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ABSTRACT 

If you had a choice to be in an environment that ignored you and made you feel 

insecure and inferior, or one that affirmed your individuality, your identity, and made you 

feel welcome, which one would you choose? 

This study is about such decisions. "Stories from the Heart: Youth Narratives on 

Alternative Schooling Experiences" seeks to understand the social and educational 

conditions that lead grovwng numbers of "minoritized" youth to enter alternative 

education settings. The term minoritized refers to youth who have been disenfranchised 

educationally by the systemic interactions of socio-economic, socio-political, and 

linguistic forces that structure their everyday experiences; however, they are not 

necessarily minority in a numerical sense. It is my premise that these structures of feeling 

frame how these youth experience living in a modem world with competing interests and 

how they negotiate multiple subjectivities and identities. 

Increasing concerns about standards, safety, and accountability in American 

public education have given rise to a growing number of alternative school settings. 

Students arrive at these schools largely due to culminating negative experiences. The 

reasons range from school failure due to academic and/or behavior problems, poor home-

school communication, excessive truancy, social alienation and juvenile delinquency to 

those motivated students who are working full-time to accomplish life goals in the fastest 

way possible. At many of these alternative schools, Hispanic/Latino and other 

minoritized students comprise a majority of the student body. 

As a teacher in the alternative-charter school where this research took place, the 

qualitative methods utilized revealed some surprising results. Although the data 

confirmed some prior findings in research on alternative schools, the results of this study 

bring forth new understandings of and possibilities for the education of disengaged youth. 

This study confirms that minoritized students enrolling in alternative education 

settings have a historical and enduring dissatisfaction with traditional public schools. And 

yet, provided with a more positive schooling experience, minoritized youth express 

genuine excitement for learning and even came to view school as a congenial 
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environment. They profess learning more "than in any other school" in both academic 

lessons and the moral education of enhanced life skills. Grounded in Critical Theory and 

understanding of a caring approach to schooling, this study espouses the need for "love" 

in schooling as a pathway for positive educational change and revolutionary social 

transformation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The long prophesied event has arrived. According to the latest census data (United 

States Population Census Data, 2000), Latinos have surpassed the African American 

population to lay claim to being the largest minority group in the United States (CNN 

News 2003, July 28, 2003; Espinoza-Herold, 2003). As a member, student and 

researcher of this target population group, I have spent the last 25 years of my life 

watching and waiting for this moment to come. Now that the much anticipated and 

widely reported event has arrived, monumentous implications belie the victory. 

Why are Latinos, who constitute a numerical majority in many of the nation's most 

populous states (e.g., California), still considered a minority group in the United States? 

Why are Latinos, with an ancestral presence in this country predating Christopher 

Columbus, still considered an immigrant population? Why, in the days of an expanding 

global market economy, with its metaphors of shrinking village connections, is speaking 

a native language other than English still considered liability rather than an asset for some 

groups (Ruiz, 1988)? Why, after decades of educational reform, inclusive public policy 

and intervention strategies are students of African American, Native American and 

Hispanic American backgrounds still considered educationally under-prepared for the 

employment demands of the 21st century (Ladson-Billings, 1994; Rodriguez, 1996)? 

Ladson-Billings (1994) writes that: 

No challenge has been more daunting than that of improving the 
academic achievement of African American students. Burdened with a 
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history that includes the denial of education, separate and unequal 
education, and relegation to unsafe, substandard inner-city schools, the 
quest for quality education remains an elusive dream for the African 
American community (p. ix). 

These issues are precisely the concerns of this dissertation. Groups with a non-White, 

non-Protestant, working-class upbringing in the U.S. retain their minority status due to 

the gap between the demographics and the opportunities for success in achieving the 

coveted "American Dream" (Espinoza-Herold, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

The American Dream is embedded mythology that promotes the belief that the 

United States of America is the land of opportunity and anyone willing to work hard will 

achieve upward mobility, equating to a higher living standard. This mythology is 

represented by the images of home ownership, small business operations and a relatively 

comfortable lifestyle economically. Christine Sleeter (1992) describes the conservative 

version that most Americans adhere to as "one that champions competition among 

individuals for gain and upward mobility. Still others view the American dream in terms 

of interpersonal relationships much more than social standing or social justice" (p. 3). In 

the analysis that follows, I extend the American Dream beyond home ownership to social 

status, economic standing, educational and political enfranchisement, much in line with 

what Sleeter (1992) suggests is a "progressive definition of the American dream, one that 

strives toward equality across social groups, open democracy and active pride in diverse 

Americans as fellow-citizens" (p. 3). 

Groups and individuals are "minoritized" by virtue of these measures of 

attainment. Dr. Teresa McCarty first introduced me to this term in 1998. We were 
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reading Evelyn Jacob and Cathie Jordan's (1993) work: Minority Education: 

Anthropological Perspectives. Dr. McCarty explained that groups are "minoritized" 

through a process of labeling, difference, unequal standards and mismeasurements. 

Immediately, the term minoritized resonated with my own conceptual understanding of 

the socio-political frameworks that structure the opportunities or limits that shape the 

lived experience of minority groups in the United States. 

My career has concentrated on the educational and political realms of social 

inequity for minoritized groups, particularly Latinos. Thus, this research applies the 

sociopolitical framework of analysis as it pertains to the educational experiences of 

minoritized groups in the United States. 

Statement of the Problem 

The purpose of this dissertation is to examine, through the voices and views of the 

students themselves, the social forces that lead students to spaces of alternative education. 

Why do these students leave comprehensive or conventional public schools? Why are 

Latinos, Native Americans and African Americans over-represented in alternative high 

schools (Brouillette, 2002; Dunbar, 2001; Smith, 2001)? What are their experiences in 

these alternative educational spaces? I wanted to learn directly from these youth. 

The underachievement of minoritized students in the United States is a long-

documented research question. The theoretical explanations span the spectrum from 

deficit theories to analysis of difference and oppression, and more positively, to 

frameworks for community and self- empowerment (Jacob and Jordan. 1993; Giroux and 

McLaren, 1994: Morrow and Torres, 2002; Sleeter and McLaren, 1995). Strategies to 
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address these various theories have met with hmited success. The fact is that despite 

decades of research, the educational attainment levels of Native Americans, African 

Americans and Hispanic Americans are still woefully low and lag far behind their white 

American counterparts. This is unacceptable for any democratic state, for in many 

regards, lower educational attainment levels equate to lower economic status, which 

ultimately translates into greater social and political disenfranchisement. 

In the 21®* century, it is still proclaimed a public victory whenever a person of 

color breaks through the societal barriers of attainment. For example, there was media 

frenzy when Hollywood's Hallie Berry and Will Smith won the 2002 Oscar Awards for 

best actress and actor respectively. The media glorified this first-time event as an 

indication that African American artists had somehow crossed over into the mainstream 

popular culture. Debate centered on the ramifications of such a historic event, with the 

implication that these artists had blazed a trail for others to follow. 

Current predictions are that politicians will court the Hispanic vote for the 2004 

national elections. Already many political leaders spit out a phrase or two in Spanish in a 

display of "sensitivity." I remember when, after the 1980 census data report which 

indicated that Hispanics were growing at a rate six times greater than their non-Hispanic 

counterparts, the news media scurried to proclaim the "Decade of the Hispanic" (Time 

Magazine, 1980), the potential economic buying power of Hispanics, initiating 

immigration reform and courting the Hispanic vote (Lopez, 1983). 

This experience is not unlike that of Native Americans, who, since the birth of the 

U.S. republic, have experienced discrimination and federal paternalism. That paternalism. 
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codified in U.S. Indian policy, led to territorial displacement and removal to Indian 

reservations where social and economic indicators are notoriously grim (Lomawaima and 

McCarty, 2002). As tribes have exercised their inherent sovereignty and greater 

community development via such initiatives as casino development, state controls have 

become ever more stringent (Lomawaima and McCarty, 2002). Nonetheless, where their 

numbers warrant it, politicians court the "Indian vote." 

These social and political realities seem to indicate that domestic ethnic minority 

groups are still considered non-mainstream when they succeed in the social-political, 

economic and educational realms. It is still cause for celebration and accolade for a 

member of these groups to attain the American Dream. Individual accomplishments are 

collectively rewarded. Individuals, with all of their diverse backgrounds, interventions, 

opportunities and experiences are lumped together to represent their perspective 

communities as defined by society. Regardless of their success and/or background, such 

individuals are minoritized and racialized because of their skin color, social-cultural 

background and/or language. Senator Edward (Ted) Kennedy is a case in point. The 

senator has multiple identities: as U.S. Senator, brotlier of the late President Kennedy, 

brother of slain presidential candidate Robert Kennedy, the son of well-known parents, 

the uncle and cousin of an extended clan of important newsmakers and politicians across 

the United States. Senator Kennedy can possess multiple views, often disagrees with his 

own people, and has a controversial past. And yet, no one claims that he represents all 

white people, or all Catholics for that matter. But, in the 2004 Democratic National 

Convention, diversity was showcased like a prize. 
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These politics of race, place and status are enduring historical frameworks that 

structure the nature of people's lived experiences in the United States (Giroux, 1992; 

Giroux and McLaren, 1994; Sleeter and McLaren. 1995). Such politics are becoming 

increasingly globalized with the spread of technologies of power and the increasing 

concentration of capital in the hands of a few (Morrow and Torres, 2002). 

Social policy as it pertains to structuring or restricting opportunities for 

minoritized groups can be viewed as expanding and restricting. Policy tends to allow for 

some growth in minoritized communities before it is reined in and shut out (hooks, 2003). 

Lomawaima and McCarty (2002) refer to such policies as rooted in a concern for "safe" 

vs. "dangerous" difference. During these times of policy crackdowns, minoritized groups 

have been able to subvert some of the negative impact of restrictive measures, in what I 

call the unintended consequences of public policy (Lopez, 1999). The result is that some 

policies have outcomes that are unintended or not forecast, and result in precisely the 

opposite of what social policy was allegedly designed to limit. For example, federal anti-

immigration reform legislation has not resulted in stemming the tide of immigration, but 

forced the flow of illegal immigrant crossings to chart a different course resulting in new 

policy challenges. In fact, illegal immigration to the U. S. has increased rather than 

decreased. 

I view public policy as give and take, similar to the Ricky Martin tune Maria, 

Maria, in which he sings, "tres pasos adelante, tres pasos atras" ("three steps forward and 

three steps backward;" Martin, 1999). 
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Historical record reflects this mantra. Minoritized groups take a few steps forward and 

then restrictive policy takes them a few steps back. However, through it all, minoritized 

groups proceed forward (Lomawaima and McCarty, 2002). No matter how slight a gain, 

any gain is nonetheless a step forward. And so it is with this idea in mind that I conducted 

the present study. 

As a long-time educator, I view this work as a new direction in my career. I amass 

the knowledge and work of the past and proceed into this new terrain with open eyes and 

heart. As a woman of color, I am intrigued by this information. I bear witness to the 

testimonies of strength, valor, pain and suffering that minoritized individuals have 

overcome to achieve their goals of carving out a successfiil place for themselves and their 

families in these United States of America. 

Research Questions 

My focus is on the current educational reform movement, and specifically, the 

alternative charter school movement that began in the 1990s and continues today. The 

questions guiding this research are: 

(1) What are the social and educational conditions that have led a large number of 

minoritized youth to alternative school settings? 

(2) How do such students fare in these settings? 

To answer these questions, I looked to the students themselves, giving rise to the 

title of this dissertation: Stories from the Heart: Youth Narratives on Alternative School 

Experiences. 
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Conceptual Background of the Study 

My research questions are expansive and important. I am interested in the long-

term policy implications of school reforms that create or limit certain opportunities for 

living a life of possibilities rather than a life devoid of hope and achievement. Williams 

(1977) coined the term "structures of feeling" for this concept. These structures frame the 

schooling experiences of minoritized young people living in the United States. Williams 

(1977) evolved a theory of culture drawing from the anthropological tradition of Ruth 

Benedict in her book. Patterns of Culture (1934) and Erich Fromm's (1956) work in 

psychology on the social character of humankind. This theory of culture is the study of 

relationships between elements in a whole way of life. The analysis of culture is the 

attempt to discover the nature of the organization of these elements, which is the complex 

of these relationships. A way of life is determined to be evidenced by the firmness of 

structure, which is reference to the very tangible realm of lived experience and intangible 

feelings, or in popular lexicon that "slippery slope" when all things run downhill or 

boundaries blur. Williams (1977) calls the combination of the firm and supple, the 

tangible and intangible, structures of feeling. 

Foucault (1980) refers to these intangible feelings as subjugated knowledges. For 

Foucault (1980), subjugated knowledges are blocks of historical knowledge, a whole set 

of knowledges which are present but disguised within the body of functionalism and 

systematizing theory. Subjugated knowledges are concerned with historical struggles, 

"the memory" of hostile encounters confined to the margins of knowledge which 

criticism is able to reveal (Foucault, 1980). 
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In cultural studies theory, these structures of feeling, with the focus on popular 

culture and the notion of everyday lived experience, illuminates the processes by which 

people create, manage and rupture societal symbols of meanings, representations, and 

negotiate multiple identities and subjectivities. Antonia Darder (1997) describes these 

processes as "adaptational behaviors." Specifically, Darder believes "That their 

[minoritized people's] histories of forced interaction with the dominant culture have 

required consistent forms of adaptational behaviors which have, in many instances, 

eroded, restructured, and reconstructed the language system, cultural beliefs, and social 

traditions of these groups" (Darder et al., 1997, p. 130). 

Public schooling is reflective of larger societal changes, as well as predictive of 

students' opportunities for success depending on the structural and ideological constraints 

or permissiveness of social policy. This cultural studies framework provides a conceptual 

basis to study schooling experiences that cither enhance or limit the life opportunities of 

minoritized youth living in the United States (Darder et al., 1997; Giroux. 1983; Sleeter 

and McLaren, 1995). 

My interest in examining conditions that either promote or hinder minoritized 

students' chances to graduate from high school mirrors national concerns. According to 

at least one report, one in eight students in the U.S. fails to complete high school 

(McMillen, 1997). Minorities, the poor and the disabled fare even worse. Over 50 percent 

of students in a quarter of the nation's poor, urban high schools fail to graduate 

(Braddock and McPartland 1993). Suspension, expulsion, retention, chronic failure, and 

alienation all contribute to those unacceptable dropout and incompletion rates. 
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Unacceptably high drop out rates for minoritized students in the U.S. is an enduring 

problem, and although signs of improvement are recorded, the low graduation rates of 

minoritized students is still intolerable by all accounts. 

Yet, rather than look at how to improve school systems that are failing sizable 

numbers of students, many states have created alternative schools for "problem students" 

or youth thought to degrade general education quality. At many of these alternative 

schools, minoritized students comprise a majority of the student body. The goal of this 

dissertation is to investigate the social conditions that lead a large number of minoritized 

students to alternative education settings and explore what these type of schooling 

experiences mean for these students (Gandara, 1995; Lareau, 1989/1993; Valdes, 1996). 

Overview of Context and Methodology 

This study is comparative and qualitative in nature as it looks at what social 

conditions are present in schools that make a difference for minoritized youth. 

Pseudonyms are used throughout this study, and the name of the city is not identified. 

The name of the school site has been changed. The student responses contained in survey 

data were completely anonymous. The name of the educational corporation is also 

disguised. The administrators, staff and students are never identified by name, except for 

the three case study participants. The three young men profiled in the study wanted their 

full and complete names to be used for the purposes of this dissertation. I had several 

conversations with each of them about the use of pseudonyms. They, however, felt it was 

vitally important to tell their stories in truthful fashion without fiction and they resisted 
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using pseudonyms. Therefore I made a compromise. Their names have all been modified 

or changed in some v^ay, and their last names are not reflected in the data presented here. 

The young people at the high school where 1 teach feel strongly about their names 

and identity. Often, the first day of class, I am presented with a list of typical American 

names like Jennifer, Mary, Carlos, or Chad. When I call the attendance roster, I am 

corrected with inventive name spellings and names altogether different, such as Jade for 

Jennifer, or Joe for Carlos, Rosa for Katherine or Isha for Mary. I don't know how or 

why their names have changed, but I respect their name change. It makes for some pretty 

confusing paper work, but students' names are important to them, as they are 

pronounced, spelled and changed. At any rate, I trust my compromise is sufficient. 

The school site is a high school located in the northeast area of a major 

metropolitan city in the southwestern United States, a charter school affiliated with a 

corporation-based educational company. The city is a highly industrialized, developing 

center important to the infrastructure of the United States. It is a major hub for business 

and education. And it is the site of the largest charter school network in the country. 

The education corporation that operates the school site in this study was first 

formed in a far north-Midwestern state in 1996. The new enterprise joined the 

distinguished talents of a nationally recognized business leader and a Ph.D. professor, 

regarded as a national leader in public education reform, in the venture of establishing "a 

new kind of public school." In the north-Midwest, the corporation operates 21 charter 

schools, mostly at the elementary level; 14 of these school sites are in major urban 

centers. In 1997, the corporation expanded and opened a second, individual division 
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located in the southwestern United States. With schools in the north-Midwest and the 

Southwest, this corporate-based educational company is the largest charter school 

company in the nation. It is also the largest charter school organization in the 

southwestern state where it is headquartered. The educational corporation operates 14 

charter high schools in major metropolitan areas serving a student population exceeding 

8,000 and has plans to expand its vision of schooling into three more additional states in 

the near future. The corporate-based educational company seeks to locate schools in 

depressed areas, both urban and rural—communities with high numbers of minoritized 

populations and high-density Latino areas. 

School and Student Characteristics 

Most of the institutions that are operated by the educational company are 

considered "second chance" or "last chance" schools. Students enrolled in these schools 

generally enroll due to accumulative negative school experiences. Most have a record of 

excessive truancy. Abuse in many forms is often prevalent: drugs, alcohol, and sexual 

and/or physical violence. 

I teach at one of these schools—the site under study— in a major metropolitan 

Southwest city. Mariposa High School is located within a section of the city referred to as 

"The Triangle," an area characterized by gang activity and high crime rates. Due to the 

large numbers of immigrant laborers clustering on the streets vying for day jobs, the city 

opened a pilot "work center" for laborers to gather off the streets, in a cooler building, in 

a designated location where prospective employers can pick up a day crew. 
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Mariposa High School is a charter high school serving grades nine through 12. 

Enrollment at the time of the study was over 400 students, more than one-third of whom 

were Hispanic/Latino students. Of that number, the majority were native Spanish-

speakers, Mexican immigrant youth who had either recently relocated to the United 

States or had lived a long time in the United States, perhaps since early childhood. Of the 

student body, over 49 percent of students were identified as special education students 

and/or Title 1 eligible. In the 2003-04 school year, over 75 percent of referrals were due 

to disruptive behavior, 31 percent for defiance, and 28 percent for confrontational 

behavior. Yet even, with these statistics, Mariposa High School graduates over a 150 

students each year's end. 

Research Desim and Methods 

This is a qualitative study. It utilizes the qualitative research methods of case study 

design (Merriam. 1998). Merriam describes the qualitative case study as particularistic 

(focusing on one person or social unit), descriptive (because the result is a rich, thick 

portrait), and heuristic (because it sharpens the reader's understanding and lends to 

discovering new meanings). The case study is also inductive (because generalizations and 

hypotheses emerge from examinations of the data). Case studies help us look at specific 

examples so that solutions for more general situations can be hypothesized and developed 

(Nieto, 2000). This type of hermeneutic (meaning-making interpretation) tradition 

engages the participant in discussions and discourse, which in turn leads to a deeper level 

of communication and understanding, both about the participants' life experience and the 
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current situations in which they find themselves. Specifically, the methods used included; 

a survey questionnaire, purposeful interviewing and participant observation. 

Student Selection 

Survey questions were distributed to a representative sample of 50 Mariposa High 

School students in grades 11 and 12 as well as distributed among graduates of the school. 

From this number, three students were selected for more in-depth personal interviews. All 

students were 18 years or older at the time of the study. 

Significance of the Study 

This study is significant for scholarship, public policy and practice related to school 

reform. The sociopolitical environment clearly shapes the experiences and life chances of 

ethnic minority groups. Therefore, it is critically important to understand how educational 

policy changes affect the role of schooling in either enhancing or denying the life 

opportunities of minoritized youth. Over the past decade, one major policy emphasis in 

U.S. educational reform has been the alternative and charter school movement. This 

study seeks to understand the experiences of the increasing numbers of minoritized 

students in alternative education settings. 

The case for alternative education as a punitive educational project is demonstrated 

by historical record. However, this dissertation provides evidence that lends credence to 

alternative education as a proactive measure in promoting educational excellence and 

equity. Consistent with the pain and promise embedded in the cultural memory of diverse 

social groups in American society, the reflection of how minoritized students arrive in 

alternative education settings mirrors a stigma of underachievement. Yet at the same 
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time, alternative schooling, as this case study will show, holds the promise for the 

opportunity of a meaningful and relevant education along the lines of the unintended 

consequences of social policy discussed before in this writing. The need to better 

understand how students are doing in alternative educational settings is of importance to 

determine if the current trend of school reform is advantageous to larger numbers of 

young people or poses negative consequences for future generations of minoritized 

populations. Although my findings support research that documents a historical record of 

traditional public schools in large part failing to meet the social and academic needs of 

minoritized students, my research also reveals insightful ideas about students' 

perceptions of what makes for good schooling experiences. A surprising theme that 

emefged from the data was that students' consistently equated positive schooling 

experiences with greater academic success and more life skills learned. Similarly, 

parental involvement improved as the schooling experiences of their children went from 

negative to positive. 

This is encouraging news and hope stems from this study. Students that survived 

spiraling negative schooling experiences spoke of their fondness for school. Equipped 

with new lessons learned, they espoused a joy and hopefulness for brighter futures. I was 

often impressed by their willingness to trust anew in order to forge in uncertain directions 

to build opposite foundational "structures of feeling." This would not be possible unless 

these youth experienced a positive end to years of negative interactions in school. Much 

of these negative schooling experiences are proof of what Valenzuela calls "subtractive 

schooling'' ( Valenzuela, 1999). Likewise, this study inspires attention to what Herbert 
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Kohl (1998) describes as the "the discipline of hope." Kohl (1998) writes, "through 

engaging the minds and imaginations of children, teachers can help children develop the 

strength, pride, and sensitivity they need to engage the world, and not to despair when 

things seem to be stacked against them (p. 9). Paulo Freire (1996) spoke of "Pedagogy of 

Hope" as the imperative that we maintain hope even when the harshness of reality may 

suggest the opposite. The prolific writer bell hooks names it "Teaching Conmiunity" 

(2003). Regardless of the term used, these interrelations of education when combined 

with "Pedagogy of the Heart" (Freire, 1997) engage libratory political struggle toward a 

more just, democratic and progressive society. 

Chapter Organization 

Chapter 1 details the process of coming to the study. As a milestone in my career, 

this body of work gathers together the multi-strands of educational research to join this 

current work toward charting a new direction in the schooling experiences of minoritized 

groups in American schools. Chapter 1 presents the problem, its significance and 

historical record. In this chapter, a brief overview of the theoretical and methodological 

underpinnings of this work is presented, as well as the need to understand how alternative 

education shapes and impacts contemporary education reforms. 

Chapter 2 deals specifically with alternative, charter schools and educational 

reform. This chapter takes a closer look at the societal transformations that led to an 

increase in alternative, charter schools throughout the nation. Although sxxmmary in its 

scope, this chapter is essential in understanding the political issues that led to the present 

study and the implications of charter schools as a form of educational policy. 
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Chapter 3 reviews the voluminous multidisciplinary research literature that frames 

the study. It was my purpose to outline in detail, however briefly, the arguments to 

explain minority students' poor performance academically and resulting counterpoint 

arguments that mesh the historical underpinnings of broad theoretical strands relating to 

the underachievement of minority students in American schooling. As a holistic thinker, I 

tend to envision divergent threads as part of weaving an interlocking pattern shaping the 

total phenomena. Therefore, under the umbrella of anthropological explanations, socio-

psychological, biological, and socio-cultural theories are mentioned. For me, the natural 

culmination of intersecting theory leads to a critical theory connection through the joining 

of cultural studies. Morrow and Torres (2002) view "a central task of critical theory has 

been to reconnect in theory and practice the potential links between literacy and 

emancipatory reflection (p. 117). Critical cultural workers, grounded in the thought of 

Freire, bell hooks, Antonia Darder, Peter McLaren, and Henry Giroux, retract the lens 

through which I view the schooling experiences of minoritized students. 

Chapter 4 discusses methodology and outlines the qualitative case study research 

design used in this study. This chapter discusses the technique of participant interviewing 

methods, the research setting, the structured and unstructured format of participant 

interviews, the dynamics of the survey questionnaire and the data collection and analysis 

processes. This chapter advocates the qualitative approach of interviewing as an 

important aspect of consciousness-raising: a type of empowering healing theory 

associated with the autobiographical narrative of storytelling tradition. 
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Chapter 5 presents a synthesis of the findings of the questionnaire distributed to the 

participants. This chapter gives voice to the students' perspectives and concerns, as 

reflected through their answers on the questionnaire. This "emic" or insider view helps us 

analyze the educational experiences of the students as evidence of their own struggles 

with the constraints and opportunities of their educational journey. 

Chapter 6 details the individual case studies, three yoxing men striving to make 

their way through the maze of interrupted schooling, poor neighborhoods, broken 

families, and gang violence. I listen to Cortez, Little Wolf, and Gino as they narrate their 

life accounts and articulate their interpretations of their schooling experiences. This 

chapter provides insights on how minoritized youth arrive at the spaces of alternative 

education and how those settings have shaped their ideas about life. 

Chapter 7 analyzes these data thematically. As I sought to answer the question of 

how students arrive at the spaces of alternative education settings and then to probe how 

they fare in such situations, four major themes emerged. Theme 1 identifies the social 

conditions that lead a large number of minoritized youth to enroll in alternative education 

settings. The other three themes: Themes 2, 3, and 4 focus on the question of how 

students fare in these settings. In the analysis of school climate, academic and social 

learning, I weave in support for their stories from the anonymous students' responses 

detailed in the completed surveys. 

I found that the students in this study came to enroll in alternative education 

settings largely due to culminating negative school experiences with more traditional, 

large comprehensive school sites. Another finding of this study suggests how students' 
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experience schooling largely determines their perceptions of their own worth in how they 

perceived their own success or failure in education and personal life. Given a more 

positive school environment, students equated being more comfortable in school as 

learning more academically and social skills learning to help them meet the future after 

high school. I claim that it is the quality of interactions at school that make the difference 

for students rather than the quantity, size, location, or even resources of that school. 

As school personnel, we often equate better schooling with the resources available 

to us to get the job done. However, not one student in this study mentioned educational 

resources. Rather, they all spoke of interpersonal relationships with school 

administrators, staff, teachers and/or other students. They talked about place, not location 

(Perez, Fain, and Slater, 2004). They brought up feelings (Williams, 1977), not resources. 

They spoke of caring (Noddings, 1984; Valenzuela, 1999), not textbooks. They spoke of 

a sense of belonging (Darder, 2002), not of where they belonged. They shared a sense of 

community (hooks, 2003), a spirit of love (Darder, 2002; Freire, 1998; hooks, 2003; 

Toch, 2003), they felt cared-for (Noddings, 1984) and valued (Krovetz, 1999). They 

expressed hope (Kohl, 1998) for their future. 

Theme 4 addresses this concern. In what I call "Lessons Learned", I endeavor to 

peek into this future. I want to know how alternative education prepares the youth for life 

after high school and the ever-increasing demands of the 21®' century. How would they be 

equipped to tackle the world of higher education and/or fields of work? 

In Chapter 8, the final chapter, I summarize the research conclusions outlined and 

provide recommendations for further research and for educational policy and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 

EDUCATIONAL REFORM AND ALTERNATIVE SCHOOLING 

"School is like a job for me. You don't always like it, hut you get out of bed 

anyway and go until you have achieved what you want' (anonymous student response to 

survey questionnaire. Spring, 2003). 

This student astutely describes the challenges of educational reform. Many times, it 

seems that just like the quote, reformers don't always like the results they get and hence 

the impetus for more reform. Study any educational issue and educational reform frames 

the controversy. Educational reform is as certain as breath: If you are breathing, you are 

alive, and if you are involved with education, you are dealing with educational reform. 

Lawrence A. Cremin (1977), in his Traditions of American Education, defines "education 

broadly, as the deliberate, systematic, and sustained effort to transmit, evoke, or acquire 

knowledge, attitudes, values, skills, or sensibilities, as well as any outcomes of that 

effort." He goes on to say, "given particular attention to the changing configurations of 

education at different times in American history and to the various ways in which 

individuals have interacted with those configurations" (1977, p. viii). Considering this 

definition of education, it is not surprising that policymakers, educators, and the general 

public alike cannot agree on what works best in education. 

Thus, it is rational to expect that educational reform accompanies a diverse nation 

of competing interests, varying political wills, and rapidly changing demographics. Then 
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why is it, with educational reform as old as the colonial era, that we have such a 

homogenized (and homogenizing) educational system? 

The great irony in American education is that in a society prizing 
diversity, in a society in which local control of education is a kind of icon, 
the nation's 100,000-odd schools are not diverse but identical. It is not too 
far from the truth to say that if you have seen one elementary school in 
America, you have seen them all; one middle school is pretty much a 
reflection of another; the major distinction communities seek in their 
secondary schools is a winning football team (Brouillette, 2002, p.l) 

This chapter presents a synopsis of educational reform dealing with a growing 

movement of alternative schooling, notably charter schools. There are a number of 

concerns relating to the organization and operating of alternative, charter schools. 

Arizona leads the nation in the number of charter schools created over the last decade, as 

part of a movement that is sweeping across the nation. This discussion in Chapter 2 is 

essential in developing an understanding of the seriousness of my study. 

The past 20 years have seen a gradual transformation of public education in the 

United States. In particular, for students in K-12 public schools there has been an 

increasing emphasis on standards, accountability and excellence as defined by English-

only standardized tests. State legislatures, school boards, and parents have all demanded 

better outcomes from public schools. Simultaneously, there has been rising concern about 

school safety and discipline (Dwyer, Osher, and Warger 1998; Fulong, Morrison, and 

Dear 1994;). 

The impetus for the reform of public education includes apprehension about the 

literacy of high school graduates and their ability to compete in the global economy. In 

response to a series of reports and task force recommendations (e.g., A Nation at Risk 
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National Commission On Excellence in Education [1983] and A Nation Prepared 

Carnegie Forum [1986]), public schools have sought to emphasize "excellence" by 

raising standards, implementing new graduation requirements, and lowering tolerance for 

serious violations of school discipline codes. The primary beneficiaries of these changes 

have been white, middle- and upper-class college-bound youth and others who respond 

well to the current structure and purposes of education. Overlooked in most of the 

recommendations are non-col lege-bound youth and students who struggle with traditional 

school organization and culture (Dunbar, 2001; Smith 2001; William. T. Grant 

Foundation 1988). 

The importance of alternative education as a societal issue has taken center stage 

within the U.S. political arena, with controversies over vouchers and school choice 

continuing in the media and political campaigns. Choice suggests a sense of control over 

one's destiny; hence it is thought that more school choice, or education treated like a 

market commodity, should produce a more equal, moral, and productive environment 

(Finn et al., 2000). Choice proponents advocate that choice implies a more democratic 

society. 

There is a concern in .schools today to design improved reading and writing, 

citizenship training, conflict resolution techniques, peer mediation, and peace studies in 

the curriculum due to increasing violence and an increasing disparity among America's 

schoolchildren (Finn et al., 2000). 

These concerns undergird my inquiry. What types of social and educational 

conditions are present that lead to a large number of minoritized youth in alternative 
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educational settings and how do these students fare in such schools? This information 

contributes to the body of knowledge on public education, especially as schooling relates 

to growing numbers of minoritized schoolchildren. Many children are living in 

economically depressed neighborhoods, speak languages other than English, are 

struggling with identity issues and where they to fit into the fabric of American life. My 

overall goal is to provide some recommendations on what types of intervention strategies 

might lend for greater success in teaching and learning, and ultimately more positive 

experiences and life chances for minoritized young people in America's public life. 

Alternative Education Movement as a Reform Tool 

This study looks at the social conditions of a growing alternative education 

movement in the United States. Alternative education refers to a wide variety of school 

settings. These can include local school district-affiliated schools, public and private 

institutions, and for-profit, corporation-based education. Likewise, students who enroll in 

these schools represent a wide spectrum of interests and abilities. In the public mind, 

alternative education conjures up a portrait of demotivated, demoralized "problem 

students'" and often of questionably trained educators (Conley, 2002). 

Increasing concerns about standards, safety, and accountability in American public 

education have given rise to the alternative school movement. Regardless of background, 

students arrive at these schools due to some sort of dissatisfaction with the public school 

.system. Some students enroll largely due to culminating negative experiences ranging 

from school failure due to academic and/br behavior problems, poor home-school 

communications, excessive truancy, social alienation and juvenile delinquency, to those 
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highly motivated students who are working full-time to accomplish life goals in the 

fastest way possible. 

Alternative education is many things to many people. It is as varied as American 

society itself. Alternative education exists for a wide variety of purposes and represents a 

variety of programs. In an effort to address America's growing perception of poor 

academic performance by students, school districts have attempted to create appropriate 

means to adequately address all segments of the school community. Alternative schools 

have been viewed as one possible method to remove troubled students from the 

traditional school enviroimient while simultaneously providing training and educational 

opportunities for students labeled "at-risk" for school failure. For the last several decades, 

school leaders, juvenile court authorities, and community activists have been examining 

various methods and models seeking effective strategies for increasing the academic 

success of so-called "at-risk" students. At-risk students are defined as secondary students 

who typically display failing grades, chronic truancy, poor home-school communication, 

and behavior and discipline challenges and negative encounters with the juvenile court 

system (Conley. 2002). 

The term alternative school traditionally referred to public schools established by 

states or school districts to serve populations of students who were not academically 

succeeding within the traditional public school environment. While there are many types 

of alternative schools, they are often characterized by their schedules, smaller teacher-

student ratios and modified curricula (Editorial Projects in Education. 1997). 
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Alternative schools fall into several categories ranging from parent or community-

based schools to residential or court-based educational institutions. These types of 

schools usually have two primary goals. The first is to educate students in a setting that 

will prepare them for adult life after their secondary education. The second goal is to 

modify behavior and prepare the student to return to his or her home school (U.S. 

Department of Education, 1996). 

As the number of students being expelled or suspended each year continues to 

increase, school administrators have begun to look for alternatives to placing these 

students on the streets (U.S. Department of Education, 1996). Students who are 

suspended from school are more likely to be involved in illegal activities and less likely 

to resume their education. Consequently, many school districts have recognized the need 

for some type of alternative education. 

There are common ingredients that most educators consider necessary components 

of alternative education programs. According to the booklet. An Action Guide for 

Creating Safe and Drug-Free Schools (U.S. Department of Education, 1996), the 

common components of effective alternative education programs include: low 

student/staff ratios, strong, stable leadership, and a highly trained staff. First, no school 

can be truly effective when it is considered a "dumping ground." Second, alternative 

education programs provide an alternative learning environment for expelled students 

where academic credits can continue to be earned and appropriate social/behavioral 

interventions can be addressed. 
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Alternative education policies raise questions of quality and equity. One is 

prompted to consider whether these policies serve to advance the goals and gains 

achieved by the Civil Rights era, or manifest retrenchment, pushing back many of the 

reforms aimed toward a fully integrated society. Although alternative schools were first 

created to provide academic options for students not successful in regular education 

programs (Raywid 1994b, 1994c). New zero-tolerance policies, safe-schools legislation 

and the commitment to orderly learning environments have prompted states and districts 

to adapt the model for disciplinary purposes. This focus on problem students may 

threaten system equity by segregating poor, disabled, and minority students in alternative 

programs. Preliminary studies in two states caution that alternative schools may become 

"dumping grounds" for undesirables or unwanted students (North Carolina Education, 

1997; Armstrong and Barber n.d). Minority and special education students are more 

likely to be suspended and expelled (North Carolina Education 1997; Cooley 1996) so 

that they may be disproportionately placed in alternative schools (Report to the Joint 

Commission, 1996). Alternative programs that lack high academic standards, clear and 

fairly administered entrance and exit criteria, and the right to due process, may violate 

students' education and civil rights. 

Alternative schools offer full instructional programs so that students can earn the 

credits they need to graduate, and generally students attend these schools voluntarily. 

Other characteristics may include divergence from standards, school organization and 

practices such as deregulation flexibility, autonomy, and teacher and student 

empowerment. In contrast to the discipline and punish framework for establishing 
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alternative schools, a positive possibility of alternative schools is that an especially 

caring, professional staff, small class size and a personalized, whole-student approach 

builds a sense of community while still featuring individual instruction and self-

motivation (Morley 1991; Raywid 1994b. 1994c; Smith and Pugh 1982). 

Types of Alternative Schools 

Alternative schools are generally classified into three groups in terms of their aims: 

to educate, discipline or heal. Raywid (1994) describes these as Type I, II, and III 

schools. Schools-within-schools, magnet schools, charter schools, experiential schools, 

career-focused and job-based schools, dropout recovery programs, after-hours school, 

and schools in atypical settings such as shopping malls and museums are examples of 

schools aimed to educate. Raywid (1994c) classifies these types of more positive 

alternative education settings as Type I Schools. 

School discipline, on the other hand, distinguishes Type II programs that aim to 

segregate, contain and reform disruptive students. Students typically do not choose to 

attend Type II schools, but are placed in the program for specific time periods. Because 

placement is short-term, either the curriculum is limited to a few basic courses, or 

students work on assignments supplied by tlieir "home" school. Models of these Type II 

schools include last-chance schools and in-school suspensions (Raywid 1990, 1994a, 

1994b). 

Type III programs provide short-term but therapeutic settings for students with 

social and emotional problems that create academic or behavioral barriers to learning. 

Type III programs typically offer counseling, access to social services, and academic 
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remediation. Although the programs serve targeted populations, students can choose not 

to participate (Raywid 1990,1994a, 1994b). 

Characteristics of Students in Alternative Schools 

By most accounts, students in alternative education settings are at-risk of living a 

life filled with negative consequences of an unhealthy lifestyle. Several studies (DeBlois, 

2000) have assessed the health-risk behaviors among students attending alternative high 

schools. Two of these studies compared the prevalence of risk behavior of students 

attending alternative high school with the prevalence of risk behavior of students 

attending regular high school in the same community. Both studies indicated a 

substantially higher prevalence of violence-related behaviors, substance abuses, and risky 

sexual behaviors among students at alternative high schools compared with students at 

regular high schools. Similar results were found when survey data from students that 

attend regular high school was reported. The prevalence of violence-related behaviors, 

current substance use, and sexual behaviors was higher among students at alternative 

high schools than among the national sample of students at regular high schools 

(DeBlois, 2000). 

This type of risk behavior can be fatal. In the United States, 73.6 percent of all 

deaths among youth and young adults aged 10- 24 years result from only four causes-

motor vehicle crashes (31.6%), other unintentional injuries (10.8%), homicide (18.6%), 

and suicide (12.6%). Substantial morbidity and social problems also result from the 

approximately one million pregnancies that occur each year among young persons aged 

15-19 years. In addition, the estimated three million cases of sexually transmitted 
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diseases (STDs) that occur each year among those aged 10-19 years cause devastation. 

Two thirds of all deaths among adults aged (greater or equal to) 25 years in the United 

States result from cardiovascular disease (42.5 %) and cancer (24.0%). The leading 

causes of mortality and morbidity in all age groups in the United States are related to the 

following six categories of health behavior: behaviors that contribute to unintentional and 

intentional injuries; tobacco use; alcohol and other drug use; sexual behaviors that 

contribute to unintended pregnancy and STDs, including human immunodeficiency virus 

(HIV) infection; unhealthy dietary behaviors; and physical inactivity. These behaviors are 

frequently interrelated and often are established during youth and extend into adulthood 

(DeBlois, 2000). 

Programmatic and Curricular Characteristics of Alternative Schools 

Research suggests that alternative education and at-risk (Type II-III) student 

alternative schools can support at-risk students by fostering resiliency in the students 

themselves, as well as the adults of the school. Schools that foster resiliency have 

heterogeneously grouped classes, small-group or independent study practices, a safety net 

for students who are falling behind academically, common instructional strategies, and a 

focus on higher-order thinking skills and equal opportunities in the classroom (Krovetz, 

1999). Elements that provide the foundation for successful alternative education 

programs are a clear focus on academic learning, ambitious professional development, a 

strong level of autonomy and professional decision-making, and a sense of school 

community. Importantly, having a progressive education orientation that focuses on 

problem-solving, alternative education programs must identify essential elements of the 
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curriculum and program connections with other youth agencies and services, set up links 

vwth the community, and have a well-defined place within public schools and 

communities that foster these interrelationships for improved social and academic skills. 

Based on informal surveys of students in alternative education settings, students reported 

the most positive aspects of their schooling were: additional help/individual attention, 

attendance at a school vdth a more relaxed atmosphere, easier work assignments and a 

behavior modification system based on extrinsic rewards such as tokens, movies and free 

time (Lopez, 2003 ). 

Considering this portrayal of alternative education as a "last chance"' or a punitive 

response to behavioral difficulties in public school, this dissertation investigated how 

students themselves viewed their schooling in alternative education settings. My study 

sought to test my optimism that alternative education can promote excellence and high 

expectations within a nontraditional school setting. When I first considered working at 

the alternative school profiled in this research, many people questioned my judgment. 

Although the school appeared as a place for socially discarded young people, I thought of 

my opportunity to teach a group of non-conformists imbued with creative and intellectual 

ability as particularly rewarding. 

New Educational Models for Diverse Students: 
School Choice and Charter Schooling 

For most of the twentieth century, a cultural-transmission model of schooling has 

dominated U.S. public schools. Schools have seen their primary purpose as transmitting 

knowledge, skills and the social and moral rules of the culture (Kohlberg and Myer, 

1972). However, structural changes in the life experiences of children and increasingly 
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diverse school populations call for additional choices and options in public education. 

During the past 20 years, there has been a steady decline in the amount of time parents 

can give to their school-aged children. In 1989, nearly 70 percent of all children and 

adolescents in the United States lived either in two-parent families with both parents 

working or in single-parent families (Hernandez, 1993). Consequently, the time and 

supervision available from caring adults for many youth during non-school hours is 

limited. In addition to this structural change in American family life, schools have 

become increasingly diverse. Population projections by the Bureau of the Census indicate 

the number of black and Hispanic children in the United States is cxpected to rise from 

26 percent in 1990 to 34 percent in 2010 (Hernandez, 1993). That dramatic increase 

comes at a time when schools are struggling with the over-representation of African 

American and Hispanic youth in special education programs and among those suspended 

or excluded from school (Leone, 1997). 

One alternative to the traditional cultural-transmission model of schooling that may 

be more appropriate for some students has been referred to as progressive education. 

Rooted in the ideas of John Dewey, I use the term progressive education as characterized 

by Freirean philosophy. Freire (1998) views education as the practice of freedom, that 

"specifically human act of intervening in the world" (p. 6). Schooling is seen as "sites 

where students learn to open their minds, to engage in rigorous study and to think 

critically" (hooks, 2003, p. xiii). Progressive education for Freire (1998) refers to 

transfonnative social change. When I speak of intervention," Freire says, "I refer both to 

the aspiration for radical changes in society in such areas as economics, human relations. 
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property, the right to employment, to land, to education, and to health, to the reactionary 

position whose aim is to immobilize history and maintain an unjust socio-economic and 

cultural order" (p.6). Dewey (1957) believed: 

All social institutions have a meaning, a purpose ....to set free and to 
develop the capacities of human individuals without respect to race, sex, 
sex or economic status. ...the test of their value is the extent to which they 
educate every individual into the full stature of his possibility. Democracy 
has many meanings, but if it has a moral meaning, it is found in resolving 
that the supreme test of all political institutions and industrial 
arrangements shall be the contribution they make to the all-around growth 
of every member of society (cited in Morrow and Torres, 2002, p. 1). 

According to Morrow and Torres (2002), Freire (1970) advanced a "critical 

education in which the learner becomes an active participant in the appropriation of 

knowledge in relation to lived experience." (p. 1). A progressive education implies a 

more open, democratic and equitable system of social justice. Freire (1998) encouraged 

progressive educators to forge groups of struggle founded on his critical Utopian notion of 

"unity within diversity" (p. 85). Antonia Darder further delineates; 

In the spirit of Freire's dream, teachers need to create alliances across 
cultural communities and class positions that are firmly grounded in a 
process that can help us overcome our lack of democratic experience 
through participation, while superseding the irrational and dehumanizing 
hegemonic forces that prevail (Darder, 2002, p. 27). 

This type of schooling is progressive, is linked to the emancipatory practice of social and 

personal freedom. "Individuals from marginalized groups, whether victimized by 

dysfunctional families or by political systems of domination, often find their way to 

freedom by heeding the call of prophetic imaginations" (hooks, 2003, p. 186). The 

purpose of education in this model is problem-solving (Kohl berg and Myer, 1972). 
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From this perspective, literacy, mathematical skills, and other core knowledge 

areas all become the basis for problem-solving. A progressive education model of 

schooling with problem solving as the central feature can become a key element of 

successful alternative education programs (Dv»7er, Osher and Warger, 1998). A recent 

book by Antonia Darder speaks to this philosophy of a progressive education as a type of 

re-inventing Freire's ideas to increase academic and social achievement among language 

minority and other oppressed student groups in American public schools (Darder, 2003). 

The idea of designing education according to one's interest fits neatly with the 

American free market system of capitalistic gain. Providing a more specific type of 

education with limited federal and state regulations is appealing to many different interest 

groups. This type of thinking led to a proliferation of school choice efforts across the 

nation. Although the charter school movement swept across the entire country, Arizona 

leads the nation in the number of charter schools. 

Charter schools are public schools, which are choice-based, free from control by 

local school districts, and unable to restrict admission to students who are academically 

talented. While many public educators are more preoccupied with vouchers for private 

schools, an estimated 1,700 charter schools in 31 states, the District of Columbia, and 

Puerto Rico educated 350,000 students, dwarfing the number of students in all the public 

and private voucher programs combined. Unlike magnet schools, charter schools in most 

states are free from local school district control and cannot restrict enrollment. While 

vouchers are available only to low-income families, charter schools serve rich and poor 

alike. Voucher programs are kept small, but expansive charter laws such as those in 
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Michigan, Arizona, and the District of Columbia allow for vast numbers of charter 

schools. This makes charter schools icebergs of education reform, with far more impact 

than is readily apparent. 

Charter Schools in Arizona 

With 351 charter school campuses, Arizona was the first state to develop a free 

market in education. No state has more charter schools than Arizona. Virtually every 

school district in the state is within commuting distance of a charter school. The rapid 

growth of charter school in Arizona can be traced to the passage of favorable legislation. 

The School Improvement Act (HB 2002) passed the Arizona state legislature in June 

1994 as a compromise between supporters of school district interests and proponent of 

vouchers, a popular idea in heavily Republican and lightly unionized Arizona. Similarly, 

in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and the District of Columbia, strong charter laws were passed 

to ward off pressure for vouchers (Maranto et al., 1999). 

The unparalleled flexibility of Arizona's charter school law permitted a huge 

charter movement. Both charter supporters and critics believe that other states would 

have similar numbers of charters had they passed similar laws. A Republican state 

legislature, including primary proponent Lisa Graham Keegan, former Arizona 

superintendent of public instruction, wrote the charter law with input from the Goldwater 

Institute, a conservative think tank. Learning from other states, Keegan realized that 

school districts generally charter few schools because they tend to see charter schools as 

competition. As of December 1995, only 14 charter schools were open in five states with 

"weak" charter laws, as compared to 222 charter schools in the five states with laws 
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placing charting authority outside local school districts control (Finn et al.. 2000; 

Maranto et al., 1999). 

The Arizona charter law allows charters to be granted by local school boards, the 

Arizona Board of Education, or a chartcr board composed of gubernatorial appointees. 

Applicants can apply to whichever authority they choose and can reapply the next year if 

rejected. While the two state-level authorities are limited to 25 new charters annually, the 

charter board is not. 

Reportedly, applicants have changed over time (Finn et al., 2000; Maranto et al., 

1999). Teachers, parents, and social workers that wanted to start their own schools 

formed the first wave of charter school applicants, while the second wave contained 

larger, for-profit enterprises. A policymaker in Arizona observed: "Originally we had 

mom-and pop charters, people whom I would call more or less missionaries, parents 

tying to change their children's education, tcachers tying to change their schools. They 

had very little capital and very little business acumen, so it was truly amazing what they 

accomplished" (quoted in Finn et al., 2000, p. 19). These first charter schools were small 

operators who mortgaged their homes and went without salaries to keep their schools 

alloat during the difficult first years. Now. the more professional operators such as 

Advantage Schools, Edison schools and other for-profit companies have grown (Finn et 

al., 2000). 

Indicative of the rapid charter school growth in Arizona, in September 1995, 55 

charter campuses opened with 7,500 students. By 1996 there were 119 campuses, and in 

1997 there were 222. Since then growth has slowed, though charters continue to add to 
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the state's educational free market. Now the state's 351 campuses are thought to enroll 

more than 40,000 students, about five percent of Arizona's public school enrollment and 

nearly twice the percentage of the second leading charter state, Michigan (Maranto et al., 

1999). 

The primary factor that affects the rate of charter school growth is a supportive and 

politically conservative legislature (Maranto et al, 1999). For charter supporters, political 

considerations make it desirable to have many charter schools up and running quickly. In 

the case of Arizona, a Republican governor, state legislature and chief state school 

official nurtured and protected the state's charter schools, although this support may 

fluctuate with changing political will. One factor in Arizona for why the number of 

charter schools is so large compared to the state's population density, is that almost 

everybody knows somebody who goes to a charter school, and that puts a human face on 

the movement (Finn et al., 2000). This aspect of charter school enrollment played a 

significant role in the number of students that enrolled in Mariposa High School, as 

reflected by the survey data in this study. 

In theory, charters locate where district schools fail to serve some part of the 

population. This study documented evidence of this fact. The educational corporate-based 

company discussed in this dissertation generally seeks to locate schools in areas that have 

historically underserved the student population in their district. As in the case with 

Mariposa High School, the traditional local school district has been sued by a local 

chapter of a national Hispanic civil rights advocacy organization, the United League for 

Latin-American Citizens (LUL AC). for discrimination of Mexican-origin students. 
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In Arizona five areas have particularly active charter movements. In rural Prescott 

and Sedona in the north-central part of the state, an influx of parent and educators from 

outside the state, "counterculture" types from California, increased the demand for new 

education options. In Yuma, in the far southwestern part of the state, the first charter 

schools served "at-risk" students and had good relations with local districts. Tucson's 

numerous charter applications in 1997-98 appear to have been demand-driven. Hispanic 

and Native American populations who felt ill-served by district schools applied to open 

charter schools focused on educating children from their own communities (Maranto et 

al., 1999). 

Flagstaff, in northern Arizona, is a medium-sized district wdth about 105 of its 

public school enrollment in charter schools. Flagstaff s charters include schools for at-

risk children, a Waldorf school, a performing arts school located in the Museum of 

Northern Arizona, an International baccalaureate school, and several Montessori 

campuses (Maranto et al., 1999). A noted resort community and the home of Northern 

Arizona University, Flagstaff is a place where many parents demand alternative 

education and where many teachers want to live. Flagstaff boasts an active community, 

trendy outdoor recreation and a milder climate. 

The southeast Phoenix suburbs constitute another hotly contested market. Some 

observers believe that the largest school district in the state has lost 5,000 children to 

charter schools — almost seven percent of its enrollment (Maranto et al., 1999). 

Wherever they locate, charter schools are free to innovate rather than to follow 

convention. Both nationally and in Arizona, charters serve a variety of age groups. 
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However, few Arizona charters are middle schools. A study conducted by Finn, Manno 

and Vanourek (2000) found that of the 255 charter campuses opened or approved to open 

in the fall of 1997, 72 were high schools, 55 were kindergarten or elementary schools and 

only four were middle schools. Of those, 120 schools crossed conventional age 

groupings, include 19 K-12 schools. Both in Arizona and nationally, charter schools tend 

to be small. Many operators aim to create learning communities in which the principal 

knows all the parents and students. Roughly two-thirds of charter secondary schools are 

for the so-called "at-risk" students, most of who have failed in district schools. Because 

most students in charter high schools are considered at-risk youth, charter high schools 

allow district schools to avoid a high dropout rate, a statistic no district wants (Finn et al., 

2000; Maranto et al., 1999). 

While state and federal legislators take notice of educational dropout rates, few are 

concerned with potential educational apartheid resulting from public policy. In Arizona, 

charter secondary schools serve populations that are 44 percent Caucasian and 44 percent 

Hispanic, while traditional school districts high schools serve populations that are 56 

percent Caucasian and 29 percent Hispanic. In contrast, charter elementary schools are 

substantially whiter than district schools; 70 percent Caucasian and 11 percent Hispanic 

compared to 54 percent Caucasian and 32 percent Hispanic in the general population. 

Although these demographics are cause for concern, more alarming is the lack of training 

and sensitivity of school staff towards these issues. 
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Summary 

Since Minnesota first enacted legislation in 1991, charter school reform has swept 

the nation. Less than a decade later, 36 states and the District of Columbia had passed 

charter school legislation. Furthermore, the trend has not slowed. Charter schools show 

no signs of retreating, rather even in an era of public oversight and accountability 

concerns, charter school owners seem to be marshaling their forces to expand into even 

more locales. 

Largely because charter schools blur traditional boundaries between public and 

private schools in a variety of ways, charters revive questions of balancing public and 

private interests in education. The United States has struggled with this societal issue 

since public education became compulsory early in the twentieth century. The 

controversy continues and the debate is contentious. For supporters of alternative, charter 

schooling, they believe that alternatives are the best hope for public education, while 

equally vocal critics insist that charters will bring about education's demise (Smith, 2001 

p. 1). 

This chapter has provided a cursory view of this complex issue. However, the 

following chapter illuminates some of the reasons for the existence of charter schools. In 

Chapter 3,1 outline the various research threads that have sought to explain the historical 

underachievement of minoritized youth in American public education. 
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CHAPTER 3 

REVffiW OF THE LITERATURE 

Have you ever studied a patchwork quilt? Quilts come in all colors, shapes, 

dimensions, and fabric texture. However multicolored, variegated shapes and sizes, 

differences in cloth texture, all quilts have one thing in common. The multiple threads of 

diversity are woven and placed in such a manner as to fashion a recognizable work of art. 

The end product is pleasing to the eye and comfort for the user. And so it is with this 

review of the literature. In order to conceptualize the problem under study, "what are the 

social conditions that give rise to a large number of minoritized students in alternative 

education" and to investigate their experiences in such settings, I develop a conceptual 

framework of multi-disciplinary paradigms that intersect and cluster providing an 

explanatory foundation for this dissertation. 

Bodies of literature reviewed include educational attainment theories as they 

propose to explain the underachicvement of minoritized students in the public education 

system, the alternative schools option, and the more recent movement to charter school 

settings as framing undercurrents of thought that shape the public policy response 

manifested in educational refonn. This research stitches together the fields of education, 

humanities and the social sciences. 

Although disparate in interpretation, the theoretical underpinnings for this study 

can be categorized into four broad areas. I detail educational anthropological research 

that seeks to explain academic underachievement of minoritized students in a broad 

sweep of social science research. Secondly. 1 outline the cultural studies project that 
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seeks to incorporate culturally responsive pedagogy. Along these lines, blending social 

science research with cultural studies, I describe Critical Theory/Critical Pedagogy as 

instrumental in detining my perspective. Finally, I review literature pertaining to small 

schools studies in order to determine if the success of the alternative, charter school 

movement can be explained by this research. 

I know that this information is immense, and possibly unwieldy, but not 

unimportant. I believe that it is vital to understand how these strands of thought bring to 

bear on much of the foundational thinking of critical theory: how early work further 

developed ideas in cultural studies work that emerged later and grounded much of the 

thinking in critical pedagogy. Therefore, I present much of this early work in a review 

fashion, as embedded historical context for later developments in Critical Theory. The 

findings of this research preclude me from drawing on much of this early work in the 

analysis. I find it to be inadequate, but helpful. I maintain that even this cursory review is 

a necessary component in the overall understanding of the conceptual framework for 

analyzing the subject of minoritized youth in alternative education settings. 

This chapter reviews the question of enduring educational underachievement levels 

of minoritized students in American public education. This question has been the focus of 

much research throughout the generations. Therefore, it is an integral segment of this 

study. 

Background 

The United States has always been and continues to be an increasingly diverse 

nation of competing interests. From the beginnings of recorded time, people and cultures 
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have come into contact, blending ciiltures, languages, changing landscapes and forever 

impacting the social and political institutions that shape the lived experiences of people in 

the United States. Prevailing issues of equity, access and social and political 

enfranchisement have long been debated in the public arena (Apple, 1997; Banks, 1988; 

Garcia, 1982; Grossberg, 1993; Spring, 1997). 

One of the most crucial institutions in this process is schooling. Language from the 

landmark historic U.S. Supreme Court decision, Brown v. Board of Education in 1954 

states this: "Today, education is perhaps the most important function of state and local 

goverrraients. In these days, it is doubtful that any child may reasonable be expected to 

succeed in life if he [sic] is denied the opportunity of an education. Such an opportunity, 

where the state has undertaken to provide it, is a right which must be made available to 

all on equal terms" (quoted in Stent, Hazard and Rivlin, 1973, p. 13). Former President 

Bill Clinton reiterated this notion in a speech on June 15, 2000, "The choices and 

decisions we make about Hispanic education in the U.S. today are choices we make about 

the future of the United States itself. We know that the achievement levels can be raised. 

The question is whether we have the will to do what we know works. If we're going to 

set high expectations of students, we must have high expectation of ourselves to do what 

it takes to make sure all of our students can make the grade" (quoted in Cantrell, 2001. p. 

1). 

If we acccpt graduation from high school as the minimum definition of what 

constitutes "an education," American schools, even by their own standards, educate less 

than the majority of the student population (Espinoza-Herold. 2003; Nichols and Good, 
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2004; Schorr, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). Somewhere along the line too many students 

become dropouts, fallouts, or push outs (Fine, 1991). This is unacceptable and an ironic 

manifestation of the founding principles of American democracy. Early in its history, 

America established a free system of public education so that all children could be 

educated (Stent, Hazard and Rivlin, 1973). Yet, the enduring underachievement of a 

major portion of American schoolchildren exposes a school system that has largely failed 

in its mission. Depressing statistics tell the truth (Schorr, 2002) "that race and income 

determine, with disturbing precision, how well children perform in school" (p. xv). This, 

according to Schorr (2002) is equal to "scrawled graffiti on the pedestal of the American 

dream" (p. xv). Although at times, it seemed hopeful that the academic gap between rich 

and poor schoolchildren might lessen, restructuring the economy has widened the gulf. 

Now, current educational policy mandates that schools do what has never been done 

before: leave no child left behind. The No Child Left Behind Act passed in by the U. S. 

Congress in 2001 is doing exactly that: with its premise of increasing standards and 

accountability, this policy is leaving an unconscionable number of children behind in 

academic levels of success. 

The constant thread in American history is societal change: dramatically changing 

demographics and educational reform in response to these changes. Social, economic and 

political worldwide events led to changes in the making of an American diversity like no 

other place on earth (Pinker, 1994). Migrations bring societal change to both the sending 

and receiving communities of these migrations (Portes and Rumbault. 1992). Over time 

and space, societies have been shaped, new cultures evolved new ways of living that 
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share in the form of identities, ways of speaking, interacting with others and molding new 

ways to live in the world. As a macrocosm of our global society, these issues are reflected 

in schools around the nation. Almost no area, rural or urban, rich or poor, is untouched by 

America's diversity (GoUick and Chinn, 1998; Jacob and Jordan, 1993; Stent, Hazard and 

Rivlin, 1973). 

Ideologies that frame social and education policy are primarily based on the idea 

that having a diversity of cultures within a single country can be either a threat, a 

problem, or an asset (Rivlin and Fraser. 1973; Ruiz, 1998). Researchers have shown that 

all classroom activities and factors including classroom management techniques, 

instructional strategies, as well as, self-concepts, operate on assumptions which are 

embedded in cultural values, attitudes, and beliefs (Garcia, 1982; Gollnick and Chinn, 

1998; Stent, Hazard and Rivlin, 1973). Thus, these are important arenas of study. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

The theoretical frameworks to address the underachievement of minoritized 

students in education are as varied and diverse as the populations they are designed to 

study. Evelyn Jacob and Cathie Jordan (1993) in their edited book. Minority Education: 

Anthropological Perspective, detail two major theoretical strands of research in education 

anthropology work. These two major approaches are described as the cultural difference 

theory and secondary cultural discontinuity. But, before addressing these anthropological 

views, Jacob and Jordan (1993) detail the important theoretical lines of non-

anthropological viewpoints that provide the foundational backdrop for educational 

anthropology work. Many of these theories dating from the 1960s, leave their mark on 
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present-day thinking. These biological, psychological and sociological frames of 

reference leave no stone unturned in their effort to explain the limited achievement of 

minority students (Banks, 1988; Jacob and Jordan, 1993). 

The Genetic Explanation 

Addressing both the physical and the psychological domains of the human 

experience, the theoretical frameworks that seek to explain the underachievement of 

minoritized students spans from genetic arguments to personality to behavior to 

environment explanations. In 1969, A1 Jensen proposed the Biological Genetic IQ theory, 

in which he argued that variance in intelligence scores have a genetic base. Jensen (1969) 

maintained that genes affect intelligence more than the environment in which an 

individual is raised. 

Responding to this theory, Jenks in 1972 argued that the genetic explanation does 

not account for the fact that genes can influence test scores indirectly by interacting with 

the environment in which an individual develops. Jenks gave an example of children with 

red hair that don't go to school, and thus have lower reading scores due to their 

environment and not due to their genotype. He maintained that students with no 

opportunity to leam, by not attending school has more influence on their scores than their 

genetic heritage. Although this analysis successfully derailed the genetic argument for 

many years, this explanation is hard to eliminate. 

In 1994, Richard J. Hermstein and Charles Murray published The Bell Curve: 

Intelligence and Class Structure in American Life, which resurrected the genetic 

argument of race. The idea that Hermstein and Murray promoted was that in society. 
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there is a place for everyone, and their needs are best served by being segregated, or 

placed into a societal hierarchy, where one can be successful given their location in 

school and society. That location is correlated with (genetically-based) intelligence. 

This type of thinking harkens back to the social efficiency model of education. The 

social efficiency model sought to discover the needs and capacities of the child as a way 

of locating his or her future role in society. The most common instrument to determine 

this was to measure the child's intelligence quotient. The purpose of schools, then, was to 

fit the individual into a slot in society. Schools of this kind, were interested in separating 

the leaders from the followers. Those individuals unable to advocate on their own behalf 

were precisely those segregated and labeled as demonstrating low cognitive ability. This 

sorting system engenders issues of identity formation and representation. Critics of 

Hermstern and Murray's book say that it raises questions about who has the power to 

define whom, and when, and how individuals are sorted. At issue is the painful struggle 

over the proper placement, location, and identification of children such labeled (Apple, 

1997; Hudak, 1997). 

Refuting the claims outlined in The Bell Curve, Michael Apple (1997) states that 

the mobilization around higher standards is designed to prove genetic inferiority. 

According to Apple, (1997) the motive comes down to race. Furthermore, Apple (1997) 

cites Hermstein and Murray's volume (1994) as proof. Apple points out that Hermstein 

and Murray suggest that the wisest action policy-makers can take is to accept the 

explanation that all children have varying intelligence levels and plan for a society that 

recognizes these biological differences. Thus. The Bell Curve reinforces racist stereotypes 
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that have long played a considerable part in educational and social policies in the United 

States (Apple, 1997). 

Glenn Hudak (1996), another vocal critic of Herrnstein and Murray's work, was 

especially concerned with the data in The Bell Curve that reflected strong correlation 

between individuals labeled with low-cognitive-ability and major societal problems, such 

as poverty, high school dropouts, unemployment, being in jail, receiving welfare, and so 

on. In The Bell Curve, intelligence is correlated to a "middle-class-values" index. The 

higher the score on the MCV index, the higher the level of intelligence. Herrnstein and 

Murray (1994) go to great lengths to argue that human intelligence differs for reasons that 

are not anyone's fault. Intelligence is a natural occurrence, something we are bom with, 

an essential quality of who we are. The role of education then, becomes in part, 

discovering the child's "natural" intelligence. 

Apple (1997) maintains that there is nothing natural at all about the structure of our 

lives. He argues that education is a site of struggle and compromise. It serves as a proxy 

for larger battles over what our institutions should do, whom they should serve, and who 

should make these decisions. Education is both cause and effect, detennining and 

determined. As part of that process, the labeling of individuals (students and groups) is a 

commodi tying process. The consequences of such positions have an impact on 

educational and social policy at the intersections of broader social and economic policies. 

In 1995, an edited book. The Bell Curve Wars: Race. Intelligence, and the Future 

of America was published in which many well known and respected authors refuted much 
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of Hermstein and Murray's work (Fraser, 1995). The work of this book dismantles 

Hermstein and Murray's theory in point-by-counterpoint fashion. 

Socio-cultural and Psychology Strands 

From the arena of psychological research emerged the cultural deficit theory based 

on the literature of a culture of poverty (Lewis, 1966) that stressed the importance of 

environment as a causal factor. This theory stated that culturally deprived groups come 

from poor homes from which there was less stimulation or insufficient stimulation for 

successful cognitive development. The recommendation stemming from this research was 

that educators needed to provide culture and other experiences to compensate for 

schoolchildren's cognitive and intellectual deficits. Responses to this idea reported the 

theory as an ethnocentric, middle class point of view. Research began to counter this 

argtiment that brought about the culturally different point of view as contained in the 

structure of language processes. 

Sociolinguists studied specific characteristics such as language to the lack of 

stimulation model to define a departure from a culturally deficit model to a culturally 

different model. Labov's (1966) classic study of Black English Vernacular in New York 

City, for example, established that language variants are directly correlated to 

socioeconomic status. Furthermore, Labov concluded that language variants are a cause 

of misunderstanding and conflict. Labov's studies on Black English Vernacular, and 

Hymes (1972) ethnography of speaking or ethnography of communication demonstrated 

that working-class minority languages are well ordered and highly structured systems of 

language, albeit different from the "norm". 
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These contributions are relevant to the study of other ethnic groups, and played a 

part in promoting the cultural difference theoretical framework as an answer to the ones 

of culturally deprivation theory. The culturally different theory described students not as 

deficit but different. 

Unfortunately, the lingering deficit theory seeped into the thinking that anything 

different was somehow still deficit. Therefore, the culturally different theoretical 

paradigm had limited success in assessing the skills and assets of a diverse student body. 

Culturally different references "the other," different from the norm without questioning 

who sets the norm (Sleeter and McLaren, 1995). 

Sociological research looked at general societal status attainment levels in light of a 

growing (at the time) Marxist philosophy of production-function that included such 

factors as family background, innate abilities, peers, and school characteristics. In the 

1960s, American researchers rediscovered Marx as they encountered an "underclass" due 

to poverty in the "other" America (Rose, 1995; Spring, 1996). 

Marxist theory deals with materialism. From Marx's economic-based paradigm 

stems production theory: that of human production and social class reproduction. A 

relevant aspect of Marxist ideas is the concept of worker alienation: that in the process of 

production, workers are distanced from their craft, leading to a social alienation, a social 

separation, culminating in a feeling of isolation. This ushered in a shift in theory from the 

groups themselves to the larger bureaucratic system of schools. Social reproduction 

theory, branching from Marxist ideology, states that schools reproduce social classes. 
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There is a hierarchical division of labor—of social relations that impact the way the 

economy is manifested in schools (Bowles and Gintis 1976). 

Reproduction theory explains that education's underlying function is to reproduce 

the class structure of the workplace and the perpetuation of an uneven social class 

division. Thus, variation in education attainment and/or status attainment levels is 

evidence of vocational tracking in schools of minoritized groups in American society. 

Critiques of reproduction frameworks question the appropriateness of the 

underlying assumptions that these theories seem to make, as well as the measures used in 

various studies that determine the accuracy of the variables studied and lastly, that no 

attention is paid to processes. Giroux (1983) states that reproduction theory functions as a 

discourse of despair because it does not allow for personal intervention. 

Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) deal with these critiques by suggesting cultural 

elements mediate between economic structures, schooling and the lives of students. 

Schooling contributes to the reproduction of inequality by valuing and rewarding the 

cultural capital of the dominant classes. Coleman (1985), for example, theorized that a 

certain social capital among middle-class schoolchildren affects test scores and 

achievement outcomes. 

Critics of social reproduction theory argue that it is overly deterministic and 

exaggerates the degree of integration between capitalist elites and the organization of 

schooling and importantly, that it is a functionalist argument. 

Neither Bowles and Gintis nor Bourdieu examine the particular, everyday 

curricular and pedagogical school processes that produce inequalities. To allow for 



62 

personal agency on behalf of the individual, a new thread of research emerged that recast 

the role of the "victims" in reproduction theory. This research is informed by resistance 

theory. 

Paul Willis (1977) examined working class lads—British male students—and 

found that these young men resist the devaluation of their cultural capital though 

oppositional behavior and attitudes. Herbert Kohl (1992), further developed this theory 

in his article, "I Won't Leam from You!" in which he argues that Black students resist a 

White supremacy ideology by adopting oppositional and often hostile behaviors. 

Meanwhile, Davidson (1994) performed a study of 55 diverse students in four 

urban desegregated high schools in California. Her study greatly illuminates the notion of 

oppositional identity and domestic minorities' subsequent academic failure. She offers 

evidence that both oppositional identity and academic engagement are influenced not just 

by broad socio-historical factors but also primarily through the practices and interactions 

at the school level. This theory proved insufficient, however; while many students will 

engage in an oppositional identity in order to protect themselves from discrimination and 

subordination, this is not uniformly the case. Still other students will "rise to the 

challenge" and succeed (Gandara, 1995). 

Departing from the socio-psychological, yet drawing from these conclusions, 

anthropologists interested in studying education outlined the anthropological view to 

include two approaches. The first is cultural difference theory already discussed; the 

second, secondary cultural discontinuity theory, evolved from Ogbu's (1974; 1978) 

comparative ease study research. 
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Secondary cultural discontinuity theory speaks to the variation between groups by 

addressing the adaptations groups make to accommodate to the larger society. John Ogbu 

(1974) theorized that various sub-groups in American society constitute an involuntary 

and voluntary immigrant subordinate caste-like framework. He makes distinctions 

between types and status of minoritized schoolchildren, classifying them into immigrant 

or voluntary minorities and caste-like or involuntary minorities. He claims that the 

meaning and value that immigrant minorities associate with school learning is greater 

than that placed on it by caste-like minorities and their communities. He also argues that 

the nature of the relationship between minority cultures and languages and the 

mainstream culture is different for these students. Margaret Gibson (1997), one of Ogbu's 

students and collaborators, initially designed research to support Ogbu's interpretation 

that immigrants succeed where domestic minorities fail. She studied the volimtary 

immigrant group-the Punjabi-who crossed cultural and linguistic boundaries to settle in 

northern California. Whereas many of them succeed, they do so despite increasingly 

escalating racism and discrimination. The Punjabi or Asian student groups are frequently 

cited as successful groups by Ogbu (Ogbu, 1978). 

Many scholars have tested Ogbu's theory (see, e.g., Cummins, 1997; Erickson, 

1993; Gibson, 1997; Mehan et al., 1994; Vaides, 1996), finding Ogbu's theory as 

inadequate to explain the stratified educational achievement among American 

schoolchildren. Ogbu's class analysis or labor market argument, also known as "caste 

theory," has led scholars to look more closely at how "volimtary and involuntary" 

immigrant groups fare in IJ. S. schools. 
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Guadalupe Vaides (1996) found it very difficult to categorize the Mexican and 

Mexican-origin group in these terms due to continuous migrations patterns that persist in 

the historical relationship between Mexico and the United States. A number of variables, 

such as class composition, age of the migration stream, the context they encounter on 

arrival, the nature of the resources available to the group, and reasons for leaving their 

homeland affect the composition of the migrating group and shape immigrant students' 

performance in school. 

Case studies such as this point out the shortcomings of Ogbu's (1978; 1987) 

typology, including intragroup variability and the fact that the typology overlooks gender 

and generation differences. Additionally, Ogbu's theory lacks attention to the role of 

human agency. Perhaps more importantly, his rigid dichotomy can lead to group 

stereotyping. These findings indicate that wider societal processes operate at a given time 

and place to frame and/or constrain the educational opportunities of minoritized 

individuals. In this regard. Critical Theory linked to a Cultural Studies framework is 

helpful in understanding the wider societal power relations that influence the educational 

system. 

Cultural Studies 

The field of Cultural Studies made its first appearance in Great Britain in the 1950s 

(During, 1993/1995). Cultural Studies has been described as the study of contemporary 

culture (During, 1993/1995), interdisciplinary and even anti-disciplinary, a movement or 

a network (Grossberg et al, 1992). Cultural Studies is rooted in the relationship of culture 

to power. It is both an intellectual and political tradition to better understand the 
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processes that have shaped the modem world and post-war society and culture. The field 

of Cultural Studies is concerned with the politics of difference-racial, sexual, and cultural 

differences and their relation to the center. Cultural Studies advocates decentering 

traditional frames of reference and in fact, challenges who decides what constitutes the 

center. In this respect. Cultural Studies seeks to represent the voices of the marginalized. 

Cultural Studies views culture as both a way of life encompassing the ideas, 

attitudes, languages, practices, institutions, and structures of power and a whole range of 

cultural practices that consist of a society's artistic forms, texts, canons, architecture, 

mass-produced commodities, and representations. Additionally, Cultural Studies 

examines the commodification of culture life. Thus, Cultural Studies is the study of the 

entire range of a society's arts, beliefs, institutions and communication practices. As 

such. Cultural Studies involves no particular disciplined methodology, but utilizes 

various methodologies: ethnography, historical research, sociological approaches, and 

literary criticism. However, practice is pragmatic, strategic and self-retlective. While 

Cultural Studies research draws from various disciplines and methodologies, it shares a 

commitment to examine cultural practice from the point of view of its relationship to 

power structures. Cultural Studies requires an analysis of those relations of power and the 

individual's place within these structures utilizing broad anthropological and humanistic 

fields of endeavors. 

The modem world has experienced radical social and cultural transformation. 

Cultural Studies practitioners are interested in how to study this phenomenon. The 

politics of analysis and the politics of intellectual work are inseparable. Furthermore, 
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Cultural Studies is not simply about popular culture but about the rules for inclusion and 

exclusion that guide intellectual evaluations. Cultural Studies involves how and why such 

work is done in order to better understand social transformation and culture change. At 

the heart of Cultural Studies is the importance of critique, one of its founding principles. 

In 1964, The Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham was 

founded, drawing on the earlier critical social theory of the Frankfurt School in Germany. 

The Centre established a collaborative, contextual, cultural analysis involving uses of 

ideology and popular culture. The Centre incorporated Marxist theoretical frameworks 

and semiotics, with various sociological and ethnographic traditions to base its work on 

areas of interest such as subculture theory and media studies. An early interest in the 

work of Antonio Gramsci, an Italian Marxist of the 1920s and 1930s, influenced the 

study of the articulation of identity and the struggle to make meaning. The Centre 

increasingly turned to questions of racism, hegemony and conservatism. Subsequently, 

Cultural Studies embraced feminism to address subjectivity, politics, gender, and desire; 

more recently, under the influence of studies of race, ethnicity and postcolonialism, 

Cultural Studies is increasingly concerned with the complex way in which identity is 

articulated, experienced, and deployed (Cirossberg et al., 1992). Other influences on the 

field of Cultural Studies include the French theorists Pierre Bourdieu, Michel de Certeau, 

and Michel Foucault. The French model represents a departure from prior forms of 

Cultural Studies. This new mode of cultural studies no longer conccntrated on reading 

culture as primarily directed against the state. French theory advanced the idea that 

individuals live in a setting constituted by various institutions, or what Bourdieu called 
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fields. Each field takes a particular material form having a characteristic space and time 

attached to it (During, 1993/1995). Sociological and education theorists refer to these 

fields as "cultural capital." The cultural capital of groups is primarily determined by their 

socio-economic status. The work of Foucault bases Cultural Studies in a critique of 

power structures. Foucault brings out the role of the intellectual in critical analysis. In this 

analysis the concept of culture became even more important. 

The concept of culture utilized by Cultural Studies theorists is based in part on the 

writings of Stuart Hall (1977; 1980; 1990) and James Clifford (1986; 1988) in which 

culture is broken down into signifying practices or discourses. It involves the coding and 

re-coding between uses and meanings. Signifiers are coded behaviors that have special 

meaning. Signifiers promote immediate and shared imderstandings among their users. 

Culture is therefore constructed. Two frames of reference dominant this discussion: the 

culturalist view that emphasizes fonns of life and structuralism or semiotics. A strong 

form of structuralism emerged in Cultural Studies which called upon the work of Louis 

Althusser (1969). who theorized that individuals' constructs of ideology help them make 

sense of their world, while the state and capitalism use ideology to reproduce the status 

quo. With this view of cultural analysis and its interdisciplinary' nature. Cultural Studies 

is not without its critics or tensions. 

The focus of this description is to discuss how the diverse philosophical and 

theoretical directions embedded in Western European thought-Hegel, Marx, the "new 

Marxisms" of French and Italian theorists including Althusser, Gramsci, Foucault, 

Nietzsche, and the Frankfurt School-constitute the conceptual underpinnings for present-
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day Cultural Studies theory. The common threads uniting these ideas include complex 

negotiations with Marxism that structures are class-based and people are bearers of these 

structures and semiotics; Levi-Strauss's notion that structuralism operates in the 

subconscious and is rooted in language; Althusser's extension of structuralism to the 

social sciences; and various sociological and ethnographic traditions that frame 

subcultural theory as well as media studies built on a model of encoding and decoding. 

Drawing on the foundational work of Gramsci, Cultural Studies emphasizes articulation 

and the struggle to make meaning (the Frankfurt School), including the signifying 

practices that denote culture and identity (Grossberg, Nelson, & Treichler, 1993, p. 1). 

One of the most important and appealing "aspects of cultural studies is its critical 

attitude toward forms of theoretical orthodoxy" (Diawara, 1993, p. 262). Cultural Studies 

practitioners reframe and reformulate theory as they adapt it to their changing and 

shifting world. Possibly an even more attractive element of Cultural Studies is its 

evolving nature. Cultural Studies is always remaking itself as it responds to a world that 

is always being remade. This is possible, even necessary, precisely because it matters that 

this field—one with competing questions, projects, and positions—always remain open, 

but its openness should not be construed as unrestrained pluralism. The openness of 

Cultural Studies should rather be considered the "necessary condition for its own 

commitment to theorize in the face of changing historical demands" (Grossberg, 1993, p. 

89). 

Cultural Studies is unique in its ability to transcend structured disciplines. Prior to 

the development of Cultural Studies as a field, this work was like a minstrel-a minority 
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critical practice that existed in a number of different places and traditions, investigating 

cultural phenomena through anthropology, sociology, history and literary studies. 

Cultural Studies reaches across ethnicities, nationalities, traditions and disciplines 

through its diverse philosophical and theoretical underpinnings in the anthropological 

study of culture and the sociological, historical, and political epistemological legacies. 

Cultural Studies also involves the element of praxis—a committed presence in the world. 

How scholars in the United States have appropriated the ideas of Cultural Studies 

proceeds from the Civil Rights era. During this time, the United States was fomenting 

new directions in oppositionality and strategies of resistance. Newly developed ethnic 

studies programs began reading class through structures of race and culture. These 

cultural workers in the United States found the language specific to their condition by a 

critical reading the texts of the white left, and adapting it to their own politics of identity. 

In the United States' there appear to be two different strands of Cultural Studies. 

One strand posits race at its center and uses metaphors of racial construction to bring to 

light the ways of life of oppressed groups. This research is concerned with issues in 

ethnic minority communities, such as the appropriation of the discourse of modernism, 

the performative character of the construction of identity, crossover texts, cultural 

ambivalence, and sexism and homophobia. This work combines elements of oppression 

studies, historical and sociological work that has concerned itself with uncovering the 

various modes of oppression, the ways of life and artifacts in ethnic minority 

communities. 



70 

The second strand explicitly links itself to the Birmingham Centre for 

Contemporary Cultural Studies. One of its primary projects is the description of people's 

ways of life that focuses on cultural practice and texts. Practitioners of this form of 

Cultural Studies also describe the impact on culture of health and medical professions, 

leisure industries, and corporate control of electronic media. 

But, the theoretical tradition of the Birmingham Centre cannot simply be imported 

to the United States; it must include an engagement with the context of the social and 

material conditions present in the United States. Cultural Studies gives new meaning to 

terms such as hybridity, essentialism, ambivalence, identity politics in relation to the 

ethnic minority community as it moves from oppression studies to performance studies. 

Performance involves the ways in which ethnic minority groups create and recreate their 

identity within the American experience through communicative action. Performance 

involves an individual or group of people interpreting an existing tradition, reinventing 

themselves. It involves redefinition. American cultural workers are heirs of the Civil 

Rights movement and nationalism movements of the 1960s, but differ significantly in 

focus and perspective. The political nature of Cultural Studies as both a sphere of critique 

and a medium of social transformation contains a language of critique and a concomitant 

language of possibility. 

Phenomenologv, Autobiographv and Storytelling Threads 

This dissertation uses one key aspect of Cultural Studies, phenomenology theory, in 

the interviewing process. Phenomenology involves the study of the phenomena, or the 

lived experience of people. This dissertation makes use of autobiography as a means of 
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developing understanding and awareness. Giving voice to the voiceless, autobiography is 

a powerful genre of research. "We come to know what is true only through our attempts 

to say something about the world and the practice in institutions that frame these 

practices" (Foucault, 1980, p. 109). 

This dissertation endeavors to tell the stories that emanate from varied voices and 

paint portraits of the life experiences of minoritized students in American public 

education. Personal narratives of the students themselves are used to weave the fabric of 

socio-political educational policy that frames the educational opportunities and life 

chances of these minoritized individuals in American public education. 

"Stories are a great device for probing the dominant narrative," Delgado (1995, p. 

192) writes, "Storytelling has the potential to change the social background and make 

inroads into the interlocking system of meaning, cultural understanding, and 

interpretations that determine the 'common sense ""'(Delgado, 1995, p. 202). "Clever, 

engaging stories can alter the way we see and interpret the world" (Delgado, 1995, p. 

203). 

Personal stories put a face on social policy. Personal stories are powerful teaching 

tools. Autobiographical work is reflective of how public policy shapes the lived 

experiences of restricted or permissive opportunity for minoritized populations. 

Research using autobiographical narrative has inspired the notion of "healing 

theory," a relatively new concept in education and social science (Carey-Webb and Benz, 

1996; Gandara, 1995; hooks, 1994; Trueba, 1990). Illustrative of this concept, bell hooks 

(1994) considers theory mixed with autobiography to be healing and empowering. In 
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Teaching to Transgress (1994) she writes, "Personal testimony, personal experience, is 

such fertile ground for the production of liberatory, feminist theory...we engage in a 

critical process of theorizing that enables and empowers" (p. 70). "Hence, any theory that 

cannot be shared in everyday conversation cannot be used to educate the public" (p.64). 

Therefore, "my academic formats are political decisions motivated by the desire to be 

inclusive, to reach as many readers as possible in as many different locations" (p.71). 

This base of cultural work linking to the wider societal influences on education is 

incorporated into the domain of Critical Theory. 

Critical Theory-Critical Pedagogy 

Sleeter and McLaren (1995) organize the study of multiculturalism, around three 

themes; the context for pedagogy, theories of pedagogy and pedagogues in action. These 

themes constitute the foundations of Critical Theory. McLaren, following Henry Giroux 

(1988), describes Critical Theory as 

the development of a language through which educators and others can 
unravel and comprehend the relationship among schooling, the wider 
social relations which inform it, and the historically constructed needs and 
competencies that students bring to school. He [Giroux] cites the major 
objective of critical pedagogy "to empower students to intervene in their 
own self-formation." Furthermore, Giroux maintains "Critical Theory 
concerns how meaning is produced, mediated, legitimated and challenged 
within schools and other educational institutions" (McLaren, 1995, p. xi, 
xv). 

Critical Theory addresses the sociopolitical, sociohistorical, sociopsychological, 

and socioeconomic aspects of public education. Martusewicz and Reynolds (1994) define 

"critical" as being the commitment to the process of questions and problem solving in 

terms of educational relations and practices as a way to create a better way of living in 
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the world. The "inside" of education refers to the complex processes, relations, and 

methods that operate within schools and the "outside" refers to the larger social, political, 

economic, and historical forces that influence what goes on in schools. Critical Theory is 

concerned with social justice and the collective struggle to overcome oppressive 

conditions and relations. Within this framework, education is the key to collective 

empowerment. Critical Theory speaks to the way that the sociopolitical climate 

dramatically affects a school's structure and the sociohistorical aspects of schooling that 

directly affect student learning. 

Ira Shor (1992) states that, "Education is more than facts and skills, it is a 

socializing experience that helps make people who make up society. Historically, it has 

underserved the mass of students passing throughout its gates" (p. 15). "In school and 

society, the lack of meaningful participation alienates worker, teachers, and students" (p. 

21). 

Critical learning is both emotional as well as rational. Power structures construct 

the socio-historical, socio-psychological, socio-economic, socio-linguistic, and socio-

cultural frames of reference. None of these can be separated out from the other 

constraints of construction; they are all encompassing, they are interrelated and they 

weave a web of experience. They are intercormected to frame the lived experience of the 

"other". One cannot begin to understand the true destruction of racism and discrimination 

from studying about it compared to the lived experience of its victims. In this regard, 

critical theory is a viable theoretical framework. Paulo Freire (1985) maintains that 

education is politics. He describes teachers as having a political stance and whatever 



74 

stance you possess will frame the materials that you use and the way that you will present 

the materials, and the assumptions that you will make about your students. 

Critical Theory represents the major theoretical framework introduced, defined and 

enacted upon the lives of minoritized communities in American public education. 

Nothing operates in a vacuum. All things are interrelated and interconnected in terms of 

how they shape the nature of our experiences. The socio-political climate dramatically 

affects school structure and the socio-historical aspects directly affect student learning. 

Therefore, the theoretical underpinnings of tliis dissertation are multidisciplinary. 

Critical Theory is the overarching theoretical paradigm for me as an educational 

researcher. Critical Theory represents a broad spectrum of diverse philosophies. Critical 

Theory is concerned with social justice and the collective struggle to overcome 

oppressive conditions and relations, and maintains that education is the key to collective 

empowerment. Students become active participants in asking the critical questions about 

their lives to become active democratic decision makers. Readings in Critical Theory 

have helped me to understand more frilly the wide, conceptual basis for critical theory 

and critical pedagogy. The major influence for this work, I find to be Freirean in nature. 

Paulo Freire based his philosophy in part on Dewey's writings. In that respect, educators 

are amenable to his writings as they relate to the educational experience. Much of the 

work represented in this dissertation speaks to how the students construct meaning from 

their experiences (constructivism), as it relates to the politics of schooling. Scholars 

(Giroux. 1992; Sool loo. 1995) cite this prevailing ideology as a departure from 

behaviorism to the "series of dialectical exchanges between and among various forms 
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constructivism, feminism and critical theory" (p. 218) as a multiple theory apparatus in 

imderstanding student learning. 1 wdll not make mention of constructivism as such in this 

study although it is a framing undercurrent of thought in Critical Pedagogy. 

Critical pedagogy emphasizes a different relationship between student and teacher 

in which this type of pedagogy rejects the notion that the teacher is the "banker" and 

"possessor" of all information (Freire, 1985). In contrast, Critical Pedagogy strives for 

transformation. The goal of critical pedagogy is the transformation of the self and the 

society, so that students and teachers together produce knowledge rather than consume 

knowledge. There are tangible structures at place during different time periods that work 

together to construct the lived experience of individuals that either constrain and prohibit 

or provide greater opportunities. These structures are political, social, economic, 

historical, and psychological, and they are institutionalized. Critical pedagogy encourages 

students to interrogate the nature of these structures. 

Caring Theory 

Going into the study, I knew that I wanted to look at social science research, 

especially work in educational anthropology and Critical Theory. However, I did not 

anticipate taking a look at small schools research or the literature of caring. But, as the 

theme of care begin to emerge prominently in the data, I was forced to direct a 

considerable part of my literature review to the research of care, caring, and the "cared-

for" (Noddings, 1984, 1992, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). The more that I read about caring 

(Noddings, 1984), the more uncomfortable I got with the theory. 



76 

Nel Noddings (1984) work presents a "philosophical argument for an ethics based 

on natural caring, a feminine view in the deep classical sense rooted in receptivity, 

relatedness and responsiveness'' (p. 1). Noddings (1984) advocates that caring is natural. 

She maintains that as human beings, we all want to care for others and be cared for 

ourselves. She cites caring as "important and natural" (p. 9). Noddings (1984) brings in 

ancient philosophers who equate caring with all that is good in the hxmian condition to 

support her ideas, thus linking goodness with moral living. She writes that a theory of 

caring "is a conceptually feminine alternative approach to matters of morality" (p. 19). 

Noddings (1984) talks about "Eros-the feminine spirit" (p.l) and "the approach of the 

mother" (p. 2). Although my thoughts are compatible with much of Noddings writings, I 

find much in her theory that dismays me. For example the duality of the argument that 

unsettles me. Noddings sets up the ancient dichotomy of dualist views that she separates 

into the one-caring and the one cared-for. As well, I am extremely uncomfortable with 

linking caring to morality. After all, the history of humankind is rife with extreme 

examples of human suffering in the name of God and moral values! 1 do agree with 

Noddings' (1984) example of "being present" (p. 19). She writes "the one-caring, in 

caring, is present in her acts of caring" (p. 19). Noddings refers to this presence as 

"engrossment" (p. 19). She characterizes caring as reactive and responsive and that the 

role of the teacher is to guide and support. These latter views are compatible with those 

of critical theory as advanced by Paulo Freire (1970) in Pedagogy of the Oppressed. 

In her book. Caring: A Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education 

(1984), in which Noddings outlines her theory (1984) she states that "Caring involves 
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stepping out of one's own personal frame of reference into the other's" (p. 24). However, 

I disagree with Noddings on two salient points: that caring is natural, and that it is linked 

to morality. Morality is not universal. As described by Noddings, feelings, attitudes and 

memories are not universal. As 1 quoted Michael Apple (1997) earlier, "There is nothing 

natural about it" (personal communication, June 9). 

These two crucial points marks my departure from the literature on caring. I 

believe these points to be fundamental to Noddings argument, and although there is much 

to be gained from her theory, I cannot fully support her ideas. For example, I support 

Noddings when she characterizes schools: "The school, ideally, is a setting in which 

values, beliefs, and opinions can be examined both critically and appreciative" (p. 184). 

This can be framed as a critical theory perspective. But, I disagree when she writes: 

Its [caring theory] emphasis in not on the consequences of our acts, 
although these are not of course irrelevant. But an ethic of caring locates 
morality primarily in the pre-act of consciousness of the one-caring. Yet it 
is not a form of Agapism. There is no command to love nor indeed, any 
God to make the commandment. Further, T shall reject the notion of 
universal love, finding it unattainable in any but the most abstract sense 
and thus a source of distraction (1984, p. 29). 

Paulo Freire, the author of Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970) called for a 

Pedagogy of the Heart (1997), a Pedagogy of Hope (1996), and the Pedagogy of 

Freedom (1997). Freire (1970) referred to the revolutionary power of teaching as an "act 

of love" (p. 78). bell hooks (1994) calls it the "transformative power of love (p. 26). For 

Freire (1970) revolution is action rooted in love. For hooks (1994), social transformation 

is a combination of revolution with love connected to theory. Revolution is the action 

connected to theory as a framework rooted in love through compassion and commitment. 
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The ethic of caring Hterature also speaks of love in education (Noddings, 1984). 

She proclaims, "it is absurd to suppose that we are educating when we ignore those 

matters that lie at the very heart of the human existence" (p. 184). Noddings (1984) refers 

to her theory as a feminist practice. Feminist theory is a component of Critical Theory. 

For these reasons, although my findings indicate that caring is essential to students' 

increased success in schooling, and takes place in a small-school location, I include these 

theories under the rubric of Critical Theory. 

Small Schools Research 

Since the school site in which this study took place is considered small, this section 

takes a look at the more recent educational reform effort manifested in a small schools 

and charter schools movement across the nation. In High School on a Human Scale: How 

Small Schools Can Transform American Education, Thomas Toch (2003) points to the 

fundamental shift in the socio-economic structure of American society. Scholars engaged 

in researching the small school phenomena agree that the social forces that created the 

comprehensive high school movement in this country have changed (Ayers et al., 2000; 

Clinchy, 2000; Toch, 2003). 

Albeit, Toch (2003), states, "the basic blueprint of the nation's high schools 

hasn't changed significantly since the rise of the "comprehensive" high school nearly a 

century ago. And the nation's high school students -and the nation itself- are paying a 

heavy price as a result" (p. 1). Evans Clinchy (2000) writes, "That the typical American 

top-down, highly centralized school bureaucracy model was put in place roughly 100 

years ago, as a result of the perceived success of the "scientific industrial management" 
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model introduced to business and industries by efficiency experts and their associates" (p. 

7). 

Prior to the early 1900s, few students advanced past the elementary grades to 

graduate from high school (Toch, 2003). This secondary education was designed to serve 

a small elite trained to be the professional managers serving in corporate institutions that 

constitute the economic and business sectors of the country, the financial institutions, the 

legal and professional services, government and agency politicians and bureaucrats that 

run the United States and its major institutions. But, at the emergence of the twentieth 

century, education faced an influx of new students largely due to worldwide immigration 

and migration processes operating on the global level. Many policy-makers felt that the 

"masses" were ill equipped to study high school-level academics, leaving secondary 

education to the elites (Toch, 2003, p. 2). 

Leaders of the Progressive movement, such as John Dewey, pushed to extend the 

high school curriculum beyond traditional academic subjects and to include more 

American life and culture in a democratizing effort. The rapid expansion of the high 

school curriculum beyond its traditional academic boundaries led to the establishment of 

distinct curriculum paths into which educators placed students based on the students' 

perceived "needs," a practice commonly known as tracking (Clinchy, 2002; Toch. 2003). 

This utilitarian system of secondary education served the purposes of a nation's 

expanding industrial economy. It taught traditional academic disciplines to lawyers, 

accountants, and other profession in the managerial class of industry. And it taught 

practical subjects to the rest of society thought headed to mills and onto assembly lines. 
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where the work didn't require much advanced "book learning" (Clinchy, 2002; Toch, 

2003). High school essentially served as a sorting machine, preparing students very 

differently for very different roles in the workforce. The system was thought to be 

efficient and cost effective, as well as, egalitarian (Toch, 2003). 

In 1959, James, B Conant, a former Harvard University president, argued in his 

book, The American High School Today that only large, comprehensive schools could 

achieve the economies of scale necessary to supply students with the range of course 

offerings required by their diverse educational needs. He argued that different needs 

under one roof (comprehensive high schools) were an important source of a democratic 

spirit in American public education. 

The proliferation of comprehensive high schools across the nation attests that many 

shared this stance. However, the nation has entered a new era that has put new economic 

demands on the nation's public high schools. Today's knowledge-based economy 

requires a new reality that every student be educated well enough to enter college, a 

notion that the founders of the comprehensive high school never contemplated. 

While the democratic spirit in education invoked by Dewey and Conant, today 

means providing students from a wide range of backgrounds with the same demanding 

high school education, modem democratic life demands more of high schools. Schools 

are responsible for effective citizenship training, imparting knowledge about science, and 

global politics. 

Fundamental flaws in the comprehensive high school system makes it virtually 

impossible for these big schools to achieve today's unprecedented goal of delivering a 
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rigorous academic education to a majority of students. Rarely, are comprehensive high 

schools able to concentrate both their energies and resources in u^ays that are likely to 

produce the strongest results. Rarer still are comprehensive high schools able to engender 

a strong sense of conimimity that lends for a strong sense of connectedness among 

students, teachers and parents. Comprehensive high schools tend to be intensely 

impersonal places, where strong, sustained relationships among teachers and between 

students and teachers are rare. The result is a high level of alienation and apathy among 

students and teachers. This saps students' motivation to learn and teachers' motivation to 

teach. The comprehensive high school model also diminishes student-learning gains in 

another way. The thick course catalogues in comprehensive high schools require daily 

schedules so complex that has locked school administrators into using traditional forty-

five minute classes. But in doing so, this type of scheduling typically denies teachers both 

the opportunity to design interdisciplinary courses across the curriculum or the 

opportunity to have students apply what they've learned through projects outside of 

schools in cooperatives with business or community partnerships (Toch, 2003). 

Although Conant declared that comprehensive high schools would foster a more 

democratic spirit, in reality, disadvantaged and minority students have paid the highest 

price for the failings of comprehensive secondary schooling. "They arrive on high school 

campuses with enrollments of over three or four thousand students in major cities. 

needing the most from an education and receiving the least" (Toch, 2003. p. 9). As for the 

economic efficiency theory, sprawling high schools have failed to live up to the cost 

efficiency standards that Conant predicted that big schools would save taxpayers money. 
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In fact, recent research (Clark, 2000) by faculty at New York University has found 

that small high schools (those with fewer than 400 students) spend on average only about 

5 percent more per student than large schools (those with more than 2,000 students) and 

they found that small schools spend slightly less than large schools per graduate because 

the large schools have a higher percentage of students who don't earn diplomas. 

In the 1980s, educational reformers who study issues surrounding high schools 

released damaging evidence of the alienation and dysfunction of the large, 

comprehensive high school. Ernest Boyer. former president of the Carnegie Foundation 

for the Advancement of Teaching, wrote "High School: A Report on Secondary 

Education In America". A University of Washington professor John Goodlad, published 

his book, A Place Called School and Theodore Sizer, former dean of the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education came out with his (1984) book Horace's Compromise. 

These scholars recommended that comprehensive high schools be reshaped into small 

education settings. 

It is not surprising that most educational reform movements over the past 100 

years have met with limited success. Each reform movement encountered either subtle or 

outright hostility and/or eventually a refusal on the part of the central bureaucracy to 

allow drastic changes to flourish to its full flowering. It is this type of restrictionist 

legislation that brings unintended consequences that spurs more reform measures. 

Historical record (Clinchy, 2000) is dotted with such documented controversy that 

"accompanied the Progressive education reformers, like Dewey and his followers, in the 

1920s. 30s, and 60s. the curriculum reform movement of the 1950s and 60s and the 
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reforms, such as magnet schools, introduced as a result of the civil rights movement and 

the necessity to desegregate schools in the 1960s, 70s, and 80s" (p. 9). 

Evans Clinchy (2000), delineates two large national movements that frame the 

reform efforts to improve our system of public education. He describes these as the 

Nation at Risk (1980) agenda and the small autonomous schools decentralization 

movement. Clinchy views the Nation At-Risk agenda not as a reform strategy but as an 

education agenda that simply reinforces the traditional, established, essentially 

centralized, and thus still basically the same authoritarian, top-down American education 

structure we have had in this country for the past 100 years. The "A Nation at Risk" 

agenda manifests itself in standardization: a set of uniform academic standards at all 

grade levels and a system of national standardized academic testing. 

The decentralization movement believes that learning expectations should be based 

not on predetermined uniform standards imposed at the national or state levels, but upon 

high intellectual expectations and curricular standards developed by the staff and parent 

bodies of the individual schools. Specifically the decentralization movement consists of 

in-district pilot or alternative schools, a voucher system that provides parents with public 

funds to allow them to send their children to either the public or private school of their 

choice, and the creation of charter schools which are, public schools responsible not to a 

local school district but to the state. 

The conflict between the traditional hierarchical authoritarian system and the 

democratic diversity represented by the decentralization of decision-making power down 

to level of the individual schools is at present all too often being handled by people who 
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disagree over the fundamental differences. Local school autonomy is thus all to often 

limited to the relatively superficial aspect of schooling, such as discipline codes, test 

preparation, school uniforms, the purchase of educational materials, while the core of 

education matters, like the philosophy and curriculum testing, teaching methodology, 

staffing, and real fiscal power lie in the hands of external federal, state, and local school 

authorities. 

The recent publication of The Center for Education Reform (September 2003), 

What the Research Reveals About Charter Schools: Summary and Analyses of the 

Studies, proclaims the success of charter schools. Although this may be true that charter 

schools are successful on certain measures of success, there is still no substitute for an 

experienced, caring, and diverse faculty. In fact, a whole body of literature on caring, 

(Noddings, 1992,2002; Valenzuela, 1999; Nichols and Good, 2004) advocate for a more 

caring pedagogical practice. There is no substitute for good teachers. And many charter 

schools, primarily for budgetary reasons, must rely on part-time and/or beginning 

teachers who cannot contribute in the ways required for a solid beginning under difficult 

and challenging circumstances (Ayers, 2000). 

The good teacher communicates a deep regard for students' lives, a regard 
infused with unblinking attention, respect, and even awe for students' 
learning. An engaged teacher begins with a belief that each student is 
unique, fosters a love for students, just as they are, and convinces students 
to reach out to reinvent, to seize an education fit for the fullest lives they 
might hope to achieve (Ayers, 2000, p. 3). 

Forming a network of meaningful feedback is critical and lends for greater 

accountability than bureaucracies. Clinchy (2000) cites "The Rand Corporation as 

affirming that innovative school practices identified years ago that personal relationships 
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among professionals have the greatest direct influence on successful and lasting changes 

in education" (p. 29). The results of this study bore out this notion. Over and over again, 

the personal narratives of the students of Mariposa High School affirmed more personal 

one-on-one attention made a significant difference in their attitudes toward school. 

Furthermore, Rand Corporation Studies (2001, 2003; cited in Clinchy, 2000) have found 

charter schools in California to be on par with conventional schools' performance levels 

in reading and math assessment testing, in documenting overall parental satisfaction. 

Small schools should be seen as an opportunity for the school to articulate and 

pursue promising practices or reorganization in management and administration to 

support teaching and learning endeavors. Small size and scale, for example, can allow 

many curricular and programmatic experiments to succeed in a small, pilot school, but 

not in large district high schools, where the size and structure of the large schools 

generally preclude a deeper kind of pedagogy built on intellectual intimacy. 

As well, the simple adaptation of corporate ideas and management techniques to 

the small school setting is insufficient. Privatization of failing public schools, as the 

Edison Project, Eight-Step management skills, a Total Quality Management approach of 

private sector management techniques do not translate well to the culture of schooling 

found in public education. Sonia Nieto (2000) says that "Lately I have been very troubled 

by the corporate mindset that seems to have taken hold of education. The model of 

schools as business has been the archetype of our public schools for the past century" (p. 

13). She laments the "discourse of schooling increasingly akin to consumers, clients, 

accountability and products" (Nieto, 2000, p. 13) that is bandied about in the media. 
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Nieto (2000) believes that "small schools can be an antidote to an education system that 

has lost its soul as it has become more bureaucratic and impersonal" (p. 13), but only if 

the small school setting is successful at creating and sustaining engaging personal 

relationships between teachers and students. Thus the success of small schools as a 

reform project is not limited to the scope of size only. 

The success of the small school project (Nathan and Myatt, 2002) points to "its 

small size, its clarity about the importance of critically examining student work, reliance 

on strong student-teacher relationships, and strong school-to-career programs'" (p. 17). 

Deborah Meier, an elementary school teacher who earned a national reputation and 

a Mac Arthur Foimdation "genius" award for founding the two-hundred-student Central 

Park East Secondary School for Anthony Alvarado, the superintendent of District 4 in 

New York, is a noted small school expert. Meier (2000) cites the success of small schools 

to be determined by factors including that the school is small enough in size, sufficiently 

self-governing, and designated self-chosen qualities as common features of exemplary 

schools. 

Ayers (2000) maintained that bigness in schools was and is still deliberate, 

originally a policy response to the stated needs of the captains of industry, the builders of 

factories. Big schools tend to be mechanistic and managerial, hierarchical and 

bureaucratic, while all kids are different. In big schools those differences usually are 

exacerbated. Big, comprehensive, competitive, schools worked for some and failed for 

many others. Too many students are "alienated from schools, disconnected from 

education" (p. 4). In contrast, small schools hold on to kids longer and have significantly 
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higher rates of success, particularly for African American, Latino, and immigrant 

yoimgsters and for students from high-poverty neighborhoods (p. 4). Small schools are a 

restructuring strategy aimed to counter dismal educational attainment rates. In small 

schools, every student must have a realistic possibility of belonging to a community of 

learners, the visibility of significance, the hope to negotiate the tricky terrain of identity 

(p. 5). Ayers (2000) insisted that small schools must strive to be sites of education, arenas 

of learning, protected spaces for intimate encounters with minds and hearts. There must 

be freedom to teach and freedom to learn in what some curriculum scholars call 

"pedagogy of place" (Callejo P&ez, Fain, and Slater, 2004). 

Small schools are a visible example of current school-reform efforts that include 

restructuring and teacher empowerment, but not a panacea to the shortcomings of 

American schooling. Major problems facing urban public schools include a lack of 

resources, inadequate preparation of teachers, policies and practices that discourage 

engagement with learning, racism and other biases that reflect deeply seated structural 

inequalities in society. Small school by themselves cannot solve these deeply embedded 

problems. "Small schools are not necessarily antiracist" (Nieto, 2000, p. 13). Nieto writes 

that small schools must not be viewed as the remedy for the many intolerable problems 

facing large schools, but must rely on good teachers, their knowledge and awareness and 

with the ease with which they handle issues of dilTerence, by creating environments 

where customary structures are challenged, and where caring relationships are allowed to 

flourish, where conversations that are taboo in larger schools, open the door to new 
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possibilities. Thus, "the by-products of small schools may be more significant than the 

small schools themselves" (Nieto, 2000, p. 15). 

Nancy Mohr (2002) reiterated this sentiment in an article, "Small Schools Are Not 

Miniature Large Schools," where she revealed many significant differences between 

large and small schools. She admonishes a tradition of separation in not learning from 

one another. Small schools will not be better just because of their size, she says (Mohr, 

2000) but "they will be better if they are purposefully designed to be different, if they 

systematically respond to the needs of each individual member of the community and if 

they radically change some the standard operating procedures" (p. 141). A small school 

(Mohr, 2000) is not merely a change of scale, "it is a change of intensity and it requires a 

whole new set of responses" (p. 141). The small school must foster a sense of community 

of belongingness, and comfort and safety, and ownership in the school and its property. 

What small schools reveal (Mohr, 2000) is just how difficult it is to "foster good 

schooling" (p. 157). Small school settings have the advantage of creating many of the 

conditions necessary for powerful learning and social justice simply by knowing one 

another well, creating a climate of decency and fairness, and building networks that 

provide genuine accountability, the kind that comes from commitment, not compliance 

(Mohr, 2000). 

Michelle Fine (1994) reflecting on her work with small schools in the New York 

area says that there is a consensus for small schools. She points to progressive educators 

who are joined by conservative neighborhoods eager to reconstitute the idea of the 

community school. Civil rights activists and parents struggle for a school rooted in racial. 
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linguistic, and/or cultural pride. Policy-makers and practitioners develop strategies to 

secure small, legal charter schools. Small schools appear to be cost and educationally 

effective, such that achievement gaps by race and class are much narrower than in large 

schools (Schorr, 2002). Over the past decade, social scientists (Fine, 1994) have 

documented the education achievement and productive of small schools, the fiscal 

efficiency of small schools, by dividing cost by graduates. Fine (1994) details the equity 

power of small schools to reduce the gaps that proliferate between social classes and 

racial and ethnic groups. Small schools can meet and exceed the three standards of 

academic productivity, fiscal efficiency and racial/class equity. 

Summary 

In this chapter, I have provided a review of literature pertinent to the question under 

study: What prevailing social conditions exist that accoimt for large numbers of 

minoritized youth in alternative educational settings, and secondly, but most importantly, 

how do they fare? I have started with theoretical strands spanning the social and 

behavioral sciences, humanities, and education research domains. 

This chapter delineated the starting point of addressing the underachievement levels 

of minoritized students in American public education. This framework included the 

biological explanation, the psychological explanation and the sociological considerations 

of environment. Although dated and well documented, I maintain that this background 

information is essential to fully understand the complexity of the issue addressed by this 

dissertation. I argue that anthropological research has involved previous social science 

theories in developing and furthering the educational anthropology field of minoritized 
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student achievement and/or underachievement. And, anthropology is vital to 

understanding fully the Cultural Studies project that I incorporate. 

Cultural Studies advanced a way of looking at life in schools, while Critical 

Theory/Critical Pedagogy is underlined as an instrumental theory to address educational 

issues. This discussion includes the charter school movement, the literature on caring, 

and small schools research. Although small schools promote the opportunity for greater 

success rates for schoolchildren and their families, I argue, as Nieto (2000) and others 

pointed out, that small schools face challenges. Smallness, in and of itself, does not 

translate into increased academic performance. As the data here will show, other 

mitigating factors must be considered if small schools are to succeed where large, 

comprehensive schools have failed. 

As I stated in the introduction to this chapter, the literature on this topic is 

immense. Although it is important to understand the foundational background of 

anthropological research as it relates to this dissertation, I do not explicitly utilize this 

literature in my analysis. Similarly, I felt it was important to understand the historical 

backdrop for the emergence of Critical Theory as filtered through the lens of Cultural 

Studies, yet this background, like that on small schools, is helpful but not the main 

ingredient in my analysis. The issues addressed in small schools research, in my opinion, 

can be explained by Critical Theory. 

The next chapter addresses methodology. This chapter underlines the process that 

helped me to make sense of how students come to know what they know. The 

methodology assisted me in seeing how students understand their environment, the 



structures that frame their experiences and their potential for creating a positive, 

rewarding life for themselves. 
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CHAPTER 4 

METHODOLOGY 

"My mom saw the banner when she was Walking aroimd, and she enroll [sic] me," 

wrote one student on the anonymous student survey questionnaire. "I was walking by," 

wrote another. Another answer sheet simply stated, "I walked in." 

I, too, just walked in. Back in the spring semester of 2000,1 had just returned from 

teaching English in Ethiopia, Africa. I had gone to visit a friend at a local university. She 

asked me about my plans for work. I answered her, "Oh, I have a position with the 

national census collecting data in Spanish-speaking neighborhoods. I've already taken the 

exam and completed my qualifications, background check and all. I'm really looking 

forward to it, because we, as Latinos, had such an undercount in the latest census. I want 

to make sure we are counted this time!" At that point, my friend told me that a new 

charter school had just opened in a heavily populated Hispanic [sic] neighborhood. She 

told me that the assistant principal had called her, and that they were looking for someone 

to develop their Enghsh-as-a-second-language (ESL) program. She said, "It might be 

something you're interested in." She handed me a photocopy of a homespun business 

card, with a name written on it. I decided to check it out. 

Being unfamiliar with the area, I stayed on major roadways, traveling 

northeastward of the main city. I noticed the landscape change as I drove past strip malls 

and run-down apartment complexes interspersed with residential housing and vacant lots. 

I noticed billboards advertising in Spanish, announcing the pleasures of brand name beer, 

the luxuries of "pre-owned" automobiles, and the modem conveniences of telephone and 
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cable companies. Hispanic-named businesses lined the strip mall walls. Day-care 

providers advertising Department of Economic Security (DES) payment options 

abounded. Muffler and car parts businesses mingled between the nooks and crannies of 

one strip mall after another. I turned the comer and .started down a side street. 

Sandwiched between a bingo hall and a vehicle emissions testing building was a small, 

cream-colored building, Mariposa High School. It was four o'clock on a Thursday 

afternoon. There were only a few cars parked in front. I went inside and asked for the 

name on my now rumpled piece of paper. And the rest, as they say is history. I started 

teaching English at the school the following Monday morning, a job I continue at this 

time. 

The students in my sophomore English class had run off three teachers prior to my 

arrival. The last two teachers lasted only one week each. The principal jokingly told me 

that one of them just ran through his office, threw the keys at him and slammed the door! 

1 couldn't imagine such a scene as that, first of all because these were high school 

students, but perhaps more importantly, the principal and the vice-principal were both 

burly former professional football players. One was tall and muscular from head to toe, 

an immensely intimidating presence. The other administrator was equally as intimidating 

with a set of broad shoulders, massive biceps, and a stance that seemed ready to tackle 

you at any moment. 

My welcoming committee of students was hostile. My students were brash and 

angry. They were quite articulate with the expletives of their generation. They felt 
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empowered by their capability to "chase away" English teachers. I was simply their 

newest target. And so went my introduction of the school and its students. 

This dissertation is a qualitative study using ethnographic techniques, specifically 

in-depth interviews, a questionnaire, and participant observation (Seidman, 1998; 

Wolcott, 1988). As a teacher researcher, I am interested in the sociopolitical, 

sociocultural, socioeconomic, sociohistorical and sociopsychological web of relationships 

that coexist over time and space and that shape minoritized students' experiences with 

language, culture, identity and schooling. For this dissertation, I looked at the social 

conditions that account for a large number of minoritized youth in alternative educational 

settings in order to better understand how their life experiences shaped their schooling 

experiences. This dissertation points to social policies as "framing structures" that shape 

the schooling experiences of minoritized youth. In this case, social policy as a mechanism 

for educational reform was decidedly a salient measure in establishing an alternative 

school movement and promoting the growth of chartcr schools. 

Research Questions 

My research questions seek explanations for the rising numbers of minoritized 

youth finding their way to alternative education settings and to understand some of their 

perceptions about their schooling experiences. The study attempts to explain some of the 

social forces and educational policy reforms that have operated as a foundational 

framework for much of these students' school lives. Additionally, this study attempts to 

analyze how these forces interact and play out in the lives of these minoritized young 

people. This study aimed to understand how these minoritized youth perceive their 
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schooling experiences. In order to gain this understanding, three individuals who were, 

with the exception of gender (they were all males) representative of the sample 

population, were interviewed. To better understand these issues and give voice to their 

lived experiences, a qualitative case study design was used. 

Standing Up and Speaking Out; The Rising Voice of 
Bearing Testimony and Personal Narrative 

This dissertation interrogates the power of words, particularly oral narratives to 

explain the lived experiences of minoritized youth. In this section, I emphasize the power 

of narrative as one of the methodological orienting themes of my study. I begin this 

discussion with the storytelling tradition developed in Critical Race Studies as 

demonstrated in The Rodrigo Chronicles, written by critical race theorist Richard 

Delgado (1995). In addition, I present Mikhail Bakhtin's (1993) theory of objectification 

as a lens of refraction to consider this qualitative study, which involves the interpretation 

of the participants' words. As well, I offer the autobiography of Rigoberta Menchii, a 

Guatemalan Quiche Indian woman, who could not read or write at the time she was 

awarded the Noble Peace Prize, as an example. Then, I discuss the writing of bell hooks 

in relation to her testimonies of healing theory. Finally, I selected two cases examples of 

oral testimony in educational research. These studies analyzing the Mexican-American 

and Hmong immigrant student populations advanced the theory that stories as "cultural 

capital" promote success among cultural groups. 

In indigenous traditions, the role of the storyteller is considered a serious vocation 

(Delgado, 1995). Storytellers bear the weighty burden of remembrance for a people, one 
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who sacrifice everything in the telling and retellings of stories. To be a storyteller is to 

go beyond yourself, to be a daring guide, a seer even, to take others on a journey with 

you where they may have never thought of going. A good storyteller tells people what 

they may not want to hear (Delgado, 1995). 

Testimony is about the power of the word and the transformative possibilities of 

inviting previously marginalized voices into public discourse (Carey-Webb and Benz, 

1996). Testimonial narrative in its broadest sense brings to the center of attention the 

experience and perspective of the presumable voiceless, the peripheral, the unlettered or 

the oppressed. Testimony is an encompassing term that reaches back to the communal, 

tribal honor for the spoken word (Carey-Webb and Benz, 1996). 

Giving testimony is central activity in various legal, historical, literary, 

psychoanalytic, ethnographic and religious practices (Delgado, 1995). Testimony as an 

expression stresses its truth content, the accuracy of its rendition of an experience or an 

act of bearing witness (Delgado, 1995). In the legal sense, testimony involves providing 

evidence in formal investigation of an event or events in the past. As an act of memory, 

situated in time, testimony is vital to our knowledge of history. It stresses the personal 

experience as reflective of a larger framework. Testimony may serve as an expression of 

loss and a ritual of mourning as part of healing ceremonies. Simultaneously, as a 

communicative act, testimony aspires to human continuity, the establishment of justice, 

and the making of the future. It turns victims into survivors, witnesses into agents of 

change. Testimonials give power to language to recreate "past experiences, foster new 

understanding, and enlarge the circle of witnesses" (Carey-Webb and Benz, 1996, p. 7). 
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Testimonial narration presents an individual who speaks for others, offering a 

specific version of the truth, and, presumably an experience or perspective that is 

otherwise not being heard. The theoretical framework for this idea is linked to Mikhail 

Bakhtin. 

Bakhtin emerged as one of the leading cultural critics of the twentieth century. He 

wrote that understanding is dialogical and that the aim of dialogue is not to xinify, nor to 

integrate self and other, but rather to respect difference. Understanding, according to 

Bakhtin, can never happen from the point of view of the self, but only from within the 

position of the other. In Bakhtin's view, we can only come to a process of understanding 

through a perspective that comes from outside of ourselves (Bakhtin, 1993). 

Bakhtin's theory bridges the development of the testimonial and the self. Theory, 

as he called an excess of seeing, explains that what one sees looking at an individual and 

what that individual sees of him/herself are not the same. Each individual sees and 

understands differently at a given place or moment. This vision produces new kinds of 

knowledge and insights. This is a process of self-evaluation, Bakhtin calls objectification. 

He explains that in order to actualize the consciousness and express ourselves we make 

ourselves an object for another to view which is the first step in objectification (Bakhtin, 

1993). Theory, in this sense, should help us to understand ourselves and the process of 

communication so that we become better able to hear what others are saying, to identify 

difference and find common ground and to act more wisely on behalf of peace and 

justice. 
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Rigoberta Menchu was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1992 for her sacrificing 

activism on behalf of indigenous Guatemalans. At this time, she was considered an 

illiterate Quiche peasant woman who worked as a household servant in order to earn a 

living. This situation brought worldwide attention to the indigenous people of the 

Americas and in particular, to their life and death struggle in Guatemala. In the 1960s and 

1970s, Menchu grew up in the dire poverty, enduring backbreaking plantation labor, 

virulent racism and horrific military violence that condition the lives of indigenous 

Guatemalans. Despite unrelenting repression, the modem-day descendants of the Maya 

have strategically adapted and maintained their languages, traditions and communities. 

Menchu's compelling book, Me Llamo Rigoberta Menchu y Asi Me Nacio La 

Consciencia (My Name is Rigoberta Menchu And This Is How My 

Conscience/Consciousness Was Born) won the prestigious Casa de Las Americas Prize as 

the outstanding testimonial work of 1983. 

Menchu herself did not read or write at the time her testimony was recorded, 

transcribed and translated. Menchu depended on Elisabeth Burgos-DeBray who 

interviewed her in Paris, France to organize and edit her story. Her initial story was 

written in Spanish and Menchu was read the manuscript so that she could make changes 

as needed. Ann Wright then translated the English version of her story. Thus, the story of 

Rigoberta Menchu, in her own words, is several interpretations removed from the source. 

Nonetheless, through the oral narrative of an illiterate Guatemalan servant girl mediated 

by the form in which it comes, the oppression of Guatemalan Maya people has received 

increased intemational recognition, not only through the award of the Nobel Peace Prize 
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to Rigoberta Menchu, but through the telling of Menchu's story. Menchu's book has 

achieved broad recognition and its publication has been a remarkable success. (I don't 

suggest that the narratives in this dissertation will gain public recognition; my point is 

how powerful the autobiographical narrative is as a tool to raise consciousness and 

awareness of an issue: to illuminate the subject.) 

Although storytelling is generally considered to be an oral tradition, many cultural 

workers engage in a written form of storytelling to let the voices of their concern rise. 

bell hooks combines a written form of personal and imaginative narrative in what she 

considers a "healing theory." hooks believes that the words that she writes express an 

emotion and possess the power to heal the wounds of racism, sexism, and unequal power 

relations. 

In Teaching to Transgress: Education as the Practice of Freedom, hooks (1994) 

writes about the process of putting into practice the kind of democratic education that 

liberates and transgresses against racial, sexual, and class boundaries; an education she 

envisions as the practice of freedom. The impact of her words is, as she puts it, a 

transgression, an empowering of self (hooks, 1997). 

To make the point of linking theory to practice. Teaching to Transgress offers 

valuable insight into bell hooks herself. In determined fashion, she inserts herself into the 

prose, writes from her own frame of reference, speaking her voice from her point of 

departure in what she calls the healing combination of theory united with the concepts of 

lived experience. It is this combination, hooks believes, that is truly a libratory 

knowledge and the practice of freedom. As much as differences divide, healing through 
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critical reflection and understanding promote wholeness (hooks, 1997). This is what 1 had 

in mind in writing this dissertation. 

In Teaching to Transgress, hooks (1994) writes: "Personal testimony, personal 

experience, is such fertile ground for the production of libratory feminist theory We 

engage in a critical process of theorizing that enables and empowers" (p. 70). "Hence, 

any theory that cannot be shared in everyday conversation cannot be used to educate the 

public" (p. 64). Therefore, "my decisions about writing style, about not using 

conventional academic formats, are political decisions motivated by the desire to be 

inclusive, to reach as many readers as possible in as many different locations" (p. 71). 

This was reassuring to me as I wrote; 1 grappled with the language with which to tell the 

story of the youth in my study. 

Critical race theorist Richard Delgado (1995) tells mostly outsider stories. They 

help us imagine the outside in America, a place where some have never been and some 

have always been; asking hard questions, the bedeviling questions without answers, 

questions about what it means to be outside, what it means to be inside and what it means 

to be in-between in America. The Rodrigo Chronicles (1995) is a book about the story of 

different races of peoples confronting each other on the different paths of American 

contemporary life that share a lived experience. Delgado (1995) argues that the use of 

stories can be helpful in the struggle for racial reform because it shatters complacency 

and challenges the status quo. Narrative structure shapes what we see and believe. 

Ultimately, our lives are the stories we are responsible for telling, the diaries of a past 
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make stories a part of our lives, to give our lives richness and depth, which only stories 

can provide (Delgado, 1995). 

"Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process. When people tell stories, 

they select details of their experience from their stream of consciousness" (Seidman, 

1998, p.l). Themes that emerge from the stories enable us to chart an ethnohistorical 

analysis, contextualizing "linkages between the social, political, historical, economic and 

cultural and the individual behavioral responses to such events, the interactional patterns, 

participant structures, and sociolinguistic usages of a single event" (Trueba, 1990, p. 

131). 

Since ancestral times, indigenous custom long supports an oral tradition through 

which the people have sustained a creative imagination to resist and subvert oppressive 

social, political change. Spoken words were contractual. Indigenous culture has a rich 

folklore and storytelling history that bears evidence of subversive tactics while allowing 

for a formula for success. Patricia G&idara (1995), an educational researcher from 

northern California, found that this oral tradition provides a strategy for success among 

Mexican Americans. She studied successful Mexican Americans that came from poor, 

large families, speaking mostly Spanish in the home. Gandara found that their immigrant 

parents told them stories of a lost glory in Mexico, of land and riches the families 

possessed but were dispossessed of through no fault of their own. In a sense these family 

stories construct part of the families" cultural capital. 

Ciandara described the recounting of family myths or stories, especially those 

describing their families' migratory experience. Many of these stories recounted histories 
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of lost glory, like a golden past, which they were determined to recover. The researcher 

suggested that some kind of myth might play a role in social mobility. Whether the 

family stories are true is probably less important than the fact that they were so salient, 

inasmuch as they represented a part of the subjects' perception of themselves and their 

families. The telling of family stories appears to be a method of inspiring hope in their 

children. These parents conveyed the message that the current impoverished 

circumstances in which they lived were not necessarily ones in which they need remain. 

By telling of a distant, more glorious past, the children could envision a different world. 

Gandara refers to this as the "culture of possibility" (Gmdara, 1995). 

Similarly, in a study with a Hmong community in California, Henry Trueba et al. 

(1990) wrote about the importance of folklore in motivating a positive response to 

adversity. 

The folktales, songs and historical accounts celebrating the virtues and 
heroic deeds of Hmong ancestors, the love of the family and loyalty to 
one's own kin. have for centuries helped the Hmong maintain a strong 
collective identity formed by loyal and strong people. Folklore continues 
to be the cement that articulated a deep religious belief system with the 
motivation to face the hardships of day-to-day life" (p. xiii). 

Gandara advances the theory that these stories of lost glory instill a motivation for 

achievement in the children of Mexican immigrants, while the Hmong oral folklore 

shapes the Hmong's response to adversity. 

The experience of ethnic minority groups in the United States is one of persecution, 

some gain and advancement, retrenchment and resiliency. Cultures and languages have 

survived and in some cases thrived amid the most horrific circumstances. The stories give 
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rise to hope (Delgado, 1995). It is with this in mind that I chose to focus on a qualitative 

study rooted in narrative and testimony. 

Pilot Study 

A pilot study that I conducted in the fall semester 1998 indicated that qualitative 

methods revealed a more intimate portrait of the sociopolitical environment surrounding 

educational reforms enacted upon and within the lives of individuals. The personal stories 

of the participants prompted an engaging discussion by which to analyze the effects of 

educational reform on the life chances of immigrant (minoritized) schoolchildren. The 

study looked at the comparative relationship between the second-generation schooling 

patterns of Hmong (Southeast Asian refugees) and Mexican immigrant children in a 

public school located in northeastern California. The research investigated how racist 

language gets constructed in the public discourse resulting in social policy legislation. 

Specifically, the study reviewed restrictionist legislation passed in California: Proposition 

187 (1994), an anti-immigrant measure; Proposition 209 (1996), which eliminated 

affirmative action policies in public institutions; and Proposition 227 (1998), designed to 

end bilingual education in California public schools. 

The study considered more recent research in immigration theory that described a 

segmented immigration pattern, the relationship to language and culture in education, 

which resulted in structured opportunities for immigrants. Importantly, I detailed creative 

responses to restrictionist legislation using what that I called "unintended consequences." 

The unintended consequences provide for a positive outcome of negative actions. An 

important aspect of this pilot study was the informative narrative describing the impact of 
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social policy legislation on people's lives as they coped with changing social and political 

dynamics. This pilot study utilized qualitative research methods that proved insightful to 

better understand how these policies affect the social climate. Later in the spring of 1999, 

I was invited to present my paper, ""Sticks and Stones May Break My Bones, but Words 

Can Injure for a Lifetime': Restrictionist Social Policy and Immigrants Varying 

Responses A Comparative Look at Second Generation Hmong and Mexican Immigrant 

Schoolchildren in Rural Northeastern California," at the 1999 Annual Conference of the 

Society for Applied Anthropology. 

After careful analysis, this pilot study informed me in the significant aspects of 

qualitative research methods. First, it informed me of the powerful testimony within the 

interview process. Secondly. I realized that I had to narrow my research questions. The 

idea of advancing a theory that deals with the sociopolitical, sociohistorical frame of 

reference on the everyday lived experiences of individuals is a daunting task in and of 

itself; coupled with the interview process, the project was altogether unwieldy. However, 

the pilot study afforded me valuable experience in aspects of becoming a better 

qualitative researcher. 

Research Setting 

The current study took place on the campus of an alternative school, which I call 

Mariposa High School, chartered to educate students "at-risk'' of not graduating from 

high school. The school is located in a major metropolitan city in the southwestern 

United States. The United States in general has experienced great demographic change 

due to immigration patterns, but more so in the southwestern border states. I recall one of 
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my former students telling classmates that the most dominant green landscape dotting the 

desert of the Southwest are the numerous Border Patrol vehicles (painted a forest green 

color). 

The area where the school is located is known as a major immigrant destination 

due to ongoing labor needs. The school is part of a corporate-based education business. 

The Education Corporation seeks to establish schools where a large number of de-

motivated, disenfranchised youth reside. The Education Corporation caters to potential 

dropout youth or those young people who may have already stopped out of school. 

Mariposa High School is located in an area designated a triangle of drugs, crime 

and poverty. To complicate matters, it is a transient area, where a large number of 

immigrants line the pavement competing for day labor. On any given day, in the early 

morning hovirs until the aftemoon, workers line the streets, congregate in the parking lots 

and huddle on street corners in the hopes of securing work for the day. 

The problem was so intense that the city established a pilot day labor building in 

the neighborhood in an attempt to solve the problem. Such day labor buildings have been 

set up in other large metropolitan cities with some success. However, the day labor 

buildings are not without controversy. A neighboring city decided not to implement their 

pilot day labor center due to community outrage. The day labor centers are controversial 

because of competing philosophies. One line of thought is that if people are breaking the 

law by entering illegally into the United States, the city should not accommodate their 

needs by establishing a safe place for them to secure employment on a daily basis. The 

other side of the controversy is more of a pragmatic, humanistic ideology. Regardless of 
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status, these people are here, causing potential havoc on the roadways, potentially 

hindering businesses to conduct their ordinary affairs, and opening up a cross-section of 

community members to potential dangerous situations. By establishing a center, the 

workers can wait in a safe place, where they can be picked up in a safe manner, thus 

protecting the workers, their employers, and the community at-large. According to The 

Arizona Republic (2004 March 3) more women than men have utilized the day labor 

center. The results of the center are still under question. One unintended consequence of 

this day labor center is that the burgeoning population of immigrant workers has spread 

out farther into new neighborhoods in an effort to put distance between themselves and 

the center. Some of the immigrants do not trust the confidential nature of the center. 

Some fear that using the center makes them easy targets for Immigration and 

Naturalization Service (INS) officials. Therefore, while the area aroimd the Day Labor 

Center is still a congregating point, immigrants looking for work have established new 

venues exacerbating the problem. 

Additionally, the area surrounding Mariposa High School is home to several 

district schools known to underserve their large population of Spanish-speaking students. 

This past year, the League of Latin-American Citizens (LIJLAC), a national civil rights 

organization, tiled a lawsuit against a local school district in the area directly surrounding 

Mariposa High School. Mariposa High School is not part of that particular school district. 

The school is located in a mixed industrial, commercial and residential area. The school 

is sandwiched between a run-down bingo hall, vacant lots, an emissions business, poorly 

maintained apartment buildings and strip malls. 
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The Mariposa High School facility is a newer building. Previously, the building 

was a neighborhood skating rink. The Education Corporation bought the property, tore 

down the skating rink and built a school in its place. The school opened its doors in 

October 1999 with less than a hundred students. In 2004, the school enrolled 

approximately 500 students. A large portion (46 percent) of the student body is Hispanic. 

Thirty-three percent of students cite Spanish as their home language. Forty-four of the 

students qualify for Title I funding. The school is just about equally separated in gender 

distribution with a male population of a little over half (52 percent). 

Methods of Data Collection and Selection of Participants 

A questionnaire was distributed to Mariposa High students and/or recent graduates 

of Mariposa High School for a total 50 completed questionnaires. Collection of research 

data occurred during the spring of 2003. From this participant pool, three youth were 

selected for in-depth interviews. Selection criteria are discussed later in this chapter. 

To capture the essence of these youth's experiences, ethnographic research 

methods are especially salient, for as Henry Trueba (1990) believes: 

Ethnographic methods place us face-to-face with the interpretation of 
behavior in cross-cultural settings. As applied to learning settings, the 
validity of ethnographic research requires us to establish linkages 
between social and cultural macro-structures and the specific behaviors 
under study" (Trueba, 1990, p. 128). 

Trueba writes that: 

In order to arrive at the appropriate interpretation of people's cultures 
(linguistic) symbols, one must first identify the broader culturally-
patterned social structures in which specific behaviors are observed and 
recorded (by means of projective techniques or through traditional 
ethnographic methods" (Trueba, 1990. p. 128). 
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Using this approach, I conducted "in-depth semi-structured or loosely structured forms of 

interviewing" (Mason, 1996, p. 38). I think of these interviews as "conversations with a 

purpose" (Mason, 1996, p. 38). The initial interviews represented a cross-section of 

students, male and female, coming from both the urban and rural settings and being from 

the second and third generation of their family emigrating from Mexico to the United 

States. At first, I purposely selected individuals according to their qualifying 

characteristics such as female, immigrant Mexican student; black, urban, male student; 

female or male Native American raised on an Indian reservation; or male, second or third 

generation of Mexican-American family background to immigrate to the United States. 

However, I experienced great difficulty in completing these interviews. I would call these 

students and set up an appointment, and many times the participants did not make the 

scheduled appointment. Other times, I would talk to them personally to gauge their 

interest level. On these occasions, the subjects would be overly enthusiastic, agree to the 

appointment and still not attend. 

This was by far the most frustrating part of the process for me. I was disappointed 

that the appointments fell through not only because of the research itself, but also because 

of the implications for the youth. The youth that I contacted were either students of the 

school or former students. Many were graduates. I pondered the reasons for their inability 

to meet scheduled appointments. I wondered about their apparent cavalier attitude 

towards the research. This matter deeply concerned me. As I discussed this with my 

advisor, she also wondered about the implications. We decided that this might be an area 

for further research. At any rate. I was not able to continue with any female participants 
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in the interviewing process. Something always seemed to preclude the female youth from 

following through on a second interview. 

For these reasons, I narrowed the follow-up interviews to three males representing 

Mexican, African-American and Native American backgrounds. I realize that an all-male 

sample is not representative of the sample population. At Mariposa High School, 47 

percent of the student population is female. And, the young female students present a 

ditlerent set of circumstances and experiences. Many of the school's young women are 

pregnant teens; many already have one or more children. Being female brings an entirely 

different perspective to the world of schooling and its social and economic influences. 

The lack of the female voice is the greatest limitation to the study. 

Developing these interviews, I adhered to a process Seidman refers to as "in-depth, 

phenomenological based interviewing. The method combines life-history interviewing 

and focused, in-depth interviewing informed by assumptions drawn from 

phenomenology" (Seidman, 1998, p. 9). According to Seidman, 

In this approach interviewers use, primarily, open-ended questions in the 
interviewing process. Their major task is to build upon and explore their 
participants' responses to those questions. The goal is to have the 
participant reconstruct his or her experience within the topic under study" 
(p. 9). 

As much as possible, I followed the "three interview series" to which Seidman refers. 

"The first establishes the context of the participants' experience. The second allows 

participants to reconstruct the details of their experience within the context in which it 

occurs. And the third encourages the participants to reflect on the meaning their 

experience holds for them" (Seidman, 1998, pp 10, 11). 1 used a 90-minute format for my 
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interviews. Seidman says "that as a method of inquiry, interviewing is most consistent 

with people's ability to make meaning through language" (1998, p. 7). 

In this manner, I generated (to use Mason's [ 1996] term) nine 90-minute length 

audiotapes and field notes from interviews. Mason (1996, p. 35) suggests using "the term 

generating rather than, for example, collecting data." This term is compatible with my 

experience for each interview/observation yields more information that sparks new 

questions and modes of inquiry. 

Also, I took photos with a 35 mm camera. Victoria Muhoz (1995) conducted a 

qualitative study of Latino youth from different regions of Puerto Rico using 

documentary photographs as a way of knowing. She writes. 

They (photographs) are direct representation of a body that houses the 
mind, spirit, and emotions that gives rise to voice. To balance "abstracted 
generalized representations of reality," analj^ical categories, and emergent 
themes, photographs give direct versions of a face, body, and hand: They 
bear a steady witness (1995. p. 62). 

In addition to interviewing, 1 utilized another method of participant observation. 

Mason (1996) says that "In fact you are quite likely to want to build up an analysis using 

data derived from different sources, and generated using different methods" (p. 25). 

Wolcott (1988) describes three different participant-observer styles: the active 

participant, the privileged observer, and the limited observer. He describes the limited 

observer as one, who observes, asks questions, and builds trust over time (p. 194). As a 

teacher at the school site, 1 had the opportunity to observe some of these students over the 

course of a few years. This researcher role of an active participant in the research setting 

enabled me to gain a certain reprociiy with the youth in the study. In the fall of 1996,1 
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took a field study research methods class with Professor Luis Moll. In this class, he 

stressed the importance of "confianza" which is a Spanish term for trust. The dictionary 

translation for confianza is confidence; self-confidence, self-assurance; familiarity; or de 

confianza meaning reliable. In fieldwork, a translation of confianza means gaining 

confidence or being a confidant, loosely translated as possessing trust, an act of 

entrusting your story to someone else. Moll underscored the necessity of an interpersonal 

trust required for social exchange. He taught us confianza is of vital importance to the 

researcher. The trust bond between the researcher and the participant must be a solid 

bond, a wholesome relationship, and a complete trusting environment in order to achieve 

validity of the results. 

As a researcher who was also a participant and observer in this study, the data I 

collected and analyzed were sorted through my lens as a teacher-researcher. I 

acknowledged this from the beginning of the research and remained aware of the impact 

this researcher role had on the data. My ideas evolved throughout the study as to how I 

was impacting the data- how I was continually learning and developing from what 1 

discovered from my participants. During this study I filled the role of researcher, teacher, 

student and observer, all roles that were influenced in different ways by the participants. 

Researcher Background 

My own life history played a major role in this study. From the initial conception 

of this dissertation topic, my background and beliefs guided my research. Thus, it is 

imperative to share my own narrative as an important part of this study. 
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In my youth, I, like many young people today, was conflicted about education, 

issues of identity, my role in society, family expectations and dealing with a patriarchal 

structure. I was raised in a rural farming community, the oldest daughter in a large 

Mexican-American family. It seemed that I would follow in my mother's footsteps. She 

became pregnant at 16, married my father and dropped out of high school. Many years 

later, she went back to school in an adult education program and graduated from high 

school. She was 32 and I was 14. At the end of my junior year in high school, I became 

pregnant. I was 17.1 married at the beginning of my senior year. Somehow, despite 

district policy that pregnant teens were not allowed to attend school, I graduated in June 

with my three-month-old daughter in the audience. 

Although 1 married my high school sweetheart, the marriage did not last. By 19,1 

was divorced and raising a young child by myself with the help of my family. As a single 

parent for the next 17 years, my daughter and I experienced many tumultuous times. 

Often, the stress of life was too much and my daughter opted out of education. She 

became a chronic truant, doing drugs and hanging out. She was suspended from middle 

school for smoking on school grounds. She was disciplined several times for fighting. 

She was finally e.xpelled from traditional high school for cussing out the school 

counselor. In a final desperate act to save her education, I enrolled her in an alternative 

high school. She graduated from high school in 1992 and has gone on to achieve success 

beyond my imagination. 

Entering this study, I realized I had a lot in common with my participants, but 

quickly realized my differences from them as well. Youth today are growing up in a very 
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different sociopolitical climate. They are growing up in the "information age" where the 

tensions of inequality strain social relations and define opportunities. Today's youth 

experience race, class and gender in a way that older generations cannot fathom. Through 

my role as teacher-researcher, I was able to develop a new sense of perspective and 

distance myself from the commonalties of any experience that I thought I shared with 

them. 

My role as a teacher in the school began in April 2000. Several of the students who 

participated in the study were former students of mine. Many were not. However, 

whether they were my students or not, all participants were familiar with me as a teacher 

in the school. Even if they had no interactions with me, they knew that I taught at the 

school. They had seen me, maybe supervising the hallways, the break area, or with other 

students. 1 cannot separate myself from the participant-observer role in this study. 

Margaret Ely et al. (1995) describe this participatory research process as sharing a 

way of research life—a way of life—that sweeps us along in continuous circles within 

circles of action, reflections, feelings, and meaning-making (p. 7). In this vein, Ely et al. 

describe the classic participant observation process as the interweaving of looking and 

listening, watching and asking. 

Mason (1996) further delineates '"participant observation as "methods of generating 

data which involve the researcher immersing herself or himself in a research setting, and 

systematically observing dimensions of that setting, interactions, relationships, actions, 

events and so on, within it" (p. 60). In these situations, 1 have immersed myself in the 

setting as participating while observing, not an easy task, for as Mason points out, "If you 
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are intending to enter a setting, situation or interaction, to carry out some form of 

observation, then you will need to prepare yourself not just for the process and technique 

of observation, but also for social interaction. You will be variously involved in 

observing, participating, interrogating, listening, communicating, as well as a range of 

other forms of being, doing and thinking" (p. 63). It is important to pay attention to the 

details of the communication with participants from the beginning of the interview 

relationship. 

I used "purposeful sampling" in selecting my participants (Seidman, 1998, pp. 41-

42). In this case, I was concerned about the participants' age, which determined who I 

would interview. As Seidman (1998) suggests, "Telephoning is often a necessary first 

step in making contacf (p. 37). I called the students that I wanted to interview to set up 

an appointment. Seidman (1998) notes, "Scheduling visits takes time, money and 

logistical considerations'" (p. 37). My interview appointment process required much time 

and patience as 1 discuss later in this chapter. (Seidman, 1998). During the interview-

process, I practiced a procedure called active listening. This type of active listening 

requires concentration and focus beyond that we usually do in everyday life (Seidman, 

1998, p. 57). 

The third method I utilized was a questionnaire (see Appendix B). I developed this 

anonymous questionnaire to gather information related to my research questions. These 

general questions inquired about the participants' background, schooling experiences, 

and perceptions of schooling. The questionnaire asked students to be specific as to their 

ideas of teaching and learning, differences between traditional schools and alternative 
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schools, how many schools they had attended, and any relevant positive and negative 

experiences at these schools. I developed a general demographic profile, also anonymous, 

to ensure a representative sampling across a cross-section of gender, social and economic 

backgrounds. 

Informed Consent 

During the fall of 2002,1 approached school leaders about conducting my research 

at the school site. I talked to the principal of the school and subsequently to the chief 

executive officer of the corporation that manages the school's operations. I had several 

meetings with both men to discuss the nature of my study, the reasoning for looking at 

this particular school site, the rationale for student selection and procedural matters. As 

we worked out the ideas, everyone agreed to the project. Consequently, school leaders 

signed and dated a consent form for the university's human subject review board and the 

process was set in motion. 

Recruitment of Participants 

In the spring of 2003,1 developed a general flyer to recruit participants, which I 

posted at the school with the school leader's permission. I posted an announcement of my 

research on a bulletin board outside the front administrative office, where general notices 

are posted. This bulletin board is a general announcement area for jobs, work-study 

opportunities, military recruitment brochures and posters, community announcements and 

school information. 1 also posted a few flyers around the hallways in targeted areas. I 

visited specific classrooms, such as the sheltered English immersion, sociology, history, 

computer, and art classes to make a personal plea for participants. 1 announced that I had 
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arranged to administer the questionnaire in my classroom on a specific date and time. I 

had two such dates. Participants were given the choice of which session to attend. 

At this juncture, I must make a note about the school schedule. Students attend 

class Monday through Thursday for academic .subjects to earn credit toward graduation. 

Classes are two hours and twenty minute sessions. Fridays are designated as study-skills 

and make-up days that provide students a chance to make up the time and assignments 

that they missed in the case they were absent during the week. This accommodates the 

state standards for "seat-time" in class, and gives students a chance to make up missing 

assignments. Some students have an independent study course on Fridays, which means 

that they must attend two hours of one-on-one instruction with the teacher of that course. 

Several student clubs and committees also meet on Fridays. Thus, the questionnaire was 

scheduled on two subsequent Friday mornings, from 8:00 until 10:00 a.m. and 10:00 a.m. 

to 12 noon. The questionnaire took approximately 20 to 40 minutes to complete. Students 

who took time from their study skills period were allowed to retain their full "seat-time." 

In this manner, 1 was able to complete 35 questioimaires. 

To derive a minimum of 50 completed questionnaires, whenever a graduate of the 

school came by to drop in on me, I asked for their voluntary participation. Most were 

happy to complete the survey and a few students felt strongly enough about their 

experiences that they wrote an additional essay apart from the questionnaire form. 

Although these additional comments could not be recorded with the questionnaire data, I 

typed them up and used these comments as additional data sources. On a few occasions, 

s t u d e n t s  r e q u e s t e d  t o  t a k e  t h e  s u r v e y  h o m e  t o  c o m p l e t e  a n d  r e t u r n  t o  t h e m  t o  m e  l a t e r .  I  
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found this was not effective. The return rate was low. I would have to call the student's 

home and remind him or her over and over again to return the completed questionnaire. If 

I saw these students on campus, I would repeatedly remind them. Sometimes, they would 

stop by my classroom when they had a moment and fill it out. 

While collecting data from the questionnaire. I started the series of interviews. This 

was both the most frustrating and rewarding part of the research process. It was very 

difficult to get students to adhere to their commhments. It took several months and 

unfailing effort on my part to complete the interviews. The student population at 

Mariposa High School is transitory, with students coming and going all the time; 

although the intention and desire to participate in the study was present, the reality 

presented itself as "hit and miss." When I connected with students, it was very productive 

and fruitful, but oftentimes, it was a missed opportimity. I wondered about this, and since 

all of the students that 1 interviewed were graduates of the school, it puzzled me more. I 

began to reflect on the nature of their schooling, on the level of their preparation. 

Most of the time, the participants came to me. On a few occasions, 1 traveled to 

other areas of the city to personally interview them. These interviews ranged from one 

hour to two hours in length. One interviewee shadowed me for a week, coming to the 

school everyday for an hour or two. In the interviews, I focused first on life history using 

the interview strategy referred to by Seidman (1998). In this segment of the interview, I 

tried to put the participants' experiences in socio-historical and socio-political context by 

asking them about their early lives. 1 asked questions about their childhood, their 

relationships with family members, school, friends, community, and work. I asked 
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questions about language use and in what specific context language was used. Toward the 

end of the interview, I asked questions about the participant's understanding of his or her 

experience. I wanted them to reflect on the meaning of their experience. I asked them 

specifically about stories. "Telling stories is essentially a meaning-making process. When 

people tell stories, they select details of their experience from their stream of 

consciousness" (Seidman, 1998, p. 1). 

I found this to be the most difficult part of the interviewing process. Many of the 

participants felt uncomfortable with trying to express any meaning attached to their 

experience. They had the attitude of "that's just the way things were." They were hesitant 

to say how they really felt about their experience in case it might seem complaining or 

negative. They were interested in telling the stories, yet in a romanticized sense or in 

what seemed to be an emotional detachment. In teaching English, this type of detachment 

is considered a "journalistic style." For example, novelist Elie Wiesel (1960) survived the 

horrific concentration camps of the Holocaust. His autobiographical narrative, Night, is 

written in journalistic style, bell hooks (1997) wrote that she moves between the first and 

third person in autobiographical work to accomplish this detachment. The third person 

point of view allows her some distance to separate fi-om the pain of telling her story. 

At the beginning of the study, I conducted interviews with six students 

individually. I interviewed two female students who had migrated from Mexico, started 

their schooling in the United States in English-as-a-second-language classes, transferred 

into mainstream courses and graduated. Both young women were raising children with 

the help of their families. I wanted the voices of these women to be reflected in my 
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research. I met with them, and was able to complete the first interview. However, 

scheduling of the second interview for both of these women was not possible. I 

repeatedly reminded them. I telephoned them at work. 1 telephoned them at home. I 

grabbed them any time they visited the school. We made appointments. They never 

showed. One of the women was hired to work at the school a professional position in the 

front office, largely due to my recommendation to the principal, a position she holds to 

this day. Even she was not able to follow through on a second interview. I approached 

two other female graduates, again to hear the perspective of a female immigrant student 

raising children on her own in the United States, and another young women of mixed 

Navajo and Mexican heritage, expecting her first child. These contacts were not able to 

participate in the research. 

I interviewed another young man who was raised in New York and living in the 

Southwest. At the time of the study, we met for over an hour and 1 listened, captivated by 

his story. In the first interview of his focused life history, he fascinated me with his 

details of courage, resiliency and danger. But he was quickly overwhelmed by the 

circumstances of his life and a second interview was not possible. 

Therefore, of these six students, I was able to make return trips to three of them, 

narrowing down my interview pool to three individuals. However, the act of interviewing 

a person, even one time, left a lasting impression and created a bond between us. 

Interviewing is both a research methodology and a social relationship that 
must be nurtured, sustained, and then ended gracefully. Each interviewing 
relationship is individually crafted. It is a reflection of the personalities of 
the participant and the interviewer and the ways they interact. The 
relationship is also a reflection of the purpose, structure, and method of the 
in-depth interview" (Seidman, 1998, p. 72). 
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I  had to keep Seidman's advice in mind as I  completed the interviewing process. I 

struggled to maintain objectivity in my role as a researcher, but the truth is that I gained 

an admiration for these students, the resiliency they demonstrated and a genuine empathy 

for the conditions of their lives. I felt sad for my profession, and what these students 

indicated they had suffered in school. 

Field Notes 

All interview sessions were tape-recorded, as I wanted to ensure that I was able to 

be an active participant in the conversation. I didn't want the participants to feel as 

though they were study subjects as much as I wanted them to feel comfortable talking to 

me in a more relaxed conversational tone. I wanted to maintain as much eye contact as 

possible. However, as I conducted the interviews with study participants, I was able to 

write field notes. I observed closely the youth's faces, their reactions, their comfort or 

discomfort while speaking. I took notice of their apparel, the styling of their hair, the way 

that they sat in the chair. I noticed their surroundings. I took note of small, 

inconsequential details in order to capture the essence of their speaking, their presence, 

and their character. All these things helped me to uncover the hidden, the reserved, to 

delve below the surface of the situation. 

Participant Observation 

Since April 17, 2000,1 have worked at this school site. Although it was not my first 

experience with an alternative school setting, it certainly was the most intimate. I was 

hired to teach English and help develop the ESL program. The school was in its infancy, 

just having opened its doors the previous October. 
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The building was a renovated skating rink-tumed-school. I often wonder about the 

historical consciousness of tangible things such as buildings. Sometimes, I wonder if the 

skating activity that went on in this building is embedded in the historical consciousness, 

"the subjugated knowledges" of the students that attend the school. Does the energy of 

having fun, being physically active, being with family and friends, permeate the 

environment? Or is the rowdy presence because the majority of our students have 

attention deficit disorder? Often, their school behavior resembled the skating rink 

atmosphere more than an educational institution. Often, the energy was chaotic, with 

students clamoring for attention, some acting out negative fiustrations and others 

grappling to make sense of a new environment with new social conditions. The climate of 

school was frenzied at times, and remarkably peaceftil at others. Students were 

oppositional much of the time, and yet the same students almost pitifiilly yearned for 

acceptance at other times. It seemed such a confusing and overwhelming place. It was 

convoluted with all sorts of different energy. This is not something you can taste or 

touch, but certainly something you can feel. Everyone has their own issues to contend 

with: fi-om the administrators working in alternative public school setting with all the 

societal expectations and assumptions that the "label" carries, to the teachers trying to 

impart disciplined subject matter to a cohort of demotivated resistors, to the students, 

themselves many times the object of society's disdain. 

In this environment, I  carved out a refuge of literacy events for students to engage 

in an acceptance of their lived experiences. I started a school newspaper and developed 

and taught the journalism course for students to express their opinions in an educationally 
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accepted forum. I created and sponsored poetry workshops entitled Poetry Jam Sessions, 

and encouraged and took students to recite their poetry at neighborhood libraries. I 

initiated novel studies in the English curriculum, organized students in small literature 

circles to discuss various novels, and developed an annual "Book Talks" miniconference, 

where students participated in presenting literature of their own selection. I developed a 

yearbook curriculum and taught the class, and helped students publish school yearbooks 

two years in a row. I helped these same students produce a literary magazine. I supported 

and helped students send their submissions of poetry, short stories, and personal 

narratives for publication in Teen Ink and Chicken Soup for the Teenager's Soul, popular 

books for teens. I have been an active, integral participant in the creation of the school's 

social and academic culture. I arranged to take students on field trips two or three times a 

year. These field trips were to the theater or business settings where students were 

allowed one-on-one discussion time with the actors and/or professionals. 

This researcher role as combined participant observer enabled me to witness 

intimate details of the research setting. Mason (1996) describes this deep contextual 

analysis as "... .methods of generating data which involve the researcher immersing 

herself or himself in a research setting, and systematically observing dimensions of that 

setting, interactions, relationships, actions, events and so on, within it" (p. 60). This 

participant observer method allowed me greater insight into the data that was 

instrumental in the analysis of the research. 
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Data Analysis Strategies 

For analysis, I organized the data into themes. "A more conventional way of 

presenting interview data is to organize excerpts from the transcripts into categories. 

Then search for patterns and cormections among the excerpts within those categories and 

for connections between the various categories that might be called themes" (Seidman, 

1998, p. 99). The thematic analysis enabled me to review the "linkages between 

contextual information (social, political, historical, economic and cultural) and the 

individual behavioral phenomena recorded, such as the interactional patterns, participant 

structures, and sociolinguistic usages of a single evenf (Trueba, 1990, p. 131). 

Qualitative data presented here came from school and classroom observations, 

interviews with former students, a questionnaire, and documents describing relevant 

policies and programs. I utilized these methods as a means of allowing for a greater 

meaning-making process. McCarthy (1989) writes, "social action is constituted only in 

ordinary language communication" (p. 183). Furthermore, he states, 

"ethnomethodological inquiry consists of 'members' situated 'practices' that produce for 

themselves and for observers their sense of objective social structures" (p. 160). It was 

my hope to gain an understanding of how the everyday schooling experiences of 

minoritized youth contextualize for them their sense of how they view their schooling 

experiences. Storytelling is a vital practice in that dialogue to encourage understanding of 

representations of difference. Storytelling reflects the life stories of individuals who have 

lived labeling. The narrative discourse opens the culture of possibility. 
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While studying the data, I practiced an inductive form of data analysis. This 

analysis was ongoing throughout the collection of the data in order to generate ideas, 

themes, and consistent salient topics. Reoccurring themes percolated during analysis of 

the interviews, review of the questionnaire results, and participatory inquiry. These ideas 

assisted in formulating the emergent themes found in the physical and social worlds of 

students. 

I reviewed results from my prior pilot study, looking at key themes that had 

emerged during that research. This helped guide me in understanding and creating a 

process to best analyze my data sources. I looked for key words, phrases, and 

interpretations that guided me to examine the context of those words. Data analysis took 

place "simultaneously with data collection" (Merriam, 1998, p. 163), using the constant 

comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and analytic induction (LeCompte & 

Presissle, 1993). In this process, data is continually analyzed, categorized and compared. 

Several stages took place in the analysis process that finally led to the naming of the 

themes. Keeping my research questions foremost in my mind, I decided on four broad 

themes that related to the question of how and/or why minoritized students seek out 

alternative education settings, and secondly, themes that would suggest what their 

experiences are like at these school settings. Each theme involved a set of sub-themes or 

secondary themes that I included in the analysis discussed more fully in the next two 

chapters. 
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Theme 1: Social Conditions 

This theme is an overarching umbrella for those conditions that led the 

students to ahernative education. Students expressed a transition from negative 

school experiences in the more traditional public school system to more positive 

schooling experiences at the charter school. A sub-theme of this category details 

how students arrived at the charter school setting. The referral process of family 

and friends demonstrates the importance of social networks. 

Theme 2: School Climate 

The theme of school climate outlines categories of school structure 

including references to the schedule or earning credits and environment. The 

category of environment encompasses school size, atmosphere, positive student-

teacher interactions and the school's responsiveness to the students' perceived 

needs. A sub-theme that emerged 1 called students' perception of school. Most 

students like school. This is revealing considering almost all students enrolled in 

the charter school due to culminating negative school experiences. Two more sub-

themes are learning and social. 

Theme 3: Quality of Interactions 

Sub-themes under this category were determined to be: one-on-one, flexible 

schedule, smallness of school size or the number of students to teachers ratio. 

Other sub-themes in this category are: diversity of faculty and staff, student 

diversity, positive attention from teachers, and issue of safety. 



Theme 4: Lessons Learned 

In this category two sub-themes were designated: life skills and academics. 

Member Checking 

I conducted checks of the data throughout the dissertation process. I gave a 

copy of the transcribed interviews to each participant to read. I then called them to 

make sure they were comfortable with the tape transcriptions and gave each 

participant a chance to clarify information. I continually telephoned, emailed and 

checked face-to-face for accuracy with the members of my study. I made 

corrections and/or edited as necessary. 

Siunmary 

In this chapter, I highlighted the purpose of the study and detailed the 

research methodology. The chapter discussed the procedures and processes 

included in the qualitative design of this research. The following chapter will 

detail the results of the study, provide a candid view of the participants, and 

discuss the thematic analysis in detail. 



127 

CHAPTER 5 

QUESTIONNAIRE FINDINGS: FROM LAST CHANCE TO BEST CHANCE 

School is fun! 
Great school, great staff, caring teachers and the principal know me by name! 
I was kicked out of my first high school and enrolled here. Going to this school was a 
positive experience. At first 1 caused a lot of trouble but this school changed the direction 
of my life. 
(Anonymous student responses on the questionnaire) 

Stories such as these are the inspiration that I live for. As a teacher-researcher, 

knowing that I have made some positive difference in a student's life is what keeps me in 

the classroom. In my 25 years of professional employment in educational settings, I've 

seen many excellent teachers defect to the ranks of administration, to more financially 

rewarding business endeavors, or simply on to "greener pastures." But comments such as 

these are the one-liners that inspire me to trudge through yet another "fix-it" policy 

reform in American education. 

This dissertation is about students in alternative education settings. Research 

indicates that students arrive at alternative education settings largely due to culminating 

negative school experiences (Conley, 2002; Dunbar, Jr., 2001). Two questions guided 

this study: What are the social conditions that account for large numbers of minoritized 

youth seeking out alternative education settings, and secondly, how do these students fare 

in such settings? With these research questions in mind, 1 first disseminated a 

questionnaire to 50 students enrolled or previously enrolled in an alternative school-more 

specifically a charter school in the northeast section of a major metropolitan 
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Southwestern city. Of this population, three individuals were selected for more in-depth 

interviews relating to schooling. 

I begin this chapter with a demographic profile of all 50 participants, followed by 

an examination of responses to the 10 questions on the questionnaire. This provides a 

foundation for the following chapter, in which I narrate in-depth profiles of the three 

students selected for case study analysis. In Chapter 7,1 then weave the results of both 

the questionnaire and case study data into thematic analysis centering on four broad 

themes: 1) the social conditions that led students trom comprehensive high schools to 

alternative schools; 2) school and classroom climate factors including school size, 

atmosphere, and student-teacher interactions: 3) the impact of student-school relations on 

the students' perceptions of their success or failure in the educational system; and finally 

4) areas of preparation for life (life-skills) and academic preparation. As will be seen, 

these themes are prominent in the responses to the questionnaire. 

Demographic Profile of Questionnaire Respondents 

I distributed a questionnaire to 50 students representing a diverse group of U.S. 

youth. Sixty-two percent of those surveyed were 18 years of age. Twenty percent of the 

respondents were age 19, 12 percent were age 20 and six percent were older than 20 

years of age (see Figure 1 and 2). 
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Age Distribution 

I Age 18 19 20 21 22 23 

I Number 31 10 

Figure 1: Age Distribution of the population surveyed by age and number of responses. 
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Figure 2: Gender distribution of responses by number. 
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The population surveyed represented 60 percent males and 40 percent females 

Sixty-four percent of those surveyed were in their senior year at the time of the survey 

and 32 percent were recent graduates (see Figure 3). 

Grade Level 

Junior 

Senior 

Graduated 

20 30 40 

Graduated Senior Junior 

• Number 16 32 2 

I Number 

Figure 3: Grade levels of students as reported on the survey questionnaire. 

Race'VEthnicity of Questionnaire Respondents 

H Native American ® Asian American O African American O Latino/Hispanic 

• Wiiite/Caucasian 0 Other • Biracial 

Figure 4; Self-reported race and ethnicity of questionnaire responses. 

The ethnicity of respondents was reported as follows: 48 percent identified 

themselves as Hispanic/Latino while 10 percent defined their racial background as 

B lack/A frican-American, not Hispanic or Latino. Six percent of respondents marked 
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Native American, two percent Asian and 26 percent identified as White/Caucasian or 

Euro-American. Three students identified themselves as biracial: White and Native 

American mix and White and Puerto Rican mix. Four students identified themselves as 

"other" further designating Sicilian, Assyrian, and Syrian categories (see Figure 4). 

Most students lived in family households of three of more persons. Eighty-two 

percent of those students surveyed lived in a home of three or more persons, while 50 

percent of these households earned less than $35,000 a year. Thirty percent of the 

students cited a family income of $ 10,000 or less. The income spectrum spanned from 

less than $10,000 a year to $100,000 and above. But, these numbers in the higher income 

levels are small. Only one family cited an income over $100,000 in the survey. Only two 

families cited eamings of $65,000 to $100,000 at the time of this survey. Only two 

families earned between 45,000 and 50,000 thousand dollars a year. Forty-eight percent 

of the students' families reported earning less than 15,000 a year (see Figure 5). I did not 

ask parent's occupation. 

Household Size and Income Distribution 

B <$10,000 • <$15,000 O <$20,000 
10 
4 

0 <$30,000 
6 
2 

13 
3 5 

@<$50,000 

8 

• <$35,000 B <$40,000 
1 

• <$45,000 
9 
6 8 

• <$65,000 • <$100,000 H >$100,000 

Figure 5: Household size compared with income distribution as reported by Respondents. 
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Figure 6 depicts a large number of households living with limited income. The 

majority of the respondents indicate living in a household between three and six people 

on an annual income of $35,000 or less. The following two graphs desegregate this data. 

Income Level of Households 

>$100,000 

<$65,000 

<$45,000 

<$35,000 

<$20,000 

<$10,000 

0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 15 

Bl # of Respondents 

Figure 6: Income level as reported by the number of responses on the questioimaire. 

Household Size 

1 2 3 4 5 6 

• Household Size • # of Respondents 

Figure 7: Household size as reported by the number of responses on the questionnaire. 

These findings seemed to correlate with broader research findings. Researchers 

cite poverty as a precursor to enrolling in an alternative education program, suggesting 
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that "poor kids" are failed by the educational system (Dunbar, 2001). In addition to 

poverty, language minority schoolchildren find their way to the spaces of alternative 

education (Finn et al., 2000). 

Of the 50 students surveyed at Mariposa High School, 60 percent spoke a 

language other than English: 40 percent were Spanish-speakers (see Figure 8). 

Languages Spoken Other Than English 

25 -

20 -

15 -

10  -

Navajo 
Q .psaai 

Spanish Arabic Italian Sicilian French Armenian Assyrian Russian 

Number 

M Number 

Figure 8: Languages spoken at by students as reported on the questionnaire. 

Questionnaire Results 

Close examination of the responses to the questionnaire supports prevailing 

research on alternative education. However, some data pose contrary and surprising 

results. Research indicates that students arrive at alternative education settings largely 

due to culminating negative school experiences (Conley, 2002; Dunbar, 2001). Question 

number one provides evidence to support this claim. 

Question #1: How did you come to enroll in this school? 

As I scanned the data, it became clear that several categorizing areas could be designated. 

More specifically, students that arrived on campus due to: 

1) Targeted advertising. 
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2) The location of the school. 

3) Referrals from family or friends. Still others were referred to the school by other 

more traditional, comprehensive high schools. 

4) Scheduling considerations. A few students were attracted to the particular 

schedule or needed to earn school credits toward graduation. 

Reviewing the data, it appeared that virtually all of the students arrived at the school due 

to less than positive experiences in other, more traditional school settings. 

Of the population surveyed, 48 percent answered the question, "How did you 

come to enroll at this school?" by reporting that they were referred by family and friends. 

Why would family members and friends refer students to one school over another? Could 

we speculate that these students may have been unhappy at their schools of attendance? 

When adding the number of students referred by other schools, 56 percent of students 

stated that family, friends and other schools referred them to Mariposa High School. Why 

would other schools refer students to a chartcr school? Were they behind in credits? Were 

they troublesome? Were they in danger of not graduating by the state's age requirement? 

This seems to be reflected in the data. Additionally, the data show that 12 percent of 

students had formerly dropped out of school. Four percent specifically wrote that they 

had been ^'kicked out of school,'" while another 18 percent wrote that they disliked their 

other school and eight percent said that they were having problems. Thus, 42 percent of 

the respondents specifically mentioned severe problems with school. Adding the 56 

percent of referrals to those 42 percent of students that mentioned specific problems with 
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school, only two percent of students seemed to have enrolled in Mariposa High School 

for other reasons than negative school experiences. 

Five students mentioned needing to earn credits fast. Why would students fall 

behind on credits toward graduation? What accounts for a negative credit balance for 

students? It is common knowledge among school personnel that when students are truant, 

suspended or failing classes, they end up with a negative credit balance toward 

graduation requirements. 

Only one student of 50 mentioned school size and only one student mentioned the 

flexible schedule as reasons for enrolling at Mariposa High. Only one student saw an 

advertisement that brought him or her to the school. Seven students responding to 

question one said they had walked-by the location and came in to inquire about 

enrollment preceding their subsequent attendance. 

The data are clear that the majority of students attending this charter alternative 

school were unhappy with their fonner schooling experiences. This is .strongly suggestive 

that virtually all students in the sample arrived at Mariposa High School due to 

culminating negative schooling experiences. 

Question #2: What can you tell me about going to school here? 

The answers to this question were separated into the categories of school structure-

including references to the schedule or earning credits-and environment. The category of 

environment encompasses responses that have to do with school size, atmosphere, 

positive student-teacher interactions and what began to emerge in this section as school 

responsiveness to the students' perceived needs. Most students surveyed mentioned 
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social aspects of schooling. Twenty-four percent of students made direct comments about 

positive interaction with teachers. Thirty-four percent of students described the school as 

"gooJ," great" "the best school ever." Two students went so far as to exclaim, "/ love 

it!" These responses account for over half of the sample (58 percent). 

Students described school as "relaxing, fun, encouraging, comfortable, open, 

positive, and enjoyable." Two students said that it was ^'easier to concentrate on 

schoolwork. " Others said it 'felt good." Four students cited the ''one-on-one teacher-

student ratio" while eight students specifically documented a ''helping, caring staff." 

One student described "helpful teaching styles." 

Some students said that school was a place to leam ''interesting stuff, " and to 

"expandyour everyday life. " Most students mentioned the individual attention by faculty 

and staff, or name recognition. "The school has a great staff All the teachers are great at 

their work. They 're fun and they know how to catch your attention in class. I've actually 

enjoyed coming to school, because the teachers made it fun to learn, " wrote one student 

on the survey. "It's a very tight-knit school. It's an, everybody knows everybody, kind of 

school. The teachers know you by name and not just a number, " answered another 

student on the questionnaire. 

Four students specifically wrote how they had changed their ideas about school. 

" This school has really changed my mind about school, it is very personal and one-on-

one with the teacher and students. Everyone helps everyone out here. " Still another 

student commented. "I think this school has helped more than any other school I have 

been to. It also works around my schedule. " Comments like, "I loved it. it made going to 
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high school a lot easier for me. 1 honestly don't think I would have made it without this 

school," were more common than I expected. One student summed it up for me by 

writing: "Going to this school was a positive experience. At first, 1 caused a lot of 

trouble, hut this school changed the direction of my life. " 

Of the students surveyed, only 36 percent made reference to school structure in the 

sense of earning credits faster, the flexible schedule or the small school size. Even these 

comments relating to size, flexible schedule and earning credits faster were couched in 

positive terms. The data overwhelmingly demonstrate that if students feel comfortable, 

they will have a more positive experience that will reflect on their own perceptions of 

what they have learned. Several students called the school "a second home. " 

Question #3: What is school like for you? 

Eighty four percent of students responded with positive remarks in answering this 

question. Only about 20 percent of the respondents were negative in their comments. Five 

students said that they went from a negative experience to a more positive one. "Before I 

came here, 1 wasn't sure I wanted to continue, I got in fights all the time, I got bad 

grades, the whole nine yards!" Another student elaborated: 

School. I used to think that it was boring and that I wouldn't have any use 
for coming... that it was a waste of my time, but that's probably what every 
16 to 18-year-old thinks. Being a mom made me realize otherwise. I didn't 
want my son to say, 'but you didn't graduate.' 1 want to be as much 
motivation to my son as he is to me, not to mention all the fun memories 
you have to cherish forever! 

One student went so far as to say that school helped him or her to ""stay out of trouble. " 

The experience that document students' culminating negative schooling experiences 
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transforming to a more upbeat, positive note are reflected through these type of 

responses: ^''School used to be difficult. I couldn't stay focused, but at this school, I'm an 

honor roll student!" 

Twenty-two percent of the respondents cited school as "a learning experience", 

citing "^good teaching'^ and "unique teaching styles.'" One student described school as 

^^challenging" while some others said; "relaxing, interesting, routine, a slow process, 

boring, like a job, hard or easy, like school, better, or great. " Fourteen percent of the 

students described school as ''fun." Three students described school as ""professional " 

Again, students said school was like a ^'second home. " 

Question #4: What have you learned at this school? 

After reviewing the data in this section, I designated two thematic areas: life-skills 

and academics. In the life-skills area, terms like ̂ ^responsibility, trust" and general 

positive social skills emerged. One student answered; "I also learned when times get 

difficult, either at home or school, teachers, staff or a principal can take a huge lift off 

your back. " Another student wrote: "I learned how to cope with my anger. " Considering 

life-skills as positive human interactions that will serve students in their future either in 

advanced educational endeavors, the workplace, or just making a contribution to the 

development of good character or of a more positive citizenship, sixty-four responses can 

be organized into this category. 

Approximately 46 percent of the responses made a direct reference to the 

academic realm of .schooling, either in the form of curriculum or instmction. Mostly, the 

categories of life-skills and academics were uniquely intertwined for these students or as 
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one student put it: "I have learned many lessons ranging from moral to educational. " 

Another student said it like this: "I've learned how to pay attention more, and because of 

this I've learned a lot and I've took [sic] a lot more interest in things that I 've never 

cared about before." Other responses resounded this theme: "I've learned that not only 

are you here to learn, but you 're here for experience, love and life's choices. I've learned 

that others do and will help you in any subject or life experiences. " "I learned to respect 

other people, to also try my best to be successful and to never, never give up. " 

Many of the student responses compared learning much more at this charter 

alternative school than at traditional public schools. 

Question #5: What are your favorite subjects? 

Although the range of classes spanned the spectrum from A to Z, including art, 

computers, speech, yearbook, health, government, and physical education, most could be 

confined to the social sciences, language arts, and science and technology. Students cited 

not only history, English, or science, but specified detailed curriculum: American 

History, World War history, world history, biology, drama, reading, language and 

literature, or sociology. I categorized the subjects into social science (58 percent) science 

and technology (44 percent), art (24 percent) and language arts (62 percent). 

Interestingly, two students said that "every subject" was their favorite. Although most 

students cited history and/or English as their favorite class, I was surprised that 34 

percent of the students cited science as their favorite class and 11 students wrote math as 

their favorite class. 

Question #6: Do you like school? 



140 

An overwhelming 90 percent of the students responded with a resounding ''Yes!" 

Forty-five out of 50 surveys documented a "yes" answer, while only six surveys said no. 

Although only 50 surveys were collected, some students answered both yes and no, 

accounting for a total of 51 different responses, such as, "Yes, and no, because it takes a 

long time. " Or responses like this: "Another school, no, hut this school. Yes! " 

When pressed to explain their answers ("Please explain your answer whether it 

is yes or no"), 1 categorized students' responses into two areas: learning or social. If they 

made a reference to academics in any form, learning, or preparing for the future, I 

doc\imented this as learning. If they mentioned the social environmental aspects of 

schooling, I documented this as social. Fifty-four percent of the responses were on the 

side of learning environment. Only 10 responses wrote about the social aspect of 

schooling. Two students stated that school was like a ''family" or a "second home. " 

Recall that when asked, "What can you tell me about going to school here?" —the focus 

of survey question number 2—most students cited the social aspects of schooling. This 

leads me to believe that if students "like" school they learn more academically and are 

more likely to improve their skill preparation for life. This reference likening the school 

to a family is detailed further in the data garnered from question number seven. 

Question #7: Tell me the difference between this school and other public schools 

you've attended. 

The theme of school being like a family with more intimate relationships, I named 

quality of interactions. In order to account for all the varied responses, I organized the 

data into categories of one-on-one, flexible schedule, smallness of school size or the 
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numbers of students to teachers. Under the umbrella of the quality of interactions, several 

sub-themes emerged. These included the diversity of faculty and staff, as well as 

students; positive attention from teachers; or issues of safety. Eighty-six percent of 

responses fell in the category of positive quality of interactions. Fifteen students cited the 

''\smallness of the school size, " and 15 cited the ''""flexible schedule" Ten students cited 

one-on-one''' as a difference, but apart from these 10, nine students specifically cited the 

positive "attention from teachers. " One student explained it like this: 

The difference between this school and other public schools is that you 
have one-on-one communication with the teachers and staff You get to 
know everyone if you mingle and interact. The teachers have patience for 
almost everything and anyone in their rooms. Parents can also get 
involved with things that their kids might be doing. The Principal and 
Vice-Principal actually know the name of every student on campus and 
their parents. And they are involved more with the kids, because they take 
the time to get to know them, not to mention the flexible schedule. In 
public school, they don't have any of these possibilities, much less any 
principals knowing their students names by heart. 

Another student said, "This school gives you the attention and time you need, you feel 

like people want to help you. " Some students inferred that this caring environment 

intensified the learning process. Comments such as these: "In other schools, it was just 

another person who attends school or the knowledge that was given out was not being 

fully explained to you. Here you learn. Here you are loved. " As well, the following 

response demonstrates this point. "I have never attended school where the principal and 

many other teachers know everyone's name and genuinely care about them. This school 

offers lot of learning, the teachers take their time to teach great lessons and explain 

everything carefully and everyone here gets along great. " 
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One student cited all three categories in responding to question seven: "The 

difference is the population ofstaff and students. Another difference is the scheduling. 

The best one of all is how the school is like a close family." One of my favorite responses 

was; "a// the cops are brown." The data suggest that although Mariposa High School 

could be categorized as a small school, more important, as presented in chapter 3, is the 

positive quality of interactions between students, faculty and staff. This bears out in the 

responses to question eight, detailed next. 

Question #8; How do you explain these differences? 

Here only 19 students wrote about the school size, while 24 students talked about 

relationships, and only five cited the flexible schedule and possibility of earning credits in 

a faster manner. Students described the school as being responsive to their needs. One 

student wrote, "It helps people catch up in their studies;" another cited a specific 

example of the school responding to their needs: "The response of the staff was quick to 

help, ffthe class got too packed we got two teachers. " 

Question #9: What do your parents think of school? 

What about parent involvement? Often, research on minoritized student 

populations cites a lack of involvement of parents, or a mismatch between home and 

school expectations (Stent, Hazard and Rivlin, 1973; Lareau, 1989/1993; Valdes, 1996). 

This study indicates that just as students learn more in a comfortable setting, parents also 

become more involved in their child's school when they see their children experiencing 

success in school. 
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An overwhelming 86 percent of the population surveyed cited positive responses. 

Only eight responses could be deemed as negative, but more to the point of being neutral. 

Examples of neutral answers were: '^School is school." One response simply stated, 

''nothing^ Another related, "1 am not really sure."" These types of answers were included 

in the category of negative or neutral responses. An example of a response that contained 

both neutral and positive response is demonstrated by this response: "Not much both my 

parents are junior high drop outs. They love it that I graduated." 

More often than not, the teens revealed that parents were happy with their success 

in school, where ever that success was experienced. For example, one student wrote: "My 

parents did not like the idea of me attending a charter school, but were pleased with my 

grades and new willingness to learn. " Another student wrote: "They thank this school 

because if it wasn't for this school, I would not have graduated!" Still other students' 

answers reflect the notion of enhanced parental involvement as a direct result of the 

school. Comments such as these: "My mom is so proud of me, that I come to school and 

get good grades "They are just happy that 1 still attend school on a regular basis 

"They like it because I'm smarter now!"They think it's the best thing for me, they've 

seen a lot of changes in my schoolwork, thanks to this school", indicate parents' support 

for their child's education. The students' success in school seemed to promote more 

active parental involvement. ^'Because I had a caring principal, my parents were very 

involved with the school, " wrote one student. 

Another finding documented in this study is that, as a result of prior negative schooling 

experiences turned positive, parents supported the school in other ways as well. Parents 
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also developed a positive relationship with the school that their children talked about 

earlier in the survey results. "My parents are quite fond of this school. They respect the 

staff and the students and what is being delivered in this school " "My parents thought 

that the school was great. That's why my sister is enrolled now. They like that the 

teachers and principals have a one-on-one relationship with the kids. And that it has a 

flexible schedule. " One student commented: "They like this school better because my 

mother speaks Spanish and here there are people that speak Spanish, so my mother can 

speak to them and be more informed on what is going on in the school that is something 

other high schools don't have." 

Overwhelmingly the responses indicated that parents believed that education is 

vitally important to the success in their student's lives. Comments such as this were 

illustrative of this trend: "As of something I should complete, and that this could help me 

get a dependable job. " The three case study profiles also equated education with better 

employment. I asked one case study participant, Cortez, "What was the general 

impression of school held by your family?" He said: "that it was worth having. 'Cuz you 

can't go nowhere without an education. " Cortez continued, "Education. You can go 

nowhere without it, because employers look at it, colleges look at it, ever, no, you can't 

do nothing without it, period, unless you slinging. [Slinging is a term for selling drugs.] 

Slinging don't require nuttin. " 

Many questionnaire comments contained positive responses, but 10 students wrote 

the word "important" in their answers. "[Parents believe education is an] Important part 

in our lives. " "They think education is important. " It seems that when their students are 
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successful, parents transfer these positive feelings to the school setting. ''They like it, they 

think I'm doing a lot better now that I go here. " "My parents think that the school is very 

important for my learning and an excellent development. " "They think it's a mandatory 

learning experience. " "My parents think that school is a place to learn and they want us 

to learn what they didn't. " "My parents never finished school, but they think it is 

necessary. " "My parents think that school is great and they think that going to school is 

a better living. " Succinctly put, one student sums it up for me like this: "My mother 

enjoys the fact that I enjoy school so much, she is very proud of me." 

Question #10: How many grades have you attended here (or plan to attend)? 

Research on alternative schools cites an important goal of preparing students to 

return to their home campus for graduation (Conley, 2002; Dunbar, Jr., 2001). The results 

of this study refute this. Twenty-six percent of the survey population stated that they had 

graduated or planned to graduate from this charter alternative school. Twenty-eight 

students said that they had attended only one year, but planned to attend until graduation. 

Thirty-eight percent indicated that they had attended two years. After two years of charter 

school enrollment, the point of returning to graduate with friends at another school is 

mute. In high school, young people make new friends in the school of attendance. 

Additionally, two students had attended all four years of school in this charter alternative 

school setting, accounting for a 100 percent of the sample. The data clearly show students 

who transfer out of traditional public school settings, do so after one or two more years of 

education, and when they do leave, they do not plan to go back. 
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These data reveal several important ideas about minoritized youth's educational 

experiences. The voices of the students' themselves resound of a dissatisfaction witli 

traditional, large comprehensive high schools, and a more positive response to more 

intimate settings. Another finding of this study is parental support of their children's 

schooling. When engaged in a positive, successful setting, parents overwhelmingly 

indicated support and involvement in their children's education. Hope stems from this 

research. Although many students experience culminating negative schooling experiences 

and may appear at these charter alternative school settings due to negative consequences, 

there is hope that their experiences can be turned around. Their negative experiences can 

have the effect of ending an educational career on an upbeat, empowered position. One 

student described this as: "/ only had the opportunity to attend Mariposa for one year, of 

course, the year will definitely be unforgettable^ This story is common to the majority of 

student enrolled in Mariposa High School. 

Dunbar (2001) writes that: 

Soon after walking into your office or classroom you are confi"onted with a 
myriad of personalities and problems. A number of scenarios will greet 
you. For example, one of your students may have been arrested the night 
before, so the rumor mill among the children will be churning out varied 
stories. The police may be on the phone looking for one of your students. 
A student may have had a fight with guardian and subsequently run to the 
only safe haven they know-school. And, all of these happenings occur 
before 8 a.m. (p. 7). 

At Mariposa High, the principal and assistant school leader stand out front of the 

school to greet students as they walk past the doorway. Most students like this type of 

personal interaction. The principal, a tall man of six-foot-five, is African American and a 

former pro football player. He towers over many of the students, grasps their hands in a 
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solid handshake, looks into their faces and says, "Good morning." While the students are 

flattered with this attention, this also serves to alert administration of any abnormal 

behavior. Administrators are looking for signs of drug or alcohol use, redness and/or 

puffiness around the face, glossy eyes, dilated pupils. They are searching for clues of 

possible problems: deshelved appearance, rumpled clothing. They get "up-close and 

personal" to smell students' breath as they pass by, to notice any bulging pockets or 

backpacks. Administrators purposely crowd the students' entrance through the doorway. 

While other urban school students pass through metal detectors, the students at Mariposa 

High must clear the vigilant trained eye of these human detectors of possible problems. 

What is school like for these youth? This was a question that I hoped to answer in 

part through the questionnaire. This chapter demonstrated the experiences of minoritized 

youth as reported in the questionnaire. I turn now to a more in-depth consideration of 

these experiences through the examination of the case studies and an analysis of the 

themes that emerged from these multiple data sources. 
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CHAPTER 6 

CASE STUDY PORTRAITS 

Yes. I took a couple of marketing classes, and ah accounting, really made 
sense to me. It was all simple, cuz it made sense. 'Cuz everybody in 
Chicago like to make money, just like anywhere else, so I figure, well I 
know what they do is illegal, but I'm gonna see if I can leam something, 
and do it legit. Start up my own business or something like that. Yep. 
(Cortez) 

This chapter builds on the examination of the questionnaire findings that were 

detailed in Chapter 5, providing a more intimate, in-deptli profile of students in 

alternative education settings through the testimony of three youth's lives. The first 

finding illuminated in Chapter 5 indicated that, consistent with prior research, youth 

arrive at alternative education settings after culminating negative social conditions. 

Although this is the case, the questionnaire data also suggest that students in alternative 

schooling can transform a largely negative past to a more positive social and schooling 

experience, given certain circumstances. 

Another finding of the questionnaire data is that students that enrolled in 

Mariposa High School did not intend to return to their comprehensive high schools for 

graduation. Contrary to prior research, this study suggests that students at Mariposa High 

planned to graduate from their alternative high school (or had already graduated from 

Mariposa High School). The life stories of the three case study participants further 

illustrate these findings. 

Profile of Case Study Participants 

Three participants from an original sample of 50 students were selected for in-depth 

interviewing. Due to difficulty in arranging follow-up interviews with female 
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participants, all three case studies are male. Two of these participants were graduates of 

Mariposa High School; one student was not enrolled at the time of the interviewing, and 

did not graduate. 

Little Wolf, an 18-year old of mixed Mexican and Native American ancestry, 

identified more with his Native American heritage. He recalled being bom in an Indian 

Public Health Service (IPHS) hospital and growing up in and around a major Indian 

reservation in the southwestern United States. He recognized that his biological father 

was Mexican, but that fact did not seem to include him. He claimed Native ancestry. 

Little Wolf told me, "Yeah, my dad's full Mexican. I didn't know that for a long time, 

until my mom told me, I didn't know that. I thought that was pretty weird. I didn't know 

that." Little Wolf sported close-cropped, jet-black hair, with a widow's peak in front. His 

deep-set black eyes emitted an intensely penetrating gaze, which could be intimidating to 

some. His full black eyebrows lined his upper brow and his lips clenched tightly shut. At 

the time of the study, Little Wolf lived in a household of four on less than $15,000 annual 

income. 

Cortez is an urban African-American male. At the time of this research, he was 18 

years old and had yet to graduate from high school. Cortez moved to the southwestern 

United States from the streets of Chicago, Illinois. Cortez was a strong-shouldered young 

man with a wide, stocky build, and average height. He consistently had a twinkle in his 

eye. He was a snappy dresser with a calm demeanor. Cortez was a talker. He gave the 

impression of being a smooth-talking, self-styled businessman closing in on the sale and 

women were his primary interest. 
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Gino was 20 years old when I interviewed him. Mild-mannered and soft-spoken, 

Gino was respectful and polite. Gino immigrated to the United States from Mexico at 

three years of age. He recalled a poignant history of racism and discrimination in his 

schooling experience, as the testimony in this chapter describes. Gino graduated from 

Mariposa High School and is now serving in the United States Navy. 

Case Study Portraits 

Cortez 

I tell Cortez, "Okay, so you know, Cortez, the purpose of this interview is just to 

find out about your schooling experiences and so I'm just kinda interested in you, as a 

person. First of all, I would like to know a little bit about what it was like growing up for 

you." Cortez cocks his head to the side, eyes me closely and responds, "from the 

beginning?" I smile and quietly say, "From the beginning." Cortez laughs out loud, a 

robust laughter, squirms in his chair, rearranges himself, and tightens his lips. I look at 

him, then glance down and begin, "Once upon a time..." and he slides in. 

It was 1984.1 was bom at Cook County Hospital in Chicago, 3rd floor at 
6:07 am. My dad wasn't there though. 1 remember that. But, my mom was, 
of course. I don't know where to start. 'Cuz it's just, I stayed with my 
gramma for a long time, and then my mom, well, she was gone off in 
Arizona somewhere, I stayed in Chicago till like 87, and then after then, 
my grandfather got divorced from my gramma, so my gramma hired a, uh, 
investigator to find, my mom, and once she found her, she found out she 
was in Arizona, and she uh, we got on the Amtrak, for like three days, we 
uh, we waited to get to Arizona, and when we finally did, it was around 
11:45 a.m. p.m. yeah, and we's it was late at night though and she just 
dropped us off. 

Cortez was not a student in my classroom. When Cortez enrolled in Mariposa 

High School, the principal brought him to meet me because I was publishing a student 
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newspaper at the school. The principal wanted me to involve Cortez in the publication of 

the student newspaper. At that time, publication of the student newspaper was an activity 

that took place on Fridays. Journalism was not a class but a student committee. Students 

could earn a half a credit for 70 hours of committee work completed over the course of 

the academic year. That meant students had to dedicate at least two hours to newspaper 

every Friday from August to June. Cortez explained to me that he was "into" 

communications per se. He assured me that he was adept at developing newsletters, video 

recordings and the like. Cortez worked with me to publish the school newspaper and the 

annual yearbook for the school for the remainder of the school year. Before he could 

graduate, Cortez' transitory background of going from one group home to another caught 

up with him. The group home where he resided closed. Consequently, the state moved 

him to a city about two hours away. 

Cortez had spent most of his life in the system. In his own words, he related the 

effect that it had on his life. 

Emotional-wise, moving place to place, starting over, every place, from 
group home to group home, new school to new school, new people to new 
people, it gets old and then you don't know how to adapt to it to the point 
where you're just like, well, fuck it. I lived with foster parents for uh six 
months. I was thirteen and a half at that time, and she treated me like I was 
two. So, 1 ran away back to the, to the, uh, group home, and they took me 
back, and another foster family came and I stayed with her for three years. 

Both Cortez and his sister grew up in the foster care system dealing with Child 

Protective Services (CPS). At the time of the interview, Cortez was still dealing with 

difficulties relating to CPS involvement. He told me about the lingering effects of 

confusion and anxiety; 
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There's a lot of stuff I rather not know about my childhood, there's a lot of 
stuff that CPS put on paper that I wasn't too proud of. I rather not let 
people know what was in the paperwork. I know because I looked at my 
file. I rather just know all the facts. I can't ignore it because there's still 
stuff that's missing, and just being in the system, period, coming from 
Chicago, big cultural shock, and then after that dealing with the child 
abuse from my mom and then me going to CPS and then family not being 
there like they said they would, and (big sigh) just emotions, I guess. I got 
transferred from another group home, cuz I ran away like five times in five 
days, every night I ran away. 

Cortez was representative of the students that one often finds in alternative 

education settings. In my experience at Mariposa High School, I found that students 

possess high goals for their future without a realistic view of their limitations. For 

example, when asked, "What do you hope to accomplish in life?" Cortez said: 

Finish high school, go to college, get my uh, I'm gorma git my bachelor's 
in business administration, as well as, Cisco certification, and I want to do 
my RN, as well as, get my CPA so, I have a lot of things I want to do, it's 
just which one I want to do first, which will probably be network 
administration for Cisco Systems. I'll probably do that first to make some 
money. They average about 59, 60 a years. So, I, I'm not too worried bout 
anything, so, cuz I'm black, financial aid is there, and blacks, it's not that 
hard to qualify for passes and they cover two years for uh, your first two 
years at a commxmity college and the last two at um the university, 
wherever college you's going, so that way, I get my four year degree if I 
wanted to. So, there's no problems, opportunity is there. 

Cortez appeared confident, walking v^th a swagger and talking with his head 

cocked to one side, a slight grin framing his face and a twinkle in his eyes. Physically 

heavy set, "thick" as he says, with broad build and medium stature, Cortez made an 

impressionable figure. His hair was shaved short to his scalp, and he wore a shirt and tie. 

He reminded me of a businessman on his way to the bank, but always displaying a 

mischievous expression on his face. Cortez said he believed in the image; that if he 
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looked like the corporate work world, he would succeed in like fashion. He talked to me 

about the corporate world. 

Until 1 got out here, and I started getting a sense of the corporate world, I 
started learning about economics and marketing and accounting, and that 
stuff really interests me. 

When I asked Cortez how he learned about these things, he responded, "School." 

Considering that he learned the things that he so admired at school is evidence of a 

mismatch between aspirations and reality. Cortez valued education and academic 

preparation. His family supported this value. He told me that his grandmother used to 

say, "Don't be a fool, stay in school." Cortez described liking school in his younger 

years. "I liked science a lot, in the beginning. I was real into astronomy, real life fiction, 

non-fiction books, science fiction books, Carl Sagan, Isaac Asimov and stuff like that, I 

was really into that. And I'm matured now, I guess." When I asked Cortez what he would 

like people to know about his advice on education, he said: 

Get it done and over with, pursue it to the first degree that you can 
whether it be a Ph.D. or just an Associate's Degree. Go far as you can, cuz 
with education you can do anything. 1 know that sounds kinda like a 
stereotype or hypocritical but all those TV commercials that I was saying 
like when I was eleven, twelve, thirteen, they make sense now. Cuz, once 
you get in the corporate world, that's where it really matters, cuz if you 
ain't got a bachelor's or four years, they ain't trying to talk to you. That's 
any employer, that uh, that's making a substantial amount of money. But, 
if you makin' twenty, thirty thousand, they still look at it, so, yeah. I guess 
education is the key. 

Cortez talked a lot about education and its value. Yet he wasn't able to achieve 

that goal. However important education was for Cortez, it seemed that his life 

circumstances were just too difficult. Mostly, his foundational experiences of growing up 
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with his grandmother more or less unsupervised on the streets of Chicago, being 

abandoned by his parents and moving from foster home to group home, running away, 

and going back into the system, made life's transitions much harder than Cortez could 

successfully manage. Cortez. related: 

School was real different. They had a hard time adapting to me too, cuz I 
was like straight out the projects, people gettin' killed, gunshots, police, 
murder and stuff like that. And then, I moved into a kinda like quiet 
neighborhood in the suburban area of town, real nice people, but a lot of 
racism existed. But, I didn't have that knowledge at that time, cuz I never 
experienced that. 

Cortez mentioned the confusing time of moving from one area to another. 

It was a big cultural shock. 'Cuz I'd never seen so many white people 
before, and I didn't know what a Mesican, was, neither. I was like, you 
know, I was like, damn, a Mescian girl look kinda good. In Chicago, I 
didn't know of any Mescians. It was all black people. There ain't no white 
people over there. They don't come around there. (Laughs) They don't. 
We got Cubans and stuff, that's the closest to a Messican you gonna git or 
Puerto Rican. But, we considered them black, too, so, yep, no white 
people. Until I got out here. 

Even in the midst of very negative life circumstances, Cortez experienced relative 

success in other areas. We talked about church. "I went to an all black church for about 

three years. I started learning, learning more into the point that 1 was into my DJ (disc 

jockey) thing and music, and stuff, to the point where they let me record the sermons and 

then I would sell the tapes to like uh different members or whatever. So, 1 got in to that, 

so, yeah." 

Maria: That was exciting? 

Cortez: Yeah, That was real cool, cuz that way I got to hear the word. 

In addition to church, Cortez experienced success in work. 



155 

Cortez: Then I got a job at the Boys and Girls Club. So, that's how I got to see my 

homeboys and homegirls out there. I worked there for two summers. It was real, real 

nice. 

Cortez' story is one of contradictions, hope and disappointment. His story is 

reflective of the social conditions that lead youth to alternative education settings as a last 

chance opportunity to complete their education. The last time I saw Cortez, he stopped by 

my classroom on his way to Florida. He said that he was moving to Florida because 

"that's where it's at, man!" 1 asked him about high school. He still hadn't graduated. I 

told him to keep in touch with me, but I have yet to hear from him. For me, Cortez 

represents all the potential that students offer. He manifested all the hopes and dreams 

that students have for themselves. Yet, without some realistic and tangible direction, they 

are void of fulfilling the promise of their future. 

Dunbar (2001) writes that: 

Much has been written about the challenges urban teachers and principals 
confront in their effort to provide an optimal educational opportunity for 
urban children. Issues that surround middle-class flight from urban center, 
the epidemic of crack cocaine, teen pregnancies, gang infestation, and 
decaying cities are some of the problems urban teachers and administrator 
face before ever walking into a classroom (p. 32). 

He goes on to say that: 

Often, school grounds are riddled with evidence of the weekend's 
activities, including cigarette butts, empty fbrth-ounce bottles-some left 
whole while other are broken and strewn over worn asphalt like throw 
rugs- and in place of grass, simply debris (p. 32). 

Dunbar (2001) captures the image of alternative school settings. 
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Add to these conditions a population comprised of students who have been 
suspended, expelled, or incarcerated; who have been sent from one foster 
home to another; or who have been simply left with the responsibility of 
rearing themselves, and you'll find the makings of too many alternative 
urban schools. There seems a sense of lifelessness like a cold damp cellar 
(p. 32). 

This description of the alternative school setting and the characterization of the students 

they serve could be any of the alternative schools that I have visited. 

Little Wolf 

Good morning class. The teacher surveys the room. There is a new student in 

class, sitting off by himself, in the farthest-most comer of the room, away from the 

teacher, away from the other students in class, but closest to the bookshelf overburdened 

with books of all kinds: novels, action, mystery, poetry, short stories, almanacs, 

dictionaries, travel guides. These books surroimd him, cloister him, and almost shield him 

from the activity taking place in the room. 

As students shuffle in, they are loud and boisterous, straggling into class from their 

morning break. Most cart greasy food from the "roach coach" Meals on Wheels truck that 

comes to the school at break time. Some students are big and burly, some short and 

stocky, some tall and skinny, but all seem intent on one thing: making as much noise as 

possible. 

The boys are jostling for their seats, juggling a paper plate in their right hand, 

tugging up their baggy pants with the other. The teacher holds her breath for a moment, 

worried that these oversized britches hanging low on their hips might just slide down the 

thighs of some of these boys. As they pile into the student desks that seem too small, the 
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room fills with the smell of meat quesadillas, heaping with onions and cheese, burritos 

smothered in jalapeno chilies, and mounds of salty, greasy fried potatoes. 

The girls filter in as well, much in the same manner. They are a balancing act of 

plates full of food in one hand, a can of soda and chips in the other, their purses dangling 

from one arm, their waistlines exposed and their breasts spilling over the brims of their 

shirts. Everyone is trying to act cool, to remain calm, yet each one is meandering toward 

his or her favorite seating area. 

The classroom seems crowded now. The walls seem to be closing in, the pathways 

between desks now cluttered with backpacks strewn all over the floor, long legs 

stretching in all directions, the tops of the desks covered with food and drink, the bodies 

hunched over the desks, arms slipping over to the next, students shoulder to shoulder, 

some students visibly intertwined. 

The teacher looks around the room and makes a mentaJ note of the seating 

arrangement. She heaves a sigh of disappointment. Not one of the students is ready for 

class. Not one is taking out a pencil and paper. Not one is facing the board, attentive to 

learn. Not one is silencing their voice. They are talking, laughing, poking and prodding, 

joking, making fun of each other; some girls are applying mascara to their eyes, some 

lining their lips with color, some powdering their noses. 

The teacher's eyes go to the new student in the corner. He has taken a large book 

from the shelf and is hunched over it, head down, shoulders rounded as if to make a shell 

of protection around him. He fits precisely behind his desk. His legs are tightly tucked 

under his desk, his arms and elbows close to his sides. He seems to be reading the book. 
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not making eye contact with anyone, not looking up, not glancing around, and not paying 

attention to his surroundings. The teacher approaches him to greet him and welcome him 

to class. It is difficult to maneuver around the chaos of the room, but she makes her way 

to see what he is reading. It is a book of classical American poetry. 

This was my introduction to Little Wolf This is how I first met him. He came to 

class every day, sat in the comer, head down, bending over a thick book of classical 

American poetry. He was quiet and reserved, yet exuded strength. He was in control of 

himself. He controlled his mind, his body, his actions and his attitudes. I believe that 

Little Wolf has a gift of language. And he believed it too. Little Wolf is the hope among 

the hopeless; he is walking testimony to resiliency, to rising above your circumstances, to 

making the best of the cards you've been dealt in life. Little Wolf was a well-mannered 

young man. He spoke quietly, but became quite animated when talking about his ideas. 

Little Wolf grew up around a large Indian reservation in the central part of a large 

southwestern state. His father was a renowned drug dealer in the neighborhood and his 

mother an addict. His parents never married, but Little Wolf carried the Mexican name of 

his father and claimed the Native identity of his mother. He claimed to have lived a 

"thug's life." But it was his reflection on this life, on how it had shaped his views, which 

I found so extraordinary. 

It's pretty funny, because I'm from the neighborhood, and I say I live a 
thug life. A thug life is not you know, you're not gonna rob somebody, 
you not going to go stealing, a thug life is that you have that one special 
gift, to get out of the position where you are, you know, if it's bad or good, 
everybody is in a position to get, not everybody, but the majority of the 
people, either it's good or bad, they always want to have it better. They 
always want to get a little more. That's how I see it, you know, I got a gift 
of writing and a gift of other stuff, maybe, but if I'm in this position that 
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redefinition, that my definition of a thug life. It doesn't mean that I gonna 
throw rocks or anything, that's how I see it. I think it's good to get out of 
where you are, you know. 

Little Wolf detailed for me the "thug life" he had lived: 

Um, as for my dad's side, I only know his mom, I didn't know his dad 
(inaudible his dad) but I grew up with my gramma. I lived with her, I grew 
up with her for awhile since I was a little kid, and so, I don't know, I think 
until nursery school, my dad had uh, my dad had his own life, and then he 
had an affair with my mom, and that's how they made me. So, that's why I 
stayed with my gramma, and he would be with his wife. And my gramma 
had her own house, and my dad sold drugs a lot, heroin, and where my 
gramma's house was, she was an older lady, but she was getting real, real 
sick, he would come from where his wife is, from where his life is, where 
he lives at, he would come down over to where I'm at and he would sell 
drugs. My mom at that time, my mom, I think my mom was in jail, but I 
remember her getting out one time, and she took me to go get something, 
you know, Circle K or somewhere, and I didn't see her for awhile, but 
when I seen her, when I seen her, I was living with my dad cuz my 
gramma had died already. And I was living with my dad, somehow my 
mom got out, and then she took me. She took me, uh to live with her. I 
was living with, uh; 1 went to Washington for a little bit, my father, I think 
I was in junior high. I went up there for a while. 

Given the instability of his upbringing, Little Wolf was devoted to family. 

I see family as people that you can count on, when it's hard or when it's 
not hard, when you just need a helping hand, you need someone to talk to, 
it can be anything, like helping out, like consolidating if something 
happened, maybe not to me, but, if it's something that 1 love, you know, I 
know that my parents would be there and my family would be there to 
comfort me. They would say, hey, you know, things happen for a reason, 
and it's all right, everything going to be alright. There's a lot of things that 
I see as family, you know, not really one thing, but, you know, I see 
family as everything, you know, from the good times, to the bad times, to 
the things that you can share or if you want to you can still hold back. I 
don't know how to say it, to explain it, you know. 
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Little Wolf detailed for me what growing up on the streets was like for a young 

boy trying to find his way to manhood. He painted a grim forecast for a young man 

raising himself surrounded by drugs, alcohol, gang membership, confusion and violence. 

He understood the brutal reality of his experiences. "Um, like when 1 was little, I been 

through a lot, not that I can remember, not too many memories, but the ones I do have, 

I've been through a lot. I'm like, dang, I've been through a lot!" 

Yet Little Wolf was positive about his life. He exuded confidence and a quiet calm 

about his goals and aspirations. He didn't appear angry or exhibit a negative attitude. On 

the contrary, he talked about his past as if someone else experienced that life and he was 

simply the storyteller, somewhat removed fi-om it. What excited him was his future, his 

young son, his writing, his music, and his career goals. Little Wolf talked about learning 

lessons in life. He talked about taking the good things and building on those experiences 

to create more positive, meaningful actions. He said that he experienced just two good 

things in his life, and from those two experiences, he had risen high above his 

circumstances to believe in a hopeful future for himself I asked him: "How do you make 

sense of everything, you know the things that you've gone through in your life, and 

everj^hing?" Little Wolf responded, "Actually, I say that everything that's bad that 

happened to anybody, at least one thing, at least one or two things have to happen good in 

their life, whether that's finding money or..." 

I asked Little Wolf "What are those good things for you?" Little Wolf was 

pensive for a moment before his reply; 

For me, I would say. one is that my family got back together. And my 
sister got the house that was good. That was like the main thing. That's all 
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I needed. I was about 17, 16, 17 years old, you know, and someone my 
age, they probably want their family away. You know, they don't want to 
be with their family. And I was like, the opposite end. 'Cuz, I didn't have 
it when I was young. I had a family, and 1 knew this. 1 had a mom and dad, 
and 1 would be with them, I didn't have the unity of a family. You know, 
like everybody there, and now that I did, it's like, we're together, and 
nothing is going to take us apart, you know and I think about all that stuff, 
and we went through ail that stuff, not being together and uh, and then to 
bring us to this time, over here. 

I remembered that Little Wolf said that two good things had happened to him, and so I 

inquired, "Was there another thing that happened? You said that there are only two good 

things." Little Wolf responded. "Yeah, only two things." 

It's kinda funny, 'cuz it's right there by me, like if 1 walked a little bit this 
way, 1 wouldn't of seen it, 'cuz I did see a little bit, but I moved out of it, I 
lived on this side. The funny thing is it's with me, it's really with me, you 
know, I went to the baseball game, came back early from the baseball 
game, and went right to my car and 1 found money right there. I'm like, 
the wind was blowing real hard, and I remember 

This line of thought was confusing to me, so 1 pressed deeper: "So, what do you 

think?" 

Little Wolf replied: "It's like, 1 think good stuff happens to me, like a lot of 

good stuff I must of really did, something really cool, you know." 1 pondered what he 

said. "And so you're being rewarded?" I asked. "I'm not being rewarded for everything I 

did bad," Little Wolf replied. 

It was his attitude that I found so remarkable. Little Wolf retained the positive in 

the midst of some very negative experiences. At the time of our interview, he was taking 

his mother every day for morphine treatments to kick a heroin habit. "So, is your mom 

dnig-frec. now?" I asked. Little Wolf answered, "No, actually, she still does it." And. 
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"What is it, heroin?" I asked. Little Wolf replied, "Yeah. But, she also cut back a lot, 

because she also takes, uh, methadone, methadone, you know what that is? It's like for, 

for addicts, that you go to a place like every day and they give you like probably that 

much, of medicine, it's supposed to help you. 1 asked him, "To get off?" and Little Wolf 

related: 

Yeah, to get off, anything, like crack or crystal or anything. I see a lot of 
people go there. I take her in the morning, and uh, but I think it's real nice, 
she knows it too, that taking the methadone and doing heroin is really bad, 
cuz uh, her husband, my sister's dad? He lives with us, the Italian guy? He 
was on it for a long time, also. He was taking methadone too. Just 
recently, about a year and a half ago, when my sister was staying here, he 
just stopped. He stopped. I was real surprised. He just stopped. He stopped 
for about a week, and then all of a sudden, he would stop. He doesn't do it 
anymore, and 1 could see the change in him. 

At the time of the study. Little Wolf was preparing to enlist in the military. He 

wanted to follow in the footsteps of his role model: his older sister. He explained to me 

how his sister was stationed in North Carolina and she had remarried. He said that she 

was taking him to North Carolina and he would enlist there. He planned on living with 

his sister and her husband. Little Wolf graduated from Mariposa High School. The last 

time I saw him, he was babysitting his two-year-old son while his girlfriend attended high 

school. 

Gino 

1 first met Gino when he was a student in my sophomore English class. At this 

time, he was not much interested in school. Gino was handsome, friendly, and exuded a 

warm, loving character. Usually he was so intertwined in some girl's arms during class 

that it was hard to get his attention. He used to lounge in class cuddled in the anns of a 
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female student, making her giggle constantly. They would steal kisses, all over the face 

and neck whenever they could, their heads nestled against each other. This was 

disturbing, and Gino was referred out of my classroom a few times. 

Nevertheless, we developed a relationship of mutual respect. Gino grew into his 

role of a student, always working to help support his extended family, and demonstrating 

respect for his teachers. This is what Gino told me: "I started doing better in class, even 

though my first year was kinda rough. 'Cuz, I would always get in trouble in the school, 

but uh, you know." I asked him, "Why were you getting in trouble?" He replied: 

"Because uh, when I went to school, at a regular school, you know, they never paid 

attention to me, so I never paid attention in class. Those teachers wouldn't help me, so, I 

guess I wouldn't understand, like the words?" 

Maria: Did you get in trouble at the normal school? 

Gino: Uh, I didn't get in trouble. 

Maria: You just didn't do anything? 

Gino: I didn't do anything. I just... 

Maria: And nobody bothered you? 

Gino: Right, right. You know, I just 

Maria: They just let you sit there and not do anything? 

Gino: Yes, right. And if I was doing wrong, they wouldn't even come and talk to 

me and say, you know, why are you doing wrong, what's wrong ...what's going on.... 

Maria: They wouldn't correct it? 

Gino went on to say: 



164 

They [comprehensive school personnel] wouldn't correct it. they wouldn't 
care. So, I didn't even care, you know, especially you know, I was like 
most teenagers, you go to school and your teachers not telling you 
nothing, so, you don't even say anything. Since your teachers not telling 
you anything, you don't worry about it. So, I came to this school doing the 
same thing. But, trying to better myself. But. since I had the habit of not 
doing anything. You know, I couldn't get away; I couldn't get that habit 
off me. But, um the teachers, they would come and tell me what's going 
on. You know, you need to do this and you need to do that, do you need 
help? And I started thinking, you know these teachers they really care, you 
know, they really want me to learn. They really want me to graduate or 
something. So. 1 started doing my work. I started talking, like I said, to the 
principal, who at the time was a different principal, and the Assistant 
Principal was the principal we have now, and they would always talk to 
me. They would always say, if I need anything, you know, let em know. 
And every time, I got kicked out of class, my ugh, which now at the time 
was the assistant principal who is now the principal, he would tell me, 
well if you ever have a problem with a teacher, don't yell at her. Don't 
talk back to her. Talk to her after class, and that helped me out a lot. You 
know, that advice helped me out a lot, you know, every time I had a 
problem with a teacher, I would talk to them one-on-one. You know, to try 
to solve that problem instead of getting up in class and make a scene. 

Maria: Why would you get kicked out of class? 

Gino: Well, talking, not doing my work, or... .just most of the time, 

talking, yes, talking. 

I explained the purpose of my study, "So, Gino, the purpose of my dissertation 

study, is to focus on what young people think about their story, about their educational 

experience. So what would you like me to know, or for anyone to know, what would you 

like us to know about your educational experience?" 

Gino seemed to be regretful: "Well, you see, my education you know, like I said, 

I wish I could go back to school and just pay attention in class, and now that I'm getting 

older, I'm taking education seriously, you know, just education is really important." 
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I pressed the question further, "So, if you had a chance to talk to a group of young 

people? What would you tell them?" Gino pondered, "They're just starting on their 

educational journey?" I nodded agreement. 

What I would tell them, you know, is to take education slow, not to rush 
through education, you know. 1 was young, I'm still young, but I was in 
high school, wanting to party, and I know these kids right here; these 
teenagers do the same thing. After high school, after work, after school 
they want to go and party. And what I would like to tell them is to take 
education slow. Not to rush through it, you know, partying you know is 
something everybody wants to do, but you have to be smart about it, you 
gotta get your education through first, and then thinking about party. 
That's what I would tell them. You know, because education is the main 
thing, because without education, there's no money. There's no good jobs. 
And without no good jobs, you won't have money to party, and you know, 
they should not worry about partying, even though, most teenagers that's 
what they're worried about more. 

Gino had much of the same upbringing that both Little Wolf and Cortez 

described: life on the streets, witnessing drugs and alcohol abuse as children, gangs in the 

neighborhood, but Gino talked more about discrimination than the other students. He 

described discrimination by people of all kinds, skin-head gang members terrorizing his 

brother, White neighbors in the housing comple.x. White teachcrs in school, taunting kids 

at school, even American-bom Mexican compatriots, drawing the line between those who 

have lived here longer and perceived recent immigrants. These experiences had shaped 

his ideas and made him strive harder for success. 

The Navy isn't really; it was really hard at first. 1 took a lot of tests. The 
navy is all about tests, for everything you gotta take a test, you know, 
since I'm taking education seriously, I'm paying attention and studying. I 
get off work and go study. And you know, I'm doing this, the reason that I 
joined the military is to belter myself and not just doing it for myself, I'm 
doing it for my kids, I know one day, I'm gonna have kids, I'm gonna 
have a wife. And I gonna give my kids what I never got you know, I never 
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got, you know I always wanted toys, I wanted things, I always wanted to 
go out, on trips on different states, I wanted to go to Disneyland, I never 
went to Disneyland when I was a kid, the first time I went to Disneyland, I 
was nineteen years old. And I just want, I don't want my kids to go 
through what 1 didn't have you know, just happiness to be a kid, because 
to tell you the truth, I never felt like I was a kid. 1 was in fifth grade and to 
me playing in the playground was for kids and I was twelve years old, and 
you're still a kid at twelve years old, but I felt old, I felt like if I was going 
down the slide, I felt old for that, you know, 1 don't know why, but I wish 
I could go back to being a kid, cuz I never felt like a kid. I never did, and 1 
want my kids to be kids, you know, you know, that's why I'm doing this, 
I'm doing this for my kids, cuz I know one day, I'm gonna have kids and 
I'll give them everything I could never get you know, when Christmas 
came around, I never got toys, no, my birthdays came around, I barely got 
something, you know, it's a good experience I went through, because I 
know how it feels, and that's why I'm doing it. 

Gino described getting small tokens at Christmas or birthdays. This left a lasting 

impression on him and instilled a determination to give more to his children in the fixture. 

Like a five dollar, five dollars, that's it. My parents stopped buying me 
clothes at the age of twelve. I had to buy my own clothes. I would work. I 
would mow lawns just to get money. I would wear my brother's clothes, 
my brother's clothes, you know, my parents, I guess, I love my parents, 
you know, I'm not saying they're mean or anything, they never paid 
attention to us, but my parents always worried about working you know 
and they never worried about me, like as in what I'm wearing or what I'm 
doing you know, so, I want my kids, I will be different, a lot different than 
my parents were with me. 

Summary 

The autobiographical narratives of the youth profiled in this dissertation remind me 

of children living in war zones. When my daughter was eight years old, we spent some 

time in Tehran, Iran at the time of severe Islamic theocracy and war with Iraq. There 

were anned guards everywhere; patrolling the streets, on foot, in army vehicles, in 
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groups, alone, soldiers were virtually everywhere. There was a sense of ever-present 

danger. 

At nights, the electricity would go out so that the Iraqi bombers might have 

trouble seeing in the dark. Nevertheless, the wail of the alarm would sound loudly 

warning of an air raid. Food was rationed, in short supply. Luxury items were not 

available, or for a very high price on the black market. Every day was unpredictable, 

insecure and unsettling. We were there less than a year, but can you imagine what it 

would be like to live in this environment year after year? 

It seems to me that Cortez, Little Wolf and Gino spoke so eloquently about 

growing up in conditions much like these. I wondered how they had survived it all, intact, 

with engaging personalities, with good humor, seeing the positive in their experiences. 

Not knowing their intimate life stories, anyone would characterize these youth as well-

adjusted, well-rounded individuals. They were articulate, passionate about their ideas, 

committed to family, and doing well in school, even Cortez, who hasn't graduated from 

high school (to my knowledge) was doing well in school while attending Mariposa High 

School. I wondered about their preparation for the luture. Would they be equipped with 

the means necessary to achieve their goals? How well had their educational experiences 

prepared them academically and socially to meet the demands of the 21®' century 

workplace? 

In Gino's case, he made specific reference to having to study a lot on his own, 

now that he was in the military. All three youth spoke of needing to apply themselves in 

study. Gino talked of taking tests in the military in order to advance professionally. Little 
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Wolf said he had taken test for the military and the community college placement test. 

Cortez talked about learning about the corporate world in school, and doing whatever it 

takes to succeed in business. 

The youth in these three case study profiles indicated a willingness to learn and 

prepare academically for the goals that they had set for themselves. But of the three case 

studies, only Gino was a true example of "life after Mariposa." He lamented not paying 

more attention to school when he had the chance. In the case of Little Wolf and Cortez, it 

remains to be seen, how they will apply their alternative schooling preparation. 

And what of social preparation? How had an alternative school prepared these 

youth to take on the future in the workplace? Gino spoke exclusively about racism and 

discrimination, which led me to question him on those matters. I inquired, "So, you know 

in the military, is it racially mixed in the military?" Gino looked surprised. 

Yes, it is. I love the military like that, because you have friends, African 
Americans, you got white friends, you got Hispanics, and I'm talking 
about Colombians, Salvadorans, Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, and I never 
saw that type of race. I never saw Dominicans, I never, and the way they 
speak their Spanish is different, is a lot different, you know, Colombians 
speak their Spanish a lot different, Salvadorans, they kinda speak the same 
Spanish as we do, and, it's a great experience you know. I try to forget 
about the past, you know about white people being racist, cuz it's not true, 
not all white people are racist, and the people that I work with are great, 
you know. They're just great you know, you don't even think about 
racism. You know they're white, but you don't think like that, you don't 
see em like that, because you just see them just together. The people I 
hang around with are white people, Colombians, African Americans and I 
talk to everybody and everybody, you know, and everybody talks to 
everybody the same way. 

Maria: Does the military do any type of training, or do they just have every

body working together? 
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Gino: They just have us working together. 

Maria: Do you have any training, about cultural differences? 

Gino: No, we don't. No, we don't. 

Maria: It's just when you're working together, and you have a job to do, every

body comes together to do it? 

Gino; Yes. Comes together. 'Cuz we got to get it done. 

Maria: 'Cuz you have to get it done? 

Gino answered: 

'Cuz we got to get it done. And if we don't get along, you know, then we 
won't get it done. And, might as well, you know, we got along, but there's 
nothing, there hasn't been, since I've been in the Navy, there's hasn't been 
a problem where there's been a racist problem. No, a situation about 
racism or nothing like that. Everybody gets along real good, you know, 
especially in time of war, Iraqi Freedom everybody was working together, 
I mean we had people working 18 hours a day everyday for like about 
three months straight, um it was a really nice thing, you know, seeing 
people working together, you know and everybody was just tired, stressed 
out, people would only sleep four hours, get up the next day, go back to 
work for eighteen hours, I used to work fourteen hours a day, and just you 
would think you know you're all stressed out, that you would start 
arguing, but it's not, it's just something you gotta get it through, and 
everyone gets along, you know and that's the only way you'll get it 
through. Yes. 

When I interviewed Gino, he was home from the military. He has since graduated 

from high school, applied for his green card, and enlisted in the Navy Air Corps. He 

spent over six months in Italy on an ammunition carrier loading the bombs that the U.S. 

military dropped on Iraq. Whenever he is in town, he comes to the school, outfitted in his 

Navy uniform, to say hello to all his favorite teachers. Gino is one of the many success 

stories that Mariposa High School takes pride in showing off to others. Gino wants to be 
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an inspiration to the other students, to witness to them that they too can turn their 

negatives into positives. 

This chapter demonstrated the experiences of minoritized youth from their own 

narratives. These data further document the negative experiences of minoritized 

schoolchildren in the American public education system and the larger society. At the 

same time, the narratives suggest that despite backgrounds of growing up in poverty, 

without parental supervision, in gang-infested neighborhoods-growing up around 

rampant drug and alcohol abuse among family and friends-there is hope in education. 

These narratives show young people struggle with very negative social conditions, yet 

emphasize the positive. In some instances, they had used their negative experiences to 

strengthen their desire to achieve. When presented vwth the opportunity of caring, 

intimate relationships at school, they did achieve. They demonstrated resiliency. The 

three youth's stories are testimony that success can inspire further success. 

Chapters 5 and 6 have articulated the students" voices, explaining the social and 

institutional conditions that led them to enroll in alternative education. The following 

chapter will present an analysis of the findings, drawing out the larger patterns and 

themes embedded in the data from the questionnaires and interviews. 
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CHAPTER 7 

ANALYSIS 

This chapter will discuss the four themes mentioned in prior chapters. Theme 1 

looks at the social conditions that led students to enroll in alternative schooling; theme 2 

describes school and classroom climate factors, including school size, atmosphere, and 

student-teacher interactions; theme 3 suggests that the impact of student-school relations 

largely determines the students' perceptions of their success or failure in the educational 

system. I referred to this theme as quality of interactions, while theme 4 addresses the 

areas of preparation for life (life-skills) and academic preparation, or what 1 call lessons 

learned. 

To arrive at these themes, I analyzed a questionnaire to 50 charter school students 

and/or recent graduates, in-depth interviews with three case study participants, and 

finding from my participant observations. The themes were generated after categorizing 

and sorting the data. After organizing the data into categories, I searched for patterns and 

connections between the various categories and named the themes. This thematic analysis 

enabled me to review the linkages between the contextual information, the social, 

political, historical, economic and cultural framework of the literature review and the 

individual recorded stories. 

Theme 1: Social Conditions 

Research documents that students arrive at the spaces of alternative education 

sites after years of culminating negative school experiences (Dunbar. 2001). The 

demographic portrait painted by the present study illuminates this tendency as well. 
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Students in alternative schools possess a wealth of experience with schools, however 

positive or negative those interactions. These students "know" schooling. They know the 

ins and outs of schools, having passed through multiple school doors. The 50 students 

represented in this study experienced a relatively stable first few years of schooling; 52 

pcrcent cited attending three or less schools from kindergarten through ninth grade, then 

increasing instability in their latter school years, predominately the high school years (see 

Figure 9). 

The following graph details the youth's reported early school attendance. I asked 

them how many schools they had attended between grades kindergarten and third grade. 

The numbers along the left side of the graph indicate the number of responses, which is 

graphically demonstrated by the darker shaded column. The numbers on the bottom of 

the graph indicate the number of schools. Thus, in this first graph, 19 students wrote that 

they had only attended one school, while five students wrote that they had attended two 

schools. 
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Figure 9: Number of K-3 Schools Attended by Number of Responses 

Fifty-two percent of students attended less than three schools in the first nine 

grades of their schooling, but 46 percent indicated that they attended three or more 

schools between the ninth and twelfth grades, with one student marking more than 14 

schools total. 

Figure 10 shows movement from one school to another, indicating greater student 

mobility. Students had attended several different schools. Again the numbers on the left 

side of the graph indicate the number of responses that is also reflected graphically by the 

darker shaded column. Once again, the numbers along the bottom indicate the number of 

schools. This graph begins to show movement towards the center, which means that 

students are begiiming to transfer from school to school, even in these early, formative 

years of education. However, the most dramatic increase in number of schools attended is 

at the high school level, which is reflected in Figure 11. 
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The shift away from attending a small number of schools to increasingly more 

schools is most evident at the high school level. Figure 11 shows this trend. Whereas 19 

students stated that they had attended one school in the kindergarten through third grades, 

by the time students reached their high school years, only four students documented that 

they had attended only one school. Five students indicated that they had attended only 

two schools in the K-3 grade categories, while that number doubled to 10 in the 9-12 

grade category. Clearly, students were moving around. The question is: Why were they 

transferring from school to school? The numbers along the left side of the graph depict 

the number of responses while the numbers along the bottom of the graph mark the 

number of schools attended by students. 
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Figure 12 shows the total number of schools attended by students. There is almost 

an equal distribution of students who have attended four, five, six or seven schools. 
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Figure 12: Total Number of Schools Attended by the Number of Students Responding on 
the Questionnaire. 

Thirty-two percent of participants surveyed at Mariposa High School said that 

they enrolled in the charter school because they were suspended, expelled, or sent by 

their "other" more traditional high schools. Students wrote: "I was told to come here by a 

counselor from my traditional school. " "I got kicked out from my other school. " 

"Because I had mostly F's and behavioral problems. " "I tryed [sic] to inroll [sic] in 

P. VH. but cause of my background they referred me here. " 

Little Wolf also referred to being '"kicked out." "1 was, oh, going back and forth. It 

was about right before 1 went with my sister, so between seventh and eighth grade. Then, 



176 

Michelle Fine in her (1991) book. Framing Dropouts, wrote: "Low-income urban 

students of color drop out of high school in proportions of 40 to 60 percent. And their 

exodus is represented as if it were all quite natural" (p. 8). Fine provides a systemic 

analysis: "When students drop out of a high school in majority proportions, their exit 

must be read as a structural, if not self-conscious, critique" (p. 14). Fine says that: 

"Students leave high school for numerous complex, contradictory, known, and unknown 

reasons" (p. 71). She outlines four major reasons that students leave school. She cites the 

first example as a critique of the school: such comments as "being bored," "frustrated" or 

"not getting it." A second reason is being held back a grade, while other students 

mentioned family problems. But almost a quarter of the individuals in Fine's study 

described being "pushed out," not wanting to leave but feeling no alternative. 

Fine's analysis parallels that of many Mariposa High School students. Gino 

mentioned this feeling of being "pushed out" to me. 

In elementary, when 1 went to middle school, the teachers were nicc, you 
know, when I went to high school, they were different. They weren't 
racist, but they didn't pay attention. They didn't help me out as much, like 
they did to American people, to the White people in that school. I had a 
security; there was a security guard right there that always gave me, that 
was always harassing me. And, I guess, 'cuz I was Mexican. I guess. To 
tell you the truth, he would always harass me and that's one of the main 
reasons I quit school. I dropped out from there because he would always 
harass me. He would always get me in trouble. And so, I figured out there 
was no point to go to that school, so I dropped out of school. 

Cortez talked about the difficult transitions of moving place to place, starting 

over, from group home to group home, from school to school. He said, "It gets old and 

then you don't know how to adapt." 
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The questionnaire data are similar. Almost half (42 percent ) of the questionnaire 

participants responded that family or friends had referred them to Mariposa charter 

school. Additionally, they wrote that family and friends thought they might have greater 

success in the charter school than in other schools. Students wrote that; "1 was tired of 

traditional school and my mom knew about it.'' Or "regular high school just wasn't 

working out for me. " "Well, I was trying to learn English and a friend told me about this 

school, and I came here and everything was easy. " "I heard about it, and I was having 

problems in my regular high school. " "I had a goodfriend recommending and helping 

me enroll back into school so I would be able to have a good future. " "I dropped out of 

my other high school. Some of my friends started to go here, and I decided to come too. " 

"A family member told me about it, and I came to check it out and everybody was nice to 

me and respected me so, I liked it and enrolled. " 

All three of the case study participants also told me that family and friends had 

referred them to Mariposa High School. In Little Wolfs case, his girlfriend was attending 

Mariposa High and she referred him. In Gino's case, he and his sister (who also stopped 

out of schooling) made a pact to return to school together. And with Cortez, his 

caseworker referred him to Mariposa High. 

Other students cited credit deficit. Students needing credits to graduate in a timely 

fashion enrolled in Mariposa High School. "I have been to 3 different high schools my 

sophomore and junior year. My high school was 20 credits to graduate and then, my 

family moved and my new high school was 22 credits to graduate and so I wouldn V 

graduate on time" Another student wrote; "I was falling behind on my credits. " Little 
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Wolf told me that "my girlfriend was already attending Mariposa High School and I 

needed credits fast. She told me about the credits and schedule time. I was very interested 

in enrolling." 

For many the school provided a "last chance" at graduating from high school. One 

student writes: 

At the time, I was passing by the school, I had dropped out of high school 
for over two years to take care of my son. I saw that the school was 
enrolling new students. I stopped and asked the receptionist how old do 
you have to be to enroll in this school. She told me that Arizona state law 
states that any student may attend until the last day of their twenty-fist 
birthday. I was so relieved that I had this opportunity to finally graduate 
from high school and not just to get a GED (Graduate Equivalency 
Degree). That was very important to me, because I could show my son 
later on in life that his mother did graduate and that he was my motivation. 
I was already twenty years old when I enrolled. 

The results of this study answered my first question: What are the social 

conditions that give rise to an increasing number of minoritized youth to enroll in 

alternative education settings? Consistent with prior research (e.g., Dunbar, 2001), the 

data underscore that students arrive at the doors of alternative education mainly after 

culminating negative personal and social problems including a myriad of schooling 

experiences. The voluminous review of the literature in Chapter 3 lends credence to 

support the idea that large, comprehensive schools have largely failed minoritized 

students. Even after decades of multidisciplinary research, this study reflects that 

minoritized youth are still not experiencing success in mainstream, comprehensive, 

public schools. To further understand how these types of experiences impact youth, I 
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turned to my second question: How do students fare in such settings? The following three 

themes address this question. 

Theme 2: School Climate 

Theme 2 focuses on school and classroom climate factors, including school size, 

atmosphere, and student and teacher interactions. The data show that although students 

experience largely negative social conditions, they can reclaim their education and 

experience positive aspects of schooling. Krovetz (1999) maintains that alternative 

schools support "at-risk"' students by fostering resiliency in these youth. He details 

schools that insisted that all students were known by adults, supported to achieve and 

aware that they were valued. Krovetz (1990) argues that schools that display these 

characteristics as schools that foster resiliency in students labeled at-risk of not 

succeeding in education. 

Given these criteria, the data from this study suggest Mariposa High School is 

such a place. Gino said; 

The teachers would come and tell me, what's going on? Do you need 
help? And I started thinking, you know these teachers they really care, you 
know they really want me to leam. They really want me to graduate or 
something. So, I started doing my work. 

Little Wolf told me: 

Yes, 1 like school. It gives me a place to relax and work at the same time. 
Most of all, I like school because 1 just don't leam or remember some 
things, I understand 'em. The difference between this school and other 
schools is the population of staff and students. Another difference is 
scheduling. The best one of all is how the school is like a close family, 
how much the staff at Mariposa cares and wants to help you. 

Cortez told me: 
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Well, public schools are thirty-two kids or more to one teacher and 
Mariposa's kinda like, raise your hand, and if you need help, you can get 
it. Nobody like hogs the teacher for the whole class period like in a public 
school, 'cuz in public school. They just don't get it. 

Another student wrote; "/« public schools, you 're just another kid, but at this school 

(Mariposa) you get noticed for the things you do. " Another commented: "This is the only 

school where everybody is ready to help me." One student wrote: ''I have never attended 

a school where the principal and many other teachers know everyone's name and 

genuinely care about them. " Denti and Guerin (1999) concur that alternative education 

offers students who have been labeled "at-risk" the opportunity to belong and succeed in 

school and in the next steps of the lives. 

Theme 3: Quality of Interactions 

Theme 3 suggests that how students' experience schooling largely determines 

their perceptions of their own worth in terms of how they perceive their success or failure 

in education and personal life. Students described learning more when they perceived 

they were in a supportive environment. Students described being better prepared as a 

result of a nurturing school environment. One student answered on the questionnaire, 

"Mariposa is a much more personable school, a more open school. I attained a lot more 

information/knowledge at Mariposa that anywhere else. " 

Krovetz (1999) describes resiliency as being founded on the proposition that if 

members on one's family, community, and school care deeply about an individual, have 

high expectations, offer purposeful support, and value a person's participation in the 

group, that person will maintain a faith in the future and can overcome almost any 
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adversity. A student commented on the questionnaire: "I learned a lot of the high school 

basics, plus some useful information for life. " That same student explained the 

differences between Mariposa and other schools. "This school gives you the attention and 

time you need. You feel like people want to help you. Bigger regular high school is too 

busy to help you out like this school does. " Still another student wrote: "I have learned 

that being dedicated to something you want will get you where you want to go." 

According to researchers from Michigan State University, alternative schools 

surveyed tended to have a small positive effect on such things as school performance, 

school attitude and self esteem (Black, 1997). Similarly, the Hispanic Dropout Project 

(HDP) found that the high degree of personalization of alternative schools for "at-risk" 

Spanish-speaking students meant that students showed intense personal loyalty to their 

programs, often attending despite daunting obstacles (HDP, 1998). HDP members were 

deeply impressed by the dedication of the alternative school staff, their commitment to 

their students, and the positive ways in which Hispanic students responded to that 

commitment. 

One student in the present study wrote: '^Yes, I like school because I think that 

learning is one of the biggest processes of life. " Another student wrote on the 

questionnaire: ^^Yes, I like school because you learn many things in life. Also you learn 

about the past, or the world, wars and animals. You have to get more responsible by 

going to school and learning things. " That same student responded to the question: What 

have you learned at Mariposa High School? "/ learned to respect other people to also try 

my best to he successful and to never give up. " Still another student answered that 
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question: "1 like school because you can learn something new that will help you for the 

future." 

Additionally, Duke and Griesdom (1999) write that alternative programs should 

not reinforce in the minds of students the idea that they are "losers." Rather, alternative 

education programs and settings are locales in which students who have not experienced 

prior success can begin to reclaim their futures. Duke, Griesdom and Kraft (1998) concur 

that to achieve such a goal requires educational leaders who understand how to build 

relationships and hope, as well as, curricula and classrooms. The data show that Mariposa 

High School is such a place. Reading the completed questionnaires, one gets a sense of 

the love, commitment and loyalty that these students have toward their school. Over and 

over again, they wrote about how they liked school, the more personal nature of school, 

how they felt valued, how they believed the teachers and staff really cared about them, 

how they got along with others, and how they felt more prepared for the luture. They 

expressed optimism and hope. Trueba and Bartolome (1997) affirm: 

Teaching is not "fixing" students; it is discovering with students new 
ideas, new values, and new worlds of hope. Teachers must convey in their 
daily work the conviction that they are committed to humanizing the 
educational experience of students by eliminating hostility, and replacing 
messages of distrust or disdain with respect for all. This approach is 
precisely what Freire (1995) has taught in his "pedagogy of hope" (p. 4). 

Theme 4: Lessons Leained 

The last theme that I discuss in this chapter deals with areas of preparation for life 

in terms of life-skills acquired and academic preparation for students' future roles in 

society. Trueba and Bartolome (1997) write that: 
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It is essential to capitalize on the strengths of Latino students because the 
economic and technological future of this country depend on the 
educational success, and the success of African Americans and Asians, 
since these three groups together will constitute an increasingly large 
portion of the total U.S. population by the mid twenty-first century (p. 1). 

Dunbar (2001) writes: 

Much has been written about the challenges urban teachers and principals 
confront in their effort to provide an optimal educational opportimity for 
urban children. Issues that surround middle-class flight from urban 
centers, the epidemic of crack cocaine, teen pregnancies, gang infestation, 
and decaying cities are some of the problems urban teachers and 
administrators face before ever walking into a classroom (p. 32). 

He continues: 

Often, school grounds are riddled wdth evidence of the weekend's 
activities, including cigarette butts, empty forty-ounce bottles-some left 
whole while others are broken and strewn over worn asphalt like throw 
rugs- and in place of grass, simply debris (p. 32). 

And then, he says: 

Add to these conditions a population comprised of students who have been 
suspended, expelled, or incarcerated; who have been sent from one foster 
home to another; or have been simply left with the responsibility of 
rearing themselves and you'll find the makings of too many alternative 
urban school. There seems a sense of lifelessness like a cold damp cellar 
(Dunbar, 2001, p. 32). 

One such student left to rear himself was Cortez. I asked Cortez, "What was a 

typical day like for you?" and Cortez responded: 

Like 7:30 get ready, walk to school, 'cuz it was right down the street, 
come home, chill with the homies, whatever. Go back, play some Sega, 
some Playstation, stay out till midnight, play basketball, whatever, that 
about it. 

Not only does Cortez' testimony reveal a lack of parental supervision, it demonstrates an 

influence towards a life of drugs and alcohol. Cortez told me: 
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I wasn't into drugs or anything, yet. At that time, I wasn't. But, as the 
years, followed, yeah, I was introduced to a lot of drugs, 'cuz my gramma, 
smoked week all the time, and all my aunties did, some of my uncles did 
too, so I wasn't that innocent. 

And I asked him, "Even as a small child, you just grew up around it?" Cortez replied, 

"Yeah. They all smoke. They get drunk. On the weekends, not during the week, 

usually...." 

This commentary is similar to Little Wolfs retelling of his early years. Little Wolf 

described helping his father with selling drugs at a very young age. 

Like when I was you, like really young, you know, staying at my 
gramma's house and my dad would be doing that, I was old enough, like 
five, come home from elementary school, and they would let me help 
them, you know, 'cuz it was like heroin, I would like slice papers for them 
and do all this, and make sure no one comes in, and talk to their customers 
out there, and the customers would be right out the door and I would go 
and they'd just be kicking it, and I would get their mailing address. But 
then, after a while, they just told me, like not to do it anymore. And they 
would tell me, like there was a park over there, and I was into basketball, 
and they would let me go over there and play basketball. And, so everyday 
after school, 1 would go there, it got me out of the drug house. 

Gino related: 

Well, all right, like when I was little um, I used to walk in the 
neighborhood with my friends, we're little, you know, we go play soccer 
at the park, and we see in every house almost, we see people outside 
drinking, smoking, doing drugs, fighting. And you walk, and you've been 
there for a while, then everything is nonnal to you. You don't see nothing 
wrong with that. You see that as a normal thing. You know, a lot of 
gangsters, a lot of gangs. Drive by's [shootingsj. And you don't even 
worry about that anymore 'cuz you've been there so long and you get used 
to all that, the violence. That's how it was for me, you know, walking and 
just people, you know, smoking weed, doing things they shouldn't, you 
know, doin' drugs, drinkin'. 1 grew up seeing all these things. To me, you 
know it was like nothing, you know. It was not bad. Seeing the things and, 
you know, (voice tails off). Yeah, so that's how it was for me. It's a 
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typical day just walking around down the street and seeing things that you 
shouldn't be seeing, especially for a kid, you know. 

When I asked Gino what he thought about his experience he explained to me: 

When I think about that, what I think is I don't think it's right. That, I 
don't know why, why it was like that, but I feel, I feel that, um, the 
government, you know, the government should do something. They 
should better that. 'Cuz kids are growing up in the neighborhood like that 
and they never leave that neighborhood and when they grow up they do 
the same thing. 'Cuz they don't realize that it's bad. They don't see the 
difference. They just see the same things, so they do the same thing. 

As a teacher-researcher, I understand that the government is doing something. In 

part, that is the impetus for educational reform. Dimbar (1999) writes that: "Altemative 

schools have a location in institutional processes and structures while reversing these 

social trends that result in economic and racial isolation" (p. 16). Hardy (2000) describes 

altemative education as a reform tool, particularly a Native American school that 

provides a refuge and a second change for troubled students. The school in Sacaton, 

Arizona employs a deliberately gentler approach towards students. Unruly student 

behavior is not seen as a problem, but rather the underlying problem is that the street and 

its promise of status and belonging constantly lure the child. 

Alternative education is a reform tool (Finn et al, 2000; Gresham, Hess, and 

Maranto, 2000). However, there are insufficient data to determine whether, when we 

control for the socioeconomic characteristic of students, charter schools do a better job of 

educating students than do district schools (Gresham, Hess, and Maranto. 2000). 

Gresham, Hess and Maranto, (2000) cite preliminary analyses that suggest charter 

schools produce comparable outcomes. Certainly the students at Mariposa High School 
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were hopeful about their futures. Students wrote about the relationship between schooling 

and a better future for themselves. Comments such as these indicate this thought "School 

for me is the best for my own good and for my future. It is the better way to learn. 

Another student wrote, "/r helped me a lot when I entered college.'" "School is like a goal 

for me, before anything else I want to graduate so I can have a good career job in the 

future, so I could help my family out. " "I like school just because I know it will pay off in 

the future. " "School helps me be a professional person, improve my skills in the best 

way." Still another student raised an important question: "/ question how this school will 

affect me in the long run, because it's easy. " 

In the area of life-skills and academic preparation, the data from Mariposa High 

School show that students generally felt prepared or better equipped to meet the demands 

of the future with a diploma from Mariposa High School. Students expressed learning 

life-skills in getting along: "7 have learned more about our nation, English, math, 

economics, and subjects you need in order to graduate as well as interacting and getting 

along with others. " And about controlling anger: ''I have learned how to cope with my 

anger" and to modify their behavior. "I learned how to control my mouth. " Students 

described learning the basic academic material expected of a high school graduate. "I 

learned a lot of stuff, respect, and that if I don't graduate, I'll be nobody. " "I've learned 

about American History as well as Algebra 3 which I had no idea how to do before I 

came here. " "I've learned a lot actually. I have learned more history and science in this 

school than in public traditional high school. " 



187 

The data show that although students came to Mariposa High School after some 

very negative schooling and life experiences, they were able to readjust and leam the 

academic and social skills necessary for a better future for themselves. As a teacher-

researcher, that is rewarding work. 
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CHAPTER 8 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

This dissertation set out to understand two questions: What are the social 

conditions that give rise to an increasing number of minoritized schoolchildren in 

alternative school settings? And, how do these minoritized youth fare in such settings? In 

order to understand these situations, a qualitative approach was utilized to leam from the 

students themselves. I distributed a questionnaire to 50 students or former students of 

Mariposa High School and purposively selected three young men to interview as case 

study examples. 

This section of the dissertation provides a brief summary, personal reflections, 

recommendations for further study, and concludes this study. Further research is needed 

to fully understand issues relating to the quality of education provided by alternative 

education settings. Brouillette (2002) recognizes the potential of charter schools not yet 

realized: 

The charter school movement may not be the answer to what ails public 
schools. Yet it suggests the direction in which an answer might be found. 
Through the charter school movement new ideas, new energies, new 
perspectives have been brought into the nation's public schools. Those 
who recognize an educational need have been empowered to offer a 
remedy. School reform has become an effort in which all can take part. By 
allowing a wider range of citizens to make their own characteristic 
contributions to the improvement of their community's public schools, 
charter schools have pointed the way toward making education, once 
again, a community-wide concern (p. 261). 
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Apple (2004) would like to see that type of democratic commitment put forth to 

better the nation's existing educational system rather than channeling public funds into 

alternative school settings. 

I have raised a number of critical questions about the economic, 
social, and ideological tendencies that often stand behind significant parts 
of the home schooling movement. In the process, I have situated it within 
larger social movements that I and many others believe can have quite 
negative effects on our sense of community, on the health of the public 
sphere, and on our commitment to building a society that is less 
economically and racially stratified. I have suggested that issues need to 
be raised about the effects of its commitment to "cocooning," its attack on 
the state, and its growing use of public funding with no public 
accountability. Yet, 1 have also argued that there are clear elements of 
good sense in its criticisms of the bureaucratic nature of all too many of 
our institutions, in its worries about the managerial state, and in its 
devotion to being active in the education of its children (p. 168). 

The qualitative process undertaken in this study has served to educate, enrich, and 

expand my knowledge and appreciation for the methods of qualitative research. The 

qualitative approach helped to create a bond of friendship with, as well as a deep respect 

for the members of this study. The participants were young people who were attending or 

had attended in the past an alternative educational settings. 

Personal Reflections 

The personal, in-depth, phenomenological interviews and the many telephone 

conversations that I engaged in were meaningful and enlightening. These conversations 

touched the very essence of my soul, and helped to create a deeper understanding of the 

shared experiences of these youth. I gained an intense appreciation for the resiliency of 

these young people. 1 grew to admire them. As both a teacher and researcher, I found that 

the youth's stories touched my heart as their words echoed in my mind. 



190 

The wealth of information that I gleaned from the conversations provided me with 

the background to integrate theories from cultural studies, research on the 

underachievement of minoritized students, and the healing testimony of personal 

narratives. This process of trying to understand the theories as they related to the lived 

experience of these young people was stimulating, but at the same time, not at all an easy 

endeavor. It is never an easy transition to move from the theory to reaching 

understanding. Like the participants it this study, I labored over each line and struggled to 

understand the knowledge that was being shared with me. It was during such discourse 

with the participants that I realized the conversations were giving meaning and creating a 

text that placed the theoretical framework as an integral part of the fabric that shaped and 

styled this patchwork quilt of meaning and experience. I remembered Michael Apple's 

(1997) words when he said that there is nothing natural about the structure of our lives. 

Cultural studies work is an intellectual and political tradition about the relationship of 

power to culture. Williams (1977) described the framing structure of everyday life as 

"structures of feelings." Foucault (1980) said: "There is nothing primary to be 

interpreted, since fundamentally, everything is already interpretation" (p. 109). The 

conversations resonated with Fine's (1991) description of how students become dropouts, 

fallouts or push outs. 

The willingness of the participants to share their time and ideas with me was 

gratifying. I wasn't expecting the difficulty in obtaining interviews with the students, but 

I prevailed and impressed upon the students the need to conduct interviews in a timely 

fashion. When the students met with me, they willingly shared their perspectives. They 
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shared meaningful information and related their experience in a very open, sincere, and 

candid manner. The students expressed a sense of belonging that was interesting, 

stimulating and educational. They were grateful to have the opportunity to tell their 

stories about their educational and home lives. 

This sense of community is instructive for educational research. This study 

indicates that when students perceive themselves to be in a caring environment, they 

increase their learning. Apple (2004) suggests we have these models to emulate. 

There are models of curricula and teaching that are related to community 
sentiment, that are committed to social justice and fairness, and that are 
based in schools where both teacher and students want to be (p. 169). 

Brouillette (2002) cites a caring staff as the most valued characteristic of a 

successful charter school. 

A former Wesley student spoke movingly of how the care and interest 
shown by her teachers when she was at Wesley had been pivotal to 
shaping her attitude toward school, creating a desire to succeed and a 
conviction that success was possible (p. 123). 

Noddings (1984) writes: "We need trust and cooperation to educate" (p. 184). She adds 

"It is absurd to suppose that we are educating when we ignore those matters that lie at the 

very heart of human existence" (p. 184). 

In their statewide study of relational trust, Bryk and Schneider (2002) advocate in 

their book. Trust in Schools: a Core Resource for Improvement: 

We were already convinced that the quality of social relationships in 
school communities was key to understanding the early successes and 
failures at school improvement. This led us to pilot a set of survey items 
on respect, trust, and caring in different role relationships. The success of 
this initial pilot work in a small number of schools convinced us of the 



192 

utility of assessing these organizational features in a citywide teacher 
survey in 1994 (p. 91). 

My conversations with these youth seemed to expand beyond the questions that I had 

developed for the interviews. As time passed, the conversations engendered a genuine 

caring and support for these young men. It was heartening for me to be able to share that 

spirit of caring in a joint venture in learning, appreciation, an expansion of horizons, and 

development of understanding based on knowledge and community. At the same time as 

I experienced positive feelings, at times I also struggled with my emotions. As the 

interviews progressed, it became increasingly difficult to listen to the tales of hunger, 

depression, feelings of isolation and despair that these young men endured for most of 

their childhoods. It was almost too much to listen when these young impressionable 

youth related their growing up experiences surrounded by gang violence, racist 

encoimters, drugs and alcohol abuse. 

But even more heart-wrenching were the stories of growing up alone. I wondered 

where were the adults in these youngsters' lives? Little Wolfs mother was an addict; 

Cortez' mother was "forever missing," "never around," and Gino's parents were working. 

I, too, remember working when raising my daughter as a single parent. She also grew up 

on her own, much like these young and impressionable boys. When I think about the 

ordeals that these young children, and so many others like them, went through, I am 

saddened. In spite of the trauma these youngsters experienced in their lives, they still 

strove to contribute to a more positive society. 1 was humbled and impressed by their 

determination, their sense of responsibility and drive to rise above their circumstances. 
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Davidson (1996) found in her study of 55 youth in urban school settings that: 

Schools as institutions play powerful roles in shaping certain parts of 
student identities. At the same time, this investigation has revealed that 
individuals enter schools with preexisting ideologies that structure their 
responses to and interactions with the environment. Schools cannot be said 
simply to reproduce social categories. Rather, student ideologies and 
school contexts exert a reciprocal influence on one another (p. 214). 

Noddings (1984) also cites the importance of "reciprocity" (p. 69). Davidson (1996) 

acknowledges that: 

by offering students the opportunity to make sense of cultural and social 
issues with the aid of diverse peers, it appeared that students began to 
move toward more complex xmderstandings concerning social borders and 
more critical perspectives about the production of knowledge, created by 
an environment where youths perceived respect and encouragement for 
both manifestations of ethnicity and educational engagement (p. 221). 

Noddings (1984) outlines connection, dialogue, and what she calls "stretching" that I 

relate to Vygotsky's zone of proximal development, into practice and confirmation as the 

developmental model for enhanced student engagement. 

In his book, Life in Schools: An Introduction to Critical Pedagogy in the 

Foundations of Education, Peter McLaren (1989) asks an important question. "At what 

price do we ask our student to confomi to our version of 'the good student'?" (p. 215) For 

some, the price is too high. McLaren (1989) laments: 

Mainstream schooling offers disadvantaged students little choice but to 
negotiate a life for themselves, somewhere among the psychologist's 
office, the compensatory program set up to remediate their deficiencies, 
and the streets where they will eventually be dumped. If the economic 
climate is good, perhaps they will end up in low-skilled, low-paying jobs 
(p. 215). 
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This paragraph reminds me of a teacher who articulated this attitude. When I first 

went to work at Mariposa High School, I remember a math teacher who commented to 

me: "Well, the car wash business always needs workers" as we supervised students at the 

lunch break. I was new to the school, and I remember my horrified reaction to this 

statement. I cringed for the students in his class. 

Limitations and Recommendations for Further Research 

This study was limited in scope. As certain themes emerged from the data gathered 

on the educational experiences of minoritized youth, other questions arose. I wanted to 

interview a female for this study. At the alternative school where I teach there are many 

students with children, or pregnant with their first, second or third child. There are 

couples and those who are working full-time while completing their studies. This study 

did not address these issues. Yet these and many other issues are important and necessary 

to understand fully the educational experiences that these schools offer to minoritized 

youth. 

Nichols and Good (2004) look to society to frame these issues with a fresh 

perspective. Their book, America's Teenagers-Myths and Realities: Media Images, 

Schooling, and the Social Cost of Careless Indifference, faults adults for not cormecting 

with young people. 

Our nation is not at risk because youth are underperforming but because 
adults are. To the extent that our society is at risk is not because of 
defective teens but rather because of a society that is careless in its 
education, guidance, general support, and even its knowledge of youth. 
Too many teens live in inadequate, even appalling circumstances. Yet we 
consistently put the burden on them to rise above such conditions and be 
successful. Given the extent of the problems that characterize many teens' 
lives- absent parent, poverty, and dangerous environment-it is ludicrous to 
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blame youth for not living up to what are often unattainable expectations 
for many. Our analysis leads us to the firm conclusion that the basic 
problem is not defective youth but a society that is careless in its guidance 
and support of youth. This careless indifference creates various threats to 
youth (p. 261). 

Secondly, this study did not address issues of teacher preparation, attitudes or 

success in the classroom. Although this study underscores the teacher-student 

relationship as crucial to students' educational success, I did not probe teachers' attitudes, 

beliefs or curriculum practices in working with this specialized student population. That 

is a necessary part of further research. 

No matter how successful individual charter schools become, they still 
would represent an interesting but terribly limited experiment if the only 
children who benefited were the 1 or 2 percent who actually attended a 
charter school. This leads to key questions: How can other schools for 
urban children be made better, and what part can charters play in that 
effort (Schorr, 2002, p. 308)? 

Another area for further study involves the administrative component of alternative 

education. In this case study, a corporation that owns and manages such schools 

nationwide manages Mariposa High School. This education corporation is the largest 

group of charter alternative schools in the southwestern state where this study took place, 

as well as other areas across the nation where the company manages schools. This is an 

important component to study to fully understand how these schools are addressing the 

needs of minoritized youth. There are many more aspects of this research that can and 

should be undertaken to fully understand the spiral ing growth of the alternative education 

movement and its role in national educational reform. 
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Conclusion 

The telling and retelling of our shared history is so crucial, so instrumental in 

reaching understanding. The personal autobiographical narrative is vital for us to recreate 

our community of memory. Question number three on the survey questionnaire asked 

students: What have you learned in this school? One student wrote: "1 have learned what 

unity and a sense of community means. " This study contributes to the research literature 

that seeks to understand and explain the social and educational conditions for minoritized 

youth. Much of the current research focuses on traditional school settings. Yet, as 

Davidson (1996) points out, "'dominant anthropological and sociological analyses of 

students' responses to school are overly narrow and limiting" (p. 213). Oppositional 

behavior is not always equated with academic failure, nor does accommodation guarantee 

academic success. Rather, students challenge, subvert and adapt in various and multiple 

subjectivities. 

Alternative education settings can be characterized as small school settings, but in 

looking at small schools research, the success of these students reflects more than small 

school status. Although many of the students talked about the small school setting, it was 

more what I named the quality of interactions, the positive personal attention to each 

student that made the di fference. 

The school site did indeed grow tremendously as some students pointed out in 

their responses. When 1 first started working at the school on April 17, 2000, there were 

about a hundred students, and only a small faculty of eight teaching classes in art, social 

studies. English, math, science and an English-as-a-second-language program. There was 



197 

one principal, one assistant principal, and a small office staff. Presently the school has 

over 500 students, a well-attended day program and a growing night school program. 

Classes run from eight in the morning until after nine at night. There is a faculty of 24, 

including a school counselor, and an office staff of 10. The school is growing and will 

continue to grow. The school is not looking to cap programs and classes; instead, 

Mariposa High is looking for space to expand, including adding a community 

development specialist to work with the Latino population and create a community center 

for the school to further its bonds and ties with parents, community members and school 

persoimel. 

Although the school began small, with small nvimbers of students in each class, that 

is not the current situation. Each class session may have more than 40 students enrolled, 

especially in the required courses for graduation. Many elective courses also enroll high 

numbers of students due to the fact that this particular student body needs credits and so 

they are scheduled in classes to accomplish the goal of credit accumulation. 

More than the small school setting, then, it is the quality of interactions between 

students and school personnel-what Banks (1988) refers to as Total Quality School 

Climate-that supports and encourages the education of minoritized young people. In 

large school settings, this can be accomplished with additional aides in the classrooms. 

But changing school climate requires an entire attitude change. These changes are 

hindered because many teachers still possess the antiquated notions of teaching and 

learning that have been practiced in this country for more than a century. This too is an 

area where further research is needed. 
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Implications for Practice and Educational Reform 

It seems that public schools often mirror the past, instead of keeping up with the 

pace of change. To find support for this position, we need only look at mainstream and 

especially secondary mainstream schooling. The way these schools operate is largely the 

same as it was 40 years ago. The Carnegie unit of credit is still the method used to award 

course credit. The high school transcript remains the entry pass to higher education in 

many cases. And perhaps most damaging is that students are still homogeneously 

grouped for teacher-directed instruction. In many cases, a look inside these schools might 

lead one to believe that time has stood still. To this day, students are being placed in the 

same graded classes and are learning the same subject matter by means of the same 

teaching techniques. Our present-day students continue to learn 19th century answers to 

21st century questions. It leads one to wonder how it is that public schools have remained 

remarkably the same for the past 100 years while society has changed so much. 

Alternative education programs come in many more varieties than they did two or 

three decades ago. In these earlier years, the term alternative education denoted programs 

for court-adjudicated youth, programs for advanced-placement students, and special 

education for disabled students. Indeed, prior to the charter school movement, the home 

schooling movement, and privatization this denotation remained relatively unchanged 

and alternative school enrollees were disproportionately drawn from low-income, 

disabled, and minority communities (Conley, 2002). 

Young people who, for whatever reasons, are unable to or choose not to succeed in 

traditional schooling environments, can now select from among an ever-increasing 
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network of alternative education settings. At one time these alternative environments 

were considered recourse for students who were at risk of dropping out of school or so 

disruptive they could not participate in a regular school traditional learning environment 

(Conley, 2002; Dunbar, 2001). In the last several decades, however, such schools have 

taken on many different names and descriptions. In some cases, they are now formally 

knovra as charter schools, magnet schools, accelerated schools and the like. In other 

cases, parents have taken on the responsibility for home schooling as an alternative 

method of educating their children (Apple, 2004). 

Alternative programs now exist at all levels of elementary school, middle school, 

and high school. Researchers agree that the number of alternative education programs in 

the United States has increased dramatically over the past few years, but the amount of 

resource information available about such programs is scant at best (Conley, 2002; 

Dunbar, 2001; Schorr, 2002). As the pubic continues to express dissatisfaction with 

public schooling, we will see many different forms of alternative schools and programs 

initiated throughout the country. 

Choice in public education is a hot topic among educational practitioners, 

theorists, politicians and the general public. Dissatisfaction with the public school system 

in the U. S. has created pressure to experiment with non-traditional approaches to 

teaching and learning in an attempt to improve their effectiveness (Finn et al., 2000). 

However, the legislated responses to this public dissatisfaction create even more 

challenges for schools. Schools currently face similar societal upheaval as they 

confronted at the turn of the twentieth century: rapidly changing technology, altered 
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lifestyles and massive waves of immigrants. Alternative schools have provided a viable 

means in the United States to meet the ever-changing needs of society and to allow 

disenfranchised students an opportunity to reclaim their dreams, reaffirm their goals, and 

redirect their educational aspirations. Alternative education can restore opportunities to 

families to choose the best possible education for their children as demonstrated by this 

research. 

As a reform tool, I believe this is one example of "unintended consequences" of 

social policy (Lopez, 1999). And, as discussed earlier, public policy as it relates to 

structuring the lived experiences of minoritized groups in the United States resembles a 

tug of war; pulling and pushing, advancing and retreating, or as in the popular Ricky 

Martin tune, three steps forward, three steps backward. Innovations such as alternative 

schooling are crucial to the success of minoritized schoolchildren. In this study, youth 

described, in their own words, innovation, caring approaches and unique teaching styles 

as instrumental to their success. Yet in order to meet the demands of currcnt federal 

legislation such as the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, schools are shaped into a small 

sieve of educational reform that requires them to conform to state and national standards 

or cease to exist. All of this forces a more traditional approach to schooling. 

We are witnessing this change in charter schools such as Mariposa High School. 

In the fall of 2003, each school in the Mariposa network of charter schools was mandated 

to initiate a curriculum coach to help schools to meet the demands of the new law. 

Successful classroom teachers were taken out of the classroom to work full-time in 

administrative positions of oversight and compliance with the law. Does this serve the 
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children? Is this innovation and creative reform? Whether this new reform is meeting 

these legislative and bureaucratic realities while effectively serving minoritized youth 

remains an ongoing challenge for educators and educational systems. 

The stories from the children gathered here tell us that they will adapt. They will 

find those subversive spaces to exist, morph and succeed. But it is up to us, as educators, 

to provide the needed supports for their success. There is no replacement for a good 

teacher. And we must have at least one in our lives to overcome culminating negative 

societal ills and to climb out of our received circumstances. As Little wolf so eloquently 

expressed, "Each one of us has a gift. And we must use that gift to get out." 

The students in this study displayed an important sense of self-responsibility, but 

only after they experienced some sense of empowerment over their conditions, of help 

and cooperation, a heightened and positive sense of self. They understood the need for 

positive intervention; while aware that they must make changes themselves, they relied 

on adults surrounding them to assist them in making these changes. Another finding of 

this research involved parental support of their children's education. When their children 

experienced more positive settings in school, the parents engaged more support and 

resources for their students. I've had parents attend class with their students many times 

in my high school classroom. And, they thank me when they leave! Personal 

responsibility must work in tandem with a community of support. 

It seems fitting to conclude with the ancient African proverb: "It takes a village to 

raise a child." 1 offer my rendition of this statement: A caring community with a spirit of 

love in action inspires a genuine commitment to learning. 
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An important implication of this research is that students, the community, and 

parents will all become more involved in the school as a result of more positive schooling 

experiences of their youth, (ireater involvement may pose additional consequences 

(unintended consequences?). But, wouldn't that be a nice problem? 
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APPENDIX A 

DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 

Please read each question carefully and provide the following information about yourself. 
Please complete each question. 

1- Age: 

2. Gender: 
a. [ ] Male b. [ ] Female 

3. Educational Level: (please check your current level) 
a. [ ] Freshman b. [ j Sophomore 
c. [ ] Junior d. [ ] Senior 
e. [ ] Graduated high school 

4. How many credits do you have toward your high school diploma? 

5. How do you classify yourself racially? 
a, [ ] American Indian/Alaskan Native 
b. [ ] Asian/Asian-American or Pacific Islander 
c. [ ] Black/African-American, not Hispanic or Latino 
d. [ ] Latino/Hispanic, not White 
e. [ ] White/Caucasian/Euro-American 
f. 1 1 Other (please specify) 

g- r 1 Biracial (please specify) 

6. Household Size: How many people live in your home? __________ 

7. Socioeconomic Status: Check the one box that best represents your income level. 

a. [ ] $10, 000 or less per year 
b. [ ] $10, 000—15, 000 
c. [ ] $15, 000 — 20, 000 
d. [ ] $20, 000 — 30, 000 
e. [ ] $30,000 — 35, 000 
f- [ ] $35, 000 — 40, 000 
g- [ ] $40, 000 — 45, 000 
h. [ ] $45, 000 — 50, 000 
i. [ j $50, 000 — 65, 000 
J -  [  ]  $65, 000— 100, 000 
k. [ I $100, 000 or above 
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8. Language Background: Do you speak a language other than English? 
a. [ ] yes 
b, [ ] no 

If yes, please specify the language. 

9. Before enrolling in Ocotillo High School, how many schools did you attend? 
a. Kindergarten — third grade 
b. Third grade — 6th grade 
c. 6th grade — 9th grade _________ 
d. 9th grade — 12th grade 
e. Total number of schools attended 



APPENDIX B 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE 

Research Study "Stories from the Heart: Youth Narratives on Alternative Schooling 
Experiences". Please be as descriptive as you can in answering these questions. A 
separate sheet of paper is provided for you. 

1. How did you come to enroll in this school? 

2. What can you tell me about going to school here? 

3. What is school like for you? 

4. What have you learned at this school? 

5. What are your favorite subjects? 

6. Do you like school? Please explain your answer whether it is yes or no. 

7. Tell me the difference between this school and other public schools you've 

attended. 

8. How do you explain these differences? 

9. What do your parents think of school? 

10. How many grades have you attended here (or plan to attend)? 
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