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ABSTRACT 

This is a study, over time, of a teenage unwed mother. 

Narrow concepts of agency have historically been part of a 

stigmatizing view of teenage pregnancy defined in terms of 

adolescent sexual activity and welfare dependence. In 

understanding her situation the study examines the concept 

of agency in models of the learner. 

In a sociopsycholinguistic transactional view {the view 

taken in this dissertation) the learner is conceptualized in 

terms of an ability to "go meta,"—think outside the web of 

realities. 

The study examines theoretical models of the learner in 

alternate perspectives; (a) feminist theory in terms of the 

premise that all women are simultaneously the same yet 

different; (b) critical theory in terms of the process of 

her voicing concerns and experiences, but closely examined 

by the collective; and (c) sociocultural-historical theory 

in terms of the process of learning in constant contact with 

the collective. 

The usefulness of theories depends on how practical and 

negotiable they are in everyday life. Each construction 

fails to provide for a coherent representation of the 

learner, what her notions are, or whether or not her 

experiences count if the classroom is not an appropriate 
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place to air "official," toxic allegations leveled against 

her; the theories speak to methods but not pedagogies. 

Criteria derived from the perspectives stipulate the 

learner, then target conditions under which she might be 

more resolute, consoling or useful. 

The study includes implications for a theory which 

connects support to a teenage mother's courage; she sought 

to push her own thinking about the powers that trained her 

for motherhood in punitive ways, then punished and 

controlled her by taking away her baby. 
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CHAPTER 1 

BEGINNINGS WITH SERENA 

The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at 
a particular historical moment in a socially specific 
environment, cannot fail to brush up against thousands 
of living dialogic threads, woven by socio-ideological 
consciousness around the given object of an utterance: 
it cannot fail to become an active participant in 
social dialogue. After all, the utterance arises out 
of this dialogue as a continuation of it and as a 
rejoinder to it—it does not approach from the 
sidelines. (Bakhtin, 1981, pp. 276-277) 

Beginnings, "approaches," are important. In the six 

years I have worked with a young mother, the only constant 

is whirlwind change from day to day. It is difficult to 

know where to begin to tell you about Serena. As a teacher 

I like best to start with something she loves about school. 

One lesson in particular comes to mind, "Drawing of a Lock." 

Serena completed the assignment over the course of several 

days and handed it in as a final project.' The drawing part 

of the lesson—so-called "hands on"—finally appeared on the 

last page of several workbook tasks, with instructions about 

color, form and texture. Serena loved it. Afterwards, 

Serena added a little note, "I enjoyed this." It is a note 

"Though an art project, the actual drawing is much ignored by the 
instructor. For instance, Serena gets downgraded for spelling. 
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meant for herself, not for me. We had not met while she 

attended her regular public high school. 

As an advocate I want, also, to introduce Serena's 

notebooks. These were collected and carefully kept, all 

before we met. She was 16 and living in a home for pregnant 

teenagers. One day, she went to her bottom bureau drawer, 

and showed me the volumes. She had kept official print of 

her years in foster care. Serena told me about these 

notebooks and introduced me to her world more profoundly 

than had any of the formal and informal interest inventories 

that I had conducted. Now I wonder if I should write not 

"conducted" but "subjected her to." For months I studied 

what she was reading at home and school. At "home," for 

example, I observed her reading in supermarket check-out 

lines thumbing through magazines she could not afford. She 

was ready to summarize what she had found there, telling 

about certain passages, making associations to her own 

experiences, other people, other situations. 

Unlike perceptions, "beginnings" move freely about. 

Serena is a Mexican American young woman who from the time 

of her pregnancy has been justifiably preoccupied, trying to 

survive academic hardships and scorn heaped upon her as a 
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"condition"^ of public assistance. Words hurt—familiar 

jargon like "pregnant teenager," or "poor, single mother," 

"welfare queen," "indiscriminate breeder," and so on. 

Figueroa (1994) reflects on a Bakhtin phrase explaining, 

"Utterance as contextualized phenomena 'brush up against 

thousands of living dialogic threads,' threads which are 

living in our memories and threads which are present and 

emerging in our context of situation at the time of our 

utterance" (p. 168). 

What Serena loved about school was that it gave her a 

sense of strength. Since then, she has been mandated to 

attend interventions in place of real schooling, which 

relocate agenda literacies for the practice that she needs 

with real print, real literacy. Real literacy is what 

Serena says it is: "That you love it, and it's really 

important." In her definition the term "love it" speaks for 

itself, but it does not simply formulate into the all-famous 

fun factor. The term "important" is a concept that carries 

with it her approach to literacy—serious, enthusiastic 

consideration. 

"Recent analysis of the research base (Furstenberg, Brooks-Gunn, & 
Philip Morgan, 1987) most utilized by teenage-pregnancy studies have 
found that when socio-economic background prior to the pregnancy is 
taken into account, much of the difference between the children of 
young mothers and those of older mothers disappears (Furstenberg, 
Levine, & Brooks-Gunn, 1990; Geronimus & Koren, 1990; Lesko, 1994). 
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The Theme of Irony, Anonymity and Voice 

Serena is the pseudonym of a young woman I have known 

since 1993 and whom I have studied. She chose the name 

Serena one afternoon a few days after we first met. She was 

sitting cross-legged on the farthest cushion of the couch. 

We met at Mercy Hall, a home for unwed, teenage mothers. 

Today Serena tells me that as far as she is concerned, as 

she is now 22, I might write her real name. She grants me 

to go "shout it from the rooftops." For now, to call her 

Serena is safer, and she agrees also with that assessment. 

As a teacher and advocate the notion that it is safer 

not to use your own name speaks eloquently to the 

circumstances and situations that combine to affect the life 

of a young woman growing up in the United States. In part, 

I offer official documents, days, circumstances that direct 

how Serena is to be treated, educated, depicted. Kincheloe 

and Steinberg (1993) maintain that: 

The post-formal concern with questions of meaning, 

emancipation via ideological disembedding, and 

attention to the process of self-production rises above 

the formal operational level of thought and its 

devotion to proper procedure. Post-formalism grapples 

with purpose, devoting attention to issues of dignity, 

freedom, authority, and social responsibility, (pp. 

297-298) 
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My approach always involves a realization that I can 

never hope to tell Serena's story as she would tell it. 

What interests me is the use of the exploration as a tool to 

hold on to a "thousand threads." The research is employed 

to develop, describe and analyze particulars, points in the 

"web of reality." In the attempt, I concur with Kincheloe 

and Steinberg (1993) and seek "to understand what that point 

in the web is, how it constructs our vantage point, and the 

ways it insidiously restricts our vision" (p. 302). 

Ouesl-ions Ahont T.i t.Prary 

I examine my major questions by asking how print is 

used in the society in which Serena lives. An example of 

this is a document, dated March 2, 1995 (Illustration 1.1). 

Taylor encourages researchers to consider asking these 

kinds of questions: 

Who writes these texts? Who reads them? Who 
interprets them? What (who) influences the reading, 
writing and interpretation of such texts? Who is 
included? Who is excluded? How can we characterize 
the print that is a part of our everyday lives—in 
newspapers, on television (the news is read), in 
political campaigns, in public information material, 
official documentation, advertisements, and "junk 
mail?" How does such printed matter differ from one 
country to another? (Taylor, 1994) 
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Most visits go very well and both the child(ren) and 
parent(s) look forward to them. However, parent(s) 
sometimes bring up unpleasant subjects. These subjects 
should be discussed with the case worker, therapist, or 
attorney and not with your child(ren). 

Yqu may not; 
- question, threaten or harass your child(ren) 

- criticize your child(ren), spouse or ex-spouse, 
other family members, foster parent(s), case 
worker, therapist 

- pump child(ren) for information regarding the other 
parent, other parent's spouse/boyfriend/ 

girlfriend, foster home or school location 

- discuss the case, case worker, therapist, court, or 
other involved parties 

- say things that make the child(ren) feel sad, guilty 
or sorry for you—use vulgar language 

- bring knives, guns or dangerous instruments to 
the visit. . . . 

T1lustration 1.1. Visit guidelines for parents. 

Utterance as Cultural Framing: 

The Research Question 

Foucault (1978, 1980) depicts "power" as productive as 

well as oppressive. Power constructed against Serena also 

may function as a catalyst, re-directing, and legitimating 

her struggle for social justice; that is, power goes both 

ways.^ The question I seek to answer in this dissertation 

^Assuming a Foucault-type archaeological approach, Serena's 
resistance to power is always possible. Foucault understands power 
as productive, not just repressive. "Power" requires that the person 
upon whom it is exercised "be thoroughly recognized and maintained to 
the very end as a person who acts . . . [in order that] a whole field of 
responses, reactions, results and possible inventions may open up." 
(Foucault, 1983, p. 220) 
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is—where Serena is concerned—can feminism, critical theory 

and social constructivism effectively translate into 

learning theories from epistemologies, and from learning 

theories to practices? 

In this theoretical dissertation I answer these 

questions based on six years of ethnographic research, and 

by employing an interplay of contexts with certain caveats 

in mind; that is, according to Figueroa (1994): 

Utterance occurs in contexts and no two configuration 
of contexts are ever the same. Context is open-ended 
and communication has certain emergent properties (such 
as creativity) related to this open-endedness. 
Utterances occur within unique spatio-temporal 
boundaries. It is safe to say therefore that 
utterances are particulars, (pp. 168-169) 

For those teachers who have the knowledge to make 

informed decisions about what they read and observe, I use 

this dissertation to search for ways to encourage and 

implement more holistic practices. As a teacher who writes, 

it helps to return to a metaphor which helps in tying 

multiple truths to the thousand threads of everyday life. I 

think about Rashomon, jazz, and more. Thus, readers need to 

understand complexity as a way of apprehending reality. It 

is my belief that such knowings are valuable. 

Peter Elbow (1986) gives the name "the doubting game" 

to scholars who see critique first as adversarial, 

consistent with hoping to catch another colleague's stumble. 
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ill-fated comment, and the fierce argument. He claims 

educators are trained that way—for example, a tendency to 

reject qualitative evidence as anecdotal—but asks whether 

or not it is a scholar's job to approach alternate paradigms 

like an opposing attorney, discrediting witnesses. Instead 

of a doubting game. Elbow advances the theory of a 

"believing game": read as if you believed, and see where you 

get to. 

Texts and Contexts: Serena and Stance 

When teachers' professionalism is ignored or 

circumvented, students like Serena are hurt. Suppose, for 

instance, as one of Serena's "Life Skills""* teachers I were 

to be directed toward an instructional approach meant to 

guide "developing" literacy along a predefined route, such 

as increased political consciousness and action? In writing 

The Argument Culture: Moving from Debate to Dialogue. Tannen 

(1998) states that advocates of ". . . 'difference feminism' 

contrast with those in the other camp, who claim that women 

are no different from men by nature, so any noticeable 

differences result from how society treats women. Those who 

""I study Serena's schooling across a number of settings: "The 
Teenage Pregnancy Program," "Life-Skills," "Parents Anonymous," and 
"Job Corps." 
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take this view are called 'social constructionists'" (p. 

275). Thus, people have turned to studying the social 

contexts of learning for a number of reasons, and some 

define themselves in opposition to others. 

O'Connor (1998) affirms the difficulties of an attempt 

to sort out contributions to educational advances of any one 

variant of theory; nonetheless, he derives a useful 

typography of clusters of work within a framework. I build 

on his typography to push my understandings of (a) feminist 

theory, (b) critical theory, and (c) socialcultural-

historical theory. These perspectives hold the best promise 

for more humane approaches. I use them to articulate ways 

to advocate for the literacy learning of Serena. 

At this point, to help clarify distinctions between the 

dissertation's three theoretical perspectives, the following 

reflection by O'Connor (1998) is useful: 

A sizable number of education researchers have looked 
back at the heart of collective human activity within 
their disciplines, seeking to identify the activities 
in which novices must come to participate if they are 
ever to hope to have [advances]. Others come to 
education research bringing with them a vivid awareness 
of collective life generally, with all of its inequity 
and struggle. Finally, those with a commitment to 
teaching in classrooms bring to research a deep 
knowledge of the social contexts of learning, a reality 
more unruly and multifaceted than any theoretical 
framework can yet encompass, (p. 62) 



23 

Fprninlst Theory 

As a feminist teacher of Serena's "Office Support" 

course at the teenage pregnancy program, moving toward a 

certain feminist agenda, suppose I were to concur that 

"Pretending that women and men are the same hurts women, 

because the ways they are treated are based on the norms for 

men" (Tannen, 1990, p. 16). Thus, I might feel called upon 

to guide "developing" literacy along (away from) a 

pre-existing route: patriarchal arrangements. The study of 

Serena's day to day activities provide locations of 

marginalization, situations that reify privilege' (see 

Illustration 1.2). 

Illustration 1.2 depicts the types of information and 

interactions that Serena was expected to handle on a daily 

basis. Within the notion of a pre-existing route, her time 

and energy were significantly controlled, particularly 

around the time she gave birth to her son. 

Critical Theory 

Critical theory links multiple variants, its 

assumptions underpinning reproduction and resistance theory 

empowerment, or voice, toward studying how individuals in a 

group may achieve shared understandings. Ashcroft (1987) 

' I have left Serena's language intact. 
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Jan, 26, 1994 Sat. Cleaning Chore [at the Home]. 

Serena writes entry in journal /learning 

summary for TAP®: "Today is January 26, 1994. 

I am at my house working on my biology work. 

I'm working on heredity heath chapter 6. I 

have learned how the environment and heredity 

linked together, and some secific rsi r. 1 

factors that may result in birth defects. I 

worked on the development occurring before 

birth, the work of Gregor mendel. On Gregor 

Mendel I learned about the domance genotype. 

I also worked on applying mendels [word 

crossed out] principles." 

Jan. 31 "Parental Status of Minors, placement of 

child: establishing ability to be parent: 

definition"; "Be it enacted by the 

Legislature of the State." A month before 

giving birth, she is officially notified of 

her status as a "mother." 

Feb. 1994 TAP learning summary [journal] due. 

Feb. 2 Entry in Serena's "Biology 6" notebook: 

"Today I couldn't have done much because I 

forgot my notebook at home. So I just pretty 

much kicked back in class." 

Feb. 5 Sat. Cleaning Chore. 

Feb. 7 On Serena's school calendar: "career 

discovery." And "Computation" has been the 

main topics of the last two weeks. 

Feb. 8 Serena gives birth to Mikey; returns to Mercy 

Home. A day after the birth, the state 

®TAP is an acronym for Teenage Alternate Program, which is a 
pseudonym for the alternative school program that exists citywide and 
is offered to school-age females who are pregnant, and generally, who 
live in poverty. 
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assumes custody of her child, but Serena 

retains physical custody. 

Feb. 9 Temporary Custody Notice, (CPS) Arizona 

Department of Economic Security, 

Administration for Children, Youth & 

Families, Child Protective Services [child 

taken at 5:45 p.m. but remains in Serena's 

custody]. 

Feb. 10 Medical Assistance Approval; AAHCCCS. Serena 

completes form—writes baby's information, 

reason for "Ineligibility." Instructions for 

application of original birth certificate; 

types of instructions Serena must understand 

in order to fill out applications. 

Feb. 11 "In the Matter of . . ." Request for 

Financial Assessment, to Superior Court of 

the State, by Attorneys for [DES]. In part 

it refers to the issue of dependency, 

availability of all records pertaining to 

Serena to facilitate 

state's financial assessment hearing. 

[Reaffirms connection to absent father.] 

Instructions regarding the financial appeal 

process; a sum of $30 per month was set. 

Feb. 11 Dependency Petition, by Attorneys for DES; 

she's still ward of state; child was taken on 

Feb. 9 at 5:45 p.m.; refers to state assuming 

custody of baby; petition for maintenance and 

support while in foster care; six month time 

period for review of Serena's suitability as 

[underage] parent. 

Feb. 11 Serena's case worker Ana reads and attests: 

"The facts contained therein are true and 

correct"; notarized. Ana's commission 

expires Feb. 20, 1996. Legal ending of 
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Serena's and Ana's relationship; transfer of 

"case" to new, male, caseworker. Serena's 

"new" status in welfare as underage mother. 

Feb. 11 Notification of dependency hearing for baby 

scheduled for March 4, 1994. I attend this 

hearing with Serena. 

Feb. 12 No Sat. Cleaning Chore; Serena writes, "0." 

Feb. 14 "Court Appointed Special Advocate (CASA) to 

act as guardian ad litem for the child" 

[refers to Mikey]. "... Caseworker shall 

conduct an investigation" and submit a report 

to the Court concerning alleged dependency. 

Feb. 16 Serena's doctor's appointment with Mikey, 

everyone looks approvingly. "Welcome to our 

world: from Maternity Services"; Serena fills 

in medical history. 

Feb. 18 Subsidy Authorization Certificate (DES); 

Child Care Administration—refers to 

provider (Teenage Parent Program), "the 

following child care services are authorized 

for the above provider": concerns day care 

for baby. 

Feb. 19 No Sat. Cleaning Chore; check-mark. Serena 

signs House sign-out sheet. 

Feb. 20 Serena fills out form: Parental Assessment 

Financial Statement. 

Feb. 2 0 Menu for Mercy Home for week ending . . . 

Illustrat i nn 1.?. Inventory of appointments, notifications, 

and responsibilities. 
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asserts that motivation is not an acceptable term for 

understanding empowerment; a student's personal power is 

clarified as "bringing into a state of belief one's 

capability to act effectively" (p. 144). Critical theorist 

Henry Giroux (1987) views social empowerment as critical and 

transformative in nature: self-empowerment. Challenging and 

changing society clearly are elements. In terms of Serena's 

experiences, consider Illustration 1.3. 

The petitioner's: 
1. Marital status. 

2. Ability to provide the infant with food, 
shelter, education and ordinary medical care in a 
stable family environment. 

3. Employment status. 
4 . Age . 

Illustration 1.3. Procedures for establishing official 
status as parent. 

Yet, the particularities of Serena's personal power and 

literacy strengths (Marasco, 1997) describe a much broader 

landscape than constructs about self motivation, societal 

constraint, empowerment, and missed or gained opportunity.^ 

'More than likely, disruption of the status quo is not one of the 
many, so-called "development of empowerment," approved, teachable 
constructs at TAP (the teenage pregnancy program). In literature 
about the proliferation of unsuccessful educational interventions 
aimed at teen mothers over a ten-year period, reports depict dramatic 
waste of money, resources and energy (Auerbach, 1989; Betts, 1987; 
Dryfoos, 1985; Roosa, 1985; Rose, 1989). 
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Officially, "child" can be defined as indicated in 

Illustration 1.4. The intended denotation remains unclear. 

"For the purposes of this section" indicates that in other 

official contexts the age of 18 may mean "adult." But 

Serena's official social status is one among many 

depictions. In a critical theory approach, we need to ask 

questions about a group's day to day meanings. 

F. For the purposes of this section, "child" means a person 
who is under the age of 18 years. 

Tllustration 1.4. Determining legal categories for child. 

Social Constructivist Theory 

In Britain, researchers found that not only do children 

write with interest and enthusiasm about dialect, but also 

they write most competently in dialect (Cheshire & Edwards, 

1991). At "Parents Anonymous," one of the programs that 

Serena attended, considered were the possibilities of a 

social constructivist approach which explored social 

attitudes toward linguistic diversity. We need to empower 
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Using the research data—Serena's story, official 

documentation (see Illustration 1.5), and actual printed 

lessons—what would Serena's classroom at "Parents 

Anonymous" look like? Be like? 

Ability to Sequence Tasks 

On Her Own 

Fills out the form required for a duplicate birth 

certificate of her child, adds all necessary 

information, including the absent father's name, and as a 

result she receives birth certificate. 

At Intgrvf^ntion Program 

Lists 50 dangers to baby's safety in the average 

kitchen. 

Illustration 1.5. On Serena's capabilities. 

This interpretation of clusters of work within a 

framework is developed more fully in the chapters ahead. 

Needless to say, in the several compulsory interventions 

that Serena attended, any of these assumptions would have 

been regarded with incredulity. 

The Theme Of Particularity 

"Sociolinguistics as what Hymes is calling a 

'perspective', and what [Figueroa] call[s] a metatheory, is 
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not sociolinguistics as it has become known or as it has 

been practiced but something much broader" (Figueroa, 1994, 

p. 180). To understand the uniqueness of perspective, I 

lean heavily on sociolinguistic metatheory, tying a 

simplistic version of the science of chaos* to write about 

Serena during her adolescence. Discussing the Butterfly 

Effect relation to chaos theory, Figueroa (1994) advises 

that "this notion implies at least two things which have 

importance for us: the potential significance of seemingly 

insignificant factors and the inter-connectedness of 

systems" (p. 171). 

Contextualizing Serena's capabilities means 

understanding her perspectives, and incorporating what she 

had already successfully survived. In this dissertation I 

develop a theoretical perspective that I use to describe 

context, a teenage mother's literacy documents, and theory. 

Kincheloe and Steinberg (1993) describe contextualization, 

attending to setting, as the "ecology of everything." 

Serena's circumstances often dictated a far different 

direction than she chose. The dissertation expands upon my 

experiences of documenting literacy. I use my research 

®"tC]haos is a science of process rather than state, of becoming 
not being. . . . [It] breaks across the lines that separate 
scientific disciplines . . . [and] poses problems that defy accepted 
ways of working in science . . . turning back a trend in science 
toward reductionism." (Gleick, 1987, p. 5) 
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focus to understand the many facets of the literacy 

configurations of context embedded in everyday lives. The 

dissertation seeks to expand upon knowledge about how 

literacy practices make sense in context. 

Serena's reality is affected by perspectives about her 

history. Out of context these strike like an obituary— 

cruel, blast furnace depictions of her life. The sound 

bites read: "in a dozen different foster homes," "unwed, 

teenage mother," "absent father." The baggage from these 

depictions is carried about constantly. Labels attach too 

easily to Serena's family as well: "drug addicted mother," 

"mother was also a pregnant teenager," "illiteracy," 

"unskilled," "father absent." In Serena's everyday 

realities these loaded utterances preclude inquiry. As code 

words, they are devastatingly effective in melting down 

Serena's reserves. Recently I read Tannen's (1998) 

paraphrase of linguist Dwight Bolinger: 

Language is like a loaded gun: it can be fired 
intentionally, but it can wound or kill just as surely 
when fired accidentally. The terms in which we talk 
about something shape the way we think about it—and 
even what we see. {p. 14) 

Serena learns to use language by using it in the 

politeness strategies she employs, the questions she asks, 

and the forays in gathering details she seeks- These 
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resemblance strategies (Wittgenstein, 1953) help in making 

decisions about which information to include, which bears 

likeness and which does not. Reality would not stand or 

fall on any one depiction; Serena uses literacy, in part, by 

pulling the pieces of her life together. 

My interest centers on the dialectical relationship 

between "enabling and disabling literacies" (Taylor, 1996). 

With these backgroundings in mind I discuss theory within a 

framework of public and private text about voice, power and 

survival. In each chapter, I focus on particularities— 

Serena's time at the home for unwed teens, her schooling, 

life in foster care, representation of the state's child 

protective services, as well as relationships with care 

providers—through multiple pedagogical perspectives. 

Ecology of Everything 

The presentation of the three underlying theoretical 

assumptions will help make a link to the constructedness of 

enabling and disabling literacies (Taylor, 1996). In the 

"ecology of everything" (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 1993), 

particularities speak to constructs such as silencing. 
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invisibility and constraint, as well as power and 

capability. For Serena—and I believe for other students 

who are young mothers living in poverty—it is a personal 

social construct of equilibrium and balance, and affected by 

educationalists for better and worse. 

Building on the work of Dyson (1993), Heath (1982, 

1983), Leslco (1994), Luker (1990), and Taylor (1993, 1996), 

I look at data and endeavor a feminist, a critical, and a 

social constructivist approach. Within a theoretical 

orientation, what would I want to know about a document? A 

situation? A circumstance? How can I advocate for Serena 

using these stances and understandings?' Can important 

understandings mesh? These are the kinds of questions that 

we are going to meet throughout the chapters. 

Overview of the Dissertation 

The dissertation is organized as follows: Chapter 2 

presents a chronology, Serena's story, circumstances and 

situations, her perspectives, and official text. Chapter 3 

is a feminist analysis of the literacy documents of Serena. 

'waiter J. Freeman (1991) remarks: "We also speculate that 
chaos underlies the ability of the brain to respond flexibly to the 
outside world and to generate novel activity patterns, including 
these that are experienced as fresh ideas.... The result is a 
meaning-laden perception, a gestalt, that is unique to each 
individual" (p. 78). 
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In Chapter 4, I explain the procedure I have developed for 

disembedding, offering critique from critical theory 

orientations. Chapter 5 develops a social constructivist 

approach as archetypal players—all subsumed under the 

banner of social constructivism, divergent theories refract 

interpretations of a single account. One variant of this 

orientation will set the subject for the last remaining 

chapter. In Chapter 6, using a sociopsycholinguistic 

transactional theoretical explanation, my concluding remarks 

refract Serena's story in light of a personal inventiveness 

and balance of everyday social convention (Bruner, 1986; 

Goodman, 1988, 1991, 1996; Goodman & Goodman, 1990; Goodman, 

Y., & Marek, 1996). 
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CHAPTER 2 

SERENA: LITERACY AND EXPERIENCES 

Prologue 

She was socially isolated, economically dependent. Her 
life had been edited, and any rewrites were no longer 
feasible. . . . (Learning from Cindy, Taylor, 1996, p. 
130) 

Insofar as it concerns a culture of bureaucratic 

governing, Serena's life was officially "edited." Serena's 

literacies and experiential strengths have officially 

"disappeared"—dismissed or circumvented as a condition of 

age, poverty, pregnancy, and status as welfare recipient 

(Marasco, 1997; See also McNemar, 1998; Records, 1994; 

Wasserman, Rauh, Brunelli, Garcia-Castro, & Necos, 1990). 

Findings nf My Kt-hnograph-j c Research 

• In the health rationing system prevalent in the U.S.A. 

today, Serena lost out. 

• Public Assistance pandered to demands of current 

anti-welfare rhetoric. 

• At the hands of a representative of Social Services, 

she suffered emotional abuse. 

I use the term correctly, it means now you see it now you 
don't—officially. 
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• Private Assistance dismissed funds of knowledge other 

than its own agendas. 

• Public Education failed Serena by pushing her into 

alternative schooling. 

• The Teenage Pregnancy Program's trade school emphasis 

circumvented her literacy strengths. 

• The Justice System punished her for a transgression 

beyond the spirit of its jurisdiction. 

• The State sanctioned violent constraint in order to 

govern her behavior. 

Like an actor in Star Trek, the teenage mother has been 

cast as a "shape shifter," able to take on whatever identity 

best serves the story line. Thus, Serena is alternately 

cast as promiscuous, welfare queen, indiscriminate breeder, 

bad mother, illiterate, drop out, victim, or the baby having 

a baby- The mainstay of that character on television is 

that he is an honorable man, but to promote education as 

intervention and to further agenda literacies, what remains 

constant in depictions of the teenage mother is that she is 

the source of rascality, bearing responsibility for a 

complex set of social ills. 
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Point-.s in thP Weh of Reality 

Within the parameters of Serena's experience, 

discourses of identity and personhood become loaded terms. 

For example, the concepts of agency, self-regulation and 

self-efficacy used euphemistically are the currency of 

eligibility for public assistance. 

In this chapter a chronology of Serena's literacy and 

experiences is divided into three areas. All important 

times in Serena's life, these are entitled (a) Before the 

Baby, (b) Mother and Child: At the Home, and (c) Mother and 

Child: On Their Own. 

And, what can different theoretical perspectives tell 

us? 

Before the Rahy 

This section refers to events over four months' time, 

from October 1993 to February 1994. The first date is 

important because it marks my first visit. Serena is living 

at the Home for unwed, teenage mothers. When we first meet, 

she has lived there for one month; attends "alternative" 

schooling, TAP; and has been advised to transfer out of her 

regular high school and neighborhood. The Home provides 

more thorough and more convenient access to medical 
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services. The second date, February 1994, is the day of the 

birth of Serena's son, Mikey. 

Mother and Child; At. the Home 

This section concerns a period of approximately 

llmonths: from Mikey's birth in February 1994 to events 

early in January 1995. The stay at the Home is usually 

short—six months is considered a long time. But Serena and 

her infant remain at the Home for 11 months. Serena becomes 

seventeen in May 1994, but she is still "underage." The 

Home has taken on the role of a foster home because an 

alternate placement cannot be found. Serena continues at 

TAP, attends meetings, such as the foster care review board, 

visits with her "new" caseworker, and attends medical 

appointments. 

The date of January 1995 is important because it is the 

day that a representative of the State, her caseworker, 

takes physical custody of Serena's son—without her 

knowledge, which is the subject of the next section. 

Mother and Child: On Their Own 

This section refers to a subterfuge, that is, events 

early in January 1995, and afterward. Adults in authority 

arrange the legal kidnapping of Serena's infant from day 
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care. Serena is told to pack all belongings; ostensibly, a 

new, temporary foster home has become available. Some 

residents warn, "Something is happening behind your back." 

In the midst of packing, with a tap on the shoulder, Serena 

is surprised by her caseworker. He announces that Mikey has 

been taken away to another foster home, and that Serena has 

"lost" custody. Further, she is not to know where he is. 

She is to leave the Home—alone. She will move back to one 

of her former foster placements. If she "does right" she 

has the possibility of regaining custody in six months. 

Serena becomes hysterical. She is taken to a doctor who 

makes a diagnosis of "depression" and prescribes the drug 

Prozac. 

Res.1 Stance. Creativity, Invention 

Seyla Benhabib (1994) asks, "If these agents retain 

capacities for resistance, resignification or for subverting 

gender codes from where do these derive? What are the 

sources of inventiveness, spontaneity, creativity and 

resistance in agents?" 

Serena's memories and experiences cannot be stowed away 

or made handy for upcoming use because they are active in 

creating new knowledge and simultaneously involved in her 

relationships. As described by Goodman and Goodman (1990), 
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represent experience symbolically and that the 

reconstruction of external activity is simultaneously a 

reconstruction of internal activity" (p. 231). Thus, in the 

events described in this chapter, it is important to 

recognize that Serena decides how literate she is, as she 

visualizes it. 

Before the Baby 

I keep firmly in mind that, as McDermott and Roth 

(1978) argue, "Mental events are never directly available 

for analysis; they can only be modeled by inference from 

people's behavior in extremely well-defined environments" 

(as quoted in Taylor, 1993, p. 221) . The letter 

(Illustration 2.1) shows how Bell" (pseudonym), Serena's 

mother, uses writing lilce talk.'^ 

**A11 of people's names in Serena's story are pseudonyms. 

*"When Serena's mother uses this punctuation mark:!! she puts a 
smiley mark beneath- She decorates her envelope, a drawing of a 
Native American little girl. Serena's envelope has some similarities 
to Bell's; both draw in a fake stamp. 
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Hi Net! Sunday 8/29 [1993] 

I love & miss you very much !! How you doing Mija? As 
for me well I'm hanging tough. Always think of you 
kids but I guess it's the mother in me. I pray for you 
and the boys, and always have you on my mind. Listen 
by now you must know what happened no? Did Danny tell 
you? Man it was messed up but you know what Net if I 
had to figure out the reason why this has happened to 
me I find 2 of them; you do know that everything 
happens for a reason. They are just another stepping 
stone in your way. The Lord will not put you in a 
situation you cannot cope with, believe me. its true, 
for a while. I thought I'd go crazy in the hole (lock 
down) with the COs letting me out once a day for an 
hour. Just enough time to shower, clean my room and 
back down. No reading material, no store, no radio, 
not a thing but the Bible; which brings me to the 
number one reason this happened to me. The Lord was 
calling me. I've been reading the bible, going to 
bible study, wanting desperately to do the will of 
Jesus. He is the only one that will free me Mija from 
this bondage of drug incarceration. I'm tired Serena 
of running, I'm tired of hurting, of not feeling loved 
& totally abandon. I've been searching all my life to 
be accepted in one way or another without finding a 
place to fit into. I'm sick & tired of running. It's 
time to stop!!! I want to do the right thing. I have 
responsibilities its time that I grow up and stop play 
this game this lame game that is getting no where but a 
rap sheet and time. I know that in the past I've made 
many promises, many broken promises, false hopes and 
guilt time dreams not this time, I'm just turning my 
life over to the lord and yield!! I pray a lot Mija 
hopefully the lord will see that I'm sincere and life 
will be back to normal. I spoke to Danny today Tuesday 
Aug. 31. he said that he is willing to get me an apt 
so when I get out I'll have somewhere to go. I did 
tell him that I'm not ready to live with any man, my 
main concern is you kids. My kids come first before 
anything. You kids are my focus. 

So listen, how did the meeting go? Have you been 
to the doctor? How's Michael doing? Have you seen 
your tata? the kids? Rene? Listen up by the time you 
get this letter Danny has spoken to you beep him. I 
thought he had told you my situation but saves que I 
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don't want any visits. Its so very hard Mija. I find 
it easier not to see you guy's. Cause when you leave 
it really hurts so I hope that you will understand and 
find it in your heart to forgive me. I'll be on this 
side 1-F until Sept. 16th so I'll call you after that. 
Listen if they move you to another house let me know OK 
or call someone so I'll know what's happening with you. 

Listen, about my clothes that you have you won't 
have any use for it so give it to Danny to put away in 
storage OK. Please don't loose my clothes Da. I need 
those clothes OK. Hey are you going to D. V. school? 
What are you doing? Write me OK. Listen I'll break 
camp here until I hear from you. Be careful. Say 
hello to Rene if you see him. Listen no one knows that 
I'm on this side of the tracks, I don't want no one to 
know OK. So please don't say anything. Oh find 
out if Ricky got his present. Dont tell Ana I'll tell 
her myself later. I love you & miss you much. 
Love ya Always. Your Mom 

P.S. Write back. God bless you. I'll keep you in my 
prayers! Love you 

Illustrati on 2.1. I find it easier not to see you. 

That it all seems so hopeless is what sticks in 

Serena's mind. Bell participates in the staggering power of 

her own addiction by not engaging in "real" conversation 

about it—it is always "the horror"—dramatized, 

objectivized. She seeks "desperately to do the will of 

Jesus" but makes no mention of "yielding" to another 

powerful deity—the addiction itself, which is equally 

shrouded in mystery as any proper saint. Finally, Bell 

promises to stop running. The letter might be from an 
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errant child to a loving parent; Serena as parent and Bell 

as prodigal daughter. 

Prpgnant Tpph; Arrival at the Home 

During the summer of 1993, Serena had a relationship 

with an adult. When told early on about the pregnancy, he 

affirmed his love, loyalty and promised a good family life. 

He then abandoned her before the end of the first trimester. 

Serena was advised to leave her regular high school and move 

to Mercy Home, where she could attend an alternative high 

school: TAP. Serena attended school along with other young 

women; and she made CPS, AFDC, and medical meetings. At the 

Home, there were chores, rules and regulations. 

Resignifying Frampworks 

It is Sunday early evening, and Serena and I sit on the 

couch at "The Home"—with the tape recorder between us. The 

living room is comfortable. There is a bookcase nearby, two 

armchairs, sturdy carpeting, southwestern prints on the 

wall. 

J. When you're reading and you come to something you 
don't know, what do you do? 

S. I read it over. 
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J. If you were reading a book of your own and you 
were in bed, you came to something you didn't 
know, would you do the same thing? 

S. Yes. I read it over. Then, I learn more than 
what I had learned then—from the first time I 
read it. 

J. Do you ever do anything else besides go back and 
read it again? 

S. No. 

It is the first time I've had a chance to spend any 

time in this room—usually when a resident's boyfriend 

visits they will sit here. Not many people are here today. 

We are left to talk in peace, a rare occurrence in a house 

that sleeps 12. In reference to the reading interest 

inventory I hold in my hand, I ask Serena to tell me: 

J. Can you describe for me how you think of yourself 
as a reader? 

S. Well, I like to read, but sometimes it doesn't go 
through my head what I read, you know, and I have 
to go back to read what it meant, what the 
paragraph or story meant. 

J. But, you do like to read . . . 

S. Yes, I do. I usually read all summer. 

J. If someone you know was having difficulty reading, 
how would you help them? 

S. I'd just sit there and, you know, teach them every 
or each word. 

J. If you had a little nephew and he had a child's 
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book and he said he could not understand something 

in the story . . . 

S. I would just sit with him until he tries to learn 
it. I would just try to get it through him. 

Probably show him what that word means. You know, 
what it really means. 

Serena seemed to have a lot invested in being able to 

quickly pinpoint what special things words really mean. And 

she may have assumed it was of equal importance to everyone. 

It is taken for granted that someone other than a reader, 

herself, will possess the "real" sense of a thing. Perhaps 

it is a recognition that plays upon the keeping of her 

notebooks. If so, then consider the logic of it! The only 

way to hold people accountable for words they had used was 

to show them the words they had used. But her notebooks 

were as much for her memories as storing information. 

J. Now, who is a good reader that you know? 

S. My mom. 

J. Can you tell me why? 

S. My Mom? Because she writes good letters. She 
writes nice letters. And you can understand her 
letters and poems she writes. You can understand 
them. And her letters when she writes them they 
mean something. 

Serena's emphasis is on a hidden, between-the-lines 

"something," not a mere transfer of information from print 

to heart or mind but rather something more valuable. 
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J. How do you see that? Do you learn something from 
the way she writes about your mother? Writing 
that helps you to . . . 

S. No. [Laughter] I don't. No. Sometimes poetry, 
maybe. Did you know I can write poetry? (See 
Illustration 2.2.) 

But I would wish you would tell me the truth so you 
would quit hurting me. You talk to me words that mean 
so much. I seek and trust you in the knowledge I find, 
a heart that sympathetic and understanding mind. That's 
what I need one who is kind, understanding. Who mixes 
those fine qualities. See I'm not that stupid I know 
how to write from what comes from my heart. 

illuaf.rat.i on What comes from my heart. By Serena. 

Serena was likely to change the topic away from 

conversations about her mother. I rarely witnessed adults 

engage the topic of Serena's mother in any way other than 

negatively. The typical, simplistic message of these 

discussions meant to heap blame upon her mother. I liked 

Serena's sense of diplomacy in changing the subject. 

Mikey's Birth; Fphriiary 1994 

Serena kept snippets of wrapping paper and ribbon from 

gifts to the baby. She also faithfully kept each card, for 

example see Illustration 2.2. 



47 

You're expecting 
a baby . . . 
What a special experience 
this must be in your life 
as your days are filled 
with planning 

and dreaming 
and the excitement 
of imagining . . . 
And your heart is touched 
with such beautiful feelings of love. 

Illust-ratinn 2.3. Memories in print. 

Off Trial Rpr-ngnil-.i nn 

In contrast, recognition of MiJcey's birth from official 

sources was far less amiable: Document—Temporary Custody 

Notice. The first official notice of Mikey's birth concerns 

to whom—or what—he belongs. The title is long and 

impressive: "Arizona Department of Economic Security, 

Administration for Children, Youth & Families, Child 

Protective Services." Language clearly states that the 

"baby was taken" at 5:45 p.m., shortly after birth; 

actually, he was not taken—not physically. But the 

language grants future leeway, hints at structured 

arrangements. The implication to the mother is to take 

nothing for granted—even that definition which is most 

commonly accepted: motherhood. 
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Status: Funds nf Knowledge 

Among the funds of knowledge denied, both officially 

and unofficially, were the strength of family, culture, and 

community of teenage mothers. 

Nonetheless, motherhood granted Serena "new" and 

improved status. Serena and I went to several appointments 

after Mikey's birth, and, holding the baby, Serena became 

magically visible. It was surely a tremendous boost, to 

have everyone look upon her so approvingly, and with such 

admiration. Generally, adults' treatment was not as 

benevolent. 

Whether or not adults in authority were aware that they 

had done so, often even simple requests held tones of 

accusation. At the Home, for instance, small reprimands 

could be framed in an infantilizing way, such as the 

"punishment" of having to write the following: 

Rules 

1. We do not throw food. 

2. We do not touch dangerous objects. 

3. We do not hit other people. 

4 . We all go to bed at 8:30. 

nlustration 2.4. Rules for food. 
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FripndTy Constructions 

On several occasions, young women asked Serena's 

advice, knowing she would think deeply about a solution to a 

people problem. Serena was busy trying to figure it all 

out, and managing to do so with considerable grace and 

maturity. Serena was in no way considered obsequious. 

Tricia and Aunt Terry 

On the day of our formal tape recorded interview, I 

also met Aunt Terry, who had come to visit her niece, 

Tricia. Aunt Terry was a big woman, and obviously very fond 

of Tricia. Aunt Terry told me the following: "If she 

doesn't do what she's supposed to [referring to the 

interview] you come and tell me." We all laughed at this, 

and she wagged her finger at Tricia to underline her point. 

I saw a strong, caring relationship between them. 

Prnhl PTT-sol vi ng 

It was November 1, 1993, Monday, around 7:00 p.m. The 

residents have finished dinner and clearing up. There is a 

lot of activity going on. At one point on the audio tape, a 

few girls' voices almost obscure our interview. Tricia is 

an African American, and at 17 is the oldest of the young 
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residents. She is enthusiastic about being interviewed. 

Tricia does not appear to have any trouble expressing 

herself. She is the girl who had an altercation with one of 

the counselors. Tricia'^ had pushed the woman because the 

woman had forbidden her use of the phone. Sister Martha had 

almost expelled Tricia for that; it was a tense moment. 

Considerable time and energy were spent in conversation 

devoted to problem posing around this issue, multiple 

suggestions put forth, endless advice offered. One avenue 

that, most definitely, was not explored was the "official" 

one. Mercy Home had an official policy for dealing with 

disputes (see Illustration 2.5). 

As a resident of Mercy Home you have some rights and 
responsibilities. You are part of a group of young 
women who are living together as a family. We the 
staff of Mercy Home, want you to feel that Mercy Home 
is your home. 

If you have a complaint about the program, the staff, 
or the conditions at Mercy Home, you should WRITE YOUR 
COMPLAINTr and give it to the Program Director, Sr. . 
She will discuss your complaint with you within 7 days. 
If you are not satisfied with the results of your 
discussion with her, you may send your complaint to 
your counselor. 

n1ustration 2.5. Residents' grievance procedure. 

"^Tricia telephoned me directly after this happened. Immediately 
after the call, I recorded a detailed entry in my field notes. 
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Serena, Ariel, and Tricia had discussed a range of 

possibilities meant to ameliorate the situation. Serena 

told Tricia to apologize directly (face to face), and to 

give Sister "reasons why it wouldn't happen again." Later, 

when Tricia did this, we spoke about whether that advice had 

played a part, because Sister had allowed Tricia to stay. 

The episode appeared to clear the air; Tricia's relationship 

with the counselor improved. But in all data, this episode 

is the only documentation of outright physical aggression, 

at least on the part of the teenagers. 

Mother and Child: At the Home 

Two of the young residents and Serena had become 

friends. Serena was fascinated with how Ariel used reading, 

as explained in the interview that follows. The friends' 

talks helped me glimpse how they looked at TAP, their (new) 

school. 

Serena and Friends: Ariel 

I am sitting with Ariel. She is a newly arrived 

resident, and we met during her first days at Mercy Home. 

She is Navajo and her family lives in the White Mountains. 

Nearby, the television is on, and another resident is 
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watching it. We are in the dining room area. The room has 

a clinical whiteness, as if it has been disinfected rather 

than cleaned. 

J. So what did you think of it all—at TAP? English 
class? 

A. Yes, that's my first class. The first day we 
didn't really do anythi ny. She'd [teacher] just 
talk and talk. And other kids were talking, and 
stuff like that. Umm, what I did was—she gave me 
a sheet of paper, and had words down one list and 
then you had to show for the opposite words on the 
other side. 

J. Were they from a story? 

A. Just a piece of paper with words. 

J. Oh. And how long was that class? 

A. Forty-five minutes. 

For the interview, I had explained that I wanted her to 

tell me how she feels about reading and writing. It's not a 

test, there are no right or wrong answers—just what she 

believes. And further, if she wants me to skip a question 

or go back to it, I will; or, if she needs more time to 

answer a question and I've gone too fast, she should say so. 

But the red battery light on the tape recorder becomes 

anemic—then nothing. Fortunately, I came prepared, and 

Ariel is fascinated by the adjustment: You brought 

batteries? What's this? What's that? So we talked about 

the tape recorder, and I told her I had worked in recording 
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studios. I said I liked Smashing Pumpkins; she said she 

liked Barry Manilow. I said "All right." 

We put my questions aside and talked about what makes 

for a good learning experience. 

J. But if in class you all were reading, I don't 
know, what was the last book you read? Can you 
remember a book you read that you really liked, 
for example? 

A. The last book I read was, ummmm, it was like when 
you're pregnant, you know those pregnancy books. 

J. But, it was true? 

A. Yeah, it was this story about this teenager that 
had troubles and stuff. And how she got rid of 
morning sickness, and all. There was just a bunch 
of stuff in there. 

J, And it showed you . . . 

A. Like how to talk to your parents, and just stuff 
like that. 

J. Did it teach you something that you didn't know 
before? 

A. Yes. 

J. So . . . 

One important reflection on this talk was that I ask 

about classroom readings, but A's reply is about her own 

reading. I ask, "Was it true? (Expository)? She replies, 

"Yes"—fiction but true to her. It points to how negotiable 

is sense-making about practical information. Within the 



54 

home a community existed that shared these kinds of 

exchanges: all voices mattered and flexible interpretation 

was sought. This existed in the young women's interactions 

with each other. I learned about it in fits and starts, 

because it was a fairly invisible thing. 

Invention and Sorial rnnvpntion: Dialogic Force 

Ariel had found out that she was pregnant and felt she 

was unable to talk to anyone about it. She tried to do so 

with her mother, teachers, an aunt—but found it impossible. 

More anxious as each day passed, she found a book; the main 

character was a pregnant teenager. It was better than 

nothing, so Ariel borrowed the author's words. 

Serena was intrigued by this. She told it as a story: 

Ariel studied just what the girl did and said, how in the 

story she told that she was going to have a baby, and then 

did the same thing. Serena's telling was consistent to 

Ariel's account. 

Ant-henticit-y in the Web 

This experience helped me think a great deal about the 

use of the term authentic in reference to the needs of young 

women like Serena. The technique authentically reflects a 



real interest, but this kind of transaction could not be 

categorized so easily. Instead, it speaks to learning that 

seems to have an energy of its own—whether it is authentic 

or not. The point I am making is that this kind of 

construction is powerful enough to push aside some very 

significant social and cultural patterning. Ariel spoke of 

the unique literary experience as if wanting to rush to that 

construction. It was authentic, and a whole lot more. 

Serena came to Mercy Home because a suitable foster 

home could not be found that would also welcome her baby. 

Ariel had come to Mercy Home because her family had taken 

the news that she was pregnant very badly. Her family is a 

very close knit group, and Ariel had never been away from 

home in her life. There were kinds of fears the 

housemothers could salve, but others which were hidden that 

they could not. The residents relied on each other. The 

young women showed compassion for each other, and they 

listened to each other. 

All these things happened out of sight. Adults offered 

neither space or time for residents' concerns to be shared 

in the sense of a community—but they managed it. The 

common assumption working among residents was that everyone 

had plenty to talk about, and time enough so that every 
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voice could be heard. Also, a perspective about silence was 

shared among them: silence was also a voice—it did not ever 

imply that you had nothing to say. 

In irony, what Serena and the young women were doing in 

dialogue on their own was very powerful. They were problem-

posing, and that was really what Sister Martha hoped for. 

As it concerns learning and literacy, their developing 

friendships was an incredible tool. But it remained 

virtually invisible to those in charge. 

My Meetings with thP» Director 

It was September 27, 1994, almost four months prior to 

the day Serena's baby was officially kidnapped. I saw 

Sister Martha to update her on Serena's progress. This was 

part of a regular monthly schedule we had set up. Sister 

Martha is the Director of the home, and has been for many 

years, but she is also a Principal at a local Catholic 

elementary school. I had been given access in conducting my 

research because she is dedicated to helping children. 

Sister Martha was not in a particularly good humor that 

day. What follows was garnered from my field notes, 

recorded directly after the visit and from a telephone 

conversation which generally restated the theme. 
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Accordingly, Sister was unhappy with Serena. She told me 

that Serena had not attended the "Learning Center" which was 

supposed to supply the skills "... she needs if she is 

ever to get into school." 

Sister's annoyance with Serena also included news that 

Serena's social worker had set up appointments with tutors 

and Serena had forgotten the time and date. Sister made it 

sound as if Serena had really desired this help, but she was 

too disorganized to take the necessary steps to realize 

success. 

The Learning/Leaning Cpntpr 

I knew the place she spoke of. I had been working as a 

reading and writing instructor and my kids called it "The 

Leaning fsic] Center." It was little more than a bank of 

computers with one program—an unbearably boring, 

repetitious, fill-in-the box, underline words kind of 

program—but somehow regarded as a panacea among Mercy Home 

and elsewhere dealing with so-called "at-risk" adolescents. 

It had occurred to me that a good deal of funding had been 

devoted to shaping a view which made The Learning Center 

appear progressive. The anti-welfare movement was in full 

throttle, and TAP was becoming more aggressive about finding 
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jobs for its students. There were, in the city, the usual 

places that hired this type of worker—temporary and 

relatively unskilled—such as the huge nursing home and 

service industry. At TAP, facilitators made it easy to 

eliminate the red tape, if any existed. For example, pre

tests were provided to TAP participants (see Illustration 

2.6 and Appendix A). 

1. . . . Name three pieces of furniture that are 
usually part of a resident unit. 

adjustablB bad bmdsidm stand oxrar bad tablm 
a. b. c. 

2. Because the residents have so many needs, the 
nursing assistant must have great sensitivity in order 
to recognize both those needs that are expressed and 
those that are not expressed. Sensitivity helps the 
nursing assistant to be aware of obvious of less 
obvious resident 

3. Dependability and accuracy are also essential 
qualities of the nursing assistant. You demonstrate 
these qualities when you: arrive on duty at the proper 
time, come prepared to do your job, carry out your 
assignment in the way you have been taught. 

Two ways in which the nursing assistant 
demonstrates dependability are: 

a. When on pTooajr 

b. r-nmrn p-cmD»rmd yen •idb and. 
asalanp^^*- «»ay von haan tauabt. 

T1 lustration 2  .  f > .  Pre-test, nursing assistant program. 
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Serena would have loved literacy activities around a 

book of her choice, and been overjoyed to read a story and 

to write or talk about it. But her interest did not figure 

in the thinking that centered on the "Center." More to the 

point, Serena did not want to get "helped" in that manner. 

She may have solicited extra help but she wanted to be an 

active part of that help—not a finger moving a mouse around 

a lifeless screen. 

The implication of some basic inability was underscored 

by the imposed interventions. The supposition was that 

Serena's inattention to the learning practices devised for 

her had seriously compromised her life chances. That was 

not the case. Somehow Serena's learning and literacy 

development had become attached to a rationale for expelling 

her from the Home. 

Complaints and Claims 

Sister said that Serena "had help there at the Home for 

school work, but usually claimed that she was too tired." 

And, furthermore, Serena "blew the summer tutorial because 

she wouldn't put [Mikey] in child care." Instead, Serena 

had a family member take care of him, and then argued with 

the family member [Serena's aunt] when she complained that 
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the baby was too antsy, crying all the time. Then, Sister 

said that the real reason Serena has to leave is that "her 

time is up." 

In other words, it had little to do with whether she 

attended The Learning Center or not. It seemed particularly 

inappropriate to hold Serena accountable for attending to 

basics when even that effort could not guarantee something 

as basic as a place to sleep. 

Mother and Child: On Their Own 

Serena had no opportunity for instructional activity 

aimed at developing "voice" at the teenage pregnancy 

program, but she was busy reading and writing on her own and 

using the understandings she had gained to navigate a world 

growing increasingly more hostile to people like herself who 

were poor. After the baby was taken, interventions were set 

in place (Illustration 2.7). So far as her learning and 

literacy, all that was actually required was her physical 

presence. 

"Doing right" for Serena, in part, means attending two 
programs, or educational interventions, "Life Skills" and 
"Parents Anonymous," as well as attending various meetings. 
She takes a job a Taco Bell. After a while, she is allowed 
supervised visits. Eventually, she regains full custody. 
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"Parents Anonymous" ...hope, when being a parent gets tough. 

FOR CHILD PROTECTIVE SERVICES CLIENTS *******"COME JOIN 

US******* WHAT: Nurturing Program — 12 week parenting 

program 

WHERE: [place] parking in rear WHEN: February 6 thru April 

24~Mondays TIME: 6:30 PM—8:30 PM FREE CHILDCARE 

CALL [telephone number] TO REGISTER ! 

Illusl-ration 7 . 1 .  Intervention 2. 

Serena has two part time jobs "to make ends meet," and 

lives with Mikey in a small apartment. Mother and child are 

"on their own." The "loss of custody" and diagnosis of 

depression have become part of Serena's official case 

record. 

On my part, I recognized that I had been dismissing of 

Sister Marsha's funds of knowledge in relationship to a 

strong Catholic agenda. On the dismissal of Serena's 

literacy strengths and practical knowledge: For example, 

underpinning the recommendations of the court is the 

assumption that substance abuse education need be a major 

focus of how intervention programs handle "at-risk" teenage 

clientele. This implies personal use, whether or not 

contact is environmental or self initiated; and that makes a 

big difference. Despite the substantial role played by 



drugs in others' lives throughout her history, Serena did 

not use drugs. This was a considerable strength. Yet, 

harsh punishment involved her experiences, and her 

experiences were allowed entry only to the extent that they 

provided the likelihood of her proximity to substance 

abuse.Serena's sentence involved losing custody of her 

baby while she lived under the watchful eyes of authorities. 

Consideration of negligence in a strict program did not 

merit inclusion, or so it would appear. 

Theoretical Recommendation: 

Orientations and Serena 

What can different theoretical perspectives tell us 

about Serena as actor; and, in relationship to praxis what 

does the concept of "development of a community of learns" 

mean? 

Ori P>nt-at-i nn flriM-ral Thpnry; Ana1y7P finri a 1 .qtrurl-nrP 

Educators with a critical theorist orientation share 

the view that the structure/agency debate represents a 

fertile area for academic study because it offers the 

"'For example, Serena's mother's repeated incarcerations relating 
to her addiction to drugs; the baby's absent father's drug arrest 
record are available and part of Serena's official case record. 
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possibility to scrutinize contexts and actions, to carefully 

mine them for significance and implications (Giroux, 1983/ 

Willis, 1983) . But Willis (1977, 1983) cautions against the 

notion that cultural attitudes and practices are reflective 

or linked to structural determinations or dominant 

ideologies. For instance, the issue of poverty is always 

side-stepped. A critical theory emphasis could add 

important perspective to discourse focused on arrangements 

for teenage mothers' employment education. A critical 

question could be whether or not the teenage pregnancy 

program had a vested interest in the heavy emphasis on 

instruction in "office" support. In point of fact, the 

program contributes to staffing nursing homes, a major, but 

extremely low paying, industry in the city of Tucson. 

Orienl-atlon Fptti i n-j s 1- Thf»r>ry: Analy^p PaftPrn.g 

Educators with feminist orientations tend to view two 

possible answers to the gender question. The first 

maintains that the gender question is a question of 

difference, and the second that it is a consequence of power 

and political hierarchy. In the first view, identities are 

constructed by the clash and conflicts of social groups. In 

this model the actor, Serena, as subject, does not exist as 
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a locus of agency. In the second view, against this model, 

a subject may be constituted by discourse although not 

determined by it. The actor or subject is seen as not 

merely caught in the power/knowledge web of discourse. In 

regard to radical constructivism, feminist theories 

challenge but do not clarify the hard question as to what 

views of agency'' and subjectivity are possible. 

Feminists focus on how the patriarchal deck is stacked 

against her. Of paramount interest are my findings of 

sexual abuse by an adult in the community, and emotional 

abuse by the case worker. 

In this view, as misguided as TAP pedagogy may be, the 

instructional emphasis is at least practical: immediate 

employment. Then, to survive and flourish within a 

pervasive institutionalized patriarchy, Serena needs 

'^Benhabib (1994) comments: "Whereas standpoint feminist was 
obsessed with the other and mothering, poststructuralism feminism is 
obsessed with sexuality and the drag queen. With this shift, 
however, emerge the theoretical as well as political problems of 
Identity/difference politics" . Additionally, on the problematic 
status of the category of the actor or subject, Benhabib (1994) is 
worth quoting at length: 

Categories of race, gender, and class are analytical distinctions 
at the level of theory; in any piece of social-historical-cultural 
research we have to show how they come together as aspects of 
identities of specific individuals. When we do such research, 
what kinds of models of life stories or narratives must we 
develop? Within the contemporary theoretical scene of 
fragmentation and multiplicity, the question of unity of the self 
is hardly raised. This issue is not merely of theoretical 
interest; for very often these identities exist in conflict with 
one another. . . .(see, Benhabib's Home Page, Internet) 
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political muscle and needs subjective positioning within a 

group, which supports gaining independence—from domination, 

both financial and emotional. At least, that would be how a 

"liberal" feminist view can be categorized. 

Ori pn1-at-i nn .qorial ron.sl-rnrt.i vi st Thpory 

Educators with social constructivist orientations 

maintain that, for example, "both success and failure in 

literacy learning are the collaborative social 

accomplishments of school systems, communities, teachers, 

students, and families" (Au, 1998, p. 298). Recently, 

Mikulecky and Lloyd (1998) employed Lytle's (1990) 

conceptual framework in their study of workplace literacy 

programs. The authors highlight an important understanding; 

"[Lytle] found that in addition to gains in literacy skills, 

adults tend to make changes in what they believe, how they 

behave, and in their aspirations" (Mikulecky & Lloyd, 1998, 

p. 559) . 

Of prime concern is that Serena was ill served by 

public education, for example, in the misuse of its 

principles, there was no equal access to education that 

could be guaranteed if she decided to leave her regular high 

school for a program of alternative education. Patterns of 
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misinformation were sanctioned; this change accompanied 

Serena's status change from "innocent" minor to teenage 

mother. 

Revisiting My Findings 

Public education failed her in that at her regular high 

school Serena was provided no opportunity to network with 

others who could speak to the issue of school-based learning 

during the pregnancy, or to critically assess the social and 

cultural advantages or disadvantages of this move. Social 

Services failed her in an outright, outrageous display of 

dishonesty, which meant to punish her in the worst manner, 

by constant threats and eventual action to take away her 

child. The court failed her because its assessment excluded 

any evidence but that of people who had committed the 

offense. By mandating education as the intervention 

necessary to "fix" the problem, the implication insists that 

not only her role as a mother but her literacies as well 

were seriously deficient. 
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CHAPTER 3 

FEMINIST EXPLANATIONS 

Prologue 

Power manifests itself not through some explicit form 
of oppression, but via the implicit reproduction of the 
self. . , . When we view the effect of power on the way 
we define intelligence, or when we construct 
consciousness as some simple cause-effect process, we 
forfeit our grasp on reality and lose our connection to 
the rhythms of social life. (Kincheloe & Steinberg, 
1993, p. 300) 

There is general agreement among feminist scholarship 

that the notion of self or personhood is central in feminist 

politics—liberal or social feminist, Marxist feminist, 

radical separatists, or materialist feminist. It is clear 

that although it recognizes these variants, the underlying 

premise of feminism is that there is, at some fundamental 

level, a unitary body of women's interests which can be 

fought for. This implies; 

1. an actual or potential identity between women 

(Moore, 1988, p. 10), 

2. a cohesion based on women's shared oppression (for 

example, see Stone [Ed.], 1994), and 
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3. a recognition of oppression based in the notion 

that females as a social group are dominated by males as a 

social group (Delma, 1986, p. 26). 

This chapter theorizes about what the premises and 

assumptions of feminism contribute to our conception of 

Serena's literacy and experiential strengths. I use the 

notion of personhood as an analytical framework for 

understanding relationships among the ideas elaborated by 

feminist theory and how the theme of personhood is being 

negotiated in a young woman's life. To do so, I provide 

definitions of key feminist terms. Then I draw on data from 

Mercy Home, the home for unwed pregnant teens. I consider 

what it may be like to be Serena at this point in the web: 

"to be a person at a particular historical moment in a 

particular place, articulating ideological notions about 

being a person" (Egan-Robertson, 1998, p. 453, paraphrase of 

Geertz, 1973). In the final section, I reflect on a 

feminist landscape and Serena, trying to find space to 

represent herself. Thus, in this chapter I summarize the 

literacy documents of a pregnant teenager and dimensions of 

feminist theory by examining three areas: key terms; the 

literacy dig; and Serena, feminists, and real time. 

I am stressing the importance of personhood because I 

want to know what feminism allov/s members of its group to do 
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in respect to Serena. I use the perspective to discuss how 

the group that Serena was a member of (in this case, "the 

Home") organized for and defined its members. My hope is 

that we gain new ways of thinking about what it is like to 

be Serena at this particular time. 

Feminism is not an autonomous subject that can be 

studied in isolation, but it is possible to draw out 

underpinning assumptions and premises in the literature. A 

good starting place is Lather (1994), who clarifies a 

feminist commitment: 

The central premise of feminism is that gender is a 
basic organizing principle of all known societies and 
that, along with race, class, and the sheer specificity 
of historical circumstance, it profoundly shapes/ 
mediates the concrete conditions of our lives, (p. 242) 

Feminism strives for social action to improve the lives 

of women and to bring about gender equity in all areas of 

society, and there is enthusiastic disagreement on how to 

bring that about: whether to reform existing structures, or 

overturn them (Rowland, 1984). 

Key Terms 

Texts that affect Serena affect many other girls and 

young women. Teachers can expect that students similarly 

involved (e.g., in the foster care or court systems), or 

pregnant, or new mothers, will sit in their classrooms in 
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the near future, and teacher educators need to investigate 

ways to help them. Of those teachers, some will inevitably 

be feminists and consider feminist issues relevant to 

gaining knowledge about how best to work with these young 

women. 

Ahoni- Reing a Person 

Scholars have commented extensively on the distinction 

between the concepts of identity and personhood. In making 

this distinction a social constructivist writer may position 

herself or himself nearer critical theories and away from 

feminist theories, and vice versa. For instance, when Egan-

Robertson (1998) writes that she chose the term personhood 

over identity because identity focuses attention on sense of 

self (subjectivities), whereas personhood focuses more on 

people's attitudes, the explanation also serves to depict 

the author's pos11j on. The use of the term personhood over 

subjectivities is significant because "subjectivities often 

implies a theoretical perspective that foregrounds attention 

to hpgpmonir discourses about personhood [emphasis added]" 

(p. 415). The discord Egan-Robertson hopes to avoid may 

well refer to the current feminist debate. Particularly 

contentious in defining feminism's research focus has been 

interpretations of identity and personhood, self and other. 
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Articulating Stances 

In 1994, Grumet wrote that an "ethos of individualism" 

had drained feminist pedagogy of its social promise and 

political goals: 

The project of differentiation that supports ego 
boundaries and personal strength is too often 
translated into a laissez faire individualism that 
surrenders a vision of the world we might share to a 
project of individual development that repudiates 
intersubjectivity and interdependence, (p. 23) 

Additionally, Kenway, Willis and Nevard (1990) hold 

particular disdain for such discourses as self efficacy, 

autonomy, and self confidence, but they frame it this way: 

Those feminists who are currently identifying some of 
the limitations of liberal feminism have pointed to the 
subtle connections between it and notions of free will, 
individualism, competitiveness, meritocracy, hierarchy 
and social mobility. These, it is argued, lead it to 
operate well within the tolerance threshold of the 
current structures of oppression associated with 
capitalism. Liberal feminism is much more concerned 
about girls' and women's access to current power 
structures than about offering a critique of them or 
constructing feminist alternatives. Ironically, in 
according such esteem to those spheres and to 
attributes most associated with males, liberal feminism 
is in danger of perpetuating some very sexist values, 
(p. 37) 

The phrase "most associated with males" is not cast 

about lightly; as the quote above indicates, some feminists 

define themselves adversarial. As contentious, but 

representative of a different feminist perspective, Lehrman 



72 

(1997) offers the liberal or equity stance on the issue of 

teenage pregnancy: 

This is where the feminist analysis of single 
motherhood reveals its politicization. In the past 
decade or so, many feminists have taken to not only 
defending single motherhood, but actually celebrating 
it. They have argued that there are a variety of ways 
to raise children, all potentially very good. Any 
criticism of single motherhood, they claim, is nothing 
more than an attack on women, especially poor, black 
women, (p. 14 4) 

This thinking reflects feminists' suspicion of the 

larger scientific community's "hidden agenda of erasure" 

(Luke & Gore, 1992) in which the appropriateness of gender 

as a category for analysis is discouraged, often to the 

point that women's interests and relationship patterns 

become backgrounded and negated (Commeyras, 1995). 

Patriarchy 

Patriarchy has been defined by several writers. 

According to Lewis (1993), patriarchy is a "total system of 

entitlements and privileges accrued through specific acts of 

domination, oppression, and exploitation in the social, 

political, and economic realm" (p. 20). Clair (1998) offers 

a range of definitions employed by feminist writers. For 

example: 

1. a sadomasochist perversion whose institutions are 

responsible for war and oppression (Daly, 1984); 
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2. "a system of social structures and practices in 

which men dominate, oppress and exploit women" (Cockburn, 

1991); and 

3. a pervasive, complex, embedded system of control 

that thrives through constant changes (Clair, 1998, p. 7). 

Hegemony 

Jagger (1983) reformulates Gramsci's notion of hegemony 

as a concept: 

. . . Designed to explain how a dominant class 
maintains control by projecting its own particular way 
of seeing social reality so successfully that its view 
is accepted as common sense and as part of the natural 
order by those who in fact are subordinated to it. 
(p. 151) 

Postmodern feminists have found Gramsci's original 

explanation of hegemony fails to provide for the complex 

practices and subject positions that more recent scholars 

have pointed out (Bordo, 1990; Clair 1998; Downs, 1993; 

Hoff, 1994). Gramsci's assertion was that the subordinates 

participate in and consent to their own subordination. 

Nonetheless, Clair (1998) makes the persuasive point that 

feminists "may have been the most vocal group to acknowledge 

this possibility and explore it for the ability to raise our 

consciousness concerning domination" (p. 53). 
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Literacy Dig 

Studies on the lives of disadvantaged females typically 

focus on sexual and reproductive behaviors, particularly 

pregnancy and child bearing; in fact, a great deal of 

scholarship on poor and minority youth center on problem 

behaviors. Mercy Home is the center where Serena went to 

live during her pregnancy and afterwards, as a new mother. 

However, the section entitled literacy dig is an ethnography 

which raises questions about textual inscriptions at Mercy 

Home. Textual inscriptions include silences, and push our 

thinking about landscapes or "webs" in the context of 

feminist revolution. Feminist educators' challenge, 

according to Taylor (1995) is to work with girls and young 

women and help them to reflect critically on their own lives 

and futures (p. 12). 

Privary Defined 

On the walls of Mercy Home a good deal of the printed 

material hangs in packet or pamphlet form, fastened together 

and pinned slightly higher than eye level. 

Beginning "Although your bedroom is considered 

private," the message below became very important in light 

of Serena's later experiences, since it provides official 



language about what counts for privacy at Mercy Home (see 

Illustration 3.1). 

Although your bedroom is considered private by staff 
and program, (as part of the program,) social workers 
and new residents, prior to arrival, are given a tour 
of Mercy Home which will include bedrooms. For this 
reason please co-operate by maintaining the following: 
1) Beds must be made prior to leaving for your 

program activity (school, volunteer work, jobs, 
etc.). 

2) Clothes must be put away in a closet, dresser, or 
hamper. 

3) Bathrooms—towels folded; tub, floor, sink and 
toilet bowl clean. 

4) Floor picked up and vacuumed in bedroom. Personal 
stereos may be kept in bedroom. However, no TVs 
are allowed. Radios and stereos must be off by 
10:30 p.m. 

To meet licensing and public health department 
regulations, it is necessary that all residents: 
a) Keep dirty clothes in hamper with lid on. 
b) No food or candy allowed in bedrooms. 
c) Make sure that the window in the blue bathroom be 

kept slightly open at all times. 
d) Avoid fire hazards: unplug curling irons, radios. 

Turn lights off. 

TTln.stratinn 3.1. What counts for privacy. 

When Serena "lost custody" of her child one of the 

arguments used against her was that she slept with the baby 

in her bed, having been told repeatedly not to do so. 

Housemothers looked in on her while she slept. As an issue, 

Serena's right to privacy was effectively backgrounded by 

caseworkers and a constructed disobedience foregrounded 
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inasmuch as nowhere in the document was such a ruling ever 

mentioned (e.g., "Resident shall not sleep with baby in her 

bed"). In the subterfuge of Serena losing her child, 

planning was involved, conversations occurred, however 

tacit; people had to have talked about it. In light of such 

severe consequences for disobedience, the absence of 

Serena's voice in this planning stage or any such expression 

was significant. 

In the selection expressed below (Illustration 3.2), I 

have attempted to draw out what the Home expects of its 

members; ellipses indicate non-essential information. 

The Home is your home while you are here and we want 
you to be as comfortable as possible. . . . Everything 
is shared among residents. . . . Residents will not be 
permitted to live at Mercy Home if they choose not to 
begin or remain in . . . School, TAP, regular high 
school, GED, Skill training. . . . Residents not 
involved in a full-time . . . program will volunteer 
daily from 9 a.m. - 12 noon (Mon. - Fri.). . , . The 
day begins with pre-natal exercises ... 6 a.m. . . . 
Monday through Friday. Breakfast follows 

exercise. . . . Because we eat meals as a family, 
everyone is expected to be present. . . . Daily 

pre-natal vitamins are administered at breakfast. . . . 
If you fail to cook 3 meals, you will be expected to 
cook for a whole week. . . . Residents need to ask if 
items located in the pantry are required for meals. 

Tllnst-rat- ion 3 . 2 .  Welcoming agreement. 

Thus, a preview of the welcome message is that time and 

behavior is to be significantly controlled and monitored. 
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Mprry Home 

The printed material on the walls of Mercy Home 

consisted of mission statements, chore lists, rules, 

procedures, aphorisms, advice, information and more. After 

visiting Mercy Home on a regular basis for several months, I 

was invited to be there as a reading researcher. I asked 

and received permission to take down the printed material on 

walls, bulletin boards and other official places and 

photocopy it. These official spaces were for the staff's 

use, that is, the readings were intended principally for 

teenage residents but placed there by others, such as the 

director or housemothers. I was there for more than a year 

and never saw teenagers pin or tape anything in these 

spaces, and staff members did not put print in residents' 

bedrooms; for that matter, neither did the teenagers 

themselves. The photocopying took place at a nearby store, 

lasted all during one day and was completed before residents 

returned from school. 

A rough qualitative analysis of the material offers a 

view of textual inscriptions that shape young women's 

responses. Alerts of danger of various sorts outweighed 

every message, and a corresponding weight was found in 

pictures that accompanied print. 

One page of print with graphic on the following: 
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• The preventable tragedy: Fetal alcohol syndrome 

• Young mothers, please take note of marshmallows' 

danger to tots! 

• Never shake a baby 

• Soft bedding linked to some deaths in cribs. 

The implication is that pregnancy and motherhood bear a 

relationship to crisis and unpredictability. And, about 

being female: 

• What alcohol does: [cross-sections of diseased 

liver and brain] 

• Rape prevention for young people 

• When your belly button hurts 

• Smoking can interfere with pregnancy 

• Why start life under a cloud? 

Packed in the material the principal message was 

danger. Whether directly expressed by threats or indirectly 

by firm "no" or "don't" language, danger was the focus of 47 

out of 60 pages of text. 

Phol-ographs : Fncn?; on Mothprhood 

A magazine photograph displays a mother holding her 

child who has fetal alcohol syndrome with typical facial 

characteristics of those who suffer. Another photograph is 

captioned: "Young mothers, please take note of marshmallows' 



danger to tots!" with a message about the child: "Chad is 

now severely brain-damaged." In another, a woman in the 

late stages of her pregnancy holds a cigarette in one hand, 

her belly in the other, looking sullen. The theme of threat 

and danger pervade nearly every image; both models and real 

people caught within a focus, literally, on strife and 

problem as surrounds motherhood. 

Who can argue with the logic of alerting new mothers to 

toxic threats to children? No justification called for, 

since "danger" wields conceptual weight and its own 

legitimacy. The intent was guidance toward social 

convention, but a textual stridency outweighs and 

backgrounds anything else. 

Focus on Housework 

The penalty for error, for not completing a chore, was 

severe. A teenager lost the privilege to leave the Home on 

the weekend for any of a number of reasons and regulations, 

with "chore" being major. It was a reason why a chore was 

spelled out in such excruciating detail (see Illustration 

3.3) . 
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Residents' Sign-Out Sheet 

Saturday Cleaning Chore Assignment: 
staff checks on residents 

Job 6 - Blue Bathroom 
chore detailed; toilet; Windex; miscue 

Job 5 - Living Room, Porch, Bedroom, Hallway, 
Pantry 

chores detailed, e.g., dust computer area 

Job 4 - Pink Bathroom 
chores detailed; toilet, Windex 

Job 3 - Family Room, Laundry Room, Patio 
detailed, check off 

Job 2 - Kitchen 
wash; organize, drip-pan under sink 

Job 1 - Kitchen 
scour; polish, brush, check marks 

Menus - [Months' supplied; e.g., week 
ending . . .] 

Detail example: three links of sausage per 
girl per breakfast 

Laundry Check List: Staff checks residents 

T i l  i i . q t r a t i  o n  3 . 3 . Communal responsibilities: Keeping house. 

Each "Job" was glued to a piece of cardboard with a 

string attached. Each young woman took "her card" with her. 

The chore itself was listed in detail; Job Card 6 appears 

below as it was printed, entirely in capital letters (see 

Illustration 3.4). 
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"JOB 6. BLUE BATHROOM" 

1. TOILET BOWL-CLEAN W/BOWL CLEANER + BRUSH 
(USE) PUMIS [Siil] STONE TO REMOVE RING AROUND 
BOWL, WIPE AROUND SIDES. 

2. MIRROR-USE W/WINDEX/POLISH. 
3. DUST & TIDY UP WOODEN TOWEL RACK, CUP BOARD, 

SHELVES, LEDGES, ETC . . . 
4. SHOWER-WALLS + FLOOR W/LIME AWAY, REMOVE MILDEW 

W/TILEX. 
5. FAUCETS-CLEAN W/LIME AWAY & POLISH W/WINDEX. 
6. SINK-SCOUR W/COMET. 
7. CLEAN MEDICINE CABINT + WIPE W/WINDEX. 
8. EMPTY WASTE BASKET IN DUMPSTER & WASH INSIDE & 

OUT. 
9. SHAKE RUG WEEKLY. 
10. WIPE SHOWER CURTAIN LINER RODS (USE FANTASTIC). 
11. SWEEP FLOOR & SCRUB W/PINE SOL. 
12. WIPE DOOR IF DIRTY . 

Illustration 3.4. How to clean the blue bathroom. 

Check-marks take the place of any real interactions in 

writing; there was very little evidence of interaction in 

print between Mercy Home and residents besides this. But 

there was face to face interactions between the director or 

staff and an individual. It did not, as far as I saw, 

involve any kind of open discussion or democratic format. 

Messages; Extra Baggage 

I looked at the data in multiple ways. In 1994, I 

placed them in a category (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) related to 

comprehension. During my visits, the "Job Cards" 
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represented the sole evidence that I uncovered of carefully 

prepared, girl-friendly use of print, supplying guidance. 

Still later, I called the Job Cards "enabling" literacies 

(Taylor, 1997) because I saw them as contributing to 

accomplishing real life tasks. I have since reconsidered. 

The messages speak to "disabling" literacies far more 

accurately because of the extra baggage, the penalties and 

threats expressed. 

As far as the walls and bulletin boards, there was no 

support evidenced for teenage girls' cultural perspectives. 

Also, it seemed the girls or young women who lived there had 

no say in shaping decisions about even the most trivial 

aspects of the household; although chore lists were no 

slight matter to the teenagers themselves. 

For the young residents, the chore lists meant freedom 

of sorts, through its simplistic reward and punishment 

system. How chores were lived speak to something else 

entirely. 

That Mercy Home was a waiting place (Marasco, 1997) was 

illustrated by the Job Cards; what was primary was 

maintenance of the group home, not of the group. Directions 

for "important things" had to be provided in a clear and 

efficient manner. It was a logic that could have served 

well at many other times. Mercy Home's use of language 
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could be very precise, as in the Job Cards, or very broad, 

as in the manner in which "basic values" were framed as 

common sense. 

Composing Tdsology: Dear Abby 

Single pages of text stand out. There were three 

articles the staff cut from newspapers; (a) stranger's hands 

can infect baby'®, (b) unwed mom takes girls to task:'' "Dear 

Abby", and (c) letter to pregnant teen daughter: "Dear 

Abby." One of the letters is found in Illustration 3.5. 

Blaming teenage girls for poverty, using peer pressure 

to steer girls toward a rigid political perspective are well 

worn tactics. Within this text Serena is immediately put at 

odds with her own sense of resistance. One line in the 

letter reads, "The girl gets all the pleasure of being 

there." Such text attempts to define her creativity at the 

very moment she is most vulnerable. Suddenly, the problem 

reappears to be hers, to belong to her. It speaks to 

unjust, constructed conflicts. But Serena carries them out 

to their logical end, expressing internalized self-doubt. 

-®Heins, Marilyn. (October 6, 1991) . Th«^ Arizona Daily star 

'^Dear Abby. 1989. Universal Press Syndicate. 
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Dear Abby: I am an unwed mother, so I know what 
I'm talking about. I am tired of seeing the boy get 
the dirty end of the deal when a girl gets pregnant. 
Girls jump into bed on the first date and the boy 
thinks she must be protected or she wouldn't be so 
willing. 

The next thing you know, he is paying a large 
amount of child support, which makes it very hard for 
him to consider marrying and having a family because he 
will be in debt for at least 18 years. 

I think birth control is much more the girl's 
responsibility than the boy's. The boy should use what 
is available to him, but it is a well-known fact that 
it also takes away from the pleasure, so most people 
don't use anything. 

If the girls are going to risk getting pregnant, 
then they should be willing to pay their fair share 
financially, I mean like 50 percent of the child 
support. 

If people think, "Oh, the poor girl is stuck at 
home raising the baby so she shouldn't have to pay," 
they are wrong. It is a privilege to raise a child, 
not a punishment. 

Why should the boy pay all the support while the 
girl gets all the pleasure of being there for the baby 
and the boy has to beg for visitation rights? 
Meanwhile, he has no say in how his child is being 
raised, but must support the baby and the mother. 

I raised my baby without any help from his father 
and my only regret is that the father missed out on the 
pleasure I had. Signed me . . .A happy mom. 

Tllustration 3.5. Displayed letter; "Oh, the poor girl is 
stuck." 

Feminist perspective insists that political and 

theoretical stances be made explicit, however shifting and 

temporary they may be (Alvermann, 1994). Barbieri (1995), 
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asked young writers to tell about what they thought or heard 

in their own writing, and of their dilemmas she points out: 

"I watched eyes glaze over and brows furrow as they tried to 

determine the 'right answers.' Were they so programmed to 

please everyone around them that they had forgotten how to 

think for themselves? So it seemed" (p. 5). 

.qpxiial Harassmpnt-: Girls' Problem 

In the print explored in the literacy dig, sex permits 

the theme of being assertive into the conversation. The 

sole topic in which a dialogic exchange appears to have been 

actively solicited, as depicted in Illustration 3.6, 

although the hoped for reflection occurs between individual 

and print, not between individual and group, or text. 

Sexual harassment is projected as a "girls' problem" and not 

chief among society's concerns; yet girls are not asked to 

problem pose around this issue, but to passively read and 

absorb "right" behaviors. It is little wonder, then, that 

young women like Serena routinely apologize for their own 

inquiries, and women and girls are slow to struggle for 

spaces preserved by masculine privilege (Barbieri, 1997; 

Lewis, 1993; Tannen, 1993). LaFrance (1991) proposed that 

females' developing abilities to listen may be viewed as 

more valuable than developing capabilities to converse. 
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Brown and Gilligan (1992) comment upon the ways in which 

such moments work to transform lives of girls and young 

women: 

Each will struggle with a central relational quandary: 
how to stay with herself and be with others, how to 
keep her voice in connection with her inner psychic 
world of thoughts and feelings and also to bring her 
voice into her relationship with other people. 
(p. 184) 

FnciiR Qn Pflrsonal Ppwftrs 

Of a total of 60 pages of information, one page 

addresses an issue of girls' or young women's personal 

powers: 

Be assertive. Get angry when someone does something to 
you that you don't want them to do. Act immediately 
with some kind of negative response. Maintain control 
of the situation. Stand up for yourself. It's OK to be 
rude to someone who is sexually pressuring you, even if 
it hurts their feelings. After all, they're not paying 
attention to your feelings." 

Illustration 3.6. It's OK to be rude to someone, if . - . 

The thoughts above were exerpted from a single page 

entitled "Rape Prevention for Young People." On another day 

Serena would have been encouraged and supported by such 

advice: "Be aggressive—it is your right!" Helpful, for 

example, when she needed adult support in compiling a 
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grievance procedure against the State of Arizona, to regain 

custody of her son. On that day Serena needed to act 

aggressively. But the advice in the pamphlet would have 

made little sense; that day power rested firmly in the hands 

of four adults, three women and a man, care providers, 

official powers, all of whom considered deception to be an 

acceptable strategy for influencing Serena's response. As I 

mentioned, if that strategy had failed the adults could and 

did tranquilize Serena into submission. 

The message, then, is highly ironical: "Be assertive. 

Get angry when someone does something to you that you don't 

want them to do. Act immediately with some kind of negative 

response. Maintain control of the situation. Stand up for 

yourself." 

But the original message was not meant to be used 

against official powers. 

Complexities Denied 

Another aspect of the literacy dig was the issue of 

independence. At this point we need to know how Serena or 

other teenagers were admitted to the maternity home and 

under what circumstances they remained. In various ways 

this issue was addressed in Serena's notebooks. I select 

one piece to examine. A pamphlet that Serena kept offers an 
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official account of what "life on one's own" entails, and 

what a teenager can (and should) expect in foster care 

(Illustration 3.7), 

"Arizona's Young Adult Program" 
Preparing Foster Youth for Independence 

An 18th birthday is a major turning point. 
Legally, 18-year-olds are adults but it's unrealistic 
to expect a child to be ready for adult 
responsibilities overnight. 

Most young people don't have to be totally self-
sufficient at 18. They can rely on their families to 
help them over the rough spots when they first set out 
on their own. 

Foster children, however, have been wards of the 
court and usually don't have that family connection. 
The state has been their sole means of support, and 
suddenly, at age 18, that support is gone. Are they 
ready to meet the challenges of day-to-day living? Do 
they know how to find employment and a place to live? 
Do they know how to budget an income to meet living 
expenses? Probably not. 

In fact, many children in foster care have had no 
experience in such seemingly routine things as opening 
a bank account, balancing a checkbook, cooking and 
housekeeping, doing laundry or grocery shipping or 
using transportation. They have received little 
instruction in self-sufficiency and need special help 
before they suddenly become "independent" on their 18th 
birthdays. 

'Arizona's Young Adult Program' helps 16 to 18-
year-olds make the transition from foster care. . . . 
While still in residential group care or living in 
foster homes, they receive individual and group 
training in basic living skills. 

Tllu?;tration 3.7. Independent living and foster youth: 
Policy. 
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Particularly since the State of Arizona is known least 

of all for its generosity, such comments are self-serving. 

At the hands of welfare, a foster care child's chances of 

experiencing "seemingly routine things as opening a bank 

account" are slim to none. That does not imply a deficiency 

in "self-sufficiency." The pamphlet provides an official, 

therefore legitimated, view: how a teenager should best 

think of self, situations, circumstances, even family. 

Within this view the term "support" itself is compromised, 

becoming support that is solely financial. Accordingly, 18 

years means "child" regardless of "legal" definitions. In 

other words, the "Program for Independent Living" itself 

presumes authority with power enough to re-define even 

higher authority. 

The line that reads, "helps 16 to 18-year-olds make the 

transition from foster care . . . while still in residential 

group care," must have loomed large for Serena during the 

time when relationships with housemothers were strained. 

Had Serena not attended Mercy Home, she would have qualified 

as a single parent for public assistance sufficient to 

handle the details of the transition quite well on her own. 

In any case, the eventuality of "losing" custody would have 

made her ineligible for the help this pamphlet describes. 

So far, as we have seen in the texts which surrounded 
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Serena, unexamined and self-serving alerts tend to compile 

importance in sheer number and exclusion of other 

possibilities. 

Some feminists apply a Marxist analysis to the issue of 

teenage pregnancy: maternity homes are a form of 

exploitation in which male economically privileged 

arrangements turn the bodies of teenagers into commodities. 

For example, Pollit (1996), a feminist and columnist, argues 

against recent political agendas which aim to push girls 

into privately run "second-chance homes" for teenage welfare 

mothers instead of Aid to Families with Dependent Children 

(A.F.D.C.), which delays establishing a home and family as a 

single parent. For feminists, the agendas of various 

"Homes" illustrate patriarchal hegemonic assumptions in that 

what is arranged for girls is ". . . their confinement and 

instruction in 'motherhood and morality'" (Pollit, 1996, p. 

150) . 

Who Tnterpret.q These Texts 

Hooks (1994) and Fine (1992) urge direct focus on 

issues of power and positionality in the research. Placing 

oneself as researcher on the same critical plane as 

respondents, says Bloom (1997), is one of the most important 

practices of feminist methodologies. Fine (1992) builds on 
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the work of Lather (1986) and posits an activist scholarship 

for feminist research. I paraphrase: 

1. Reveal and make explicit your own political and 

theoretical stances. 

2. Focus on and explore gendered patriarchal 

realities. 

3. Interrupt and unhook "the past, present, and future 

from traditional, taken-for-granted notions" (Fine, 1992, 

p. 227). 

In broadest terms, feminist methodology insists that 

the researcher position herself in the research. Mainly, 

this has to do with whether or not, for example, Serena may 

have been intimidated during the interviews, thus 

effectively silenced. Am I, the field worker, Black or 

White? Rich or poor? Overly religious or just religious 

enough so that it need not be mentioned? Am I Mexican 

American? Or male? The implication is that it makes a 

substantial difference. 

If my study uses gender to focus attention on Serena's 

class status or race, to some my gender as well as my 

advocacy and friendship can be problematic, compromising the 

research. 
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How Han wp Chararl-f^ri the Print? 

Meanings are made by Serena and texts in tandem. The 

phenomena is not a turn taking arrangement, rather it is 

simultaneous: inclusive and exclusive. The printed material 

was not merely for use or display, it was lived as much as 

it was meant for lives. Mercy Home printed material was 

influential in shaping the responses and experiences of 

girls and young women who came to live there and have their 

babies. For Serena, what was salient in part was that it 

affirmed an image of an idealized "other" who positions 

herself in a survivalist mode. 

In her review of scholarship on the debate between 

"lived experience and the discursive construction of that 

experience," Kunzel (1993) explains: "It is possible—even 

necessary—to examine the unmarried mother as a figure in 

discourse, as well as a contributor to the discourses of 

unmarried motherhood, without disregarding her material 

presence and the material practices in maternity homes" 

(p. 176, n22). 

Figueroa (1994) refers to Wittgenstein's notion of 

"family resemblance," that is, "two things were similar not 

because they must agree in some essential way, or that they 

must have the same properties, but because they resemble 

each other." Bakhtin (1981) writes of "living utterance," 
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utterance," and Figueroa (1994) writes of sociolinguistic 

examinations of utterance the way it is lived. The notion 

of utterance as an individual act'®, which needs to be 

understood individually, offers: 

A better understanding of the relationship between the 
individual and the various parts of her personal 
economy: the individual in relationship to her 
audience, or speech network, or any societal group 
which is recognizable and salient to her or others with 
whom she is relating. (Figueroa, 1994, p. 182) 

Who Writes Thesp Texts? 

In Serena's situation and circumstances there were 

intersections that allowed for myths to pass as common 

sense. That mandatory programs are needed to get the poor 

to behave properly was the operative assumption at Mercy 

Home. Solinger (1992) writes, "It [the shift in discourse 

that occurred in the 1960s] now used a new language that 

denied t'.e vulnerability of unmarried, sexually active 

females and transformed these girls and women—both those 

who were pregnant and those who might become pregnant—into 

aggressors against a vulnerable society" (p. 206). Current 

public discourse is equally presumptuous and damaging, 

outweighed only by incendiary rhetoric about girls and young 

^®Figueroa suggests Herrnstein Smith's 1988 writing "on the 
'scrappiness' of the individual." (Figueroa, 1994, p. 182) 
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women on welfare (Abramovitz, 1988; Books, 1996; Luker, 

1996). 

Serena lives in a state with one of the nation's 

highest rates of teenage pregnancy. Notions about what that 

does or does not mean are important starting points for 

thinking about the interconnectedness of texts and 

constructed conflict. For example, Solinger (1992) makes us 

aware of how, for the most part, historians of nonmarital 

pregnancy have employed the illegitimacy statistics "as a 

test of the ability of institutions to exercise hegemonic 

control and acceptance of young women to control their 

behaviors: as an index of changing sexual behavior, in the 

context of modernization" (p. 284). 

Research Relationship 

As a researcher, I believe that poverty on the whole is 

a women's issue. I also believe confronting discomfort and 

critiquing one's own work serve as catalysts to resistance, 

creativity, and spontaneity. 

I do not intend for the silences I write about to mean 

that Serena, of whom I write, is silent. Serena contributes 

to her own critical consciousness raising {Waff, 1994). In 

the most proper archetype of femininity, for example, Serena 
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uses literacy to help herself and other females to interpret 

hierarchies of inequality. 

Serena, Feminists, and Real Time 

It is axiomatic that the personal is the political: 

feminism recognizes women's and girls' traditional 

oppression and historical exclusion from public life and is 

committed to valuing their experiences as critical and 

appropriate topics for scholarly investigation. It is a 

central tenet of feminism that young women's and girls' 

silence, invisibility, or private wounds often reflect 

social and political injustice (Earbieri, 1995; Datan, 1989; 

Fine & Asch, 1988). Once unearthed, in the face of this 

wounding, the implication for educators is courage to 

unstuck "the past, present, and future from traditional, 

taken-for-granted notions" (Fine, 1992, p. 227) . 

"To unstuck," or, as Lather (1992) clarifies the 

commitment: "to interrupt." But to interrupt what? 

H a r a s s m e n t ?  U n i f o r m i t y ?  I n  B r o d k e y ' s  ( 1 9 9 2 )  v i e w ,  " . . .  

those discursive practices that, for one reason or another, 

appear counterproductive to teaching and learning" (p. 310). 

In Serena's situation, which aspects do or do not "appear 

counterproductive" depends upon perspectives of a variety of 
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people, mostly women, any one of whose judgment could exert 

considerable power over Serena's everyday life. 

A critical question then is: "And replace it with what, 

exactly?" 

Summary 

In this chapter I have summarized feminist 

interpretations of identity and personhood in the context of 

the questioning of gendered realities. 

Within the limiting context of the Home, textual 

inscriptions and privileged discourses surrounded Serena 

with personal, social, and cultural disequilibrium. 

It is not difficult to envision the constructedness of 

Serena's conflict. What is problematic is adopting a stance 

in which drawing out and foregrounding gender has primacy. 

In Serena's case this is limiting, because even the best 

presentations of linkages to gender oversimplify reality. 

Yet, according to Fine (1992) : 

Activist research projects seek to unearth, interrupt, 
and open new frames for intellectual and political 
theory and change. Researchers critique what seems 
natural, spin images of what's possible, and engage in 
questions of how to move from here to there. In such 
work, researchers are clearly positioned within the 
domain of a political question or stance, representing 
a space within which inquiry is pried open, inviting 
intellectual surprises to flourish, (p. 220) 



Thus, in this view researchers who are committed to 

feminist inquiry have little choice but to adopt an activist 

stance in their work—a rather daunting prospect in light of 

Serena's experiences. One's "having little choice but to 

. . resembles more of the same old story. 

Serena was 15 years old when she entered Mercy Home. 

What they thought of her mattered deeply. To attempt to 

unstuck, unhook, and interrupt gendered positionings, when 

doing so involves one gender—other women, is challenging. 

But these relationships add new layers of complexity that 

are critical to thinking about Serena's literacy and 

experiences. Too abruptly altered perspectives, changes in 

the ways she was treated, and the way she herself responded 

to others are the silenced parts of this paper trail. 
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CHAPTER 4 

SERENA THROUGH CRITICAL THEORY LENS 

Prologue 

In Chapter 4, I examine Serena's literacy documents 

through the lens of critical theory. Generally, critical 

theorists hold that what we as educators ought to be about 

is precipitating change in society and in self, addressing 

injustices and the unequal power arrangements which sustain 

them. Critical theory links multiple stances, its 

assumptions underpinning reproduction and resistance theory 

and overlapping feminist theory. There are many common 

themes in the literature which permit derivation of 

characteristics, principles and approaches. 

Theoretical Assumptions—Critical Theory 

In this chapter, critical theory and Serena's literacy 

documents are divided into three areas: in the first section 

of the chapter I explore key terms of critical theory. This 

is not meant as a summary or review but to create a window 

for viewing documents explored in the next section. The 

second section of the chapter is a continuation of my 

ethnographic account; and third, I consider critical 
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pedagogy in relation to Serena. I locate the study of the 

literacy documents of a pregnant teenager, Serena, within 

the theoretical groundings that follow. 

• Advocates a politics of resistance based on 

productive agency (reproduction theory, e.g., 

Willis, 1983; and resistance theory, e.g., Freire, 

1985; Giroux, 1988) particularly the production of 

rupture, refusal, and forms of the unacceptable 

(Doyle, 1996). 

• Envisions facilitator/coach's role as 

"emancipatory authority" that can "link knowledge 

to power by bringing to light, and teaching the 

subjugated histories, experiences, stories, and 

accounts of those who suffer and struggle" (Giroux 

& McLaren, 1986). 

• A preferential option for the poor, marginalized, 

disenfranchised. 

• The field's non-contradiction claim is a stance 

taken by some (e.g., Giroux, McLaren), while other 

theorists allow the possibility of truth to be 

determined by its historical context, or 

"location" (e.g.. Hooks, 1990). 

• A complete rejection of alternate inquiry 

paradigms by some (e.g., McLaren, 1994; Giroux, 
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1988) to tolerant stance of others (e.g., Apple, 

1992; Greene, 1978; Noddings, 1984). 

• Counter-hegemonic and value bound to the concept 

of empowerment and social justice. 

• "All curriculum is political, either encouraging 

or discouraging students from questioning the 

status quo" (Shor & Freire, 1987). 

• Schools serve the interests of dominant groups and 

ignore ways of knowing of nondominant groups 

(Brodkey, 1987) . 

• The speech of oppositional groups is a "talking 

back," a defiant speech, that is constructed 

within communities of resistance and is a 

condition of survival. 

An Overview of Key Terms 

Critical theory attempts to analyze all forms of social 

interactions. Within its key assumptions, goals and 

pedagogical practices, empowerment and dialogue through 

collective action have important implications for social 

change, particularly for teaching and learning. These 

assumptions are fundamental to the literature on critical 

theory. As it relates to teachers and students, critical 

pedagogy is viewed as the "doing" of critical theory 
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(Ellsworth, 1989; Giroux & Simon, 1989; McLaren & Hammer, 

1989). Teachers play major roles as change agents, shaping 

students' learning to work collectively toward certain 

predefined ends, clarified in part through a collective 

vision of democracy. The degree to which teachers do or do 

not commit to critical pedagogy marks a major point of 

departure among theorists. Kanpol, in his book Crit-.iral 

pedagogy; An introduction (1994), refers to this when he 

writes, "Tensions of meaning exist around the different 

interpretations of this major question" (p. 30). 

Critical pedagogy stems from a belief that it is the 

best method that works: "Changing those forms of economic 

and political power that promote human suffering and 

exploitation" (Kanpol, 1994, p. 68). 

Apple (in Torres, 1988) maintains that critical theory 

needs to move away from paradigm disputes and attend to 

analyzing the "Right" and its agenda. "Often the Right has 

contest through 'stealth' politics. That is, generally, 

they keep their politics and real agendas from the public" 

(p. 35). In an interview with Carlos Alberto Torres (1988), 

Apple notes the ways language works in a democratic society, 

explaining why he places such a high value on metaphor to 

get a point across. He says: 
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I'm not worried about heresy. What I'm worried about 

is getting it right and helping myself and other people 

keep this vast river of democracy flowing; knowing that 

there are multiple streams in it, and it's not my task 

to judge which of these streams is always right; but 

given this vast river, to make certain that the pieces 

that I'm deeply involved in continue. (Apple in Torres, 

1988, p. 30) 

Hegemony 

In critical theory's struggle to analyze all forms of 

social interaction, it presumes that cultural hegemony is 

materially produced in language, privileging texts that 

serve dominant groups, silencing the ways of knowing and 

tellings of nondominant groups. Hegemony refers to a 

process of social control that is carried out through the 

moral and intellectual leadership of a dominant society over 

subordinate groups; it highlights the powerful connection 

that exists between politics, cultural ideology, and 

pedagogy (Gramsci, 1971). Hegemonic practices in the 

classroom, refusing to allow students to learn, network or 

interact, and using ways of knowing or telling consistent 

with their cultural socialization are effective methods "to 

silence cultural diversity and practice pedagogical 

hegemony" (Gay, 1995, p. 173). 
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McLaren and Leonard (1993) point out Gramsci's^® 

emphasis on hegemony as influencing new movements in 

critical theories on teaching and learning. On the concept 

of hegemony, the authors explain, Gramsci contributes a view 

of hegemony as: 

[A] world-view that is diffused by agencies of 
ideological control and socialization into every area 
of daily life. Opposing it is problematic because 
hegemonic ideas become part of 'common sense' and 
encourage fatalism and passivity. For both Freire and 
Gramsci the subjectivity of the oppressed is of great 
importance because they tend to consent to their own 
oppression through the internalization of dominant 
ideology, (p. 161) 

The responsibility for addressing hegemony depends 

heavily upon the ways in which one views schools and the 

state. Apple (1979) and Giroux (1981) have explored themes 

that uncover traditional schooling as an ideal apparatus for 

reaffirming society's injustices. 

Just what that challenge entails or change might be 

"continues to be a primary point of departure for those 

involved in critical perspectives in teaching" (Martusewicz 

& Reynolds*'^, 1994, p. 9) . 

19 

Hegemony was defined as the systemic and institutional control 
over social meanings through domination; hegemonic control is 
usually attributed to the nature of society, not any one controlling 
group. 

3) 
see Tnside Out-. 
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There remain tensions over schools as ideal sites for 

democratic struggle, and a sense of urgency for teachers to 

stand up and be counted: assist students to struggle and 

confront, to put their literacies to use to challenge the 

stereotypical platforms, and to interrogate the political 

and economic underpinnings of ways they are depicted. 

Empowerment 

Empowerment is generally viewed as the struggle to 

promote justice and eliminate inequalities of power. The 

concept refers to the process of resisting those impositions 

of power that direct how people think, and that marginalize 

and subordinate people (Giroux, 1992). A radical, critical 

pedagogue emphasizes agency in the tensions that surround 

power arrangements; that is, people are active in creating 

and controlling their own destinies, they are not locked 

into any self-fulfilling prophesy. Ideally, then, the 

classroom involves risks, and rehearsing confrontation or 

challenge. 

Conversely, reproduction theory may be characterized by 

an assumption that Serena's childhood in the custody of the 

state more or less guarantees a dismal future. Reproduction 

theory, for instance, posits the structuredness of all 

contexts under the umbrella of the power of the state. The 
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assumption that people's oppression is inevitably reproduced 

or reinforced would more than likely steer Serena toward 

insurmountable frustration. In this frame, teachers and 

students alike succumb to the "discourse of despair" 

(Giroux, 1988). 

To see these concepts of hegemony and empowerment in 

terms of Serena, a critical theory view focuses on her 

struggling in an everyday life within the complexities of 

ways she is depicted and the complexities of ways she sees 

herself. Ideally, what matters are all of Serena's social 

interactions in relation to how she is treated: Mexican 

American, poor, adolescent and female. 

Critical pedagogy aims to empower students to challenge 

others and change themselves in the process of collectively 

acting on their own possibilities. 

Paperwork: Official "Facts" 

The section that follows focuses on Serena's 

experiences and literacies and is examined from a critical 

pedagogy stance. 

Serena received a document: "Temporary Orders, In the 

Superior Court of the State of Arizona In And For The County 

of Pima, Juvenile Court." A section of the document appears 

in Illustration 4.1. 
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It is further ordered that any and all persons 

having knowledge or information concerning the health 

or welfare of the above-named minor child shall furnish 

any and all information, documents, records or reports 

in their possession or under their control in regard to 

said child upon request of the assigned caseworker. 

T1 1 list-ration 4.1. In their possession or under their 
control. 

In other words, being underage and in state custody, 

Serena's care includes a requirement that reports be 

routinely submitted to the court. Thus, "any and all 

information" meant just that: Serena's everyday problems 

could end up being part of a report influential to decisions 

made about her life. Print is used quite literally to 

decide what is hidden and what is revealed. Serena's life 

will be defined by her adherence to certain unwritten rules 

and regulations, the specifics of which depend in greater 

measure upon interpretations about her from adults in 

charge. But that view is itself an interpretation, and 

Serena read it differently. She told me that she trusted 

her notebook. The print she had received over the last year 
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was for her protection and her needs, to assist others 

caring for her. 

6. The child has been taken into temporary 
physical custody pursuant to [statute] ... as clearly 
necessary to protect the child from suffering or 
imminently suffering abuse and/or serious physical or 
emotional damage. 

Custody [of Mikey] was taken on February 9, 1994, 
at 5:45 p.m. 

The child is presently placed in foster care with 
the natural mother . . , 

7. The child is not an Indian child. 

TJ1  n i t r a t i o n  4 . 2 . Dependency petition. 

"She is unable . . ."—Serena's custody of her son, 

according to official interpretation, is a fragile 

assumption at best. Paperwork supports a depiction of 

Serena as dysfunctional. But, again, that was not how 

Serena saw it. She held a more benign view about the print 

that was used to make decisions about her life; however, it 

was not a passive view. 

Oue?5tioning Orders 

Serena explained that she believed the print simply 

meant that upon the birth of her child, the state took 

custody. Although the concept of "abuse" was included, in 
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paragraph 6, in fact it did not apply, and had no relevance 

to her situation. The baby was born while Serena was a 

resident at Mercy Home—no abuse there; and the state took 

custody shortly afterward because she was still a minor. 

She believed that "suffering or imminently suffering abuse 

and/or serious physical or emotional damage" meant somebody 

else. 

But the "suffering abuse" in a document that was, after 

all, about custody of her son began to bother her a great 

deal. Serena and I talked about it. She worried that a 

dangerous notion had been set in motion—that the way she 

treated her baby was inappropriate. The concept expressed 

was loaded: "clearly necessary to protect the child from 

. . . ." Official "facts" were sprinkled through the 

documentation. These facts cast mean-spirited assumptions. 

Regarding custody of her son, there was no "imminent" 

need for anything from the authorities, save compassion and 

kindness. The main point is that Serena was more than aware 

of the potential danger of such print a long time before the 

event in which her baby was taken through documentation. 

Serena went to her caseworker with questions. Her 

caseworker at the time was Ana Rivera. 

History Sharing: Ana 
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On April 27, 1994, just months before Serena's baby was 

physically taken by the state, I had another long telephone 

conversation with Ana Rivera. I called her because I was 

not receiving much help from Serena's newly assigned 

caseworker, Renaldo. Ana told me that Serena's case was now 

out of her office, although she continued to speak often 

with Serena. Serena was to be transferred into "the 

'Arizona Young Adult Program' for children who will not be 

returning to their parents." Its focus was on teaching 

skills for independent living. Serena, Ana explained, had 

probably not yet received the paperwork on this. It would 

please Serena to live in her own apartment with her child. 

But months later the paperwork still had not come, placing 

Serena and her child in the position of intruding guests. 

Ana told me that Serena had been in foster care since 

approximately 1988 and during this past five years "the 

placement has created a lot of emotional damage." I told 

her that Serena never talked about that time. Ana felt that 

it was best to leave it to Serena to tell me more or not. I 

appreciated that Ana had kept Serena's confidences. 

Ana said she was always impressed with how Serena 

handled life, saying, "She makes all the appointments she 

has to; she is responsible, mature. When she has a meeting 

with me, she is always sure to bring all the paperwork and 
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to have filled out all the forms that she was supposed to. 

She makes dental appointments; when she needs glasses or 

something she telephones and sets up the mechanism to take 

care of it." Ana made special note of the fact that of all 

the kids that she sees who have had troubled lives and 

difficulties, and she dealt with many, Serena was one of the 

most responsible. Ana said, "You have to see the way she 

interacts with her siblings, so thoughtful, always making 

sure they have birthday presents. She is so good and kind 

with them." Ana always encouraged Serena to talk about her 

feelings about life. Serena's mother, a drug addict, was 

back in prison, and Ana's main concern was that dialogue be 

kept open so that Serena had a chance to share her 

understandings. In particular she hoped for open dialogue 

for Serena, she explained, "so that her present attitude 

which is very anti-drug will continue . . . breaking the 

chain of addiction." 

Ana mentioned how neat and well-ordered Serena's 

bedroom was at Mercy Home, how she always has everything 

with her the baby might need. "Sometimes those people at 

the foster care review board do not understand the unique 

strengths that some of the children have that come before 

them," Ana said- If she had been with us, Serena and 

myself, the day that the foster care review board had more 
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or less silenced Serena's plans to go on to college. Ana 

would have reminded them "how far Serena had come, about 

what she had faced in her young life so far, what an 

achievement her attitude, and mature responsible actions 

indicated." Specifically, Ana affirmed that Serena was 

ready and able for "great possibilities for a better life." 

Ana explained that she had convinced Serena not to be 

concerned about the State's legal custody of her baby, 

although physical custody had been awarded. Ana told Serena 

that, since she was a minor herself and not working, the 

State best supplied the things the baby needed. Serena 

trusted Ana and agreed with her. The implication was that 

the documents themselves were harmless, routine; they 

referred to Serena's protection, and posed no threat. 

Who's in Charge Here: 

A Return to Events of January 1995 

On the day her baby was taken from her, conventional 

wisdom about what she should have expected and ought to have 

known did not meet with Serena's understandings. In the 

first place, Serena could not come to terms with being 

duped. The lie itself which the adults in charge had told 

was too important to be dismissed so lightly. If she was 

being called to account for her actions, why were they not 
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accountable? Serena struggled with the blatant, outrageous 

way she had been fooled into a trusting relationship. In 

the second place, Serena remembered that other teenage 

residents had offered hints to her about what was really 

going on behind the scenes. Such a notion, such "gossip," 

Renaldo told her, was outrageous, even paranoid. She felt 

guilty for bringing it up. 

Then, a familiar paper was offered by way of 

explanation. It was her worst nightmare. She had seen the 

print before. It had been used in her own custody case as 

it was now being used for her child, but under circumstances 

which were far more misleading. 

Serena was told that a plan would be drawn up so that 

she could gain back her status as a "fit" mother. A status 

which, according to data collected by Ana over the last five 

years, should never have been called into doubt in the first 

place. Punishment for behavior had somehow translated into 

an implication that she was unfit for parenting. 

Print. About. Oysfunctinn 

Prior to the events of January 1995 all official print 

had addressed custody, subsequently it addressed Serena's 

dysfunction. The implication is that because her baby was 

taken Serena was an unfit mother. Just days after the 
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event, Serena received a document: "Parental Status of 

Minors; placement of child; gstahlishing an ability to bp a 

parent: ripf ini tinn. " (see Illustration 4.3). 

A. Notwithstanding section 36-322, if a child 
gives birth in a health care institution the person in 
charge of the institution or that person's designee 
shall prepare a certificate of live birth that 
indicates the name and social security number of the 
child giving birth but that does not classify that 
person as the infant's mother. If known, the health 
care institution shall indicate the father's name and 
social security number but shall not classify that 
person as the infant's father on the certificate of 
live birth unless that person is at least eighteen 
years of age. If either person does not have a social 
security number the health care institution may use 
other identifying information prescribed under section 
36-322, subsection L. 

B. If a child does not give birth in a health 
care institution the department of health services 
shall prepare a certificate of live birth that complies 
with the requirements of subsection A of this section. 

C. If the infant is born in a health care 
institution that institution shall immediately contact 
the division of child protective services in the 
department of economic security. If the infant is not 
born in a health care institution, the department of 
health services shall contact the division of child 
protective services as soon as a person makes a request 
for a certificate of live birth. 

D. A child protective services specialist shall 
take the infant into temporary custody and place the 
infant in a public or private facility or home licensed 
by this state or the home of a relative until the child 
is adopted. A person may adopt the infant as 
prescribed under chapter 1 of this title. 

E. Either child who is the biological parent of 
the infant may petition the juvenile court for a 
declaration of paternity and custody. The child may 
file this petition any time before infant's birth until 
a person files a petition for adoption under section 8-
108. The biological parents may file a joint petition. 
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The court shall not grant the petition unless it 
determines that this is in the infant's best interest. 
In determining if this action is in the infant's best 
interest the court shall consider, at a minimum, the 
petitioner's: 

1. Marital status. 
2. Ability to provide the infant with food, 
shelter, education and ordinary medical care 
in a stable family environment. 
3. Employment status. 
4. Age. 

F. For the purposes of this section, "child" 
means a person who is under the age of 18 years. 

Illustration 4.3. Parental status of minors. 

I'm Finp: The Six-Month Plan 

Serena talked to me about the counselor she had been 

seeing. She told the counselor, Peggy, that things in 

general were going well. Serena said Peggy always wanted to 

know about her state of mind: How is it going? How is she 

handling it? Serena did not tell Peggy how she really felt. 

She said she was feeling angry and upset but that she was 

not going to tell Peggy that because "They write down 

everything you say." I asked her, "You mean Peggy has the 

tape recorder going, or something?" She says, "No. Not 

even. After you leave, like. Then she writes it all down 

what you said. Whatever she wants to write." 

It wasn't that Serena did not enjoy her visits with 

Peggy, she did immensely. As always the hardest part for 
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Serena was actually getting there. The visits were clear 

across town, and Serena did not drive. Peggy, the counselor 

from Central Office, was assigned to Serena's case. Their 

meetings were part of a six-month plan so that Serena could 

get her baby back. 

Serena was alarmed by the reports about her conduct at 

Mercy Home. She particularly wanted to know about how it 

had been written up. She wanted to read the report, but she 

did not ask. The sense that she made of the adults in 

charge, was that things about her, harmful things, could be 

separated out as if they were all that mattered. I had 

observed the same, an isolated event could be pulled out 

like an egg taken from the dozen, held up for scrutiny: 

rotten or palatable? 

Family Readings 

Serena talked about her childhood. She remembered many 

good times. But she never talked to Peggy, her counselor, 

or to Renaldo, her caseworker, or any of the adults in 

charge about these times. Serena told me that what she got 

from her conversations with the adults in charge about her 

family was that the only time the subject "family" was 

brought up was when one or another wanted to make a strong 

point about what not to do. For example, "I hear you have 
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been under a lot of stress. Have you seen your mother?" 

Quite recently Serena had, but when asked if she had she 

said "No" firmly. I witnessed this working on many 

occasions. 

Power to Empower 

In reference to the adults in charge, Serena told me 

she was always trying to figure out "what they are hinting 

about." To Serena, "they" refers to face-to-face 

interactions; in other words "they" is usually one person. 

So in our conversations it is one person who is, for 

example, being devious, circumspect, or mean-spirited. 

Serena never talks about groupings of authorities, or any 

overarching political, power structure. She never discusses 

the welfare system in general, such as the foster care 

review board or local health care arrangements. When Serena 

talks about how she is treated, she says things like "They 

were trying to find out about . . . [or], they were trying 

to get at . . . ." But she is speaking about one person. 

Being covert about her everyday attitudes and decisions 

was becoming a necessary part of her dealings with adults. 

Serena said it had been so in the past, and was more so now. 

Renaldo had said that things were "out of my hands." But no 

matter what he said, Serena still knew he was in charge. It 
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was not fate or happenstance that directed her fate, in this 

case "they," or "power," meant "him." 

Serena told me, "There's nothing you can do when people 

talk about you behind your back. It's so bad. It's so 

terrible. Like with Sister Martha, she likes me; I really 

love her too. But then all those people were going up to 

her and saying bad things about me. Terrible things, you 

know. It's so bad. They weren't even true. But how am I 

supposed to know? Nobody tells you. Then I would feel she 

was mad at me, and I didn't know why. And nobody asked me 

to explain, that's the truth. They just . . . they act like 

they knew they story. And they don't know." 

If people wanted Serena to act differently, she would. 

She was acting differently every day, as she explained it, 

and they were telling her that's what they wanted. To 

Serena it meant speaking cheerfully, saying positive things, 

and thinking up good things to say; in other words, she was 

serious and rehearsed what she would say and how she would 

say it. She told me she did this on the bus on the way to 

meetings. She avoided letting on about being fearful, she 

lived under it like an umbrella. She could not shed being 

"scared all the time." 
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F.dur-ation as Reprieve 

Serena worried about her homework for the Life Skills 

program. The only time she ever asked me to help her with 

schoolwork—we had known each other for two and half years— 

we met specifically for this purpose. Serena wanted me to 

check the spelling and commas. Serena's language is intact; 

a homework assignment due the next day for the Life Skills 

program (see Illustration 4.4): 

Dear Foster Parents, 

I'm feeling confident, excited. I like to spend 
time with my baby when I get out of this program. I 
hope I am well educated on the skills to learn to 
understand my child as well as for myself. My goal as 
a parent is to [be] better than my own parents. 

T1lustration 4.4. Serena's homework assignment. 

When I drove Serena to school she talked about the 

foster parent, who was addressed. "Is it what I want to 

say? Not. What I want to say? Of course not. She's a 

bitch. She keeps saying everything is my fault, I can't be 

depressed around her; it tires her out. She makes me run to 

the store the minute she sees I'm doing something for 

myself. And it's only getting worse." 

Serena was ready for class because she knew she was 

doing her part as best she could. That was all that she 
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could do—get those check marks knocked off, whatever they 

are, one by one. 

When learning became anything the adults in charge said 

it was, real learning receded into the background. When the 

prize is getting back your child, it does not really matter 

what the learning task is. As far as the concept of help 

through education is concerned, to call it "opportunity" is 

profane. 

"Dq Right Woman" 

During a meeting I attended with Serena, Renaldo and 

Suzy behaved very formally in contrast to Serena, who seemed 

relaxed even cheerful. It made me mad. In the car Serena 

had been so depressed, frustrated and fully scared. Now she 

sat nodding agreement at every comment from the record they 

deemed to share with her. "How do you feel about all this?" 

they asked. Serena said, "I feel fine." 

Oh yes, I thought, fine, fine, fine. When the meeting 

was over, Serena and I talked about one more check mark in 

the "good" column. Serena called it the "Do Right" column. 

One down and another to go. Serena prepared to handle each 

requirement until the "good" column was all filled up. She 

told me, "Be careful. They write everything down the way 

they want it to look." 
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In my field notes, I write that these days were sad and 

they seemed to last forever. 

Fear and Welfare 

Serena told me what she thought about drugs. All her 

life it seems she notices who is stoned, using drugs, and 

who is not. They stand out from each other. The stoned 

ones could not get anything right, she said, they step on 

people. She hated drugs. I never heard her use the word 

"drugs" without an expletive in front of it, at least one. 

I pick up Serena, she has just been to an appointment 

for entering the city's job corps program. Serena is very 

worried. She was told that if she were in the same room as 

someone who used marijuana but she did not smoke she could 

still have a positive reading as a drug user, herself, even 

up to a month after someone around her had smoked. She 

said, "I don't know. What if that happens to me? What if I 

am going along in the program and they ask me to take a test 

and it's positive? They kick you right out of there." 

Serena was worried that such an occurrence, along with the 

reports piling up in her record, was too dangerous to 

chance. I said to her, "But you haven't smoked pot. So 

they couldn't find it in your urine." She replied, "No, the 

hair. They find it in the hair, not the urine. They take 
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the hair. They snip it off and it's in there. Even up to a 

month. That's what they said. Do you think it's true?" I 

told her I did not know but that it seemed highly unlikely. 

I said that maybe whoever told her that was just trying too 

hard to make a point. After a long while Serena said, "You 

know, I heard people say that if you drink Clorox you'll get 

back a clean test, no matter. Even if it really happened, 

then they can't tell." 

When Serena and I talked about welfare I learned that 

Serena felt that the way she was treated was the way 

everyone was treated. It mattered little that she was a 

female, or a teenage mother, or young. What mattered in the 

way she was treated was that she was poor. If a homeless 

man came in for help, he would get similar treatment. If an 

older woman with kids who had no English came for help, she 

would be treated in much the same way as Serena, adolescent 

and English proficient. There are just too many poor 

people. 

Uninvited Print 

Long before her baby was taken Serena and I were intent 

on getting funds for community college, and during the 

meeting with the foster care review board, I talked about 

Serena's capabilities as a student and a young mother. The 
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board members listed politely and said they would "make a 

note of it." I had a thick folder with me. I thought that 

a "note" was not going to do much. Too many "notes" in 

Serena's file seemed to be part of the problem. The 

extensive documentation I had brought in the folder was 

politely declined. 

Critical Pedagogy 

Within critical theory it is generally to be understood 

that powerful economic forces link to ways official print 

functioned to construct Serena's experiences. The 

underlying assumption of these arrangements was education as 

"needs." Carlson (1993) sees a "human capital" perspective 

for curriculum rationales, that is, progress, productivity, 

and profits. 

On the practice of instructing students in the literacy 

skills they "need," Carlson's (1993) comments are consistent 

within a critical theoretical perspective. He notes: 

The "basic skills" reform movement has resulted in an 
urban school curriculum that steers students away from 
college and "sets up" most for entry-level jobs in the 
new, postindustrial work force. It has also increased 
centralized, bureaucratic state "steerage" of urban 
schools, and in doing so it has deprofessionalized 
teachers and disenfranchised urban (increasingly poor 
African American Hispanic) communities in regard to the 
education of their children, (p. 218) 
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Certainly, Serena saw herself pushed toward low level 

jobs. She mentioned on several occasions how the "Career 

Interest Inventory" had been manipulated by TAP to imply 

what kind of jobs were or were not suitable. (See Appendix 

A for Nurses Pre-Test.) 

But the important emphasis from the stance of critical 

theory involves locating Serena's resistance collectively. 

In other words, Serena's most effective course of action 

would have been to take up action within the context of the 

group—of teenage mothers, other students, Hispanic women, 

welfare recipients, and so forth. 

In a critical theory approach that intends to steer 

Serena toward problematizing the situation in this manner, 

it falls to the teacher to promote open dialogue. 

In Giroux's view, dialogue around Serena's documents 

would not be enough in and of itself. Dialogue needs 

direction toward action; it moves through reflection in the 

process of creating opportunities for action. 

Drawing this much attention to her life might be viewed 

as self-indulgent within the theory's broader purpose. Yet 

the text is complicit in the most vital issues for Serena. 

For Serena's sake, one aspect concerns how the text ought to 

be approached—developing an instructional approach to 
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dialogue around such paperwork consistent within critical 

theory. 

Every Voice Must Be Heard 

The underlying assumption of literacy as transformation 

is the use of literacy to promote students' (e.g., Serena's) 

rigorous self-questioning: Giroux (1987) urges facilitators, 

"To sort through its contradictions and to give students the 

chance to not only confirm themselves but also to raise the 

question; is it this society has made of me that I no 

longer want to be?" (p. 178). Thus, every voice is heard, 

but some more than others. For example, replies of "rich" 

do not seem likely. 

In the great leap from theory to practice, consider 

moral and ethical implications posed by attempting to strike 

a balanced, open dialogue around the following print 

(Illustration 4.5). 
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E. The court shall not grant the petition unless it 
determines that this is in the infant's best interest. In 
determining if this action is in the infant's best 
interest the court shall consider, at a minimum, the 
petitioner's: 

1. Marital status. 
2. Ability to provide the infant with food, shelter, 
education and ordinary medical care in a stable 
family environment. 
3. Employment status. 
4. Age. 

F. For the purposes of this section, "child" means a 
person who is under the age of 18 years. 

T1J  n s t rat-ion 4.5. Consideration for granting of petition. 

In the first place, Serena resisted in the sense that 

she sought clarification of official implications about 

child abuse. In the second place, as a solo act it was 

ineffective. Serena's official documentation is a valuable 

tool for students' knowledge about the political 

underpinnings of arrangements—but use carries along some 

heavy baggage, for instance, Serena's confidentiality. 

Critical theorists maintain that any approach is 

political and either encourages or discourages students from 

challenging the status quo (Cummins, 1989; Shor & Freire, 

1987) . 
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Critical theory overlaps alternate perspectives such as 

social contructivism and feminism in searching out ways to 

promote collective action through dialogue. In his study of 

adult literacy education, Spener (1990) cites the work 

of Goodman (1986) and other theorists, affirming that: 

Learners acquire individual reading and writing skills 
through a process of inquiry into the nature of real-
life problems facing the community of learners. In 
this sense, the Freirean approach can be considered a 
variant of the whole language approach to literacy. 
(Spener, 1990, p. 4) 

How Critical Theory Helps 

As viewed from a critical theory stance, Serena's 

experiences and struggle represent qualifying credentials 

for membership in collective action. This is the only 

action that is really going to matter in the long run. 

To interrupt the text, what matters most is guided 

understanding of an intent, that moves from dialogue toward 

an eventual collective disruption of the status quo. But, 

as I interpret it, if Serena's act of resistance resulted 

only in her becoming more self aware or self assured, then 

it fell short. 

Within concern for promoting dialogue, critical theory 

assumes a lot about the direction that Serena's involvement 

would normally take if she chose to become involved in these 
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kinds of conversations. Her resistance in this context 

might translate to mean she is uncooperative, that is, 

articulation framed in terms of expectancy about whether or 

not Serena is willing to make "real," substantive 

differences in her life. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SOCIAL CONSTRUCTIVIST CLUSTERS 

Prologue 

In this chapter I examine Serena's documentation 

through various lenses of social constructivism, and proceed 

in the same manner and with the similar admonitions as in 

previous chapters on feminist and critical theory: 

concerns expressed by researchers arise from numerous 

sources, not just social constructivist theory; theory is a 

tool to be adapted to individual classrooms, not rigidly 

applied (Anderson, Reder & Simon, 1997; O'Connor, 1998). 

There is no single entity called social constructivist 

theory, but chemes may be drawn from the literature: 

• Knowledge as a whole is problematized, not just 

the learner's subjective knowledge, including 

social and cultural contexts of literacy. 

• Cognitive processes related to literacy depend 

significantly on the social-personal contexts for 

language use in classroom interaction (e.g.. Green 

& Bloome, 1983; Heath, 1982). 
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Methodological approaches are required to be much 

more circumspect and reflexive because there is no 

"royal road" to truth or near truth. 

The focus of concern is not just the learner's 

thinking but also the learner's beliefs and 

conceptions of knowledge (Bruner, 1986). 

Literacy knowledge is a cultural phenomenon (e.g.. 

Street, 1994). 

Literacy knowledge is a psychological social 

cultural transactive phenomenon (Goodman, 1988, 

1994). 

Holistic, contextualized activities are rooted in 

a socio-cultural approach to mind (Vygotsky, 1986; 

Wertsch, 1985). 

Overriding rejection of deficit paradigms and 

reductivist perspectives. 

The emphasis for teachers and teaching is not just 

with the teacher's knowledge of content and 

diagnostic skills, but with the teacher's belief, 

conceptions, and personal notions about literacy, 

teaching and learning. 

Recognition of the social construction of 

knowledge (e.g., Halliday, 1978; Vygotsky, 1986) 

suggests a pedagogical emphasis on discussion. 
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collaboration, negotiation, and shared meanings. 

For example, adults or more knowledgeable peers 

enable students in "verbal thought," employing 

scaffolding tactics and collaborative dialogue. 

Personal, Social Cultural Emphasis 

In a social constructivist perspective the letter from 

Serena to her mother (a segment follows in Illustration 5.1) 

clearly demonstrates learning as individually situated and 

socially constructed. 

Well Mom tell me. I want to know a lot. You never 
told why you ever did what you did the first time ana 
about this last one. Why did you do it? I don't 
understand. There's a lot I want to tell you that 
hurts me a lot. How I feel is left out in the family, 
it's like they don't really care for me. And [when] 
I'm with you I feel as if I'm a scapegoat, that you 
always leave me behind for anybody. Like Andre would 
come around you would ignore me. I feel like if I 
don't have anybody. I've been wanting to get it off my 
chest with you. You knew you had us kids. I don't 
know why you keep running. You hurt a lot of people, 
including yourself. I hope you take care and do 
better. 
I'm going to have to cut this letter short. I love you 
and miss you !! Love always, your daughter, Serena 
God Bless you. Smile now. Cry later. 

Illustratinn S.T. Letter to mother from Serena. 

Adapted from Ernest, P. (1995) where he derives a set of 
theoretical underpinnings common to both radical and social 
perspectives of constructivism, while cautioning that each have 
their particular emphases. 
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In the letter to her mother Serena writes about 

feelings and tensions. She blames, but she also excuses and 

is compassionate in her understanding of a complicated 

family issue. Serena is doing several things at once here: 

• Using background knowledge to structure critique 

• Playing with formats 

• Making it "real" 

• Imagining an audience 

• Creating an opportunity for self-reflection 

• Proving categories, then choosing the order of 

their importance 

• By deciding when to switch perspectives, 

exerting power over the situation. 

O'Connor's (1998) typology for the sake of simplicity 

lists social constructivist traditions in clusters. I 

adapted his list, admitting some of his insight is lost, and 

used it in discussing the next three sections: 

1. focus on collective, with the individual 

foregrounded, 

2. focus on the individual, the emphasis on content 

learning with collective backgrounded, and 

3. focus on the dynamic tension (or interplay) between 

individual and collective (social). 
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The fourth and final section offers a retrospective 

data analysis. 

Focus on the Collective 

In the first social constructivist cluster Serena's 

role is in foreground and seen as critical because it 

provides a window for viewing a social group's reality; 

although the individual is at the center of the picture, the 

primary emphasis is on the collective. For example, an 

approach shows how society deals with the issue of teen 

pregnancy. Or, Serena's documents are used to reveal 

knowledge about how a particular social group handles and 

sustains daily experiences. Because focus is on her group, 

Serena takes on added importance as a member of that group: 

single parent, welfare client, student, teenager, daughter, 

and so on. "However in the actual analyses, the focus is on 

the collective's beliefs and actions within a reality that 

the collective constructs through its individual members' 

beliefs and actions" (O'Connor, 1998, p. 33). 

Ethnomethodology comes under this cluster, an avid 

interest in detailed accounts of Serena's or several members 

of a group's everyday realities. Extensions of this 

cluster, according to O'Connor, influences works of Apple, 
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Ellsworth, Giroux, Friere, and Willis, among numerous 

others. 

There is not much attention to factors that influence 

social agencies' treatment of Serena: her poverty and age, 

or that she is Mexican American or female. Instead, there 

is concern for the status of knowledge in the community, and 

how subjective meanings take on life. One of the very 

interesting points that O'Connor (1998) makes is that: 

Yet, the sociological stance itself, the push for 
inquiry into what is taken by people to be true and 
natural and necessary and how it comes to be taken as 
such, is prerequisite for the development of what might 
be called a critical social constructivism, (p. 32) 

Riographic Literacy Profile 

The section that follows, titled types and uses of 

Serena's reading, is part of a biographic literacy profile 

(Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988) that was created in an 

attempt to provide a more holistic assessment to a mass of 

"official" evaluations about Serena. 

Typfis and Uses off RRadinq; Ssrena 

Conformational. Serena keeps a comprehensive file of 

her own that includes her complete medical history and 

complete transcripts of correspondence sent to her by the 

juvenile justice court. It is offered as a means to 
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demonstrate the collective's sense of "rightness," using 

Serena in foreground. 

Educational. She compiles for her own reading detailed 

notebooks, which include juvenile court notices, 

instructions for legal applications, handouts related to 

child care, worksheets and task requirements of present and 

past schooling, and pamphlets on child care. 

Envirnnmental. Articles about pregnancy, prenatal 

care, problems teenagers face, etc. are read, valued, and 

commented on by Serena. She creates and follows a daily 

schedule, refers to a chore list to gain certain privileges, 

takes special care to execute tasks accordingly, at specific 

times, and in a highly structured manner. 

Finanrial. Since Serena and her son are on welfare, 

she carefully keeps account of her expenses, for instance, 

food stamp requirements, and accrued benefits. Her school 

marks in mathematics do not reflect how artfully she juggles 

the limited cash assistance she receives. 

Hi stor-iral . She keeps letters sent by friends, her 

mother, and the baby's father. She stores cards and papers 
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relating to her family. Their personal documents are 

carefully compiled and kept; e.g., birth certificates, 

medical histories, and mementos. 

Instrumental. The official print Serena receives uses 

lawyer-language, and she navigates it with great success. 

She is articulate in commenting on court documents—meanings 

and implications about her life. 

Interacti onal. The letters she receives sometimes 

serve to remind her of a difficult reality; she "reads 

between the lines," comparing what people say with what 

actually happens. She reads copies of her replies, to 

further reflect these changes. 

News Related. Serena reads public sentiment; she is 

highly aware of the anti-welfare rhetoric around welfare 

queens. Serena cuts jobs out of the classified section of 

the newspaper, glues them to a page, and then writes about 

whether or not she considers herself as suitable job 

applicant. 

Rerreational . She reads magazines and newspapers, 

scanning or borrowing them to capture anything that 
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interests her. She collects articles about child care. She 

collects poetry that she finds in different magazines and 

books; later, she incorporates them into her letters and 

reflections. 

Scieni-ific. Because she is attentive to print, Serena 

is aware of dangers to herself and her child caused by 

"risky" products or processes. Dangerous situations are a 

major focus of educational initiatives ordered by the court. 

Reflection 

For a long time what counted as knowledge about Serena 

consisted solely of "official" assessments, which offered 

only parts, mainly of crises. Evidence from people who know 

her was missing, and so was the work she created. 

"Officially" there was no concern for the ways she read the 

world; the biographic literacy profile intended to project a 

different view. Nonetheless, it is not how Serena would have 

categorized her literacy. 
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Focus on Content: 

Emphasis on Learning 

In the second social constructivist cluster, the 

phenomena of the individual's learning takes center stage. 

Serena's learning is foregrounded. Focus remains on Serena 

for the sake of gaining knowledge about how to help her 

better negotiate life in the real world. The collective is 

backgrounded, serving only as a tool to help us understand 

how social interaction and knowledge constructions impact 

cognitive growth. This proceeds by taking Serena as is: 

Just as important, one must have some idea of how the 
child is to get from where she or he is to the target 
state, as well as an idea of the nature of that target 
state. This requires a deep and detailed knowledge of 
what it means to understand or know the target. 
(O'Connor, 1998, p. 35) 

The influence of this cluster has roots in radical 

Piagetian underpinnings, and, according to O'Connor, 

influences the work of Bruner, von Glasersfeld, among 

others—and particularly Dewey. As O'Connor (1998) reminds: 

The constructivist tradition in psychology results in a 
type of social constructivism that centers on a 
consideration of learning at the level of the 
individual. While the nature of knowledge and reality 
is offered for theoretical discussion and serves to 
distinguish different levels of commitment to 
constructivism, the principal focus of research is on 
the actual paths of individual learning within a 
variety of domains. Increasingly, the social contexts 
within which these individual learning paths are 
embedded have become an important consideration. 
(p. 42) 
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The major emphasis is on the learner's cognitive 

growth. The term "construction" has to do with Serena's 

ability to put the pieces together, puzzling out the kind of 

picture that helps her gain a new understanding. To 

demonstrate actual paths and types of engagement in 

learning, a segment of the biographic literacy profile 

follows. 

Developed Least-effort Stcateqies 

Serena observed that journal entries were not being 

read by the teacher. She deduced that it was for the 

teacher's use rather than as a record for her own learning. 

Subsequently, she wrote very general comments that had 

little to do with tasks actually performed in class: "Today 

is Valentine's Day." This was very different from the usual 

extensive comments she made. 

Examined Variflt.igns in Procedural Possibilities 

Serena was able to explain to the baby's father in a 

letter that the term "court custody" of her child had little 

to do with the actual situation: "physical custody" means 

she keeps her baby despite being in foster care herself. 

Further, she petitioned the foster care review board to 

permit her to enter the Young Adult For Independent Living 
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Program, to live on her own with the baby, rather than give 

up the child until she was of age and free to leave her 

assigned foster home. 

Discussed Contradictions in Interpretations 

Qf PcQblem Solution Rf?lar.lQnf?hips 

She conferred with her caseworker and lawyer and took 

their advice to accept court language as a procedural form 

rather than an indictment. In weekly visits Serena talked 

about every day problems with a psychological counselor. 

Parti r:ipat-g>.q wi th nthors fo Arrnmpi i sh Tasks 

At the group home, Serena was assigned to tutor the 

other residents in their school work. She was given this 

consideration in light of her industriousness, and sense of 

diplomacy. Serena continuously exhibited patience, good 

humor, and a mature understanding of others' needs and 

feelings. 

Led Others in Problem Solving Situations 

The primary caseworker often spoke of how caring and 

attentive Serena was to her siblings, who were in various 

foster care homes in the city. Serena never failed to 

remind others of another's upcoming birthday. She devised 
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arrangements which enabled her brothers to visit more than 

allowed in the past. 

Reflection 

As she utilizes literacy strategies to handle moment-

to-moment tasks, Serena actively puts these strengths to use 

in order to gain knowledge about a complexity of realities, 

not the least of which concerns a roller coaster life in 

poverty. Within a belief that her knowledge has been 

constructed, the attempt to help involves concern for her 

cognitive growth as an individual. But this concern worries 

O'Connor, who writes, "... but what about cases in which 

the environmental constraints are not very strong and do not 

result in a convergence on the same 'reality'?" (p. 35). 

Focus on Dynamic Interplay 

Between the individual and the social, the focus in the 

third social constructivist cluster is on patterns of 

interactions between Serena and society or culture. 

Attention is paid to how constructions of knowledge are 

influenced within individual and social realms. The primary 

emphasis is a sociocultural-historical analysis of learning 

and mind. 
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In Serena's situation, a manifestation of the influence 

of culture is evident in the fact that she was not afforded 

an equal opportunity to learn. Cultural influence manifests 

itself at a number of levels. For instance, at the state 

level decisions made about Serena focus on removing her from 

welfare roles. At the school level, what is important is 

that she be prepared for immediate employment. At the group 

home level, the focus concerns raising her awareness to the 

danger of being who she is: a mother who is a teenager. 

In a Vygotskian sense, the development of an individual 

relies on social interactions. These learnings are placed 

outside of the individual; the mind through interaction with 

others constructs knowledge. O'Connor (1998) speaks to 

certain positionings in relation to this third cluster: 

Among the more radical is the proposal that higher 
cognitive functions such as logic, scientific 
reasoning, argument, and even aspects of memory are, in 
some sense (as yet to be fully articulated) , truly 
collective functions: that the human species, through 
its unprecedentedly complex kinds of social 
interaction, gave rise to new levels of cognitive 
activity that are intrinsically collective, (p. 39) 

This suggests that Serena's routine interactions are 

critical if she is to work to gain or remake concepts. The 

process of acquiring higher thought forms require dialogic 

transactions. We are very aware of Serena in the classroom: 

her involvement in collaborative activities and what 
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embedded routines enable or limit transactions in the group 

process itself. Consistent with the assumptions of the 

third cluster, patterns of social interaction are important, 

but they are not the only transactions that define a 

dialogic force (Goodman, 1994). The segments that follow 

help to point out types and uses of Serena's writings. 

Autobiographical 

On a drawing she made: "This was a great experience for 

me." It reminded her of high school. She keeps a "baby 

book," writing in incidents/data concerning her child. 

Her personal journal has consisted mainly of letters 

addressed to real people, whether sent (mailed) or not. In 

one letter—not mailed to her boyfriend—about feeling 

abandoned, Serena writes: "You're not there, my family isn't 

—and now to hear that my mother doesn't want me around." 

Serena writes poetry. She keeps copies of revisions of 

the letters she writes. She makes drawings and lists her 

reflections on the process in the white margins along the 

sides of the paper. For example, about her teacher Serena 

noted: "She tries to act like your mother." She wraps 

gifts; she makes the most artistic use of meager supplies. 
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Educational 

She keeps a (past) worksheet she completed on 

"Design/Composition of a Lock-drawing," because she enjoyed 

the task of self evaluation. She makes comprehensive 

journal entries, classroom required. She compiled a well-

organized school notebook to keep track of her personal 

academic progress and learning goals, not a school 

assignment. An example of this was noting a medical 

appointment on her school calendar. 

Environmental 

She signs chore lists, exit and arrival times, and 

residency forms. She makes careful note of telephone memos 

for other residents. She reads bulletin boards. 

Financial 

She completes state-required insurance forms, medical 

assistance forms, receipts and requests for further 

assistance. 

Tn.strumentaJ 

She fills in medical forms of obstetric history; e.g.. 

Family History Genetic Screening. She writes notes to 
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herself on questions to ask or areas to discuss with 

lawyers, caseworkers, and teachers. 

Interactional 

She uses her class journal to explain to teachers any 

absences or lateness relating to her medical appointments. 

She offers others her maps or notes about complex travel 

arrangements. 

Snbst-itutional 

She jots down notes to herself concerning upcoming 

appointments, keeps telephone numbers and addresses in her 

own address/diary; she sends messages to appropriate people 

when she cannot reach them. 

She explained, in a letter to the baby's father, the 

meaning of "pediatrician," and informed him of reasons why 

"physical custody" of her son was the best she could hope 

for while she was still, herself, a ward of the court. 

Rpflertion 

In a Vygotskian sense, social interactions lead Serena 

to new knowledge. In light of what we know of Serena's 
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story, opportunities for supportive patterns of interactions 

were often quite limited. How was she learning? If it 

appears that social interaction primarily served to assert 

control, what was she learning? And, if over time, limited 

shared understandings with knowledgeable others continue, 

then what is she left with? Not very much. 

As evident in the biographic literacy profile, Serena 

uses reading and writing to exercise her possibilities. But 

again, Serena would not have defined her literacy in this 

way. 

What was Serena after? Evident in her literacy 

documents and story, the reasoning seems to be that she was 

about the business of trying to be effective in how she 

deals with people and situations. This requires handling a 

complexity of social conventions. Among other strengths, 

Serena uses her own reading and writing as a centering point 

to transact the terrain. 

Retrospective Data Analysis 

Consider that assumptions common to the first cluster 

or tradition influence the writings of critical theory. In 

this focus what was interesting to us was the 

constructedness of the official knowledge about Serena. But 

anybody's knowings or perspectives can be challenged because 
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a good idea of the way it ought to be exists, or to put it 

more consistently, the way it ought to have been. Thus, 

approach to data involves sensing what is true is built in, 

it pre-exists. 

For instance, take the "comma rules" lessons; i.e., 

week after week of drill and review. The lessons stand out 

like beacons signaling how education means to work for 

Serena. Helped by anti-welfare rhetoric, the comma project 

can be critiques from a Marxist perspective. Punctuation 

lessons supposedly best pave the way to an office job; such 

reasoning being that if a teenage mother manages to get to 

an office, she will have, at least, a fighting chance in 

life, with dire predictions from statistics being a reality. 

The term office conjures up a pristine image, of safe and 

promising work, but Serena was never told she was leaving 

her regular high school to attend a trade school, which is 

really what the program was. Districts routinely get rid of 

"problem" students, who probably will become problems—or so 

goes the thinking. In any case, by no definition was Serena 

provided with an equal education or even fair access, as 

were the other public school students throughout the city. 

School districts routinely get rid of possible "problem" 

students. 
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Then again, others hold firm beliefs diametrically 

opposed to a Marxist's. Such an argument might hold that 

the condition of Serena's pregnancy and poverty make 

necessary that real schooling to be reshaped as job 

schooling. Instead, this view is conciliatory, as if doing 

Serena a favor by focusing on her "difference." Moreover, 

similar to a Marxist's stance, there is no negotiation here. 

Stereotypical constructions of gender carried over into 

Serena's meaning making, but she depended on knowledgeable 

adults to know better*". Instead, this second view, an 

alternate path, aims to change institutions as the primary 

social mechanism which colludes in constructing Serena's 

untenable situations. 

Message to Critical Theory 

Critical theory seems logical. There are so many 

agencies and exploitative relationships and people need to 

know their vulnerable points. Serena is seen as having the 

possibility of transcending difficult circumstance in both 

theoretical frames—but not by herself, unless she empowers 

2 
I believe Serena had no conception of the power of people's 

constructions about the issue of teen pregnancy and early child bearing. 
She announced her pregnancy as a fact, and she was happy about it—it 
was her life, after all, and she fully expected to act responsibly. 
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herself in contributing to raising the group's opportunity. 

People are alternately concerned with social and cognitive 

aspects of her story. Serena can, finally, be empowered 

through sharing, so people like her are moved to act, 

becoming politically mobilized, challenging understandings 

that are taken for granted. Within either perspective, it 

is rather elitist to spend too much time studying one person 

unless it serves to wake up the insider and outsider group 

attention. 

Shared Relationships 

Interest in Serena concerns maximizing what she is 

trying to do. Rooted in psychology, consider that 

explanations are consistent with much current feminist 

theorizing. Centered on Serena's learning and cognitive 

growth, who is she? Things happen to Serena because she is 

female: there is no getting around the reality that teenage 

girls are the number one target in a society built on 

seduction. Serena was pretty much out of danger until she 

turned 14. Then girls are bombarded with attention. What 

the adult who sexually molested her insisted was called 

love, was only more of the same but in a different wrapper: 

manipulation and abandonment in the guise of caring. 
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This stance takes as a given that Serena's story has 

never been told. It does not insist on any particular way 

to say it, just that it is said. It aims for her to speak 

up for herself as a woman, a mother, a learner. Only 

through an altered self-awareness can she grasp her own 

potential. 

In order to support her, the approach involves knowing 

how she copes with being herself, a young woman, helping her 

see cultural and social shadings of understandings; 

particularly, gendered constructions. 

Message to Fpminists 

What would Serena be likely to say is the most 

important thing about her? It probably would not start with 

her being a female. And it is very difficult to help 

individual members of an oppressed group of females if she 

had not owned that she is in one. 

With the focus being on Serena, does she get to say who 

she is? Or is her story chosen a set purpose magnifying 

class, telling us more about what it is like being 

collectively defined—by gender, class, race, and 

circumstance? 

All programs shaped as education "intervention" need to 

be questioned. Feminist and critical theory do not relate 
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to practice because they do not provide adequate 

explanations of Serena's life experiences. 

Feminist theorists and critical theorists have specific 

agendas. The following diagram was devised in personal 

communication with Denny Taylor to clarify the relationship 

of theory to conditions of oppression (Illustration 5.3). 

Conditions of Oppression 

i 
Obseirvation 

Critical Theorists' 
Political Agenda 

Informed by 

Social Constructivist 
Freuned by Participants 

i 
Contingency 
Conditional 

- • o n  ^  
Life Experience 

i 
Critical Consciousness 

Feminist Theorists' 
Political Agenda 

Informed by 

T1 lust-ration 5.3. Impact of theories on my own thinking. 
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Shared Understandings 

Were I Serena, I might worry about getting any more 

help from adults, knowledgeable or otherwise. It would seem 

that all along Serena has done a lot more to help adults 

than the other way around. Nonetheless, the best chances 

for enacting a pedagogy of transformative possibilities lies 

in the third stance, focused on the dynamic tension in 

patterns of interactions, and what needs to be in place for 

knowledge constructions to come about. The concern is for 

Serena's long and short term balance and accomplishment. 

This requires intermittent checking: the relationship of 

practices with Serena as well as Serena's relationships to 

others. Because there is no singular truth, what is in mind 

for her may not be perfect or what she most desires at the 

moment. The premise is that acquiring higher thinking 

require effective and successful social interactions. 

Furthermore, if a concept is not user friendly, the 

individual is uniquely equipped to dump it. However, this 

is uniquely impractical in Serena's case, whereby "new" 

knowledge was required to regain parental custody. 

Finally, consistent with the third cluster emphasis, 

Serena needed a bridge to help her handle the social 

conventions of everyday demands. What is anticipated is two 

or more people affecting one another's knowledge, which is 
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important, but Serena also uses her personal inventiveness 

to compare notions of self and world view. The dialogic 

tension in these exchanges suggests a balancing act, a 

social cultural dance. It is never a solo performance even 

if danced alone. Thus, the theory that extends the cluster 

of this third social constructivist cluster is considered in 

the next and last chapter. 
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CHAPTER 6 

DYNAMIC INTERPLAY 

BETWEEN PERSONAL INVENTION AND SOCIAL CONVENTION 

The ability to relate healthily to adolescents depends 

on being conscious of their developing capacities to 

actualize agency*^. To have power over one's life, to be 

respected, to find achievement and attachment, the 

adolescent faces the often painful process of accommodating 

social conventions with the developmental process of 

creating themselves. The push and pull creates 

disequilibrium as learners strive to conform their personal 

inventions harmoniously with social conventions; humans 

employ an inventiveness to move constantly toward convention 

because of the drive to communicate with others. 

Adolescence is a time of tremendous energy of the creative 

force, or personal invention; it also tends to be a period 

of questioning social conventions. A convention is simply a 

way of socially constructing reality. Personal invention 

has to do with the way meaning is constructed based on a 

a 
I refer to self-reliance, self-awareness, self-expression in 

social interactions. 
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person's own experiences and belief systems. How does 

Serena maximize potential for learning to survive and be 

accepted in new social contexts without defeating her own 

inventive capabilities? Grounded in Halliday's view of 

learning to mean, schema theory, and a general 

psycholinguistic theory of cognition and comprehension, the 

theory of personal invention and social convention (Goodman, 

1990; Goodman & Goodman, 1994) offers the learning theory 

that makes sense of this. 

Building on the work of Vygotsky's (1986) view of 

language development, which is generally interpreted as the 

internalization of social experience and social language as 

fundamental in shaping the individual's role as an equally 

strong force informs a view of the unique part individuals 

play in creating themselves. They are not simply shaped by 

society. The way society organizes meaning strongly shapes 

the individual's ability to make sense of the world, but 

experience is not all that is necessary. The individual has 

an innate ability to think symbolically, and is active as 

inventors, as constructors, interpreters, and evaluators of 

events. This inventiveness is not constructed in isolation; 

but within a pervasive communal convention. Within this 

formulation it is recognized that learning is context 

sensitive (Goodman, 1994). 
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The dialectic between invention and convention informs 

the strong parts played by both the individual and society 

in the development of language. But the theory is not 

domain specific; it also provides an understanding of what 

becomes operationalized as adolescents strive to compose 

themselves, and a view of reality, within society's 

conventions. The disequilibrium between the forces of 

invention/convention keeps maximizing what the individual is 

trying to do, which is to communicate with others. The 

theory, as integral to the process of language development 

and learning, extends an understanding of who the learner 

is, how she operates, and what may or may not be an adequate 

learning environment that supports a process of actualizing 

agency. "The learning dynamic of the system at key stage is 

provided by an unstable equilibrium or dialectic between 

assimilating experience to the rules and accommodating the 

rules to experience" (Bruner, 1985, p. 7). 

Dances with Others 

Serena's ability to intervene in the social processes 

by speaking up for herself or "talking back" (Hooks, 1989) 

depends on personal-social equilibrium. Within the 

theoretical framework of invention/convention, Serena's 

experiences and circumstances are mediating factors in her 
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developing sense of agency which shape the construction and 

limitations of her ability to view herself as an empowered 

participant. By looking at her readings and writings and 

listening to her story, the relationship of her ability to 

individuate reveal a host of learning strategies at command 

to which the forces of invention/convention took place 

simultaneously. Holt (1970) suggests the honest use of 

words as an act first of self-awareness, and then of self 

expression: 

First we get hold of what we have inside; then we put 
it in such a way that someone else may share some of 
that feeling, experience, understanding. Which comes 
first? Do we need self-awareness in order to write, or 
do we write in order to gain self-awareness? Neither 
comes first; they grow together. We need some self-
awareness in order to speak, to talk or write well, but 
through speaking we can become much more self-aware. 
We speak that we may know ourselves, and the better we 
know ourselves, the better we can speak, (p. 177) 

The relationship between language and context and the 

complexities of its purpose, function and uses (Halliday, 

1980) is a framework for understanding what empowerment 

means to the learner. By examining Serena's in-school and 

out-of-school learning in the context of her expressions of 

self as well as through the simultaneous process of learning 

through language, learning about language, and learning 

through language, the key issue becomes her struggle to 

avoid the internal conflicts that interfere with a balance 
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between invention and convention. The creative force in 

balance to her desire to operate within conventional 

boundaries plays an essential role in her literacy and 

learning. Serena's risk-taking is evidenced by her 

inventive abilities within contexts that are penalty free. 

Mediating in the process by providing a nurturing learning 

environment represents a key issue in Serena's potential to 

cope. What is at stake is her ability to see herself as an 

insider or outsider. 

Does It Work There?: 

Assimilation and Accommodation 

Serena as unmarried teenage mother is in foster care, a 

dependent of the state. She has a social worker and a 

therapist who collaborate on deciding and establishing the 

conditions necessary for her everyday survival. As Serena 

learns to adapt to her environment, she adds new information 

about her experiences, requiring her to enlarge or construct 

new categories. Accommodation and assimilation (Piaget, 

1969) are two processes which make it possible. Piaget's 

work is generally recognized for its emphasis on individual 

rather than social. What he called "assimilation" occurs 

when new information is integrated into the existing 

schemata; the term accommodation refers to the process of 
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modifying or restructuring herself in response to new 

information from the environment. Serena learns to adapt to 

social convention by assimilating this new knowledge. As 

she struggles to assimilate the decisions made by care 

providers with the sense she is making of the world, there 

is a dramatic difference between alternative educational 

projects in school and out-of-school learning. Because of 

the disequilibrium caused by an inability to assimilate 

these imposed directives within the context of her own 

problem-solving strategies, Serena accommodates the 

imposition of these conventions by displaying the type of 

behavior she perceives is expected of her. Lessons that are 

without reference to her experience take her attention away 

from real learning which inhibits the natural development of 

her inventiveness. 

For example, consider the letter, an assignment for the 

Life Skills program (Illustration 6.1): 

Dear Foster Parents, 

I'm feeling confident, excited. I like to [sic] 
spend time with my baby when I get out of this program. 
I hope I am well educated on the skills to learn to 
understand my child as well as for myself. My goal as 
a parent is to better [sic] than my own parents. 

Illustration 6.1. Life Skills assignment. 
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The language Serena uses reflects the politics of a 

particular context (Halliday, 1978): what she writes was 

nearly the opposite of what she means. In fact, tension 

surrounded the assignment. Serena tried to get the writing 

to "sound right," in other words, sincere. She put a lot of 

effort into it, hating the message she felt socially 

obligated to compose. Such instructional practices defeat 

Serena's ability to establish agency. Described by 

McDermott (1988): 

Every utterance has its biography and cuts its own 
figure, and, if we are careful enough to describe its 
points of contact with ongoing events, we can learn a 
great deal about the powers of the talk that 
constructs, maintains, and resists order of those 
events, (p. 38) 

Mandated Literacies 

The instructional goal of the alternative school Serena 

attended focused on getting her to grasp certain concepts 

deemed to be essential to successful parenting: i.e., "don't 

spank your child." The final multiple choice test was 

preceded by a printed handout meant to integrate this 

knowledge into the learner's conceptual system (Illustration 

6 . 2 )  .  

Drilling such a convention emanated from well 

intentioned motives: "Why should Serena have to learn for 
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herself what someone can teach her?" But the concepts were 

What do virtually all juvenile delinquents have in 
common? What was a common feature of the childhoods 
rsic] of Hitler, Stalin, Saddam Hussein, and Charlie 
Manson? What do rapists, arsonists, torturers, serial 
killers, mass murderers, and product tamperers have in 
common? If you want to turn a friendly puppy into a 
dangerous attack dog, what must you do to train it? 

Answer to all questions: Spanking. 

Tilustrati on 6.?. "Don't spank your child." 

oversimplified and distorted for the sake of imposing 

convention, and any real adaptation to be gained through a 

process of reflective thinking was repressed. Instead of a 

process of discovering the perimeters of convention, Serena 

was faced with narrowly interpreted conventions transmitted 

by "experts." The learning activity ignored the existence 

of a very real strength she had, which, had it been valued, 

could have served to bring her into contact with a full 

range of social conventions as they naturally occur. Beaten 

as a child, Serena never resorted to spanking her one-year-

old son. Instead, she invented a way of coping unlike any 

she knew, by providing her child with structure in a loving, 

nurturing manner. Her inventiveness was subordinated by the 

skills deemed most likely to attain an expertise—a concept 
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she already learned. On her own, Serena had room to invent, 

which resulted in her internalizing a social convention of 

loving care. In the alternative educational programs she 

began to distrust her own inventive capabilities. 

Internalization 

Ideally, these types of alternative educational 

interventions were meant to assist Serena's process of 

internalization (Vygotsky, 1986): "An operation that 

initially represents an external activity is reconstructed 

and begins to occur internally" (pp. 56-67). But Serena's 

ability to sort things out for herself was continually under 

fire as imposed interventions replaced her own efforts to 

participate in the composition of learning activities that 

meant something real. What occurred was that just as she 

was trying to make sense of them, conventions were imposed 

as hierarchic adult skills; concepts were to be learned 

regardless of her need or interest, and without reference to 

whether or not she had already grasped them. This 

interfered in the process of new knowledge of her own 

achievement of equilibrium. Her ability to be inventive was 

left out of the process; it was the essential missing part. 

As described by the Goodmans (1990), ". . . we believe that 

there are also internal efforts to represent experience 
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symbolically and that the reconstruction of external 

activity is simultaneously a reconstruction of internal 

activity" (p. 231) . Desiring to be an insider, to connect 

through social convention, Serena was steered to alternative 

educational programs. Serena's in-school efforts were 

increasingly defeated by a stultifying conformity to an 

imposed authority which moved her further away, excluding 

her from the kind of learning transactions she needed. 

Serena's baby was taken away from her for "safety 

reasons." So in the end, the "official" print that implied 

the more serious charge of "child abuse" was further 

obfuscated, it now implied "safety reasons." Cloaked in 

such a way, protest or inquiry is dampened. When Serena 

described the content of the mandated alternative programs, 

she called the lessons "silly." But she never protested; 

she said, "I'll do anything to get my baby back, anything. " 

According to Smith (1988), once sensitivity (defined as the 

absence of expectation that learning will not take place) is 

lost it is usually impossible to get it back. He notes, 

"Learning that something is useless, unpleasant, difficult, 

or improbable may be devastatingly permanent in its effect" 

(p. 196) . 
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Dynamic Tension; Getting Help 

In Serena's situation, learning not to trust one's own 

inventive abilities is more social than intellectual in 

origin, and the challenge to her care providers is providing 

environments that facilitate both the social and cognitive 

means of actualizing potential. However their actions 

tipped the balance by demanding she attend compensatory 

programs, which focused instructional objectives on the 

acquisition of premature conformities. 

Conditional to regaining custody of her one-year-old 

son, "doing right" meant attending and successfully 

completing two programs: Parents Anonymous and Life Skills. 

The first program is an effort to intervene by providing 

knowledge about parental child abuse, and the second 

intervention is intended to provide students with skills 

needed for daily living (it includes responsible pet care, 

time management, toxins in the home, etc.); but Serena is 

more than aware of dysfunctional environments, having 

avoided the dangers inherent in her birth family's drug and 

alcohol addiction and violent behavior. This resiliency had 

to be partly inventiveness; her social experiences would 

have imposed a different conventional view of the world. 
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Building Interpretive Worlds 

Over the years I have seen Serena's physical, social 

and intellectual capacities expand dramatically. It is the 

rapid and profound growth that signals a reconfiguration of 

the sense that she makes of her world. However, her 

pregnancy made her different, as did her history in foster 

care; this difference was treated as a deficiency, despite 

evidence of the competence she continuously displayed in 

conforming healthily to social conventions. To the people 

processors, Serena needed to be "fixed." It was a control 

issue, not a learning issue. As such her inventiveness was 

looked on with suspicion. Serena understood this only too 

well, and learned to accommodate this false view of her 

capacities by dampening her own inventive strength so as to 

perform as expected. 

Letter to Mom 

Serena's writings provided a means to understand how 

she invented ways to explore her world and make her own 

sense of it. For example, Serena showed me an unsent 

letter. She used this form to sort out her feelings about 

her mother's most recent incarceration. It is a form of 
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journal writing (Rainer,^^ 1978), but Serena invented the 

technique. In order to better understand, she had to act as 

if it were real. She asked the questions she couldn't ask 

in person, and she used the social convention of the letter 

in an inventive process of self revelation and renewal (see 

Illustration 5.1). 

Does this unsent letter evidence a process of 

internalization (Vygotsky, 1986) by which an external 

activity causes an internalized reconstruction? Did her 

mother's incarceration, an external event, result in 

Serena's coining to grips with an understanding of what place 

she occupied in her mother's life? I do not think so. 

Serena did learn from experience but that wasn't all she 

had. I believe that Serena's drive to learn took the form 

of a symbolic reconstruction (a letter unsent) of an 

internal conflict, provided a simultaneous transaction 

between internal and external experience. She used it in a 

process of personal inventiveness, and, coupled with the 

event of her mother in jail, her writing helped her sort out 

what it all meant. She was active in constructing sense out 

Rainer maintains that writing letters one does not intend to mail 
is a way for diarists to write honestly—it involves an openness about 
feelings toward another. She posits four principles: writing 
spontaneously, writing honestly, writing deeply, and writing correctly 
(p. 35). 
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of a feeling of being abandoned. The letter was unsent 

because it represented a tacit knowledge that could never be 

expressed in any other way. 

Expanding the notion of internalization by stressing 

the importance of the individual's role in acquiring new 

knowledge, the theory of personal invention and social 

convention permits examination of forces that shape the way 

the adolescent makes sense of the world. Invention/ 

convention provides a descriptive framework of the 

relationship between Serena's unsent letters and the use of 

language in her developing sense of self. Even more so 

because lately Serena's writings have changed: they are 

mainly focused on demonstrating the conventions that others 

demand she acquire and display. There is not much evidence 

at this time in her life of writings or collections of 

notebooks that celebrated the rich, inventive ways she 

employed language to help her sustain personal development. 

Instead, there appears to be an over-reliance on convention. 

So, at a time in her life when her natural development 

strives for knowledge to help her actualize agency, her 

focus is directed toward lessons that are without reference 

to her experience. It is schooling that projects knowledge 

as power rather than as an opportunity to explore the 

natural process of one's unfolding humanity. My concern is 
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that in attending to these lessons (i.e., "doing right"), 

Serena is assimilating the belief that knowing depends on a 

knowledge that is detached and separate from self. Scripted 

exercises in cultural rigidity teach the lesson of 

abrogation, not personal freedom. What are the consequences 

of these lessons? 

Symbolic Reconstruction 

What Serena faces is the task of harmoniously 

integrating herself into the world. This process depends on 

her ability to exercise personal power and freedom. The 

critical exploration of self and her relation to the 

complexities of communication with others depends on a 

balance between the forces that shape how she constructs 

meaning. There is a great deal of scholarship on how 

teenagers construct their sense of agency, or individuality, 

but the primary emphasis centers on the learning growth and 

behavioral development of White middle class families and 

teenage boys (Musick, 1993) . Problem behaviors are the 

focus of studies of minority youth, poverty and illiteracy. 

Research on young women whose families are poor have a 

fascination with aspects of behavior: sex and reproduction 

(particularly teen pregnancy), early child bearing, or 

status of partnerships. 
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Serena's view of welfare, a client's view, contributes 

to an understanding of how a childlike dependency is 

fostered, held in place by mountainous paperwork. Providing 

an opportunity for Serena's circumstances to reveal how 

internal and external pressure impact upon learning, 

contributes to an essential process of personal 

inventiveness: the refusal to acquiesce to constructed 

inequity. Serena asks, "How can we prove that I can stand 

on my own two feet?" The phrase "how can we" speaks to 

problems that the "other motherhood" confronts each day 

(Polakow, 1993). The factors that influence her life offer 

considerable challenges, which affect how a previously self-

aware, confident young woman, may be turned away from 

composing agency and a view of reality toward an 

overreliance on the approval of people in authority. 

Political All Along 

Serena's learning demonstrates a balance between 

personal invention and social convention because she is in a 

process of deconstructing singular interpretations of truth. 

When she says, "I will do anything to get my baby back," she 

is engaging in the process of voicing and debating competing 

interpretations of reality. She is beginning to understand 

how her problems have been structured, and she is developing 
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a strategy to deal with them. Her struggle is to shape her 

notion of self over the institutions that dominate her: 

actualizing agency through an increasing politicization. An 

ability to adapt to the self-negating interventions imposed 

on her reflects a developing capacity to come to grips with 

the constraints of an adversarial society. I concur with 

Bruner (1985): "The salvation is in learning how to go about 

learning before getting irreversibly beyond the point of no 

return" (p. 8). 
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APPENDIX A 

PRE-TEST 
srl03 

NURSING ASSISTANT PROGRAM 

The nursing assistant program requires the student to read a 
textbook and answer questions about what has been read. It 
also requires a knowledge and understanding of basic math 
skills. This test is one of the tools which will be used in 
making a decision abut the applicant ability to successfully 
complete the nursing assistant training program. Please 
complete the entire test, even if you are not sure of the 
answers to several questions. Read each paragraph below, 
then answed rsic1 the questions which follow. 

1. The resident's room is called the resident's unit. In 
each unit, an adjustable bed, bedside stand, over bed 
table, chair and some storage area is provided for each 
person. 

Name three pieces of furniture that are usually part of 
a resident unit. 

adjustablB brnd. badslde stand OVBT bed table 
a. b. c. 

2. Because the residents have so many needs, the nursing 
assistant must have great sensitivity in order to 
recognize both those needs that are expressed and those 
that are not expressed. 

Sensitivity helps the nursing assistant to be 
aware of obvious and less obvious resident needs . 

3. Dependability and accuracy are also essential qualities 
of the nursing assistant. You demonstrate these 
qualities when you: arrive on duty at the proper time, 
come prepared to do your job, carry out your assignment 
in the way you have been taught. 

Two ways in which the nursing assistant 
demonstrates dependability are: 
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a . Whmn ynn »r^xvm On '*"*rV •**" prOPeg 

b. r'/"»tw^ praoarmri w<-» •yomr -rob ar^ yomr 

assiprmufnt in thm way you barra b«mn tanylit. 

4. Be sure to report any difficulty you have in performing 
a procedure or carrying out an assignment. Inform the 
charge nurse of any tasks that are not completed at the 
time indiated rsici. This can be very important. 

The nujTSB in cluurcrB must be informed if an 
assignment is not completed on time. 

5. One ounce is equal to 30cc. An 8 oz. carton of milk 
contains 240 cc. 

6. If the resident drank half a carton of milk, the 
nursing assistant would record a fluid intake of 

7. One-half of 10% is 5 %. 

8. One-third of 30% is IQ %, 

9. A snack consists of a 4 oz. glass of juice. If the 
resident drinks one-half of the juice, he took 50 % 

10. Use the information you have already read to answer the 
following question. Circle the letter before the 
correct answer. All of the following are true except 

Dependability 
a. is not important for a nursing assistant. 
b. includes coming to work on time. 
c. is demonstrated by doing a job any way you wish. 
d. means coming to work prepared for your job. 
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APPENDIX B 

LESSON: DON'T SPANK YOUR CHILD 

Spanking: 

Spanking has long been associated with sexual arousal 
in some children, who have no no fsicl con'brol over 
these feelings. 

However, the association of pain and humiliated with 
sexual arousal may last a lifetime. The satisfaction 
of these urges may cause an adult to seek out special 
pornography and/or prostitutes. This is not usual, but 
happens often enough to be a great reason not to spank 
any child. 

Xou cannot know what dynamics spanking may create in 
the child. 

There is plenty of evidence that better, more effective 
alternatives for discipline and punishment exist than 
hitting. 

A. Every parenting class is chock full of 
alternatives. 

B. There are books in the library on child 
development and behavior management. 

C. The use of just two or three of these 
techniques can make life better for both 
parent and child. 

We have created a democratic society based on law 
(limits), with free will (choice) for the individual, 
and dedicated to the pursuit of happiness. 

A. It makes sense to learn to use firm limits 
(rules, boundaries) and choices within those 
limits with our children. 

B. It makes sense to let children know what our 
expectations and rules are and what the 
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rewards and consequences are for their 
choices. 

C. It makes sense to find healthy ways to deal 
with our anger, and show our children to do 
this too. 

The material in this handout is based on: "Spanking, what to do instead," 
"Plain Talk about spanking" by Jordan. Copyright free material, and also from 
brainstorm session with many parents. 
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