? 

7) Do you ever write about things that are hard or upsetting? What is 
that like? 

8) Do you think about your reader when you write? 

9) Tell me about your writing over the years, has it changed? How? 

10) Tell me about this piece? 

11) What was our best piece this year? 



APPENDIX B 

TRANSCRIPTION SYSTEM KEY 

- falling intonation 
-singing 

?? - rising intonation 
; r elongation of sound 
[ ] - total overlap 
// -overlap change 
italics - emphasis 
CAPS - loud 
# - short pause 
... -medium pause 
[9] - longer pause 



207 

APPENDIX C 

WRITERS' SECOND INTERVIEW 

1) Tell me again who you are as a writer. 

2) What genre do you like to write? 

3) What are your favorite topics? 

4) Does your mood affect you writing? 

5) What else effects your writing? 

6) Who do you write for? 

7) How would someone know that you wrote this? 

8) Do you ever write about topics that reflect being a teenage girl? 

9) Do you ever put yourself into your fictionalized character's shoes? 

10) What makes a good writer? 

11) What does a good writer need to know/do to write well? 

12) When you decide to write, what is the first thing you do? What do 
you do next? 

13) When you want to end you piece, what do you do? 

14) How do you decide what you wrote is good? 

15) How do you put yourself or your feelings into your writing? 



APPENDIX D 

GENDER INTERVIEW 

1) What is important to girls your age? 

2) What do you hate? 

3) What is the best thing about being a teenager? The worst? 

4) If you were to describe yourself what would you say? 

5) What is it like being a girl in this school? 

6) What is it like being in grade eight? 

7) Who are your best friends? Why are you friends? 

8) Does "image" matter to girls? Why? 

9) Is school important to you? Why? Why not? 

10) What is your biggest fear? 

11) What do you want for yourself in life? 

12) What is your relationship like with the boys in this room? 
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APPENDIX E 

THE LIFE OF A YOUNG GIRL: PART ONE 

BY SHANNON 

(Excerpt from the Introduction to the stoiy) 

All of a sudden the phone rang and Dezeria picked up the phone, 
"heUo." 

"Hi, Dezeria." 

"Hi, Jordynn," there was silence than Dezeria said, "so Jordynn 
what's up?" Jordynn thought something was wrong with Dezeria. 

"I'm fine, but Dezeria is something wrong?" Jordynn was 
wondering if Dezeria was going to answer. 

Dezeria and Jordynn have known each other since they were 
infants. 

"Well, I've been trying to tell you this for months. But, first I want 
to know if you'll stay behind me all the way." 

"Of course I would, Uke why wouldn't I. Dezeria what is bothering 
you so much that it is so hard to tell me. Like are you pregnant, do you 
have AIDS?" It felt like Jordynn was losing her best friend in the whole 
world. 

Jordynn was cut off before she went crazy, "No, No, No! I'm not 
pregnant ANYMORE and I don't have Aaa....," as Dezeria started crying. 

Jordynn jumped into the conversation quick because she was scared 
and quickly said, "what do you mean your not pregnant anymore?" 
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"Well, what I mean is Markus, Markusss...." the phone went blank. 
Markus was there and Dezeria didn't know so he didn't want Jordynn to 
find out so he hung up the phone before Dezeria could say anymore. 

"Hello, Dezeria are you there," Jordynn hung up the phone and 
grabbed her car keys and left her house to go help Dezeria before 
something happens to her. 
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APPENDIX F 

EXCERPT FROM SEA OF REVENGE 

BYCINDI 

Prologue 
Summer of 1972 

Angela Farrow is a single child living with her mother, on the 
beach, in a big beautiful beach house. 

Angela has no father, her mom was never married. She was just a 
teenager when she met Angela's dad. Donnies McDerrmot was her 
father, he was just a one night stand. But it wasn't Donnie who ended the 
relationship it was Miss Farrow. 

Donnie tried for a long time to be with her, but she just kept telling 
him it would never work out. He accepted it until he found out that she 
was pregnant though. That's when he went cra2y. He tried everything to 
win her heart, but failed. So he thought if I can't have her no one can, and 
he tried to run her down in his car. He failed and served fifteen years in a 
state prison. 

But now fifteen years later in 1987, Angela's father Donnie is 
getting out of jail and could be coming for them. 

On June 1st was the day her father was released. 

June 2nd 

It all happened when Angela and her mother were spending a nice, 
relaxing afternoon at home together. When suddenly there was a knock at 
the door. 
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Miss Farrow called to Angela that she would get it. Angela hstened 
carefully, waiting to hear who it was. She could hear her mother unlock 
and open the door. Then... 

"Oh my god, Donnie, what the hell are you doing here? How did 
you find me?" 

"Well, well, nice seeing you too Shea." 

"Donnie why are you here? What do you want?" 

"I'm here to see my daughter." 

"My daughter" thought Angela, "oh my god could it be, is it him. 
Is it my father?" 

She kept quiet listening for her mothers response. 

"No Donnie, you will not ever see her, not after what you did to me 
you bastard. Now get off my property or I'll call the pohce, and have you 
arrested for trespassing." 

"Do you really think I'm scared of the cops, no not now, not after 
where I was. I'm gonna see my daughter even if I gotta pass you." 

"Donnie I'm serious get off my property." 

"Do you think you scare me, get out of my way before I hurt you." 

"Are you threatening me?" 

"Yeah, now get out of my way." 

"No Donnie, Donnie noooo, get the hell out of my house. What are 
you doing? Get your hands off of me! Donnie your hurting me, let go. 
Ahhhhh!" 
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THUD! 

"I told you to get out of my way." 

"Oh my god" Angela just heard the screams of pain and her small 
mother being thrown into the wall. "What should I do, oh my god. What 
am I gonna do?" A thousand thoughts were running through her mind. 

She picked up her mothers cordless and ran upstairs to her moms 
room. 

She dialed the operator. Bringgg, Bringg... 

"Hello, operator may I please help you." 



APPENDIX G 

QUESTIONS 

BYJANETTE 

What is love? 
Why is it called that? 
Why do we live? 
Why do we die? 
Why is there good and bad? 
Why is there Ught and dark? 
Why does love hurt? 
Why is it so far? 
When will we be free? 
What is pain? 
Why don't we enjoy it? 
Why are we all different? 
Why is there no peace? 
Why can't his be love? 
Why do we laugh? 
Why do we cry? 
There are so many questions 
flying around in my mind. 
One more question that enters 
my mind. Why me? 

Why? 
Why? 

Why? 



APPENDIX H 

GOOD-BYE 

BY DENNE 

Thought we were happy 
why did you leave? 
I'll never know 
since the answer has 
died with you. 
Damn you 
left me so soon. 

Thought you were happy 
I was wrong 
you left me 
why did you leave? 
you should have told me 
now you're gone and 
I'll never see you again. 

Damn that cold morning 
you decided to die 
you died but my love 
for you never will. 
Why did you leave? 
you should have told me 
you left me. 

Good-Bye 



APPENDIX I 

SUICIDE 

BY CAROL 

Sadness kills the heart 
Tears it into pieces 
Shreads it apart 

Sadness happens to everyone 
you lose hope 
A mother loses a son 

Saddness hurts harder 
you lose faith 
A father loses his daughter 

They give into sadness 
They discover 
That it is madness 
They think life isn't worth the fight 

So they give up and 
decide to walk towards the 
light. 



APPENDIX J 

WHO'S HOLDING SHEENA NOW? 

BYJANELLE 

Who's holding Sheena now 
I keep wondering 
who's heart she's knocking around 
there's nothing I wouldn't do to 
be in his shoes right now 

Oh 
who's holding Sheena now 
What magic can be found 
to make me the one who's 
holding 
Sheena now. 
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A NIGHT OF TORTURE 

BYTANIS 

It was 6:00 in the evening. Carrie was having supper. She and Tracy 
were going to pick up their other friends, Chelsea and some others. 

Carrie, Tracy, Chelsea, Sherry, Tanice and Jackie were hanging out 
in the Meadow Green area. 

Then Jackie said "Let's go down to the railway tracks" 

Tracy told her "It's to scary down there, a couple of girls were 
murdered in those bushes a few weeks ago" 

Jackie replied excitedly. So all six of the girls went walking down 
the street towards the railway tracks. 

They had no idea what was waiting for them in those dark and scary-
bushes. 

"I don't remember it getting dark this early over here before." 
Sherry said "Me neither: repUed Chelsea and Tracy. 

They were on the railway tracks now, heading down toward the 
bushes. "What time is it?" asked Carrie "Its only ten after seven." Tanice 
answer back. "Yesterday it didn't get dark until nine" Chelsea said. "Why 
are all of you being such big chickens?" Jackie teased. 

The six girls were walking silently through the bushes. 

Then all of a sudden, Tracy screamed. She scared everybody so 
much that they were all screaming in no time. 
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Tracy fell to the ground laughing so hard, her stomach started to hurt. 

"I wish it wasn't so dark, then I could have seen all of your faces!" 
Tracy said, still giggling. 

"I could kill you right now Tracy!" Carrie yelled. 

"Stop fooling around and let's just keep walking" Jackie ordered. 

So diey all started walking again. Behind them, Chelsea could hear 
footsteps. Of course Chelsea thought it was Sherry. Then Chelsea felt a 
hand on her shoulder, still thinking it was Sherry, Chelsea didn't bother to 
look back. 

Then all of a sudden Chelsea felt a hand to over her mouth. She was 
going to try to grab Tanice, but the voice said "If you try anything I'll kill 
you!" So Chelsea just stood there scared and stiff. 
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APPENDIX L 

THE OKLAHOMA BOMBING 

BYCINDI 

My opinion of this is that it's disgusting, horrifying and the two men 
are mentally ill, sick and demented. I also believe that they should get the 
death penalty. I usualjly], probably wouldn't say that, but god, how could 
they kill innocent men, women and babies. What gives these two men or 
any person the right to kill or injure that many innocent people. 

When I watched or watch the news on TV about the Oklahoma 
bombing it makes me so sad, depressed and angry to watch those poor kids 
being carried out of that building bloody, cut up, and broken bones. Also 
the grown ups, and all the dead people. It's just so sad. 

Like what would dement a person to believe that he could kill 
hundreds of innocent men, women and babies, and think they would get 
away with it. Do the police even know why they did it. No matter what the 
excuse was it doesn't give them a right or reason to do it. 

I just know it disgusts me, people like that disgust me. And I just 
hope all the family, and victims will be able to recover and put this behind 
them one day. 
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APPENDIX M 

EXCERPT FROM THE BEACH HOUSE 

BYTANIS 

The date is 1895. It was a cold and windy day. 

There was something happening in the beach house that stood over 
the ocean. Something bad going on in there. But no one dared to go check. 

"Stop it please!" screamed the young girl Mindy. "I don't want to." 

"Do it or die" yelled Adam. "You have no choice." 

He grabbed Mindy by the hair and threw her to the ground. She 
screamed, but it was no use. They were faraway from the nearest house. 

Mindy stopped screaming. She got up and just stood there. 

"That's right Mindy. Now pick up the knife" ordered Adam. 

"No I don't want to" Mindy repUed sternly. 

"Are you that stupid Mindy. I said pick up the knife now!" 

Mindy picked it up, closed her eyes, she quietly whispered, "God 
please forgive me for what I'm going to do." 

She held up the knife and ran toward Adam. She plunged the knife 
deep into his chest. He yelled with pain and ran towards the outside deck. 
Mindy was right behind him. She stabbed him four more times. Then he 
fell into the ocean. Then, Mindy pointed the knife toward her own heart, 
pushed it in. She fell over the deck. 
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July 1951 

There is this girl, her name is Sarah. She and her family were going 
on this fantastic voyage across the ocean. It was supposed to be the 
summer of her lifetime. She had everything. A big, really big boat, a hot 
tub, her best friend, Mina, her boy-friend Jeremy and care free and worry 
free parents. And of course Mina's boyfriend Josh. 

It was early in July, the weather was calm and they were set to go. 
"Jeremy son, can ya pull in the ropes. We're about ready to go." That was 
Sarah's dad. He and Jeremy got along really well. And I mean really, 
really well. "Sure Mr., Miller. There done." Jeremy answered back. 
"Thanks son." 

And that, is when the adventure began! What a ride they were in for. 
If only they knew. 
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