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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study was to explore how children 

in a third grade classroom came to understand the processes 

that helped them revalue themselves as learners. In 

addition, they identified the types of support structures 

that helped them revalue themselves as learners in an 

inquiry based curriculum. 

Qualitative research was determined to be the most 

suitable methodology for this study, given the research 

questions and their relationship to the engagements and the 

learning experiences in this classroom. The curricular 

framework dictated that the research design needed to 

include data that reflected the ongoing nature of learning 

as a process of inquiry. Data analysis was based on open 

coding and a method of constant comparison. Multiple data 

sources included daily field notes with anecdotal notes on 

significant events; a teacher journal of reflections; 

collected student responses. Sketch to Stretches, picture 

reflections, portfolios, and journal entries. 

Children described, defined, and redefined themselves 

as learners through the continuous building of reciprocal 

relationships with their peers and teacher, encouraging 
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them to find their voice through action and reflection. 

Children identified the roles of their class participants, 

the connection they made in and across the curriculum, 

their personal and social inquiries, and the expectation of 

change, as the multiple structures that supported them in 

their learning. 

My purpose was to contribute insights into how 

students and teachers might better address the issue of 

curriculum for the purpose of allowing learners to be more 

self-reflective learners. Findings suggest that reflective 

thinking is a tool for growth as a learner and needs to be 

a continuous part of the curriculum. Sign systems need to 

be tools for expanding learning potentials so classrooms 

can be critical thinking communities. Learning is enhanced 

when relationships are reciprocal. A curriculum that 

emphasizes a problem-posing approach motivates students and 

encourages both students and teachers to engage in 

curricular decisions making curriculum dynamic. 



PROLOGUE 

I have taught for many years at all elementary grade 

levels in the public schools. Each teaching year has 

opened doors for learning more about inquiry-based 

curriculum. Each year has provided me with new questions 

for my own personal inquiries. 

It was through years of teaching in a multiage setting 

of grades one through five that I came to believe that my 

students were their own educational theorists. They were 

able to articulate their understanding in an inquiry-based 

curriculum, make sense and respond to their lives through 

multiple ways of knowing, and negotiate and plan curriculum 

based on their beliefs about learning and thinking. 

My inquiry questions about students revaluing 

themselves as learners stemmed from those students arriving 

in my room from other schools or other classrooms unaware 

and unable to articulate about themselves as learners. I 

was surprised at how much these students struggled with 

thinking and how apprehensive they were about taking charge 

of their own learning. My research questions grew from my 

curiosity about how to support all learners in a curriculum 
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environment that stresses finding strength in one's self as 

a learner. 

Originally I was to carry out my teacher research in 

a grades one through five multiage setting. Instead, I 

made a move to a new school where I taught in a straight 

third grade. I held onto my trust that this new group of 

students would be able to verbalize their beliefs about 

learning if they were given the opportunity to learn within 

an inquiry-based curriculum. 

I had to trust in learners that these students would 

want to learn, that they would want to be part of a 

community of learners, and that they would make connections 

as learners. 
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CHAPTER 1 

FROM AUGUST TO MAY: 

BECOMING A LEARNER IN AN INQUIRY-BASED CURRICULUM 

In this qualitative teacher research study, I explore 

how my class of eight and nine-year-old students came to 

understand what it means to be a learner in an inquiry-

based curriculum. This introductory chapter presents two 

stories: a story from the beginning of the school year and 

a story from the end of the year. I begin with my 

challenge of working with a class of third graders who were 

fearful, lacked trust and were apprehensive about learning 

with themselves, with their peers and their teacher. I 

then highlight our initial conversations and experiences in 

August when students became aware of reflective thinking 

which was such a new experience and appeared to be such a 

difficult task for these third graders. 

Even though the children struggled initially to view 

themselves as learners, they eventually became confident in 

themselves. Reflections and conversations from the last 

week of school in May celebrate the abilities of children 

to think reflectively when asked to become aware of 

themselves as learners in a supportive environment. During 

the course of the year, they found evidence of their 
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learning and were able to articulate their views of 

themselves as learners. The first chapter ends with the 

amazement I experienced as my third graders took control of 

their learning. 

Throughout the year children engaged daily in multiple 

learning experiences, explored ideas and issues with the 

whole class and with small groups of peers, worked 

individually on personal topics, and reflected both 

personally and with peers on the learning that took place 

Each engagement revealed more about my class of children. 

I learned what school meant to them, what impact their 

instructional history at school and home had on them, and 

how important it was to have curriculum become more 

relevant in these students' lives. 

Throughout the August and May stories, I give my 

perspective and analysis of each situation and my 

observations of the learning that took place. The 

following questions guided my research for this study in my 

third grade classroom: 

1. lihat^ proo«as«s do ehildz«n •n^ag* in to 

thMW«lv»s as iMrnaxs within an inqaixy-baaad 

euxriculuB? 
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2. Mult typ«s of m^pozt •tzuetuz«« do ehildzon idontify 

mm holpxng thmmt rovalus thMwalvtts as loaznoza within 

ma inqoizy-baaad eozrieulua? 

These two research questions will be answered later in 

this document. For now, readers are invited on a journey 

from August to May as my students and I explore what it 

means to be learners in an inquiry-based curriculum. The 

following '^before and after" stories introduce several 

important issues which are the focus of the teacher 

research study. 

A New Beginning 

It is the month of August and the mosquitoes buzz and 

bite me as giggles float outside the classroom. Stomping 

my feet on the newly waxed gray linoleum, I wonder if it is 

to get rid of these biting insects or my nervousness at 

starting a new school year. This is my first year at Duffy 

Elementary but my twentieth year of teaching. Setting up 

my room alone, I am aware that even after teaching for so 

long, every year is a new, unique experience. For the past 

two weeks I have not received any input or interest from 

colleagues, which leaves me feeling strangely isolated. I 

am not hearing the stories of how the school year might 

start or hearing others talk about what to expect on the 
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first day at this school. Our staff meetings present 

information about attendance and lunch schedules, and I 

assume that everyone thinks I know what to do and what to 

expect. 

I am not sure of the rituals at this school. 

Impatiently I wait for the bell to signal the call for the 

school community time, when the whole school meets each 

morning together. I observe children arriving at school 

and automatically leaving their belongings in a line under 

the picture windows of our classroom. 

These windows look out on an open walkway and onto one 

of two patio areas. As I stand by the windows watching, I 

wonder what parents think about school and leaving their 

children with, a new teacher. Moms and dads escort their 

children to the door, check the list of names on the door, 

and pop their heads into the room to say hello. The 

courtyard remains very somber, quiet, with a few whispers 

even though it is filled with many children and adults. I 

laugh to myself in disbelief. How could this special day 

of starting a new school year feel so distant and 

dreamlike? There isn't another colleague in sight. I feel 

like I am the only teacher in the building. 



24 

With a big smile on his face, Kyle's father steps into 

the room, shakes my hand pleasantly introducing himself. 

Giving me his business card, he tells me his son has a 

reputation. The teacher last year lost her temper and Kyle 

lost his respect for her. I am to call if there is any 

trouble, and I may want to think about keeping a daily 

journal. I hope this information doesn't make me assume 

Kyle will be a problem in my class. I will have to be sure 

I don't overreact unfairly to Kyle's behavior. 

The ringing of the bell miraculously brings everyone 

to the second patio area. Reversing traditional roles of 

teachers directing students, the few students talking to me 

abandon our conversation and run for their space in the 

courtyard. I'm left alone to find my new class. I stand 

beside one child I recognize. The entire school community 

time begins in the courtyard with the pledge of allegiance 

and the Duffy School affirmation. One of the fifth grade 

teachers and his class are in charge of community time this 

week. The job will rotate each week between teachers. 

Announcements are given, and we sing It's a Grand Old Flag. 

^^Go back to your rooms and have a nice day," sends the 

children running, jumping and screaming back to the 

classroom. I'm uneasy as panic sets in, bringing up images 
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of fighting, hurt children, and my loss of control. This is 

not a pleasant beginning to my day. I know I'll be making 

a change to that ritual. I feel uneasy at what appears to 

be the lack of school wide discipline. I don't like the 

frantic nature of community time. The children talk and 

play through the meeting, and not one adult asks for their 

attention. 

The entrance to our classroom is hectic as 29 children 

try to find their names written on their cubbies and cram 

their belongings into their cubbies. Scrambling to chairs 

to be first, they find places to sit, some looking around 

the room, while others sit and size me up. This scene is 

difficult for me to handle. The noise is unbearable. The 

running around and pushing is not something I accept in my 

classroom. I remind myself this is the first day of 

school. The children don't yet know my expectations. I 

need to be patient. 

r have a letter at each space waiting to be read, a 

letter I wrote to students as my way of introducing myself 

to my class, and later to their parents. Silence finally 

takes over as I take attendance and our first day of school 

begins together. I am standing in a room of 29 third 

graders asking myself, "Who are these children?" 
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This is a question I ask myself every year. It is so 

important for me to know my students as individuals and 

where they are developmentally as learners. With this 

knowledge, I plan curriculum, ihstruction, and engagements 

to work on building relationships. I feel under extreme 

pressure this year about collecting this information 

because this will be part of my dissertation research data. 

So I carefully plan my curriculum for the first week to 

inform me of where my students are as learners entering 

third grade. 

I need to know what they think of school and learning. 

I need to know what they believe about themselves as 

learners. I need to know what support they will need to 

develop and maintain relationships with their peers as well 

as develop as learners. 

In the last two years, I've found that using a broad 

concept (an umbrella idea for planning curriculum) of '^who 

am I as a learner" has encouraged children to search for 

their own authentic topics, issues, and questions to pursue 

as inquiry. This emphasis on "self as a learner" in the 

past has been a more authentic way for children to 

establish their curriculum needs and for me to learn about 

them. '*Who am I as a learner" places a heavy emphasis on 
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past learning experiences and encourages children to ask 

their own questions. 

The broad concept is open-ended and is meant to guide 

ideas, and aid in making connections to self. It is not 

meant to be a unit of study with certain concepts to be 

mastered or one right answer to find. The broad question 

is a guide for each child to move toward inquiry, posing 

their own questions, and finding individual answers to 

those questions (Short, Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). 

'*Who am I as a learner" is a very foreign idea to my 

students who are expending enormous amounts of time 

struggling to understand what I am asking, trying to guess 

what I want as a teacher. They can't figure out what is 

the right answer. They can't understand that my goal is 

for them to understand learning as a process, that learning 

and understanding take place over time, that learning 

depends on making connections to past experiences, and that 

learners find (Questions that are personally relevant. Who 

are these children as learners? This is where we begin. 

What Is School? Using Artifacts To Inform Learning 

It is expected and natural for children to come to 

school with backpacks full of stuff. In the past I've 

observed children pulling out supplies that they expect to 
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use at school, trinkets that reveal their interests, and 

some articles that share their beliefs about school and 

learning. Assuming my children have past experiences with 

backpack supplies, and knowing they have experience with 

school, I start the morning with the children browsing in 

their backpacks to dig for artifacts that might represent 

their expectations for the new school year, and begin the 

journey of getting to know each other. 

I am very interested in the talk that takes place 

about the backpack artifacts. I expect the children to 

slide comfortably into conversation about the backpack 

artifacts, which will take attention away from them feeling 

uncomfortable at not knowing everyone in the room, and not 

knowing me. I am more focused on the talk than on whether 

or not children can work together. I am anxiously waiting 

to begin my field notes, to make some preliminary 

observations of my students. I'm not planning to introduce 

strategies for groups working together. I figure this will 

happen later. I just want us to be relaxed as we learn 

about each other in a natural way. 

I have children place their backpack objects out on 

the tables ready for everyone to share and talk with each 

other. As I stand with my notebook ready to take field 
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notes, the children just sit silently, staring at each 

other. This timid response surprises me. I quickly have 

to decide if the directions are confusing or if children 

are that scared. I asJc someone to repeat the directions. 

Everyone seems clear about what to do so I ask, "What is 

the problem?" They don't )cnow what to say. Children just 

stare blankly at me. 

I suggest someone start by sharing one artifact with 

the whole class as an example for the class. Donavon 

shares his planner. I ask everyone to look at Donavon as I 

repeat what he has said, asking him why he has brought the 

planner. He tells the class it is to keep track of his 

homework. He then holds up the pencils and paper he has 

brought for class work. Bodies move facing each other 

again, and I hear quiet conversations beginning. 

I make a note in my journal to use the strategy of one 

child sharing as the example to the others more often. The 

children need to have multiple demonstrations of possible 

responses and feel comfortable with exploring multiple ways 

of knowing. I also want to give the message that children 

can teach each other by doing. I will continue having a 

child give the directions by sharing his/her response as a 

demonstration of what I might expect from learners. 
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More children turn to each other and slowly start to 

share with others at their tables. Chaz holds up his 

pencil, a folder for homework, and his lunch box. Sanela 

shares her own paper, a pencil, and an eraser. Children 

tell each other what they have brought but not why they've 

brought the artifacts. 

Heather gets a piece of paper from the counter and 

draws a picture of a notebook. I move behind her to hear 

her conversation. She looks at me, covering her paper with 

her arm. I smile and move her arm off the paper then she 

tells me that she would have brought a notebook if she had 

known what to bring. I have Heather share aloud her 

strategy for children who have nothing with them. This is 

a perfect opportunity to have a child demonstrate that I 

expect participation and creative problem solving to remain 

active in a group. In this case, being creative by drawing 

what she could have brought, and then sharing the drawing 

in her group, keeps Heather part of the group as she 

participates in this process. 

A few children bring pencils, folders, binders, paper, 

water bottles, popcorn for a snack, crayons, rulers, a 

coloring book, glue, and glitter because they thought they 

might need these things. They say they didn't know what 
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they would need. Most children have brought nothing, 

telling me it was because "the teacher always gives you 

everything." 

Drawings of Self as a Learner 

As the day moves on, I have the class make drawings 

about themselves learning at school. I ask them to add the 

teacher in their drawings, but most drawings do not have a 

teacher. Children just include the playground, the 

classroom with rows of desks, and the computer lab. The 

activities they draw are of themselves playing with 

friends, reading, doing math and drawing. One child draws 

a big square, colored in black, and scribbles all over the 

rest of her paper. Marveen does add me taking notes while 

she slips down the slide, and Donavon draws me reading 

books to the class. These are the only two pictures that 

include the teacher. I am surprised to see drawings absent 

of teachers. I wonder what types of relationships the 

children may have formed with their teachers in the past. 

I wonder if they have formed relationships with other 

adults in learning situations. I am amazed at the drawings 

with me in them. How quickly they observed one of my roles 

as a teacher. My continuous note taking has already made 

an impression. 
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We continue with drawing pictures of learning that 

takes place outside of school and talk about how everyone 

has learned something significant. The children try 

sharing their drawings and talking with each other. The 

talk is difficult for many children. This seems to be a 

new experience in school. Some children are talking but 

not about their drawings. Others complain that kids in 

their groups are fooling around and not listening. We have 

to stop many times and begin to create ground rules for 

listening to each other. 

Sanela talks about her drawing of herself at the zoo 

with her parents while Heather shares she is just being 

with her family. Other pictures and conversations revolve 

around learning facts from books, T.V., and friends. 

Children move the conversation to how they learned from 

personal experiences such as birthdays. Jacob explains he 

is an inventor and learns from his inventions. Luis shares 

that in first grade he learned math, and Spenser warmly 

tells how he learned from his dad. 

I have the children try putting into writing what they 

think learning means. These first attempts at free writes 

are rather short, but bring to light the facts learned 

about science, plants, animals, space, safety, fire, and 
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drugs. Even though the drawings and talk are not earth-

shaking, we are making progress. Children are engaged in 

the experiences and all of them are trying. This signals 

to me that the kids are willing to take risks by attempting 

difficult tasks. 

Artifacts Revealing Previous Learning 

During the next several days, I continue to refer to 

artifacts and what they can teach us about ourselves. I 

read a few picture books about artifacts that have an 

impact on the characters. I introduce the idea of bringing 

to school artifacts from previous years that will show us 

what was learned in school. So during this first week of 

school, children are encouraged to bring in and share 

artifacts depicting what was learned in school in previous 

years. Many children don't bring anything saying they 

hadn't learned anything. 

I again ask for volunteers each day to share an 

artifact so that there will be a demonstration of what I 

expect. Chaz displays a soap angel that he bought for his 

mom. Donavon holds up a heart-shaped box that he had made 

for his mom, explaining he had learned to sand and paint. 

Some children spontaneously share facts about gangs 

and spiders but don't have any artifacts to go along with 
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the facts. Sheepishly, a pair of hands places an arrowhead 

on the counter, followed by a multitude of new objects such 

as a necklace made in kindergarten, a beanbag made in 

second, a picture of a dolphin and two replicas of Egyptian 

heads. Joshua W. and his twin Jacob hold up a pumpkin 

grown at home, laughingly telling us how they were home 

schooled and grew pumpkins when they were learning about 

life cycles. I have many private conversations about 

artifacts before and after school officially begins and 

ends. Children want to share personally with me what they 

have brought. These chats are the perfect time for some 

informal interviewing. 

At the end of the first week, children collect their 

artifacts and meet in small groups around tables to share 

and converse about their artifacts. Children without 

artifacts join in and help with the conversation by asking 

questions and telling about an artifact they could have 

brought in. After sharing in small groups we then meet on 

the risers for a whole class reflection. 

The risers in my classroom have three levels for 

amphitheater seating. I assume it is understood how we 

will sit together respectfully, listening to each other 

share. I am frustrated at the noise level and the physical 
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abuse, again making a note that I will have to teach 

children how to listen and talk with one another. 

As children move onto the risers, kicking and stepping 

on fingers, we reflect on what groups did while sharing the 

artifacts. I sit with my notebook taking field notes and 

periodically reread what I hear to help children stay on 

track. "We looked at each other's stuff," whispers 

Cassandra. ''Yea, I told them why I brought it and how it 

shows me as a learner," announces Megan. Donavon explains, 

"We had to listen to each other," and Douglas adds, "We had 

to focus on the assignment." "I wondered what I could 

bring," stutters Spenser while Talana says she asked 

questions because she didn't have anything with her. I am 

pleased at these reflections. Children are sharing what 

they have just experienced. I appreciate the honesty and 

beginning attempts at reflecting. Since I observe them 

struggling to talk and listen, I am curious to know if they 

are experiencing any frustrations. 

I continue to have the class reflect by asking, "What 

was difficult with this engagement?" Comments pinpoint 

what I had observed. "It was the thinking. It was 

difficult because we had to use our minds. We had to make 

our own answers. I had to make my mind know what was going 
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on. This was not just play. You had to go deep into your 

mind. We've never done this before. This was putting 

pressure on my brain." This reflection time is shaky and 

fragile. As I continually ask questions and restate what 

we are sharing, we manage to talk about the process and 

debrief as a whole group about this first engagement. I 

notice there is depth to their comments. As long as I 

reread their ideas, we are able to continue and stay 

focused on the subject. 

The reflections are excellent but I have to 

continuously ask children to listen to one another. I have 

to stop our conversations because children are bothering 

others, having side conversations, yelling out when someone 

else is talking, and simply not being aware there are 

others participating in the conversation. These behaviors 

are very frustrating to me because I am focused on the talk 

and don't want to deal with the behaviors. 

Learning Outside of School 

During the second week of school, I want to continue 

with the notion that artifacts encourage talk, but they are 

also a primary source for understanding new ideas as well 

as gaining new perspectives on what we already know. The 

artifacts will become the primary source for getting to 
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know each other in new ways. Even though most of the 

children have been with each other in classes since 

kindergarten they seem to have a surface knowledge about 

each other. They know each other based on who could spell 

the best, who was a troublemaker, who was the teacher's 

pet, or who went to the gifted and talented program. 

Since we can't find many artifacts about learning in 

school, I move to learning in life outside of school. I 

want to also introduce the idea that learning involves 

making connections. The more connections we make, the more 

of what we learn makes sense. As learners we need to 

connect our lives outside of school with our lives inside 

the classroom. 

Over the weekend and for the second week of school, I 

assign children to bring in an artifact that describes 

themselves as learners in the bigger world outside of 

school. We will then create a museum with placards to be 

displayed on the bulletin board and countertop. Slowly a 

few artifacts arrive. I am pleased at the attempts to try 

and risk bringing in samples of learning. Marlene carries 

in a picture of her pet bird. Heather has a painting she 

has done at home. Chaz hauls in a game, saying, "I love to 

play jokes and have fun." Donavon brings his dictionary 
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because it teaches him words, and Sanela has a collection 

of stuff to show how smart she is. Others bring a key 

chain to open the house, pictures because some children 

like to draw, and a fact sheet about birds. Douglas has a 

water bottle to give his body more energy, and Joey 

transports his birdhouse because he likes to make stuff out 

of wood. 

The information on the placards are short explaining 

many interests that the children have but they are unable 

to tell how the artifacts show themselves as learners. 

With some help from me, a few placards are finished. One 

statement tells that books teach you to learn to read, and 

ABC books help us to learn to write. A ceramic dragon 

represents learning in art and some bugs show how to learn 

to do plaster of Paris. Jacob writes that his Morse code 

machine demonstrates his learning of other forms of 

communication, and Joshua W. states his rocks and crystals 

are something he loves. A few children do bring in 

artifacts, but again many children have nothing to share. 

We are slowly getting to know some children but still need 

engagements to find out more information about others. 

This engagement is difficult for the children. 

Children attempt bringing in artifacts and struggle to 



39 

explain what they mean. Even though this is not what 

school has been in the past, children are taking risks. 

Parents don't understand what the children are to do and 

can't make sense of my homework letter. I decide to move 

on and accept what comes in and build from where I observe 

children are as learners. I decide to use art as a tool 

for gathering information and helping children come to know 

themselves and each other as learners. Turning to art, the 

children draw self-portraits of themselves learning outside 

of school. The drawings are a mixture of playing with 

dolls and bikes at home, on the playground or in the 

neighborhood. 

Timelines of Learning 

About the middle of the first week of school, I ask 

children to draw time lines of the process of learning 

something new for homework; however, this proves to be an 

impossible task with many complaints. No one understands 

and those who attempt it draw isolated pictures of reading 

and doing math worksheets. Clearly the process of learning 

something over time is not understood. Children are not 

able to explain multiple steps of how they learned to ride 

a bike or make a peanut butter sandwich. 
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I don't want to give up on the notion of a time line. 

I want to continue with the idea of a time line as a tool 

for understanding one's journey as historical, a story that 

takes place over time. I share my frustration with 

colleagues, that the children don't understand, and I feel 

I don't even have a place to begin looking at learning over 

time. My university colleagues and professors encourage me 

to keep on trying. 

I have to remind myself I am learning about my 

children, even though I am not sure of what to do next with 

my curricular plans. Past experience has taught me that my 

curriculum will not only inform me of my students, but will 

generate new paths for inquiry. I measure the success of 

my curricular plans by the new inquires generated fay 

children's participation, connections, and reflections. I 

am feeling that each engagement is an assignment rather 

than a process of gradually coming to understand, helping 

us move ahead with our thinking. I feel we have reached a 

dead end in the curriculum. I understand that there is a 

need to re-define schooling, learning, and what it means to 

build a sense of a sharing community. I decide to find out 

about the instructional history of my students. 
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During the middle of the second week., as a class we 

brainstorm a time line of what the children learned in 

kindergarten, first grade, and second grade, and then we 

predict what we might learn in third grade. Children still 

do not understand time lines so I accept the lists they 

generate. We create three lists of ideas. Children tell 

me, '*In kindergarten we learned how to draw, do art, paint, 

color, and we did arts and crafts. We learned our ABC's, 

how to count, write, read, sing and play on the computer. 

We used different kinds of things, made things, played 

basketball, and learned to take a nap." 

The list continues, "In first grade, we were taught 

manners, along with how to use silverware. We drew, 

painted, and used watercolors. In math we counted money, 

learned to write, dance, and do computers. The goal for us 

was to raise math grades, learn African American stuff, 

and, for fun, run round in a circle and spin." 

The second grade list includes, '*We learned to keyboard, 

write in cursive, count in Spanish, learn times tables, and 

do sign language. Some of us learned to sew. Most of us 

learned to respect the teacher. In P.E. we learned 

kickball, soccer, and how to play the right way. We would 

talk out our problems." 
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Along the same lines there are not too many 

expectations for third grade. The expectations include 

getting good grades, becoming smarter, being good, 

understanding the rules, and listening to the teacher. 

Some children want a stronger personality, some want to 

learn to respect others, and others want to help others. 

The children want to learn new songs, do more times tables, 

read history and geography, and learn more sign language. 

Some children want to learn how things work, and some just 

want to have fun. 

I am embarrassed to admit that these lists are not 

helpful to me. I am intrigued to watch how hard it is for 

the children to come up with this much information. They 

can't remember what they had learned. There are 29 

children to bounce ideas off of and help with recalling 

events in past years. Yet, no connections are expressed, 

so I can only assume that children do not expect to have to 

remember what they learned in the past or that it wasn't 

meaningful when they learned it. 

My students do not understand that their past 

experiences will have an impact on them in the future. 

They don't expect school to make sense. They may have 
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never been asked about their learning histories and don't 

expect those experiences to matter. 

Getting to Know You Through the Writing Process 

I decide it is time to move on to curricular 

engagements that I have used every year to highlight 

learning as a process. In the past, I've used writing to 

help the class bond together and help children understand 

that writing is a process. I think that the beginning of 

the third week of school is a good time to begin the 

getting to know you interviews. Also, I don't know what 

else to do. Unbelievably, I am experiencing that first-

year- teacher syndrome, *'What do I do on Monday morning?" 

The interview engagement is planned to help students know 

their classmates, work through an interview process, 

experience writing as a process, publish a newsletter and 

reflect on the entire experience. 

Asking the class to meet for instructions, I anxiously 

watch as children push and shove their way to the risers. 

The behavior continues with under-the-breath mumbling, 

turned up noses, pushing peers away and outright refusing 

to let others sit near them. Complaints sound as children 

quietly knee each other in the back, but finally with a 
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disapproving look from me and a speech about working 

together, kids settle down for instructions. 

My focus is so strongly on curriculum that I find 

myself very intolerant of rude behavior. I have not taken 

the time to work on teaching my behavioral expectations 

throughout the day because it takes all my energy to make 

sense of what is happening with the curricular engagements. 

Each evening I spend so many hours reviewing my field notes 

and planning changes in curriculum that I realize I am 

neglecting the management of behaviors. 

We generate a list of possible questions to ask a 

partner and I demonstrate taking notes by interviewing my 

partner, Cody. I then verbally explain the entire process, 

drawing a picture of the authoring cycle (Short, Harste, 4 

Burke, 1996) as a writing cycle. I explain how we will 

write up the interviews, meet in small groups to talk about 

our drafts, revise those rough drafts, edit them, and 

publish a newsletter for the class and their parents. Eyes 

roll, arms slide inside T-shirts, and bodies rock 

suggesting there is no one registering what is to happen. 

After explaining the entire process, I then break the 

engagement down into smaller steps. 
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In the past my strategy of first providing the big 

picture then breaking it into parts has been very 

successful. It never occurred to me to change this 

strategy. I unconsciously decide that the children will 

have to learn my method of instructions. It is important 

to me that I help children see that what they do in school 

is not made up of isolated activities but that engagements 

are connected to bigger concepts and have a real purpose. 

We move to our tables to continue with generating 

lists of questions. Students take turns sharing their 

questions aloud to support anyone having trouble. We 

manage to write for half an hour, then each table of four 

children shares their questions with each other. They then 

help each other revise and generate more questions. 

When we come together as a class to reflect on the 

process. Heather shares, '*It was hard to write. I gave up 

until we shared in a group. What helped me was my group 

read aloud and I got ideas." Douglas raises his hand and 

reveals "I gave up." I ask him what he did about it. "I 

looked around the room and stopped to think." I continue 

probing about what he did. "I got new ideas, but I got 

confused." Megan gains confidence and says, ^*I would see 

the puppets and think of a question." More children raise 
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their hands, and we continue with sharing. I continually 

probe for more of an explanation. 

Cassandra thought it might be hard and gave up before she 

even starts. saw everyone else working. I worked a 

little and it wasn't hard." Elizabeth makes a connection 

and says, thought it might be hard so I got some ideas 

by sharing." With tears in his eyes, Spenser stutters, "I 

just gave up and stopped. It was too hard and frustrating, 

so I cried." Kyle matter of factly states, couldn't 

think of anything." To me, these comments are fantastic. 

I feel children are being honest and trust is forming in 

our community. Pleased with this growth, I push forward 

even harder. I expect children to use what we have learned 

and get better at it, and I don't accept children not using 

the strategies we have lived. 

Our interviews continue with the students finding a 

boy-girl partner. They interview each other, take notes, 

and write up the newsletter. Even though Luis makes faces 

at his partner, Maribel, during the interview process, the 

other partners work very well together, helping each other 

spell, adding extra questions to their brainstormed lists, 

and best of all, laughing as they work. The work noise is 

too loud, but almost everyone is on task. Without 
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carpeting to muffle the sounds, it is hard to concentrate 

when you feel like you are talking in a tin can with the 

sounds bouncing off the wails. 

Reflecting later as a class, Donavon shares that he 

really had fun. "I never did this before. We have 

something in common. I learned to feel safe. I learned 

information." Sanela finds the process interesting. 

learned about him and he learned about me. Having a partner 

helps with work." Feeling better about the work, Spenser 

smiles and shares, "She showed me new words." 

I continue to ask questions to keep the conversation 

moving. Reflecting is difficult but this experience 

definitely has had an impact. Joshua W. notices that 

everyone gets to know what their partner is like. Kyle 

offers the insight that it is still hard. Talana disagrees 

with him, telling us that it was fun, and got to know 

bigger words. He taught me to spell. I learned you can 

learn more with others." Maribel learns that she could 

teach others, and Elizabeth discovers that, **We worked 

together to know something." 

This beginning is a challenge for me. I am faced with 

a class full of children who have had little opportunity to 

work in ways that encourage talk, collaboration, and a 
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belief that learners have control over their learning. My 

first concern is getting through each engagement, so my 

students will start becoming aware of themselves as 

learners. I am faced with the challenge of helping this 

class know that they can think. 

My focus is on understanding my students and on 

building relationships among our class members as well as 

building relationships in the school. I not only have to 

meet the academic needs of my students, and deal with the 

mandated curriculum, but I have to continually create 

situations where children are thinking, taking risks, and 

making choices. 

Based on my previous years of teaching children, I can 

only trust that this will be a successful year. I know I 

need to trust in the power of learners coming to know 

themselves. When learners become aware of themselves, they 

learn to know others and through that social learning come 

to know their beliefs about how they learn. 

End of the Year: Cheesecake 

Today is the last day of school and in walks Joshua W. 

with a huge smile on his face. He tries to keep his 

retainer in place as he tells me he has made me an oreo 

cookie cheesecake. Taking the plate, I am amazed at this 
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nine-year-old. His twin brother, Jacob, has made 

snicJcerdoodle cookies for the principal, the secretary, and 

his younger brother's teacher. The three of us walk to the 

teacher's lounge to find a place in the refrigerator for my 

fattening gift. I have never had a child bake for me. 

After the winter break, these boys often brought in 

cinnamon rolls, muffins, and cookies to share with the 

class and me. I view this as a real commitment to our 

class community. 

The bell rings and school begins with our whole school 

community time. We now stand together in a straight line, 

then walk together to line up under the picture windows, 

calmly waiting for the day to begin. Children skip inside, 

get water and put their belongings away in their cubbies. 

They calmly move to the risers for a class meeting about 

the day's schedule. 

Community time is pleasant with my students. The rest 

of the school still talks and fools around during this 

whole school meeting. Adults still don't intervene on the 

behaviors that invade the attempts at creating a school-

wide community built on respect. I am very proud of my 

students as they listen and participate as members of the 

school. 

I 
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The last weelc of school is very busy with illustrating 

and putting together published books. We've published 27 

photography and art books. We've gathered together for an 

evening with families bringing a potluck dinner, a time to 

share our published books and photographs and to celebrate 

with some Folklorico dancing for entertainment. 

I am irritated at myself for not taking the time to work 

on self-evaluation portfolios. I need to record one last 

interview of what children think about the year and what 

they have learned. The last day of school usually is not a 

wise time for such an intense engagement. I know we can do 

the interview, but I feel guilty that I am not taking the 

time to do those fun mindless activities frequently done on 

the last day of school. 

The morning work time is focused on sharing, talking and 

reflecting. We start the morning out on the risers with my 

explaining that I need one last interview from the class. 

I also want one last conversation about what the children 

would like to do the following year. The atmosphere is 

calm, listening to Vivaldi's Four Seasons with students 

moving to tables quietly. 

Talana, Cassandra and Joshua hand out everyone's logs, 

journals and writing process done throughout the year. 
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Children sit with small piles of spiral notebooks and 

slowly reread their notebooks, journals, and personal 

published books and sketch journals. For one hour, the 

atmosphere is subdued while the class takes the time to 

browse through their work, developing a mental picture of 

themselves as learners. Children read their journals, read 

to each other, and flip through pages of notebooks. I 

watch them smile, laugh, and share their work with others. 

During this hour, I continue to glue together two more 

published books. Children are seriously reading their 

work. No questions are asked about what to do. Everyone 

understands they are looking for signs of growth, effort, 

frustrations, and process in their work. 

My tape recorder is again ready and as the music 

changes to jazz, the class moves to the risers for our last 

discussion and reflection about our year of learning 

together. Children cuddle and sit on each other, lean, 

stroke each other's hair. A few students still sit apart 

from others, but all are receptive in some way to each 

other. 

I explain that we will be talking about what they 

discovered about themselves as learners after rereading all 

their work. My opening question is simply, '*What do you 
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thinJc about yourselves as learners after this school year?" 

Donavon is first to share; "I remember our Sketch to 

Stretches from the beginning of the year. We didn't go 

further into learning at the beginning; we didn't know what 

we were doing. I am amazed at how much we got better." 

Brandon jumps right in, *'My spelling dictionary is changed. 

I see I can spell harder words. The words I wanted to spell 

got better. I am going to learn to spell them this summer. 

I couldn't read my own work because it was so sloppy. I 

just kept practicing and I just got better." 

Talana waits then says, "I noticed when I was reading 

my work I couldn't even read my own spelling. I never 

believed Ms. Kauffman when she said I needed to work on my 

spelling." We all laugh as Talana continues, "I see now 

she was right. I like to read my work now because I can 

read everything. My spelling has improved." Speaking 

quietly, Joshua R. talks about not having a very exciting 

life at the beginning of the year. "I do now so I have a 

lot to write about. My writing is much more interesting." 

Chaz laughs and blurts out, "I didn't believe that we 

worked so hard. I never thought we would fill up the 

journals and really work this hard." Kyle interrupts and 

gets yelled at by a peer for not waiting his turn. He 
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finally raises his hand and shares, "My drawings were not 

so good. My drawings got better and now they taJce up the 

whole space on the paper. I add writing to my drawings." 

Megan has an interesting insight, **When I was rereading my 

work I finally understood it. I didn't icnow what I was 

doing before but I get it now. I understand it at a 

different level." Donavon tells her he is interested in 

that idea and would like to talk about it later. 

Stephen draws us a mental image: "At the beginning of 

the year we were like just forming into babies. We grew 

and gave birth in the middle of the year." With courage, 

J.T. shares, "Some people and myself didn't believe we 

could do all this work." Spenser nods and openly admits, 

"I was also crying a lot. I tried and stopped crying." 

Sanela reveals an insight about herself, "Some children 

talked a lot at the beginning of the year. I was shy and 

didn't talk. Now I am not shy and I talk. I have 

questions." Heather says she would like to build off of 

Stephen and shares her mental image of herself. "At the 

beginning of the year I was a weed but now I've turned into 

this really big flower." 

I sit and listen as my third graders share their 

perceptive insights. Listening to the tape, I realize that 
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my voice is not there. These children are reflecting and 

building off of each other without my help. The 

conversation is continuous. Many times they talk at once 

but eventually drop out and allow one child to share at a 

time. This is an amazing difference from the beginning of 

the year. They have learned to talk: together and listen to 

each other. 

I am not asking questions or trying to find strategies 

to help them express themselves. They easily share and 

talk at a level that is thoughtful. They are honest about 

themselves and accept each other's comments and 

perspectives. 

We continue to talk about my role as a teacher and the 

impact it has had on them as learners. We plan for next 

year by offering suggestions and wishes. Children wanted 

more work, art, music, and dance. They want to be able to 

stay in at recess and work on projects and continue with 

their interest clubs. They want to work with adult experts 

on the computer and take more time for community service. 

They want to find ways to make the school a better 

community. 

Luis ends the conversation on the final day of school 

by suggesting that we all go out and play games the last 
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hour before everyone goes home for the summer. Stephen 

suggests we go outside and exchange addresses and phone 

numbers. The class secretary starts our jazz CD and 

everyone lines up at the door and walks to the patio. We 

take time to talk and take down pertinent information to 

reach each other over the summer. 

We walk to the playground. In 93 degree heat, we play 

tag. Jacob and I keep tagging Cassandra. She refuses to 

freeze and stays running in the game. Some children 

complain about Cassandra stating she has won, but Jacob and 

I discuss privately how some people need to win, and on 

days like this, we should let them. 

The bell rings and school is over for the year. Many 

children want to stay after and help me clean up. After a 

while, they reluctantly get their sacks of notebooks and 

leave talking and agreeing to get together over the summer. 

This year school has taught me how important it is to 

trust the learner. Looking back I learned to find the 

growth in my students' thinking and use those benchmarks to 

move forward with curriculum. I learned how important it 

is to review my notes and analyze the dialogue to plan 

curriculum. I learned to put the frustrating behaviors on 

hold until 1 have a firm foundation in curriculum. I 
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learned how much children need to hear their own voices to 

know that they are thinking. I learned not to give into niy 

frustrations but reflect and move forward always believing 

that learning is taking place even if I can't see the 

signs. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

In this opening chapter, I have shared a "before and 

after" story of what learning looks like in my third grade 

classroom in order to introduce readers to the important 

issues I focus on in this teacher research study. I am 

dazzled at the change and growth in children as learners in 

just one school year. The remainder of this dissertation 

will fill in the gaps by describing how third grade 

students define themselves as learners and by narrating key 

curricular events that proved to be supportive for my 

students as learners. 

In chapter 2, I present my theoretical framework, 

curricular beliefs, and practices. This chapter also 

provides contextual information about my students and 

school. Chapter 3 presents the research design and 

methodology for my study, including data collection and 

data analysis. Chapter 4 is a narrative overview of the 

year's curriculum. Chapter 5 answers research question one 
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with a discussion, of what it means to be a learner in the 

eyes of the children while chapter 6 answers research 

question two with a discussion of the support structures in 

re-valuing the learner. Chapter 7 presents the conclusions 

and implications of this study. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWOEIK, 

CORRICULAR BELIEFS AND PRACTICES 

In this teacher research study, I explore students' 

beliefs about themselves as learners and examine the types 

of support structures that help students revalue themselves 

as learners. To provide a foundation for my research 

interests, I reviewed literature in the areas of; beliefs 

about learning; children as theorists; reflection; and 

critical pedagogy. I also reviewed teacher research 

related to curricular frameworks of the authoring cycle, a 

broad concept, establishing boundaries, and the classroom's 

physical learning environment. The following review 

represents existing research and situates my study within 

relevant methodological and theoretical frameworks. 

Beliefs About Learning 

Curriculum needs to be based on children's needs as 

learners supported by beliefs about how children learn. 

Effective curriculum is created when students actively 

engage in meaningful learning experiences as an ongoing 

feature of the classroom, rather than as an occasional 

isolated experience (Wells, 1986). Children are learners 
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when, they are allowed to think about and discuss their own 

learning processes. They need a context that encourages 

building relationships, dialogue, reflection, inquiry and 

democracy and then move to taking action about issues they 

find significant and that will make a difference in their 

lives (Watson, Burke, & Harste, 1989). Students reflect on 

what they learn through writing, dialogue, sketching, 

webbing, and self-evaluation portfolios, making learning 

reflective as well as active (Dewey, 1938; Kauffman & 

Short, 1993). 

Learning Is Making Connections 

Bateson (1979) envisions the mind as a pattern finder 

and a pattern maker. Learning then is thought of as a 

process of finding patterns that connect. Learning occurs 

when connections are made to the learner's own experiences. 

Learning is increased through exploring personal 

connections to the learner's life and experiences and when 

those connections are shared and moved on to deeper thought 

and action. It is through making connections with past 

experiences and understandings that learners are able to 

find new perspectives and insights into their views about 

the world (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996). 
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Learning Is Making Choices 

Learning is supported by choice so that we as 

learners feel ownership in that learning. Learners need to 

make choices in what they read and in how they respond and 

share their thinking (Dewey, 1938). When learners are able 

to make choices as learners their learning becomes relevant 

and they become actively engaged in that learning. 

Curriculum and instruction also need to invite making 

choices. When instruction becomes too routinized, learning 

stops. 

Learning Is Social 

Learning is a social process of collaborating with 

others (Dewey, 1938). Vygotsky developed the notion of the 

zone of proximal development which hypothesized that 

children would be able to solve problems with assistance 

from an adult or more capable peer before they could solve 

problems alone (Vygotsky, 1978). Learners need 

opportunities to explore their thinking about their 

learning, through dialogue in small groups and whole class 

interactions (Fleck, 1979). It is through conversations 

with others that they outgrow themselves (Harste, 1996). 
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Learning Is a Process of Inquiry 

When learners search out the questions that matter in 

their lives they develop strategies for exploring those 

questions and through sharing those understandings with 

others learning becomes a process of inquiry (Barnes, 1992; 

Dewey, 1938; Freire, 1994). Learners tend to engage in 

inquiry with others who have similar questions and concerns 

related to their learning (Fleck, 1979). Since learning is 

an active process, learners immerse themselves into inquiry 

through the use of literature, personal experiences, 

primary sources, and others as experts (Fox, 1996; Harste, 

1992; Short & Harste, with BurJce, 1996) . 

Learning Occurs with Diversity 

Learning occurs in a diverse society. Therefore as 

learners consider the diversity of the many voices of 

people in the world they come to understand themselves. As 

they revalue themselves and their personal contributions, 

they are more likely to be open to understanding the 

perspectives of others (Goodman & Marek, 1996; Luke & 

Freebody, 1977) . 

Learning occurs with multiple ways of knowing. 

Learners leam through many ways such as writing, math. 
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art, drama, music and movement (Edminston, 1993; Eisner, 

1994; Leland & Harste, 1994). Learning is democratic when 

opportunities are provided to negotiate learning. Learners 

then have a voice in the curriculum and in the learning 

(EdelsJcy, 1994; Pradl, 1996) . 

Children As Theorists 

When I proposed this teacher research study I was 

teaching in a multiage classroom with grades one through 

five. I had team taught with those grade levels for five 

years. For those five years the children's schooling 

experience was only in an inquiry-based curriculum. My 

students at the fourth and fifth grade levels had known me 

since they were in first grade. We had grown up together 

in our thinking about learning and curriculiam. 

Through my years of working with classrooms of 

multiage, I came to believe that my students were 

theorists. A theme that I noticed from the literature on 

language developments was the notion that children were 

theory builders and hypothesis testers (Clark & Clark, 

1977; Clay, 1991; DeStefano, 1978; Ruddell i Haggard, 1985; 

Ruddell & Unrau, 1994). The literature suggested that in 

the process of acquiring oral language, children actively 
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construct rules about how language works based on adult 

models and responses. Parallel views of children as theory 

builders and hypothesis testers are evident in the areas of 

written language development (Clay, 1980, 1991; Dyson, 

1984; Ferreiro, 1986; Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984), 

spelling (Chomsky, 1975; Gillet & Temple, 1990; Read, 

1975), and reading (Clay, 1980, 1983; Sulzby, 1985). 

Important to this notion is meaning as the driving force in 

all language growth (Goodman & Goodman, 1994; Halliday, 

1985) . 

My students constantly made sense of their world 

through hypothesis generation and testing. They verbalized 

their understandings of our inquiry-based curriculum, made 

sense and responded to their lives through multiple ways of 

knowing, and planned curriculum based on a set of beliefs 

about learning and thinking. 

In moving to a new school for this teacher research 

study, I was convinced my new group of students would not 

be able to verbalize their beliefs about learning or would 

not have explicit understandings of curriculum. My belief 

about learners, my trust in learners told me that my 

students would want to learn, that they would want to be 
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part of a community of learners, and that they would maJce 

connections as learners if given the opportunity to learn 

in an environment based in inquiry. I began the year 

forgetting I was grounded, in theory and momentarily forgot 

to start planning curriculum with the experiences and 

knowledge children would bring to school. 

The theoretical base of this study was my belief about 

how children learn. The design of this study was built off 

of my belief system and how I could explore at a greater 

depth what I believed and understood about learning and 

learners. I began this study with the same beliefs about 

learners that I had working with children in a multiage 

classroom for so many consecutive years. 

Cambourne (1988) states that teachers are motivated to 

engage in the act of teaching by what they believe about 

learners and what they believe about the process of 

learning. Unfortunately Cambourne (1988) also states that 

teachers have accepted, unquestioningly, a set of beliefs 

about learning that has its origins in the dark ages of 

psychology. Cambourne states that teachers will continue 

to organize their teaching behaviors in ways that reflect 

their beliefs- I am no different from the teachers 
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stating my beliefs about learning and learners which will 

set the foundation for the theoretical bases of this study. 

Personal Theories of Learning 

I believe what we carry in our heads are theories, 

theories of what the world is like, and these theories are 

the basis of all our perception and understanding of the 

world (Clark & Clark, 1977; Clay, 1991; DeStefano, 1978) . 

These theories we carry in our head are the root of all 

learning, the source of all hopes and fears, motives and 

expectancies, reasoning and creativity (Steiner, 1997) . 

These theories are what we have to make sense of the world. 

As we interpret events in the world with respect to 

our personal theories, we modify and elaborate our theories 

(Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Goodman & Goodman, 1994; Heath, 

1983; Moll, 1992). This continuing process of 

interpretation, modification, and elaboration make it 

possible to learn (Ruddell & Ruddell, 1994). 

Many educators say these theories are integrated 

collections of summary rules, a summary of experiences in 

the world. These theories allow us to interpret the 

present world, and the new data coming in all the time 
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order so that all the order and complexity we find in the 

world must reflect an order and complexity that already 

exists in the head. If we cannot relate to what is already 

known, to the theory of the world in our heads, the world 

will not make sense and we will be in a state of 

bewilderment (Smith, 1978). 

Unfortunately for many children, arriving at school is 

a time when they run into a situation that doesn't make 

sense. School sometimes is a place they cannot possibly 

relate to, or connect with, and the result is they are 

bewildered (Smith, 1978). Children have theories in their 

heads just like adults. While children's theories may not 

be as complex as those of adults, but their theories work 

very well for their needs. 

Prediction Theories for Making Choices 

We are more concerned with what is likely to happen in 

the near future than with what is happening right now. We 

predict the future to avoid or prevent it. We need to 

exclude some alternatives in advance or we are likely to be 

overwhelmed with the possibilities if there are far too 

many choices. The brain needs time to make decisions. 
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appropriate and discard alternatives if our predictions are 

not confirmed (Kintsch, 1974). We use our theories of the 

world to tell us the most possible occurrences. Prediction 

includes asking questions and comprehension entertains 

answering those questions (Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 

1984). Prediction is not a new and artificial skill that 

has to be learned but the natural way to make sense of the 

world (Clay, 1983; Goodman & Goodman, 1994; Halliday, 

1985). 

Theories for Interacting with Others 

As children we come into the world with the physical 

and mental potential for making sense of the world. 

Vygotsky (1978) teaches us that children cannot achieve a 

state of knowing by themselves. From the time we are born, 

we are bombarded with sensory data. It is through social 

interaction that we are able to identify which data are 

meaningful and which are not (Fleck, 1979; Wells, 1986). 

Halliday (1985) found that in any meaningful language 

event, children have the opportunity to learn language, 

learn about language, and leam through language. They 

learn language through "doing" of language, they learn 
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about language as they explore how language functions and 

they learn through language as they focus on what it is 

that are learning. 

Bakhtin (1981) says, ^'Meaning can come into existence 

only when two or more voices come into contact: when the 

voice of a listener responds to the voice of a speaker" (p. 

73). Through conversation and story learners explore 

various thought collectives to find others willing to align 

themselves with. These data are only significant when they 

carry meaning between people (Bleich, 1988) . 

Personal Theories for Understanding Self 

In the world outside of school, learning is extended, 

enriched, restructured, and self-corrected as people move 

into new situations confronting new people, new problems 

that must be solved, or new ideas that must be met, 

understood, and used. School and curriculum make it 

possible for children to objectify and to conceptualize 

their world and themselves and to share the responsibility 

for their destiny (Heath, 1983). 

We need to take a stand in a particular set of 

beliefs, noticing unpredictable happenings and consider our 



69 

beliefs, resolve the surprises, and revise our initial 

stances for learning to occur (Harste, 1994). 

Children's thinking processes can be isolated and 

explained scientifically but only when events of the world 

become part of the child's world do children gain their own 

view of people and objects about them. When this happens, 

children become individuals (Smith, 1978). 

Learners who have a community where the members accept 

one another as they are and help one another will make 

changes they value (Peterson, 1992). As inquirers and 

learners we need to position ourselves intellectually. 

It is through talk and written responses to various 

text, art, music, and written language, that children are 

able to see alternative perspectives and interpretations 

creating new potentials for understanding (Anderson, Short, 

& Kauffman, 1998). 

Control Theories for One's Own Learning 

Learners are in control of their learning. As their 

interactions become internalized they change the way they 

think (Vygotsky, 1978). They change the direction and 

develop new interests as they engage in the process of 

learning. No outside force needs to act to constrain their 



"use of curiosity, intentionality, and sociability. 

Ambiguities are attended to, order is sought and others 

become a social extension of themselves" (Short & Burke, 

1991, p. 15). In these conditions learners become 

internally motivated. Freire (1994) writes: 

Students, as they are increasingly posed with problems 

relating to themselves in the world and with the 

world, will feel increasingly challenged and obliged 

to respond to that challenge. Their response to the 

challenge evokes new challenges, followed by new 

understandings: and gradually the students come to 

regard themselves as committed, (p. 62) 

There is no need to instruct a child on the need to 

develop theories of the world; this is a natural part of 

being alive and growing up. Children know how to 

comprehend provided they are in environments that have the 

possibility of making sense to them (DeStefano, 1978; Moll, 

1992; Ruddell, Ruddell, & Singer, 1994). Freire (1994) 

continues that argument, "Knowledge emerges only through 

invention and re-invention, through the restless, 

impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue 

in the world, with the world, and with each other" (p. 53). 
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Nature of Reflection 

Knowing is a transactional process between the 

individual and the environment in which both are 

transformed (Dewey & Bentley, 1949). Dewey believed that 

experience would not stand alone as learning but instead 

must be interpreted through a process of reflective 

thinking. As K. Goodman (1987) suggests, children are in a 

world without knowing they are in the world until they 

reflect on the experiences. Reflection is to look back 

over what has been done to extract the meaning. Reflection 

helps students recognize their own learning. It 

demonstrates to them the extent of their achievements and 

the insights they have gained. Experience that is 

supported by intellectual reflection with a knowledgeable 

person will be much more likely to produce growth and 

expand thought and knowledge {Vygotsky, 1978). 

Observing What Children Can Do 

Interested in the possibilities of what children could 

do, I began closely observing children as they engaged in 

classroom activities and spent hours talking with others 

about their responses and. the implications for what should 

happen next in the curriculum (Goodman, 1978). I realized 
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that in order to determine what would happen next in the 

classroom, I could no longer refer to the scope and 

sequence charts, published textbooks, and units packed in 

boxes labeled by the month. 

Students had become my curricular informants, so I 

moved from "doing" curriculum to reflecting on the ''doing" 

(O'Keefe, 1996). Earlier in my teaching career, I would 

have argued that I was too busy teaching to think, but now 

I realize I needed to think in order to teach. I made 

extensive use of field notes so that I became a better 

observer in the classroom and could revisit classroom 

events to reflect on student responses to plan possible 

engagements. 

Creating the Environment 

Through my observations and reflections on student 

learning, I was able to create an environment characterized 

by choice and active engagements in meaningful learning 

(Kauffman, 1996). Action research was the on-going spiral 

where reflection and data gathering lead to a plan of 

action that was implemented (Herr, 1999). I felt, however, 

that something was missing. As I listened to children talk 

about their rough drafts in authors circles and explore 



interpretations in literature circles, I realized that I 

had underestimated their ability to reflect on their own 

learning. I had assumed that reflection was what I did as 

a teacher, to evaluate and plan, but not what children did. 

By not encouraging and trusting children's reflections on 

their learning, however, I kept them dependent on me to 

determine what was to be valued (Kauffman & Short, 1993). 

Revaluing the Learner 

Revaluing the learner requires patience and support 

from the teacher. "Children must come to appreciate their 

own strengths, to recognize the productive strategies they 

already use and then to continuously build positively on 

that" (Goodman & Marek, 1996, p. 17). If I truly wanted 

curriculum to be a collaborative process in which children 

took control of their own learning, then I needed more than 

choice and active engagements. Children were making 

decisions about their actions, but were excluded from 

reflective decision-making about the meanings of those 

actions. For their voice to become part of the curriculum, 

I needed to encourage reflection as well as action. 

I listened to Dewey (1938) who says, '^Problems 

stimulate thinking. Problems grow out of the conditions of 
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the experience being had and arouse in the learner an 

active quest for information and for production of new 

ideas" (p. 7 9). Action provides the content for 

reflection, but reflection is the driving force behind 

action. 

Reflecting on Something Worthwhile 

Students need many extensive engagements with reading, 

writing, talking, listening, drawing, and exploring so they 

have something on which to reflect. This action needs to 

be balanced with reflection so they can pull together 

important meanings from their experiences, which will, in 

turn, lead them to new questions and engagements. 

When children are involved in making choices about 

their learning, but not in reflecting on that learning, 

they often make choices that are not productive. Dewey 

(1938) points out that the ability to reflect on learning 

allows self-control to develop. Instead of acting on 

impulse or having others determine what will be learned, 

learners reflect on the possible consequences of their 

actions. Self-control combines choice with reflection and 

so brings freedom to learners because they can 
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intellectually formulate their purposes and plans of 

action. 

Evaluating Beliefs and Values 

In her ^^transactional" approach, Rosenblatt (1978) 

emphasizes beginning with the learner by accepting initial 

responses and thoughts. As learners share and dialogue 

with others they encounter a range of responses and beliefs 

from others. It is through this social activity and 

reflection that learners are able to evaluate their own 

beliefs and values, weighing the consequences and reaching 

an understanding of their own personal desires. It is 

through this transactional process that inquiry and 

interpretation are adopted as an approach to learning, 

eventually changing the learner and reaching a state of 

social understanding. 

Rosenblatt's (1978, 1995) theory takes a critical 

theory approach, moving theory from literature response to 

general curriculum, when learners listen to what others 

have to say while developing their social relationships. 

Even though learners in their thought collectives 

temporarily create social understandings, their individual 

responses still exist and are indeed strengthened because 
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of cultural and social contexts. The individual is 

privileged only within a collaborative community. It is 

when the individual is tolerant of communication among 

^^selves" and "others" that value of critical thinking 

exists. 

Critical thinking, therefore, depends on the way the 

"poem" or curriculum is "evoked" and considered. It is not 

the text itself that creates critical thinking but it is 

the approach, such as inquiry and reflection, that changes 

the learner and highlights making connections, and 

establishing curriculum as conversation. Texts serve a 

wide variety of purposes and these varying purposes require 

different types of engagements. Literacy includes other 

symbol systems and through engagement with these symbols 

learners can explore the relationships between them. K. 

Goodman (1987) has said, "What a pity when an adult cannot 

read, in the artist's terms, the playfulness of a painting 

by Miro, the passions in a drama by O'Neill, the serenity 

of a Bach fugue or the inner conflicts of Martha Graham's 

choreography" (p. 1810). It is through these symbol 

systems that my students reflect, rework and revise their 
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ideas, each draft launching a platform for further 

exploration and refinement (Wells, 1990). 

Pedagogy Of Critical Literacy 

Schools ought to be a place where 
children get many invitations to 
experience, to perceive, and to think 
and talk about their perceptions. (K. 
Goodman, 1987, p. 102) 

For years K. Goodman (1987) has discussed how schools 

must be environments rich in opportunities to meet new 

situations requiring new language and thought. Goodman's 

work has opened the doors for viewing curriculum, whole 

language curriculum, as a set of beliefs about curriculum. 

As I, like so many other teachers, explored curriculum, my 

understanding of theory grew. As I learned from my 

students I became better able to talk about my theoretical 

beliefs (Newman, 1985). As I talked, wrote, and read more, 

my ideas became clearer. I made a shift in my teaching 

from disseminating or transmitting information to what 

Barnes (1975, 1982) refers to as '^interpretative" teaching. 

As a teacher I came to recognize that as students write and 

read they reshape their view of the world and extend their 

ability to think about it (Beach, 1993; Harste, Woodward, & 

Burke, 1984). 
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Supporting the Learner 

When I watched my students more closely I could better 

understand what experiences would support their learning 

(Goodman, 1980; Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984). I came 

to believe that experiences needed to be based on the 

strengths of the children (Dewey, 1938; Wells, 1986). Clay 

(1985) has called this "working in the known." Curriculum 

therefore is not a prescribed course of study (Edelsky, 

1994), but as Harste and Stevens (1984) suggest, a mental 

trip taken by each learner, not prepackaged instruction but 

connected with children's personal agendas. 

Thinking Takes Time 

Children need time during the school hours to think. 

Their explorations through play, talk, and written work is 

an opportunity to identify concepts and issues from 

everyday life, outside of school, that create tensions and 

ambiguities to be examined at school. My students have an 

exploration time without interruptions to engage in a 

variety of experiences, reading multiple texts such as 

picture books, song charts, computer-generated stories, 

their own personal writings and plays to find topics, 

issues, and questions that matter in their personal lives. 
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Learners propel their understandings to make sense of life 

and learning. 

The engagements teachers offer students represent a 

potential for learning. Halliday's (1975) case study of 

his son Nigel demonstrated that learning is social. When 

learning is in authentic and functional environments it is 

natural, learning is living (Edelsky, 1994). As I learned 

to be a better *^Kid-watcher" (Goodman, 1978; Kauffman, 

1996; O'Keefe, 1996) I was able to offer students 

experiences which supported those learning efforts. 

A most important discovery was that the information I 

was seeking was right there all the time. I saw how each 

student was conducting his or her own experiments. Because 

each student was exploring various aspects of literacy I 

learned that engagements had to be broad enough to 

accommodate many different experiments simultaneously 

(Mills & Clyde, 1990). 1 also realized that engagements 

had to be based on the strengths of my students (Harste, 

1989; Wells, 1986). I had to value the experience children 

brought to school. 



80 

Demonstrating Learning 

Eisner (1994) expands that idea and suggests that what 

is learned is not only a function of the formal and 

explicit content selected, but a function of the manner in 

which it is taught. Smith (1981) pushes us to 

"demonstrate" learning as a process by allowing learners to 

see what can be done and how. The world provides 

demonstrations through people, through products, by acts 

and by artifacts (Rowe, 1986). 

Eisner (1998) suggests that education is a process 

concerned with expanding and deepening the Icinds of meaning 

people can have in their lives. Eisner discusses the 

notion that the construction of meaning depends on the 

individual's ability to experience and interpret the 

significance of the environment, including the ways in 

which others in the culture have constructed and 

represented meaning. I think the ability to secure meaning 

is not innate, but rather, it is developed, and I am 

discovering this development is affected by a school's 

curriculum (Barnes, 1975). The forms of thinking that my 

students were able to have were influenced by the kinds of 

experiences they were able to have. 



Learning is further defined as the process by which 

humans mediate the world. To mediate the world is to 

create sign systems, ways of Icnowing, that stand between 

the world as it is and the world as we perceive it (Eisner, 

1994; Harste, 1994). 

Taking a Critical Stance 

The classroom curriculum was important, especially 

introducing a critical stance. A pedagogy of critical 

literacy invited the "conversations" to address the real 

issues that exist in the worlds my third graders were 

living and studying (Applebee, 1996; Harste, 1998; Luke & 

Freebody, 1977). The knowledge and experience that my 

students bring to texts strongly affects what they get out 

of the text as readers (Anderson & Pearson, 1984). 

I experienced that critical literacy brought to the 

classroom an awareness of the structure of cultural systems 

and positions of power within those structures, and of ways 

in which they can positively or negatively affect groups or 

individuals (Creighton, 1997; Fox, 1996). Critical 

pedagogy encouraged me and my students to uncover and 

openly discuss any underlying assumptions that were made in 
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the process of working with my students and multiple texts 

(Creighton, 1997; Simpson, 1996) . 

It is through talking with others that we begin to 

hear ourselves and consider new perspectives (Vygotsky, 

1978) . Because we are not restricted to one mode of 

conceptualization at a time we secure a fuller picture of 

the conditions with which we must deal and make it possible 

to experiment with ideas and take action (Eisner, 1994). 

Reading Perspective 

As readers, we recognize the experience of moving 

between various reader roles: sometimes code breakers, 

sometimes text users, sometimes text participants, and 

sometimes text analysts (Luke & Freebody, 1977). Critical 

literacy therefore, helps readers '*read the world" (Freire, 

1994) to understand the relations of power and domination 

that underlie and inform and create them, and ultimately 

change them. Freire (1994) believes our role is to speak 

to people about our view of the world. We don't need to 

impose our view on others, rather to dialogue with others 

about their view and our own. 

Harste (1999) summarizes Luke and Freebody's (1977) 

four views of literacy. One view is that reading is 



decoding and the purpose is to help children break the 

code. The second view introduced during 1970s and 1980s is 

the notion of reading emphasizing reader-text interactions. 

Readers come to understand how the textual and personal 

resources at hand produce a meaningful reading. The third 

view from the late 1980s and 1990s evolved with a focus on 

language in use. Reading was viewed in terms of what it 

did or could accomplish in the real world. Currently, 

Harste argues, we are returning to LuJce and Freebody (1977) 

to entertain their proposal that reading should be viewed 

as a non-neutral form of cultural practice, one that 

positions readers. 

Readers need to be allowed to unravel the layers of 

meaning embedded in a culturally biased text as well as 

recognize cultural biases brought to the text by the reader 

themselves (Shannon, 1993). Looking at all four views in 

various combinations builds critical thinking and leads to 

social action that positions the readers in order to create 

the kind of person they want to become. It is only through 

dialogue that requires critical thinking that learners are 

capable of generating critical thinking (Freire, 1994). 



In critical literacy theory students and teachers 

critically analyze texts going far beyond comprehension 

questions and extension assignments (Simpson, 1996) . 

Students are given the power to look beyond the text to 

understand the personal impact first and then to understand 

the wider impact that may exist. Creighton (1997) suggests 

that critical literacy helps students and teachers 

critically analyze texts and illustrations for an author's 

point of view, intended audience, and elements of inclusion 

or bias. Literature can help teach us about ourselves and 

others, where stories play a crucial role in the 

psychological, social and cognitive development of children 

(Rosen, 1992). During the reading transaction both the 

reader and the text are changed. The text awakens 

memories, arouses feelings, evokes thought and conjures 

images (Rosenblatt, 1978). 

Engaging in Critical Conversations 

The aim of curriculum is to foster a dialogic 

exchange, a conversation among different voices and 

traditions (Applebee, 1996). People and events, both past 

and present, provide one element in conversation, the other 

voices are those of the students themselves as they 



actively explore their lives and times and struggle towards 

understanding (Manley & O'Neill, 1997). Learning should 

not be left to chance. Situations must be deliberately 

constructed if they are to be effective by examining topics 

and issues that challenge mainstream values, arousing 

students to critical awareness and conscious engagements in 

student's own learning (EdelsJcy, 1994; Freire & Macedo, 

1987; Shannon, 1993). As students struggle to make meaning 

of their encounters, their understandings grow deeper and 

their sense of involvement and commitment is enhanced. 

Vygotsky (1978) reminds us, **. . . Human learning 

presupposes a specific social nature and a process by which 

children grow into the intellectual life of those around 

them" (p. 88). Freire (1994) warns us, "If the dialoguers 

expect nothing to come of their efforts, their encounter 

will be empty and sterile, bureaucratic, and tedious" (p. 

73) . 

Curricular Frameworks 

This section describes the frameworks I used for 

planning curriculum. I have worked at curricular 

frameworks for many years and will take this opportunity to 

share my findings. I have concentrated on a cycle of 
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inquiry as my framework for thinking through, 

understanding, planning and implementing curriculum. The 

inquiry cycle, "a conceptual frame for organizing and 

planning curricular experiences" (Short & Burke, 1991, p. 

34), is the framework I use to plan experiences and 

engagements, as well as think through curriculum (Short & 

Harste, with Burke, 1996) . 

Another important framework I thought about, in an 

inquiry approach, is using a broad concept to plan and 

start the year (Short, Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). 

The daily routine was also important framework when 

considering sharing the responsibility of learning with the 

children. Boundaries were a necessary framework for 

allowing freedom of thought and learning by creating an 

environment that was safe and trustworthy. In the 

following sections, I describe five curricular frameworks: 

the inquiry cycle, the broad concept, the daily schedule, 

establishing boundaries, and organizing the physical 

environment. 

The Inquiry Cycle as a Framework 

"Curriculum" to most educators is what you do to teach 

mathematics, science, social studies, language arts, and so 



forth. This definition is so strong for most educators 

that when asked to organize curriculum around units of 

study, the typical response is to find a topic and then web 

what one might do in each of the discipline areas (Leland, 

1994). This approach prioritizes the disciplines rather 

than the process of inquiry. An alternative approach is to 

explore curriculum organized around the inquiry questions 

that children ask instead of the pre-selected materials 

from each discipline (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996; 

Vfells, 1994) . In an inquiry approach children are 

encouraged to choose the topic, explore their personal 

relationship to the topic, and then use the disciplines as 

heuristic devices for learning more about the topic 

(Pearson & Stevens, 1994; Short, 1991) . 

As Short and Burke write (1991), a structure that 

supports children's explorations within a class focus is 

the inquiry cycle as a curricular framework (see Figure 

2.1) . 

The inquiry cycle connects beliefs about classroom 

activities by providing an organizational framework within 

which to select engagements and make decisions with 

children. The cycle begins with building from students' 
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life experiences so they can draw on perspectives and 

connections from those experiences to inform their inquiry. 

From these personal connectionsr students move into broad 

explorations of the topic or focus. These explorations 

give time for observations and conversations as children 

explore and browse a wide range of materials and objects. 

Building new understandings about the topic gradually leads 



to searching out questions the learner wants to pursue 

through further inquiry. Once students have selected 

questions to pursue in greater depth, they examine the 

questions through different perspectives by thinking 

collaboratively with other learners. Through their 

research, they encounter many new ideas that create 

confusion and contradictions. Learners need time to attend 

to those differences through reflecting on what those ideas 

mean to them. They pull together their investigations to 

share informally or to present formally to other learners. 

After presenting their ideas to others, students need time 

to plan new inquiries by reflecting on what they have 

learned and their process of learning, and thinking about 

the actions they now want to take as learners (Short & 

Harste, with Burke, 1996). 

Of course all of this planning still meets with some 

resistance from some children. They do not immediately 

understand how the curriculum is planned, why the physical 

environment doesn't include desks, or how they will make 

decisions about their own learning (Kauffman, 1996). 

Instructional history sometimes dictates that the reactions 

to something not understood, the reaction to change, and 



the reaction to unknown relationships, their classmates and 

teacher, must be meet with resistance. The resistance is 

usually in the form of unruly behavior and verbal 

disgruntles. Rules for interacting and respecting others 

become a quick focus in most classrooms, as it is in mine. 

Through my teaching years it has been helpful to find 

a focus to begin the year. For many years the focus was 

what the basal reader decided, I moved away from scope and 

sequence planning, and worlcbooJcs, to establishing a broader 

view of curriculum, that would connect to the learner 

starting on the first day of school. An important 

framework I think about, in an inquiry approach, is using a 

broad concept to plan and start the year. 

The Broad Concept as a Framework 

A broad concept is an umbrella idea (e.g. systems, 

discovery, or a sense of place) that students and teachers 

can use to encompass a wide range of topics, themes, and 

issues (Short, Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). For me an 

important aspect of a broad concept is how useful it is in 

planning curriculum before school starts. Watson makes the 

point that as teachers we engage in '^planning to plan," but 
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the actual plan is what we create in collaboration with the 

children (Watson, Burke, & Harste, 1989). 

The broad concept gives me a framework within which I 

can think about possibilities, and consider topics and 

resources (Short, Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). Using a 

broad concept such as changes, perspectives, or cycles has 

been very successful for me in providing a focus around 

which children can web topics they might be interested in 

studying. The broad concept enables me to integrate and 

connect discipline areas through the broader concept. 

This particular year I used the broad concept of ^^who 

am I as a learner," which focused on children establishing 

themselves as learners and was also the focus of my 

research question of how children view themselves as 

learners. The broad concept of '*Who am I as a learner" 

encouraged children to search for their own authentic 

topics, issues, and questions. 

I feel the emphasis on self as a learner did not 

impose curriculum onto learners, and was based more on 

authenticity, which allowed children to establish their own 

needs in the curriculum. **Vlho am I as a learner" placed a 
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heavy emphasis on past learning experiences, which 

connected immediately to each child. 

Along with setting up the physical classroom and a 

framework for planning curriculum, I established a daily 

routine for curricular events and experiences (Kauffman, 

1996). The daily routine shared the responsibility of 

learning with the children. They were not left in the dark 

as to what was going to happen next and within each content 

area a process of learning was established. The content 

areas could then be moved to other times of the day as well 

as integrated through each other. Flexibility was 

important in learning along with establishing a daily 

schedule for continuity. 

Daily Schedule as a Framework 

Our biggest complaint as teachers is that there isn't 

enough time to do everything. An inquiry curriculum 

requires large blocks of time. I've tried to think about 

my schedule so that it reflects my current knowledge base 

in education. My day is usually set up fairly flexibly 

beginning with a whole school community time, a spirit run, 

writing in incjuiry journals and a whole class meeting. 

Children then spend the rest of the morning focusing on 
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inquiries in reading and writing with social studies 

integrated throughout. 

After lunch children relax, refocus, and discuss the 

chapter boolc I read out loud that relates to the broad 

concept and theme under inquiry. Afternoons include 

children exploring understandings in math and science with 

fine arts and visual literacy integrated as tools for 

understanding subject areas or to enhance unit projects 

(see Figure 2.2). 

OAZLX SCBKDUUB TZMB BLOCKS 

8:00 Community Time 
8:15 Spirit Run 
8:30 Inquiry Journals/Attendance, etc. 
9:00 Business Meeting, Sharing Journals 
9:15 Literature Block 
10:30 Free Writing 
11:45 Lunch 
12:20 Chapter Book Read Aloud 
1:00 Math, Science, 
2:00 Home 

Daiy Khcdalc. 

Establishing Boundaries as a Framework 

By the end of the first week of school, it was 

necessary to establish procedures and expectations for 29 



children and myself, to live together in a rather small 

space. We worked together creating the rules of the 

classroom by brainstorming a list of our needs and the 

reasons for those needs. The children created this chart 

which I posted on the wall in the room (see Figure 2.3). 

Chart of Class RuIm 

1. Children decide it is important to listen. (7e listen to 
get new ideas from each other and we learn from our 
classmates by listening. 

2. It is important to spealc up. We focus and make 
connections when we can hear each other talk. 

3. It is important to respect each other because we make 
more friends when we respect and are respected by 
others. 

4. We leam by helping each other to leam. In order to 
live together with some sort of harmony, it is necessary 
to know each other both personally and as colleagues for 
sharing ideas, stating opinions and beliefs, and 
thinking through important issues. 

Ckart ofdaM rakii 

Inquirers collaborate with each other. They are 

changed in the process of working together (Heine, 1987). 

Collaborators depend on each other as the vehicles for 

outgrowing themselves (Harste, 1992). 

Organizing the Physical Environment as Framework 

The physical organization of a classroom is important 

Groups of people make sense of their world by reading the 
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"signs" around theia. The room, environment becomes the 

"sign" of what the room will be about (Eco, 1976). The 

room environment sets up an expectation for the learner. 

The room should be functional and promote a social 

atmosphere so should reflect the needs of the learners (see 

Figure 2.4). 
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I create resource areas in the room so children are 

able to use the entire room as well as have supplies 

readily available during their learning engagements. 

Spaces are designed in the room for whole group, small 

group, and individuals to meet. I built my own risers from 

plywood, so there is theater seating, where the whole class 

can see and hear each other, as well as sit for longer 

periods of time. Cubbies engulf the risers into a private 

area, creating the largest area in the room, that is 

usually close to a blackboard for note taking, 

brainstorming and scheduling. 

I surround this whole group meeting area with 

bookshelves, and those books form our classroom library. 

When we are not meeting as a whole group on the risers, 

this area is used for a quieter place to work for many 

individuals, partners, or small groups. 

Supplies are labeled and stored in a central location 

so everyone can share them. All kinds of lined and unlined 

writing paper, drawing paper, scrap paper, and blank books 

encourage children to become writers and creators of 

meaning and are stored at eye level. Markers, crayons, 

pens, paints, scissorsr and glue are available for 

I 

I 
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community use near the sinJc in the art area, along with 

wallpaper, colored paper, and art supplies. 

I value the diversity of children's ways of knowing so 

I plan areas and times where children have access to many 

tools and artifacts, just as in an artist's studio. 

Musical instriaments, puppets, dress-up clothing, and hats 

are placed on a shelf, beside a listening center. In this 

area are tape recorders, tapes, song books, and books, 

which invite explorations using multiple sign systems to 

make and share meaning related to children's questions and 

explorations. 

During free reading and studio time, folders of 

published readers theatres and folk tales are made 

available as well as children's literature with poetry, 

rhymes and patterns, music and movement, dialogue between 

characters—anything that lends itself to singing, chanting, 

and oral expression. Musical staff paper and drawing paper 

are accessible to children who want to write their own 

music. 

I take close-up photographs of each child on the first 

day of school and arrange them on the wall in a graph 

according to the month of their birthdays. This graph 



98 

notifies everyone as to who is a member of our class and 

also serves a clerical role. The pictures signal the order 

for secretarial duties, which are rotated weekly. 

Picture books on celebrations, birthdays, and family 

stories, along with class photo albums (past and present) 

and address books are on a small shelf to support the need 

to record our history and stories. Creating a sense of 

history together makes the group more cohesive. Our 

Visitors Corner holds class-published books including a 

book that introduces each child through personal letters in 

a book. 

Communication with others is not always easy but is a 

strategy that children need for life. We post our class 

newsletters, newspapers, and school events on a message 

board. To initiate communicating through written messages, 

I write a letter to each member of the class on the first 

day of school which opens the invitation for children to 

write back and forth to me and to each other and post the 

letters, messages and announcements on the message board. 

Baskets house reflection journals, literature logs, 

and math logs. For easier access by me, the children's 

names are put on the logs in alphabetical order, but I 
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change the color of the notebook every sixth log. I can 

then take home all the red literature logs on Monday, blue 

on Tuesday, and so forth to read and review. The color 

coding also helps children use many strategies to pass out 

the logs, one being putting all like colors on the same 

table. Children only have to remember the color of their 

log. 

Baskets are labeled for our writing process and placed 

in the writing area. One basket is for rough drafts to be 

revised for meaning, a second for revised pieces to be 

edited for conventions, and a third for revised/edited 

pieces for publication. Next to these baskets are picture 

books and my professional books on illustrating, 

bookmaking, and making pop-ups to support children as they 

decide how they want their writing pieces published. I 

also include photographs or copies of books published by 

children from past years. 

Summary 

It has been through m^y many years of teaching that 

I've continued to be interested in making systematic and 

effective changes in my curriculum through teacher 

research. According to Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993), 
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teacher researchers **pose problems, identify discrepancies 

between their theories and their practices, challenge 

common routines, and attempts to make visible much of what 

is taken for granted about teaching and learning" (p. 19). 

Being a kidwatcher (Goodman, 1978), and a "teacher-watcher" 

(O'Keefe, 1996; Rowe, 1994; Short, Kauffman, Kaser, et al., 

1998) observing and listening to the students in my 

classroom, I've worked at planning curriculum based on my 

students' academic needs and interests. 

Pedagogy in critical literacy allowed for 

"conversations" that addressed many real issues existing in 

the worlds my students were living and studying. Important 

to conceptually anchoring this study was an understanding 

of how children made sense of their world. Learners 

develop personal theories of their world that change and 

evolve with each new experiences and reflection on those 

experiences. My beliefs about learning as an educator 

facilitated the year's curricular plans which shaped and 

guided the curricular choice.s and plans for the school 

year. 

Reflection was a major strategy used for encouraging 

children to describe their learning process and develop an 
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understanding of themselves as learners. The curricular 

framework was grounded in the authoring cycle in an 

inquiry-based curriculum. The physical layout of the 

classroom was based on my beliefs about curriculum and 

learning. Life in the classroom was a social experience 

and the community that was created was the driving force 

that strengthened the learning. 

In chapter 2 I presented my theoretical framework, 

curricular beliefs, and practices. Chapter 2 also provided 

contextual information about my students and school. The 

next chapter will present the research design and 

methodology for my study, including data collection and 

data analysis. 
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CHAPTER 3 

QUALITATIVE METHODS FOR TEACHER RESEARCH 

The purpose of this study was to investigate (a) how 

eight- and nine-year-olds in lay third grade classroom came 

to understand what processes helped them revalue themselves 

as learners within an inquiry-based curriculum and (b) what 

types of support structures did they identify as helping 

them revalue themselves as learners. The data collected 

was analyzed and the resulting multiple categories and sub

categories aided in my understanding these children's sense 

of themselves as learners and the structures that supported 

their understanding of being a learner in an inquiry-based 

curriculum. 

Qualitative research was determined to be the most 

suitable methodology for this study, given the research 

questions and their relationship to the engagements and the 

learning experiences in this classroom. Qualitative 

research is both descriptive and interpretive in nature; 

therefore, qualitative methods were highly appropriate for 

describing and interpreting the characteristics and issues 

in the classroom (Erickson, 1986). 

The curricular framework dictated that the research 

design needed to include data that reflected the ongoing 
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nature of learning built on inquiry. Multiple data sources 

included daily field notes with anecdotal notes on 

significant events; a teacher journal of my reflections; 

collected student responses, SJcetch to Stretches, picture 

reflections, portfolios, and journal entries; audiotaped 

discussions of regular whole class reflections and small 

group discussions about being a learner; videotapes of 

entire days for one week in my classroom; and my own lesson 

plans and long range planning. 

Data analysis was based on Glaser and Strauss' (1967) 

method of constant comparison. Data were analyzed and 

represent the views of learning by the learners and the 

support structures children found valuable in better 

understanding themselves as learners. In this chapter I 

remind readers of my research questions and provide a full 

description of my research methods and procedures in this 

investigation. 

Research Questions 

The title of this study is *^Exploring Children's Views 

of themselves as Learners within an Inquiry-Based 

Curriculum." The following questions guided my research 

focus: 
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1. Ilbat procmmmmm do ehildr«n Angag* in to rsvaluo 

th«u«lv«s as loarnors within an inquixy-basad 

cuxxiculuB? 

2. What typaa of airport mtruGturmm do childxan idantify as 

halping than ravalua thaasalvaa aa laaxnara within an 

inqaixy-basad cuxxiculum? 

The Nature of Teacher Research 

Dewey (1938) urged educators to be both consumers and 

producers of knowledge about teaching. He suggested we be 

teachers and students of life in the classroom. He 

emphasized the importance of teachers reflecting on their 

practices and then integrating their emerging theories of 

teaching and learning. 

Teacher researchers see their work as a process of 

asking questions and exploring with their students possible 

answers to those questions (Mohr, 1996). The reflective 

teacher steps back to observe and reflect, instead of 

immediately acting to solve, instruct, correct or praise 

(Schon, 1987). Teacher researchers, like reflective 

teachers, learn in front of their students, demonstrating 

and discussing the processes that a researcher or learner 

goes through. As Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) observe. 
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^^Teacher research is systematic and intentional inquiry 

carried out by teachers" (p. 7). 

**The research you do should never be at the expense of 

your teaching; it should inform and enhance your 

performance as a teacher" (Hubbard & Power, 1993, p. 12). 

There are more teachers choosing to develop professionally 

by becoming teacher-researchers, or "artists-in-residence" 

(Hubbard & Power, 1993, p. xiii). Osing their own 

classrooms and their own students as collaborators, 

teachers are changing the way they work with students as 

they look at their classrooms systematically through 

research. 

I believe a teacher adds a depth of awareness to the 

data that outside researchers cannot begin to match. 

Teacher researchers bring to the work an important element 

that an outside researcher lacks, such as a strong sense of 

place and a sense of history in the schools in which they 

work. 

Research assumes that the researcher will be able to 

formulate and reformulate questions that will guide the 

research and then carefully interpret the data collected. 

This assxamption is important since the process of asking 

questions and describing data is compatible with the normal 
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demands of teaching. Research is an ongoing process of 

discovery; therefore, teaching and research have many of 

the same skills at their core (Patterson, 1996). 

Research is an effort to do things better. It 

requires a problem-solving mind, one that welcomes growth 

and change in students, and helps the teacher accept the 

stance of a lifelong learner. Teachers seek questions to 

investigate that can lead to a new vision of themselves as 

teachers and of their students as learners. 

My History as a Teacher Researcher 

For the past six years I have been teaching in a 

multiage setting, where a portion of my students each year 

stayed with me as well as having new students enter my 

classroom. This multiage setting allowed me to grow and 

understand curriculum in new and exciting ways (Anderson, 

Kauffman, & Short, 1998) . I spent many years exploring 

writers' workshop, literature circles, thematic units, 

self-evaluation, sign systems as a tool for thinking, and 

inquiry in my classroom (Anderson, Kauffman, & Short, 1996; 

Kauffman, 1996; Kauffman & Short, 1990; Kauffman & Yoder, 

1999). r am a kidwatcher (Goodman, 1978), and a '^teacher-

watcher" (Rowe, 1994; Short, Kauffman, Kaser, et al., 1998) 

observing and listening to the students in my classroom. I 
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have worked hard at examining the roles of the teacher and 

students to plan curriculum based on my students' academic 

needs and interests, and I have given students many choices 

in their learning (Kauffman, Short, Crawford, Kahn, & 

Kaser, 1996). 

My own experiences, over the past few years, have 

reinforced my optimism regarding the possibilities of 

making dramatic changes in the ways children come to 

understand curriculum, take control of their learning, 

change their notions about school, and transform their 

lives (Short & Kauffman, 1994) . I believe all students are 

capable of generating powerful ideas when given the 

opportunity to engage in meaningful learning. My tasks 

have been that of creating an environment where all 

children could experience the power of their ideas and of 

studying how their"ideas about learning evolved over a 

school year. 

As I continue to think about curriculum, planning, 

choice, and working with students, I am pushed to examine 

issues and my beliefs of schooling for children and the 

possibilities for learners when placed in an environment 

that highlights an inquiry process of learning (Short, 

Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). 
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My curriculum and planned learner engagement 

explorations are based on students' lives, their social 

needs, personal interests, and the choices they make about 

learning for themselves in a school setting (Short, 

Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). 

I was the teacher and researcher in the classroom of 

third graders described in this dissertation. I had not 

had a previous relationship with these students. My past 

teaching experiences guided the planning of learning 

engagements and experiences for this classroom and these 

third-grade children. 

I began the year with a focus on, "Who we are as 

learners?" My goal was to implement a curriculum organized 

around a broad concept (Short, Schroeder, Laird, et al., 

1996) that would encourage sharing opinions and diverse 

perspectives on a variety of issues and promote in-depth 

learning. 

I believe that curriculum should be concerned with 

learning how to learn, using logic and reason, posing and 

solving problems efficiently and effectively, and 

developing a love of learning (Freire, 1970). Classroom 

environments should create, encourage, and support risJc-

taJcing, time for thinlcing, and room for making mistakes 
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(Dewey, 1938). As people, we learn to talk by talking, to 

write by writing and to read by reading; therefore we learn 

to think by thinking (K. Goodman, 1987). 

Teacher research provided an opportunity for me to 

reflect on my teaching practices and their impact on my 

students as learners. Research was a chance to record in a 

systematic and professional manner the questions, research 

methods and findings of my everyday teaching practices. 

The Research Setting and Participants 

Duffy Elementary School is part of the largest school 

district in Tucson, Arizona. There are 72 elementary 

schools, with a population of around 62,000 students during 

the 1998-99 school year, the year of my study. Duffy 

Elementary School had an enrollment of 340 students in 

1998-99, and is located in the central part of Tucson, 

serving an economically and culturally diverse population. 

The neighborhood surrounding Duffy is one of the older 

ones in the city with new apartment complexes cropping up 

making the school population more mobile. Duffy has an 

open enrollment policy allowing families from all over the 

city to be part of the school community. 
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The school was remodeled in the 1980s but still is 

based the building plans from the 1950s. The school is in 

the shape of an "A" with the cafeteria at the head and the 

teacher's lounge in the middle. The library and computer 

lab are on one leg of the "A" and on the other leg are 

classrooms. All classrooms are self-contained with brick 

walls between them. The rooms all open onto two 

courtyards, one between the cafeteria and the lounge and 

the other between the lounge and the edge of the school 

property. The school grounds offer a large playing area 

for older children with soccer goals and a small ramada 

providing shade from the heat. The other smaller 

playground has sand and slide equipment for younger 

children. 

In 1998-99 the principal was beginning his second year 

as the administrator. His major focus was on supporting 

children in their learning by expecting them to be 

successful. His long-term goal was for teachers to be 

creative curriculum planners and developers to meet the 

needs of the diversity of children in the school. 

During in-services and workroom chatter, I noticed 

teachers were using mostly worksheets, skill-and-drill 

approaches, isolated bits and pieces of curriculum. The 



grumbling from teachers was typically about the principal 

limiting how many worksheets could be run off in a day. 

Some teachers told me they were unhappy that he thought 11 

worksheets per day for reading was too much for second 

graders. 

The school services grades one through five with two 

classes at each grade level with two intermediate multiage 

classrooms. Most teachers had been teaching at this same 

school for an average of twelve years. There was 

resistance to attending in-services offered by the district 

so the principal used the staff meetings as in-service 

meetings. 

I was able to start a study group on reading with an 

emphasis on following one student as a reader as well as 

following one's self as a reader. This Duffy study group 

met the entire year with weekly, two-hour meetings, and 

monthly meetings with a neighboring school. 

Teachers joined committees and planned school-wide 

events such as fall carnival, love of reading week, a 

science fair, a winter concert, a volunteer luncheon, and a 

multicultural day. These decisions were not discussed with 

the staff but assigned to the staff by each committee. I 

was a member of the leadership team, which reviewed the 
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school map and plan of action, and reported growth and 

concerns to PTA and the school staff. 

The parents of students attending this school had a 

range of professions. The population in this school 

consisted of 42% Anglo, 38% Hispanic, 12% African American, 

3% Asian Pacific, and 3% Native American. The PTA had two 

successful fund raisers of selling chocolate and 

entertainment books. There was an ongoing snack bar of 

treats for students after school, two days a week. 

Complaints were voiced by some teachers and staff 

members about not enough parents participating in school 

events, such as not taking care of the snack bar, not 

volunteering for officers in the PTA, and not attending 

functions at school. The principal worked to establish 

more events that would encourage parents to come into the 

school. There was a barbecue lunch for parents, 

encouragement to attend the open house on curriculiam night, 

the fall carnival and a few skating and pizza parties. The 

Duffy Newsletter was sent home monthly, reporting school 

events, tips for supporting children as readers, and 

encouraging parents to visit the school. 
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The Participants 

My classroom of 28 third graders, 18 boys and 10 

girls, were the population for this study. All students 

discussed and participated in engagements examining what it 

meant to view one's self as a learner because these 

engagements were part of our curriculum and not only 

research events. Details of the physical environment and 

curriculum framework for my classroom were discussed in 

chapter 2. 

Role of the Researcher 

As the classroom teacher, my role was to establish and 

support this learning environment. As a researcher, I 

documented students' evolving views of learning within this 

environment. I planned the engagements and long term 

curriculum needs. I had not worked with these children in 

previous years, so a relationship needed to be established 

and then supported. 

I informally addressed my study with parents at open 

house, curriculum night, in September, but waited to have 

permission slips signed in January until after formally 

seeking permission to conduct research from the district 

(see Appendix A). 
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All parents gave permission for their children's work 

to be used in this research. One parent did not return the 

information even though the child verbally told me it was 

okay to use her work. I am not using any of this child's 

work in this study. I have permission to use the 

children's first names except for one child who thought it 

would be cool to use his father's name instead of his own. 

I wrote a formal proposal to the Tucson Unified School 

District asking permission to conduct this research and 

received permission with the understanding that I would 

submit a copy of the findings to the district office. An 

article-length paper will need to be submitted the district 

office for their files. The principal granted me verbal 

permission to conduct this research on the basis that the 

parents and district would grant me permission to do 

research in my own classroom. 

Design of the Study 

The qualitative nature of this study indicated that 

several methods of data collection be used. Data sources 

included daily field notes with anecdotal notes on 

significant events; a teacher journal of my reflections; 

collected student responses. Sketch to Stretches, picture 

reflections, portfolios, and journal entries; audiotaped 
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discussions of regular whole class reflections and small 

group discussions about being a learner; videotapes of 

entire days for one week in my classroom; and my own lesson 

plans and long range planning. 

I also created a series of curricular engagements (see 

Figure 3.1) in order to establish how children viewed 

themselves as learners as school started and again when 

rail Curricnlar Bngaq—nf 

• How do you vi«w 1—rning? 

• Timelines, pictures, free writes of how children 
learned something new 

• Class discussions of experiences and engagements 

• Sharing artifacts of self as a learner 
• Individual, small group, and whole group reflections 

and interviews 

• Row would you dMcxib* youxsolf as a laarnar? 
• Artifact museum and placards 
• Free writes 

• Webs, brainstorm lists, and graffiti boards 
• Self portraits of self learning 

• Getting to know you paired interviews 
• Baclcpack dig of artifacts and expectations for 

school 

• Individual, small group, and whole group reflections 
and interviews 

• How would you d«aeriba youxaalf am a laarnr in tha 
contaxt of tha laaming aovironaant? 
• Map of classroom and what learning is predicted for 

each area of the room 
• Map of school and label where significant learning 

took place 

• Individual, small group, and whole group reflections 
and interviews 

FiBBre 3.1. Fill cirrfcalTg—MMMatfc 
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school ended. These various currlcular engagements were 

unified In nature, building upon one another over time. 

The fall series of currlcular engagements took 

approximately two weeks. 

Duration of the Study 

I began my data collection on August 17, 1998, when 

the students arrived at school on the first day. I 

continued collecting data until May 18, 1999, the end of 

the school year. I began with a series of currlcular 

engagements during the first two weeks of school and 

repeated the sketching section and reflections about 

learning in May. Other data collection methods are 

discussed later In this chapter. 

Data analysis was continuous because I was the teacher 

In the study and needed to study the children and their 

work as Informants for developing curriculum. I kept all 

data organized as the study progressed. During winter 

break, I wrote a draft of the classroom history and 

continued to analyze data, developed some beginning 

theoretical categories. As the school year progressed, I 

determined a more detailed organization and framed out the 

various sections of my study. The summer was devoted to 
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writing with continuing analysis of the data and meeting 

with peer debriefers and my chair. More specific data 

analysis techniques are discussed later in this chapter. 

Figure 3.2 provides a timeline of the data collection and 

analysis process. 

Timeiine of Data CoUectioa aad Aaalysia 

Aug. 17 •First day of school. Data collection 
begins. 

Aug. -Oct. •Fall series of curricular engagements. 
•Organize student woric and field notes. 
•Begin data analysis. 

Oct. -Dec. •Collect information from parents at 
parent-teacher-student conferences. 

•Continuous data analysis. 
•Video tape classroom all day for a week. 
•Negotiate a focus for an inquiry study. 
•Identify and begin developing theoretical 
categories. 

Jan. -May •Begin preliminary writing. 
•Determine tentative organization. 
•Develop categories through more in-depth 
analysis. 

•Begin to frame out sections of the dissertation. 

Apr. -May •Spring series of curricular engagements. 
•Final data collection. 

June-Aug. •Writing and revising of chapters. 

Sept • •Copy sent to each member of committee. 

Sept .-Nov. •Complete final revisions. 

H—re3J.ThMlhgofd«la«illectfc»«il«Miviii. 
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Data Collection. 

Throughout this study I collected large masses of 

data. Hubbard and Power (1993) suggest that the more data-

collection tools used by teachers, the better they can 

answer any question. My data samples of student artifacts 

were a natural outgrowth of our classroom experiences and 

engagements. See Figure 3.3 for a complete list of primary 

data sources and Figure 3.4 for a list of secondary data 

sources. 

Prxaary Dmta Sourois 

1. Fi«ld not»« 
-whole class discussions 

(audio and videotaped, , 
selectively transcribed) 

2. T—chr Jonqial 
-Hitb researcher memos 

3. 8tud»nt «rtig«et« 
-inquiry journals 
-literature logs 
-portfolios 
-other class work 
-s ketch-to-stretch 

4. PictttTM g«flaetiOM 

5. 8Ti«« ot cnrricular 

1. 

S«cond«ry Data Sourc— 

Plinning to _Elan 
-long rcinge plans 

2. WaaJtly laaaon plana 

3. group diacaaaiona 
-literature discussions 
-inquiry groups 
-author's circle 
(audio and videotaped and 
selectively transcribed) 

4. Vidaotapad curricolar 
avanta 

FI«i»3J.rrimrditaioarcM. Fiiare3L4Sccoadaryd««aaoTcei. 

Primary Data Sources 

Field notes from class discussions, reflections, and 

observations. Through participation in whole class 
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reflections, I was able to record students' own words of 

their understandings of curriculum and learning. I 

audiotaped these discussions but took field notes during 

the discussions to aid in identifying which discussions 

would be transcribed verbatim at a later date. Reflection 

times were scheduled frequently after significant 

engagements and taped. In a whole class setting children 

discussed themselves as learners which highlighted aspects 

of their processes of learning. Reflections were focused 

on children articulating their understandings of their 

learning and being a learner. Again conversations were 

taped and selectively transcribed. Other reflection times 

were spontaneous but taped. 

I recorded my observations of children engaged in 

learning in the classroom through field-notes, photographs 

and one week of videotaping. Field notes are defined as 

written accounts of what the researcher hears, sees, and 

experiences, and thinks in the course of collecting and 

reflecting on the data (Bogdan and Biklen, 1992). 

Teaching journal. My teacher's journal recorded 

reflective observations of the actual daily engagements and 

of student interactions and reactions. Even though the 

goals of long-range plans were met, many times the 
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curriculum was not in the sequence planned but had to 

change according to the needs of the learners. I also 

recorded notes about my conversations with parents and 

staff members of the school in my journal if the talk 

centered around the children and curriculum. I used my 

teaching journal to reflect systematically on my field 

notes on a daily basis. 

Series of curriculum engagements in the fall and 

spring. I planned a series of learning engagements 

involving the whole class in both fall and spring. These 

engagements provided benchmarks of what the children 

understood about learning, school, and themselves as 

learners as they entered and then exited third grade. The 

spring series was not a duplicate of the fall series of 

engagements, but rather centered on sketching and 

reflecting. 

Student artifacts. Student work was collected in 

student journals and logs. Artifacts from curricular 

engagements were labeled and filed as records of what 

students were doing in the classroom. Samples were chosen 

from inquiry journals, literature logs, and portfolios, any 

work students did that moved discussion and thinking 

forward. 



121 

Sketch to stretches. Many engagements and experiences 

were reflected upon through the use of sketches as children 

drew their understandings to stretch their current notions 

of themselves and their process of learning. Sketch to 

Stretch is a strategy that offered children the opportunity 

to create meaning in another sign system. Sketching the 

meaning pushed children to go beyond a literal 

interpretation into generating new insights of their own 

understanding of issues at a different level (Short & 

Harste, with Burke, 1996). Children drew sketches of 

themselves as learners in the fall and again in the spring 

to come to some understanding for themselves of their 

growth as learners over time. 

Picture reflections. I took hundreds of photographs 

throughout the year as children were engaged in learning. 

My purpose in photographing was to capture experiences and 

events showing process, children working collaboratively 

with others, and the variety of learning possibilities 

experienced over the year. The pictures were then used as 

a triggering device for reflection. 

Picture Reflections are the written reflections from 

children about photographs of various engagements around 

the classroom. Many times the photographs were of the 
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children engaged in the experience and the children wrote 

what they were doing, why they were doing this and what 

they learned (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996). 

Secondary Data Sources 

Planning to plan. My long-range lesson plans were 

recorded on calendars and then further recorded as a 

curriculum flow chart. These data aided in the reflective 

stepping back in order to gain a bigger picture of 

curriculxam and an understanding of the overall curricular 

connections. 

Weekly lesson plans. My lesson plans documented plans 

on a weekly basis, setting a schedule that met state and 

district requirements. These plans recorded the minute 

details of daily activity in my room. 

Small group discussions. Small group discussions from 

literature circles, inquiry groups and authors circles were 

audiotaped and selectively transcribed. These were needed 

to help with a more detailed understanding of what learners 

were experiencing. 

Videotaped curricular events. I videotaped for one 

week, all day long, the engagements and experiences in the 

classroom. The videotape recorded my interactions with the 

students as well as their interactions with each other and 



123 

with me. I took field notes from these tapes and then 

selectively transcribed them to answer questions about my 

role as the teacher. 

Data Analysis 

The objective of this qualitative teacher research 

study was to explore (a) students' views of themselves as 

learners and (b) support structures that aided in their 

revaluing themselves as learners in an inquiry-based 

curriculum. The purpose of the study was not to find the 

"correct" or "true" interpretation of the data, but rather 

to eliminate erroneous conclusions so that what was left 

was the best possible, the most compelling interpretation. 

My goal was to develop a fuller understanding of how 

children perceived themselves as learners in the context of 

their experiences in this specific classroom. 

The majority of data for this study consisted of the 

work that was ongoing in the classroom. Data analysis 

provided a way of "seeing and then seeing again" (Hubbard & 

Power, 1993, p. 65). Analysis was the process of bringing 

order, structure, and meaning to the myriad of data in 

order to discover what was underneath the surface of the 

classroom. Merriam (1988) writes that in qualitative 

research, "the process of data collection and analysis is 
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recursive and dynamic" (p. 123). Data analysis doesn't 

begin after collection has been completed; it is a part of 

research from the very first day. Analysis begins with the 

first data collected and continues after the data 

collection is completed. "Without on-going analysis one 

runs the risk of ending up with data that are unfocused, 

repetitious, and overwhelming in the sheer volume of 

material that needs to be processed" (Merriam, 1988, p. 

124). It is critical to weave data collection and analysis 

together throughout the study (Hubbard & Power, 1993). 

Creating Categories 

Creating categories is largely an intuitive process 

(Merriam, 1988) . Categories are determined if the phrase, 

sentence, or paragraph look or feel alike (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Devising categories requires both convergent and 

divergent thinking. Convergence is determining what ideas 

fit together into a single category or theme and divergence 

is the task of fleshing out the categories once they have 

been developed to see where data doesn't fit together. The 

number of categories is determined by the data. 

Over the course of the school year and then later the 

following summer I read and reread data from each data 

source. I took much time to think about what the data 
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meant. I wrote and shared my ideas with my debriefing 

colleagues weekly. I used the writing tool of the research 

memo (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to put data into an 

accessible form. I wanted to capture thought processes as 

I collected and began to think about how to interpret the 

data and present the findings to others. The categories 

were defined and then the data was coded to further refine 

the categories. These categories with examples were typed 

up and placed in a binder organized by the month (see 

Figure 3.5). 

August; Babif of School 

• repeating directions 

• finishing work immediately and saying, "I'm done." 

• children don't know each other's names even after 
being in class with each other for years 

• "can't remember what I did at home last night" 

Cateforki aod emiplci friMi field Mtet ia AagMt 

The primary coding took place in the field notes, 

teacher journal, student artifacts, picture reflections, 

and the series of curricular engagements (Hubbard & Power, 

1993) . The planning to plan, weekly lesson plans, small 
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group discussions, and videotaped curricular events were 

all secondary sources used for confirmation. I handled 

material frequently to help make unexpected connections and 

free my mind for creative leaps. I read through my data 

continuously as I collected them to identify '^sensitizing 

concepts" (Blumer, 1954). Sensitizing concepts are 

described as the germ of the emerging theory that provides 

the focus for further data collection. 

Early in the analysis process, the categories fell 

into two areas: my research questions and the strands of 

concepts that organized my curricular framework 

(reflection, inquiry, democracy, sign systems, etc.). As I 

read through the written data each week, I began to note 

categories in the margins. I narrowed the focus by 

indexing my observations early on, creating a table or 

index listing many categories and page numbers from data 

sources with children's names where necessary. I wanted to 

clarify what had already been observed, pointing out themes 

and categories that called for further notes, observations 

and data samples. 

As my research continued, I searched for links between 

concepts, using the constant comparative method (Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967), a strategy that leads to discovery of 
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categories and patterns which are grounded in the data. I 

analyzed data in terms of categories and concepts looking 

at what concepts were represented. I looked for patterns 

and themes in the field notes, teacher journal, student 

work, Sketch to Stretches, and whole class reflections, and 

then created beginning categories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Earlier categories, for example, were: value of self, 

struggles, confusions, goals, changes, fears, beliefs, 

conditions for learning, relationships, taking action, or 

understanding process, etc.). Categories from my different 

data sources were compared, then refined and organized to 

help me answer my two research questions. Analysis 

strategies were very similar to those I've used in previous 

research (Short & Kauffman, 1990, 1995; Short, Kauffman, & 

Kahn, 1998; Short, Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). 

The data analysis was ongoing throughout the study. I 

noted how the categories related to my questions as I 

looked for new ideas based on reexamining the primary data 

and consulting the secondary data. I began defining 

categories as I continued to code new data, comparing coded 

materials to refine the properties of categories. I first 

listed the initial categories under my two questions, 

indexing examples. As I coded new data I added the sources 
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to my initial categories and added new emerging categories 

under each question. Since the number of categories was 

increasing, I began to further refine the categories and 

further refine the definition of each category, identifying 

the primary properties of each category. I then combined 

similar categories, renaming them as needed into broader 

concepts, until I had a manageable number of categories to 

discuss in the dissertation. 

Later in the analysis I began to articulate emergent 

theory about what I learned. As my focus narrowed I 

further "tested" my theory against new data I analyzed. 

Throughout my data collection I talked with my debriefing 

team and my chair. Dr. Dana Fox. I then wrote observer's 

comments and memos to myself to stimulate critical thinking 

about my observations, and to understand how issues raised 

relate to the larger theoretical, methodological, and 

substantive issues (Merriam, 1988; Short, Schroeder, Laird, 

et al., 1996) . 

Creating an inventory of important theoretical 

influences helped me shape my thinking and practice to 

locate my research in a theoretical framework. I learned 

and continued to learn from my colleagues, my experiences 

and from distant others. John-Steiner (1985) found that a 
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range of artists and scientists learned from distant 

teachers. She explained: 

In their need to discover their ovm teachers from the 
past, there is a recognition of the importance of an 
intense and personal kinship that results when the 
worlc of another evokes a special resonance in them. 
Once such a bond is established, the learner explores 
those valued works with an absorption which is the 
hallmark of creative individuals. In this way, they 
stretch, deepen, and refresh their craft and nourish 
their intelligence, not only during their early years 
of apprenticeship, but repeatedly throughout the many 
cycles of their work-lives, (p. 54) 

Answering Research Question One 

To further explain my data analysis I first included 

sorting information from fieldnotes, teacher journal, 

student artifacts. Sketch to Stretches, and whole class 

reflections, into initial categories based on my first 

question, Hhat procttss«a do ehildran magmgm in to x«v«ltt« 

th«aa«lv«s «• l«arn«xs within an inqaizy-b«a«d euxxieialum? 

Question one included the following analysis. 

Primary sources were analyzed and samples used 

expressed the categories of learning from the viewpoint of 

the children. I looked across all the primary data 

sources, and developed categories by looking at the 

frequency or recurrence of certain themes (Guba & Lincoln, 

1981) . I then typed out a list of all the major categories 

and under each category gave examples from each data 
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source. I then identified and labeled sub-categories 

throughout each data source to further support the major 

category identified. Finally, I grouped the sub-categories 

under the major categories (see Figure 3.6) that pertained 

C«t«aeciM and fub-eataooxiM foe Ctaildcwi's PzooMaaa 

at Til—Ml iM M Leexners 
I. Daaocibiag ChlldMo m LMsaars 

• Peers Describing Each Other as teamers 

• Paretics Oescribin? Children as Learners 

• Children Describing Themselves as Learners 

2. Defining and toda^iaiag Tti—alwmm mm Tmmrnmrm 

• Learners' Fears Surface 

• Learners Set Goals 

• Learners Believe in Themselves 

• Learners Doubt Themselves 

3. Lmzd ling througb Dawalepiag 
• Learning from Role Models 

• Learning by Teaching Others 

• Learning by Sharing with Others 

4. Hading Veie* u • Smcmt 
• Noticing Injustices and Talcing Action 

• Comforting Others 

Finr«3.<.Cate«irfaiiiii«l»<«te«orieiliircMdw*»iir<ictiMioftfceiei¥tiMlBirtrfc 
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to what children viewed and identified as the meaning of 

what it is to be a learner. The specific findings related 

to cjuestion one are discussed in chapter 5. 

Answering Research Question Two 

Analysis based on my second question, typ«s o£ 

siqppoz't atzuctttTM do ehxldrm id«nti£y mm helping th«B 

z«valu« th«Ba«lT«s «• l«azn«zs within an inqoiry-basad 

cttzziculum? r began first by listing all the categories and 

sub-categories from question one, and labeling what 

curricular events had taken place to support those 

findings. I then returned to the data sources to again 

label what appeared to be support structures creating as 

many categories as possible that could be considered 

supportive structures in an inquiry-based curriculum. 

I found myself focusing on what I valued, my beliefs 

about learning, and decided initially that those had to be 

the same supportive structures for these children to have 

moved so distinctively forward in their learning. Through 

my talJcs with Dr. Dana Fox and my study group, I had to 

face the fact that I was not letting the data direct me; I 

was trying to force the data into preconceived notions 

about support. Dana reminded me to return to my research 

question and to allow the data to be my guide. 
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I returned to my categories identified from question one 

and repeated all the analysis so I could live in the data, 

rethinking, reflecting, and allowing the data to guide my 

inquiry. I was then able to develop the categories and 

sub-categories that related to support structures that 

aided children in knowing themselves as learners (see 

Figure 3.7). 

Ofqori— and Sub-eafqori— fog typ— ot Sappogfc ttrnetnr«> 

to tl>« Tiaarnwr 

1. Structures that Support Participants 
• The Role of the Teacher 
• The Role of the Class 

• The Role of Reciprocal Relationships 

2. Stznctaxas that Support Haking ConiMetiona 

• Making Connections through the Morning Ritual 

• Making Connections through Literature 

3. Struetnna that Sqppext Saraenal and Social Znqoizy 

• Class Inquiry Supports Writing 

• Personal Inquiry of War 

• Personal Inquiry of Divorce 

• Personal Inquiry of Ethnic Pride 

4. StxaetttTM that Support Oianga 

• Learners Recognize Change 

Catcforia aad sab-catcgorics fbr typa of aapport itraetarcs to rcvahM the leaner. 

As I shared my findings with my debriefers, I became 

aware that I would have to rethink my beliefs about 
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curriculum and the frameworks I used to think about and 

generate curriculum. These notions are discussed in 

chapter 7. 

Qualitative researchers often work alone in the field, 

collecting and analyzing the data, then forming conclusions 

on the data. Validity or trustworthiness must be 

considered for the research and findings. Lincoln and Guba 

(1985) developed criteria which focuses on the 

characteristics of the data rather than the focus being on 

the investigator's characteristics. The criteria for 

validity of this research are discussed in the remaining 

section of this chapter. 

Trustworthiness 

Trustworthiness was established to generate confidence 

in the reader of this research. I attempted to persuade my 

audience and myself that the findings of this inquiry are 

worth paying attention to. I carried out the process of 

the research fairly, and the data samples are true to the 

participants (Ely, 1991). I observed ethical principles in 

the collection and analysis of the data, checking my 

assumptions and conclusions with the participants and 

others knowledgeable in education and research. My belief 

system shaped the procedures in process. Every effort was 
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made to meet these criteria: credibility, triangulation, 

transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). Each criteria for trustworthiness is 

addressed below. 

Credibility 

Credibility is the researcher's process of 

establishing whether her interpretation of the researched 

was appropriate (Guba & Lincoln, 1983). Credibility was 

established because of the prolonged engagement in the 

classroom, persistent observation, triangulation, peer 

debriefing, and member checks. 

Prolonged engagement. This study took place in my own 

classroom over a year long period. I was able to establish 

a trusting relationship with the participants, the children 

in my class. I spent a full year working with these 

children everyday from August of 1998, to May of 1999. 

Triangulation 

Triangulation involved using multiple resources to 

support the findings (Guba & Lincoln, 1985). Whole class 

reflections and small group discussions, student work, 

observations, field notes and peer debriefing began to 

support each other and build a compelling case. Experts 

agree that triangulation characteristically depends on the 
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convergence of data gathered by different methods, same 

method over time, or different reports of the same event 

(Ely, 1991) . 

Peer debriefing and member checks. As I have 

experienced in past research, "Our teacher research group 

was essential in helping us work through the many issues 

about curriculum, inquiry, and roles" (Short, Schroeder, 

Laird, et al., 1996, p. 5). We assume the meaning of an 

observation to be one thing, but consulting with others, 

taking another look gives us grounds for revising our 

interpretations (Stake, 1995). 

I had a study group of teachers that I asked to read 

or listen to the data and give me feedback. This group of 

educators had a variety of experiences that pushed my 

thinking and helped me revise my thoughts. Orsala Orr was 

a first year teacher, Jean Schroeder had her Ph.D., Diane 

Fields had many years of teaching experience, and Robyn 

Abbruscato had just a few years teaching experience. These 

peer debriefers read drafts of my chapters, helped me 

revise my ideas for clarity, and reminded me to focus on my 

primary audience of classroom teachers. 

Member checks took place with my students as the data 

were initially analyzed. Students informed me of their 
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woric and participated as critics of their findings 

(Crowell, 1993). Student feedback was ongoing during the 

study as they reflected on both themselves as learners and 

our curricular events through multiple engagements. 

Trans ferability 

Transferability comes through the proposed thick 

description and details of the research process. It is the 

reader of the study who makes the judgment about whether or 

not a study is transferable. Being the teacher and 

researcher in the classroom gave me the lens that an 

outside researcher may not have had. 

Dependability 

A demonstration of credibility is a way to establish 

dependability. Through the overlapping methods of 

triangulation to establish credibility, dependability is 

also established. 

Confirmability 

Confirmability was evident in the paper trail of the 

research. The field notes and journal entries were further 

analyzed to transform the sources from initial and personal 

reflections into methodological and theoretical responses. 
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Summary 

In this teacher research study, I explored how 

students' viewed themselves as learners as well as what 

support structures helped students revalue themselves as 

learners. The study took place at Duffy Elementary School 

in a third grade classroom where I was the teacher and the 

researcher. The time frame for data collection was a 

school year from August to May. Data were collected 

through field notes with anecdotal notes on significant 

events; a teacher journal of my reflections; collected 

student responses. Sketch to Stretches, picture 

reflections, portfolios, and journal entries; audiotaped 

discussions of regular whole class reflections and small 

group discussions about being a learner; videotapes of 

entire days for one week in my classroom; and my own lesson 

plans and long range planning. 

Data were analyzed inductively using open coding and 

constant comparison methods. Categories and sub-categories 

emerged from this process and were refined. Children 

engaged daily in multiple learning experiences, explored 

ideas and issues with the whole group and with small groups 

of peers, worked individually on personal topics and 
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reflected both personally and with peers on the learning 

that tooJc place. 

In this chapter, I presented the research design and 

methodology for my study, including data collection and 

data analysis. In chapter 4, I present a narrative 

overview of this year's curriculum. Chapters 5 and 6 

provide answers to my research questions while chapter 

seven discusses possible implications for teachers and 

teacher educators. 
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CHAPTER 4 

LEARNING OVER A YEAR'S TIME 

Teaching and learning are rooted in belief. If these 

processes are to be supported, teachers must come to 

understand the relationship between belief and theory 

(Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984). It is not often that 

teachers have the opportunity to describe their curriculum 

in detail over a full year. It is also rare to take months 

to reflect on the experiences and engagements of the year 

in order to understand and improve teaching and learning. 

This chapter is my opportunity to present an overview of my 

curriculum spanning the entire school year. 

This chapter is organized monthly, and I highlight 

major curricular events, engagements, and experiences of 

the year, organized by my daily class schedule. I begin 

this section with the month of August, and the series of 

curricular engagements that became an avenue to get to Jcnow 

my new students in order to gain preliminary information 

about them as learners as well as for them to acclimate 

themselves to my teaching format. 

August: Defining School 

August 17, 1998, and the first day of school couldn't 

be put off any longer. I arrived early to make sure 
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everything was ready but that only added to my nervousness 

at starting a new school year, in a new building. I didn't 

really know anyone, and they didn't know me. It was 

customary in my previous schools that while setting up the 

classroom, parents and children stopped by and introduced 

themselves to the teacher, but to my surprise only two 

parents stopped in to greet me, which added to my feeling 

of isolation. 

The schedule was written on the chalkboard, with times 

for each engagement, and I felt ready for the first day of 

school. The schedule along with times of the day 

established the class routine, as well as reminded me of 

the day's events. I believe that this "ritual has a 

centering effect" for my students (Peterson, 1992, p. 22). 

Engagements and experiences were planned to keep the day 

moving at a fast pace, since I wasn't sure how my new class 

handled work, school, each other, or me. 

Establishing the Broad Concept; What Is School? 

I planned many curricular experiences and engagements 

so that we got to know each other in multiple ways (Harste, 

Woodward, & Burke, 1984). My curricular goals for the 

first two weeks of school were to gather preliminary 

information on how my students viewed school, learning, and 

I 

I 

I 
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themselves as learners, both in and out of school. "Knowing 

about the other person is the seed that can blossom into 

authentic caring" {Peterson, 1992, p. 19). I needed to 

"care" for my students in order to help them grow and self-

actualize {Mayeroff, 1971). 

Gathering Data; Sketching, Reflecting, and Discussing 

I created a series of engagements to inform me, first 

of children's attitudes and learning experiences in school, 

and then their attitudes and learning experiences outside 

of school. Through the process of experiencing these 

planned engagements, I came to understand children's 

thinking and reflecting processes, in this case, about 

schooling and learning. My curricular engagements were 

planned in a specific order, so that each experience built 

off of the next, adding knowledge about the concept of 

learning by making connections and coming to understand a 

process of how learners learn. 

My plans included using a variety of responses and 

organizational tools for generating ideas and possible 

answers to questions. I had children using language in 

discussions and writing, organizing thoughts on webs, lists 

and time lines, drawing scenes, and sketching the meaning 

of memories, finding artifacts that represented ideas and 
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concepts and gathering information from primary sources, 

such as self and parents. Through using multiple tools for 

thinking and responding I hoped to encourage the idea and 

send the message that learning occurs through multiple ways 

of knowing (Eisner, 1994). 

Wide eyed, at times loud and out of control, at times 

some quiet and apprehensive, children sat with me 

brainstorming a web about school. I already had some 

questions generated such as: What is school? What do we do 

at school? What roles do kids have at school? What roles do 

teachers have at school? and What is the purpose of school? 

Using the ideas on the web as a reference, students made 

drawings of themselves in school, keeping in mind what they 

were doing in school, and what the teacher was doing in 

school (see Figure 4.1). Kyle and Spenser stood in front 

of the web while others glanced back at it from their 

seats, suggesting that they were unsure of what to draw. 

The web was to support thinking and was taped to the 

chalkboard, which I continuously highlighted, referring to 

it as our "rough draft thinking" to be used when we needed 

help with generating more ideas by ourselves (Calkins, 

1986) . 
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Sharing our drawings with those at our tables helped 

children begin the talk that I was sure would have a major 

impact on this class as learners. Discussing the drawings 

about school helped us add to the web and generate more 

ideas and some beginning connections. As the week 

progressed, we continued to record information using a 

variety of graphic organizers (Moline, 1995). 
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The class attempted generating a time line of what 

they learned in Icindergarten, first grade, second grade and 

what they expected to learn in third grade. The ideas were 

more lists than a time line but added to our beginning 

steps of using a variety of recording devices to think 

through ideas, instead of immediately moving from talJc to 

writing. The organizers were a needed step of rehearsing 

thoughts before moving to formal publishing (Graves, 1983). 

r concentrated on extracting the knowledge of those 

"lived through experiences" of schooling and learning 

(Rosenblatt, 1978). Throughout these discussions and 

reflections I emphasized the voices and stories of others 

in literature. Through reading and sharing the stories of 

others in picture books children gained perspectives of 

what schooling and learning might mean to others (Newkirk, 

1992). The stories triggered memories and thoughts of 

other possibilities to describe learning and what it means 

to be a learner. 

Initiating Talk: Using Picture Books 

Every day for the first two weeks of school, I read 

picture books about school and learning, which had stories 

that emphasized artifacts. I choose books that helped 

build multiple concepts about learning, establishing 
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relationships, working and collaborating with others, 

reflecting and thinking about issues, asking personal 

questions for inquiry (Edelsky, 1994), and making choices 

and decisions as a form of democracy (Shannon, 1993) . 

In my mind, the books were a text set (Short & Harste, 

with Burke, 1996), a set of related books around a theme, 

in this case, of what it meant to be a learner. We read 

and discussed literature before children began any learning 

experiences. I used literature to engage us in 

conversation and then children moved to working on the 

engagements. Children revisited these books and other 

related texts during our wide reading time. The picture 

book choices focused on learning and schooling, research, 

inquiry, writing, publishing and illustrating. Children 

read these picture books using many strategies to encourage 

community building, thinking and conversation. The first 

day of school we read by ourselves, then created a chart 

(see Figure 4.2) of the reading strategies we used and 

reflected on what it is like to read alone (Goodman & 

Marek, 1996). 

The second day of school children read with someone 

they knew well, again making lists on our chart of reading 

strategies and reflections of working with a close friend. 
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H—ding 8trat«qi««; Alona 

• Break words in half, then put them together again 

• Sounded out 
• Find small words in big words 
• Scan quickly, reread interesting parts 

• Check author and illustrator 
• Reread to understand 

• Skimmed the illustrations 

• Read the illustrations 
• Skip the word, read on 

• Predict what will come next 

R—ding Btxmtmgimm: With g«rtn«r 

• Took turns 
• Read together 

• One page- took turns 

• Checked author, illustrator, year 
• Partner told the word 

• Took turns on each sentence 

Ritding Strafgi««; Boy/Girl 

• Took turns 
• Told the words 

• Explained what words mean 

• Checked publication information 
• Read the illustrations 

• Laughed at funny words 

• Each read half the book 

B—ding Str«t«qiM; Say an—fhing 
• Became the characters 
• Retold the story 

• Talked about illustrations 
• Talked about main character's actions 

• Talked about if it was true/not true 

• Laughed and talked eUsout humor 
• Related book to our own experiences 

Fiwre42.IJrtafwdiMrtr»>MiMlhiA«rt; 

The third day we read with someone unknown and added to 

our chart and reflections. The fourth day we read with a 
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girl/boy combination and again added to our strategy lists 

and reflections. The fifth day we read using the 

engagement of Say Something (Short & Harste, with Burke, 

1996). 

This series of partner reading strategies emphasized the 

choices we made in working with others. Throughout the 

year children needed to work with everyone, and looking at 

the reflection list pointed out that sometimes our best 

friend was not always the best choice as a working partner, 

especially when a task needed to be completed. Friends as 

partners usually worked best when reading in relaxed 

situations, rehearsing plays and readers' theatres, or 

trying out new experiences. Working with a boy or girl 

started to undo many gender biases and created new 

friendships that made the classroom run smoothly. Working 

with a variety of people created an awareness of the 

multiple perspectives and opinions we would encounter, and 

developed an appreciation and respect for diversity. 

Reading and discussing picture books as a whole class 

and in small groups prepared us for future focused 

literature discussions. As the whole class read together, 

discussed ideas and reading strategies through the read 

aloud (Ebersole & Kauffman, 1998), children were less 
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confused or unsure of how to talk about books when we moved 

to small literature discussion groups. They had 

experienced talking together and were aware of the tensions 

created in groups, especially when not everyone 

participated or came to the group ready to share ideas and 

opinions. 

During the first two weeks of school, I read many 

picture books and we discussed all of them either as a 

whole class or in small groups, then reported our 

discussions to the whole class. We created webs (see 

Figure 4.3) of our ideas and questions, added to the webs 

each time we talked, and reported back about our 

discussions. We kept a running list of issues experienced 

in group dynamics and reflections of what it meant to be a 

reader. 

My choice of books to read was based on the class 

discussions and emerging questions. Connections made were 

highlighted so children could see that the books gave depth 

to the class inquiry of what it means to be a learner. 

An Historical Understanding; Backpack Dig 

Customarily children bring in a few school supplies, 

many times in backpacks, and trapper keepers, in 

preparation for the new school year. A literacy dig 



149 

/

•4akiwa mare 

• MirMUS ^ 

u>Hin- ,F.. ̂  .£SS!&. 
syg/iwkL 

««t-aauad ' I •tfHtarfniee'Houilhl Wc aM9 nui« 

•u»h«n.aaain ' 

V mmrr PAKT 
- ^ V^"3i=^ 

.3uitipina House 

'yszsk. 
'•feil tforfttanmnola 
> hoA eoM^aaswn 

'uoMotegggS. 
• W»%uA«« ^ tw ̂ acam* asKaibua 

/ '(VHwidad b«( .^op of GwAdwoift 
^BSUL hecMDiM an ^ 
.«ra- vmrns/toma 

••"MfK*. \ 
•"•"I «•* iMka. luWi on mettk rM «iMu? ACtmu 

PBeup 
• maAt.iV 
-raodw^ ml 

FlgTe43. WabafjMMi—daMirioBi flw J—iiiagMoMBfAMtl, 

(Taylor, 1990) was an excellent strategy for understanding 

what notions students had about school and their 

expectations as learners. The strategy of a backpack dig 

also helped me explain to children the concept of 

artifacts, as historical objects that had stories to tell. 

Through this process of sharing and talking together about 

the artifacts, we also learned to know each other 

(Peterson, 1992). 
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Children took out the "stuff" in their baclcpacJcs, and 

with help, shared the artifacts with each other, building 

on our process of talk, reflection and community building. 

For homework, children were then asked to bring in 

artifacts about something they had learned at school, which 

was part of a reflection process of what learning meant to 

each individual. 

We not only learned a lot about each other because of 

the artifacts we carried with us, some artifacts even 

described us, but the information we put in writing let 

others know more of our thinking, past experiences, and 

goals. 

Establishing a Concept of Process; Letter Writing 

Children arrived at school and received a letter from 

me sharing my teaching history, a little about my interests 

and family, along with some expectations and goals I had 

for this academic year (see Appendix B) . The letter was a 

strategy for building an initial relationship with me, an 

introduction to letter writing, and a suggestion that 

messages could be written for the message board. I 

highlighted that communication was highly valued in my 

classroom. 
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After reading and talking with me about my letter, 

children wrote letters about themselves and published those 

letters in a class book. We continued with our letter 

writing, I assigned homework to their parents. Children 

were to get their parents involved in communicating with 

the school, by introducing their child to me in a letter, 

describing their child's interests and something about 

their child as a learner (described further in chapter 6). 

Letter writing continued with introductions to our pen pals 

at a neighboring school, where throughout the year the two 

classrooms went to concerts together, took an overnight 

field trip at an environmental center together, and 

continued the letter writing throughout the year. 

Our pen pals were a three/four multiage class about 

four miles north of Duffy. Diane Fields was the teacher, 

one of my peer debriefers and Diane and I had team taught 

in a previous school together in a multiage class with 

grades one through five. 

We also wrote to pen pals in northern Indiana, for a 

new perspective on rural life, and Amish culture, and to 

communicating across a distance with less frequent 

correspondence than with our neighboring pen pals in 
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Tucson. Our Indiana pen pals were a fourth grade with a 

teacher I had taught with previously in Indiana. 

I explained to the children they would be writing many 

letters and could use all of the ideas of school and 

learning generated on the webs to support them in the 

process of writing about themselves for published books, 

news letters, and pen pal letters. I reviewed all of the 

webs, drawings, time lines, and so on and presented them as 

rough draft ideas, as tools for organizing ideas on paper. 

When they wrote pen pal letters, collected family stories, 

and began generating questions to interview each other for 

a class newsletter. I again referred to these materials as 

support for themselves as writers. 

During the first weelc of school, I tooJc time to 

understand what meaning school held for my classroom of 

third graders. The second week of school focused on what 

learning meant to these young children. The engagements 

were then repeated, with some alterations to fit the topic 

of learning, as children had an opportunity to explore 

themselves as learners. 

Establishing the Broad Concept: What Is Learning? 

The second week of school focused on the same 

information-gathering format as in week one. The class web 
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(see Figure 4.4) this weelc was about learning: What was 

learning? How are you a learner? When have you learned 

something new? What tools do learner use? Why be a learner? 

How do you go about being a learner? and What are you doing 

when you learn? 

FiMre4>4.W«b ofWhatb kania^ (AmgKMfy, 

Children drew process maps of themselves as learners, 

focusing on a time when they thought they had learned 

something significant. For homework they atten^ted to 

create time lines of the process they used when learning 

something new. This second weelc children were to bring in 
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an artifact of what they had learned outside of school, 

which would be displayed in a class museum. 

The artifact museum wasn't very successful. I planned 

these artifacts to be the bulletin board display for the 

open house when parents visited to listen to a description 

of the curriculum. I didn't have many interesting 

artifacts to display which only added to my frustration. 

Part of establishing the broad concept was through the 

initial engagements and reflections of the children. The 

experiences were meant to help children define the broad 

concept for themselves. To form another perspective, I 

utilized literature. The chapter book I read to the entire 

class aimed at extending the concept of schooling and 

learning, as well as introduced new ideas and issues that 

cause tension, for discussion and further thought (Short, 

Pierce, 1998) . 

Discussion Issues: Through the Read Aloud 

Sprawled out on the rug, children lay with eyes glued 

on me, while I began to read the chapter book Pinballs by 

Betsy Byars (1977). The story highlighted three foster 

children who tooJc control of their lives by founding 

themselves as people. They discovered their voices and 

that their opinions mattered as they developed 
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relationships by forming a family with each other. They 

depended on each other even when their lives seemed so 

difficult and against them. 

We discussed foster homes# why the characters started 

out so mean, how the foster parents maintained being nice, 

and why the children were removed from their families to be 

put in a foster home. We discussed the fears and hates of 

the children in the book and how they came together to form 

friendships and viewed each other as family. 

From the picture books of school and learning and the 

chapter book of finding a voice, we continuously generated 

and recorded questions and ideas. I used these insights to 

\ 
choose new chapter books to read. I thought about the 

issues of how children deal with problems, how they deal 

with issues of getting along, how they handle fears at 

school, as well as how they accept adults controlling their 

lives (Henkin, 1998) . 

We continued to get to know each other through sharing 

personal stories, viewing artifacts as evidence of what was 

important to us, reading and discussing ideas that were 

understandings, tensions, and unknowns, and writing down 

interests and experiences. I introduced the concept of 

reaching out to others through sharing the knowledge of 
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ourselves to establish relationships with those others in 

the classroom. Since birthdays were shared by everyone and 

were important in children's lives, I used the celebration 

as a time to share who we were with others through writing. 

New Perspectives as Thinkers; Artists at Work 

Week three emphasized the writing process. Through 

the publishing of class books we began to know each other. 

Since I had a child in my classroom who couldn't celebrate 

birthdays, we made friendship books each month for all that 

month's birthday children. The book consisted of writing a 

personal note about self and drawing a picture. This book 

was a great vehicle for having children view other 

perspectives and other ways of thinking. For example, 

children copied master paintings to begin this journey of 

thinking about art and artists. Through copying artists 

like Monet, Van Gogh, O'Keeffe, and other great masters, 

children began their discussions on color, line, size and 

the use of design and space on a page. Children used 

Picasso's style to create self-portraits that were glued 

onto the covers of their portfolio folders (see Figure 

4.5) . 
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Fimre 43. Brian's Picasso drawing for portfolio covcr done in August 

Art was an excellent system to integrate throughout 

the curriculum and make connections between process and 

product (Eisner, 1994). Art was a wonderful system for 

thinking through frustrations and ideas that don't make 

sense (Hubbard & Ernst, 1996). Art can also help children 

come to understand the process of revision in their writing 

(Bang, 1991). 
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Understanding Revision: An Art Piece in Collage 

Molly Bang (1991) illustrates children's books and is 

an artist who published the exploration of her own art 

process. Using one of her lessons, the children worked 

together as partners to create a composition on fear. 

Partners went through a process of talking, tearing and 

placing construction paper shapes on a background to create 

their collaborative compositions. 

Given three different colored pieces of construction 

paper, together they develop a torn paper collage, of a 

victim and an attacker (see Figure 4.6). Through talking 

with each other, then sharing and reflecting on their 

composing process, they opened themselves up for revision 

possibilities through the suggestions from their 

classmates. The class held an author's circle with their 

art pieces, discussing the composition, the use of color, 

shape and size, and gave feedback for possible revisions. 
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Figure 4.6. Molly Bug collage showing fear (August). 

Through this exploration of how to represent the issue 

of fear in art, revisions made more sense. Partners then 

took the time to revise their fear pieces, making them 

scarier, and glued them down to be displayed in the room 

(see Figure 4.7). 
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Figure 4.7. Gluing down the reviaed Mollv Bmb coUaae f Aagiirt). 

The actual moving of shapes, colors, and sizes helped 

children visualize the concept of revision. I felt the 

children needed to continue with manipulating their 

environment, their learning, so next I planned an 

experience in math that focused on gathering data, but also 

introduced the cycle of inquiry. 

Beginning an Inquiry in Math 

Still in the third week of school, the focus in math 

was on gathering data about one's self through measuring. 
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recording the data, and graphing information and sharing 

the results with others. While children were doing the 

same activity, the results are different. They had to talk 

with each other, find partners for assistance in measuring, 

and learn how to record the information, then transfer what 

they found out onto graphs. 

Surprisingly this was a difficult activity; there 

didn't seem to be any experience with measurement skills or 

using math tools. Children were struggling with using 

rulers, tape measures, and writing down the results. 

Manipulatives seemed to be a new phenomenon and the focus 

was on playing with the tools, not using the tools to 

gather information. 

The children were gaining an understanding of how to 

gather information to be organized and shared in a new 

form. The math inquiry experience helped in extending the 

process of gathering data from home in the form of stories. 

Those stories continued to inform others and self of 

identities and offered further understanding of the concept 

of inquiry (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996). 

Family Stories as Incpiiry 

For homework during the third week of school, the 

concept of inquiry continued into collecting family stories 
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and artifacts to begin personal connections with home and 

school (Shockley, Michalove, & Allen, 1995). Most of our 

writing curriculum in the classroom was on writing 

information about self to share with classmates and pen 

pals. Collecting family story data moved us through the 

authoring cycle (Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996) as a 

writing cycle, connecting history to our lives at school. 

In our journey of knowing ourselves, knowing others, 

and understanding the learning environment and engagements, 

we faced obstacles in our understandings as well as in the 

planning of curriculum. These obstacles were tensions that 

presented creative opportunities for problem solving and 

moved curriculum into interesting avenues. 

Additional Curriculum to Consider: Worms and Papermakinq 

There were school-initiated experiences that I had to 

deal with that were not part of my initial curricular 

plans. The red tubs with the science kit materials on 

inventions and ideas arrived during the second week of 

school. The activities were leaf rubbings, fingerprinting 

and color separation. This had nothing to do with what we 

were presently working on in class, but I still had to make 

the kit fit into the curriculum. The connection to 
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inventions was not visible to me. The connections seemed 

to be with a broader concept, that of patterns. 

During this first month, the school had an artist in 

residence. She was a papermalcer and would be with the 

school for six weeks. I had worked with her in the past so 

she willingly did extra activities with my class. I was 

able to work with her to connect the science kit and the 

papermaking. In addition to understanding the process of 

making paper, we learned about scientific drawings and 

watercolors to paint landscapes. I connected the color 

separation activities from the science kit into the 

papermaking emphasis on color, texture and art 

appreciation. 

Another anomaly was the tomato worms left over from 

summer school which could be found crawling all over the 

school. I decided to collect a few for science observation 

and sketching. To my dismay, within a week children from 

other classrooms stopped by my classroom at all times of 

the day to drop off the tomato worms they were finding 

around the school. We now had a problem with worms in the 

room, and children thought we are ̂ Moing" worms as a unit 

of study. 
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The month of August focused the curriculum on 

establishing the classroom context and knowing each other 

as learners. Even with the interruptions of the science 

kit, papermaking, and tomato worms, we were able to form 

connections to the broad concept of learning. From those 

beginning engagements, issues were generated that propelled 

the curriculum forward (Short & Burke, 1996). 

The following month-to-month account of the rest of 

the school year is organized into three parts of the day. 

The early part of the morning began with getting focused 

that included chatting with children before school, a whole 

school community time, the spirit run, and writing in 

inquiry journals. The midmorning time consisted of the 

chapter book read aloud, reading and writing as inquiry, 

with social studies integrated throughout and then lunch 

ended the morning. The afternoon focused on inquiry in 

math and science. The discussion of each month ends with 

sharing all additional events that became part of the 

curriculum. 

September: Telling Our Stories 

The month of September was focused on telling our 

stories which led to learning more about each other. 

Children began the morning with setting goals, writing 
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about home and friends, learning to share their writings 

with classmates, and coming to understand making choices in 

their reading. A beginning understanding of process was 

established through learning how to make paper and sharing 

that understanding through writing and drawing. 

Getting Focused Through Morning Rituals 

Each morning began with getting focused, chatting 

before school, a whole school community time, the spirit 

run, and writing in inquiry journals. 

Chatting Before School 

Each day, Talana, Megan, and Sanela arrived early to 

school so I taught them to set up the room for the day. 

Laughing and talking about home, soccer practice and 

parents, they took down mauve chairs from five round and 

two rectangular tables. Passing out the reflection 

journals, they talked to each other about where classmates 

would sit, making sure they spread the talkers out among 

non-talkers. 

Once the room was set up they took off to eat 

breakfast in the cafeteria just as Donavon, Stephen, Joshua 

W. and his twin brother Jacob arrived to continue setting 

up the room by sharpening pencils and chatting with me. 
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There were no assigned seats which allowed children to 

decide where they would sit for work times throughout the 

rest of the day. Flexible seating provided many 

opportunities for children to become comfortable with 

everyone in the room. Throughout the day, children can 

change seats according to what they are working on and the 

group they perceive to be most supportive for them in 

completing that work. 

At 8:00 every day the bell signaled Duffy school to 

meet at a community time to build community, recognize 

outstanding behavior and school work, and be informed of 

the activities at school. 

Community Time; Whole School Ritual 

The entire school met every morning, in the patio 

area, everyone standing in their assigned areas. The 

expectation was that all children would be respectful by 

listening and participating while joining in on the pledge 

of allegiance, the Duffy School affirmation, a song of the 

week, and other announcements. A few children were 

nominated and given praise notes from teachers for life 

skill qualities, such as respect, kindness, or 

responsibility, and praise notes for academic progress. 
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Around the middle of September, I had three 

undergraduate students from the Oniversity of Arizona 

working with us until December. They were observing; one 

was teaching a few lessons and following one student for 

her final project, while the other two found their comfort 

level in the classroom helping children read, spell, or 

answer questions. The three times a week they were with us 

they joined us at community time and on our spirit run. 

Spirit Run; Setting Goals 

Right after our daily, whole school community time, I 

took the class to the playground for a spirit run. I 

introduced the idea that we would be setting goals for the 

week and creating plans each day to meet those goals. The 

spirit run was a time in the morning to exercise and get 

energy for the day but also it was a time to think and get 

ready individually for the day's work. After a 15-minute 

run or walk, we wrote in our reflection journals, then we 

met on the risers as a class for our morning business 

meeting. 

Writing in Journals 

The day then started in the room with quiet journal 

writing which established the working atmosphere for the 

day. My goal was to set a mood that focused on reflection. 
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During reflection-journal time, children were writing about 

anything from home, what they did the previous day, 

anything of interest to them. A signal from me of turning 

out the lights let the children know they should come to 

the risers for sharing their journals and a meeting time to 

go over the day's plans. 

Sharing with Others: Group Meeting Time 

Children began our meeting time by volunteering to 

read their journal entries and answer any questions that 

might surface. Each child took a turn in the author's 

chair and read so everyone could see any illustrations and 

hear what was being read (Short & Harste, with Burke, 

1996). We ended our meeting time with checking the daily 

schedule written on the board, to understand the events of 

the day. 

Reading and Writing as Inquiry 

Literature is life (Huck, 1990). I used literature as 

the primary source for understanding individuals, families 

and diverse cultures which enabled us to reach new 

understandings and ask more questions dealing with finding 

one's voice. Literature enabled us to step into the shoes 

of others, to become those people and know how they faced 

problems. We gained new insights into everyday events and 
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how people dealt with world issues on a daily basis. 

Through class discussions, students learned to build on 

each other's comments and share personal opinions. 

Concepts and themes in the books read during 

literature circles related to the chapter book read alouds. 

Students referred to their own literature circle 

discussions during class discussions. As the students 

shared their connections, the class kept informed of new 

and differing perspectives on similar issues. In accepting 

our similarities but facing our problems we were the 

example of how people of different beliefs could live 

together. 

As the teacher, I planned engagements that I hoped 

would encourage students to connect to their own 

experiences. We learned by connecting to, and building 

from, our experiences (Short & Burke, 1991). I focused the 

curriculum on students' questions and the issues that 

concerned them. Through our class read alouds, literature 

circles from chapter books, and text set studies, we had 

time to talk, reflect, and gain an understanding of what we 

thought about issues that were important in our everyday 

lives. We connected our own lives with the stories found 

in literature (Peterson & Eeds, 1990). 
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After about three weeks of focusing on literature 

discussions (see Figure 4.8), as readers we needed a break 

from the intensity, so we moved to a free exploration of 

reading materials for an opportunity at wide reading. Not 

only was it important for readers to focus in depth on 

ideas in books but they must also have opportunities at 

reading the breadth of texts. 

Figure 4A Photograph of a lileratiire diacasskNi groap (September). 

Introducing Free Reading 

Gradually children moved into a "free reading" time 

where they chose what they wanted to read from the variety 
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of materials in the classroom. The classroom library and 

display areas were filled with all kinds of reading 

materials including fiction, information books, folklore, 

poetry, maps, art prints and musical pieces and song books. 

I also provided many picture books that were related to the 

chapter read aloud book, to our paper making and math 

inquiries and to the broad concept of schooling and 

learning. There were also displays of books by particular 

featured authors, illustrators, and artists, as well as a 

variety of reader's theatres. 

To introduce free reading time to the class, I 

reviewed the inquiry cycle as a reading cycled pointing out 

the needed time for uninterrupted reading and exploration 

of ideas in books. Children helped generate a list of 

materials or texts that readers read, and I added what was 

available in the room already. 

During free reading, children could choose to read 

alone or with others. As children read, I walked around 

listening, giving support, taking notes and at times 

collected running records or taped miscues of readers. All 

of the children had a chance to consider a piece of 

literature closely as well as an opportunity to read widely 

for enjoyment and information (see Figure 4.9) . 



Figure 4.9. Photograph of wide readiag (September). 

Reading Text Sets: The Stories in Our Lives 

During discussions about literature, I noticed how 

difficult understanding stories, writing stories and 

discussing stories seemed to be for my third graders. I 

pulled together related groupings of picture books into 

text sets dealing with **the stories in our lives." 

Children signed up for stories about family memories, 

stories about self, stories about relatives, experiences 

that told a story, stories of personal fears, stories of 
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trips and stories, about learning. something new. They read 

these books and had their first literature discussions in 

small groups where each group was reading a different text 

set yet all the sets were related. 

Typically before the end of the group meeting time, 

two helpers handed out the literature logs and baskets of 

literature books so children could move into their 

discussion groups. Throughout the year I pulled together 

short chapter books or sets of theme related picture books 

for discussion purposes. I introduced the books with a 

book talk so children had a general idea of what each was 

about. They were then given about a day to browse and 

record their ideas and feelings of the books in order to 

make a decision about which book to read and discuss. 

I put up a large piece of paper on the easel with the 

numbers 1-5 below each title so that the children knew how 

many participants could be in each group. Because 

literature groups were not grouped by reading ability, 

children could choose which group they wanted to join. As 

they made their decision, they signed up for that 

literature circle, took the book, met as a group and began 

reading. 
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Each day the groups met to review what was read the 

day before and shared any literature log entries they may 

have made. Once they had finished reading the books, they 

met in literature circles during the next couple of weeks 

to explore various issues in depth. 

In September, children were still working on 

conducting their groups without me being a member. As I 

walked around, I took field notes of the discussions and 

joined in on some groups that may have been struggling to 

have continuous dialogue. As we began learning how to 

discuss books, I staggered the groups so that I could be 

part of each group to demonstrate how the discussions 

function with me participating in the discussions or by 

taking notes for the group. 

With my note taking, I could report back to the group 

their discussion topics and help them move forward in their 

discussion. I also used my notes to reinforce the positive 

interactions between children, the ideas that built off of 

what others said and the patterns that developed through 

the discussion (Peterson & Eeds, 1990). 

In September, we were still focusing on our conception 

of school. I moved our next chapter book read aloud from 

Pinballs to Just Juice, (Hesse, 1998). Juice was a young 
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girl having difficulty in school, in that she struggled as 

a reader and decided she wouldn't attend school but stayed 

home to be with her jobless father. We focused on the 

issues of poverty, family, having learning disabilities in 

school and again, children who do make choices. 

Throughout the reading and discussing, children began 

sharing their unpleasant experiences with learning at 

school. Discussions about frustrations with peers and 

adults, not being asked to make choices or not ever having 

to think become a focus. Choice, thinking and making 

connections seemed to be issues that needed further 

investigation. 

Children made predictions, asked questions for 

clarification. We ended each chapter with a discussion, 

recorded the lingering questions for further investigation, 

and returned to the read aloud each day. 

Writing: Finding the Stories Within Ps 

During September, the children came to the risers with 

the family stories they had been collecting from family 

members. We took time each day to share the rough ideas 

and tidbits of family stories. Laughing and questioning, 

the children had ideas of how they would fill in the 

details, creating completed family memories. 
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Every two to three weeks we continued with writing to 

our pen pal letters both from our neighboring school and 

our long distance pen pals in Indiana. Friendship books 

got better as we continued to make these special gifts for 

September birthdays in the class. We continued as a group 

meeting to find out what each child was working on and 

developed plans for our writing time. The morning work 

continued with children getting out their writing folders. 

They talked with each other, read over their drafts, and 

added to their stories. 

As in reading, writing work time was organized around 

the authoring cycle {Short & Harste, with Burke, 1996). 

Authoring in writing was rooted in children's life 

experiences, particularly as they chose their own topics 

for writing (Calkins, 1991). As a class we engaged in many 

different kinds of writing experiences including journals, 

literature logs, pen pal letters, messages, science logs, 

stories, poems and reports in their authors' folders 

(Graves, 1983). The pieces children were considering for 

publication for a wider audience were taken to an authors' 

circle. There they could talk with others about what was 

and was not working and what, if anything, they might want 

to do next with their pieces. After the circle, authors 
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made decisions on revisions and then either edited their 

pieces themselves or met with the outside editors from the 

classroom. Once the pieces had been edited, they were 

typed fay me and published in newspaper or booJc form. These 

publications were shared with the class, and each person's 

authorship was celebrated publicly through "receiving" that 

author's work (see Figure 4.10). The cycle continued with 

new invitations for writing and with strategy lessons and 

reflections on the writing process (Short & Harste, with 

Burke, 1996). 

During this time I circulated around the room helping 

wherever I could. I spent a great deal of time informally 

sharing ideas with children. I offered ideas on new ways 

to illustrate their books by showing them examples of 

professionally published books, slides from books written 

by children in previous years, and copies of books from 

previous years. I made suggestions to help children 

overcome writer's block, and listened to many stories to 

see if they made sense. I glued pages together in 

published books and sent children to classmates who were 

experts in spelling, drawing, or story ideas (Calkins, 

1986) . 
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Figure 4.10. Photograph of authors' circk (ScptembcrX 

Lunch: A Dream of Power 

The children shared control and responsibility for 

classroom routines and schedules. Each week, a secretary 

was assigned and was responsible for announcing lunch, 

lining up the class by turning on music as the signal to 

move, and getting the class ready for lunch. The children 

slowly learned to listen to each other and to respect the 

process of shared control. 

Some children had trouble with unsupervised playtime on 

the playground and often spent time grumbling about 
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classmates and the bickering between children that took 

place during lunch recess. Frequently as children entered 

the classroom, they immediately headed to the drinking 

fountain or their water bottles and then met on the risers 

for a debriefing of lunch-time problems. 

Techniques of talking over problems and solving them 

by taking action were encouraged and supported all year. 

If we didn't have problems to solve as an entire class we 

moved into the chapter book read aloud immediately. 

Children loved to lie down and relax on the rug and risers 

and listen to the reading. 

Math and Science Inquiries 

The children had math logs where they worked problems 

and kept notes about important math concepts. Working in 

their logs allowed children to view their previous work and 

see their progress. The also wrote comments about their 

successes and frustrations as well as strategies they used 

to solve problems (Baker, Semple, & Stead, 1990). 

Children worked at their own pace doing problems 

generated from the class theme or focus. At this point in 

the year, children were still working alone and hadn't 

bought into working with others on math problems. 

Manipulatives were not yet understood as tools to help 
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understand mathematical concepts. They were still toys to 

play with by building and knocking each other's buildings 

down. 

I tried to help children focus on strategies for 

solving problems rather than on having right answers (Baker 

& Baker, 1991). I wanted children to understand the 

process of problem solving using concepts of mathematics. 

In September we focused on using manipulatives to figure 

out concepts not yet understood. We worked on estimation 

and rounding off numbers. 

Our school day was jam-packed full but there continued 

to be more activities added to the week that needed to be 

included into the curricular plans. 

Additional Curriculum to Consider 

Paper-making continued with making pieces of paper 

from different colored pulp and the papermaker added an 

activity of scientific drawings of plants which were then 

labeled, and those drawings were used to create watercolor 

scenes of the desert. This activity made a connection to 

the science kit and to the notion that art was a tool for 

expression and involved a process that included 

understanding color (Ernst, 1994). 
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October: Self Evaluation 

In the following section, I continue to report a 

month-to-month overview of the school year, but now I only 

highlight those experiences that are new and significant to 

each month. October was the month for progress reports and 

child-parent-teacher conferences so we worked on self-

evaluation portfolios. This was also a time to move 

forward with new ideas and pull ourselves out of the 

mundane. To add excitement to our lives, we met our pen 

pals and found a new focus as writers. 

Getting Focused Through Morning Rituals 

During October, I continued to be one of the first 

teachers at school and noticed there didn't seem to be much 

desire for establishing relationships among the teachers. 

I spent a few moments each morning talking with the 

custodian and principal. For the rest of the school year, 

a few children continued to come to school early, setting 

up the room by taking down the chairs, passing out 

journals, sharpening pencils, and chatting with me. 

At 8:00 when the bell rang, children tore through the 

patio hallways to reach their space ready for community 

time. Community time with the entire school remained a 

nervous irritation for me. Children in other classrooms 
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were talking, running around and not understanding the 

purpose of meeting together to form a school-wide 

conununity. My students tore through the hallways until 

they caught sight of me, then lined up and remained quiet. 

We continued with our spirit run, setting goals, and 

discussing the health benefits of exercise as well as the 

benefit of getting ready to think for the day. Children 

became more responsible as they followed our schedule. A 

set schedule made the day predictable (Peterson, 1992) and 

children could move through the curriculum without my 

telling them what to do next. 

The curriculum experiences changed depending on what I 

observed were the needs of the children as they moved 

forward in their learning. When work became so comfortable 

that new ideas didn't emerge in children's work and 

discussions, that was my signal to re-evaluate the needs of 

the class and make minor changes, re-focusing and stirring 

up the comfort zone to create some tension. 

For example, I noticed the children were in a rut, 

writing about the mundane reports of watching T.V. and 

going to bed. Finding a slight change in the focus of the 

content in their journals kept the writing interesting and 

meaningful. Instead of writing about what they did at 
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home, highlighting an inquiry focus about the questions 

that matter in life pushed thinking and opened up the 

possibility of making more meaningful connections. 

Journal Focus: Introducing Inquiry Questions 

I introduced a new form of writing in reflection 

journals. I asked children to find a question of interest 

and then state their opinion about the topic. Inquiry 

journals were difficult with children who found it 

frustrating to come up with a question and write an 

opinion. Many children wanted to answer a fact question 

they posed and I noticed how hard it was for them to write 

effectively. They were not used to writing except to 

practice handwriting or write from a story starter 

worksheet. 

Sharing the questions and opinion entries led to more 

children listening and hands raised with follow up 

questions. The inquiry journal focus encouraged more talk 

between the children. As a result more issues were put on 

the table for discussion, children realized the secretary 

could run the business meeting, and they needed to make 

changes in the meeting to follow along with the curriculum. 
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Group Meeting Time; A Change Is in Order 

The morning sharing evolved weelcly as children 

reflected and came to understand the curriculum and 

themselves as learners. They agreed to Jceep Mondays as a 

day for sharing inquiry journals with the whole class which 

helped them continue to get to know each other better. The 

children changed the morning ritual of just sharing 

journals to a time of giving each other praises, voicing 

their concerns and reviewing what they did yesterday. 

Since I put a time limit on how long our business 

meetings lasted, they realized there wasn't time for 

everyone to share daily and so the class decided on a sign 

up procedure for sharing. Lists of names under three 

categories were created on the board with groups of six 

children sharing on first come, first serve basis. The 

class meeting began with first praising classmates for 

things like being friendly on the playground, helping 

clarify directions or listening to each other. 

Second, the children shared their concerns and 

requested time to solve the problems. The list of concerns 

consisted mostly of complaining about each other but some 

complaints led to taking action and righting wrongs. Third 

was the procedure of reviewing the events of yesterday. 
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This was an interesting necessity because some children 

realized that each day was connected to the next, and they 

needed reminding of what they did the previous day. The 

review of yesterday grew into a time for sharing the 

connections being made at school and home. Children were 

beginning to understand that the curriculum and their 

learning were not isolated activities. 

From our business meeting, I moved the class into a 

time of reading. The transition into reading often 

included sharing by me. I read a picture book, newspaper 

article, or letters to the class as well as used 

storytelling techniques to share literature and introduce 

new books to the classroom library. Sometimes we reflected 

on strategies individuals were using as readers and 

writers. Sharing these strategies was often helpful for 

children who were having trouble and began to highlight the 

importance of reflection and knowing what learners were 

doing during the act of making sense of the world around 

them. 

Reading and Writing as Inquiry 

We moved from issues in Just Juice (Hesse, 1998) to our 

next chapter read aloud The Green Book (Walsh, 1982). This 

chapter book allowed us into the lives of a group of people 
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forced to leave planet Earth in hopes of finding a new 

home. We focused on dealing with disasters, not giving up 

the desire to live, depending on family and others for 

survival, as well as finding personal strength that 

contributed to the community. 

Through The Green Book (Walsh, 1982), I introduced 

children to multiple ways of responding to literature. 

Their literature logs were full of retellings, personal 

responses to the book, predictions, sketches and writing by 

identifying with one of the characters. 

Writing Self-Evaluation Portfolios 

Around the end of October, we took about two weeks to 

pull together all of our work and created self-evaluation 

portfolios for midterm student, parent and teacher 

conferences. Each child gathered and sat alone with all of 

his or her work reading privately, sharing with others at 

tables, and finally reviewing work from the past nine weeks 

as a whole class. We made lists of the growth, effort, 

process, strength and difficulties. 

Children then pulled examples of their work to write and 

explain how the samples showed their qualities as a 

learner. They tagged each piece with a written 

explanation, then wrote siammaries of all the pieces as to 
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who they were as readers, writers and learners. The 

portfolio pieces were put into a folder and children talJced 

through their portfolios at conferences with their parents. 

Making a Connection; Meeting Our Pen Pals 

We met our neighborhood pen pals for the first time on 

our field trip to the Oniversity of Arizona Presents where 

we were mesmerized by the Ballet Des Senegal. We had lunch 

with our third-fourth grade multiage pen pals in a paric, 

talking and eating and then played creative spirit games 

which were non-competitive whole group games. 

November: Sharing Space 

In November, we moved into new inquiries. Children 

were more at ease talking and wanting to know others. Our 

math and science inquiries involved us with seeking 

opinions around the school community. 

Chatting Before School 

Donavon and I talked often before school to get to 

know each other. He had many questions about why we did 

the things we do in class. On one occasion in November, he 

said he was very happy with himself and liked the kind of 

learner he was becoming. He ended our little chat with a 

question, "Why can't all teachers teach so children can 

think?" 
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Spirit Run: Inviting Others to Join 

I listened to Donavon's questions and decided I must 

reach out to other teachers. They were not knocking at my 

door so I invited other classes to run with us on the 

spirit run. We ended the run with a group meeting to share 

goals, praises, and ideas for building community. Since • 

this invitation was so successful, I wrote a note on the 

board in the teacher's lounge inviting others. Three other 

classes joined us. We began the run with a total of five 

classes, and occasionally the principal joined our group. 

Reading and Writing as Inquiry 

Major discussions in November centered on families and 

the issues children felt were theirs to handle. They were 

convinced they were powerless in their families, but at the 

same time were consumed with trying to solve their parent's 

problems. To extend these class discussions, and view 

other perspectives of the power of children, I read a novel 

where a young girl was the hero, saving her community from 

death. 

Running Out of Time (Haddix, 1995) was a booJc about a 

community in 1996 living as if they were from the 1840s. 

The community was isolated and protected as a tourist 

attraction village, where viewers from 1996 could watch 
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life unfold, behind mirrors and cameras, in the 1840s. The 

children in the 1840s community were the only members not 

aware they were not really living in 1840. The community 

finds the children are dying from the contaminated water 

and someone must escape to get help. A young girl is 

chosen to leave and expose the community and the problem of 

no medicines to heal the children. 

The class discussions dealt with the issue of children 

making choices, children making a difference by taking 

action, the rights of children, and the responsibilities of 

parents. 

Math and Science Inquiries 

The concept of sharing space from October's chapter 

book. The Green Book (Walsh, 1982), had interesting 

potentials for an inquiry in math. Connecting to those 

issues, I read a picture book. Common Ground; The Water, 

Earth, and Air We Share (Bang, 1997) which led us into a 

mini-inquiry in math on sharing space. 

Written with a sentence on each page, the story takes 

the reader from the start of a village to a problem of 

overcrowding. The story shares the practice of taking 

one's sheep to the Village Square to graze, but as the 

village grows, the square can't hold the town all trying to 
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feed their sheep. The land becomes depleted and survival 

becomes an issue. Some villagers leave while others agree 

that only a certain number of sheep are allowed to graze at 

a time. And so the question was posed throughout the book 

about how many fish, how many natural resources, etc., are 

too much before the land is used up. The problem posed was 

that the planet Earth is the land we live on, and there is 

nowhere else to go, so what are we going to do about 

conserving our natural resources. 

The book led us to discuss the ideas of economy, supply 

and demand and depleting our natural resources. The class 

highlighted the problems of using up groundwater, 

especially since we live in the desert and this was 

recognized as a real problem in our Tucson community. The 

class generated many questions, and groups were formed 

focusing on one question each to research. 

Surveys and questionnaires for the school were 

created. Each group collected data dealing with: Why do we 

share space? What is our future without natural resource? 

Can people be equal in all ways? Why do people argue? 

Water conservation issues in our own city of Tucson 

provided an opportunity to look across time at how people 

handled the use of water. Text sets on the people 
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occupying the land from ancient civilizations through the 

1900s provided evidence of a water shortage as a real 

problem in our city. Children read and discussed sets 

about change over time, desert dwellers, early settlers, 

agriculture and industry in Tucson along with science 

experiments on water issues and pollution as well as ground 

water usage. 

Additional Curriculum to Consider 

Being part of the district's K-3 program, I was signed 

up for extracurricular support. Artists from the visual 

literacy program taught lessons every other week with each 

week focusing on a different art element and medium. The 

lessons included pen and ink scientific drawings, Picasso's 

Three Musicians in pastels emphasizing geometric shapes, 

variants of mouse tales in textured-torn-paper collages 

with pastels, and India ink Japanese Sumie bamboo 

paintings. 

The lessons began with reading a piece of literature, 

discussing the art elements and purpose, and then working 

on art pieces to music. A box of enrichment lessons was 

left in the room for children to continue their art 

explorations. 
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To add to our guest teachers, a docent from the art 

museum came in to do one lesson on mixing color, and two 

parent volunteers from the K-3 district curriculum came to 

do two lessons on geography and maps. These lessons were 

taught in isolation of classroom curriculum and were a one

time occurrence. 

The teacher I replaced, with no input from me, had 

planned many programs for third grade and I had to place 

them into my curricular plans. This time period was 

extremely frustrating for me as I tried to plan curriculum 

that was not isolated but had opportunities for learners to 

make connections. 

After Thanksgiving break we worked at finishing up all 

projects and somehow tried to make sense of the art and the 

connection to our learning. Instead of putting our 

curriculum on hold while we handled the district's 

curriculum, an attempt was necessary to find the connective 

strands. 

December; Art and Illustrations 

December was a month for regrouping and making 

connections to the curriculum. The children received 

multiple experiences in art and so studying artists and 
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book illustrators helped make connections to the 

curriculum. 

Chatting Before School 

Donavon arrived at school one day in December just as I 

was putting together a class book. As I wrestled with the 

contact paper, I lamented that I was having trouble, I'd 

cut the cardboard the wrong size, and I hadn't gathered 

supplies for the day. Excited by this chat, Donavon raised 

his hands in the air, did a little dance and said, "Yes, 

the work today will be easy, because the teacher isn't 

thinking!" 

Spirit Run; A Change Is Needed 

There were now four classes running together. The 

kindergartners dropped out and I was frustrated with those 

on the run. I changed our spirit run until after journal 

writing time because my students told me that the older 

children were picking on my class and calling them names. 

After approaching the subject with the other teachers and 

hearing them tell me that my students had provoked the 

older kids, we began to run by ourselves after we wrote in 

our journals. 
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Introducing Studio 

I struggled with making sense of the visual literacy 

art lessons. The lessons and the teachers were excellent 

but I was determined to find connections in our curriculum. 

I decided to introduce studio time to the class through 

text sets on art. I also wanted to pull in all the other 

isolated lessons we'd had as well as the inquiries in math 

and science. The only connection that made sense to me was 

to revolve the art text sets around how illustrators with 

their medium portray nature through their art. 

After book talks, browsing, and webbing, students 

signed up in groups for Thomas Locker using oils, Peter 

Parnall using pen and ink, Jennie Baker using collage, 

Peter Catalanotto using watercolors, and Lynn Cherry using 

colored pencils. Children read and discussed these 

literature circle sets until the winter break. 

January: Social Issues 

January produced a serious tone in the curriculum as 

children shared their worries and fears of issues in their 

homes. This was a time of revisiting what we had 

experienced before the winter break and then moving on by 

connecting to issues relevant to the children. Literature 

discussions focused on short chapter books, and we used 



195 

photography as a system to understand our world and 

ourselves. 

Community Time; Freedom Wall 

Each week a different teacher led the community time for 

the school. When it was my turn to lead the whole school 

conimunity meeting time, I focused the week on freedom. Our 

class created a freedom wall so all children could put up 

letters of concern, praises, stories and poems of freedom 

and issues of injustice. 

Reading; Focus on Family Issues 

Children talked about what they dealt with at home and 

generated a list of questions and concerns. Their 

questions were: What makes up a family? How do we face 

tough issues in families? How can we use art as a tool to 

understand our selves and our families? How do you find 

strength to pull families together and make them families? 

Beginning with the questions generated in our 

discussions, I pulled short chapter books together for our 

new literature discussion groups. After giving short 

faooktalks, and allowing time for browsing, I asked children 

to sign up for groups. The choices included The Barn (Avi, 

1994), The Hundred Penny Box (Mathis, 1875), Helen Keller 

(Graff, 1965), Molly^s Pilgrim (Cohen, 1983), Sarah Plain 
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and Tall (MacLachlan, 1985), and The Song of the Trees 

(Taylor, 1975). 

Once in the groups, students decided how many pages 

would be read in one day for their chapter book. They 

chose partners to read with and used the strategy "say 

something" while reading or they chose to read alone. Many 

children chose a new partner each day, getting to know 

everyone in the group, so they could have better 

discussions with less bickering. 

Each day the groups met to review what was read the 

day before and shared any literature log entries they had 

made. Once they finished reading the books, they met in 

literature circles during the next couple of weeks to 

explore various issues in depth. 

Children worked on conducting their groups without my 

being a member. As I walked around, I took field notes of 

the discussions and joined in on some groups that were 

struggling to have continuous dialogue. At the beginning 

of the year I staggered the groups so that I could be part 

of each group but that was not necessary at the end of the 

year, and I rotated being part of groups throughout the 

week. 

I 

I 

I 
I 
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Focus on Issues; Artr Photography and Family 

r used another chapter book to revisit the emphasis of 

visual literacy, yet move further into the issues of 

family. Monument (Paulsen, 1991) was a great short chapter 

book to view art as a tool for personal self-discovery. 

This was a story of a town wanting to build a memorial for 

their veterans. They hired an artist who befriended Rocky, 

a budding artist, a young girl trying to find her place in 

the community. 

Our class discussions included using art as a tool for 

finding out about the soul of a community, learning by 

doing, seeing what personalities make up a community, and 

facing someone else's perceptions of one's self.-

With our photography emphasis and inquiries into family 

issues, I opened the doors for further discussion through 

following the character in Journey (MacLachlan, 1991), and 

his use of photography to come to grips with his mother 

abandoning him and his sister, in her search for finding 

herself. Journey is a young boy who learns to use the 

camera as the lens to see the world, to see what is there, 

not what one wants to see. The truth Journey sees is 

difficult but finally releases him to grow and develop 

appreciating himself and his family. 



198 

Writing; Authenticity Makes a Difference 

Returning in January we found out that one of our 

visual literacy artists had lost her husband to a heart 

attack. The children wrote and made a book for her 

expressing their feelings of sadness and gave her advice to 

continue working with children in art. Ellen contacted us 

saying, "Your book saved my life." 

She was so moved by their words, she sent a letter to 

the school board expressing her joy at working with 

children that understood curriculum as "humanity." Later 

in the year, the superintendent honored my principal and me 

for our focus on curriculum that handled tough issues. 

Studio; An Inquiry into Photography 

Cheri Anderson, head of the district's Visual Literacy 

Program, included my class in a grant she had dealing with 

photography and Mariachi. I had money to use for a mini-

inquiry that included an artist in residence, helping 

children learn about photography as they photographed 

Mariachi and Folklorico performances. Joel Brown, a Ph.D. 

graduate from University of Arizona in Language, Reading, 

and Culture and a professional photographer, was our artist 

in residence and worked with the children on their 

photography studio experiences. 
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Before Joel arrived, we learned to read a photograph, 

identifying and discussing the background, setting, subject 

matter, attitude, point of view, and perspective of the 

photograph. Part of the grant was to photograph a Mariachi 

and Folklorico Dance group from the local high school. Our 

assignment included pulling together a photography show for 

the community. 

Field Trip; Art Focus Continues 

Field trips continued to be splattered throughout the 

curriculum. We attend an African American modern dance, an 

Asian American Jazz concert and Winton Marsaiis and his 

jazz band. The performances didn't directly relate to our 

curriculum but offered us opportunities to experience and 

discuss other forms of communication and develop an 

appreciation of diversity in cultures. 

February was a short month but we kept busy with love of 

Reading week, photography, more field trips and vacation 

days. 

February: Teaching Others 

February was a month of reaching out to others month. 

Children were very involved with photography, writing, 

field trips to an environmental center and sharing their 

knowledge with others. 
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Photography; One on One Exposure 

Our photography studio was moved outdoors. Children 

sketched ideas for photographs that they wanted to talce, 

discussed strategies for dealing with shadows and issues of 

light and dark, issues of movement, and how to create a 

composition. Joel's visits were often, and he worked with 

children in partners, teaching them to use his camera. 

Children took one photograph of their theme and each 

child set up their partner in the pose they wanted for 

their own portrait, then traded places with their partner, 

so the partner could take their portrait photograph. 

Close-up photographs were taken on the overnight field trip 

to an environmental center deep in the desert. 

Camp Cooper; Sleeping Together 

The children were very excited about the Camp Cooper 

overnight field trip with their Tucson neighborhood pen 

pals. Parents from both schools ran the centers, cooked 

the hamburgers and slept in the cabins with the students. 

Joel's center was taking close-ups photographs that were in 

focus. Even though a cold wind blew, the sun was out 

enough to keep us warm and somewhat on task. 

The children were excited to sleep away from home, but 

some brought their stuffed animals with them for comfort. 
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The trip fell on the coldest day in Tucson, with the night 

temperature at 29 degrees. The cabins were freezing. 

Center of Photography: We Know Our Stuff 

Our Tucson pen pals were with us as we sat on the 

museum steps only to hear that the reservation for our 

field trip to the University of Arizona's Center of 

Photography was not recorded, and we had no docent. We 

improvised with the children talcing turns dramatizing being 

the photographer, telling us why they took the picture, how 

they created the composition and what they viewed as the 

most difficult aspect of being a photographer. 

The field trip was not wasted. I observed how much my 

class had learned and that they were ready to share their 

Icnowledge and insights with others. It was time to find a 

collaborative project so children had the chance to pull 

their ideas and knowledge together for themselves. The 

opportunity presented itself for us to work with another 

class on a writing project. 

Writing Buddies: Supporting Process 

A new first grade teacher joined Duffy in January and 

needed support. We offered to be writing buddies in 

February and helped take the month to work with her 

students on writing, revising and publishing books. Each 
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afternoon we met together as partners, creating stories 

together, revising the stories separately, with each child 

creating a personal version of the original story. This 

was a very successful collaboration for my third graders, 

with a bonus of them gaining a new interest in writing and 

publishing. 

February was also Rodeo month in Tucson. We had no 

school for a couple of days as families headed to the rodeo 

to have fun. March continued the interest in families and 

writing. 

March: TaJcing Action 

March was a time for pulling inward and dealing with 

injustices in the world and in personal lives. Children 

discussed and wrote about a variety of issues. Turning to 

photography helped balance out the serious nature of the 

curriculum with a time to view the world in through the 

lens of a camera. 

Reading; Focus on Injustice 

Our chapter book literature circles about family issues 

continued to bring up discussions of injustice. Our read 

aloud. Grab Hands and Run (Temple, 1993), pulled together 

the social injustice concerns emerging from school 

concerns, our class discussions and the political situation 
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in the world. In Grab Hands and Run, a mother and her two 

children flee from the war in El Salvador to make a new 

life for themselves in Canada. 

This chapter book addressed issues dealing with 

injustice, sticking together as a family through tough 

times, making smart decisions, and fighting for freedom and 

one's beliefs. Injustice issues surfaced and many 

questions of what to do at home and school needed to be 

dealt with. Along with our chapter book, I introduced 

baskets full of picture books of various injustices but 

also the hope and dreams of finding a solution to live 

together in the world. 

We started out by reading a variety of picture books 

on injustice and hope. Children browsed, read, and wrote 

about the injustice and hope. Their writings were from 

inside the issues, because children tried out new 

perspectives, that of the characters, as well as taking 

sides for themselves, stating differing opinions to gain 

more understandings. Discussing injustices in the world 

brought the issues back to the classroom with children 

discussing their personal problems. 
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Photographs; Writing in the Moment 

Our photography sessions were fantastic, and the 

photographs were priceless. Taking their theme picture, 

children recaptured the moment of the shutter release 

through writing. Their pieces were poetry and were mounted 

with the photograph for our exhibit. The writings captured 

the emotions, fears, and love seen in the photographs. 

Children connected their photographs to personal issues 

that they were dealing with in their lives. 

Photography; Mariachi and Follclorico 

Our new focus with Joel was spent talcing pictures of 

movement with small groups talcing their turn at dancing 

around with scarves, with the others trying to freeze the 

movement on film. 

The Mariachi and Folklorico groups arrived on different 

days, first for a performance with the entire school, then 

a photo shoot with my third graders. The photographs were 

successful and the Folklorico dancing motivated us to learn 

some dances. With our first-grade writing buddies we 

danced in the afternoons and learned a number of dances 

that we shared with the whole school and our parents. 
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April: Personal Expression 

By April, children were using strategies to solve 

their own social problems, talking to others about issues 

too big for them to solve as children, and utilizing their 

photography to create individual texts for publication. 

April was a month when learning was interrupted by taking 

standardized tests, yet children learned how to pull on the 

strategies they used daily to make sense of the tests. 

Business Meeting; Democracy Coaches 

Children were not getting along but were trying to 

solve their own problems. They realized they could not do 

it alone, and created a support structure for themselves. 

They added democracy coaches to their agenda with children 

signing up and having lunch with peers to help them solve 

problems they were having socially and discuss problems 

with home, such as fighting with siblings and step-parents. 

Children also discussed issues related to stress. 

Reading; Test Taking Strategies 

The Stanford Nines tests were on their way, which created 

stress for some children because my third graders had never 

taken a standardized test. Some were very concerned and 

others couldn't care less. I began a mini-unit on the 

injustice of test taking but focused on test-taking 
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strategies to get ready for the standardized tests at the 

end of April. Children worked through test taking 

strategies using the format of their literature discussions 

(Calkins, Montgomery, & Santman, 1998). 

Studio: Scanning and Composing 

Children took their turn with Joel Brown on the 

computer, scanning in their portrait photographs, theme 

picture and poem. They put together a one-page spread that 

would be published in a day planner for the class {see 

Figure 4.11). 
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During spring break Joel ran off copies so a group of 

children could put together the planners for everyone in 

May. A place for names and addresses was included with 

front and baclc covers using everyone's portrait in 

miniature. 

May: Trying Out New Ideas 

May was the month to finish up school for the year. 

Children pulled together their work to share with parents 

and friends. Children felt comfortable with the curriculum 

and each other allowing for new strategies and experiences 

to be introduced. 

Getting Focused Through Morning Rituals 

By May the class practically ran itself. I was 

confident that all would be well when I left for a few days 

to attend a conference. My return was filled with horror 

stories of a substitute that bribed the children with art 

projects using glitter and a note telling me it was 

ridiculous to have children in discussion groups for three 

days talking about the same book. The children were 

outraged and wrote letters of complaint to the principal. 

Reading; Drama as a Tool for Discussion 

There was not much time left in the year. I 

introduced drama strategies to extend our discussions of 
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injustice. Using picture books, children took on the roles 

of different characters to explore several issues, such as 

teasing, racism, control and fear. They played a game of 

two children talking about an issue, sharing their feelings 

of being the bully, or being bullied. They tried out roles 

of children, parents, counselors and grandparents. 

Chapter Book; Belief in Humanity 

I was struck emotionally by the war in Kosovo and felt 

for the children who would need to live their lives after 

the war. A book I found very powerful was Twenty and Ten 

(Bishop, 1952). This story was of 20 French fifth graders, 

harboring 10 Jewish children during WWII. This short 

chapter book brought a close to all the issues we had 

discussed by allowing children to see, one more time, that 

they have the power to make a difference. The hope for the 

future rests with them and the decisions they make help 

them determine the future for themselves. 

Writing; Artistic Snapshots 

There wasn't time for another round of portfolios, so I 

suggested we pull together our published art pieces, 

photographic work, writing, and reflective pieces in a 

large book to be shared with parents at our potluck night. 

The same intensity of portfolio reflection was evident 
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orally but children did not tag or write summaries of their 

reflections and insights. 

Summary 

This chapter highlighted major curricular events of 

the entire school year {see Figure 4.12). The next 

chapters will answer my two research questions. Chapter 5 

will explore students' understandings of themselves as 

learners and chapter 6 will deal with the support 

structures that enabled children to revalue themselves as 

learners. Chapter 7 will review the findings and discuss 

the implications of the study. 
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AS A LEARNER (broad concept) 
1. How do my students come to view learning as an inquiry process? 
2. How do I as a teacher establish and support a learning environment based 

in inquiry? 

FALL INTERVIEW-week 1 
• Letter to WdB 
• Web: What is school? 
• Draw picture of self In school 
• Tinwltnearwhat learned in K,1 .̂ 

and expectations in 3 
• Read: The Art Lesson 
• Artifact museum of self as a leamer 

at school 
• Backpack Dig 

FALL INTERVIEW- week 2 
• Web: What is learning? 
• Map of self as a leamer 
• Draw a place learned something 

significant 
• Read: Billy and the Bad Teacher 
• Artifact of something learned outskle 

of school 

QUESTION: 
1. Is this broad 

concept imposed? 
1 Should 1 move to a 

theme like A 
Sense of Place? 

3. WouW a theme 
have more 
connections for the 
learner? 

4. Is As A Learner so 
far from their 
experience? 

FAMILY STORIES 
• Personal connectkxw 
• Fandy artifact/Mory 
• Letters fm parents 

CREATING COMMUNTTY 
• Getting to Know You 
• Class Book/letters 
• Penpal letters 
• Wide Reading 
• AH about me math 

LITERATURE I NEED 
TO REVIEW 

OM Masters 

PLANNED 
LITERATURE 

PINBALLS 
What is a foster home? 
Kids were mean 
Masons were nice 
Fear 
Hate 
Together in a family 

JUMPING MOUSE 
• Why did he give up his power? 
• How did he know he couU make 

it? 
• He was aAraid of the shadows 
• He became a shadow 
• Was it a gift to become an 

endangerad specie? 
• Why did he go through tests, 

why not just be an eagle right 
away? 

• He was given a second life 

SCHOOL INITIATED 
evn 

SCIENCE KIT 
Inventions/Ideas (patterns) 
• Leaf rubbings 
• Fingerprints 
• Cotorseparatkxi 

QUESTION: 
How can I support 
sharing personal 
experiences so 
connectfons can be 
made to books? 

QUESTION 
How do students 
leam to think at a 
deeper level? 

PAPERMAKER 
• SdMlfic drawings Of 

plants 
• Watercokir landscapes 

TOMATO WORMS 
Finding around school 
Human skill 

JUST JUICE 
• Oeaing with school 
• PoMity 

BE A DRUM 
Stcritt of a time when unable to tunctio 
UstafemotHNK 
What woutd you do now? 
Believe in self 
Howareyouadnim? 

Figfe A12. Floiir chart of year's carricalaoL ffigure contmues) 

QUESTION: 
How can I 
integrate the 
school-initiated 
events into 
curriculum and 
make sense? 
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GREENBOOK 
Focus on discussion and 
recoiding in logs. 

GREENBOOK 
Focus on discussion and 
recoiding in logs. 

GREENBOOK 
Focus on discussion and 
recoiding in logs. 

Family 
Memories 
Family 
Memories 

undtTstand 
jaorv"? 

TEXT SETS ON STORYING 

ZZE 
Stories 
about Self 

Stories of 
Personal Fears 

Stories 
about relatives 

Stories about 
Trips 

Experiences 
Tell a Story 

Stories about Learning 
Something New 

Common Ground 
Supply/demand 

MATH: Mim-economy using 
Common Ground-bartering, money, 
natural reeources 

PORTFOLIOS WITH FOCUS ON AS A LEARNER 

WIDE READING 

FIELD TRIP 
UorAPresents 

Ballet Oes Senegal 

ART ELEMENTS 
• Oocent from the ait 

museum 
• Mixing colors 

RUNNING OUT OF TIME 

COMMON GROUND-SHARED SPACE 
Generated topics, issues and questions for new focus 

Change Over Time Desert Dwellers 
1500 

Early Settlers 
170(M800 

Agriculture and Industry 
1800-1900 

Tucson Water Issues 

VISUAL LrrER.\CY 
• Sdentific 

draMings/pen& 

• PicaBsof geometric 
shapes/pastels 

• Mouse Tales/ 
collage/ pastels 

• Sumie/Japanese 
Culture/ iiik 

V'buul Liicmcv Centers 

MATH INQUIRY RELATED TO CYCLES 

HAVING AN OPINION 
• Why do people argue? 
• Survey 

OUR FUTURE 
• What ifwe tun out of 

lesouices? 
• What would happen if 

we didn't share spacc? 

SHARED SPACE 
• Why do «re put so much in a 

small space? 
• Why so many buildings in the 

city? 

STUDIO 
How do artists Mew the 
environment? 
• Locker/ oils 
• Pamall/ pen & ink 
• Baker/ collage 
• Catalanotto/ 

watercolors 
• Cctored pends 

PEOPLE SHARING 
• Why do we hint each • Why are there ridi and 

other? poor people? 
• Do people know what • Can we be equal in all 

they are doing? ways? 

Curriculum 
is not 
making 
connections 

LITERATURE & 
GEOGRAPHY 
Reading maps 

(figure contmues) 
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WINTER BREAK 

How do I support the 
kids in understanding 
how to make 
connections? 

FAMILY ISSUES 
• Web issues 

THE MONUMEN 
Web issues 
Deep into ait- why not 
go to school to leam art? 
Docs art change your 
life? 
How do you deal with 
broken promises? 
Personal fiimily issues 

± 

iMolly's Pilgrim 

Why should they 
get to know her? 
Don't undersand 
her feelings. 
Can she relate to 
others? 

Helen KcIIlt 
• More ways to communicate 
• She connects to othors 

better than we do 

Song of (he Trees 

• Differences are 
not like me 

• Leant about 
racism in the past 

Hundred Penny Fiox 

• Herproperty-can't 
throw out the box 

• Sad 
personal stories of 
loss 

The Hum 

• 1800 time period 
• living alone as a bmily 
• dealing with death 
• kids being responsible 
• smart but no schoolinc 

SaraJi Plain .\nd Tall 

• Retelling 
• Rereading 
• Trouble connecting 
• Bravery 
• stepoarcnts 

Photography and 
Mariache grant from 
district 

T t 

FIELD TRIP 
LI of A Presents 
Asian-American Jazz 

STUDIO: PHOTOGR,VPHV 

Read a photograph 
Diffoent perspectives 
Understand attitude of photognpher 
Develop a dieme to photograph 
Take portrait pictures 
Take close up pictures 
Photograph Mariache Band 
Photograph Folklorica Dancers 

Imerview dancers/musicians 

CAMP COOPER 
• Sciencc 
• Close up photography 

CENTER OF PHOTOGR.-\Pin:' MUSEUM 

JOURNEY 
• Family issues 
• Photography/tool 
• Visual Uteracy 

Writing Buddies 

Writing 
• In the moment 

(figure contmues) 



213 

GRAB HANDS AND RUN 
• Social issues 
• Injustice 
• Taking action 

Standardized Tests 

Taking Action 
• Democracy coaches 
• Lunch bunch 

PARENT NIGHT 
• Published books 
• Folklorico dance 
• Pot luck 

PHOTOGRAPHY/COMPUTERS 
• Scanning 
• Composing 

SELF EVALUATION 
• Reflections 
• Picture reflections 

GRAB HANDS AND RUN 
• War 
• Hope 
• Taknig action 
• Family 
• humanity 

REFLECTIVE DRAMA 
• Teasing 
• Racism 
• Control 
• fear 
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CHAPTER 5 

CHILDREN'S VIEW OF THEMSELVES AS LEARNERS 

Wanting, knowing, writing. Writing this portfolio 
with honesty, feeling and heart. Realizing I did a 
great amount of work. Wanting to keep that good 
feeling. Wanting to keep the good words. Wanting to 
keep it in my life. Realizing this is important work 
for me and Ms. Kauffman. Working like a man with 
honesty and spirit. Knowing this work can change me 
inside. Knowing if I can do it, anyone can do it. 
(Jacob, age 9, April, 1999) 

Jacob's words stress the power in his voice as he came 

to know who he was as a learner. I too realized who I was 

as a learner and could use Jacob's words to describe my 

writing of this dissertation. This chapter addresses the 

first question proposed by this study: What proeassM do 

ehildron angag* in to ravalua thanaalvaa aa laaznara within 

an inquizy-baaad eurzieulum? 

Multiple data sources used to answer this question 

included: daily field notes with anecdotal notes on 

significant events; a teacher journal of my reflections; 

collected student responses, sketch to stretches, picture 

reflections, portfolios, and journal entries; audiotaped 

discussions of regular whole class reflections and small 

group discussions about being a learner; videotapes of 
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entire days for one week in my classroom; and my own lesson 

plans and long range planning. 

This chapter considers four categories which help 

explain what it means to be a learner to the children in my 

third grade classroom. Four categories plus multiple sub

categories emerged from the data sources to answer the 

question of what processes do children engage in to revalue 

themselves as learners. The four major categories are: 

describing children as learners, children define and 

redefine themselves as learners, learners develop through 

relationships, and learners find their voice. The sub

categories can be found listed under the major categories 

in Figure 5.1. 

1. 0«acxibiiig Childraa mm Lmmmmrm 
Peers Describing Each Other as Learners 
Parents Describing Children as Learners 
Children Describing Themselves as Learners 

2. Osfining and Radsfining Thaaaalvaa mm T^aamara 
Learners Fears Surface 
Learners Set Goals 
Learners Believe in Themselves 
Learners Dcxibt Themselves 

3. Tiaarning thxougii Danraloping Ralationahipa 
Learning from Role Models 
Learning by Teaching Others 
Learning by Sharing with Others 

4. Finding Voiea aa a Laarnar 
Noticing Injustices and Taking Action 
Comforting Others 

gintfegLl.Iiitof<ategoriM«adfb-catiWorfai;Proc«MeicMdf«aga«MeIatorewiaetfcMMdwi 
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Describing Children as Learners 

A major category resulting from my data analysis was 

that *^others," peers, parents, teachers and school staff, 

around children described them as learners, observing their 

attitudes, their behaviors, and their responses. 

Throughout the first few days of school, I heard students' 

identities described by others, but the characterizations 

and descriptions were in somewhat limited terms. 

Most observations made reference to my new class 

members' behaviors, attitudes, desires, interactions, and 

relationships. The children seemed to accept who they were 

by others observations and descriptions. During sharing 

time they repeated the stories of their actions, behaviors 

and responses that others shared about them. They wrote 

about the stories they heard of experiences told by 

parents, grandparents, and friends as they shared the 

exciting as well as embarrassing escapades in their daily 

lives as learners. 

These descriptions were a starting point in 

considering and reconsidering who these children were and 

who they wanted to be as learners. Significant others such 
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as peers, teachers, school staff and families held powerful 

impressions and definitions of these children as learners. 

I kept in mind these perceptions were simply context 

specific and changed according to the new experiences and 

circumstances the children found themselves in. But as a 

classroom teacher I needed a starting point from which to 

identify the needs of my students as learners so I 

documented the comments. 

During those first few days of getting the classroom 

ready for the new school year, I listened and noted what 

other staff members, the health clerk, the secretary, and 

teachers said about the children in my classroom. I 

gathered and documented their comments, in my notebook, 

such as, "He is ADHD but cute. He has always been in 

trouble. He is in the gifted and talented program. She 

doesn't come to school much," and numerous statements 

telling me how nice children were. These informal comments 

were not informative to me about the kind of learners I 

would have in my classroom. I was hoping to have more 

insightful academic observations, rather than just 

behavioral descriptors. 
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Peers Describe Each Other as Learners 

Often children repeated ways of describing each other 

in terms that they had heard in the classroom and on the 

playground. Children's voices mimicked those comments, as 

well as described their personal observations and past 

experiences with their peers. Megan shared how kind and 

helpful Marveen was, "She knows what's going on and helps 

me." Marlene said that Elizabeth helped her read and never 

got angry. Stephen told me that Chaz could act ugly when 

he had a bad day. Joshua R. didn't want to sit with Kyle, 

"because he was bad last year." 

In a private chat, Chaz told me that in second grade 

he wanted to be friends with Kyle but the other kids told 

him not to, and he waited to see what Kyle was like. "I 

had to wait three weeks for Kyle to mess up then I decided 

Kyle couldn't be my friend because he messed up." 

Throughout the year some children repeated positive 

and negative comments about each other. It took time for 

these children to "see" that change was taking place and to 

give each other some room for mistakes. 

I decided to seek one more perspective of the children 

in my room. I also wanted to communicate and include 
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parents immediately in on their child's learning at school, 

so I decided to aslc parents to comment on their children as 

learners through letters. 

Parents Describe Children as Learners 

I felt it was important to include parents in on my 

quest to gather initial information on my students. I 

requested that parents give me their perspective about 

their child by telling me something about how their child 

went about learning. I didn't define "learning" to parents 

but rather I wanted parents to define "learning" for me. 

Parents' letters introduced their child to me and 

shared how their child was a learner. Their enthusiasm was 

great; by the end of the first weelc of school, I had 21 out 

of 29 of the letters I requested from parents, and writings 

ranging from one-fourth of a page to complete pages. One 

letter was written in Spanish and one mom had to write two 

letters because she had twins in my room. All letters were 

friendly except one from a father who found my request 

offensive. 

Parents painted a picture of their children by 

describing their personal qualities. Donavon's mother said 

she was very proud of him and recognized her son's 
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independence as a learner. She offered some insight about 

his interest to question, understand, and comprehend: 

Dear Ms. Kauffman. 

My son's name is Donavon. Donavon 
is a very friendly, caring and bright 
kid. He is well behaved and well 
mannered. 

I think Donavon has a very unique 
way of learning. He is a very quick 
learner, he asks questions and analyzes 
everything new to him so he is able to 
comprehend what it is he is trying to 
learn. Donavon works hard on his 
studies. 

Thank you. 
Mother's Name 

Parents mentioned their children were sensitive, 

enjoyed playing sports, liked watching T.V., were curious 

and had a sense of humor. J.T.'s mom wrote, "We are a very 

close family with lots of extended family and friends who 

treasure J.T. as much as his sister and I do!" Some 

parents discussed their child's responses to stress and 

pressure. "Brian wants every paper to be perfect. He gets 

very upset when something isn't coming out the way he 

wants." Or, "Spenser freezes up under pressure. When 

working independently, Spenser may need to be redirected to 

complete his work. Spenser, like his father, is a 

daydreamer. True Aquarians." 
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Other parents noted their children had high morals and 

ethics and loved learning. Joshua W. is very responsible 

and helps out around the house with chores and various 

tasks including gardening and cooking." A few parents 

wrote a history of their child at school and then gave me 

input into the needs of their children. Chaz's parents 

discussed his motivational needs and offered suggestions to 

meet his learning style: 

Dear Ms. Kauffman^ 
Hello and thanJc you for the 

opportunity to desire our input. 
In my wife and my opinion our son Chaz 
needs to be motivated. If the 
subject(s) studied is exciting or very 
interesting to Chaz he will be 
motivated to leam. He becomes easily 
bored if it is not exciting. He is 
best described by my wife as an on 
hands learner, he has to be involved 
some way physically to maintain his 
attention. 

Thank you 
Both parents 

A few parents offered strategies their children used 

when they didn't understand the work and still others 

shared how their child could manipulate adults when school 

work was difficult. "Marlene has had difficulty in 

previous grades completing her class work and has had to 

complete it at home, almost daily. She is a very bright 
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little girl who had to develop certain survival skills. 

She can be loving and helpful and controlling and 

manipulative." 

A few mothers wrote about what their children's 

favorites were along with facts about other family members. 

Parents shared fears their children had because of shyness 

but mentioned since their child's best friend was also in 

the class, they thought they would be fine. 

I had a parent confused at the assignment but open to 

my explanation through another personal letter. She 

expressed her confusion but through a personal drawing 

shared her daughter's interest in playing on the 

playground: 

Dear Teacher? 
Cassy doesn't know how to spell your 

name yet. Cassandra is having trouble 
understanding yesterday's assignment. 
Please send me a note explaining and I 
will help her through it. Thanks very 
much for your time. 

Sincerely, 
Mother's Name 

Mother included a pencil colored drawing she 
did of Cassandra. 
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Many parents expressed they were willing for me to 

call them if I had questions. They were happy to have 

their children in my classroom and were looking for a good 

year. One parent was angry but still took the time to 

write me a note: 

Ms. Teacher, 
How can you think we have time for 
this??? 
I had to work 6 hours over time 
yesterday at my job. I am on call this 
week. I am a single father of 4 and do 
everything-don't say I have to do 
something for you!!! Talana learns 
fine!! 

Her Father 

When I received the letters I didn't know how to make 

sense of all the information. I didn't understand the 

perceptions enough to use the information to my best 

advantage. As I analyzed the letters, after working with 

and getting to know the children over an extended period of 

time, I now "see" so much information that would have made 

the transition into my curriculum more supportive for 

students. I did not know how to support students based on 

the perceptions of others, the quick comments in the 

teacher's workroom and the letters from parents. 
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However, these letters were a beginning understanding 

of my students and their parents. I now had perspectives 

from teachers, staff members, peers, and from parents. The 

information was important in establishing relationships and 

communicating with others that were significant in the 

lives of my students. 

This was not enough information to understand the 

social, emotional, and academic needs of my students. I 

still had to ask the children to describe themselves as 

learners. Not only did I need to know about my students as 

people and learners, but they also needed to know 

themselves as learners and they needed to know their 

classmates as learners. 

Children Describe Themselves as Learners 

I planned two written engagements so children could 

work with someone else on one assignment and work alone on 

the other, as they began to articulate their social and 

academic interests. The first engagement was to interview 

each other and publish a class newspaper and the second was 

to write a letter to classmates and publish a class book. 

The **Getting To Know You'' interviews (Short & Harste, with 

Burke, 1996), described in chapter 1, emphasized a process 
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of writing and sharing whereas the class book, written at 

the same time as the interviews, emphasized a written 

product. 

Through both of these writing engagements, children 

had the opportunity to express themselves. They had 

control over what others would know and **observe" about 

them. Children could control the information and define 

themselves as people and as learners. 

One opportunity for children to describe themselves as 

learners was through a class book that included a 

photograph attached to a drawing and an envelope with a 

letter from each child to introduce themselves to their 

taken. I cut out the head so children could draw on their 

bodies and add a setting like school, the playground or 

home to complete the page (see Figure 5.2) . 
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Figure SJ. Chaz' page from tiie daas book (Angiut). 

The letters they wrote shared their interests such as 

sports, movies or inventions. Talana shared she liked to 

talk and play with her friends. She liked to visit her mom 

because it was fun (see Figure 5.3) . 
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Chaz shared his fun trip to Disneyland and the water 

games he liked to play. Donavon focused on his family and 

the traveling they did in foreign countries, and he let us 

know that he liked to read. Sanela wrote that she placed 

high value on having good kids as friends so that she would 

learn only good things. Cassandra's letter took us on a 

journey talking about personal information, to sharing her 
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interests. She mentioned her family and pets, then ended 

her letter with the date of her birthday. 

The majority of letters contained information about 

selves that didn't emphasize anything unique about each 

individual. Sanela did share she was from Bosnia and Luis 

told us he spoke Spanish. A few children mentioned they 

liked school because they were good in math or reading. 

This class book was very popular all year long. The 

information was important to the children. This became a 

starting point for conversations between peers as well as a 

place to begin friendships. Children read and double-

checked with each other about the information. As children 

came to know each other they checked the book for anything 

they may have missed about their relationships. 

The letters were nice but didn't share or develop each 

child's voice. At the time the letters were written I 

didn't find them very helpful or informative. Initially I 

didn't have specific expectations for the letters, I just 

wanted to gather as much information to begin a description 

of who children believed they were as learners. 

As the year progressed there were multiple 

opportunities for children to write and share with others 

about themselves, their interests and their thoughts. It 
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was not until the children took a reflective stance that 

doors opened for defining and re-defining themselves in 

terms of learning. 

Children Define and Redefine Themselves as Learners 

This second category emerged when the children 

reflected on their own work by thinking through portfolios, 

picture reflections. Sketch to Stretches, journal entries 

and discussions. Children had many opportunities to 

establish their voice and began to define a personal view 

of who they believed they were as learners. They believed 

they learned because they could articulate the strategies 

they used while reading, writing, doing math and science, 

and working as artists and thinking. 

During the month of August students sketched 

themselves as learners. Later in November, through 

portfolios and again in May, through picture reflections 

and new sketches, children reexamined the sketches of 

themselves, redefining who they were as learners. In her 

portfolio Megan shared, "When I write I put more than just 

the idea down, I tell how it happened." 

They learned to work with others, to ask questions, 

and to admit when they didn't know what to do. Sanela 

shared a struggle she was having, didn'^t label my 
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scientific drawing because I didn't know what *label' 

means. I asked Elizabeth, she didn't know. We looked at 

Talana's example and we knew what to do." 

Learners' Fears Surface 

They were learners because they overcame their fears, 

they found their frustrations and strengths, and others 

noticed how they grew over time and changed and that they 

could articulate how they had changed. Spenser shared how 

he didn't know what to draw. "Luis was helping but I 

ignored him and got mad." Luis and Spenser talked out the 

problem and Spenser said, "I am really mad at my brother 

because he got a dollar from my mom and I didn't. We can 

work now." 

Children were proud of themselves because they reached 

their learning goals, they found self worth, and some 

recognized they still doubted themselves but tried to work 

at succeeding. Children in my classroom found themselves 

dealing with many issues. They dealt with the issues that 

pertained to them in a manner that fit them individually, 

and in an amount of time that was supportive to that 

particular individual. 
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There were a few children, who had great fears about 

learning and recognizing themselves as learners. The 

responsibility of succeeding was enormous. They struggled 

in their own way all year trying to reach an understanding 

and an acceptance of themselves as deserving to succeed as 

learners. 

In Cassandra's Sketch to Stretch, she drew herself 

holding ten balloons with a monster beside her holding two 

balloons. Her mouth was open as she said, "I have to go to 

school to work. I have to do homework. I have a yard sale 

to do. I want easy work." The monster asks her a 

question, ^*Why do you want easy work?" She answers, "I 

want easy work because I don't want to be responsible for 

everything. Now I have to be responsible for something 

new. I can't be responsible for everything. But I'm going 

to be responsible for everything. I don't like doing hard 

work." The monster, that represents learning, offers an 

insight, "But if you do harder work then you will be 

stronger." She replied, **Help me!"(see Figure 5.4). 
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At the end of the year I asked the children to redraw 

themselves as learners. Cassandra retraced her steps. She 

shared, "At first I drew the picture that I did in the 

beginning of the year. Then I drew a new picture of the 

monster coming back and I was not afraid of him anymore" 

(see Figure 5.5) . 
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The children often found the structure and engagements 

of the curriculum to be foreign. In their eyes, the work 

seemed impossible and much too difficult. Spenser sketched 

the fear he felt when he had to do hard work. He thought 

that he didn't have to be responsible he if hid under his 

bed. He even stayed home one day from school, complaining 

about the difficulty of the work, only to have his father 

make him finish his homework. He decided that there was no 

escape so he came back to school, saying the work was 

easier at school (see Figure 5.6). 
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At the end of the year an angel helped him take the 

risk and come out from under the bed to face his fear by 

helping him walk through the door of learning (see Figure 

5.7) . 
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Taking risks was something I encouraged all year long. 

Many children had never been asked to trust and depend on 

themselves or believe in themselves. Sanela found herself 

so fearful of taking risks she imagined wolves in her room 

at night. She took control when she took risks and found 

the challenge made her happy (see Figure 5.8) . 
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Other fears children experienced in school were those 

times when they were being laughed at and made f;in of. 

Chaz wrote in his portfolio in October; 

As a learner when I was doing my 
reflection journal one time I wrote 
very little. Then the next day I wrote 
one page and 3 lines. I feel great. I 
would like to do that every day. The 
beginning of the year I was thinking 3"* 
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grade would be easy. Boy was I wrong. 
My mom said it would be easy, she was 
wrong too. I had struggles when I 
read. A long time ago I hardly read 
then I had trouble at school. Some 
times at school when I read out loud 
kids would laugh and make fun of me. 

Fears of ridicule, failure, and isolation were huge 

hurdles for some of these children to overcome. It was 

through identifying their fears, facing their obstacles, 

and continuing to work together, trying to come to some 

understanding, that helped many of my students realize they 

were successful as learners. It was very difficult for 

these eight- and nine-year-olds to believe that given 

enough time they would move forward as learners, and 

accomplish something as abstract as their goals. 

The children needed to have a variety of ''pictures" of 

success in school, of what being a learner was in school, 

of tracking their own growth and changes. 

There were children in my room who recognized they had 

control of themselves and of what happened to them in 

school. They discovered they could decide what kind of 

success they would have in school. Some of them learned to 

set goals for themselves; some of these goals extended over 

time while others became short-term goals. 
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Learners Set Goals 

In the process of defining and redefining being a 

learner, children set goals for themselves and discussed 

meeting those goals. Some of these goals included not 

giving up but waiting for success even though the journey 

proved to be bumpy. Children talked about their goal 

setting, as Iced each other for support, and made the 

decision to not take the easy route by accepting that 

learning might be a struggle. Some children set a goal to 

recognize they had succeeded and agreed to be proud of 

themselves. 

Talana drew herself sitting at a desk with difficult 

questions and tried her best to hold onto the 

questions. She drew herself over time still thinking about 

the questions (see Figure 5.9). 
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In May, Talana drew herself climbing a mountain lined 

with rocks. She chose to climb the steep, hard and bumpy 

side instead of the smooth easy side (see Figure 5.10). 
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Taiana worked very hard at everything she did. She 

shared that in previous years she had been a bad student 

but that this year was different. 

Reaching goals for some children included finding 

their inner strength. In his sketch, Joshua W. was hanging 

onto a rope and was being pulled up by his successes. He 

slowly digested the process of learning along the way, and 
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through his accomplishments in third grade, moved on in 

school as a learner (see Figure 5.11). 

FiiTe5.ll. Joih—W. diitiM the Iwriiw nrocw iaRfav. 

Success could also be recognized as the children 

stepped back remembering and reflecting. A few children 

recognized their success because their grades had improved 

and learning got easier leaving them with a feeling of 

pride. 
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Megan's sketch was of the last day of school. She 

drew herself standing and smiling as she looked at the 

school before getting on the bus. She was proud of herself 

for learning so much. Donavon mentioned the journey was 

difficult at times, with lots of obstacles in the way, but 

he found success in the end, and felt the work got easier. 

Through their goal setting some children reached new 

understandings of themselves and they gained confidence in 

their abilities. They discovered there were many ways to 

measure success, not just by good grades. They reached an 

understanding of themselves and a belief in themselves as 

learners. 

Learners Believe in Themselves 

Children learned to believe in themselves as learners 

through continuous reflection and discussion. A large 

number of children knew they were learning because they 

found strength in themselves as they redefined learning. 

This redefinition encouraged them to believe in their 

abilities as learners. For some children it was their good 

grades that proved they were smart and had changed and made 

progress in their learning. Other children recognized and 

articulated the bumpy times they experienced throughout the 

year. A few children found their proof of growth in their 
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ability to ask questions, their awareness that they were 

ready to think, and the amazement of giving up worksheets. 

Stephen identified himself as a learner and wrote in 

his portfolio in October, 

I have process because I put a lot of 
effort in my work because I do my best 
and I think now because I used to not 
know how to think because I was used to 
doing worksheets. 

Stephen struggled all year giving up the comfort and 

safety of worksheets. Intellectually he understood how he 

had finished worksheet after worksheet and felt secure in 

knowing he could accomplish this simple task without much 

effort. In May, Heather helped explain, 

I learned that I can think and I don't 
need worksheets. I got better grades 
this year because I got a chance to 
show my talents. I hope I'm in her 
class next year because I got to think. 
Thinking is very fun. 

It was important for these children to recognize their 

new understandings of reflective thinking as a process. 

This new insight led to asking questions that mattered. 

Understanding that learning was a process helped these 

children gain control of their learning and now they could 

make decisions about what to learn. 
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Even surrounded with support by peers some Learners 

still had doubts about themselves. Depending on their 

previous school experiences with success there were times 

when being cautious was prized over taking a leap of faith 

that one would succeed as a learner. 

Learners Doubt Themselves 

A few children noted they had grown but still doubted 

themselves as learners. They doubted they could make that 

final step to success and they felt they could fail in the 

end, even after trying their best as learners. 

J.T. drew himself as a rock climber trying to pull 

himself up onto the last step. Chaz led the class up a 

staircase of mountains telling everyone they could fall at 

anytime; ^*If you fall you will be held back and that isn't 

good" (see Figure 5.12). 
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Megan wrote in her portfolio in October: 

When I was doing my portfolio I was 
thinking, this is hard, I can't do it. 
But when I really pushed myself I came 
up with some answers about myself. I 
wrote it good and I spelled it good and 
I did that good because we kept on 
doing it. When I keep on doing it I 
leam more about it and when I learn 
more, it makes me think better. 

In May, Spenser wrote: 

Looking at others, knowing I can see 
this picture in my mind. I'm thinking 
of different things. Just seeing 
different things, thinking I'm a whole 
different kid. -Thinking in new ways. 
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Now learning more than one thing. 
Having to admit, I need mistakes. 

Even with moments of doubt children found strength and 

strategies to keep themselves going. Their relationships 

with peers allowed them to see that if they kept on trying 

they would be able to leave the doubt behind and find new 

insights about themselves as learners. 

Doubting oneself but not giving up was an important 

step for learners. They had an understanding of self, of 

what they could and could not do, in order to be ready for 

change, for risk-taking and for success. Jacob chanted a 

strategy he kept close to him when he found work too hard, 

"If it is hard, and when it gets really hard, I tell myself 

to remember T-R-Y, T-R-Y, T-R-Y . . . try, try, try! Then 

I can usually do it." 

Learning Through Developing Relationships 

A third category that emerged was learning through 

developing relationships which was found by examining 

picture reflections, portfolios, and class discussions. 

Children discovered their learning was enriched and 

recognized as they built friendships with their classmates. 

They were more open to talking with each other, sharing 

ideas and not thinking that someone was stealing their 



247 

ideas. As relationships evolved children recognized their 

own potentials in learning. 

Sanela worked all year to develop her relationships 

with others. Most of the time her friends were positive 

towards her but as in many young friendships, there were 

ups and downs. Sanela valued her relationships and used 

every opportunity to learn from her work with classmates. 

Her picture reflection in May, captured her thoughts: 

Friendship is hearing, loving, sharing 
and more. Me and ray friend J.T. are 
sitting at a table and discussing our 
work. ''You are missing some things in 
there," J.T. said. While he is 
talking, I write down each word to 
remember what he is saying. Every 
thing he said is very special. He is 
giving me a lot of ideas to write and 
draw. I think he is taking it very 
seriously and he is doing it with 
heart. 

Cassandra spent lots of time working with others, 

laughing and enjoying the fun of learning (see Figure 

5.13). In May she wrote about a picture of herself and 

Megan reading together: 

Friendship is caring about each other, 
sharing things and not fighting. Me 
and my friend Megan are sharing a book. 
Realizing I am having the best time in 
my life with my friend, I remember the 
fun and laughter. I think of how sweet 
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ray best friend is and the respect she 
is giving me. 

Figure 5.13. Cassaadra aod Megan paitacr readiag in May. 

Donavon wrote in his portfolio in October, about 

working with others to learn new things. Just as Cassandra 

recognized the need for mutual respect so did Donavon 

recognize his contribution in the relationship: 

My strength as a learner is that I can 
help others. I also can focus and 
learn new things and use old things and 
use that to do my work. I get ideas 
from others. 
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These children recognized that it was with others that 

their learning reaches potentials they could never achieve 

by themselves. It is working with others that pushes them 

beyond what they did by themselves. It was only through 

working with others that they were able to outgrow 

themselves (Harste, 1992). As the children worked with 

others, role models emerged. Children served as role 

models who demonstrated the learning and gave each other 

the courage to take risks. 

Learning from Role Models 

At the beginning of the year, Cassandra started out 

with so much fear of her responsibility as a learner. Her 

sketches shared that fear. In her reflection journal 

Cassandra shared a moment when she left that fear behind 

her. She attributed her growth to the demonstrations of 

her peers: 

I am walking to the cafeteria. I sit 
down and hope I get something at the 
awards assembly. Then the first name 
my teacher calls is me. I am so happy. 
I just stand up excited with everyone 
looking at me. I am thinking I got 
this honor for thinking, speaking out 
loud and people could understand what I 
am talking about. When it is time for 
me to sit down everyone starts clapping 
for me and that made me even happier 
than I was before. Then when I sit 
down I think again about what I drew of 
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me being afraid of being smart in class 
to worlc. 
I am wondering what made me not be 
afraid. Then I think it was Ms. 
Kauffman that taught me not to be 
afraid. Then I add Donavon, Talana, 
Jacob and Joshua W. because they aren't 
afraid to be smart of anything. I 
thought maybe I shouldn't have been 
afraid all that time any way. Not 
being afraid makes me happy because I 
could do ray work better than before. I 
still think, why didn't I believe in 
myself before? And I just keep 
answering myself over and over. I will 
never forget that scene what I did. 

I have always been concerned with the messages my 

actions send to the children. My students observe 

everything I do. While my committee chair, Dana Fox, was 

talking with groups of literature circles about their 

chapter books, they dialogued about what they had learned 

about themselves as learners. Within the conversation 

children discussed school rules and Heather noticed, "Ms. 

Kauffman doesn't break rules like some teachers. They let 

their kids chew gum. We shouldn't be rule breakers." 

Learners Teach Others 

Many of the picture reflections demonstrated that 

working with others was important in their growth and 

understanding of becoming a learner. They felt like 

learners when they shared their knowledge with peers. 
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explained their strategies of building new ideas, and 

discussed their process of thinking. 

J.T. spent a lot of time sitting alone with his 

thoughts. He rarely finished any work and chose not to 

participate with groups. As the year progressed he slowly 

joined in on some partner work. In his final reflection in 

May, J.T. recognized that teaching others was when he felt 

he was a learner. He wrote, 

I learned I can help others in math a 
lot. Talking to Sanela, agreeing with 
things she says and giving her ideas. 

Elizabeth was shy and quiet but open to new ideas and 

tried working with everyone. She shared many strategies 

with others about working together. She recognized and 

wrote in May that when more people were there it made a 

better community. 

I learned not to do worksheets but do 
different work that is hard. I learned 
how to do better community. I learned 
that we could work hard, even when 
visitors came and don't speak English. 
I learned how Taiwanese people speak. 
It is cool. I like it. They were all 
very nice to me. 

Joey quietly did his work, talked if asked to share, 

and diligently worked with others. He also had some 

thoughts about learning from others. His picture 
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reflection in May stressed the importance of listening to 

others. 

Listening to the person share. 
Teaching someone what he is doing in 
his journal. The other person 
listening to what is being said. 
Getting new experiences. Elizabeth 
learns something new. Learning that 
other people can teach each other what 
they learned. Oonavon teaching a 
lesson to Elizabeth so she can 
understand the ideas that he had. 
Elizabeth thinking of what ideas she 
had. 

Throughout the year children had more opportunities to 

work together. During their partner work children 

discovered they could move back and forth between roles of 

learning to teaching others what they understood. This new 

experience was exciting and naturally created the desire 

for children to want to share their learning with others. 

Learners Share with Others 

There were many opportunities throughout the year for 

children to share their thinking and their work with 

others. During those sharing times relationships developed 

and trust was built. It was while sharing with others that 

many children felt validated for what they knew as 

learners. That sharing with an important other lead many 
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children to recognizing they had ideas and opinions that 

others valued. 

Joshua R. was outside at recess reading a book. He 

sat against the wall and ignored everyone except for 

Spenser's brother who joined him in looking at his book 

(see Figure 5.14). As Joshua looked at the photograph of 

this event, he reflected. A first grader came by to see 

what he was doing. He wrote how he shared his book in May: 

Sitting, sitting alone and reading how 
race cars look inside and how they 
work. Friends come. I tell them how 
the cars work even if they don't like 
it. To them the cars are cool to look 
at. Thinking about it. Thinking about 
what it would feel like being Jeff 
Gordon. Feeling, what would it be like 
crashing in it. Not winning for the 
money, just winning because it is fun 
racing and doing it so I can feel what 
it is like. Being a race car driver. 
I wish I was the age of Jeff Gordon so 
I can be a race car driver. 



254 

Figure 5.14. JuahiM R. sharing a book in April 

Brian chose a photograph where he and Joshua were 

working on an art project. His reflection captured how he 

continued working but offered his assistance when needed: 

I was helping Joshua with what he 
should put on his collage. I was 
helping him when I was doing my work. 
We were doing a lot of teamwork because 
we are friends. I gave a lot of ideas 
to Joshua and Joshua gave a lot of 
ideas. 
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Douglas discussed the joy of sharing ideas. He 

recognized how he grew through discussion. He shared the 

impact of friendship when thinking with others: 

I'm having a discussion. In a good 
discussion I build a better friendship 
with perfect experiences of getting 
wonderful ideas. I explain his 
beautiful piece of art as I look at it. 
I respect his work of art. The feeling 
that I have is of a happy friendship. 
Friendship is better than no friends at 
all. I'm working and thinking about my 
life wise job. Learning a new thing 
about a fine life, and a long 
friendship. 

Talana began to verbalize her understanding of mutual 

respect and observations of acknowledging diversity: 

Learning to respect others, no matter 
now they look, talk, feel and act. It 
is the inside of them that matters. 
The black skin, the Mexican talk, and 
the soft bumpy feel does not matter. 
It's the respect they give you and you 
give them. Their actions might make 
you mad, but you should treat them how 
you want to be treated. 

As the children taught others they found great 

satisfaction in the interaction. They recognized teaching 

others involved sharing ideas. Sometimes the sharing was 

informal and at other times it was more formal. As 

children worked with each other as teachers, they formed 

bonds of respect and a beginning understanding of 
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diversity. They found they had ideas, suggestions and 

opinions. 

Finding Voice 

This category emerged through an analysis of my field 

notes of literature discussions, observations, and teacher 

journal. I noticed students finding they had a voice 

through the interactions with peers in discussions about 

literature, life, learning and issues that were important 

to them. 

During small group literature discussions the issue of 

control emerged. Donavon retold a story of a character 

afraid to have her mother talk to the teacher about not 

being treated fairly. He then shared a story about his own 

mother, '*It's like my mother. She had to do other people's 

jobs. She felt bad. She wanted to talk to her boss but 

she was afraid like Molly." The conversation continued 

with the children thinking they had no control over what 

happened to them, especially in school. 

The discussion continued, ''Fighting is one on the most 

important issues we have at school," said Luis. ''Fighting 

hurts feelings," added Marlene. Donavon shared, "When a 

child does something wrong, a parent might punish the 
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child, but the other parent might disagree. They will 

start to fight. A child might learn from his/her parents 

and start fights out of the home." Through discussion and 

reflection the children were able to distance themselves 

from the immediate learning event, took on a new 

perspective, and came to a new understanding of their 

learning strategies and options. 

Donavon talked about learners demonstrating to others, 

not telling or showing others what they might learn but 

living what they might learn. As my students actively 

engaged in learning events in the classroom, their learning 

became a source or demonstrations about learning for others 

(Smith, 1981). Demonstrations occurred when students made 

their learning available to those around them and everyone 

shared in the process. 

Instead of telling students what to do, I also engaged 

in the event along with the students. I participated in 

class discussions, giving my opinion along with children 

sharing my insights and building off of their insights. My 

participation was another demonstration for students. My 

students needed the opportunity to engage in learning, 

observe the demonstrations of peers and from me, and they 

needed to step back and reflect on that learning. 



258 

Stephen and Talana worked together on a collage, 

talking and discussing ideas of what to create. In 

September Stephen wrote. 

What I was thinking was how should I 
make the picture a little more 
interesting. Ms. Kauffman taught us so 
much. We are different. We can think. 
I was saying to myself, do not make 
some silly little picture. How can I 
capture the feeling? How can I capture 
that I want to be somebody? 

Since my students were very good at writing, they soon 

began to send letters to address the injustices they were 

observing. They found a power source and discovered that 

through conversations, discussions about life and learning, 

interactions with their peers, and writing about issues of 

importance, their voices and opinions were heard. 

Noticing Injustices and Taking Action 

Some children connected to certain issues because they 

had similar experiences in their own lives. When the 

children viewed the issues as unjust, they addressed the 

problem through letters to the principal. 

Joel and Brian were upset at the vandalism that took 

place in the boy's bathroom. In January they wrote a 

letter to the principal and posted a copy on the freedom 
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wall outside the nurse's office for the whole school to 

read. 

Cassandra noticed an injustice and also did something 

about it. In February she explained why she wrote a letter 

to the principal: 

The letter I wrote to Mr. Foster is 
because I noticed something that was a 
rule. I couldn't just let it go on 
like it did not exist at all. I just 
felt like I had to do something about 
it. I figured if nobody did something 
about that, that person could just get 
away with it. That's not really how 
you deal with something. You can't let 
the person get away with it. So I 
really did something about it. 

Talana and Jacob were extremely concerned about the 

trash thrown on the playground. They organized a trash 

patrol and had children take turns picking up trash during 

recess. Other children liked the idea of groups working 

for the good of the school and started interest groups that 

did community service for the school. 

Groups of children weeded the garden, helped clean the 

cafeteria, and helped in other classrooms during recess. 

Some even got together to talk about books, learn Spanish 

and Bosnian, and educate each other about asthma. 

Children were finding they had power to make changes 

and so they stood up for what they believed would be good 
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for themselves and others. They were learning to become 

aware of life around them. They thought and made decisions 

about themselves as people and about themselves as 

learners, and made decisions about the larger community of 

the school. In multiple ways, their voices and 

perspectives were being heard. 

Comforting Others 

Children thought beyond themselves by reaching out to 

each other and others outside the classroom, to comfort 

feelings and deal with tough issues faced by children and 

adults. Through their letter writing and art the children 

offered advice and encouragement. 

Towards the end of the school year, our morning ritual 

included signing up for lunch with the democracy committee. 

This committee was formed as a support group. If anyone 

needed friends, extra help with their work, or a "talk-it-

out" session, they could sigh up for assistance. Richie 

signed up to have a group work with him on being a better 

friend. Marveen signed up to get help with her shyness and 

wanted to learn to speak up more in class and Luis signed 

up to learn to play soccer by the rules of the team. 

Small groups of four and five ate lunch together and 

talked through these issues and brainstormed suggestions. 
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It was hard to get away from solving the person's problem. 

The democracy committee tried to talk so the problem would 

be understood, not solved. The person calling the support 

group was left to think about his/her own problem. Through 

these lunch meetings children became more aware of others 

and their emotional needs. 

Over the December break, Ellen, one of our visual 

literacy artists, lost her husband to an unexpected heart 

attack. In January the children wrote her letters of 

comfort, expressing their sadness at her loss and gave 

advice on how to handle death. 

Along with their letters they created drawings 

incorporating their knowledge from their visual literacy 

art lessons. Their letters were from the heart. Joshua W. 

wrote. 

Dear Ellen, 

I am so sorry your husband died. I 
hope you enjoy being with kids so you 
can remember something that you like. 
You were so nice for doing the artwork 
with us. I hope you could come here 
and join us in photography. I know you 
will be happy when you work with kids 
because nobody could not like you. You 
are fun to work with. You are nice. 
You mean so much to me. You are a 
great artist. 



262 

Marveen had some comforting advice for Ellen (see 

Figure 5.15). 
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Fi«nire S.1S. Marvecn's Letter to EUen in January. 

Marveen told Ellen to keep up her artwork and also to keep 

working with children. Talana had a Picasso drawing for 

Ellen (see Figure 5.16). 
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Figure S.16. Tabma's Picasso iliustratioa for EUen in January. 

Ellen contacted us saying, "Your book saved ray life." 

She wrote the class a letter expressing her thanks for 

helping her handle the death of her husband. This was a 

beautiful letter decorated with colored crayons on a poster 

board for the class (see Figure 5.17). 
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To my Dii£fy Friends, 
I would like to thank you with all my heart for your letters and 

artwork you sent me. Your words of wisdom helped me through a very sad 
time. Ireadandrereadthemoftenforthey gave me great strength. Ilupe 
these oil pastels sets of your very own will encourage you to continue with 
your artworic. Expressing yourself through writing and drawing gives you 
POWER in life. 

With all my k)ve, 
Ellen 

Flaw S.17. Elka'sletter to thechMigMwch. 

Ellen was further moved by their word, and sent a 

letter to the school board expressing her joy at working 

with children that understood curriculum as "humanity." 

Summary 

An important process of learning for these children 

was coming to understand themselves as learners, then being 

open to continuous growth, and willingly open to redefining 

themselves as learners. Children were described and 

characterized by their parents, peers and the school 

personnel. But it was when they reflected on their own 

work by thinking through their self-evaluation portfolios, 

picture reflections. Sketch to Stretches, journal entries 
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and discussions that they were able to redefine themselves 

as learners. They viewed themselves as learners because 

they overcame their fears, they voiced their frustrations 

and strengths, and through developing relationships they 

were able to consciously know themselves as learners. 

Children were proud of themselves because they reached 

their learning goals, they found self worth, and some 

recognized they still doubted themselves but tried to 

continue to work it out. They acted with authority by 

authoring their own lives. They took control and embraced 

their own stories and were empowered to act upon their 

world. In the following chapter, I will discuss the 

support structures which enabled my students to begin to 

revalue themselves as learners. 
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CHAPTER 6 

TYPES OF SUPPORT STRUCTURES TO REVALUE THE LEARNER 

This chapter addresses the second question proposed by 

this study: What typ^s of support •txueturaa do ehildxan 

idantify aa halping tham xavalua thaaaalvaa a« laaznaxs 

within an inquxxy-basad currioulua? I revisited Short and 

Burke (1991) to understand the notion of support structures 

for learners. They discuss the need for ^'learners to be in 

environments where they can work together at creating" (p. 

1) and what children are creating is curriculum. 

Curriculiam is built from student's experiences and needs as 

they are involved with their teacher as decision-makers who 

reflect and think about their own learning processes. 

Short and Burke also discuss curriculum in terms of 

^'putting into action a system of beliefs" about "learning, 

knowing, and social relationships" (p. 6). We can 

consciously make decisions and change plans of our beliefs 

and classroom practices through reflection which allows 

curriculum to become generative. "As classroom teachers, 

we have the major responsibility for establishing a 

learning environment that is conducive to the growth of the 

particular students in our classrooms" (p. 5). I borrowed 

the framework of the authoring cycle (Short & Burke, 1991) 
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as the model to put my set of beliefs about learning into 

practice (discussed in chapter 3). The cycle supported me 

as a learner and teacher by giving me a vision of how to 

plan curriculxira for my students. 

As teachers and students become reflective learners 

who think about and discuss their own learning processes, 

the curriculum becomes centered on learning. This chapter 

examines how children were supported as learners in my 

classroom. As children came to understand themselves as 

learners they also learned to revalue themselves as 

learners. 

I turned to Y. Goodman's (1996) work with readers in 

trouble, retrospective miscue analysis, to help define what 

it means to "revalue" one's self as a reader. Goodman 

discusses the burden readers feel when they find becoming 

literate no easy task. They take the burden totally on 

themselves as they believe they are failures at learning to 

read and many times become immobilized in their attempts to 

grow as literate individuals. Through the strategy of 

retrospective miscue analysis which engages readers in 

^^reflecting upon and evaluating the reading process through 

analyzing their oral miscues" (p. ix), readers ^^revalue" 

themselves as readers as they learn for themselves that 
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reading is a process (Goodman & MareJc, 1996) . As students 

learn to revalue themselves as learners they drop the 

nonproductive strategies that have them living in 

unresolved conflicts about their potentials as learners. 

Four structures that supported learning emerged as 

crucial in answering my second question proposed for this 

study. The major categories were: participants as a 

support structure, making connections as a support 

structure, inquiry as a support structure, and change as a 

support structure. Along with the four major categories 

multiple svib-categories also emerged as noted in Figure 

6.1. The data sources included entries from field notes 

and my reflective notes, reflections from whole class 

discussions and individual interviews, and children's 

sketches. 
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Typca of Support Strueturoa 

1. Stxnetnxoa That Seaport Participants 

• The Role of the Teacher 

• Role of the Class 
• Reciprocal Relationships 

2. Struetoroa That Si^port Mifclng Comwetieas 

• Making Connections through the Morning Ritual 

• Malcing Connections through Personal Stories 

3. Structoraa Shat Svqpport Svraonal and Social laqiiixy 

• Class Inquiry Supports Writing 

• Personal Inquiry of War 
• Personal Inquiry of Divorce 

• Personal Inquiry of Ethnic Identity 

4. Structuraa That Support Ispactationa of Changa 

• Learners Recognize Change 

Flw <1.1. Cateaoriti lad sab-categorksoftypcs of sapportstractims. 

Structures that Support Participants 

This first support structure became evident as I 

examined class discussions and sketches. Talana began a 

discussion of the initial steps in coming to understand our 

role as participants in this classroom. She reminded us of 

Chaz's sketch of the class expectations for learners. Chaz 

sketched a flight of stairs with the word goal on the top 

step (see Figures 6.2 and 6.3). "The teacher is climbing 

the stairs and telling the kids to take one step at a time. 

Some children refused to try the climb and ended up in a 
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ball of children screaming for help. As they yelled for 

the medic and 911, the teacher was slowly pulling them up 

the stairs saying it will be fun." 

Wcy 

Ckas'aliclch of the'*WhMf tvajr of the role of Ike teacher" froni May. 
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h 

of 

Flnre 63. OMtiH—tioa ofChaz' akclefc oftke'Wfhtwajrofthe roleof the tMchcr" iBOetobcr. 

Talana said, '*! remember in the beginning of the year 

Chaz tells us about the stairs, and it is your job to 

actually force us to try and do our best.'' This comment 

bothered me greatly. The word force was shocking and I 

preferred to have the Icids describe my role as one of 

encouragement or that of being supportive. The year was a 

tough one, because my expectations were extr^ely high at 

all times, but I believed that children would reach the 
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goal of becoming aware of themselves as learners, of being 

able to make wise choices as learners, and to enjoy 

learning. 

Role of the Teacher 

In May I decided to ask the children directly what 

they thought my role as a teacher should be. Jacob created 

a mental image: "The school is like the dry desert. The 

worksheets we did last year are like weeds and we are the 

seeds that will cover the weeds. Ms. Kauffman is the 

water." Heather continued with this image and added, "If 

you over water us we will drown. And if you don't give us 

enough water we will die. Your job is to water us enough 

to make us grow." 

I was very excited by this conversation and the 

children's reflections. Making sure children grow as 

learners was a big responsibility for any teacher. I asked 

the children "How do you know when is enough water, and do 

all children get the same amount of water?" Chaz said, 

"You'll have to find each child's rhythm." I responded by 

saying, shouldn't have to drag children up those 

stairs." Chaz answered, "Children are like Christinas trees 

fully decorated. Some of the decorations are bad habits 

and it is your job as the teacher to rearrange the 
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decorations so the children look new." Chaz was very aware 

of how fragile the learner was, yet at the same time, very 

resilient. I was aware that I was being given too much of 

the responsibility for creating change in these 

individuals. 

But it was through multiple communications and 

dialogues that both the children and myself found the 

equality and the support for creating change. It was when 

I developed a personal relationship with the learner that I 

came to know the ways in which I must support these 

learners if I wanted to see growth and change that was 

positive and internalized. Together we learned that the 

teacher must first understand the learner, and support 

learners in understanding themselves, so that the 

responsibility of growth is not one sided. 

Role of the Class 

When Chaz was "on," he had the most metaphoric images 

that helped us understand where we were as learners. 

During a whole class reflection in early September children 

were struggling with understanding what to do. There were 

many questions. It didn't appear to be that students 

couldn't understand the assignment, but I knew something 

was creating a lot of tension. I asked children to stop 
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and think carefully about what might really be bothering 

them. They told me this was all so new, so difficult, they 

had never had to think like this or do work like this. 

Chaz then said he could draw a picture to show me what the 

class meant. 

He left the risers and drew a picture of a moving van 

(see Figure 6.4). Later he shared his picture with us and 

explained, "The class is in the back of the van and the van 

is filled with old gas. The old gas makes trouble in our 

lives. The van has stopped to pick up new gas, which is 

guaranteed to make a change in your life. The driver is 

unhappy and says, 'Well I don't care about new gas.' 

People ask, 'Why aren't we moving.' Outside of the van is 

a smiling person that says to the driver, 'Sir, do you want 

new gas?' The driver yells, 'No!' The attendant asks, 

'But why?' The driver answers, 'Because I don't know what 

it would do to my life.'" 
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dii'ileeteli of "Why leeriieg ms lo fcard* IB October. 

Students were able to understand the group at large 

and to understand where the entire class was coming from. 

These children Jcnew they were changing but didn't have 

prior experiences to help them understand or visualize what 

the change would look like or mean in their lives. They 

were afraid. I needed to acicnowledge their fears and 

frustrations but support the move forward and explain that 

change could be good. 
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There are many times that I felt just as frustrated 

and lost as the children. I had to continually revisit my 

goals, my vision, my beliefs about learning and my 

framework for curriculum. I repeatedly had to sketch out 

where we were in the inquiry cycle and make plans to 

continue to move forward from that point. 

Students could not wait for the ^*old gas" to be used 

up before they fueled up on the new gas and moved forward 

in their learning. They would need to fuel up and mix the 

old and new gas. They had to depend on each other and me, 

the new gas, to build community and give themselves energy 

to move forward with their learning. 

Role of Reciprocal Relationships 

The discussion continued with Megan praising me for 

the job I did by telling me, "You give children courage." 

Spenser reminded me that I kept children safe. Donavon 

said, "Children can't be left alone to push each other." 

Chaz agreed by adding, "We won't get anywhere without the 

teacher." The children told me I had a role in the process 

of learning. I was needed as a support if I wanted them as 

learners to grow in their understandings of themselves and 

life. 
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Sanela told me that I depended on children which was 

why I could do my job. This was an interesting insight, a 

slight twist on the role of a teacher. I was not expecting 

to hear children discuss how relationships were reciprocal. 

I was expecting to hear about collaborating and cooperating 

to get a task done. 

The idea of our relationship being more than just 

academic took learning to a deeper level of understanding 

and made it fun. "You keep us on the move," declared 

Donavon. "If we are energizer bunnies and you are the 

battery then you have to keep on going, no matter what. 

But if we are the battery, we will keep you going. We will 

feed each other." Donavon had found the balance of "how 

much water" each of us needs to grow. Just as the children 

needed to grow as learners, so did the teacher. The 

conversation moved to how each teacher was a different 

brand of battery. As children move on to new classes in 

school, they don't know what "brand" of teacher they'll 

get. 

The discussion continued with children telling me they 

needed to keep on going, to think, to use their brains. 

Talana told me, "You help us instead of us doing it alone. 

You allow kids to teach kids." Donavon again brought up an 
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important concept, ^^You have to allow us to explore. You 

have to let us take a step and keep taking steps. We have 

to fall, cry, and say no, and do it again." 

Children told me that I am successful at my role as 

teacher because, '*You support each person but you do not 

treat everyone the same. You recognize our differences. 

You meet our individual needs. You help children believe 

in each other and encourage them to work as a team. You 

know children need each other when they get stuck on 

things, and need to add to their ideas and build off of 

each other." 

Children were aware that I began the year with 

expectations and that I didn't give up on them. If they 

were willing to accept my help I was there to support them, 

not do the work for them but to push them to think. For 

some children the role of the teacher changed over time. 

It was possible to work alongside me as their teacher as a 

collaborator in learning, and develop a relationship of 

trust and mutual respect. 

The atmosphere was very comfortable and all of us are 

relaxed, with each other during the last week of school. 

Children not only found academic evidence of their growth 

but discovered they had matured emotionally. Changes and 
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growth happened over time and were not always easy. I 

heard children saying that our learning was reciprocal in 

nature between the children and myself as well as between 

the children. 

With changed views of role of the teacher, the 

students also had a change in their roles. They could no 

longer sit back and remove themselves from the learning 

environment or from collaboration with their peers. They 

now had an active role in creating the environment, 

controlling the atmosphere, determining the level of 

energy, and remaining ready for whatever awaited them as 

learners. 

Structures That Support Making Connections 

This second support structure emerged from examining 

children's discussions, sketches, and journal entries. The 

learners in my class searched for ways of organizing and 

structuring patterns and relationships they encountered. 

They found ways of connecting experiences and developing 

broader frames of reference that made a difference in their 

future experiences. Rosen's (1984) work talks about how 

learners are storytellers. The stories they tell are the 

interpretations they give their experiences, the dialogues 

they engage in with other learners, and it is through these 
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exchanges that they make connections between their past and 

present experiences. 

My students continually searched for connections 

between what they already knew and what they were currently 

experiencing in order to develop their own understandings 

and make thinking productive. In a class meeting, I asked, 

"What does it mean to make connections?" Stephen replied, 

"It means you're getting farther in school, you're getting 

smarter by doing more things, and then we learn more. It's 

like our tiny brains are connecting to a bigger brain." 

Sanela continued, "It means that the people who don't 

make connections don't know what they are doing. The 

people who know what they are doing are making 

connections." Heather reflected, "It is thinking about how 

you relate to what is being said," and Talana added, "It is 

putting things together to make something bigger, like 

things we hear from each other." 

Luis discussed the problems he saw, "We make 

connections because we get along. But it is only in this 

classroom not outside of this classroom. We don't follow 

through." Douglas built on Luis' idea, "It is like being 

behind closed doors. At home our parents don't watch us 
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but here at school the teacher watches us and supports the 

connections we make." 

Joshua W. brought me a sketch about what he thought 

it means to make connections. was thinking about this at 

home," he told me. It is a road map of how we make 

connections (see Figure 6.5). 

"MddigaMacetioM'* bgr Jcihn W. iaOctaber. 

It is like when I am at home I make 
little connections so when I come to a 
big connection I know how to do it 
because I did all the little 
connections. 
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Jacob also gave me a "making connections" sketch. He 

said, **You have to think deep to make connections" (see 

Figure 6.6) . 

"TkiBldag deep" ̂  Jacob ia Febrauy. 

And Joey told me his sketch said, '^You need to think 

to make connections" (see Figure 6.7) . 
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•*¥<* must tknUt" by Jioqr ia Febnmry. 

Makincr Connections Through the Morning Ritual 

I noticed the children trying to understand and 

consciously make more connections during their discussions 

and experiences throughout each day. During the first week 

of school I had children share their journal writing daily 

at our class meeting times. The second week of school I 

continued the journal sharing but invited children to share 

any questions or comments about the process of writing and 
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sharing. As the weeks progressed, children asked if they 

could add to the morning ritual. 

Since the sharing time kept getting longer I told the 

children we would have to cut out some parts of our ritual 

out. They decided we would only share our journals on 

Mondays and then they created a schedule for the morning 

ritual. Around October, the children changed the morning 

ritual of sharing journals to a time of giving each other 

praises, voicing their concerns and reviewing what they did 

the previous day. 

Their concerns mostly consisted of voicing complaints 

about each other, yet some complaints eventually led to 

taking action and addressing their perceived wrongs. In 

righting wrongs with their peers they had to return to 

their own actions and do some personal reflecting. 

Children had to begin to see how their ideas and actions 

affected the actions and perceptions of others. 

Reviewing my field notes I noticed my memos puzzled 

over the trouble children were having with making 

connections during the day. At class meetings I asked 

about ideas and issues we had talked about the previous 

day, but received blank stares. The class was having a 

hard time remembering what they had done in school the 



first four weeks and even on the previous days. Children 

decided the class secretary would give a report, an 

overview of yesterday's events so that they would be able 

to malce a few connections to past and current experiences. 

So in October the review of yesterday was a necessity 

for some children who realized that each day was connected 

to the next. The curriculum and their learning were not 

just isolated activities; one day connected to the next. 

They found they were having trouble remembering what they 

had done the day before and took turns reminding each 

other. The review of yesterday grew into a time for 

sharing the connections being made at school and home. 

Making Connections Through Personal Stories 

Other connections were made during our class 

discussions of literature. Many personal stories were told 

while I read picture books and the chapter book read aloud. 

It was the first week in January and we had many stories to 

write and share about during our winter break. 

Sanela began our morning with sharing from her inquiry 

journal. She had written about an experience over the 

Christmas holidays. She poured out the pain of being made 

fun of for not celebrating Christinas. She spent days 

crying and throwing up as her friends laughed at her. She 
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explained to the class that celebrating Christinas was not a 

custom for her family in Bosnia. 

Donavon had a more positive experience over the winter 

break. He wrote about his new interest in finding out 

about his Japanese heritage. He had spent time with his 

grandmother over break and wanted to know as much as he 

could about Japan. 

Our new curriculum focus on family issues connected to 

Sanela's stories about refugees, celebrations, and being 

misunderstood in a foreign country. The theme of family 

issues also connected to Donavon and his interest in his 

cultural past and family traditions. 

After a long and sensitive class discussion on family 

issues, the conversation rested on the problems in families 

and the feeling of helplessness these children were 

experiencing. Donavon shared how hard it was to handle a 

dad who worked hard with long hours. He was tired when he 

got home and "there wasn't any quality time together." 

Sanela said it was also hard to handle a dad that said, 

**Yes," and a mom that said, "No." Stephen thought, 

"Parents are too hard on kids." Talana added, "It's hard 

to deal with parents that are rude." Megan finished up the 
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conversation by saying, "Everyone has problems. Kids need 

to find a way to stop them." 

The discussion continued with issues about drugs, 

abuse, alcoholism and divorce. Children were extremely 

open and honest, trusting each other with very sensitive 

information about their parents and siblings. As our 

discussion unfolded, class members embraced the need for 

confidentiality and were open to the new perceptions they 

noticed about issues in their families 

Many personal issues surfaced from our discussions 

dealing with issues in families. Children were reminded of 

hurtful times in their lives, but discovered others in the 

class shared in similar experiences. Many children asked 

for picture books of characters that were dealing with the 

same issues they had raised. I brought in many picture 

books dealing with family and social issues as well as 

injustices. 

Structures That Support Personal and Social Inquiry 

This third structure emerged as children read books 

and had discussions with each other, wrote in their 

journals, and published their personal writings. As 

children verbalized the connections they understood through 

their reading of quality literature about important issues. 
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some of my students pushed their thinking and 

understandings of the issues they encountered. 

Children came to understand complex issues and the 

relationship these issues had to their own personal lives. 

I asJced them to write and reflect on issues of personal 

importance. It was important to put ideas on paper, to 

have the option of revisiting the ideas or having them 

recorded and set aside for the future reference. Stephen 

reflected in his journal after reading, discussing and 

writing about issues that touched his personal life: 

Writing gets the hurt out and then I 
don't have to think about it anymore. 
I don't have to talk about the bad 
happenings. I can just get it out of 
my system. 

Marlene agreed with Stephen and emphasized that 

writing gave her control over the words and her thoughts: 

Writing interests and problems down 
helps me stop thinking about them. I 
realized that if I don't like the 
writing, I can throw it away. 

Not only was it important to be able to write about 

troubling issues but children also needed the freedom not 

to deal with issues they were not ready to handle. Many 

children chose to ignore anything that was too personal. 
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Some chiidren told me what they were thinking but 

would not write it down or tell any of their classmates. 

Other children looked at this as an opportunity and 

challenged themselves to go deeper into personal issues and 

then shared them with their classmates. 

Class Inquiry Supports Writing 

I had a special grant from the district to focus on 

Mariachi musicians through the use of photography. I chose 

to focus on the photography, and use picture taking as a 

tool for capturing ideas and then expressing thoughts at 

the moment of taking the picture through writing in the 

moment. 

In March, I invited a Mariachi high school band to 

come to the school to play for us while we took their 

pictures. I also invited a Folklorico dance group to 

perform for us. Children learned about taking pictures, 

the power of lighting, the use of shadow, being in and out 

focus, and dealing with movement. 

In order to prepare for the picture shoot, children 

worked one-on-one with our photographer-in-residence, Joel 

Brown. As Joel helped children take portraits of a partner 

and find a theme to shoot, children gained the confidence 
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to make split-second decisions on what constituted an image 

worth capturing. 

When photographs were developed, children wrote about 

their theme pictures, capturing their feelings and thoughts 

at the moment of taking the picture. Chaz found a series 

of hidden spaces outside and wrote about "Secrets." He 

took a picture of the water drain covered with a grate and 

an old candy wrapper trapped in the dirt: 

Secrets 

Secrets all around. 
Eye catching. 

The unknown hidden. 
Jailed by bars. 

Trapped, no escape. 
Thousands of bugs 

Discovering chocolate. 
In odd ways 

they circle, nibbling, 
until it disappears. 

Sanela took a picture of plants, a few blooming, and 

wrote in the moment. She remembered her family and the 

suffering of war and her continuous battle with trying to 

find peace of mind: 

Freedom 

The wind is sneezing 
Flowers are jumping 

The wind singing about 
Beauty, Peace, Freedom. 
The flower is lucky 
my family was not. 
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People at war 
lay family suffered. 

But now, like the flower 
Beauty, peace, freedom. 

This photography and writing process took many months. 

Children spent a lot of time talking to each other about 

their photographs and their thoughts at the moment of 

taking the picture. Before their pictures were taken they 

had an afternoon of storyfaoarding their ideas and drawing a 

series of six sketches to find a theme they would be able 

to photograph and then write about. 

As children wrote they stood up and shared their 

thoughts for the class to listen and comment. This was a 

difficult process and as writers they needed a lot of 

support. The support needed to come during the entire 

process of writing, not just after a rough draft and 

meeting with two other authors for a discussion. As 

children finished writing, sharing continuously throughout 

the writing process, they met with two other writers for 

final discussions and revisions on their pieces. 

Children typed their poems into the computer, scanned 

their portraits and theme picture into the computer and 

created a one-page spread of their work. Joel worked on 

publishing this as a day planner for each child in the room 
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and the original photographs and poems were displayed in an 

art gallery for parents to view. 

Personal Inquiry of War 

Sanela had a complicated battle to deal with in her 

young life. She struggled with English as a second 

language, concentrating intensely at all times on 

understanding what she heard. But a more difficult battle 

was dealing with being a refugee from Bosnia, carrying the 

burden of an ongoing war in Kosovo and facing the 

possibility of relatives dying on a daily basis. Her 

relatives called weekly and kept the family informed of 

their situation, many times not even being allowed to speak 

their native tongue on the phone for fear of being killed. 

Sanela was an avid writer and used her writing as a 

tool for making sense of her life. She published a story 

about her Bosnian escape and separation from her father in 

January; 

My name is Sanela. I am from Bosnia. 
I moved to the U.S.A. because people 
tried to kill each other. When that 
started we tried to run away. And when 
the bus came, me and my mom got in but 
my father did not have a chance to go 
with us because they got him. My 
father was in jail. 
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As the world watched the war in Kosovo, Sanela relived 

her escape from Bosnia and discussed what it is like being 

a refugee. She hunted for strategies in her reading and 

writing to help her deal with the fear and pain. In 

February, in her literature log she wrote: 

Writing about Bosnia, my mind changed 
and suddenly I started growing. I was 
very listening and being a true third 
grader not a fake third grader. My 
writing taught me a very lot and I'm 
starting to bring in a lot of artifacts 
that will help me write more and more 
and learn more. I finally am growing 
up and I'm being very happy. Everyday 
I go home and read a book about Bosnia 
and I write. I deal with war in my 
life. I look to Zalata to teach me how 
to forget the war. She teaches me to 
find happiness, butterflies and 
sunshine. 

Sanela was truly a student reading, writing and 

dealing with war. Other children also dealt with issues 

beyond their control. As children they had no power over 

some of these issues; they could barely understand the 

issue, but had to deal with the impact the issue had on 

their lives. 

Personal Inquiry About Divorce 

Talana had another common issue to deal with. She 

personally challenged herself to face the divorce of her 
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parents. She was sure it is her fault and secretly wrote 

about the ^'divorcement." 

While the class read and discussed literature 

addressing social issues and injustices, we kept a 

brainstormed web of significant issues along with our 

opinions. Individuals wrote and thought about their own 

family and personal issues. Talana was shy at first about 

sharing her questions with the class, but willingly wrote 

out her questions and thoughts about why her parents got a 

divorce. 

In earlier years at school, she talked about herself 

as a bad kid in other classrooms. Through talking and 

writing she grew to see herself as a very strong 

individual. Talana spent weeks writing about the 

"divorcement." She recalled details of her mom leaving 

after the family has gone on a camping trip. Talana blamed 

herself for not helping unpack the car. She believed that 

if only she had helped her mother unpack the car, her 

mother would have stayed. 

I had Talana share her writings with those of us she 

trusted. Each day she felt stronger and could more easily 

talk about the experience. I asked her to draw a sketch of 

the meaning of the divorce. She drew a huge box wrapped 
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with a beautiful bow and secured with a butterfly. In 

January she drew herself kneeling beside the box and 

explained the scene to me; 

Packed in the box are all the problems 
my mom had. I hope I am not the one 
who has to unpack this box. My mom 
must do it when she is ready. 

Talana found some peace for herself. She asked her 

brother for details of the divorce only to find out he 

didn't have any memories to share. She realized the 

children had never been told what happened but now she knew 

she was not to blame for her parent's divorce. Through 

literature discussions, Talana came to understanding that 

she was not to blame and reached a point of being able to 

verbalize her newly found strength. She wrote in her log 

in February; 

It made me feel better to get the 
feelings out. I got to express my 
feelings more. I want to know how 
others handle my issue. I am not 
always able to share with others. 

Not all children had such heavy issues to handle. 

Many children were trying to find ways to be a better 

friend. Others were interested in scientific facts and 

explanations for animal extinction, while some children 

wanted to understand why they had asthma. There was also 
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an ongoing discussion about ethnicity and customs in the 

family. 

Personal Inquiry of Ethnic Identity 

Children often shared the visits they have with 

relatives, going to family reunions and finding out new 

information about their heritage, and a sense of pride was 

developing for some children. Donavon was very excited 

about all he was learning from his grandmother about his 

Japanese customs. 

Donavon began his explorations of social issues by 

reading many books on the war with Japan. Part of his 

reading included the chapter book Sadako (Coerr, 1993), a 

story about a young girl who eventually dies because of 

radiation poisoning due to the atomic bomb being dropped on 

her city. In January, Donavon responded in his literature 

log to Sadako's life: 

Sadako is a girl who lived in H-I-
R-O-S-H-M-A. just ten years after the 
lightening bolt struck. The injustice 
in this book is that these people can't 
live without thinking, will I get sick 
too? One person's crime can kill 
another culture's future. 

He found a question dealing with his ethnic identity. 

He willingly shared his findings with, others and wrote 
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numerous poems to celebrate his heritage. Through his 

explorations he made connections back to himself: 

You get to learn what injustice feels 
like. I went through it am still going 
through the journey by traveling with a 
character and relating the journey to 
my life. I find it fun and relaxing. 

Donavon continued to push himself. Months later in March 

through poetry he stated his ethnic roots, and established 

his pride in his heritage: 

Proud to be Japanese-Filipino, 
African-American. 
Something to learn 

from so many things to do. 
A luau, a dinner 
snoring at night. 

Family stories behind every photo 
and memories that last in for every blooming roses. 

Sitting around the five 
when nights are cold. 

Running through the sprinkles 
On very hot days. 

Structures That Support the Expectation of Change 

This fourth structure emerged through the analysis of 

children's discussions, sketches, picture reflections and 

journal entries. Children took turns telling each other 

how each of them had changed, and they realized they knew 

they had grown as learners. Each child had an individual 

journey but the others on that path supported each child. 
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Chaz spoke up first. He shook his head and laughed, 

and said, "I didn't believe we worked so hard. I never 

thought we would fill up the journals and really work this 

hard." Elizabeth shared she had learned to speak up and be 

understood because I had her stand in front of the class to 

share. Spenser reminded us all of how much he cried. He 

seriously added, "I tried and I stopped crying." 

Brandon and Talana talked about how they noticed their 

spelling and handwriting had improved. Talana laughed at 

how she wasn't able to read her work from the beginning of 

the year. She said, "I noticed when I was reading my work 

I couldn't even read my own spelling. I never believed Ms. 

Kauffman when she said I needed to work on my spelling. I 

see now she was right. I like to read my work now because 

I can read everything." 

Some children shared how through the year things did 

get better for them. Kyle recognized his drawings covered 

the page and he could add writing to his drawings. Megan 

was aware that she could not understand her writing at the 

beginning of the year but while rereading her work, she 

understood it on a whole new level. 

Joshua R. was emphatic about his revelation. "I 

didn't have a very exciting life at the beginning of the 
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year. I do now so I have a lot to write about. My writing 

was much more interesting." These few children articulated 

how they had to take small steps towards making changes in 

themselves as learners. 

Children were able to recognize their new insights 

about understandings of themselves and their learning, and 

recognized the role each one of them played in the other's 

learning. There were many supportive opportunities but it 

was through talking about ideas that made a difference in 

the way they perceived and thought about issues and life. 

Learners Recognize Change 

The students developed as thinkers with the help of 

others to recognize the changes they experienced. Stephen 

shared with the class his first impressions of the room. 

"When I came the first day I saw my teacher and I saw the 

puppets. I saw the year as I looked around the room. I 

knew this would be a long year. I didn't know how we would 

learn about all the stuff I saw in the room." 

Stephen told me that teachers decorate the room with 

everything that will be learned that year. I think he felt 

the frustration I feel of wondering how would we ever 

"cover the material" expected in a year. It seemed 

overwhelming that it appeared there wasn't time for 
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learning, much less time to explore and find out about 

oneself, to define one's self as a learner, and to 

articulate the changes that were occurring. 

In May, as the class reflected on the strengths they 

had noticed while picking samples of work for their 

portfolios, children shared the changes they were finding 

about themselves. Excited I asked them to elaborate on how 

they have changed and what kind of changes they noticed 

about themselves. 

Marveen said, "The work is easier." Douglas added, 

"We are learning everyday," and Joey inserted, "We are 

getting used to the work." Many nodded their heads in 

agreement when Talana carefully stated, "We have more days 

to think." Stephen agreed and said, "We think more." 

Donavon, pointing his finger for emphasis, reflected, "The 

teacher thinks more, there is actually thinking between the 

kids and the teacher." Joshua W. finished the discussion 

with, "We are pushing ourselves to think harder." 

Through reflection and an opportunity to think about 

their role at school, children recognized they were 

learning. They identified the importance of thinking, the 

time needed to think, the power of others to help with 

thinking and that they had something to think about. 
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These students talked about, in the past, doing 

assignments in the past, having them graded and returned 

without discussion. Too many times the individual was put 

on hold and the grade level material seemingly took 

priority. It was no wonder I was left with the question as 

to why so many children appeared to be failing in school. 

Luis had a sketch of himself as a rock saying, 

**Everybody knows me from the past" (see Figure 6.8) . There 

are three children in the sketch with one saying, "Some of 

us don't know you." A second child, a friend, says, '*Even 

I don't know you." The rock yells, "Everybody knows about 

me!" A third child replies, "I don't know you!" 



302 

Flwre Laii* ifcetefc. "Ewrvaae kwww ae fir—tfc« PMf* ia OclBbw. 

Luis had a tough time all year with relationships and 

friendships. He had a reputation from previous years of 

being difficult to get along with. He outwardly refused to 

play or talk with some children and then wanted discussion 

times with the class to make people talk with him. All 

year he battled with the ideas and insights his classmates 

shared eUaout his difficulty with interacting and playing 

fair. 
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At the end of the year Luis had a new sketch. He was 

standing alone on a rock that was cracked open. A spiral 

of circles was above his head (see Figure 6.9). He smiled 

and told me, After getting out of the rock, a portal opens 

to take me where I'll learn more." During that last week 

of school in May a noticeable change was observed in Luis. 

He was ready to accept others as friends on their 

terms, not only his terms. 
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Jacob seemed to have a handle on the need to grow and 

change over time. He drew his brain as a seed being 

planted and with time blooms. He told me he was able to 

grow and bloom and noticed the changes because of all of 

his experiences (see Figure 6.10). 

Jacob's '*Lcaraii« tofrairaMl bkMnt** u 

Marveen discovered she had also changed but the 

journey was much more difficult. She drew herself climbing 

a flight of steps, one step at a time, not giving up as a 

9 
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learner. Being such a quiet shy child, she had difficulty 

asking for help along the way (see Figure 6.11). 

Fiwe&ll. Marvcea's sketch of'Nat giviag op" ia Siqr. 

Change was continuous and differed for each individual 

in my room. There were many variables in cons'idering the 

reasons for each one's change. In May, Oonavon was able to 

capture some reasons why he was able to notice his change 

as he wrote about his picture reflection; 

Exploring my thoughts, learning, and 
experiencing for the first time, 
ffondering what had happened for my 
first period of life. Respecting a 
friend and listening, thinking what 
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would happen. Hearing many 
conversations around me. Thinking 
about my reading books and predicting, 
not just the book, but my future. Not 
knowing what a crazy life it was going 
to be. 

Summary 

This chapter answered the second research question: 

What types of support structures helped children come to 

revalue themselves as learners within an inquiry-based 

curriculum? The major categories were: structures that 

support participants, structures that support making 

connections, structures that support inquiry, and 

structures that support expectations of change. Along with 

the four major categories multiple sub-categories also 

emerged: 

1. Structures that Support Participants 

• The Role of the Teacher 

• Role of the Class 

• Reciprocal Relationships 
2. Structures that Support Making Connections 

• Making Connections through the Morning Ritual 

• Making Connections through Personal Stories 
3. Structures that Support Personal and Social 

Inquiry 

• Class Inquiry Supports Writing 

• Personal Inquiry of War 

• Personal Inquiry of Divorce 

• Personal Inquiry of Ethnic Identity 
4. Structures that Support the Expectation of Change 

• Learners Recognize Change 
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The last chapter of this dissertation presents the 

conclusions and implications of this study. 
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CHAPTER 7 

WHAT IT MEANS TO BE A LEARNER 

WITHIN AN INQUIRY-BASED CURRICULUM 

In this teacher research study, I looked at how 

children spent a year working at recognizing their inner 

strengths and coming to understand themselves as learners. 

My purposes were to understand what processes children 

engaged in to revalue themselves as learners as well as to 

identify the types of structures that supported children as 

they revalued themselves as learners. 

The children were immersed in an inquiry-based 

curriculum and challenged to find meaning and connections 

between past experiences and current experiences. This 

school year reminded me of how important it was to trust 

the learner. Looking back I found the growth in students 

thinking and used those benchmarks to move forward with 

curriculum. I learned how often children needed to hear 

their own voices to know that they were thinking and 

learning. I learned how important it was to review my 

field notes and analyze the dialogue and reflections for 

planning curriculum. I learned to put frustrating 

behaviors on hold until I had a firm foundation in 
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curriculum. I learned not to give into my frustrations but 

reflect and move forward always believing that learning was 

taking place even if I couldn't see the signs. As my 

students learned about themselves they were more open to 

taking risks and growing both personally and academically. 

Overview of the Study 

To provide a foundation for my research interests I 

reviewed literature in the areas of: beliefs about 

learning; children as theorists; reflection and critical 

literacy. I also reviewed curricular frameworks of the 

authoring cycle, a broad concept, establishing boundaries, 

and the classroom's physical learning environment. 

The data collected were analyzed inductively and the 

resulting multiple categories and sub-categories aided in 

my understanding these children's sense of themselves as 

learners and the structures that supported their 

understanding of what it meant for children to be learners 

in an inquiry-based curriculum. Qualitative research was 

determined to be the most suitable methodology for this 

study, given the research questions and their relationship 

to the engagements and the learning experiences in this 

classroom. Qualitative research is both descriptive and 

interpretive in nature; therefore, qualitative methods were 



310 

highly appropriate for describing and interpreting the 

characteristics and issues in the classroom (Erickson, 

1986) . . 

The curricuiar framework dictated that the research 

design needed to include data that reflected the ongoing 

nature of learning built on inquiry. Multiple data sources 

included daily field notes with anecdotal notes on 

significant events; a teacher journal of lay reflections; 

collected student responses. Sketch to Stretches, picture 

reflections, portfolios, and journal entries; audiotaped 

discussions of regular whole class reflections and small 

group discussions about being a learner; videotapes of 

entire days for one week; and my own lesson plans and long 

range planning. Data analysis was based on Glaser and 

Strauss' (1967) method of constant comparison. Data were 

analyzed and represented the views of learning by the 

learners and the support structures children found valuable 

in better understanding themselves as learners. 

Through multiple data sources and intensive data 

analysis, I gained an understanding of my third graders as 

learners and the types of structures that supported them in 

their learning. The following questions guided this 

teacher research study in my own third grade classroom: 
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What processes do children engage in to revalue themselves 

as learners within an inquiry-based curriculum? What types 

of support structures do children identify as helping them 

revalue themselves as learners in an inquiry-based 

curriculum? This final chapter is a narrative of my 

findings by revisiting both of my research questions, the 

bigger question of how my work fits into the cycle of 

inquiry and the implications in terms of children and 

teachers as learners, understanding the beliefs that drive 

and support curriculum, and the role of teachers as 

researchers. This chapter ends with my reflection on 

further possibilities for related teacher research and an 

epilogue sharing the my dissertation defense. 

Summary of the Findings 

In this dissertation, my intent was not to generalize 

about all children. My purpose was to contribute insights 

into how students and teachers might better address the 

issue of curriculum for the purpose of allowing learners to 

be more self-reflective learners. An important 

understanding r gained from this study was that the active 

engagement of children was what made the difference in this 

classroom. 
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The children were hard working participants in the 

classroom; they weren't sitting and listening to me pass on 

knowledge to them. In this classroom they were committed 

learners; they were engaged, involved in thinking alongside 

their classmates and teacher, building new ideas that went 

beyond what could be accomplished as individuals (Freire, 

1978; Dewey, 1938; Vygotsky; 1978). In this learning 

environment, relationships and dialogues were formed with 

others that had a major impact on both the participants and 

the curriculum (Fleck, 1979). 

As I interviewed the class in May about our past year 

together, they discussed how they learned to know each 

other better and how much they had learned. Children 

reported that learning wasn't always easy, but they planned 

to continue with their learning. These third graders had 

been through a lot together, learning was hard, but they 

used the tensions, acknowledging that the community of 

learners they were a part of had a huge impact on their 

thinking and learning. 

Processes To Revalue Self as a Learner 

This section will address my first question which 

refers to the processes children identified as helping them 

to revalue themselves as learners. Some beginning steps 
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for me to understand the children in my room was through 

the descriptions and observations of themselves and by 

others. Staff members and teachers at the school informed 

me of some of the children in my room using descriptors 

such as "sweet, cute, gifted or ADHD". I was puzzled not 

to hear reports about the majority of children. No 

descriptions were offered because these children tended to 

be quieter or children that just came to school and did 

their work. 

I recorded how children mimiclced the comments they 

heard about each other as well as described their 

observations and past experiences with their peers. It was 

hard for the children to view their peers as changed or 

view that maybe their perceptions were not accurate. With 

reflection and constant reinforcement of the positive 

aspects of peers, they verbalized their perceptions and 

some children came to recognize students in a new role 

(Dewey, 1938; Kauffman & Short, 1993). Many times children 

with low status in the class never had a chance to change 

the percieved reputation. 

Letters written by children's parents described their 

children's interests and learning styles. The letters 

described children's personal qualities, such as children 
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being sensitive or hard workers, showing independence, 

displayed qualities of uniqueness or were quick at 

learning. Parents went on to write about children's 

interests in sports, T.V., friends and fainily. Children 

were identified as having a sense of humor, wanting 

everything to be perfect, not handling pressure well, or 

being daydreamers. A few children were presented as having 

motivational problems, having high morals and ethics, could 

manipulate adults, and could have trouble following 

directions. These ways of describing children were not 

exactly how children described themselves. Children talked 

about themselves by sharing their interests in having fun, 

playing, making friends and loving their pets. 

When children were given the opportunity and the time 

to explore learning in many situations, and then reflect on 

that learning and what it meant to be a learner the results 

were insightful and more meaningful. Children defined for 

themselves who they were as learners and then continued to 

redefine themselves. 

As children defined and redefined themselves as 

learners (Goodman & Marek, 1996), they found there were 

times they were afraid. Their fears surfaced when the work 

was difficult, when learning was new and the task foreign. 
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They were afraid they had to know everything and they were 

afraid that they didn't deserve to learn. Ridicule, 

failure, and learning in isolated situations devastated 

many children as learners creating a fear of taking risks 

(Freire, 1994) . 

As learners they realized that change came about when 

goals were set, a plan was created, and followed through. 

Children discussed how they didn't give up, even if the 

journey was bumpy. Questions were welcomed and didn't have 

to be answered immediately. As children found inner 

strength they pulled themselves up by their successes, as 

Joshua's sketch revealed, "... slowly digesting the 

process of learning along the way". Goals were recognized 

as learners stepped back, remembered, and reflected. Goals 

built confidence as they were achieved, by good grades, and 

by gaining confidence in one's abilities. 

Children believed in themselves as learners. Children 

said the proof was in the questions they asked, their 

readiness to thinJc, and the giving up of crutches like 

worksheets. They recognized the effort they put into their 

work, they recognized their talents, and that thinking was 

a process (Dewey & Bentley, 1949). They saw that learning 
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mattered, that they had control of their learning, and 

could make decisions about their learning. 

Even though most of the children recognized the 

strengths they had as learners, doubt was still in their 

minds. Chaz was afraid that at any moment he could still 

fall between the cracks and fail, maybe even be retained in 

the same grade. Children found themselves wanting to give 

up because the work was hard. Some students like Spenser 

realized they could accept the difficulties learn from any 

mistakes. Even as children many times struggled as 

learners they soon found that if they kept on trying they 

would eventually reach some understanding (Fox, 1996). 

Learning was more fun through developing 

relationships. Children went through a normal process of 

making and maintaining friendships. The school setting 

offered them the opportunity to move beyond social activity 

into an academic focus, which needed those developing 

friendships in order to move forward as learners. Children 

learned to work with others as readers and writers and 

enjoyed the laughter and fun that made their learning reach 

new potentials. 

By the end of the year many children were able to 

verbalize the role models in the room that helped them grow 
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(Vygotsky, 1978). Cassandra identified peers she felt were 

high achievers and pushed her self to be like them. 

Children were also very aware that some adults in the 

building were not always following the guidelines of the 

school. They learned by the unsaid messages the actions of 

those they were observing and shared their teacher never 

broke the rules. Many children became aware that when they 

put themselves into the role of expert and taught someone 

else what they knew, they recognized what they had learned 

(Vygotsky, 1978) . 

Children also realized they could switch the role from 

expert to a role of supporter by just informally sharing 

with others what they had learned. Many times these 

informal sharing moments had the learner engaged but also 

aware of the other person as having something to share. 

The sharing was reciprocal and a mutual respect developed 

between the learners (Goodman & Goodman, 1999; Moll, 1992). 

Children were open to the new ideas, opinions, and 

perspectives. 

Children interacted with their peers and developed 

their own opinions and ideas and ways of expressing 

themselves. They developed their voice through discussions 
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with peers in literature groups, during teaching and 

sharing opportunities and during times of reflection. 

As social injustice issues emerged through literature 

discussions, activities and behaviors around the school at 

large, a few children took on a leadership role and tried 

to right the wrongs they noticed (Freire, 1994). If issues 

connected to personal experiences children addressed the 

issues in letters to the principal, pleas to the whole 

school in form of letters posted on the walls of the 

school, and in talk it out sessions in class. As children 

voiced their concerns and began to articulate the problems 

they witnessed they took matters into their own hands and 

tried to solve the problems. Groups formed to clean up the 

trash in the school, learn foreign languages, learn more 

about other cultures, learn a skill by cleaning up the 

cafeteria and take up art activities to improve their 

creative abilities. 

Children were able to think beyond themselves by 

reaching out to each other and others outside the 

classroom, to comfort feelings and help deal with tough 

issues faced by children. They used their letter writing 

to help an artist friend deal with the death of her husband 

by offering advice and encouraged her to come back and 
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teach art to children. At lunch children asked peers to 

sit and eat with them and talk over family issues (Bakhtin 

4 Bleich, 1988; Halliday, 1984). 

Types of Support Structures to Revalue Learners 

This next section will address my second question 

which refers to the types of support structures children 

identified as helping them to revalue themselves as 

learners. Children articulated that they understood my 

goal to be that they would be successful this third grade 

year. Even though children said they sometimes gave up on 

engagements, they knew they would reach that goal because 

members in this classroom community, their peers and their 

teacher, were there to help them achieve along the way as 

learners. 

Through verbal imagery the class reflected and 

discussed my role as the teacher (Zeichner & Liston, 1996). 

In their view my job was to be sure they grew as learners 

and support them as learners through our relationship of 

mutual respect. According to the children if I wanted to 

see the growth and change in them as learners I had to 

understand each child as a learner in order to know how to 

support each learner. 
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Some children were able to accept that they had a role 

in the classroom community. The children discussed they 

have perceptions of school and learning that must be given 

up and that there were new perceptions to understood before 

change could take place (Lester & Onore, 1990). They were 

waiting to use up their old ideas before accepting new 

ideas. They were not willing to mix the old and the new. 

My role as a teacher had changed from the distant 

relationship I typically experienced between teacher and 

student, to an extended relationship that was an exchange, 

a sharing, a more equitable partnership, between my 

students and myself (Moll, 1992) . Children praised me for 

the job I did, pointing out I gave them courage, pushed 

them to continue, kept them safe, and that I depended on 

them as learners to continue to do my job. 

As I achieved my role, the children achieved their 

roles, and together we were the teachers and students of 

the classroom. Children were recognized as individuals, 

learned to believe in each other and worked as a team. 

Children made more connections between their past and 

their present experiences. Making connections was what 

children did when they recognized themselves as thinkers 

(Bateson, 1979). Making connections was very difficult to 
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teach but so necessary if children are to make sense of 

school. Making connections is power, it changes one's 

personal view of themselves, it builds confidence. Making 

connections allows the learner to work alone safely. It 

allows the learner to trust themselves in what they know 

and feel comfortable in what they don't know. 

Children created a morning ritual of building 

relationships, participating in the mornings business, and 

teaching each other to understand what they did in school 

mattered. They praised each other openly, recognizing acts 

of kindness, hard work, and ethical and moral behaviors. 

They discussed concerns with each other asking for guidance 

in solving relationship problems, behavioral disturbances, 

and prejudices with each other. As the year progressed 

they shared the connections they found in their thinking, 

their work in different content areas and the connections 

between home and school. 

Literature was a major emphasis in the curriculum. 

Through the stories read and discussed children were able 

to discuss more freely the issues they were dealing with at 

home. Some children moved from the class inquiry in 

literature to finding their own inquiries. Literature 

helped children make connections to their own lives, making 
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their frustrations and tensions something they could do a 

better job of handling. Trust between children was evident 

as they discussed many sensitive issues the literature 

raised (Peterson, 1992). 

Children were facing many personal issues that were 

tough to handle especially being children. Children used 

their reading and writing across the curriculum to put 

their personal issues on paper and if they chose would 

share them with others. Through verbalizing, writing about 

tough issues, children freed themselves of the burden and 

were able to move on in their thinking and understanding of 

many issues haunting them. Children found personal inquiry 

questions to pursue. They were engaged in learning as a 

process through inquiry, posing their own questions and 

finding answers that satisfied them for the present. 

The class inquiry provided the opportunity for many 

children to experience being writers. Through the work 

with photography and writing about the experience of taking 

pictures children developed a different voice in their 

writing (Eisner, 1998; Goodman, 1987). They wrote 

capturing the exact moment of shooting the photograph and 

allowed the reader to enter the world of the photographer. 

Many of the writings integrated the personal issues and 
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inquiries the children were dealing with throughout the 

curriculum. 

War was a real issue for one child in my classroom, a 

refugee from Bosnia. Through literature discussions and 

writing she was able to find an avenue to handle the fear 

and pain while relatives suffered death (Luke & Freebody, 

1977) . Divorce is an issue many children deal with but it 

has become so commonplace that it is not addressed in 

schools except for small counseling groups. A child blamed 

herself for her parent's divorce but again through writing, 

literature and sharing with peers she was able to come to 

some understanding of the issue and her role in her 

parent's decision (Creighton, 1997; Fox, 1999). 

Children in my school have a variety of cultural 

backgrounds and customs. Through emphasizing talking with 

families and dealing with issues some children became 

interested in the history of their families and cultures. 

Their personal writing and literature choices shed light on 

the cultural customs and allowed other members of the 

classroom to share in their new understandings. 

They pointed out that many of them had individual 

goals but that the group worked together so they could 

reach their goals. Children noticed they had changed by 
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reviewing their work samples, sharing their relationships 

with others about how they had grown, noticing their role 

in the class had taken on new responsibilities, and finding 

that they had lives that were exciting. Children supported 

each other and welcomed the changes in themselves as 

learners. 

Children recognized that they were changing as 

learners. The changes made it possible for them to 

redefine themselves (Goodman & Marek, 1996). They had to 

overcome the definitions of others because of past 

behaviors and attitudes. A change in how they thought 

about school and themselves helped children discover they 

could think and reflect about the changes that took place. 

From Freire (1978) I've learned that through the 

contradictions, change and opposition we need to think 

critically on our own experiences and those of others. We 

need to then connect these new thoughts with our own life 

in new ways (Bateson, 1979). 

Some children held themselves back in their learning 

by making assximptions about how others perceived them, 

assuming classmates were withholding friendships. 

Children recognized they changed as learners because 

of the accumulation of experiences, while others verbalized 
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that change was difficult and required one step at a time. 

Reflecting on the environment and learning events that took 

place, learners became aware that learning actually 

happened and they had changed {Dewey, 1938). 

Along with the noticeable change of viewing the work 

as easier, and of learners getting used to the work, 

children discussed how they learned everyday. A 

recognizable change was that they had more days to think, 

more opportunities to think, and were surprised that the 

teacher thought more. Children also reflected that a 

change was noted between the thinking of the teacher with 

the students. Children saw the change in themselves 

because they pushed themselves to think harder. My 

students have moved their learning into a critical stance; 

a framework from which to build; a state of mind; a 

perspective of empowerment; to see beyond the everyday 

curriculum (Wink, 1997). 

Understanding Inquiry as Process 

As I revisit my research findings I search for larger 

understandings of inquiry and inquiry-based curriculum 

which should result in theory that builds on my current 

knowledge base. As a teacher researcher I have a 

responsibility to remain informed and demonstrate how what 
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I am doing contributes to the advancemenet of the field 

(Watson, Burke, & Harste, 1989). The tension to be 

reflective and make worthy contributions is exciting yet 

creates great fear in me. For many years I've tried to 

come to some understanding of inquiry (Watson, Burke, & 

Harste, 1989) while implementing the inquiry cycle as a 

curricular framework in my classroom (Short & Harste, with 

Burke, 1996). 

I think about inquiry as a process of problem-posing 

and problem-solving (Freire, 1985). It is not enough for 

me to pose problems and my students to solve my questions. 

Inquiry is a process that matters when the students in my 

classroom pose their own questions and wonder about 

something they want to pursue. Inquiry challenged me as a 

teacher to develop more complex pedagogical thinking. The 

spirt of inquiry lead me to new action and making 

curriculum generative. I had to shift from control of 

knowledge to creation of a process whereby my students took 

ownership of their learning and took risks to understand 

and apply that knowledge. The students and I came to 

realize our actions made a difference. I needed to reflect 

critically and I must act on that reflection. Reflection 

and action educate. 
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My research findings point to three underlying 

processes which were essential to our inquiry: building 

relationships, making connections, and the expectation for 

change (see Figure 7.1). 

Figure 7.1. Underlying processes of inqoiry. 

When changes in a learner occurred opportunities for 

social action, risk-taking and problem-solving were 

created. Inquiry drove learners to make leaps from the 

known to the unknown, from the familiar to the new, from 

clarity into ambiguity. 

Buiding relationships was our support system ensuring 

that as learners we did not become stressed and create a 
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situation where as learners we were too vulnerable leading 

us to immobilization. Building relationships was the 

stablizing force that kept us focused, kept us moving 

forward, and kept us centered. 

Learners who participated in social action with 

assistance from more experienced learners gradually become 

more independent building the thinking that moved learning 

transactions forward during the process of making 

connections. Making connections was the "bending back" 

which existed in tension with "bending forward" in the 

expection for change. 

Building relationships, making connections, and the 

expectation for change played off of each other. These 

three opposing forces lead to creacing tension. Tension 

was inherent between making connections and the 

expectations for change but the building of relationships 

was the stabilizing force. 

For some children learning was a struggle. That 

struggle or tension proved to be a positive energy, as well 

as a needed force to extend the learning potentials of most 

individuals. I found that reflection created the driving 

force to push us forward as learners. Reflection was the 

vehicle that provided insight into the status of who we 
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were as Learners. Reflection encouraged the validity of 

tension. 

When students examined their beliefs about themselves 

and how they learned, tension was created and Jcept us 

moving ahead as learners. The excitement was that tension 

moved from an abstraction and became personal and positive. 

We were operating on the edge of the known but were always 

encouraged forward by tension. We tapped into the nature 

of tension to make it part of our everyday occurrences. It 

was only then that tension maintained our perspective as 

learners. Our learning could have been negative, or 

delusional, defeating us as learners, but instead tension 

offered vitality, power, and life to our very being. 

My research insights added to my understanding that 

learning can not just be action. Learning must be action 

and reflection (Dewey, 1938) in order for making 

connections, building relationships and expectations for 

change to function most powerfully within inquiry. The 

expectation for change was embraced and expected, becoming 

a positive force in the environment, not something to fight 

and run from. 

The connection between action and reflection was the 

underlying process of inquiry. Reflection was the force 
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that allowed us to transition from process into curriculum. 

Reflection allowed us to become generative systems of 

thinking and feeling. We found our own beliefs about 

ourselves and how we learned. Through reflection we came 

to recognize our place in the family, the classroom, and 

other societal communities. 

In my early years of moving to a process-centered 

classroom my focus was on action and having kids actively 

engaged as a reaction to the traditional-basal curriculum. 

I did not emphasize reflection enough, which is the 

component this research adds. Reflection is what made such 

a dramatic difference in my students taking control of 

their learning. 

Curriculum became personal for each individual in my 

classroom. We had to find our space of belonging by 

forming a community that supported our needs both 

personally and academically. The constant dialogue between 

reflection and change helped redefine our roles of students 

and teacher to one of a reciprocal relationship of sharing 

knowledge, insights, and confidentialities. 

Understanding of Inquiry as Curriculum 

I want to re-examine how the inquiry cycle and the 

insights from the children are linked and connected in 
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terms of generating new understandings about inquiry-based 

curriculum. My theoretical foundation was inquiry as a 

process. The inquiry cycle was a blueprint for planning 

curriculum, developing lesson plans on a daily basis, and 

implementing engagements in certain areas of the curriculum 

as well as throughout the entire curriculum. In addition, 

my beliefs about learning were the theoretical principles I 

used to plan engagements in the curriculum. The inquiry 

cycle has been my focus, my drive, and, at times, my 

frustration. 

The three types of curricular support structures— 

building relationships, making connections and expecting 

change in one's self as a learner—were identified by the 

children as integral to inquiry. These three types of 

support structures formed a triangle that ran throughout 

all parts of the cycle. Students made up the learning 

community where engagements were connected to, not isolated 

from, all parts of the curriculum, and curriculum was 

relevant to each learner. Together we made decisions about 

the kinds of engagements to highlight in the classroom that 

allowed learners to make cormections and constantly build 

relationships, and expect change. 
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The inquiry cycle gave me an approach to view learning 

as a process, a way to take a stand about the world, and a 

desire to embellish learning. My belief system about how 

learners learn determined how the engagements would be 

implemented and then nurtured. The community of learners 

was the entity that determined whether or not to accept or 

reject my theoretical orientation, the principles of my 

belief system, and the actual enactment of curricular 

engagements. Figure 7.2 shares the support structures 

within an inquiry-based curriculum and the inquiry cycle is 

the foundational framework. The triangle encompasses the 

types of support structures needed in the curriculum with 

tension embedded between the interactions of the three 

curricular components. 

Presently I feel very confident that I'm successful 

with the cycle as a curriculum framework as evidenced by 

the quality of thinking and work produced by my students. 

Findings from my study clearly point out the connections 

between what I believe and what the children were able to 

articulate about themselves in terms of being learners. My 

other findings suggest that children knew a great deal 

about the types of support structures that were necessary 

for them to be able to revalue themselves as learners. 



333 

BuLldin'^ from nhe Known 

Takinq the Time to Fln-l 
Questions for Inquiry 

T'lk.in',; - r.'. ii-jnt r u I Mow Aor.L-ni TENSION 

M»-̂ w ri*:i:j 

EXPECTATION FORCILVNGE 
PenomI and Social Inquiries 
/ouinals 
Lilenlure Circles 
PoitlbliM 

EXPECTATION FORCILVNGE 
PenomI and Social Inquiries 
/ouinals 
Lilenlure Circles 
PoitlbliM 

• lalnin-.j New 

UNDERLYIN\ SUPPORT 
Inquiry cydle 
Broad Concec 

Jharln'i what was 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS ^ 
Dialogue 
Class meetings 
Lunch bunch 
Morning rituals 

VUKING CONNECTIONS 
Sketches 
Writing 
Literatuie 
Pictures Reflections 
Photography 

BUILDING RELATIONSHIPS ^ 
Dialogue 
Class meetings 
Lunch bunch 
Morning rituals 

VUKING CONNECTIONS 
Sketches 
Writing 
Literatuie 
Pictures Reflections 
Photography 

Figure 7J. Support structurea within an inqnlry-iiaacd cnrriculum. 

My curricular engagements were designed to enrich 

learners by adding to their experiences. I stressed 

process as an approach to learning, provided opportunities 
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to examine content in many disciplines, and introduced 

multiple ways of knowing as tools for making sense of what 

was being learned. Students were encouraged to take leaps 

in their understanding, adding to their cultural 

understandings of themselves, articulating personal and 

social theories about themselves, others, their beliefs, 

and their actions as related to the wider world. 

Underlying Framework for Curriculum 

As noted throughout this document, the curricular 

framework of the inquiry cycle is the theoretical 

foundation from where I build curriculum. I have spent 

many years applying the concept of the inquiry cycle to my 

daily curriculum. With the cycle as my base framework, I 

am able to attend to other support structures that 

intertwine throughout the cycle to enrich the lives of my 

students by creating a learning environment that is in 

keeping with my beliefs about learning. 

Curriculum is based on children's needs as learners 

and supported by my understandings and beliefs about how 

children learn. I have experienced that effective 

curriculum is created when students actively engage in 

meaningful learning experiences as an ongoing feature of 

the classroom, rather than as an occasional isolated 
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experience. I have observed children are learners when 

they are allowed to think about and discuss their own 

learning processes. Children need a context that 

encourages building relationships, demands dialogue, 

depends on reflection, inquiry and democracy and moves them 

to taking action about issues they find significant and 

that will make a difference in the lives. 

Students who reflect on what they learn through 

writing, dialogue, sketching, webbing, and self-evaluation 

portfolios make learning reflective as well as active. 

When my students searched out the questions that mattered 

in their lives, developed strategies for exploring those 

questions, then shared those understandings with others, 

their learning became a process of inquiry. As learners 

they tended to engage in inquiry with others who had 

similar questions and concerns related to their learning. 

Since learning was an active process, my students immersed 

themselves into inquiry through the use of literature, the 

sharing of personal experiences, and the use of primary 

sources, others and selves as experts. 

I used the inquiry cycle as my curricular framework to 

organize the curriculum around the inquiry questions that 

children asked instead of the pre-selected materials from 
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each discipline, such as mathematics, science, or social 

studies. For me the inquiry cycle connected my beliefs 

about learning and curriculum by providing an 

organizational framework within which to select engagements 

and make decisions with children about their learning. 

I have learned how important it is to build curriculum 

from the students' life experiences so they can draw on 

their own perspectives and connections from those 

experiences to inform their inquiries. My students moved 

into broad explorations of the topic or their personal and 

social foci from these personal connections. I provided a 

time for uninterrupted exploration, giving my students time 

to observe and converse while they explored and browsed a 

wide range of materials. Through those explorations as 

learners, they built new understandings about their issues 

which gradually led to searching out the questions they 

wanted to pursue through further personal and social 

inquiry. 

Once my students had selected questions to pursue in 

greater depth, they examined the questions through 

different perspectives by thinking collaboratively with 

their peers. Many times as children were engaged in their 

research, they encountered many new ideas that sometimes 
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created confusion, and contradictions. They needed time to 

attend to those differences through reflecting on what 

those ideas meant to them. When they were satisfied with 

the depth of their findings, they pulled together their 

investigations to share informally or presented formally to 

other learners. Children enjoyed presenting their ideas to 

others but still needed to plan new inquiries by reflecting 

on what they had learned and their processes of learning, 

then thinking about the new actions they wanted to take on 

as learners. 

Expectation for Change 

As human beings we experience constant change. For 

me, as a teacher to make changes in my way of thinking and 

behaving, I had to have an understanding of the process of 

change. If I wanted to implement what I had learned, I had 

to work under the general topic of change. As a teacher I 

see one of my roles as providing opportunities for change 

to occur in others. I try to take a conscious approach to 

change. If my learning leads to change, then I think 

change also leads to learning. 

Early in my teaching, learning became knowing and 

implementing the advice of others, "received knowing" 

(Belenky, 1986), a surface knowing that lead to surface 
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changes. The struggles and problems I encountered I 

interpreted as not quite doing-it-right. I viewed the 

fault as a problem with me. For a long time I failed to 

realize that the advice of experts may have problems or 

that contexts might require adjustments in my own 

judgments. I have come to believe that individuals who 

reach their fullest potential combine what they learn from 

others with what they learn from their own experiences, 

"constructed meaning" (Belenky, 1986) which then becomes an 

integration of learning that leads to substantial change in 

practice (Fullan, 1982) (See Figure 7.3) . 

Eipericpces of Others 

Figwe 7J» iMtegratioM of enwrieacM teada to cIm—e. 
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For my students and me, change involved us as 

individuals working out our own meanings together and 

implementing change continually. Significant changes 

required a certain amount of ambiguity, ambivalence, and 

uncertainty for us about the meaning of change. Effective 

implementation was a process of clarification whereby we 

needed pressure to change but only under conditions that 

allowed us to react, to form our own positions, to interact 

with other implementers, and to obtain assistance. Change 

took time through development in use. 

Effective change required certain classroom 

environmental conditions and certain personal strategies. 

We needed to reflect on our personal experiences and set 

personal goals for accomplishments. Change required a safe 

and supportive environment. As learners we had to 

establish our own pace, our own challenges, and identify 

the like-minded colleagues in which we could confide. 

Engagements that prepared us for talking and making 

change something we could plan included pursuing our 

personal and social inquiries, stating and sharing our 

opinions in journals, discussing tough issues in literature 

circles, and pulling together our self-evauation 

portfolios. When we collaborated, we expected to go out 



340 

changed in the end, to become different people (Watson, 

Burke, & Harste, 1989). If we wanted change, we needed to 

pursue own questions and develop our own voice; we also 

needed to work together. 

Making Connections 

For my students, learning occurred when connections 

were made to their own personal experiences. Learning was 

more meaningful through the explorations of their personal 

lives and experiences and then when those connections were 

shared, students moved on to deeper personal and social 

thought and action. It was through a process of finding 

patterns (Bateson, 1979) that connected with their past 

experiences and understandings that the children were able 

to find new perspectives and insights into their views 

about the world. 

The students' learning was supported by choice so they 

felt ownership in their learning. As learners they needed 

to make choices in what they read and in how they responded 

and shared their thinking. When they were able to make 

choices as learners their learning became relevant and they 

became actively engaged in that learning. My curriculum 

and instruction invited making choices. For the students 

learning was democratic when they took the opportunities 
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provided to negotiate their own learning. As learners they 

had a voice in the curriculum and in their learning which 

wasn't always neat and easy. 

I planned engagements to help children recognize and 

form connections for themselves throughout the curriculum. 

Engagements included sketches of the concepts of learning, 

writing about a variety of issues, reading and discussing 

literature, stepping back to reflect on our actions through 

picture reflections, and using photography to understand 

connections between process and content. 

For our classroom learning occurred with multiple ways 

of knowing. The children learned through many ways of 

knowing such as writing, math, art, drama, music and 

movement, and I learned to teach using multiple ways of 

knowing as tools for thinking. I relied heavily on the 

strategy of using sketching as a code for making sense of 

who the children were as learners. 

From my reading of Eco (1976), I viewed sketching is a 

form of semiotic communication. I am trying to understand 

communication and how transmediation across sign systems 

will permit the reader to gain, new insights into the 

material read. Eco (1976) argues that there are multiple 

codes in operation, some of which may be shared and others 
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not. Communication events always exhibit indeterminacy in 

that there is no guarantee that a message will be 

interrupted as the sender intends. If the texts are 

regarded as open rather than closed systems, it follows 

that readers' interpretations will vary. I acknowledge Eco 

(1976) and Rosenblatt's (1978) work and accept variation in 

interruption as the expected response. 

Reading the work in semiotics (Eco, 1976) has shown 

me that icons do not signify meanings simply by virtue of 

their resemblance to the objects they portray; rather they 

give rise to meaning because they resemble a culture's 

conceptualization of an object expressed through a coding 

convention. I'm learning that the sketch is an 

abstraction, a cultural convention that might not succeed 

as a communicative act if members of another culture viewed 

it. I have a beginning understanding that transmediation 

involves the movement from one sign system to another. 

Many times my planned engagements call on students to 

map their interpretation of the material they read in terms 

of thecontent onto an expressive plane. Siegel (1984) 

writes, ^*The code must be invented, as it does not exist 

prior to the act itself. The self-focusing nature of 

sketching permits a reconsideration of the interpretation 
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created during the act." Siegel (1984) explains that 

slcetches are static until the children talk about them and 

then the sketch becomes clear; the scene is an example of 

what they want to express. 

I wonder if children embed theories of themselves as 

learners in their sketches. Their sketches seem to 

represent the children's interpretation of themselves at a 

given moment in time and in a particular situation, but the 

sketches do not represent the whole child. The sketches my 

children provided about themselves as learners connect to 

Siegel's (1995) work with metaphor. 

Building Relationships 

My research study this year revealed to me that my 

beliefs about learning were connected with the engagements 

I selected for my students. My strong belief in building a 

community of learners through engagements led to learners 

working together and sharing ideas that created and 

maintained our thought collective community (Fleck, 1979). 

We had a variety of engagements that continuously 

built closer relatonships. Our small group and whole class 

discussions and dialogue#^ our daily class meetings, the 

time children took at lunch to discuss and work through 
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their personal issues plus our planned morning rituals all 

led to the strengh in our relationships. 

Strong relationships between peers and me, the 

teacher, developed as learners struggled with difficult 

ideas and turned to peers and me to listen to their own 

ideas to listen for any new perspectives being offered. 

Relationships went beyond just cooperating and behaving. 

Relationships this year moved into collaboration and became 

reciprocal. There was a greater exchange of the knowledge 

that each one of us possessed (Moll, 1992). 

Learning in my classroom was a social process of 

collaborating with others. I depended on Vygotsky's (1978) 

theoretical understanding of the zone of proximal 

development which hypothesizes that children are able to 

solve problems with assistance from an adult or more 

capable peer before they can solve problems alone. My 

students needed opportunities to explore their thinking 

about their learning through dialoguing in small groups and 

whole class interactions in order to develop our community 

of thought collectives (Fleck, 1979). It was when my 

students dialogued with others that they outgrew themselves 

as learners. 
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My third graders were a diverse group of students 

creating a diverse classroom society. They considered the 

diversity of their many voices reaching an understanding of 

themselves and the diversity of peoples in the v/orld. As 

they revalued themselves and their personal contributions 

to our classroom community, they were more open to 

understanding the perspectives of others (Goodman & Marek, 

1996) . 

The new insight for me was the impact of developing 

relationships among students and my own personal 

relationships with students bonded from our interactions. 

I had a vested interest in the kids in a new way. I was an 

extension of their "parents," not a long distance 

occasional influence. My role put me into their lives in 

significant ways. That created tension because I couldn't 

just go home from my job anymore. Children's lives touched 

mine. 

Implications for Teachers and Teacher Educators 

This next section will discuss the implications of the 

study. The findings from this study point to implications 

that affect children and teachers as learners, theoretical 

understanding of curriculum and learning, and the role of 
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teachers as professionals in the field of education. The 

major implications that emerged from the data were: 

• Reflective thinking is a tool for growth as a learner and 
needs to be a continuous part of the curriculum. 

• Visual imaging and other sign systems need to be tools 
for expanding learning potentials. 

• Classrooms need to be critical thinking communities. 

• There needs to be trust in children to value them in 
learning and as learners. 

• Relationships need to be reciprocal to enhance learning. 

• Curriculum needs to emphasize a problem-posing approach 
so students can take part in the shape of society. 

• Curriculum needs to motivate the learner. 

• Students and teachers together must share in the 
curricular decisions being made if curriculum is to be 
dynamic. 

• Teachers need to respect themselves as experts and value 
their experiences. 

• Teachers need to be recognized as researchers and ground 
themselves in theoretical understandings about how 
children learn. 

• Professional development needs to be designed, created 
with teachers and not done to teachers. 

The Learner 

Educational issues engage and affect our heads and our 

hearts. Teaching is work that entails both thinking and 

feeling. Those who can reflectively think and feel will 
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find their work more rewarding and their efforts more 

successful. Not only do students walk into the school with 

expectations and assumptions formed as a result of life 

experiences but so do teachers. Teachers and students can 

benefit from thinking about expectations and assumptions. 

Reflective Thinking as a Tool for Growth as a Learner 

Reflective thinking was an important tool for the 

growth of my students as learners. It became a continuous 

part of the curriculum. Learning requires reflection. You 

have to look honestly into yourself, then share what you 

see with your community of learners. This is not easy or 

comfortable but it is essential for learning. The role of 

a teacher is to stimulate, guide and demonstrate 

reflection. The role of students is to open themselves to 

it. A learner takes on the roles of teacher and student 

depending on particular engagements. In order for learners 

to create more meaning in their learning they must "bend 

back": 

To reflect is to look back over what has 
been done so as to extract the net meanings 
which are the capital stock for intelligent 
dealing with further experiences. It is 
the heart of intellectual organization and 
of the disciplined mind. (Dewey, 1938, p. 
XX) 
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Dewey calls reflection the heart of intellectual 

organization, the art and science of group reflection. 

Independent thinking is essential and can be encourage 

through reflecting thinking and self-evaluation. Decision 

making by all participants moves the curriculum forward 

making learning relevant to each individual. Students 

became responsible for their own learning as they engage in 

what matters to them, they want to learn more, they want to 

recognize their successes, and feel ownership of the class 

and the curriculum, which enables them to manage the 

problems with quality decisions. 

Reflecting with students is a challenge. Effective 

reflection requires a safe environment. Reflection takes 

time, time to learn how to reflect well and the time to 

pull loose ends together. Reflection takes learning to a 

different level. Through reflection we can look deep 

inside or stay on the surface. It takes the facts and 

information and merges them with personal connections. It 

connects new learning to previous learning. 

We make discoveries as we reflect, letting our 

learning take new paths. When we reflect our learning 

takes on different shapes and continues to grow. When we 

reflect we no longer look at things the same way. When we 
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know that deeper learning is the result of reflection, we 

want to learn more. 

Visual Imaging as a Tool for Expanding Learning Potentials 

Visual images and other sign systems need to be tools 

for expanding learning potentials. Many students have an 

innate talent for self-expression found through drawing, 

music, movement, and drama. Literacy is not limited to 

text. It relates to the ability to make meaning form any 

of the forms used in the culture to create and covey 

meaning. What can't be constructed in words is often 

possible to convey through visual images (Eisner, 1998). 

As we negotiate meaning using multiple sign systems, 

or ways of knowing, we become literate in a broader sense, 

increasing our depth of meaning. Our cognitive potentials 

are further developed. Our cognitive abilities are not 

simple given to us at birth; they are achieved. What 

people are able to do in the course of a lifetime is a 

function of the opportunities they have to learn. 

Imagination is a cognitive capacity that can be 

powerfully nurtured by engagement in the arts (O'Neill, 

1997). It frees us to look at our world as it could be. 

Dsing visual images represents a special way of 

articulating and understanding the world and self. The use 
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of visual images and other art forms contextualizes 

thinking and evokes an immediate response that fosters 

students' engagement and autonomy. Use of visual arts 

promotes new perspectives and enriches classroom 

relationships. 

The Community 

Classroom experiences are reflections of beliefs 

turned into behaviors, theory into practices, and 

philosophy being played out (Wink, 1997). Our beliefs 

enter our conversations and actions and we make ourselves 

known. We know that learning is challenging but we also 

know that learning leads to relearning. Learning forces us 

to make a sift from passive learning to active learning. 

The classroom community is a place to discover our lived 

through experiences, to reconstruct the words and thoughts 

of others, and to lead meaningful lives. 

Developing a Critical Thinking Community 

People are naturally curious. We are born learners. 

Education can either develop or stifle the inclination to 

ask why and to learn. A curriculum that avoids questioning 

school and society is not politically neutral (Freire, 

1970). It cuts off the students' development as critical 

thinkers about their world. In a curriculum that 
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encourages questioning, teachers avoid unilateral transfer 

of knowledge. Students instead develop their intellectual 

and emotional powers to examine their learning in school, 

their everyday experience, and the conditions in society 

{Wink, 1997). Empowering students make meaning and act 

from reflection instead of facts and values handed down 

(Short, 1992; Banks, 1991). 

Peterson (1992) reminds us that creating a caring 

community means that all members can safely work together 

to solve problems and investigate their world. Groups take 

time and effort to form. At first we avoid rather than 

deal with the tension or conflicts. When chaos is resolved 

through advice giving, arguing and adhering to one's views, 

a period of emptiness transitions into community (Peck, 

1987) . True community is when the group begins to work 

together. Communities tend to be inclusive and differences 

are celebrated as gifts. Members speak out for what they 

believe and at the same time listen to what others are 

saying, striving for a climate of clarity and safety. 

Authentic conversation and dialogue take place when 

shared experiences form the basis of discussions. Trust, 

risk taking and cooperation are essential elements when 

creating a community. 
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Valuing the Learner Through. Trust 

There needs to be trust in children to value them in 

their learning and value them as learners. Creating a 

trusting environment is central to creating a democratic 

environment as well as a classroom where learning and the 

learner are valued. 

Children were truthful with each other, shared their 

frustrations and successes, praised each other for work 

well done, acknowledged the risks they were taking, voiced 

their concerns, shared their connections about their own 

lives and the curriculum, and just learned to speak up. We 

created an environment built on listening to others, 

problem posing and solving, and taking responsibility for 

one's own learning. With problem posing and solving, 

caring, and trusting, a community developed that valued and 

encouraged reflective thinking and self-evaluation. 

As trust was established in the classroom children 

wanted to take more risks as learners, they wanted to give 

it a try. They found the power in making decisions that 

mattered to them as learners and that were important to 

them as a whole group. Respecting and appreciating 

differences was recognized and accepted. They learned to 
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give gracefully without ridicule seeping into their 

relationships. 

Enhancing Learning Through Reciprocal Relationships 

Piaget (1979) urged a reciprocal relationship between 

teachers and students. When trust between two individuals 

diminishes, harm appears. It becomes difficult for respect 

to occur and the problems that arise become difficult to 

solve when trust is diminished. How power is determined in 

a relationship determines what kind of relationship will 

result. As we learn to listen to each other, we begin to 

learn who we really are, what we feel, what we like and 

dislike, and we develop a foundation for self-knowledge 

upon which is built self-discipline and self control. 

It is necessary for individuals to have knowledge and 

freedom and be true to themselves, decide to believe in and 

speak up for themselves, and resolve conflicts with others 

to grow as learners. Goleman defines emotional 

intelligence (1995) as having the ability to "motivate 

oneself and persist in the face of frustrations; to control 

impulse and delay gratification, to regulate one's moods 

and keep distress from swamping the ability to think; to 

empathize and hope" (p. 34) . The model presently used by 

schools, which focuses on cognition, power, and control. 
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gets in the way of children recognizing and learning to 

respect their talents, what they want, and what in their 

lives motivates them to be cooperative, productive 

citizens. 

The Curriculum 

Students matter. Our future matters. That is why it 

is important to bother with a curriculum of critical 

pedagogy. We need to look again at our differences, not as 

bad, but as diverse, which is good. Society is diverse, 

which is good. We need students who love to read, can 

reflect critically, and live their lives with passion and 

action (Rosenblatt, 1995). We need students who can 

generate new Jcnowledge and apply it in new ways. We need 

students who can pose problems and solve problems. We need 

students that care. 

Curriculum as Problem-Posing and Inquiry 

Curriculum needs to emphasize a problem-posing and 

inquiry approach so students can take part in the shape of 

society (Freire, 1970). Teachers and students redefine 

their relationship to learning and authority (Short, 1992). 

They re-perceive knowledge and power. bA curriculum in 

inquiry helps learners want to know what they are being 

told and what they are not being taught. They do not wait 
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for the teacher to "do" curriculum to them.b They negotiate 

the curriculum and the learning process. 

Problem-posers make action a legitimate result of 

learning (Dewey, 1938). Problem posing goes deeper into 

any issue or knowledge to indicate it's social and personal 

dimensions (Freire, 1970). Learning begins with the 

student by starting with where the student is situated, 

with problem-posing increasing their participation. The 

learner can begin to critically reflect in their own 

context and their own words. This increases the feeling of 

ownership in the students' education. 

Curriculum as Motivating the Learner 

My students worked because they knew the work was 

important, they were experts and could learn and teach each 

other. They were not living in fear of poor grades and 

failing. I had to learn that returning to a behaviorist 

practice was futile. I could not control and make children 

do what I wanted. There was no turning over a card, 

passing out stickers, offering ice cream rewards, or 

sending notes home forcing students to behave and finish 

work. 

I experienced change where children became interested, 

shared how bright, creative and funny they were. Students 
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came to realize someone was listening as they shared their 

confusions and fears. Children were provided with 

opportunities for success through the curricular practices 

placed before them^. 

They were not asked to deal with packaged programs, 

outside demands for standards, or teacher-dominated 

instruction. Children did not have to experience the 

banking model (Freire, 1990) where teachers and experts 

deposited information, doled out directions and advice, and 

asked children to respond in someone else's terms. 

Students were able to abandon the past model of passivity, 

resentment, and poor quality work. Instead children 

learned to identify and pose their own questions, and then 

solve them. 

Children learned the most difficult aspect of being a 

reflective thinker with others, getting along, using time 

wisely, being an active participant, and making connections 

to the wider world. Children knew they were successful 

because the community was built on trust. 

People begin life as motivated learners, not passive 

beings. Children join the world around them through 

interacting, by experimenting, and by using play to 

internalize the meaning of words and experience. Dewey 
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points out that participation in school and society is 

crucial to learning and to democracy. Participation means 

the student gains knowledge and develops as citizens. Only 

active learning develops students that construct purpose 

and meaning (Bissex, 1980; Dewey, 1938; Piaget, 1979; 

Smith, 1983). 

Curriculum as Negotiating 

Students and teachers together must share in the 

curricular decisions being made if curriculum is to be 

dynamic. Through this year-long teacher research study, I 

found evidence that my classroom was a place where all 

participants, students and teachers, had a voice in the 

curricular decisions being made. The classroom is not a 

place for chaos, where each individual does what they want. 

It is not a place where teachers or administrators dictate 

and govern. 

It is a place where decisions are made for the well 

being of all participants. It is a place for caring and 

where ethical decisions are made so that everyone can learn 

and be successful but never at the expense of anyone else. 

The classroom is a democratic place (Shannon, 1993). 

Students need substantial amounts of opportunity to 

figure out what, how, and why they are going to learn. 
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Children are unaccustomed to the freedom of choice and at 

first react by dragging their feet, engaging in frustrating 

behaviors. With loosened controls they are messy, and 

noisy, and aggravating. 

At the beginning of the year my students made 

ridiculous choices and then sat passively or paralyzed. 

Children need to make choices about things that matter. 

They need to have real choices before they can make choices 

and decisions. A real choice or decision is not "Will you 

finish your work now or after school?" I've learned that 

learners need substantial amounts of discretion in figuring 

out what they are going to learn (Dewey, 1938). 

Learners must be aware they have ideas and opinions 

to share, they must look inward to themselves, to find 

their position, before they can share those ideas. 

Children need to talk about they feel and think about a 

topic or issue. They need to build confidence in 

themselves as thinkers. They need to see there is meaning 

behind their ideas and that sharing those ideas and 

opinions adds to the community. Children are able to make 

wise decisions when they are encouraged and supported to 

voice an opinion. 
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Students need to create learning together. The 

structure of the curriculum is in place but together the 

participants improvise on that structure. When the 

curriculum breaks down, and loses its rhythm, it's time to 

aslc what happened and then, try again. 

There is always an element of unpredictability in the 

work. Students tend to handle this better than teachers. 

Students document their work and push each other for 

quality work. Mistakes are to learn from when identified 

and discussed. We need to be honest with ourselves and 

accept the reality that learners are ultimately responsible 

for their own learning. 

Productive classrooms that work for worthwhile 

learning require collaboration by everyone in the room. 

Children and teachers need to be active learners. Active 

learning asserts that everyone's voice is relevant and that 

everyone is responsible to know what they are talking 

about. 

Curriculum many times is approached as daily and 

weekly lesson plans designed by the teacher such as, "What 

are we going to do on Monday?" We need to move to thinking 

in strategies. As teachers we need to think about where 

the students are now cuid where they need to be at the end 
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of the semester and make plans on what we can do to get us 

from here to there. 

Few students arrive in the classroom with a full set 

of strategies and attitudes for effective group work. Few 

teachers come with the skill to help create and encourage 

social learning. It takes time to develop a collaborative, 

cooperative environment in the classroom. Teachers and 

students must accept their roles as that to stimulate, 

supervise, inform assist and insist on quality. 

We need to expect tension between people, teacher and 

students, students and students, and maybe with other 

classes. Energy at school should be to face the tensions, 

to realize tensions are normal and that tensions need to be 

attended to, not be smothered and ignored. 

The Profession 

Teachers need to be supported as learners and 

professionals. Teachers need on-going support to combat the 

sense of isolation (Fox, 1995). Teachers need to ground 

themselves in theoretical understandings about how children 

learn. Teachers and students need to work deliberately to 

change the paradigm of the classroom. In order for 

teachers to work for change and challenge practices 

(Grossman, 1992) they must have time to talk, time to 
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determine their needs and questions, and time to create 

conditions for change within their specific environment 

(Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1990). 

Respecting Self as an Expert 

Teachers need to respect themselves as experts and 

value their experiences. Teachers need regular 

opportunities to articulate and to develop their 

conceptions of teaching and learning (Fox, 1993). In her 

research Fox discusses the strategy of pre-service teachers 

writing individual histories and personal autobiographies 

(Knowles & Holt-Reynolds, 1991) as well as reading and 

discussing case studies of other beginning teachers 

(Carter, 1992; Shulman, 1992) to come to an understanding 

of their preconceptions of teaching and learning. In the 

process of unpacking their notions a possible 

reconceptualization of teaching and learning may result. I 

believe this same strategy is relevant for novice teachers 

already in the classroom. If teachers were involved in 

writing and discussing their own action research, possibly 

they would develop their own personally situated theories 

of learning and teaching (Kutz & Toskelly, 1991). Regular 

opportunities for discourse would enable teachers to view 



362 

themselves as "Icnowledge-malcers and knowledge-creators" 

(Fox, 1993). 

Recognizing Teachers as Researchers 

Teachers need to be recognized as researchers and 

ground themselves in theoretical understandings about how 

children learn. To think critically means to examine the 

deep meanings, personal implications, and social 

consequences of any knowledge or material. Critical 

thought will reveal the internal structure and the 

connections to self and society. 

Research implies detailed investigation. Some 

teachers are creating curriculum situated in their 

students' lives. Teachers help develop the intellects of 

society so need to research the learning process in their 

classrooms. Effective teachers examine learning processes, 

discover what is learned, and what is not learned, and 

increase the learning taking place. These teachers need to 

be recognized as researchers (Goswami & Stillman, 1987) . 

Teacher research is a way of teaching as well as a way of 

gathering information. Teacher research values the work of 

other researchers. The work of teacher research is 

motivated internally, bases on the day-to-day interactions 

with students. Teacher research is the opposite of what-
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to-do-on-Monday approach to teaching. It is a different 

way of looking at teaching altogether. 

Teacher researchers see their work as a process of 

asking questions and exploring with their students, 

possible answers to those questions. They step back to 

observe instead of immediately solving, instructing, 

correcting, or praising. They are the adult contributors 

to the learning environment in the classroom. 

Teacher researchers are master students. They learn 

in front of their students, demonstrating and discussing 

the process that a learner goes through. Teachers have a 

wealth of knowledge that is rarely acknowledged nor do 

teachers receive respect for their vast years of 

experience. Teacher research is a "do-it-yourself" model 

of teacher learning, and with some luck a teacher will have 

the help of a colleague (Mohr, 1996). 

Professional Development with Teachers 

Professional development needs to be designed and 

created with teachers and not done to teachers. We need a 

form of professional development that recognizes teachers' 

voices as professionals and provides opportunities for 

reflection and dialogue. Forming study groups in schools 

is a strategy for helping teachers become reflective. The 
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format of a study group allows dialogue between educators 

about critical issues of learning and teaching (Birchak, 

Conner, Crawford, et al., 1998; Moll, 1992; Short, 

Schroeder, Laird, et al., 1996). Vygotsky's (1978) work 

continues to inform us that learning is a social endeavor. 

As professionals engage in dialogue the group assists in 

constructing meaning. Being part of a decision making body 

(Shannon, 1993) encourages teachers to recognize their 

voice and make decisions becoitiing a valued member of the 

group. Research indicates that curriculum reform fails 

unless teachers are involved in defining their own 

problems, creating knowledge, and transforming themselves 

to help bring about educational change (Fullan & 

Stiegelbauer, 1991; Lieberman & Miller, 1991). 

Further Questions for Research 

I have learned a considerable amount during this 

research study, but as I have answered my initial questions 

I have generated new questions that need further research 

to answer. By sharing three language stories I want to 

articulate the questions I have for further research. My 

stories involve my continued work with my students, my work 

with university students, and my teaming with other 

teachers. 
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Multiage Settings as Support for Learners 

I began a new school year, 1999, by keeping some of my 

third graders from this teacher research study to make up 

my fourth graders in an intermediate multiage classroom. 

My fifth graders were all new to me and to an inquiry-based 

curriculum. The first five weeks developed much smoother, 

much easier than the beginning of the previous year, with a 

classroom of all third graders. The changes I observed I 

believe to be because the fifth graders depended on the 

fourth graders as role models for thinking, reflecting and 

just knowing what to do. I continue to have questions 

about the power of multiage classrooms for children and the 

support they offer learners and learning. 

Reflecting Together on Teaching Practices and Theory 

One day a week, two University of Arizona practicum 

students come for the day to observe, teach a lesson in 

each content area, and teach a three-day social studies 

unit. This is the last semester of observation before they 

do their student teaching in January. 

We have established a dialogue journal between us. 

The first entry from the two women was a note about how 

scared they were the first day in my classroom. They write 

that after four hours they calmed down and became excited 
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about how much they had already learned and how much they 

plan to learn. Their fear was that I expected, so much from 

my students as learners and that I would expect the same 

rigor from them as learners. They were afraid of failing, 

afraid of the high expectations and accountability I had 

for my students and now for them. 

Both university students continued to write about how 

they felt they were learning so much by participating in 

the learning process with the students. They were learning 

so much because they were aware of their learning. They 

had never reflected about their learning and themselves as 

learners. Working and talking with them makes me further 

question the necessity for reflection for both children and 

teachers, and how our classroom curriculum and environment 

can be enhanced by practice informing theory and theory 

informing practice. 

Teachers Teaching Teachers 

Ursala is the first-year teacher I worked with on a 

buddy writing project during this teacher research study. 

This school year, she is teaching a K-1 multiage class and 

we have continued to work together. In September our 

students were buddy writers, working through the writing 

process by experiencing a writing strategy of interviewing 
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each other. Each day Ursala and I team taught, taking 

responsibility for team planning and participating in the 

engagements with our students. 

Ursala was very concerned about the discipline 

problems she had in her room. During one of our 

conversations after school, I told her that when the 

curriculum is relevant to the -learner, I experienced that 

discipline problems don't exist. Children need to be part 

of the curriculum, and eventually part of the planning. 

Ursala asked more questions then went about planning for 

the following week. 

She turned her morning opening over to the students, 

had them more involved with partner work, explained why 

they were engaged in experiences and told me that a major 

change took place in her room. In one week, no more 

discipline problems were experienced. 

Team teaching has been very supportive for Ursala and 

she has made small changes in her practices that have had 

major changes in the life of her classroom. As Carolyn 

Burke says, little goes a long way." From this language 

story I have many questions about staff development by 

teachers as they teachr supporting teachers through study 

groups and conversations, and providing opportunities for 
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change to take place in the context of individual 

classrooms and schools through reflection. 

Summary 

In this teacher research study, I looked at how third 

graders spent a year working collaboratively and came to 

recognize their inner strengths and reach an understanding 

of themselves as learners. My purposes were to understand 

how children viewed themselves as learners as well as to 

identify structures that supported children as they re

valued themselves as learners. 

Children were immersed in an inquiry-based curriculum, 

and challenged to be ^'pattern finders and pattern makers" 

as they found meaning and connections between their past 

experiences and current experiences (Bateson, 1979). This 

school year taught me how important it was to trust the 

learner. Looking back I learned to find the growth in my 

students thinking which in turn based the curriculum on the 

needs of the learners and was further supported by a 

theoretical belief of how children learn. 

I analyzed the dialogue and reflections to plan 

curriculum and made sure children were actively engaged in 

meaningful learning experiences. I learned how often 

children needed to hear their own voices to know that they 



were thinking and learning. Learning was supported by 

choice so that the children felt ownership in their 

learning. When children searched out the questions that 

mattered in their lives they developed strategies for 

exploring those questions and were able to share their 

understandings with others and learning became a process 

inquiry. 
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EPILOGUE 

Dana, my committee chair, stood and welcomed everyone 

formally to my doctoral defense. After introductions she 

reviewed the agenda telling everyone that the first 30 

minutes was my presentation on a focused portion of my 

research study and then 30 minutes would be open to guests 

for questions and discussion. The guests would then be 

asked to leave and I would have the remaining two hours to 

further discuss my study with the committee. 

I had invited 11 of my students to the defense. They 

sat on chairs lining one wall where I stood and presented. 

We had laughed and talked before the official starting time 

so I felt very comfortable to present in front of friends 

and colleagues. 

The kids were excited to see Joshua W. and Jacob who 

came with their father, my dentist. This fourth grade year 

the twins moved to a new town and were being home schooled. 

Marveen was sick but felt she needed to support me so sat 

very quietly in the corner. During the presentation the 

children smiled and pointed to see their sketches and words 

on the overhead. 

When the floor was opened to questions, comments and 

discussion. Heather began by talking about last year, 
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think last year when we were doing this we were similar as 

learners which makes it so we can actually connect more 

with each other." Megan continued, "I think last year we 

were never used to thinking the way Ms. Kauffman did. We 

were always used to worksheets. With Ms. Kauffman it is 

really different. She said, *Okay we are going to keep 

working on this and working on this, until we finally get 

the idea of it.'" Laughing Megan shared, was having 

trouble with that. I thought, if I do it today, I don't 

have to do it tomorrow. I'll just get it over with. But 

then we did it tomorrow. I kept expecting it to be the 

last day but we kept on doing it. This year I know what to 

do." Agreeing, Heather added, **It is not just the work 

they make for you. It is the work you do everyday. It 

gets better, it gets funner and funner and that is when you 

become smarter." 

Sanela took a deep breath and told us, "Well I had a 

couple of problems and I didn't actually tell her. But I 

felt like she knew me cause the way she was teaching us 

helped me get rid of my problems. I didn't tell her 

anything. I just kept doing like everybody else. She was 

just teaching us how she was supposed to." 
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I interjected a comment that the children were doing 

all the talking and the adults were just listening. When 

the laughing subsided, Cassandra shared, "Last year I 

didn't know what to do so I just did it. This year I 

realized I need to know what I do." Donavon politely 

added, "I got to make lots of choices and my choices always 

ended up positive." 

Heather talked about tension, "In second grade I got 

bad grades in reading. And last year and this year, they 

are my best things. My teachers before pushed me back but 

Ms. Kauffman pushes me forward." Talana raised her hand 

and asked me a question, "Have you ever had learners like 

we learned?" 

After talking about my past history with other 

children, the conversation continued. Megan talked about 

our adult pen pals and how they did not send us letters on 

time. She wondered if we wanted teachers that were not 

responsible or cared about children. 

The audience laughed and joked about getting older 

and forgetful. Heather broke into laughter and said, "I 

think why it is harder for adults is that our brains as 

children are open, not like adults. Their brains are 

closing and it is harder to get things into their mind." 
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The conversation continued with each child contributing a 

reflective thought about themselves and their contribution 

as learners to the class. 

The children changed the atmosphere of the defense, 

reminding us as educators of the impact we have on our 

students and the responsibility we have to offer them the 

best possible environment in which to learn. Our 

classrooms should not be about us as teachers but about 

meeting the needs of our students. The more partnerships 

we create with our students, the more open-minded we allow 

ourselves to become, and the greater the impact we will 

have on all learners. 
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inform teachers of how to meet the needs of diverse learners in a single 
dassroom. in order to prepare them for success in school. 

1 am.asking your pennission to use your child's school work in my 
research through the tapes, photographs and work artlfocts. if you have any 
questions please contact me at Du  ̂Bemeniary, 31&-2230. 

Thank You. 

Gloria Kauffnan 

I give permission for my child to be part of the research study of Gloria Kauffman 
that can lead to professional artldes and/or presentatnns as well as the written 
dissertatfon. Gtoria may use; 

Work samples 

Audio and video taped conversations 

Photographs 

Choose one of the two: 
Please change my child's name for confidentiality to 
Mv child's name may be used for the research study. 
I do not give permission to use my child in the research study 

Parent signature ' Student Name 



APPENDIX B 

WELCOME LETTER FROM TEACHER TO STUDENTS 

Welcome Back To School 

WMcome to Third Grade! 

My nama is Ms. Kaufftnan. This is my first yaar at Duf̂  Qamentary but 
my 19** year of taaching. I started teaching in a snail town in Indiana and some 
of my students were Am'sh children. I have been taaching at Maidonado 
Elenientaty (br the past seven years. I was taaching a multiBge, grades 1 
through 5, an in the same room. 

Before moving to Tucson, I lived in many places. I lived 18 yeers in 
Indiana. 1 year in Fiance and Switzerland. 4 years in Seattle, 2 years in Los 
Angeles, 2 years in New York City and 10 years in Africa, i was bom in Kabwe, 
Zambia, Africa and came to America whan 1 wea tan years old. I became an 
American dlizen when I was 18 years old. 

I am very excited to be at Dufiy. I think thia is going to be a great year. I 
need to get to know everyone so we will start the year by focusing on ourselves 
as learners. We have 28 students in our dass, 10 girls and 18 boys. I hope you 
are ready to leem many thinga as well as have fun learning. 

We are ̂ 'r̂  to be reading exciting booka and talking about the 
ideas, writing and publishing our own books, aa well as sharing ourwork through 
port!toik» atparsntrteecher̂ studentconforences. We will be studying about 
ideaa and invenltons in science. We will be making many maps to help with our 
leeming of geography. 

We are lud  ̂to have an artist coming to our room to teach ua about art 
elements and a papermakar will tsachua how to make our own paper, lam 
planning 4 trips to the University of Armna to see dandng and ̂ zz concerts. 

We will have pen pals from Wright Bementary and hopeftjily go on an 
overnight stay at Camp Cooper, the environmental center with our pen pals. 

Whtn you have finiHiednmSiig this teaer, pltast write aboiayoiindf to me. t 
waaid like you to share this ietterwitk your parents toiiigfu. 

HOMEWORK: 

1. Forhowawork, I wouM like your parents to write me a latter, due on 
Wedneeday, introdudhg you and including wtiat kind of leemeryou are in 
their eyes. 

2. I woukl also like you to bring an artHisct to school, on Tueeday. showing 
something you teamed last year in school. 
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