
Constructing Literacy Identities Within
Communities: Women's Stories of Transformation

Item Type text; Electronic Dissertation

Authors Bacon, Heidi Regina

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 24/05/2023 20:17:26

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/325232

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/325232


+ 

 

 

CONSTRUCTING LITERACY IDENTITIES WITHIN COMMUNITIES: WOMEN’S 

STORIES OF TRANSFORMATION 

 
 

by 
 

 

Heidi R. Bacon 
 

 

__________________________ 
Copyright © Heidi R. Bacon 2014 

 

 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

 
 

DEPARTMENT OF TEACHING, LEARNING AND SOCIOCULTURAL STUDIES 

WITH A MAJOR IN LANGUAGE, READING AND CULTURE  

 

 
 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 

 

For the Degree of 

 
 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
 

 

In the Graduate College 

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 
 

 

 

 

2014 



2 

 

 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

GRADUATE COLLEGE 

 

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation 

prepared by Heidi R. Bacon, titled Constructing Literacy Identities within Communities: 

Women’s Stories of Transformation and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the 

dissertation requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 

 
 

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: April 30, 2014 

Patricia L. Anders    

 

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: April 30, 2014 

Kathy G. Short    

    

_______________________________________________________________________ Date: April 30, 2014 

Ana Christina Iddings    

 

         

    

 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission 

of the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.   

 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and recommend 

that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement. 

 

 

________________________________________________ Date: April 30, 2014 

Dissertation Director:  Patricia L. Anders    



3 

 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

 

 This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for an 

advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be 

made available to borrowers under rules of the Library. 

 Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided 

that an accurate acknowledgement of the source is made. Requests for permission for extended 

quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the 

copyright holder.  

 

  

 Signed: Heidi R. Bacon 



4 

 

 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

 

 This dissertation represents the attainment of a life-time goal, and I wish to acknowledge 

and express my deepest gratitude to those who made this work possible. I thank God every day 

for giving me this opportunity and for richly blessing my life with family, friends, committee, 

colleagues, and the women who gave so freely of themselves in the hope that their participation 

would help other women.  

 I begin by acknowledging the participants in this study who shared their lives and 

literacies with me. They taught me about courage, patience, and perseverance. Each woman 

embodies the principles of service and servant leadership and makes her community and the 

world a better place. These brave and compassionate women inspire me, challenge me, and 

remind me that there is still work to be done.  

 Next, I thank my Dissertation Chair, Dr. Patricia Anders, and my committee members, 

Dr. Kathy Short and Dr. Chris Iddings, each of whom encouraged me and supported me in my 

work as a community literacy researcher. They were instrumental in helping me develop as a 

thinker, a scholar, and a writer. I especially want to thank Dr. Anders for serving as my major 

advisor throughout my graduate studies at the University of Arizona. I also want to thank Drs. 

Ken and Yetta Goodman for teaching me about miscues and for their mentorship and ongoing 

support.  

 My family has been with me every step of the way, and so I acknowledge my husband, 

Alan Bacon, my daughter, Elise Bacon, and my sister-in-law, Nancy Bacon, for their many 

sacrifices and their unwavering belief in me. Thank you for undertaking this journey alongside 

me and for keeping me grounded.  

 I also wish to acknowledge four passionate, committed women for their insight and many 

contributions to the Women’s Literacy Network and this research. Thank you, Edie Lantz-

Leppert, Kelly Allen, Nadia Granados, and Guadalupe Romero, for helping to grow and make 

the Women’s Literacy Network an award-winning literacy and empowerment program. I am 

honored to call you friends and colleagues.  

 Last, I wish to acknowledge my friend and colleague, Cathy Amanti, for her friendship 

and weekly check-ins during the final months of writing and my Tucson house-mate, Cathryn 

Foley, who shared her home with me and believed in her heart that I could do it.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



5 

 

DEDICATION 

 

To Georgia Ruth Bacon in Loving Memory 

 

 



6 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

LIST OF TABLES ........................................................................................................................ 11 

ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................. 12 

CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION:  WOMEN’S LITERACY IDENTITY AND 

EMPOWERMENT ....................................................................................................................... 14 

Research Questions ................................................................................................................... 14 

Paradigms of Adult Learning .................................................................................................... 15 

“Bringing People to Literacy” .............................................................................................. 15 

A Break from Traditional Literacy Programs ........................................................................... 16 

The Literacy Zones Project ....................................................................................................... 17 

Valuing the Local .................................................................................................................. 19 

Recognizing the Global......................................................................................................... 21 

Conceptualizing the Women’s Literacy Network ..................................................................... 22 

The Importance of Social Networking in Social Practice ..................................................... 22 

Gaps in Theory, Programs and Practice .................................................................................... 23 

Problematizing Community .................................................................................................. 24 

The WLN: Why Women? ......................................................................................................... 25 

A Historical Look at Women and Literacy ........................................................................... 26 

Literacy, Schooling, and Identity .............................................................................................. 28 

Importance of the Study ............................................................................................................ 30 

CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THEORIZING LITERACY IDENTITY ...... 33 

Identity and Sociocultural Theory ............................................................................................. 34 

Sociogenetic Elements of Self .............................................................................................. 35 



7 

 

Vygotskian Concepts of Identity Development .................................................................... 37 

Participation and Communities of Practice........................................................................... 39 

Discourses and Identity in a Community of Practice............................................................ 41 

Identity and Sociocultural Linguistic Theory............................................................................ 41 

Bourdieuian Constructs of Capital ............................................................................................ 44 

Identity and Habitus .............................................................................................................. 45 

Reading Capital ..................................................................................................................... 46 

Women’s Ways of Knowing ..................................................................................................... 49 

A Framework for Revaluing ..................................................................................................... 52 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 53 

CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY: STORYING LITERACY IDENTITY ................................. 56 

Research Context....................................................................................................................... 57 

Epistemological Assumptions ............................................................................................... 60 

Participants ............................................................................................................................ 62 

Setting ................................................................................................................................... 66 

Positionality of the Researcher ............................................................................................. 66 

Data Sources and Collection ..................................................................................................... 69 

Data Analysis ............................................................................................................................ 74 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................................. 79 

CHAPTER 4. GRACE: LITERACY IDENTITY: SCRIPTS AND LIFELINES ........................ 82 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................... 100 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 105 

CHAPTER 5. SALLY: LITERACY IDENTITY: BELIEVE, BECOME, BELONG ............... 106 



8 

 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................... 129 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 136 

CHAPTER 6. DIANA: LITERACY IDENTITY: LIVING BEYOND THE LABEL ............... 138 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................... 171 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 179 

CHAPTER 7. MELISSA: LITERACY IDENTITY: A DOUBLE-DOUBLE…BROWN AND 

FEMALE..................................................................................................................................... 181 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................... 218 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 224 

CHAPTER 8. MARLA: LITERACY IDENTITY: SILENCED NO MORE ............................ 225 

Discussion ............................................................................................................................... 254 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 260 

CHAPTER 9. LITERACY IDENTITY: COLLECTIVE STORIES OF COMING TO BE ...... 262 

Identity as Difference .............................................................................................................. 265 

Race, Ethnicity, and Class .................................................................................................. 267 

Reading and Speaking......................................................................................................... 270 

Labeling .............................................................................................................................. 272 

Identity as Sense of Self/Subjectivity...................................................................................... 273 

Sense of Self ....................................................................................................................... 276 

Transformations of Self ...................................................................................................... 278 

Pride and Status................................................................................................................... 280 

Voice ................................................................................................................................... 281 

Identity as Mind and Consciousness (coming to know) ......................................................... 284 



9 

 

Shifting Beliefs and Practices ............................................................................................. 286 

Strategies and Miscues ........................................................................................................ 288 

Teaching and Tutoring ........................................................................................................ 290 

Self-Study ........................................................................................................................... 291 

Identity as Narrative ................................................................................................................ 292 

Abandonment ...................................................................................................................... 293 

Isolation............................................................................................................................... 294 

Lack of Resources and Supports ......................................................................................... 295 

Protecting the Self ............................................................................................................... 295 

Imagined Selves .................................................................................................................. 295 

Identity as Position .................................................................................................................. 297 

The WLN ............................................................................................................................ 298 

Social Ties and Networks ................................................................................................... 300 

Conclusion ............................................................................................................................... 302 

CHAPTER 10. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS: “SMALL DIFFERENCES CAN 

HAVE BIG CONSEQUENCES” ............................................................................................... 304 

Research Questions: A Summary of the Findings .................................................................. 304 

Personal Histories, Stories, and Practices ........................................................................... 305 

Turning Points ..................................................................................................................... 307 

Enacting and Expressing Literacy Identities ....................................................................... 309 

Theoretical Framing ................................................................................................................ 310 

Breaking with the Past............................................................................................................. 310 

Authentic Learning ............................................................................................................. 311 



10 

 

Apprenticeships................................................................................................................... 313 

Formal vs. Informal Learning ............................................................................................. 313 

Concepts of Miscue Analysis.............................................................................................. 314 

Literacy Capital ................................................................................................................... 315 

Design Matters .................................................................................................................... 317 

Creating a Community of Practice ...................................................................................... 318 

Gender Matters.................................................................................................................... 320 

Leadership and Passion ....................................................................................................... 321 

Getting There........................................................................................................................... 322 

Implications and Recommendations ....................................................................................... 323 

Recommendations ............................................................................................................... 325 

Final Thoughts......................................................................................................................... 331 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................... 333 

 



11 

 

LIST OF TABLES 

Table 3.1. Preliminary Theming by Story .................................................................................... 76 

Table 3.2. Central Threads and Supporting Thematic Clusters .................................................... 78 

Table 9.1. Frequencies of Themes: Identity as Difference ......................................................... 267 

Table 9.2. Frequencies of Themes: Identity as Sense of Self/Subjectivity ................................. 276 

Table 9.3. Examples of Marla's Use of "Before" ........................................................................ 279 

Table 9.4. Frequencies of Themes of Identity: Mind as Consciousness (coming to know) ....... 286 

Table 9.5. Frequencies of Themes: Contexts for Silence ........................................................... 293 

Table 9.6. Extensity of Participants' Network Ties .................................................................... 301 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



12 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Adult education has often been described as a start and stop process for second chance 

learners. Hierarchical, decontextualized, and scripted materials remain prevalent in adult 

education programs. Differences in and among programs often present barriers to participation 

that profoundly affect adult learners’ lives and literacies. Albertini (2009), Hull, Jury, and Sacher 

(2012), and Street (2004) call for more innovative and tailor-made programs that provide 

supports to better meet the needs of adult learners.  

The Women’s Literacy Network (WLN), a literacy and empowerment program for 

women, is an innovative, tailor-made program that trains adult women with GEDs as literacy 

tutors and matches them with women working on their GEDs. The WLN uses a transactional, 

sociopsycholinguistic model of literacy learning (Davenport, 2002; K. Goodman 1996a; K. 

Goodman, 1996b; Y. Goodman, Burke, & Watson, 2005; Rosenblatt, 2004) and includes a 

number of nested, supportive services for participants.  

In this narrative inquiry, I examine the literacy identities of five WLN tutors through the 

lens of social practice theory. I conceptualize literacy identities as lived in and through 

participants’ storied lives. The women’s constructions of literacy identity are revealed in their 

personal histories, stories, and practices and the ways in which they enact and express their 

literacy identities. 

Participants’ stories are told using a braiding of memoir with narrative ethnography. Each 

woman’s narrative centers on a prominent theme or thread that weaves throughout the fabric of 

her literacy identity. These threads are then connected across the narratives to reveal how the 

women were positioned by others, their internalization of or resistance to this positioning, and 

their own positioning in historical time and space.  
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Findings indicate that participants’ literacy identities were rooted in a metaphor of 

“identity-as-difference” (Moje & Luke, 2009, p.421). Isolation was a common theme, as was a 

deep-seated need to affiliate and belong. Participants reported gaining confidence through their 

participation in the WLN and experiencing a strong sense of community and belonging. Gender 

mattered, as participants stated that “women understand women.” Mothers revealed that their 

learning in the WLN influenced and shaped their family literacy practices. According to 

participants, the WLN offered opportunities to build strong relationships that helped them 

expand their social networks. Frequent, intense interactions were important in keeping 

participants connected to the program, its coordinators, and each other. Participants framed and 

reframed their literacy identities, re-positioned themselves in their life roles, and came to revalue 

themselves as literate beings (K. Goodman, 1996b). 
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CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION: WOMEN’S LITERACY IDENTITY AND 

EMPOWERMENT 

“My inspiration comes from really helping somebody else because I was there, and I 

wish that there had been a program out there when I was going through this. It just 

inspires me to look forward to go help somebody.”—Melissa 

Melissa, a tutor in the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN), worked a low-end factory job 

for over 14 years. As companies downsized, she saw her ability to earn a living wage diminish. 

Her options were limited. She lacked a GED in a global world that increasingly requires 

education beyond high school (Bloom, 2010; Carnevale, 2008; Reder 1999, 2010; Zafft, 

Kallenbach, & Spohn, 2006). Her livelihood and ability to advance hinged on getting a GED and 

completing additional schooling.  

Feeling trapped, Melissa sought to make changes in her life. She went back to school, as 

she saw herself in a downward spiral. Within days of receiving her GED, she applied for a tutor 

position with the WLN, the setting for this study. Through her GED and tutoring experiences, 

Melissa realized that she did have options and opportunities (personal communication, October 

6, 2010). As she embarked on a new literacy journey, my colleague and I observed 

transformations in how she conceptualized and positioned her “self” in her dual role of tutor and 

student. Melissa re-envisioned her possibilities. Her experiences appeared to mirror those of 

other women in the network, as they framed and reframed their literacy identities in a literacy 

and learning community of practice. These observations led to the following research questions.  

Research Questions 

In this narrative inquiry, I investigate the following two questions: 1) What constructions 

of literacy identity are revealed in the women’s personal histories, stories, and practices? and 2) 
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How do tutors in the women’s literacy network enact and express their literacy identities through 

their experiences? Thus, I document the ways in which five tutors framed, re-framed, and 

negotiated their literacy identities. I explore their school experiences and participation histories. I 

further examine how they are positioned by others, their internalization of or resistance to this 

positioning, and how they in turn position themselves in relation to their literacy identities. 

Paradigms of Adult Learning 

Adult education has frequently been described as a start and stop process where adult 

students come and go depending on their life circumstances. According to Belzer (2006), adult 

education students are often referred to as “second chance” learners. And as Melissa can attest, 

sometimes, it takes multiple tries, as exigencies arise, creating barriers. In a recent study 

(Zacharakis, Steichen, de Sabates, & Glass, 2011), exigency emerged as a prominent theme. 

Participant narratives detailed multiple instances of life events and outside forces that disrupted 

students’ educational journeys. Exigency, to a lesser degree, was also part of the WLN’s 

experience. It accounted for most instances of attrition. With the exception of one woman who 

obtained full-time employment, others who attrited were unable to overcome situations that 

involved immediate financial need, substance abuse, disputes over living arrangements, and 

problems with family and relationships. 

“Bringing People to Literacy” 

Historically, literacy programs have maintained a focus on “bringing people to literacy,” 

emphasizing hierarchical, decontextualized skills, and scripted programs (Reder, 2012, p. 255; 

cf. Purcell Gates, Degener, Jacobson, & Soler, 2002; Rogers 2004). In a recent email 

communication, Edie Lantz-Leppert, an adult education program director, wrote: “What I’m 

observing with adults is that phonics is usually what they already have; more of it doesn’t 
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improve reading” (personal communication, February 2014). Decontextualized, skills-based 

instruction typifies what happens in school-based remedial reading programs, and when used 

with adult learners, it gives them another dose of what failed to work. Adding further insult to 

injury, Belzer (2006) found in her work with adult women learners that earlier school 

experiences colored their perceptions of literacy and what constitutes literacy.  

A Break from Traditional Literacy Programs 

The WLN represents a break with traditional literacy programs for women. It presents a 

model of community literacy education that “brings literacy to people” (Reader, 2012, p. 255). 

Adopting Barton and Hamilton’s (1998) sociocultural stance, the WLN focused on “vernacular 

literacies or local literacies” rather than dominant literacies (p. 6).  As my colleague and I 

developed the curriculum for the WLN, we engaged in an epistemological dialectic. Whenever 

she tells this story, she laughingly reminds me that we “fought,” meaning that we did not always 

agree, but ultimately, we crafted a holistic, asset-based tutoring training program, which was 

reviewed and modified based on participant feedback and peer review. 

We drew heavily on my experience teaching urban youth from non-dominant 

communities. As a high school reading teacher, I taught students how to conduct collaborative 

retrospective miscue analysis (CRMA). During reading, miscues occur when a reader does not 

render the text exactly as written by the author. Miscue analysis (Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 

2005) has been used for over 40 years to classify miscues produced during an oral reading. 

Miscues can be examined retrospectively. Retrospective Miscue Analysis (RMA) is a 

questioning procedure used by readers to reflect on and evaluate miscues stemming from a 

previous recorded oral reading of a particular text (Goodman & Marek, 1996). RMA was further 

adapted to incorporate collaboration. This collaborative framework is called CRMA (Costello, 
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1992; 1996). In CRMA, readers learn to conduct RMA with their peers. Small groups discuss an 

original reading of a recorded oral text read by a group member, engendering rich dialogue using 

the retrospective questioning procedure.  

My colleague and I felt strongly about including elements of miscue analysis and agreed 

to introduce RMA. While we did not expect participants to conduct formal miscue analysis or 

RMA sessions with just eight hours of training, we sought to offer a holistic perspective of 

reading as meaning-making to “demythify” the reading process (Marek & Goodman, 1996, p.  

205). Hence, we appropriated these pedagogical practices from the domains of universities and 

schools and made them accessible to women in the community. We purposefully violated 

unspoken rules over who can access and use these literacies1. Based on my earlier work with 

youth and that of other researchers2, the results were not surprising. The women not only 

understood the concepts, they applied them in practice. They found them transformative and 

liberating. They utilized their global understandings to develop their own evolving practices in 

the context of their roles as tutors, mentors, spouses, and mothers. Literacy was a resource 

practiced by the community and enacted by its members.   

The Literacy Zones Project 

The WLN, which I describe in detail in Chapter 3, was conceived several years ago by a 

group of women visionaries who started a literacy coalition and served on its capacity building 

team and steering committee. The women represented literacy leadership in several different 

fields. The group comprised a distinguished professor, two senior managers from an adult 

education center affiliated with a local community college, the executive directors of a large 

                                                 
1 See Barton and Hamilton (1998) for a discussion of the social regulations regarding texts and literacy practices on 

p. 12.  
2 Compton Lilly (2010) in a plenary session at the Literacy Research Association’s Annual Conference referred to 

RMA as a “promising practice” for struggling readers. 
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municipal library and a local non-profit literacy organization, and me, a graduate associate 

working for the coalition. Our goal, as members of the literacy coalition, was to establish a 

literacy zone and increase the number of literacy inputs in order to impact literacy outcomes for 

people living in a high-poverty, working class neighborhood.  

One might ask, what is a literacy zone? Literacy zones are geographic areas in which 

communities, schools, government, business leaders and literacy service providers join efforts to 

significantly enhance literacy outcomes to “provide pathways out of poverty” (New York State 

Department of Education Literacy Zone web site). Literacy zones have been successful in other 

large metropolitan areas such as Buffalo, NY and Memphis, TN. In these zones, literacy is 

defined broadly and includes financial, technology, health, and civic literacies. Civic literacy 

does not inculcate values and morals, instead it entails voting, community organizing, and 

community involvement. It is civic engagement for the community by the community. 

To accomplish our goal of developing a literacy zone, we employed Kretzmann and 

McKnight’s (1993) model of asset-based community development. First, an environmental scan 

was conducted of several zip code areas. Census data were disaggregated by neighborhood 

census tracts to identify areas that met a set of criteria agreed upon by the coalition. 

Correspondingly, we identified neighborhoods with low literacy and poverty rates that fell within 

200% of federal poverty levels for a family of four. We included home ownership and strong 

neighborhood associations in the criteria. We worked under the assumption that stable home 

ownership would mitigate the effects of mobility for establishing baseline measures and tracking 

outcomes over a five-year span.  

Neighborhoods that met the criteria were invited to an informational presentation hosted 

by the city council ward office. At the close of the meeting, two neighborhoods expressed 
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interest in becoming a literacy zone, and after a series of meetings with neighborhood 

stakeholders, both neighborhoods accepted the coalition’s invitation to become the city’s first 

literacy zones. Whereas the coalition initially planned for one zone, it now had two, and a team 

of graduate students worked with neighborhood members in each zone to launch, develop, and 

support the zones.   

After the neighborhoods accepted the invitation to become literacy zones, the next step 

was to compile an asset inventory of each neighborhood. To this end, numerous interviews and 

meetings were held with various groups of stakeholders that included residents. In addition to 

mapping the assets of the neighborhood, stakeholders were asked to identify the neighborhood’s 

strengths, opportunities, and barriers. A dialogue ensued over the use of the term “barriers” 

versus “challenges”; however, neighborhood insiders chose “barriers” to more accurately 

describe their perceptions of what they saw happening in their neighborhoods. And in this 

manner, their observations were recorded on the asset inventory, which became a living 

document that was updated and annotated over several years 

Valuing the Local 

The WLN was implemented in the larger of the two literacy zones. Approximately 

18,000 people live in this zone; 90% of whom are Latina/o. Over 30% of households are headed 

by single women. Women between the ages of 25 and 54, the target age for participants in the 

WLN, make up 28% of women living below federal poverty levels. Slightly less than half 

(47.6%) of women age 25 and over do not have a high school diploma or GED. Conversely, just 

4.5% of women hold an associate’s degree, and 4.2% hold a bachelor’s degree or higher3. The 

                                                 
3 Data are taken from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2005-2009 American Community Survey, as the literacy zones 

project began in 2009 prior to the release of 2010 Census data.  
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neighborhood has multi-generational families, stable home ownership (approximately 60% of 

homes are owner-occupied), and a strong sense of neighborhood pride.  

As we met with neighborhood insiders, they named strengths that far outnumbered 

barriers. Still, lack of funding for programs, technology resources, and safe spaces for families 

and youth topped the list. The two branch libraries that serve the neighborhood were described as 

the “heart of the neighborhood.” They are the main provider for computer and Internet access. 

Wait times are long, and library patrons are limited to one-hour time slots. Although efforts have 

been made to secure low-cost Internet access for residents, affordable Internet has not been made 

widely available. Budget cuts also necessitated limiting hours of operation and services for local 

organizations. And neighborhood dreams of a bookstore remain unfilled. The nearest bookstore 

is located over 10 miles away. Walmart and Target are the only places in the neighborhood 

where residents can buy books. One neighborhood insider voiced that there was “not a heavy 

emphasis on literacy, but a big focus on adjudication.” 

Media coverage of events in the area has influenced the perceptions of neighborhood 

outsiders. Much of this coverage reflects the criminalization of Latinos. Cammarota (2004) cites 

the work of Haymes and Males stating: “Media and public policy discourses advance both 

implicit and explicit assumptions that urban males pose significant threats to public safety…” (p. 

57). As a result, program volunteers and community educators, the majority of whom live and 

work outside the neighborhood, are afraid to enter or drive in the neighborhood, especially after 

dark. This leaves programs that rely on volunteers understaffed and the community underserved.  

Over the years, the neighborhood has been the site of “programs” where neighborhood 

outsiders with few local ties made decisions for residents and attempted to “fix” perceived 

problems. According to neighborhood insiders, these attempts to “fix,” although some were well-
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intentioned, often represented the values of the dominant classes and took on a decidedly 

Eurocentric flavor. Residents expressed feeling as though the programs were intended to “fix 

them” rather than address systemic issues of poverty, racism, educational (in)equity, and unequal 

distributions of resources. With reservations, but deciding nonetheless to move forward, the 

neighborhood welcomed the literacy zones project. The idea of self-governing literacy councils 

and the ability to make decisions that reflected local interests and the linguistic and cultural 

diversity of the neighborhood was appealing.   

Given the neighborhood’s experiences with “programs” and the pejorative attitudes of 

some neighborhood outsiders, the neighborhood chose to focus on developing assets from 

within. They did not want outsiders coming in to tell them what was best for the neighborhood; 

they wanted assistance and support to “grow their own.” The neighborhood association endorsed 

the WLN and foundation funding was secured. Shortly thereafter, a literacy zones subcommittee 

hosted a series of community workshops over a six-month period to brainstorm ideas and 

develop prototypes for other programs, classes, and workshops that addressed the needs and 

interests of people living in the zones as identified by neighbors and stakeholders.  The literacy 

councils and collaborative partnerships continue to thrive. 

Recognizing the Global 

 Street (2004) proposes innovative approaches to community literacy that are “tailor made 

rather than off-the-peg” (p. 58). Tailor-made approaches value the local, engaging both 

individuals and community, while acknowledging the global. Brandt and Clinton (2002) critique 

focusing on the local to the exclusion of the global, stating: “Can we not see the ways literacy 

arises out of local, particular, situated human interactions while also seeing how it regularly 

arrives from other places—infiltrating, disjointing, and displacing local life?” (p. 343). Given the 
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neighborhood literacy zone’s past experience with outsiders and top-down programs, the 

coalition trod carefully, working from the bottom up and taking its cues from the neighborhood. 

The neighborhood was asked to approve the final design of the WLN, which fostered trust. The 

WLN reported to the coalition and its funders, but more importantly, it reported to the 

neighborhood. The neighborhood took ownership of the WLN, and it became a source of 

neighborhood pride. 

Conceptualizing the Women’s Literacy Network 

Women’s self-sufficiency matters, and supporting women’s efforts to earn GEDs, 

transition to college, and become self-sufficient is critical to building sustainable communities. 

Albertini (2009) explains that the average yearly income for someone without a high school 

credential is $18, 374. Reder (2010) reminds us that females without a high school credential 

earn even less--approximately $16, 253 per annum, which is 63% of what female high school 

graduates and GED recipients earn. Both Albertini and Reder point out that adjustments in the 

economy have resulted in higher unemployment and significant reductions in the availability of 

jobs for high school dropouts.  

Because adult women learners do experience barriers to self-sufficiency, Albertini (2009) 

recommends “networks of support in workplaces and communities” to help women overcome 

barriers. Albertini advocates for programs that extend beyond literacy goals to support women 

with low self-esteem, limited communication skills, and low levels of self-advocacy. Zacharakis 

et al. (2011) explicate how self-perception and social networks are key factors in understanding 

adult learners.  Albertini advances the idea that helping women build social networks is a key 

component in empowering women.  

The Importance of Social Networking in Social Practice 
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The WLN offered access to women’s social networks, including professional networks 

and literacy provider organizations that were relationally tied to the coalition and its partners. 

These networks provided entry points for employment, educational and volunteer opportunities, 

and resources, all of which increased the WLN’s visibility and broadened its reach. Two tutors 

were hired as assistant teachers on a year-long collaborative county project. Another was 

encouraged to have her college transcripts from Mexico evaluated. She was later employed in a 

family literacy program as an adult educator. Moreover, as the WLN concluded its first year, a 

manager at the adult learning center pulled me aside at a literacy council meeting to tell me that 

“those women are finding their own students here at the center” (personal communication, June 

23, 2011). These experiences convey the importance of social networking in social practice. 

In the literacy network, women shared, witnessed, and testified (Enciso, 2007). They 

engaged in mutual recognition and came to see a part of themselves in the other (Wenger, 1998). 

They tried-out, tried-on, framed and re-framed their literacy identities, becoming a tightly knit 

community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998). This was particularly noticeable 

with the tutors, as during training, the women took part in activities that fostered intense 

interaction and the sharing of lived experiences. As we see from Melissa’s words, helping others 

and giving back were motivating forces that engendered participation and commitment.  

Gaps in Theory, Programs and Practice 

Theorists who study identity and literacy acknowledge that gaps exist in the literature on 

literacy and identity as social practice (Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007; Moje & Luke, 2009). 

Lewis, et al. point out that “the individual and the community are both undertheorized in 

sociocultural theory” (p. 5). They argue: 
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We not only need to reinforce the importance of attending to the sociocultural nature of 

literacy, but we also need to focus on how identities are shaped by the shaping of social 

and cultural contexts. The sort of attention to identity that we have in mind is one that 

looks carefully at the macro as it shapes the micro, a focus that attends closely to matters 

of power and agency in ways that are not usually foregrounded in sociocultural research. 

(p. 6).  

This study attends to the macro as it shapes the micro and makes cogent issues of power, gender, 

and agency in literacy and identity construction. As Anzaldúa (1990) makes clear, theories can 

be used to perpetuate cultural models or they can liberate and empower.  

Albertini’s (2009) work hones in on gaps in programming and practice. Existing 

programs often fail working class and minority women by not providing requisite programmatic 

and social supports. Albertini urges literacy professionals to form partnerships with social 

workers to provide necessary social supports. Coupled with the need for systems of support, 

Reder (1999; 2010) calls on the adult education system to change its goal from obtaining the 

GED credential to transitioning to college. These are issues of policy as much or more than 

issues of practice, but for purposes of this study, I focus on practice, which has the potential to 

inform policy.  

Problematizing Community 

In addition to gaps in theory, programs, and practice, Moje (2000) problematizes the 

notion of community itself, questioning how community is defined and what it means to study 

community. Moje explains how studying community has “reshaped what it means to talk about 

school-based literacy” and its “implications for identity construction and social positioning of 

people” (p. 78), all of which are made explicit in this study. Community-based literacy research, 
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according to Moje, informs our understandings of the complexity of “literacy practices in 

multiple contexts” (p. 79).  

In any study of community, it is important to identify whose community and who and 

what constitutes community. Clearly, prior to the inception of the literacy zone, there were 

misconceptions as to ownership of the neighborhood and the role of outsiders. Moje (2000) 

asserts: 

Examining and addressing the community as a problem without acknowledging the ways 

in which ethnicity, age, gender, or social class shape the literacy practices of the 

community members overlooks the power of the community members to make meaning 

in useful ways….(p. 93) 

The view of “community as a problem to be fixed” is most prevalent in studies of community 

programs and organizations (Moje, p. 92). According to Moje, these types of programs do not 

view community as a resource to inform programs. The work of the WLN and this study address 

some of the gaps and disconnects in theory, research, programming, and practice. Implications 

for practice and further study are discussed in Chapter 10.    

The WLN: Why Women? 

I am often asked why the literacy network only served women. Our reasoning was that 

until recent decades, cross-cultural educational efforts have been predominantly geared towards 

males (Collins & Blot, 2003). Fewer cross-cultural educational opportunities existed for women, 

as women were socialized into homemaking, nurturing, and care-giving roles (Belenky, Clinchy, 

Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997; Collins & Blot, 2003; Luttrell, 2010a, 2010b). Luttrell (1996) 

further argues that ideologically framing literacy as ‘women’s work’ perpetuates the notion of 
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women’s identity as obligation. Therefore, the intersection of gender, literacy, and identity is 

critical to issues of equity and social change. 

 

A Historical Look at Women and Literacy 

In a historical look at women’s lives and literacies, Weber (1993) takes us back to the 

family farm at the turn of the 19th century to gain perspective on women and reading. In the 

early 1900’s, farm wives were introduced to the Cornell Reading Course. The reading course 

consisted of bulletins to “guide and lighten work, offset prejudices against farming, and foster 

virtue” (p. 292). At the time, Weber contends that agriculture was in decline due to urbanization 

(cf. Kaestle, Damon Moore, Tinsley, & Trollinger, Jr., 1991), and although the reading courses 

encouraged women to read for personal enlightenment, their greater purpose was to strengthen 

agriculture and farming. 

The content of the bulletins, “prescriptions for literate practices,” (Weber, 1993, p. 294) 

exemplify how globalizing events often mediate local effects (Brandt & Clinton, 2002). Brandt 

and Clinton caution against accepting the status quo wholesale, stating: “Although we must 

always study local literacies, we can ask what is localizing and what is globalizing….Where 

anyone is observed reading and writing something, it is well worth asking who else is getting 

something out of it; often that somebody will not be at the scene” (p. 347). The reading course 

offered farm wives opportunities to read aesthetically (cf. Rosenblatt, 1994; 1995) while 

inculcating social values that promoted women’s domesticity.  

Women play a significant role in the literacy and moral development of their children. 

Motherhood is viewed as its own reward, and a mother’s education exacts submission, self-

denial, and self-sacrifice, aspiring her to a woman’s “highest endeavor” (Grumet, 1988, p. 42). 
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Grumet attributes this idealized notion of mothers and motherhood back to the role of women on 

the family farm, writing that “the rupture created by the shift from farm to city was never 

mended; nor was it left behind or outgrown” (p. 43). Despite women’s responsibility for literacy, 

their literacy “grew more slowly than men’s,” and access to literacy for working class and 

minorities depended on whether or not literacy resources were abundant in their geographic 

locale (Brandt, 2001, Loc 457 of 3751).  

For women, literacy continued to be tied to the social structure of the home, reflecting 

differences between social groups that included issues of power and control (Kaestle et al., 

1991). Women remained isolated in their domestic spaces and spheres of influence. As Grumet 

(1988) makes clear, a woman’s place, like the farm wives before her, was to improve the 

economies of the home and her mind in order to teach her children, imparting the necessary 

values and morals to develop virtue, which follows Biblical teachings.  

Harris, Kamhi, and Pollock (2001) acknowledge the power of literacy to unite, separate, 

or liberate. Kaestle (1991) recounts the following story as told to him by Princeton Professor 

Lawrence Stone: “If you teach a man to read the Bible, he may also read pornography or 

seditious literature; put another way, if a man teaches a woman to read so that she may know her 

place, she may learn that she deserves his” (p. 27). Perhaps, this accounts for what Grumet 

(1988) refers to as the cruelty of oppression in that mothers have nurtured and educated their 

children to “contribute to organizations” that continue to support male dominance (p. 45). 

Literacy has provided access to learning, civic participation, and social mobility, and yet, it has 

also been used as an instrument of social stratification and the denial of opportunity (Brandt, 

2001). The women’s narratives in Chapters 5-9 demonstrate this power of literacy to deny and 

separate, but also to unite and liberate.  
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While universal rights have opened doors for women in general, members of the LGBT 

community, minorities, underprepared women, and women with dependent children are 

increasingly living in poverty (Albertini, 2009; Collins & Blot, 2003; Reder 2010). Although 

improved literacy outcomes are key to achieving sustainable communities, Collins and Blot 

remind us: “There is no single way in which a multi-faceted phenomenon like gender interacts 

with a complex phenomenon like literacy” (p. 116). Street (2004) and other researchers who 

study the intersection of gender, literacy, and community agree.  

Though these complex issues were precisely why the network focused on women’s 

literacy and empowerment, as we worked to expand the WLN to serve more women, we found 

potential funders focused on numbers and quantitative outcomes. Our disadvantage? We served 

too few women; the program required intensive resources and supports, and outcomes were not 

quickly or readily quantifiable. In other words, funders whom we approached sought proposals 

that “brought people to literacy,” the kind of programs that “fixed” problems and communities. 

In contrast, the WLN provided a context for women to develop social networks that built on 

individual women’s strengths and experiences within an instructional context that honored 

literacy as a resource, integrating the cueing systems (Davenport, 2002; Goodman & Watson, 

1998; Goodman, Watson & Burke, 2005) and cognitive strategies.    

Literacy, Schooling, and Identity 

Rogers (2004) explains that despite much debate over the teaching of adult literacy, 

“there is still little research on which to draw” (p. 275). Zacharakis et al. (2011) refer to an 

“evolutionary body of knowledge” that is built through the shared narratives of adult learners (p. 

85). These “texts” enable adult learners to understand how their experiences have shaped who 

they are and allow them to reconstruct their images through language and “consolidate and 
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elaborate skills, knowledge, perspectives and beliefs” (Zacharakis et al, p. 85). This body of 

knowledge explicates the process of how participants’ self-constitutive capacities and socially 

constructed worlds (Holland & Lachicotte, 2007) shape mind as consciousness and positioning 

in social interaction. They also invite agency and action that lead to praxis. 

The 20th century was marked by “individualized, ability-ranked, and curriculum-tracked 

schooling” (Collins & Blot, 2003, p. 83). In this idealized meritocracy, the purpose of the 

secondary school was to prepare students for their roles in a “highly stratified workplace” 

(Collins & Blot, p. 85; cf. Gee, 2008). Schooled literacies support a system of disciplinary power 

and normalizing judgment (Foucault, 1984).  Foucault asserts that schools are sites of 

disciplinary power that remake morality using the following means: relentless observation, 

measurement, hierarchy, distribution into groups, and scheduling. Within this system of 

disciplinary power, the goal of education becomes compliance and assimilation as preparation 

for good citizenship, morals, and employment (Collins & Blot, 2003; Gee, 2008). Marginalized 

students and adults learn the importance of following directions and getting the correct answer 

within a regime of basic skills instruction, worksheets, and tests.  

As the research cited in this chapter makes clear, systems of disciplinary power and 

Bourdieuian constructs of capital influence schooling and programs. Citing Kay’s (1998) work, 

Collins and Blot (2003) report that for working class women of color, “A theme of language 

stigma and female educational exclusion is prevalent” (p. 117). Kay’s story of Ella, an African 

American woman who spoke a regional variation of Standard English, reveals how Ella’s class 

and accent influenced her perception of self as someone who did not speak ‘proper’ and led to 

discomfort when reading, writing, and speaking (p. 117). Kay argues that Ella’s experiences 
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underscore the idea that school success depends on ‘race, correct speech, dress, and literacy 

capital’ (p. 117). I further amplify these notions of capital4 in Chapter 2.  

The effects of schooling in shaping women’s identities are further documented in the 

work of Belzer (2002), Luttrell (1996; 1997), Purcell Gates (1995) and others. Collins and Blot 

(2003) cite the earlier work of Sennett and Cob (1972) and Williams (1983) concluding: “The 

sense of conflict with one’s identity and one’s social origins seems to be a legacy of working-

class encounters with schooling,” one that is “particularly intense for women” (p. 117). Belzer 

(2002) asserts that the disconnect between schooled literacy experiences and women’s literacy 

practices carries over into adulthood in “lasting and meaningful ways” and advocates for 

bridging the gap between schooled literacies, community literacies, and personal literacies for 

underprepared working class and minority women (p. 104).  

Importance of the Study 

Working class and minority women occupy different positions with respect to language 

and literacy, and we are reminded yet again that universal rights in modern society have largely 

excluded women. As learning is acquiring and appropriating ideas (Vygotsky, 1978), it marks 

the individual, constituting a history and shaping future acts of participation (Moje & Lewis, 

2007; cf. McCarthey & Moje (2002). According to Moje and Lewis, learning is resisting and 

reconceptualizing skills and knowledge.  

The Constructing Literacy Identities study explores and examines the confluence of 

women’s multiple literacies and identities as constructed in practice and social interaction. Five 

women, four of whom recently earned their GEDs, tell their personal stories. Their narratives 

and experiences shed light on home and school events that shaped their identity and literacy 

                                                 
4 For further discussions of capital, Yosso (2005) uses Critical Race Theory to conceptual community capital and 

cultural wealth. Cf. Rios-Aguilar, Marquez Kiyama, Gravitt, & Moll (2011) who argue for bridging funds of 

knowledge and capital.  
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trajectories. Their narratives inform our understandings of the ways adult women learners 

express and enact literacy identities in their various life roles. As I made clear earlier in the 

chapter, literacy, identity, and gender are multi-faceted complex constructs. The study 

investigates these constructs, extrapolating the women’s processes of identity construction and 

the shaping of new “Possible Selves” (Bruner, 1994).  

Each woman found her way to the WLN where she experienced literacy as a meaning 

making process. Each had internalized deficit orientations of self and found herself lacking. By 

creating a community of practice in a nested network setting, we moved beyond the typical 

hierarchy of a “program” to address our beliefs and practices as a community. Through a series 

of intensive interviews with study participants, I set out to learn how past events shaped the 

identities of the women I was coming to know and call friend and sister. The interviews created a 

forum for participants to identify and name the transformations that were happening both 

inwardly and outwardly.  

The WLN also presented a context for studying a progressive program model that 

provided layers of support and access to social networks. As adult education programs vary 

greatly as to settings, resources, and materials, Reder (2012) makes clear that contextual 

differences may create logistical or cultural barriers to participation…” (p. 256). We know these 

barriers exist, but how do we respond to them? This study brings new knowledge and research to 

the field at a critical juncture. According to Hull, Jury, and Zacher (2012), “There is no better 

time, as the field moves toward more narrow understandings of literacy, teaching, and learning, 

to find individual and collective ways to go against the grain” (pp. 314-315). 

 In this chapter, I introduced the study and the questions that guided my inquiry. I 

described the literacy zones project and the neighborhood where WLN activities took place. I 
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provided a rationale for the literacy network and explicated gaps in theory, programs, and 

practice. I engaged in a discussion of community, one that emphasized community as resources 

rather than problems to be fixed. Despite progress made towards universal rights, women still 

have unequal access, and their literacy trajectories have been shaped by school experiences that 

valorize mainstream sources of capital and marginalize minority and working class women. 

These ideas are taken up and discussed further in the following chapters.  

 Chapter 2 provides the theoretical framework and related bodies of literature that ground 

this study. In Chapter 3, I describe the methodology for conducting this narrative inquiry. I 

explain the research paradigm, strategy, and methods and make explicit the data sources and 

methods of analysis. Chapters 4-8 present the women’s stories in a braiding of ethnography and 

memoir. Each narrative is told from the woman’s emic perspectives and inter-woven with my 

observations, reflections, and related literature. I look within and across the narratives in Chapter 

9 and present the conclusions and implications in Chapter 10.  
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CHAPTER 2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: THEORIZING LITERACY IDENTITY 

“People in activity are skillful at, and are more often than not engaged in, helping each other to 

participate in changing ways in a changing world.”—Jean Lave (1993) 

In this chapter, I present the theoretical framework that informs this study on adult 

women’s literacy identities.  I provide a theoretical underpinning for defining literacy identity, 

incorporating important contributions from several bodies of literature. I highlight the 

importance of these intersecting perspectives and situate literacy identity as socially constructed 

in interaction with others and enacted in activity settings.  

The chapter is organized into five sections. The first section discusses identity from a 

sociocultural perspective, drawing on the work of neo-Vygotskian scholars who apply Meadian 

and Vygotskian constructs to identity work. In the second section, I outline contributions from 

sociocultural linguistics to identity and make the case for a syncretic approach to literacy and 

identity. The third section examines Bourdieuian constructs of capital as applied to reading and 

literacy. This work provides a framework for understanding the schooled literacy experiences of 

marginalized learners. While a number of studies discuss capital in terms of who lacks capital, I 

adopt Compton Lilly’s (2007) stance, arguing that constructs of capital provide alternative 

explanations for school achievement and failure that move beyond blaming the victim. In the 

fourth section, I turn to Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule’s (1997) Women’s Ways of 

Knowing.  These ways of knowing are critical to grounding participants’ “histories in person” 

(Holland & Lave, 2001) in a gendered world. Last, the fifth section presents an overview of K. 

Goodman’s (1996b) concept of revaluing. Revaluing overcomes deficits orientations, leading to 

transformations of self.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                            
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In calling for an interdisciplinary approach to literacy and identity, I look to language, 

both spoken and written, as a meditational tool by which utterances are contextualized as 

messages and internalized by social actors. Hence, a working identity includes both sociocultural 

and linguistic aspects that occur within historical time and space, a timescale defined as the 

“spaciotemporal envelope within which a process happens” (Wortham, 2004a). Holland and 

Lachicotte (2007) point out that identity is a central concept for disciplinary research in 

psychology, anthropology, sociology, linguistics, and cultural studies. Thus, Holland and 

Lachicotte contend that identity research intersects in sociocultural research—research inspired 

by the cultural historical work of Vygotsky and other theorists that is “developing its own 

integrated perspective on identity” (p. 101). Sociocultural theory moves away from 

psychological constructions of identity.  

Identity and Sociocultural Theory 

Holland and Lachicotte (2007) draw on the work of Mead and Vygotsky in theorizing 

identity. They advocate for what they describe as a Meadian approach where: “Identities are 

culturally imagined and socially recognized types—social and cultural products—that are 

actively internalized as self-meanings (treating one’s own behavior reflexively as symbolic) and 

serve as motivation for action” (p. 134). Holland and Lachicotte expand this approach by 

incorporating Vygotskian concepts of development, stating that these concepts explain how 

“people come to be able to organize themselves in the name of an identity” (p. 134).  Holland 

and Lachicotte (cf. Moje & Luke, 2009; Wells, 1999; Wortham, 2004b) draw attention to the fact 

that while Vygotsky does not refer specifically to identity, his writings on personality and self, 

mediation, and the development of higher order psychological functions are significant in 

understanding processes of identity formation and social and cultural transformation. Vygotsky’s 
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concept of higher psychological functions enables us to more closely examine the intersection of 

literacy, learning, and identity. 

Sociogenetic Elements of Self 

 Both Mead and Vygotsky emphasize sociogenetic elements of self that are critical to this 

study, e.g., “active internalization, internalized self-other dialogues, and…semiotics of 

behavior” (Holland & Lachicotte, 2007, p. 105).  Active internalization is influenced by power 

relations that shape one’s self through acts of positioning. Wortham (2004a) defines positioning 

as “an event of identification, in which a recognizable category of identity gets explicitly or 

implicitly applied to an individual in an event that takes place across seconds, minutes, or hours” 

(p. 166).  Whether explicitly or implicitly applied, in accepting or resisting acts of positioning, 

individuals are self-authoring; therefore, self-authoring is part of the process of positioning 

(Holland & Leander, 2004). 

In his definition of positioning, Wortham (2004b) utilizes the notion of timescales, stating 

that “events take place at shorter timescales, taking minutes or hours” while “processes and 

resources from many timescales generally contribute to the social identification of an individual” 

(p. 167).  This is consistent with Brenneis’ metaphor of lamination, as posited by Holland and 

Leander (2004). According to Holland and Leander, lamination is a process where layers of 

plastic or coating overlay and thicken. Holland and Leander suggest that positioning can be 

metaphorically linked to lamination in that over time, episodes of positioning produce layers of 

laminate that retain some of their former distinctiveness, leaving a residue of memories, feelings, 

words, and looks in the minds of participants and other more tangible artifacts.  Cultural artifacts, 

whether memories or tangible artifacts, are potentially important mediators of one’s sense of self, 
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another’s sense of self, or both, whereby self, category, and artifacts of past positioning become 

“virtually laminated” (Holland & Leander, p. 132).   

Further extrapolating on the concept of temporality, Compton Lilly (2013) also advances 

the use of chronotope as a heuristic for analysis and examines the temporal disruptions that 

affected one student’s school and literacy trajectory. Compton Lilly surmises, “In short, students 

come to define themselves based on the ways they move through time and space in schools” (p. 

401).  In arguing that “types of time-space are constituted in social activity,” Leander (2004) 

writes that “language, in particular, is an important resource for constituting time-space and its 

relation to identity, as theorized by Mikhail Bakhtin (1991) through the concept of the 

‘chronotope’” (pp. 188-189). Thus, Wortham, Compton Lilly, and Leander’s work5 point to acts 

of positioning in identity formation that over time affect students’ identities and literacy 

trajectories. For many individuals, the process of positioning began in the elementary grades and 

continued throughout their schooling into adulthood. This is made evident in later chapters.   

In his work on identity and positioning, Wortham (2004a) contends that processes of 

social identification use “social resources” to construct understandings of self (p. 165). Citing 

Holland and Lave (2001), Wortham argues that both social and individual processes work in 

tandem so that individuals who consistently come to be known in a particular way or as a certain 

type of person also take on that identity. Holland and Lave refer to this process as “thickening.”  

Holland and Lachicotte (2007) further assert that “over time, one develops an inner sense of the 

collective meanings and social judgments that may meet one’s behavior” (p. 106). Hence, as 

Holland and Lachicotte make clear, words, actions, and artifacts directed to self by others are 

also received by the self from others and internalized; “we become the object of our own gaze” 

(p. 108). 

                                                 
5 See also Gutierrez & Rymes (1995), Leander (2002), and Rymes (2003)  
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In their approach to theorizing identity, Holland and Lachicotte (2007) modify five 

aspects of identity, as initially posited by Burke and Reitzes (1981; 1991), to better align with an 

integrated sociocultural approach to identity. To this end, I employ these constructs in the 

framing of this study:   

Identities are simultaneously (1) social products, that is, collectively developed and 

imagined social categories; (2) self-meanings, developed through a sociogenetic process 

that entails active internalization; (3) symbolic, when performed, they call up the same 

responses in one person as they do in others; (4) reflexive, providing a vantage point from 

which persons can assess the “implications of their own behavior as well as of other 

people’s behavior” (1991, p. 242); and (5) a source of motivation for actions, 

“particularly actions that result in the social confirmation of the identity.” (p. 109) 

 These aspects illuminate how transformations in individuals’ practices influence new 

approaches to problem-solving, impacting the practices of the community and producing 

incremental shifts in the outcomes of activities that contribute to the developmental trajectories 

of individuals, groups and cultures (Wells, 1999). They highlight the need to examine 

individuals’ participation histories to inform our understanding of how identities are formed and 

shaped in “practice and other time, both as social products and as personal formations” (Holland 

& Lachicotte, p. 109). 

Vygotskian Concepts of Identity Development 

A closer examination of Vygotskian concepts of development is central to 

conceptualizing literacy and identity. Higher order psychological functions or intermental 

thinking (Holland & Lachicotte, 2007; Vygotsky, 1987; Wells, 1999; Wortham, 2004b) enable 

the production of social and cultural products and artifacts in practice with others. Wells argues 
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that higher order mental functions are first social and external. These functions already exist in 

that they are “implicated” in an ongoing social activity (Wells, p. 321). Higher order 

psychological functions are internalized as individuals enter into an activity. They allow 

individuals to organize their participation in accordance with their own constructions of cultural 

practices.  

Vygotsky’s higher order psychological functions point to the transformative nature and 

capacity of individuals to successfully participate in future actions of a similar nature, the 

invention of new tools or meditational means that “transform the culture’s toolkit or repertoire of 

solving problems,” and the transformation in the activity setting that opens up new means for 

problem solving (Wells, 1999, p. 328; cf. Wenger, 1998). They are essential to the processes and 

events of identity construction, positioning, and transformation as revealed by the women in this 

study. To this end, Holland and Lachicotte (2007) establish that:  

Communities of practice identify, by correlating the usage of a variety of cultural artifacts 

or emblems, sets of characters in interaction that participants learn as the organizational 

means for their own activity….They develop a higher order psychological function—an 

identity—which personalizes a set of collectively developed discourses about a type and 

cultivates, in interactions with others, a set of embodied practices that signify the person. 

They creatively direct the sets of collective meanings to their selves. Through this 

orchestration, they come to be able to organize and narrate themselves in practice in the 

name of an identity, and thus achieve a modest form of agency (p. 134). 

Furthermore, Lagache (1993) concedes the possibility that in a “social microworld” such as a 

community of practice, it is possible to “bracket” specific phenomena like gender, literacy, and 

identity,” precisely when such phenomena serve as the focus of the community” (p. 3). Thus, as 
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Lagache makes clear, communities of practice are microcosms of the social world, and 

ethnographers can study both the individual and the practices within the local context of a 

bounded community.   

Participation and Communities of Practice 

In a social theory of practice, Lave and Wenger (1991) assert that “participation is always 

based on situated negotiation and renegotiation of meaning in the world” where understandings 

and activities do not exist separately, but are part of a larger system of relationships that make up 

a community (p. 53). According to Wenger (1998) a social theory of practice consists of the 

following: 

1) Meaning: a way of talking about our (changing) ability—individually and 

collectively—to experience our life and the world as meaningful. 

2) Practice: a way of talking about the shared historical and social resources, 

frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain mutual engagement in action. 

3) Community: a way of talking about the social configurations in which our enterprises 

are defined as worth pursuing and our participation is recognizable as competence. 

4) Identity: a way of talking about how learning changes who we are and creates 

personal histories of becoming in the context of our communities. (p. 5) 

Garret and Banquedano-Lopez (2002) explain that a community of practice relationally links 

both membership and practice (p. 347).  

Members in a community of practice are mutually engaged in negotiating meaning 

through practice (Wenger, 1998). According to Wenger, members are included in the practices, 

and this engagement defines belonging. It offers a sense of connectedness. Wenger states: “A 

shared practice thus connects participants to each other in ways that are diverse and complex. 



40 

 

The resulting relations reflect the full complexity of doing things together” (p. 77). Wenger 

points out that the interrelations of members differ from idealized views of community. 

Communities of practice do not entail homogeneity. Members develop relationships and enact 

their lived-in world experiences in relation to and with other members.  

Another characteristic of a community of practice is a shared repertoire. Wenger (1998) 

explains that communities of practice develop resources and artifacts for negotiating meaning 

that bring a shared consistency to the community in pursuing an enterprise. According to 

Wenger, this shared repertoire includes: “routines, words, tools, ways of doing things, stories, 

gestures, symbols, genres, actions, or concepts that the community has produced or adopted in 

the course of its existence, and which have become part of its practice” (p. 83). This notion of 

shared repertoire is evidenced in the chapters to follow. The participants in this study engaged in 

a shared repertoire of literacy practices. They employed strategies, shared experiences, and told 

their stories, creating a supportive community where they experienced belonging and 

connectedness.    

Oldfather and Wigfield (1996) write that learners engage with literacy when they 

experience collaborative learning environments. In a collaborative, caring ecology, learners’ 

ideas and actions are taken seriously. Thus, participation is a marker of identity when 

participants recognize themselves in the other. I liken this to Enciso’s (2007) description of 

witnessing and testifying. Enciso cites Laub in defining a witness as someone who “both sees 

and retreats from seeing, remembers and resists remembering, listens for specificity but also 

listens to  break a silencing, restrictive frame of reference” (p. 68). Enciso makes clear that 

witnessing testimony means being a witness to oneself; therefore, a witness is a companion on 
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the journey. By witnessing another’s testimony, we create a shared repertoire--a new 

understanding that has the potential to transform. 

Discourses and Identity in a Community of Practice 

Discourses are resources that can be employed in the context of practice (Wenger, 1998); 

they constitute the means by which members create a shared repertoire, make statements about 

the community to outsiders, and identify themselves as members. According to Gee (2004), 

discourses are “ways of combining and coordinating words, deeds, thoughts, values, bodies, 

objects, tools, and technologies, and other people (at the appropriate times and places) so as to 

enact and recognize specific socially situated identities and activities” (p. 126). Discourses 

integrate multiple modes and modalities of communicating and being to enact “meaningful 

socially situated identities and activities” (Gee, p. 124). Gee likens discourses to tool kits that are 

employed to enact an identity and participate in activities or group membership associated with 

that identity. 

Identity and Sociocultural Linguistic Theory 

Wortham (2003) maintains education can benefit from contemporary work in linguistic 

anthropology, as learning and socialization in educational contexts “are mediated primarily 

through language” (p. 2).  A linguistic anthropology of education “studies speakers as social 

actors” (Wortham, p. 3). Therefore, Wortham states that the central issue in a linguistic 

anthropology of education is identifying how “linguistic signs come to have meaning in cultural 

or interactional contexts” (p. 9).  Educational settings are important sites for understanding the 

context in which sociocultural categorizations and markers of difference develop from particular 

ways of speaking (Schieffelin, Woolard, and Kroskrity, 1998, as cited in Wortham, 2003). 

Understanding the ways in which these categorizations develop from ways of speaking informs 
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processes of learning and socialization, enabling researchers to better understand how individuals 

position themselves and are positioned by others and the effects of positioning, past and present, 

on literacy identities.  

In a sociocultural linguistic approach to identity, Bucholtz and Hall (2005) define 

identity, as a “discursive construct that emerges in interaction,” as constituted through language 

and social action (p. 587). They further argue that identity is intersubectively rather than 

individually produced. Congruent with scholars who draw on the work of Mead and Vygotsky, 

this conception of identity rejects identity as occurring inside individuals.  

The following three concepts of earlier linguistic work remain central to current work in 

linguistic anthropology of education and this study: “studying linguistic patterns in use, 

searching for the native’s point of view, and trying to connect micro- and macro-level processes” 

(Wortham, 2003, p. 4). Rather than “searching for the native’s point of view,” I sought to capture 

the women’s views through a variety of ethnographic methods. In connecting micro-and macro-

level processes, I focused attention on “how identities are shaped by the shaping of social and 

cultural contexts,” examining facets of past experience and literacies, while looking “carefully at 

the macro as it shapes the micro” (Lewis, Enciso, & Moje, 2007, p. 6).  

 In addition to the three concepts of earlier linguistic work outlined above, I also 

employed the following “productive concepts” (Wortham, 2003, cf. Tannen, 1998) in my 

analysis of the data and research findings:  

1) Indexicality—how linguistic signs come to have meaning in cultural and interactional 

contexts and the way that verbal cues are mediated and contextualized by participants;  

2) creativity—how indexes presuppose established social identities and how new 

identities and arrangements are created that may come to be presupposed—that is how 
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language is creative and speakers provide clues that could have multiple meanings to 

which hearers must then infer the message being communicated 6;  

3) regimentation—how speakers and hearers presuppose that an event is happening as in 

the expected or predicted script for the event is construed  in such a way that the  

indexical cues support the emerging pattern of what is thought to be taking place; and  

4) poetic structure—how patterns of indexical cues that come together to form a 

structure, establishing a relevant context and “plausible interpretations” in an interaction. 

(pp. 22-23) 

The importance of these productive concepts to this study is three-fold: 1) to emphasize the 

importance of language in sociocultural perspectives; 2) to make a case for a multi-theoretical 

approach to literacy and identity; and 3) to offer a lens for analyses of participant discourse and 

personal narratives. They are meditational tools for enacting identities. They are integral to the 

ways in which identities are formed and ascribed, providing the means by how messages that 

mark identity are contextualized and position others.   

 Sociocultural theory, sociocultural linguistics and their related bodies of literature conjoin 

to provide a robust framework from which to synthesize current work in literacy and identity. In 

the preceding sections, I provided an overview of recent literature on identity and reviewed 

definitions of identity, drawing on both sociocultural and sociocultural linguistic literature. I now 

discuss the institutional role of schools in shaping identity. I examine Bourdieuian constructs of 

capital as applied to literacy by Compton Lilly (2007; cf. Carrington & Luke 1997). I review the 

literature on Women’s Ways of Knowing (Belenky et al., 1997), and introduce the concept of 

                                                 
6 For clarity, I also cite Wortham (2003, p. 15). I include Collins (2003) definition of creative indexicality: 

performative or creative indexicality is the “use of linguistic forms that can be and is part of the ongoing creation, 

negotiation, and contestation of context, in which an evoked relation, identity, or activity can become the basis for 

subsequent relating, identifying, or acting” (p. 34). 
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revaluing, a means by which individuals transcend deficit orientations of self and come to value 

themselves as competent, literate individuals. 

Bourdieuian Constructs of Capital 

Bourdieuian constructs of capital provide a framework from which to examine the 

institutional role of schools in shaping the identity and trajectories of underprepared working 

class women and minorities.  Human activity occurs within an economy of practice, an exchange 

between individuals and groups (Bourdieu, 1986). These practices, both consciously or 

unconsciously maximize social advantage (Carrington & Luke, 1997; Lin, 2001).  

In an economy of practice, social relationships are enacted through multi-dimensional 

spaces called fields (Carrington & Luke, 1997). Carrington and Luke define fields as “semi-

autonomous, structured social spaces characterised by discourse and social activity” (p. 100). A 

field is its own semi-autonomous universe (Carrington & Luke), where identities are framed, 

reframed, enacted, and contested. Interactions take place within the semi-autonomous social 

universe of a community of practice where participants are legitimate members regardless of 

their level or degree of participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991).   

Bourdieu’s (1977) concept of habitus is helpful in looking at identity, particularly as it 

pertains to positioning and/or being socialized into an identity. Bourdieu defines habitus as “a 

system of lasting transposable dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at 

every moment as a matrix of perceptions, apperceptions, and actions and makes possible the 

achievement of infinitely diversified tasks” (p. 83). To further explicate the importance of 

habitus in identity construction, I employ Thompson’s (1991) interpretation of Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus.  
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Thompson (1991) describes habitus as a socially inculcated disposition or set of 

dispositions that predisposes people to act and react in certain ways. According to Thompson, 

these dispositions generate practices, perceptions, and attitudes that are not coordinated or 

governed by formal rules. Thompson contends that formation of these dispositions begins in 

early childhood and consists of social ways of being that reflect one’s class and familial 

practices. Hence, according to Thompson, table manners, children’s behavior in the home, 

family rituals are examples of structures that form the habitus in a series of training and learning, 

which mold the individual, becoming second nature. Thompson explains that these dispositions 

are structured because they reflect and often reproduce the social situations under which they 

were acquired, and they are generative and transposable because individuals apply these 

dispositions to practices in other fields. To summarize, these fields comprise the habitus, which 

“provides people with a sense of how to act and respond in the course of their daily lives. It 

orients their actions and inclinations without strictly determining them” (Thompson, p. 13).  

Identity and Habitus 

 To further explicate the relationship between identity and habitus, Compton Lilly (2007) 

writes that these dispositions arise out of individuals’ experiences and actions within historical, 

social, and physical contexts.  Habitus informs individuals’ class-based, culturally bound ways 

of seeing the world, existing in the world and negotiating space (Carrington & Luke, 1997). In 

examining Moje and Luke’s (2009) metaphors of identity (identity as difference, sense of 

self/subjectivity, mind or consciousness, narrative, and position), I note the ways in which 

habitus influences identity: 1) individuals identify with groups to which they are affiliated or the 

categories to which they have been ascribed; 2) messages, experiences, and practices that have 

been socially constructed and applied to selves are or become internalized; 3) language and 
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symbolic tools shape consciousness of mind and help individuals know how their mindswork 

and those of other people; 4) narrated stories or individuals’ “history in person” (see Holland & 

Lave, 2001) are products of habitus and also influence habitus; and 5) as people are called into 

an identity, their positioning or resistance is influenced to some degree by habitus.   

Prior experience and habitus inform choices and options; concomitantly, individual 

agency is “intertwined and perhaps limited by past experiences” (Compton Lilly, 2007). 

According to Compton Lilly (2007; cf. Belzer 2002): “Habitus limits internally and externally 

viable choices for people within particular social fields, while reflecting the dynamic 

andinterresponsive nature of those fields” (p. 76).  The metaphor of lamination (Holland & 

Leander, 2004) is useful here to explain how identities “thicken” whereby layering creates a 

veneer that not only protects, but allows or constrains agency.   

Reading Capital 

According to Compton Lilly (2007), the construct of capital can be used to explain 

unequal achievement outcomes of students from different classes based on the distribution of 

cultural capital between classes. McDermott, Raley, and Seyer-Ochi (2009) state: “Race and 

class are invidious categories when conceived as naturally occurring units for the explanation of 

school success and failure” (p. 111). Compton Lilly reminds us that the construct of capital 

offers another way of viewing social, economic, and educational achievement outside scenarios 

of personal traits and failures, medical metaphors, and blaming the victim.  

Compton Lilly (2007) applies Bourdieu’s constructs of economic, social, and cultural 

capital to reading. I use this notion of reading capital to examine how capital is indexed within 

hierarchical structures of class-based power to sort and classify learners and the ways in which 

learners internalize and resist these messages. Compton Lilly reminds us that reading capital also 
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functions locally in families and communities drawing on local funds of knowledge and multiple 

paths to literacy (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Y. Goodman, 1997; Rogers, 2004).  

Economic reading capital. Compton Lilly (2007) explains that economic reading capital 

includes material goods and services that help translate into educational success. Goods and 

services like computers, electronic e-readers, Internet service, software, books, magazines, 

private tutoring, etc., fall under the category of economic reading capital. Although economic 

reading capital is important for preparing adult learners for post-secondary education and the 

workforce, access to economic reading capital depends on the disposable income of individuals 

and families. Children and adults, living at or below the poverty level have little access to 

economic reading capital, as made evident in this study. The library and community literacy 

organizations often serve as primary access points for economic reading capital. Legal mandates, 

particularly relating to undocumented citizens, and budgetary constraints determine who can be 

served and number of people served. 

Social reading capital. According to Compton Lilly (2007), social reading capital 

comprises the “connections and group memberships that advantage people with reading” (p. 77). 

Adult learners find reading support through social networks that comprise social, political, 

economic institutions or relationships with teachers, community members, family, peers, or 

community organizations that contribute to the individual’s reading success (Compton Lilly). 

Links with universities, community colleges, and community-based organizations are examples 

of institutions and organizations that create and develop social reading capital and support 

reading success.  
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Cultural reading capital. The three states of cultural reading capital are: embodied 

reading capital, objectified reading capital, and institutionalized reading capital (Compton Lilly, 

2007).  According to Compton Lilly, embodied reading capital is associated with the established 

dispositions of those who are considered to be effective readers and those who demonstrate 

adherence to the norms that govern reading and reading behaviors. Embodied reading capital 

comprises the dispositions nurtured and rewarded in classrooms and institutions. Students who 

read the “right” texts, provide the correct analysis, use Standard English, and embrace the 

initiate, respond, feedback format of classroom discourse demonstrate embodied reading capital 

(Compton Lilly, 2007; cf. Heath 2001).  

Objectified reading capital consists of artifacts that demonstrate evidence of the official 

embodied reading capital (Compton Lilly, 2007). Compton Lilly provides the following 

examples of artifacts that adhere to the norms inherent in embodied capital: proficiency 

demonstrated through written and oral texts, presentations, oral readings, class work, and 

discussions. Students who are not proficient in producing objectified reading capital are 

categorized, labeled, sorted, and remediated. Many of these students return to school as 

stigmatized adults to earn a GED credential, and as many researchers cited in this study point 

out, oftentimes adult basic education programs offer more of the same.  

Institutionalized reading capital includes the qualifications, certifications, and credentials 

that demonstrate reading success (Compton Lilly, 2007). According to Compton Lilly, reading 

scores, grade reports, standardized test scores, and diplomas, GEDs, and other credentials are all 

forms of institutionalized reading capital. Compton Lilly cautions that the different forms of 

capital are not mutually exclusive, and I point out that institutionalized reading capital in the 

form of assessments measures and regulates embodied and objectified reading capital. 



49 

 

Institutionalized reading capital as standardized and criterion-referenced high stakes tests is a 

sorting mechanism that sanctions the measurement, classifying, grouping, and tracking of 

individuals that overtime becomes internalized and laminated. 

 Bourdieu (1991) explains that the institution of an identity can be a title of nobility or a 

stigma. Individuals who possess official economic, social, and institutional capital receive the 

benefits; the title bestowed upon them is “successful.” They signify those who are privileged, 

those who are said to be motivated, or those who exemplify the power of the individual to pull 

oneself up by the proverbial bootstraps—individuals whose success can be credited back to 

society or claimed by those in power. In turn, working class and minority women are often 

stigmatized by labels and categories assigned by schools, government, and, yes, even their 

families (Duff, 2007; Menard Warwick 2004). These messages shape and affect women’s sense 

of self and personhood. 

Women’s Ways of Knowing 

 In their seminal work, Women’s Ways of Knowing, Belenky et al. (1997) describe the 

ways of knowing that women have “cultivated and learned to value” (p. xxv). The authors 

contend that little attention has been given to women’s specific and common ways of learning, 

knowing, and valuing. In their study, Belenky et al. conducted in-depth interviews with 135 

women to “explore their experience and problems as learners and knowers as well as to review 

their past histories for changing concepts of self and relationships with others…” (p. 11).  

Participants in the study came from diverse backgrounds that included women from universities, 

community colleges, adult education programs, both advanced and underserved high school 

students, and referrals from social service agencies. This diversity offered a unique opportunity 

to explore areas of commonality regardless of background. 
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Belenky et al. (1997) provided insight into the backgrounds of women who experienced 

powerlessness and voicelessness in a backdrop of violence, demeaning work, substance abuse, 

and “inadequate and unsupportive institutions of all varieties” (p. 13).  The women’s 

perspectives on knowing were grouped according to the following categories:  

 silence, where women experience themselves as mindless and voiceless and subject to 

the whims of external authority;  

 received knowledge, a perspective from which women conceive of themselves as 

capable of receiving, even reproducing knowledge from the all-knowing external 

authorities, but not capable of creating knowledge on their own; 

 subjective knowledge, a perspective from which truth and knowledge are conceived 

of as personal, private, and subjectively known or intuited; 

 procedural knowledge, a position in which women view all knowledge as contextual, 

experience themselves as creators of knowledge, and value both subjective and 

objective strategies for knowing. (p. 15). 

Belenky et al. acknowledge that these ways of knowing are not fixed, exhaustive, or universal; 

they explicitly state that their intention is to “share and not prove our observations” (p. 15).  

For purposes of this study, I focus on the “silent” and “received knowledge” perspectives, for 

these most closely represent the lived experiences and histories of the five women who took part 

in this study. 

The women in Belenky et al.’s (1997) study described their lives in terms of voice and 

silence that connoted “sense of mind, self-worth, and feelings of isolation from or connections to 

others” (p. 17).  Belenky et al. report that silent women were among the most socially, 

economically, and educationally underprepared of all the women interviewed. These women 
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expressed feeling dumb because they assumed they could not learn from others. In their 

experience, words were tools to demean and diminish rather than empower. Contrary to women 

in the Constructing Literacy Identities study, the women in Belenky et al.’s study reported little 

to no evidence of dialogue with the self. The concept of voice became a metaphor for the 

intellectual and moral development of the self. Women come to see themselves as powerless and 

dependent on others when they “fail to develop their minds” and are unable to trust in their own 

abilities to understand.  

 These feelings of powerlessness and voicelessnes lend credence to Holland and 

Leander’s (2004) notion of “thickening,” as words, labels, and actions of others are internalized, 

laminated, and carried forward in ways that mark identity and define personhood. Within 

socially constructed worlds, silenced women and receivers of knowledge believe the source of 

their self-knowledge rests in how others see and perceive them (Belenky et al., 1997). They view 

themselves through the eyes of others and use those projections as a mirror of their selves and 

self-worth. 

Belenky et al. stress the need for dialogic relationships with other women stating: 

It is these kinds of relationships that provide women with experiences of mutuality, 

equality, and reciprocity that are most helpful in eventually enabling them to disentangle 

their own voices from the voices of others. It from just such relationships that women 

seem to merge with a powerful sense of their own capacities for knowing (p. 38).  

The idea of strengthening the self by helping others was an important theme for participants in 

Belenky et al.’s study. This was also prevalent in the stories and self-reflections of participants in 

the WLN; they too were empowered, as they helped others and created conditions for social 

change. 
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Belenky et al.’s (1997) study underscores the necessity of helping underprepared working 

class and minority women develop and access social networks. Crowell (2004) reasons that for 

women, “social networks are especially important to consider because the social networks of 

women in general tend to limit their network composition” (p. 16). Both Belenky et al. and 

Collins and Blot (2003) concur, stating that women are less likely than men to find sponsors and 

mentors. Albertini (2009) and Compton Lilly (2007) underscore the importance of understanding 

the broader social structures of discrimination, sexism, and racism on the success of women in 

building social capital, which incorporates issues of identity, self, and positioning.  

A Framework for Revaluing 

Revaluing (K. Goodman, 1996b) is a concept based on the idea that as readers revalue 

themselves as users and learners of language, they revalue themselves as readers. As readers 

engage in this transformational process, “they come to value themselves as learners with 

knowledge” (Y. Goodman, 1996, p. 602). The concept of revaluing rejects the idea of reading as 

a process related to basic skills practice on worksheets and performance on tests. Revaluing 

rejects autonomous literacy practices, and it rejects class and race-based labeling and sorting of 

practices of schooled literacies that make revaluing necessary.   

Revaluing is strength-based and offers an alternative to the medical metaphor (K. 

Goodman, 1996b; Klenk & Kibby, 2000; Vygotsky, 1997). The term “medical metaphor” refers 

to a pathology of reading whereby students with “problems” are diagnosed and then treated or 

remediated (Guiterrez, Morales Zitali, & Martinez, 2009; Klenk & Kibby, 2000). Individuals 

equate their conceptions of self according to the categorizations and labels assigned to them. 

Labels and categorizations such as those discussed throughout this chapter or other designations 

of ability become self-regulators. They are meditational means for imputing messages of 
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difference for non-majority students whose capital tends to be undervalued in mainstream 

education.   

Revaluing counters a pathology of reading and literacy. In revaluing, individuals 

internalize a different message about their capabilities and competence. Situations are 

transformed, as individuals come to value their “personal linguistic and experiential reservoirs” 

(Rosenblatt, 2004). Revaluing supports women’s ways of knowing, providing strength and 

validation. Rather than remain enslaved by autonomous literacy practices, the women in this 

study experienced freedom to appropriate new forms of capital, reconceptualize labels, and 

engage in dialogic conversations that led to the development of “liberating” or “powerful” 

literacies, which Gee (2008) notes as the “power to critique other Discourses” (p. 177). As 

individuals engage in a process of revaluing, they develop meta-knowledge and meta-ways of 

knowing (Wells, 1999, cf. Gee, 2008), which initiates transformational change. 

Conclusion 

This chapter makes explicit the bodies of literature that framed this study. The work of 

influential theorists was reviewed. Although Vygotsky did not did not specifically write about 

identity, the importance of his work to literacy and identity and more recent contributions by 

neo-Vygotskian scholars are elucidated. Sociocultural and sociocultural linguistic approaches in 

literacy and identity research conjoin as a “relational and sociocultural phenomenon” (Bucholtz 

& Hall, 2005). Therefore, I argue for a syncretic or multi-disciplinary approach to literacy 

identity that embodies multiple perspectives and theorizes literacy identity as social practice.  

In a multi-disciplinary approach to literacy and identity, both literacy and identity are 

socially constructed in historical time and space. Such an approach moves away from 

conceptions of identity as located in an individual’s psyche or fixed in immutable social 
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categories7. Instead, identity is fluid and dynamic. Selves are socially constructed in interaction 

with others in activity settings.  

The notion of timescapes contributes to our understanding of the process of positioning 

and how identities thicken into layers, forming laminate. Bourdieuian constructs of field, and 

habitus provide a theoretical framework for examining the social historical context of literacy 

and schooled literacies on individual’s trajectories and identities (Carrington & Luke, 1997; 

Collins & Blot, 2003; Compton Lilly, 2007). Ken Goodman’s (1996b) concept of revaluing 

provides a counter story that engenders transformational change, as individuals come to value 

their literacies and their selves as literate beings. 

I theorized that women would reframe and shape their literacy identities through their 

membership in a caring community of practice, one that acknowledges and values women’s local 

ways of knowing (cf. Belenky et al., 1997; Compton Lilly, 2007). And so, I investigate the 

influence of social networks that advantaged literacy on women’s social capital. I question how 

an asset-based curriculum and mentoring support can counter deficit orientations of self and 

foster transformational shifts in beliefs and practices. Do these kinds of supports make a 

meaningful difference in the lives and literacies of adult women learners? And last, I inquire as 

to whether the women would come away from the melding of their experiences in and through 

the Network feeling as though they learned or gained something important. The Constructing 

Literacy Identities study afforded the opportunity to study participants’ past and present literate 

lives while exploring their “possible Selves” (Bruner, 1994).   

To summarize, the WLN offered a unique context and opportunity to study how macro-

and micro-level processes shape women’s literacy identities in a bounded community. 

                                                 
7 Bucholtz & Hall’s (2005) approach to identity “draws together insights from a variety of fields and theorists…” (p. 

586). 
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Participants in the WLN formed a community of practice. Based on preliminary results from the 

WLN’s first-year program evaluation data, which I discuss further in Chapter 3, the women 

developed and enlarged their toolkits in ways that mediated new means of problem solving. 

Accordingly, this study adds to the literature on the importance of situating adult learning within 

a socio-cultural context for working class and minority women with what I imagine to be 

profound implications for programs, policy, and practice.   

 



56 

 

CHAPTER 3. METHODOLOGY: STORYING LITERACY IDENTITY 

“We may ask then of any self-told life what is its fabula (its gist, or moral, or leitmotiv); how is it 

converted into an extended tale and through what uses of language; and into what genre is it 

fitted”—Jerome Bruner (2004) 

The Constructing Literacy Identities within Communities study was undertaken to 

examine how tutors in the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN) socially constructed, enacted and 

expressed their literacy identities in their various life roles. My original intent was to study 

participants’ assumptions about literacy and identity and to investigate how their assumptions 

were embedded in their personal histories, beliefs, and practices. Instead, as I interviewed 

participants, I realized that my own assumptions were faulty; any assumptions held by the 

women were socially constructed responses to their literacy, language, and life experiences. 

Thus, rather than uncovering assumptions, I found myself immersed in studying the ways in 

which participants’ experiences shaped their literacy identities, as enacted in practice and 

expressed in and through the stories they told. 

Taylor (1994) argues that identities cannot exist in the absence of an interpretive system. 

Gee (2001) further contends that people interpret identity traits in different ways, and those traits, 

as seen by selves or others, can be negotiated and contested. Gee explains: 

At any given time or place, a person engages in what I will call a ‘combination.’ A 

combination is some specific way of combining the following things: a) speaking (or 

writing) in a certain way; b) acting and interacting in a certain way; c) using one’s face 

and body in a certain way; d) dressing in a certain way; e) feeling, behaving, and valuing 

in a certain way; f) using objects, tools, or technologies (i.e., “things”) in a certain way.” 

(109) 
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I studied the ways in which these combined identity markers indexed how: 1) literacy identities 

were shaped by experience, positioning, and acts of resistance; 2) agency was demonstrated (or 

not); 3) literacy identity was expressed through language and story in interaction; 4) practices 

shaped selves and identities (and by what meditational means); and 5) literacy identities were 

framed and re-framed. I further investigated the use of temporal markers that indexed events in 

time and space and which offered insight into different positionings of self. 

This chapter makes plain my methodology for storying participants’ literacy identities. It 

is organized into seven sections. In the first section, I present the research context in which the 

study took place and outline the structure of the WLN. I include a discussion of findings from the 

June 2011 WLN program evaluation, which informed my purpose for this study and my research 

questions. The second section sets forth the epistemological assumptions that ground this study, 

the research paradigm and strategy. In the third section, I explain how participants were recruited 

and share a brief bio of each participant. The fourth section depicts the setting, the WLN, an 

organizational entity, as opposed to the spaces where program activities took place. I disclose my 

positionality and relationships with participants and WLN in the fifth section, and in the sixth 

section, I describe the data sources and data collection. Last, I explicate my methods and 

analyses in the final section of the chapter.   

Research Context 

The WLN is a grant-funded women’s literacy and empowerment program. It creates 

literacy and leadership opportunities for women to increase their social and economic capital. 

The program received funding for fiscal years 2011, 2012, and 2013 from a women’s foundation 

whose philanthropy focuses on increasing equity and economic self-sufficiency for women and 

girls.  
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The Network was developed using a logic model for social change, as specified by the 

funder. According to the funder’s logic model, social change is realized when organizations and 

community work in concert to effect shifts in behavior, definition, and engagement that produce 

systemic change. In recognition of program excellence, the WLN received an award in 2011 as 

one of two programs that best exemplified the vision and mission of the funder.  

During the WLN’s inaugural year, 10 women GED graduates were trained as paid 

literacy tutors. Of the 10, eight were L1 Spanish speakers, a demographic that held constant over 

the course of the program. The 10 tutor candidates participated in 20 hours of literacy tutoring to 

include eight hours of training in retrospective miscue analysis. Tutors were then paired with 10 

students who were recruited through their adult education classes at the local adult education 

center.  

Tutoring took place over two consecutive 10-week sessions. After the first10-week 

session, tutor-student dyads were given the opportunity to continue working together for the 

second 10-week session. Five tutor-student dyads elected to continue working together. One 

tutor left the program to take a full time job, and the remaining four tutors were re-matched with 

new students. Students who worked with their tutors for 20 weeks demonstrated the greatest 

educational gains. Each of the five students passed one or more of the Official Practice Tests 

(OPT). Students who passed the OPTs were eligible for a waiver to cover the cost of GED 

testing. Those who passed the GED or whose testing was in-progress were encouraged to apply 

for tutor positions for the upcoming program year.  

In addition to tutoring, tutors and students attended bi-weekly mentoring sessions and 

were offered additional supports. Tutors attended 10 hours of paid mentoring, and students 

attended either five or 10 sessions depending on their length of time in the Network. Both tutors 
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and students received limited financial assistance in the form of an hourly stipend to help offset 

transportation and childcare costs. Tutors and students who completed their tutoring hours and 

met the mentoring attendance rate of 80% or better received a personal letter of 

recommendation8. Tutors who successfully completed program requirements and students who 

passed the GED were eligible for a $250 scholarship to attend a class at the community college. 

Each scholarship recipient was required to meet with a dedicated transition counselor. At the end 

of the first year, four women successfully transitioned to college.   

Year one evaluation results were promising. WLN coordinators created a welcoming 

community where women reported feeling comfortable and respected. The program fostered an 

ecology of dialog and sharing. In this space, mothers described how they talked with their 

children about books and reading, read differently with their children, and felt better prepared to 

help their children with homework. Tutors, most of whom positioned themselves as not being 

good at mathematics, checked out study guides from the library, formed study groups, and 

practiced mathematics problems to augment their knowledge and become more effective tutors. 

Tutors and students stated that they gained confidence and a greater sense of self-worth. Several 

of the L2 English speakers expressed increased confidence in speaking, reading, and writing 

English.  

Over the course of that first year, the co-coordinator and I observed women trying-out 

and trying-on different literacy identities, often in accordance with their roles as tutor, spouse, 

and mother. This framing and reframing of literacy identities became apparent in the women’s 

actions, discourses, and answers to brief questionnaires. As long-time adult educators, we felt 

this was happening to a degree that with further explication could influence the field of adult 

                                                 
8 A letter of recommendation is a form of capital that indicates both human capital (assurance of completion of a 

program of training) and social capital (one that uses ties and connections for testimonies) (Lin, 2001).   
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education in its move away from a skills-based hierarchical delivery model to a socially-

constructed, participatory, and practice-based model of literacy and learning. As the WLN was in 

its infancy, we did not foresee the magnitude of implications for teaching literacy in community 

settings, nor did we initially recognize the importance of program design and access to social 

networks that advantaged literacy.  

Epistemological Assumptions 

 The Constructing Literacy Identities within Communities study employs a sociocultural 

framework within a social constructivist paradigm. Social constructivism synthesizes critical 

theory, post-structural and literacy criticism, and social criticisms that prominently raise 

awareness of the social factors in knowledge production (McCarty & Schwandt, 2000). 

According to McCarty and Schwandt, social constructivism rejects the individuation of self as 

the locus of knowledge and looks instead to social constructions of knowledge and meaning 

through language and discourse. Selves are socially constructed through interaction (Bogden & 

Biklen, 2010; Creswell, 2007; Glesne, 2006). 

In a social constructivist paradigm, individuals seek to understand the world in which 

they live and work (Creswell, 2007). Humans construct their perceptions of the world, rejecting 

that one perception is more “right” or “real” than another (Glesne, 2006). Social constructivism 

asserts that meanings are multiple and varied; therefore, it relies on the emic perspective of 

participants (Creswell, 2007). According to Creswell, researchers ask open-ended questions and 

carefully examine the context and lived experiences of what people say and do in their life 

settings to better understand their socio-cultural historical settings. Social constructivism is often 

used inter-changeably with interpretive research, as researchers “generate or inductively develop 

a theory of meaning” (Creswell, p. 21) where interpretations are shaped by the socio-cultural and 
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historical experiences of the researcher. In social constructivism, researchers acknowledge that 

their interpretations are shaped by their own experiences and positioning.  

Working within a social constructivist paradigm, I chose narrative inquiry to represent 

and illustrate how meaning is made through the shaping and ordering of  experiences that help us 

understand our own actions or those of others, connecting events in time and space to create a 

meaningful whole (Chase, 2011). According to Tedlock (2011), “Narrative is the fundamental 

means of imposing order on otherwise random and disconnected events and experiences” (p. 

335).  Thus, I sought to create a meaningful whole utilizing Tedlock’s notion of braiding 

narrative ethnography with memoir.  

In braiding memoir and narrative ethnography, I adopt a “Story Telling as Lived 

Experience” approach (Chase 2011; cf. Chase 2010; Riessman; 2008) where “narration is the 

practice of constructing meaningful selves, identities, and realities” (p. 422). In this approach, 

storytelling is central to our understanding of what narrators communicate in and through their 

stories. Conjointly, narrative enables participants to tell their stories in their own words, which 

offers both participants and myself insight into their literacy participation histories, practices, and 

beliefs. As participants narrate their stories, they perform the self (Chase, 2011; Riessman, 2008; 

Wortham, 2001). Bell (1988) maintains that “evaluative comments, descriptions, and 

elaborations which suspend actions and make meaning of events” are woven throughout the 

stories (p. 101). Chase affirms that in addition to telling what happened, participants express 

emotions and thoughts that lend their own interpretive lens to the mix, all which provide insight 

into participants’ socially constructed selves and subjectivity.  

Rather than knit a grand narrative, each woman’s stories and experiences weave together 

around a central, connecting thread. As no set formulae exist for writing research texts 
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(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), these texts are the interconnecting stories of participant, 

researcher, and related literature. To this end, Gubrium and Holstein (2008) point out that 

narrative formats vary according to what is told, how it is told, and how it is understood. 

Although each woman’s story was unique to her, similar events and feelings were experienced 

across the collective. As will be made evident, the data from these stories serve as “windows on 

distinctive social worlds” (Gubrium & Holstein, p. 244).    

Having described the research context and the epistemological assumptions that ground 

this study, I now describe the participants and research setting. I explain my positionality, 

elucidating the nature of my background, culture, and experiences. I further disclose the nature 

of my responsibilities to the program and my relationship with participants. I acknowledge that 

my experience and positioning may shape or influence my analysis and interpretation. As 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) surmise, “there is a reflexive relationship between living a life 

story, telling a life story, retelling a life story, and reliving a life story” (p. 71).  

Participants 

The study took place during the second year of the WLN. The second year differed from 

the first in three ways: 1) We added a mathematics module and hired two specially trained 

mathematics instructors to teach the math module; 2) We hired and trained two former tutors as 

program facilitators; and 3) We hired and trained one former student who was finishing her GED 

as a tutor. Given the intensity of my relationship with tutors and facilitators, as I hired, trained, 

and mentored them, I chose to focus my inquiry on the literacy identities of tutors and 

facilitators.  

During the WLN’s first year, we lost one tutor to attrition; however, during year two, we 

lost three tutors by the fourth week of training. This left seven tutors and two facilitators, one of 
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whom agreed to tutor in addition to her role as facilitator—a total of nine potential participants 

for the study. Participants were recruited on my behalf through the literacy provider 

organization, the parent organization of the literacy coalition and fiscal agent on the WLN grant. 

The literacy provider organization authorized permission to conduct the study and recruit 

participants. The organization also mailed recruitment letters and consent forms to tutors and 

facilitators. I, in turn, followed up with the women to explain the study, the consent form, and 

what their participation would entail.  

Of the women, five tutors and the tutor/facilitator agreed to take part in the study. The 

other facilitator and the tutor who was in her final stage of GED testing were precluded from 

participating due to their respective status as community college employee and student. Their 

participation would have necessitated community college Internal Review Board approval, 

which would have significantly altered my timeline. The seventh tutor chose not to participate 

because she worked full-time and cited time constraints.  

I now introduce the participants who ranged in age from 25-62. Their names are self-

selected pseudonyms. Each woman purposefully chose a name that held special meaning for her, 

which speaks to the thoughtful regard with which they participated in the study.   

Grace. Grace, 62, was involved with the WLN as a tutor and facilitator for three years. 

She is the only participant who graduated from high school. Grace is a monolingual English 

speaker. She carries a phenotypic trait, the epicanthic fold, which could suggest a Native 

American ancestry; however, her ethnicity is unknown. She is the mother of two grown children 

and has been divorced twice. Shortly after I met her, she obtained a position working as a 

teacher’s assistant in a grant-funded adult literacy program where she worked primarily with 

second language learners. She obtained the position through her network ties with the literacy 
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provider organization9. Grace had previously worked as a caregiver, but was unemployed when 

she joined the WLN. 

Sally. Sally, 25, tutored in the WLN for one year. Her heritage language is Spanish, and 

she is bilingual. At age 15, Sally became pregnant, dropped out of school, and married the father 

of her baby. At 18, her husband abandoned her and their two children, both of whom are now in 

elementary school. She has since divorced. Sally earned her GED, AA, and is in her senior year 

at the university majoring in psychology. She works nights as a certified nursing assistant and 

attends school during the day. 

Diana. Diana, 25, tutored in the WLN for two years. She is a monolingual English 

speaker. Her mother was addicted to drugs, and Diana had a traumatic childhood. She was 

diagnosed with a learning disability and labeled LD in kindergarten. She transitioned out of LD 

sometime in the 5th or 6th grade. She became pregnant at age 18 and dropped out of high school 

one semester shy of graduating. She has two children in elementary school. Diana married the 

father of her second child. She has since divorced and remarried. The last time we met, she was 

expecting her third child. At the time, she was finishing a medical assisting program at a local 

vocational college.   

Melissa. Melissa, 47, tutored in the WLN for two years. Her heritage language is 

Spanish, and she is bilingual. Melissa got pregnant by a man eight years her senior, married him, 

and dropped out of school at age 14. She had another child before divorcing her husband on 

grounds of cruelty and abuse. She later entered into a long-term relationship with the father of 

her third son. That relationship also ended. Melissa works in Shipping and Receiving at a small 

                                                 
9 Small (2009) introduces the term brokerage to explain how organizations serve as connectors. He defines the term 

as “the general process by which an organization connects an individual to another individual, to another 

organization, or to the resources they contain” (Loc 458 of 6669). 
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factory where she is one of five Latina/os and the only “brown” woman. According to Melissa, 

she is the lowest paid worker in the company. 

Marla. Marla, 25, tutored in the WLN for one year. She is transnational, having lived and 

attended school in Mexico and the United States. Her heritage language is Spanish, and she is 

bilingual and biliterate. Marla dropped out of school at age 15. She has three children in 

elementary school and a baby. Marla has been married to the baby’s father for four years. Her 

husband is her best friend and greatest supporter. She is presently a stay-at-home mom.  

Saida. Saida, age 26, completed tutor training and tutored for approximately 12 weeks. 

Saida dropped out of school at age 16 citing a lack of relevance to her life. She was also involved 

in substance abuse. Saida obtained a job in retail and advanced into entry-level management. She 

had recently relocated from another state to be with her baby’s father. She took and passed the 

GED, which is how she came to be recruited for the WLN. She gave birth to a daughter, her first 

child, the week before her tutor interview. In January 2012, she enrolled in college and started 

taking classes.  

Shortly after our third interview in February 2012, Saida dropped out of both the study 

and the WLN. I waited for her at our pre-arranged meeting time and place, but she did not show 

up for the fourth interview. I telephoned her to find out what happened and make sure she was 

okay. She asked if we could meet later that night after mentoring; however, she was also a no-

show at mentoring. Despite several attempts, neither the WLN coordinator nor I was able to 

connect with her; consequently, I decided that without closure, I would not include her interview 

data or documents in the study.  
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Setting 

The setting for this study was the WLN. WLN activities took place at the neighborhood 

branch library and at an adult education center affiliated with a local community college. Access 

to these sites was gained through membership in the literacy coalition. Both facilities are located 

in the heart of the neighborhood literacy zone with excellent access to parking and public 

transportation. The adult learning center and library donated space for program activities, helped 

tutors find materials for tutoring, and provided copies free of charge. Tutors and students had 

access to computers and technology resources at both sites. 

In addition to donating space and supporting tutors, the adult learning center was one of 

two tutor recruitment venues. The other venue was a caregiver training program, which mailed 

letters and flyers to their graduates who lived in the target zip codes. In contrast to the caregiver 

program, adult learning center staff pulled GED test data, telephoned women graduates who 

lived in the target areas, and invited them to pick up and fill out tutor applications. Tutor 

candidates picked up and dropped off applications at the center’s office, and the office also 

served as the drop-off and pick-up location for biweekly timesheets and tutor logs, which I 

explain later in my discussion of data sources.  

Formal in-depth interviews and informal meetings related to the study were conducted in 

public places, my university office, and participants’ homes. In-depth interviews were conducted 

over four months from December of 2011 through March of 2012. Informal meetings, 

conversations, and emails took place from December 2011 through November 2012.   

Positionality of the Researcher 

 I am a white, monolingual English speaker and the only child of German immigrants 

(now deceased) who spoke English as their L2. My background is middle-income working class, 
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and I am an adult learner who framed and reframed my socially constructed literacy identity in 

my various life roles and learning trajectories. I am a certified secondary business education 

teacher and reading specialist. I taught high school for 8 years and have 14 years of experience 

working with adult learners. As a working class, first-generation college student and mother of a 

racially-blended family, I am interested in issues of race, gender, and educational equity. 

I am positioned in this study as a participant observer. I was involved in community 

literacy work from 2009 through 2012 in the literacy zone where my research took place. I 

established strong relationships with community stakeholders to include city council aides, 

district and school personnel, non-profit staff, neighborhood association members, and 

community members. Although, I lived outside the neighborhood, I attained a high degree of 

insider status in my dual role as literacy professional and community member. Using Banks’ 

(2010) definition of the “Typology of Crosscultural Researchers,” I position myself as an 

external-insider:  

This individual was socialized within another culture and acquires its beliefs, values, 

behaviors, attitudes, and knowledge. However, because of his or her unique experiences, 

the individual rejects many of the values, beliefs, and knowledge claims within his or her 

indigenous community and endorses those of the studied community. The external-

insider is viewed by the new community as an ‘adopted’ insider. (p. 46)  

As an external-insider, I was active in the neighborhood. I helped with events and event 

planning, and I participated in a variety of community activities from weeding a community 

garden to sitting on local advisory councils. I was often asked to assist with projects and serve on 

special committees made up of neighborhood insiders. 
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I wrote the initial grant proposal for the WLN in 2009 with the then executive director of 

the local literacy council. The development director from the literacy provider organization and I 

wrote two subsequent proposals in 2010 and 2011, which funded the program through June of 

2013. I co-developed and wrote the training curriculum and served as co-coordinator of the 

WLN during its inaugural year.  

As a WLN coordinator, I participated in selecting tutor candidates for interviews and 

hiring tutors during the first two years of the program. I trained new coordinators, facilitators, 

and took a lead role in training tutors. I attended tutor mentoring sessions and often worked side-

by-side with tutors at community literacy events. This enabled me to get to know many of the 

tutors both inside and outside WLN settings.  

In addition to my role as WLN program developer and coordinator, I was responsible for 

program management and oversight. To this end, I worked on gaining public recognition and 

securing additional funding for the Network. I also reconciled timesheets and check requests, 

assisted with year-end reconciliations, and ensured that grant deliverables were met. I completed 

mandatory training and semi-annual reporting, as required by the funder. Last, I mentored 

program staff to facilitate a seamless leadership transition, which took place in January 2012 and 

further served as a program consultant through August of 2012.  

Next, I explain the data sources and collection. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) refer to 

data as field texts, stating that in narrative analysis, field texts comprise the types of records 

normally referred to as data (p. 92). According to Clandinin and Connelly, stories, interviews, 

journal writing, observations, field notes, conversations and other artifacts of lived experience 

are “created, neither found nor discovered, by participants and researchers in order to represent 
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aspects of field experience” (p. 92). Henceforth, I refer to data as field texts, given that as field 

texts are collected, composed, and analyzed, they are suffused in an interpretive framework.    

Data Sources and Collection 

A series of four unstructured, digital taped interviews were conducted with each 

participant: 1) Reading and writing beliefs and practices, which spoke to personal histories, 

experiences, and positioning; 2) Personal narrative that included: background information, 

experiences, identity, agency, and positioning; 3) WLN experiences and the ways in which 

literacy identity was enacted and expressed and possible shifts in beliefs, practices, and 

positioning; and 4) Follow-up interview that explored how WLN experiences shifted and/or 

shaped literacy identities, beliefs, and practices. Interviews averaged between 60 and 90 minutes 

each.  

I adopted an unstructured interview format (Luttrell, 2010a) to lessen the distance 

between participants and myself. According to Glesne (2006), “The opportunity to learn about 

what you cannot see and to explore alternative explanations of what you do see is the special 

strength of interviewing in a qualitative inquiry” (p. 81). Knowing the women as I did, I believed 

that adhering to a formal or structured interview would impede opportunities to capture their 

voice and lived experiences. In contrast, unstructured interviewing allowed for a natural 

conversational flow where questions emerged during the interviews (Glesne). This allowed me to 

follow the women’s leads and ask probing and/or clarifying questions.  

I opened the first set of interviews by inviting each woman to talk about her reading and 

writing practices. My invitation elicited a flood of reading and writing memories. Memories of 

home and school produced stories of abuse, racial othering, and labeling that poured forth in 

several of these conversations. Chase (2011) cautions that narrative researchers are “required to 
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be witness to a wide range of emotions” (p. 424), while Riessman (2008) reminds us of the 

“power of memory to remember, forget, neglect, and amplify moments in the stream of 

experience” (p. 29). As participants’ stories unfolded, many of which had never been told, I 

understood the importance of attending to both the “life” and the “story” (Luttrell, 2010a, p. 

261).   

Attending to life and story necessitates a greater degree of awareness and sensitivity to 

the “complexity within each woman’s voice—to the various subject positions each woman takes 

up—as well as to diversity among women’s voices…” (Chase, 2010, p. 221). Shaafsma, Vinz, 

Brock, Dickson, and Sousanis (2001) exhort the need for rich description that not only tells 

“‘what happens’ but also of how ‘what happens’ affects the narrator” (p. 58). The women 

sacrificed their time and emotions to participate in this study. They did so with the conviction 

that by helping me they would indirectly be helping others. Thus, I endeavored to accurately 

represent the interview setting, context, and voice of each participant to the best of my ability.    

The theme for the second set of interviews was a life narrative. Given the intensity of the 

first set of interviews, I approached the second set with trepidation. I began by asking each 

woman what she had been thinking about since the last time we talked, offering an opportunity 

to unpack (or not) any residual thoughts or feelings from our last meeting. From there, the 

women shared stories of family, relationships, and dropping out and going back to school. When 

I sensed uncertainty or ambiguity, I suggested that the women use their journal writing to explore 

these issues. Both Grace and Sally took advantage of this space to reflect in writing.   

The third set of interviews took a decidedly positive turn. The women regaled me with 

stories of how they came to the program and their experiences in and with the program. They 

told stories of my colleagues and myself, sharing their impressions of us. The women shared 
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feelings of excitement and inadequacy. They explained how training and the supportive 

environment helped them overcome self-doubt and negative feelings of self. They spoke with 

pride of their growing capacity for working with others, and each told stories of transformational 

change, the kind that impacts individuals, families, and communities.  

These interviews gave me a distinct opportunity to view the program, relationships, and 

dynamics through the lens of participants. Through their storying, the women made plain the 

characteristics, components, and events that not only inspired them and helped them be 

successful, but which also made the program successful. This was both humbling and honoring, 

as through their eyes, I came to understand the significance and impact of the work being done.  

The fourth set of interviews brought closure. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) write of the 

“temporariness” of “good narrative relationships,” the kind that leave a wistful residue of 

sadness, and so it was (p. 72). The women knew I was moving out of state, and there was a sense 

of poignancy to this last set of interviews. Each woman summarized what she learned on her 

journey, both in the program and in her work with me. We spoke of where we began and how far 

we had traveled together. The women talked of their dreams and plans for the future. They told 

of being pushed to think and confessed to having grown through the process. Before we parted, 

we spoke of staying in touch with one another.    

Occasionally, during the interviews, conversation would stall. Sometimes, participants 

ran out of things to say. They encountered difficulty thinking or felt overwhelmed. Other times, 

the heavy emotional toll affected their ability to respond. This was a difficult position for me. I 

did not want to change the subject or ignore their pain as though it never happened. And yet, I 

did not want to push them after a particularly emotional interchange. During these times, I would 
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pause and tell a related story from my own life. Thus, these sessions often evolved into a shared 

give and take. Melissa explains the kindred bond that developed through our mutual storytelling.   

I saw so much pieces of my life within your life. It’s just incredible the, you know, some 

of the stories that you told me and we discussed and we talked about. I could see my life. 

I’m like, wow, you know, how strange and bizarre of a coincidence could that be…you 

know the choices that we made…the way we felt about them…thinking we weren’t good 

enough…we dropped out of school…we started a life…you know we started a new 

life…we got married…and you know, just the whole nine yards (Interview 3, lines 576; 

578-583). 

The nature of these conversations led me to reflect on the role of relationships, background, and 

positionality of the researcher and adult or community educator. I started to question whether 

background mattered and to what extent. The importance of relationships, background, and 

positionality is addressed in the chapters that follow.  

Although in-depth interviews comprised the most comprehensive data source for this 

narrative inquiry, I supported my analysis with other field experiences and texts, which included: 

informal meetings (not taped), reflective journals, tutor logs10 (self-reported accomplishments 

and checklists of accomplishments), and researcher reflections and memos. Given my 

interrogation of the role I played in the research context, I purposefully included my own 

reflections to: question the data; clarify thinking; illuminate my positioning; offer my own 

narratives for interpretation; and reflect on my own subjectivity (Charmaz, 2010).  An 

explanation of each data source and how the data were collected follows below.  

                                                 
10 The log and checklist are used by the literacy provider organization to track accomplishments and other data, e.g., 

job offers, interviews, number of applications, educational gains, voter registration, library cards, number of books 

read, reading to children, etc. 

 



73 

 

Informal meetings. Informal conversations were held in parking lots, on doorsteps, at 

coffee shops, or at events. After moving out of state in March of 2012, I returned on several 

occasions to teach a class, attend an important function, or house-sit for a friend. During these 

visits, I connected with participants as often as schedules allowed. Given the emotional nature of 

the in-depth interviews, I sought to keep these conversations and meetings as comfortable, 

friendly, and low-key as possible, focusing on the present and not bringing up the past. I did not 

tape any of the conversations. Instead, I used them to stay in touch, check-in, lend support, or 

just talk. I later recorded any observations or reflections that I deemed important. Depending on 

the situation, I let the meetings be whatever they were—two people touching base who shared a 

personal connection and a common bond.  

Reflective journals. I asked participants to keep a weekly reflective journal during the 

four months of interviewing. This was to allow them to reflect on ideas and experiences that 

came up during the interviews. I had not anticipated the depth of anxiety over providing weekly 

written responses. Four of the five women found writing painful. I offered to provide digital 

recorders for the women to talk into instead of write. Interestingly, only Sally took a recorder, 

but never used it. She wrote instead. While the other women agreed to write, not all did so with 

fidelity. Grace and Sally wrote faithfully. Both emailed their responses regularly and used their 

writing to reflect on their thinking and experiences, past and present. 

Melissa wanted my feedback on her reflective journal, dating to when she first joined the 

WLN. She also asked to share her papers from the college writing course she recently completed. 

I photo-copied these with her permission, which provided insight into how she came to see 

herself as a writer and take-on the identity of a writing tutor. At the same time, Diana was 

struggling with a writing class and the emotions writing engendered, while Marla was just 
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gaining confidence reading, writing, and speaking in English. Therefore, I accepted what they 

gave me and did not push for more.  

Self-reported tutor logs and checklists. Self-reported tutor logs were required by the 

literacy provider organization to track literacy metrics. These logs included open-ended, short-

answer questions that allowed tutors to report their accomplishments and a checklist. Tutors 

submitted logs two times a month along with their timesheets. I collected copies of participants’ 

logs from December 2011 through May 2012. I used these to support and clarify field texts and 

to triangulate data.   

Researcher observations and reflections. Charmaz (2010) includes audio-taped 

personal reflections of the researcher in her examples of rich, varied data sources. Due to the 

nature of the study and my participatory role, I was rarely able to take detailed field notes. 

Instead, I digitally recorded my observations and thoughts after leaving an interview or meeting. 

Other times, I typed my observations when I returned to my home or office. I also wrote 

reflections and memos as I transcribed and analyzed field texts. These observations and 

reflections were of seminal importance, pointing me back to my initial impressions and thoughts, 

as my analyses unfolded.   

Data Analysis 

Each interview was transcribed verbatim in its entirety. Charmaz (2006) asserts that 

transcribing entire interviews has hidden benefits in that studying audiotapes allows the data to 

live in one’s mind and illuminate participants’ feelings and beliefs. Riessman (2008) also argues 

the merits of transcribing one’s data, stating that “transcription is deeply interpretive” (p. 29). 

Thus, I opted to do my own transcription, which kept me connected not only to the data, but also 

to the participants. As I transcribed each interview, I visualized the participant as we talked, 
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remembering her nuanced expressions, gestures, and voice. I recorded my thoughts and noted 

discourse patterns, as I listened repeatedly to the audio file until I was comfortable with the 

accuracy of each transcription.     

Transcripts were numbered by interview. They were dated and stored electronically in a 

dedicated file for each participant. My observations and reflections were also dated and stored 

according to interview number and participant, which enabled me to cross-reference files with 

relative ease. Data from other field texts were organized and categorized by date, participant, and 

data source. Data from other field texts were used to support and triangulate my analyses of the 

interview field texts and researcher reflections and observations.  

After transcribing the interview data, I read through the field texts as though I were 

reading a book, chapter by chapter. Then, using story as the unit of analysis, I read through each 

individual transcript, searching for story threads. Using turn taking and discourse markers, I 

identified where stories began and ended. I then extracted each story and copied it into a two-

column table that was organized by participant and interview. Stories were titled based on 

context and content. 

Once the stories were laid out by participant and interview, I did a preliminary theming of 

the interview texts. Saldaña (2009) cites Ruben and Ruben (1995) in specifying that “themes 

should be stated as simply as possible during the first cycle of analysis for ‘meaning 

condensation’” (p. 140).  In this first cycle, I identified themes by reading each story line by line 

(Charmaz, 2010), starting with Grace and working my way chronologically through her 

interview texts. I worked through each participant’s research texts in the order in which I 

transcribed the interviews.  
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Many of the preliminary themes arose out of participants’ own language. Preliminary 

themes were numbered as they evolved and recorded in an Excel spreadsheet. Whenever I was 

unsure as to a particular theme, I reviewed the context of the story and listened to the recorded 

interview excerpt. The following table provides an example of preliminary theming taken from 

the opening story of Sally’s first interview.  

Table 3.1  

Preliminary Theming by Story 

Story Preliminary Themes 

Early Childhood Literacies 

Um, actually it, my parents um didn’t go past the 3rd 

grade and they’re both from Mexico 42, so I wasn’t 

introduced to it at a very young age besides school. 21 

Even then, when I would come home, I didn’t have much 

help 28, you know, so…I was a very good student, but 

um I didn’t pursue reading and writing much. It was just 

when I had to do it. Um, so it wasn’t a very pleasant um 

experience for me at a young age 13.  

 

42 family histories 

28 resources and support 

31 observations 

21 reading 

13 feelings 

 

Once I completed the initial theming, I again read through the stories, questioning and reviewing 

the themes.   

 In the preliminary theming of the interview texts, I identified 138 themes, which I 

grouped into 11 “general concepts”11 (Reissman, 2008, p. 13): reflexivity, sense of self, 

community of practice, being/feeling different, enacting and expressing literacy, life events, 

relationships, faith and spirituality, roles and responsibilities, resources and support, and social 

networks. Drawing again on the work of Rubin and Rubin (1995), Saldaña (2009) explains that 

after the first cycle of analysis, “themes should then be woven together for ‘meaning 

interpretation’ to explain why ‘something happened or what something means’” (p. 140). To this 

                                                 
11 Reissman (2008) refers to categories as general concepts.   
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end, I set-up the following Excel workbooks to record the evolution of my analysis: Preliminary 

themes, emerging themes, common themes, and common themes in life events. Commonalities 

across cases are explained in-depth in Chapter 9.  

 As I uncovered themes that informed my analysis of the what, why, and how, I examined 

the 11 general concepts and began clustering themes. I returned once more to the stories, and 

revisited the context in which each theme occurred. Boyatzis (1999) holds that one approach to 

clustering themes is “organizing the themes in the context of other themes, as independent 

clusters of themes, or in a hierarchy” (p. 136). In looking at these three approaches, I did not find 

the themes to be either hierarchical or independent. Alternatively, I found the themes to be 

relational, and I conceptualized them within the context of other themes. At this point, I had 

lived with the data for months and could point to specific sections of interview texts to reference 

and cross-reference themes. 

 I came to understand these clusters of related themes as the ways in which participants 

framed and re-framed their beliefs and experiences. Looking back to the opening story of Sally’s 

first interview, she introduces us to two important themes: 1) a lack of resources and support, and 

2) reading as unpleasant. In her first two interviews, Sally used these themes to frame her 

dropping out of school story and explain why she did not read outside of school settings. Marla 

likewise employed clusters of related themes to frame her experiences and situate them in time 

and space. And so it was with the other participants.  

 As relationships of clustered themes and general concepts became clear, they wove 

together a strong central connecting thread or theme, which was unique to each woman’s literacy 

identity. Despite commonalities of themes and life events, the clustered themes spoke to each 

participant’s own socially-constructed world and lived experiences. The table below outlines 
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these connecting threads, a unifying sub-theme, and highlights significant, related thematic 

clusters that wove in and through each woman’s stories.  

Table 3.2  

Central Threads and Supporting Thematic Clusters 

Participant Central Connecting Thread Sub-Themes by Cluster 

Grace 

Scripts and Life-Lines 

Going and Not Going to College 

 

 

Going and not going to college; gaining 

self-confidence; potential for 

leadership; caring for other learners; 

seeking to belong; sense of self and 

positioning; the need for challenging, 

interactive, and rewording work; and 

social networks and intense interactions  

Sally 
Believe, Belong, Become 

Realizing a Sense of Belonging 

Sense of belonging; practicing literacy; 

potential for leadership; gaining self-

confidence; being resilient; overcoming 

abandonment; resources and support; 

and sex, sexuality, and religious faith 

Diana 
Living Beyond the Label 

Overcoming LD 

Overcoming LD label; potential for 

leadership; gaining self-confidence; 

sense of belonging; relating to women; 

and career indecision/settling  

Melissa 
A Double-Double…Brown and Female 

Fighting Oppression 

Affiliating and identifying; potential for 

leadership; sense of self and 

positioning; social networks and 

connections; and comfort and security 

Marla 
Silenced No More 

Talking in English 

Sense of self and positioning; resources 

and support; social networks and 

intense interactions; social capital and 

status; and gaining self-confidence  

 

In transcribing and analyzing interview field texts, I theorized that social networks played 

a central role in forming relational ties and keeping women connected to the program. Thus, I 

reanalyzed the interview texts using qualitative social network analysis (Heath, Fuller, & 

Johnston, 2009) to better understand the context-dependent relationships in which people 



79 

 

connect to other people, organizations and their resources, and the ways in which participants are 

organizationally embedded actors, creating and reproducing network advantages (Small, 2009).   

 As reflected in the table above, social networks formed an important thematic cluster 

that supported the central thread of each woman’s literacy identity. My analysis revealed 13 

social networks with which participants established ties: the WLN, the adult education center, 

the university’s college of education, the community college, non-profit organizations affiliated 

with the literacy council, the branch library, local government, the neighborhood association, 

classmates, children’s schools, family, extended family, and friends of family. The themes 

associated with social networks not only spoke to the extensity of the WLN’s reach and the 

number of ties brokered through the WLN, they also illuminated the breadth of the women’s 

expressed and embodied literacy practices. Other field texts such as tutor logs and researcher 

observations were instrumental in triangulating social network data.   

The use of electronic spreadsheets enabled me to record, color code, and sort data to 

examine patterns of related themes and count the frequencies of themes and thematic clusters.  I 

was able to view stories and preliminary themes side-by-side with interview transcripts and also 

within the different workbooks to verify accuracy and eliminate repetition and redundancy. This 

allowed me to make comparisons and adjustments. It is my hope that these processes have added 

to the integrity of my analyses.  

Conclusion 

 This chapter explained the structure and design of the study. I introduced the research 

context, the setting, and participants. Each woman felt a strong conviction to participate in the 

study. She believed that in telling her story, she would continue to make a difference and help 

others. As I am retelling the women’s stories within my own interpretive framework, narrative 
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analysis was chosen to keep their stories intact and “case centered” (Riessman, 2008). Thus, I 

employed a braiding of narrative ethnography and memoir, adopting a “Story Telling as Lived 

Experience approach to my inquiry. Chase (2011) explains this approach stating:  

Some researchers study narrative as lived experience, as itself social action. These 

researchers are as interested in how people narrate their experiences as in what their 

stories are about. These researchers treat an understanding of storytelling practices as 

essential to grasping what narrators are communicating. In this approach, narration is the 

practice of constructing meaningful selves, identities, and realities. (p. 422) 

 Methods of analysis are consistent with narrative inquiry. Interviews were transcribed 

verbatim in their entirety. Story was used as the unit of analysis. Field texts were organized, read, 

reread, and questioned. The texts were themed and clustered. Central threads were identified, and 

gaps, tensions, continuities, and discontinuities were made apparent through my analyses.  

The narrative ethnographies that follow are written as sets of nested stories that include 

participants’ stories, my stories, and related literature, inter-woven and connected.  These stories 

move beyond the traditional interview, creating a multi-voiced dialogic. Each narrative is 

presented as a separate chapter.  

 Chapter 4: Grace 

- Literacy Identity: Scripts and Life Lines 

 Chapter 5: Sally 

- Literacy Identity: Believe, Belong, Become 

 Chapter 6: Diana 

- Living Beyond the Label 

 Chapter 7: Melissa 
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- A Double Double…Brown and Female 

 Chapter 8: Marla 

- Silenced no More 

In writing the narratives, I listened first to each woman’s voice within her own narrative 

(Chase, 2011). After listening to each individual voice, I looked across the cases, 

highlighting commonalities and distinctions. I tell this story of the stories in Chapter 9. 

 Chapter 9: Collective Stories of Coming to Be 

The data sources for this study provided a rich field to explore how participants 

enacted and expressed their literacy identities. The analysis of the data sheds light on the 

ways in which the women constructed their literacy identities in their historical past and 

how they framed and re-framed their literacy identity as literate and competent women. 

The field texts and narratives also point to the gaps and tensions inherent in 

transformational change, which will be revealed in the following chapters as the women’s 

stories unfold.   
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CHAPTER 4. GRACE: LITERACY IDENTITY: SCRIPTS AND LIFELINES 

“It's like everyone tells a story about themselves inside their own head. Always. All the time. 

That story makes you what you are. We build ourselves out of that story.”  

― Patrick Rothfuss 

 I awake, fetch a cup of coffee, and check my email. I see a message from Grace. I feel 

nervous; we are supposed to meet in less than two hours. I pick up the telephone and call her. 

She feels anxious at the thought of resurrecting memories that take her back to spaces and places 

she would rather not revisit. She focuses on something over which she has control: “And I 

REALLY don't want to have to write something else every week,” she exclaims (personal 

communication, December 2011). I offer to provide a tape recorder for her to record rather than 

write her weekly reflections. I reiterate that she need only share what she feels comfortable 

sharing. I remind her that she has the right to withdraw from the study at any time. Reassured, 

she agrees to meet and see how things go. I breathe a sigh of relief. 

 The day has dawned cold and damp. I drive 40 minutes to Grace’s mobile home park. 

The park is an adult community with a large welcoming arch. I drive through the entrance and 

pull into the parking lot of the recreation center. The tidy park with its well-tended homes has a 

pleasant and friendly feel to it. Grace is there waiting for me. We hug and head inside where we 

look for a place with a modicum of privacy.  

Residents playing board games look us over, as we enter a room with a table, couch and 

chairs. I nod and say hello. I am a stranger and, therefore, a person of interest. We keep walking. 

The dining area is empty; however, the kitchen buzzes with people, conversation, and activity. 

Residents are preparing food for a communal activity. We end up in an area near the pool. There 
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is moisture in the air. The water laps at the edges of the pool. The room resonates. Later, as I 

transcribe the interview, I hear echoes in the background, a mournful refrain, searching for a self 

still waiting to be revealed. 

 We meet many more times. We discover a local Denny’s, which satisfies our need for 

privacy and anonymity; we blend in with the crowd. The restaurant becomes our unspoken 

meeting place. Over coffee, we share our lives and experiences. Grace agrees to write instead of 

record her thoughts. We become more than researcher and participant or mentor and mentee. We 

transcend those boundaries. Our relationship is a borderlands where “observer and the observed 

are not separate categories” (Tedlock, 1991, p. 80).  Each of us has lived the lives and stories of 

the other, what Tedlock (2011) refers to as a type of “border zone coproduction” that stretches 

the boundaries of “self studying other” (p. 336). We are friends, sisters, and colleagues united in 

our shared bond of womanhood.  

Grace and I met three years ago when a colleague and I interviewed potential tutors for 

the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN). Grace seemed to have difficulty focusing; she did not 

smile. Although she emitted waves of sadness; there was warmth about her. She included too 

much personal history for an interview. She told us she was depressed and often had difficulty 

getting out of bed each day. She attributed her depression to the dissolution of her 28-year 

marriage five years earlier. Later, my colleague pointed out that in Grace’s description of her 

work as a certified nursing assistant (CNA), she showed an amazing propensity for caring, even 

in difficult situations. There was empathy. Yet, we hesitated to bring her onboard. We were 

unsure whether she was too depressed to be an effective tutor. She was also the only tutor with a 

high school diploma. We needed to move forward with the WLN, and as finding tutors is always 

difficult, we took a chance and hired Grace. 
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At 62, Grace’s life-time of experiences cast an oppressive shroud over her past, leaving 

her unfulfilled. Underneath a protective veneer of laminate (Holland & Leander, 2004), lies a 

wellspring of compassion, as revealed in her stories and the contributions she makes in her work 

with the WLN and the literacy coalition. My colleague and I sensed these hidden strengths, and 

while we see her many strengths, she views herself differently.  

Despite her successes, Grace often does not see or acknowledge herself as a leader, as 

someone who is competent. When I point this out to her, she responds: “I don’t see it. I don’t see 

how I’m a leader” (Interview 2, line 226). Grace is a study in contradictions. For her, it is one 

thing to talk about helping people, but she cannot or will not conceptualize herself as actively 

making a difference. She comes across as hesitant, tentative, as though she cannot allow herself 

to believe she is capable; she minimizes her efforts and her contributions, perhaps to mask 

expectations of self or others.  

In talking about her students, Grace struggles to find the language with which to talk 

about race, class, and difference (cf. Pollock, 2004). She describes language as a “problem” for 

her ESL students, yet I do not sense that she sees speaking English as a second language as a 

problem. I question her on this, and she explains not being fluent in English in terms that are 

student-centered. She explains how students’ primary home language and schooling are not 

recognized or accepted in the United States. She believes it is wrong to make people with college 

degrees from other countries pass the GED. Looking at the meaning behind her words, she 

demonstrates an ethic of care (Gilligan, 1993; Noddings, 2012a; 2012b) in her work with 

students.  

This ethic of care is both ontologically and ethically basic, according to Noddings 

(2012a):  “Every human life starts in relation and it is through relations that a human individual 
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emerges” (p.771). In caring relations, one person serves as the carer and another is the person 

who is cared-for. In unequal relationships such as Grace’s situation of tutor/student, both the 

carer and the cared-for take responsibility for establishing and maintaining the relationship. 

Noddings further explains that carers are attentive and listen to the expressed needs of the cared-

for. Grace demonstrates this caring in her work with L2 speakers and students in the WLN. She 

has developed a synergy with learning and her students that speaks to her level of competence, 

regardless of her own inability to recognize or acknowledge her strengths.  

As a young adult, Grace made the decision not to attend college, and not having a college 

degree colors her perceptions of self, her positioning of self, and her narrative, dimming her 

world of possibilities. Thus, she fortifies herself with a variety of scripts, some that explain her 

way out of the situation (cf. Bruner, 1994) and defend her actions, others that teach and comfort. 

She employs these in her care of self.  

Grace’s experiences as racialized and other elicit the creation and maintenance of these 

scripts; they are part of her literacy identity. According to Luke (2009), racism needs to be seen 

“as a practice of power, an exercise of human judgment and action, and an act of discrimination” 

(p. 287).  Luke and Carrington (2000) write that race is about both “‘being’ or claiming an 

identity (self-naming) and having a historically and socially constructed identity imposed (named 

as other by others)” (p. 6). This imposed positioning of self by other and Grace’s internalization 

of this positioning contextualize her literacy experiences, identity, and trajectory.  

 Grace’s story begins with her racial and ethnic heritage, what she refers to as “the eyes.” 

According to Grace, the origin of the eyes (the epicanthic fold) is a “big dark secret.” Her 

ancestry is English on her father’s side of the family and French Canadian on her mother’s side. 

Grace’s great great-grandmother was married several times, and although family records are 
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incomplete, the eyes appear to be passed down through her maternal great great-grandfather. 

Grace and her brother inherited the eyes from her mother. She mostly refers to the eyes as Asian 

or Native American.  

Growing up in post-World War II America and coming of age during the Civil Rights 

Movement, Grace was racially taunted throughout her school years in the Midwestern city where 

she was raised. She shares:  

It really made it difficult when I was younger. Now that I’m older I have more people 

asking if I’m Native American than Asian. But when I was younger it was always the 

Asian jokes. And what was really hard was I’d go home and my mother would say, “Well 

you’re not, you know we’re American.” I didn’t have any culture to you know take 

comfort in. Just American. I mean there was no other culture that I could, you know, 

defend myself like when the children came on me. [Caucasian] That’s what I have to list 

because I can’t I don’t know what the other is whether it’s Asian, Indian or what. It [the 

racializing and taunting] went into um early adulthood, I guess. I guess I’ve always been 

a little sensitive about that. Now, sometimes, I guess, but I think there’s always been 

something within me that I didn’t feel like I belonged, and I think it’s more than just that, 

though, so I guess it’s something inside of me. But I have been telling myself that it’s 

okay that I don’t always have to feel like I’m part of the group I’m in. I don’t know. I just 

feel on the outside looking in a lot of times. (Story, “The Eyes”) 

Cammarota (2008) states that race is “conceived as a process of categorization in which 

people are placed into different social groupings according to phenotypical features” (p. 10). In 

identity work, Moje and Luke (2009) refer to these social groupings as a metaphor of 

“difference” (p. 416). Moje and Luke explain how identity as difference classifies individuals 
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according to race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, and cultural models (cf. Gee, 2008). According to 

Moje and Luke, identity as difference is about group rather than individual differences. Grace 

internalizes this metaphor of identity as difference. She grounds her perceptions of self in 

cultural models of difference, which reflect decisions she makes. She positions herself as 

subservient, as less than or other, a positioning so powerful it necessitates the creation of scripts 

to “rationalize” events and experiences, protecting her from hurt.  

As I listen again and again to Grace’s narrative, I realize that for Grace, self-talk serves as 

a comforting script. I hear the lesson she recites to herself in caregiver voice (Heath, 2001), a 

voice Grace uses throughout her narrative when she speaks to acknowledge hurt. Her use of the 

present perfect continuous repeats throughout our talk in situations where she finds herself 

vulnerable: “I have been telling myself....” Words like “defend myself” and “came on me” 

indicate a loss of power where she felt attacked and helpless.  

For Grace, regardless of the script and self-talk, a need exists to be a part of something 

greater, to belong. As a child, she was quiet. She knew her parents loved her, but they were 

undemonstrative with their affection. She was the child who went to class, did her work, and did 

not cause trouble. She had few close friends. Eventually, her need to have friends and to belong 

overshadowed her interest in school.  

My senior year I really backed off and my grades kind of went down. I wasn’t interested 

in it any more. I wanted more of a social life, but it wasn’t coming to me. You know, the 

few attempts I did make, I was rebuffed, and I thought what’s the use. I tried. We had 

moved. Oh, I never really…I never tried. Well, there was one time I had. I went up to a 

guy and I just…all’s I wanted to do was have him talk to me, and um he did talk to me. 

But when I sat down next to him because he was fun to talk to, he just stood up and said, 
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“I have a girlfriend.” I thought…it made me really feel really bad because he streaked 

away. I tried to…we had moved…my my sophomore year in high school, and I had 

found a girl that was in my neighborhood when we were younger and she went to that 

school. So it wasn’t too bad. We did things. But then she moved again before our senior 

year, so I didn’t really…I had acquaintances, but no friends. I tried to make friends with a 

couple other people and they were like…weren’t interested. Some of them were not nice 

in the way they…they weren’t necessarily overtly cruel. There was just the cold shoulder. 

So and as I think back it may not even be for reasons I thought back then. You know it’s 

just a difficult time and people are always thinking about their social structure and 

everything. They don’t want to be seen with somebody who might pull them down 

instead of, you know. I had people that I could talk to once in a while, but lunch was bad. 

There was nobody I ever hung out with at all in the lunchroom. I think I sat with some 

cheerleaders and they just…they, what would you say, they suffered me being there. 

(Story, “Trying to Make Friends”) 

Grace attempts to lessen the magnitude of her loneliness by explaining that she really had 

not “tried” to make friends. Conversely, she demonstrates how hard she worked to establish 

friendships. She deflects blame and hurt by explaining that adolescents have established peer 

groups that align with social status. Luke and Carrington (2000) provide a rationale for this 

“othering” explaining that race markers are important in determining status, accessing cultural 

goods and resources, or limiting access. For Grace, racial markers played a significant role in 

determining status and in limiting access to social peer groups. She affirms her own positioning 

of self by her response to how she is positioned by others. She positions herself as someone who 

would bring down the social status of those who associate with her. She further positions herself 
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as less than or other by stating others “suffered” her presence. Here again, she looks to the 

opinions of others to “see” and position herself accordingly.  

Grace’s need to culturally identity with an ethnicity and belong lead her to question the 

cultural myth of what it means to be American and what it means to be marked as different.  

I felt the effects of racism or unkind remarks. And I never liked it. You know I can’t even 

tell you why. I mean I just I grew up in a home, you know, that was a normal home here 

in the United States. You know, I had family. I was just always part of the family. You 

know, when I first made a few friends, there was never anything. Then one day at school, 

somebody, and it was always when I was having a good time or everything was going 

fine at the time, somebody would come up and say, “Well, you’re a chink. You know 

you’re Chinese. Yes, you’re Chinese.” I’d go, “No, I’m not.” You know when I went to 

school, we had some Jewish people. And I think there probably were some comments 

[made] to them. But I was friends with most of them, and I don’t remember it being 

really bad on them. And like I said, it wasn’t most of the time on me, either. But you 

know my first taste of it was Eeeww, you know, Eeeww, you know, what are they talking 

about?  I’d go home in tears. And you know because I went over it at home, no one ever 

told us what we are. You know there was nothing. My mother didn’t say: “Well, you can 

be proud of being Chinese, Japanese, Native American. This is our heritage.” Oh it was 

just that they’re mean, and she would call their mother because everybody knew 

everybody else in that school. So sometimes they’d come to, I don’t know, apologize to 

me. Sometimes it would stop for a while, then again…. I had one, only one [set of 

friends]. They were twins; they were my best friends. They’re the only ones of any of my 

friends who never ever ever bought up the subject that I looked different. I had other 
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friends that did. They didn’t do it to be cruel, but it still would hurt and I think mostly 

because I didn’t have an identity…because I couldn’t say I’m Chinese; I’m Japanese; I’m 

Native American; I’m Malaysian; I’m Eskimo. I I don’t know, and the thing is that it 

goes back so far, too, that I’m not really that. (Story, “Friendship and Ethnicity”) 

She clearly makes the point that her great, great grandfather’s generation lived in historic times. 

Since then, marriages and births took place that further blended her ethnic make-up. Delgado and 

Stefancic (2001) exhort that “No person has a single, easily stated, unitary identity” (p. 9). But 

for Grace, not knowing her ancestry profoundly affects her identity and sense of self. Although 

she carries the genetic marker of her family’s ancestry, she is disconnected from her roots.   

She never fit in socially in the figured world of school (Hatt, 2007). Holland, Lachicotte, 

Skinner, and Cain (1998) define a figured world as “a socially and culturally constructed realm 

of interpretation in which particular characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned 

to certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued over others” (p. 52). Grace found herself 

exiled from social groups. She was a non-participant in a social realm where membership and 

belongingness were stratified according to race, class, and social positioning.  

Grace’s junior high and high school experiences reify her status as cultural outsider, 

marked as other by both her whiteness and her non-white genetic traits. She expresses feelings of 

isolation, difference, and unworthiness. 

Well I went to high school and then there were some Blacks there. Um and they banded 

together. There weren’t a lot, but there were some. And so I think, actually, I felt better 

because I wasn’t the only one that was different. You know, and yet I was just 

acquaintances with some of the Black people. But to them, I’m still white. To the whites, 

I’m white, but I’m still different. One of the things I remember most, my freshman year, 
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was this girl who was supposedly my friend, and maybe she meant it in a nice way, but it 

didn’t come off that way. I think there had been a snowstorm, and I was late getting to 

school cause the bus never came. But my mother or a neighbor took us, so I was walking 

down the hall. It was pretty deserted, but this girl came down, and I think I had put 

makeup on that morning because I had time. I didn’t wear make-up often. I still don’t. 

And I had put some makeup on, and I had curled my hair the night before or something 

and had a cute outfit on. And I don’t know, I I probably took it the wrong way. She came 

up to me, and she smiled and said: “Well you look just like a little china doll.” The tone, 

though, told me it wasn’t…it wasn’t…it was just something in it that was to me…was not 

complimentary. But I did my best. I swallowed, and I go… something inside me said 

don’t let this upset you. And I smiled at her, and I said: “Well thank you.” And I walked 

on by, and I could feel her eyes boring a hole into the back of my head. So I don’t know. 

And she still…she could have thought it was a compliment. I don’t know. And the thing 

is why wasn’t it was a compliment? You know, because of what happened when I went 

to junior high. There was a Japanese boy and a Chinese boy there. The Japanese boy was 

very intelligent well liked. Um, I thought his mother was beautiful, but I refused to be 

friends with him or have much to do with him. Um and the Chinese boy was probably… 

had probably undergone a lot of problems, too. He kept to himself pretty much, and he 

avoided me as much as I avoided him. But one day, we had to talk on the playground for 

some reason and just because of one encounter, I had people come up and say, “Oh, Patty 

and Charlie sitting in the tree,” and they had us all… paired up, which is again...it’s not 

that bad. You know you look back on it, and [wonder] why did I get upset about it? I got 

upset about it, and uh…what what was really sad was that I couldn’t be proud of 
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something because the only experience I had with Chinese or whatever was derision. And 

so it was like, I think, then I started going through thinking I’m not good enough. (Story, 

“Race, Difference, and School”) 

Grace’s pain is evident. She acknowledges her script of “it’s not that bad” does not work. Her 

school experiences and pain lead her to reject college as more of the same.  

Grace never gives any indication of these experiences or how deeply they affect her until 

she and I talk one-on-one. I doubt her family ever knew or suspected the depth of her pain. 

Kramsch (1998) writes: “Cultures, especially national cultures, resonate with the voices of the 

powerful, and are filled with the silences of the powerless” (p. 9). Grace’s powerlessness 

silenced her. She lived her life in pain with new hurts from her marriages heaped onto the old, 

forming layers of laminate.  

In the time I have known Grace, each time the topic of going back to school is raised, she 

flatly rejects the notion. One day, as we are standing outside the library, I inquire as to whether 

she would be interested in a small scholarship to attend the local community college. She tells 

me in no uncertain terms that she is not interested in going back to school (personal 

communication, April 2011). Then, sitting in the recreation center of her mobile home park five 

months later, talking about her jobs and her life, Grace opens up to me.  

Yeah, um… [long pause], I’ve never been one that…I think I’ve mentioned this. I never 

wanted a career. I think, and it’s not that I wanted to settle on being a housewife that took 

care of children and the home, that’s what I wanted. I mean my parents never 

discouraged or encouraged me either way. I think they thought I would go on to college, 

but they didn’t have any proactivity in it. So when it came time, and I had some bad 

experiences in high school, I thought I didn’t want any more of that. I figured college 
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would be the same. So I thought I’d just get into work. That was…it was just difficult. As 

bad as I am now, or I shouldn’t use the word bad because I’m much better than I used to 

be, I still have a lot of and I want to say I see it as self…I’m not…what’s the word…I 

don’t have a low self-image of myself that I don’t think I’m good enough…I believe that 

I am very intelligent. But intelligent doesn’t mean you’re smart. It doesn’t necessarily 

mean that you have a handle on everything. For instance, though I was intelligent, I 

didn’t go to college, and that was not an intelligent decision. And yet I don’t look back 

and say that I should have because I don’t think I would have done well at that time in 

college. And so there’s just been circumstances that have shaped my life. You know, um 

most of the time I can look back and say okay this was why, this was why, and 

sometimes I just look at myself and I say, “okay you didn’t do this,” and then I look at 

myself and say, “okay well what would you have done?” And I can honestly say, “I don’t 

know.” (Story, “Jobs and Circumstances”) 

Grace regrets that her parents did not push her towards college. This is a recurring script in 

which she apportions blame, meeting it out to parents, self, ex-husbands, and circumstances. Her 

voice takes on a bitter edge. She defends herself in response to her own attack. She initiates the 

script of explaining away her decision not to attend college. The script begins with the seemingly 

reasonable statement that she would not have done well at the time.   

I find out that Grace attended medical/dental assisting school and cosmetology school. I 

knew about the CNA training, but I was unaware that she had worked as a beautician (Reflection 

I, December 2011). I wonder why she chose cosmetology school. I look back through the 

transcripts of our conversations. I find where she admits to going from one thing to another with 

things that did not take long to finish (Interview I, Lines 193-194). She shares that she did not 
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think she would live long because she did not have any vision out through the future (Interview 

4, lines 558-559). I realize that for Grace, medical/dental assisting, cosmetology, and CNA 

schools are safe places. They are occupational schools that provide a title, group membership, 

and a sense of belonging. Being a CNA or a cosmetologist positions Grace as a member of a 

group, furnishing an identity. As with other figured worlds (Holland et al., 1998), there is a sense 

of acceptance, a membership ritual, and lower risk of rejection.  

Although she “did okay” at beauty school, she continues her search for self, position, and 

belonging. “I made more friends and yet, it seems in those days, the more people I met, the more 

despondent I became as to my worth.  I didn’t seem to be able to measure up” (Reflection 1, 

December 2011). She admits to struggling with her identity. “I was struggling a lot with my 

identity and self-worth. But it’s never been…with a lot of people it’s educational. With me I 

never had a problem thinking I was dumb. Never” (Interview 2, January 2012). Grace again 

defends her intellect and her smartness. She separates her intelligence from her decision not to 

attend college. She positions herself as different from others who are afraid of failing because 

she is smart. She makes clear that she has the intelligence and the smartness to attend college 

and be successful.  

She discovers a Christian on-line chat room and creates her email handle. The chat room 

is another example of a figured world where she experiences belonging. Her acceptance in the 

chat room is unconditional by virtue of membership, Christian beliefs, ability to interact on-line, 

and her wit, which is openly admired.  

I had to come up with a name and at the time I had been reading this series of books and 

this was a fantasy series. And there was an elf named Wren, W-R-E-N, okay, and she 

became the elf queen. So I kind of liked that character plus I’ve always considered myself 
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and isn’t demeaning to me but I always considered myself quiet someone didn’t like to 

draw attention to themselves someone who’s not flashy and a wren is a very small kind of 

bird that you don’t notice a lot. And so I thought that would be a good name. So I had 

Wren okay and I was able to have that name (Excerpt from Story, “Grace’s On-line 

Handle”). 

She re-envisions herself through her on-line identity and email handle. No one knows her story, 

what she looks like, or her educational attainment. For her, the chat room is fun. She “got into it” 

(Interview 2, Line 64).  

In the chat room, Grace chooses an unprepossessing name, one that yields a mystical 

power, that of a fairy queen. She carves out a niche in an on-line world where she is somebody. 

She is Scarlet Wren, a mystery woman who might seem insignificant on the surface, but who 

clearly enjoys the attention and attraction of others. 

It’s really cool because a lot of people call me Scarlet or Scar in the cyber world, and 

actually my boyfriend, he called me Scarlet. He used to call me Scarlet a lot. He doesn’t 

so much anymore. But I think I like that. But people, people would come on [on-line], 

and they would say “Miss Scarlet in the library with the candle stick,” you know from 

Clue, Miss Scarlet. And then a lot of guys would come in and say “Oh Scarlet, I do give a 

damn.” And then there was another one. What’s the other Scarlet reference? There were 

three of them. Oh, the Scarlet Letter. “Oh, you must be a baad girl.” So it was kind of 

fun. You could be somebody totally different in a chat room. It was fun. (Excerpt from 

Story, “Grace’s On-line Handle”) 

Grace is re-married, and her second husband does not encourage her intellectual development. 

According to Grace, “He was coming home and just watching TV, you know, and I got tired of 
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doing that. We had done that our whole life” (Interview 2, lines 418-419). Once again, she feels 

isolated with few friends. In the chat room, people are drawn to her for her literary wit and 

repartee. Grace denotes this world, the cyber world, as being different from the world in which 

she lives. 

 Each time Grace and I talk, the narrative reverts back to her decision not to go to school. 

She confesses: “You have to understand that I’ve done this for 20 years. I think about going back 

to school, but nothing usually comes of it. So…” (Interview 1, December 2011). Later we talk 

more about literacy and identity. I tell her that regardless of her smartness, I think her sense of 

self and her literacy identity are wrapped up in her long-ago decision not to attend college. She 

again recites the script, but with added information. 

A lot of it’s circumstances, okay. My biggest goal I believe was I wanted to be a wife.  I 

don’t know. I don’t know unless it’s the identity because I wanted love. Maybe I never 

thought that I was lacking it, but I must have been. I just didn’t feel like I belonged. I had 

no niche, and not knowing, I thought college was going to be four more years of the same 

and I didn’t want to do it. But I would not have been ready at the time. I was very 

immature. See my parents always thought I was going to college. I wouldn’t say they 

encouraged me, but they they expected. I think they thought I was the one that would go 

to college. I I think they thought I was the smartest one. Okay, because I always had good 

grades, so they expected. I did not get much at school. I didn’t get any real 

encouragement at home other than when I said I wasn’t going…they…kind of were 

shocked, but they didn’t sit me down and say you have to. They just said, “Okay what are 

you going to do?” Yes, and um and then later, you know, it was like then my son came 

along, and I couldn’t work, and go to school, and be a mother. Um, when I got…when I 
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married his father, things were really bad, so I had to recover from that. My mother died. 

You know I’m recovering from all this, and then, I met my second husband. We got 

married. He moved me to just far enough away… that I would have to really struggle to 

go to school. And there was nothing…I knew I could not be a teacher in a public school. I 

just I kept struggling with…I didn’t know what I want[ed] to do, and people would say, 

“Well when you go, you’ll find out.” I thought “what if I don’t?” You know, it’s that 

what if and circumstances and making excuses. If it had been a burning thing, I would 

have found a way to do it. But it obviously wasn’t. It’s not confidence. It’s that I needed 

someone to push me into it. (Story, “It’s Circumstances”)  

Grace mentions that the timing was not right. She mentions the lack of support at home. She 

factors in her husbands’ control, her children, her mother’s death, and she realizes she is making 

excuses. As she knows my story, I wonder whether she is trying to convince me or herself. 

Grace’s story demonstrates her fear of the unknown and its effects on her fragile psyche. I come 

to understand that not only is Grace afraid of the unknown, but she is afraid to put herself out 

there in irrevocable ways, ways from which she cannot pull back without losing face (Goffman, 

2006) or further harming her sense of self.  

 Through her work with the WLN and the community literacy project, Grace has gained 

confidence. She has taken on the job descriptions, duties, and titles of tutor, facilitator, and 

teacher’s assistant. She has discovered a love of working with students. She enjoys the 

socialization, and her work enables her to use her intellect and literacy strengths. She feels more 

and more as though she is accomplishing something important. 

I told a couple of friends. I said I think I really found my passion. But it’s working one on 

one. I still don’t think with who I am, I would have made a good public school teacher. 
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So, um, it might have been good experience, and I could have gone into something else 

then or tutoring from that, so you know I do have some regrets, but it doesn’t do any 

good to…feel bad about it. (Excerpt from Story, “Working with a Deaf Student and Her 

Interpreter”)  

Although Grace insists her dream and goal was to be a mother, she spent years figuring out what 

she wanted out of life. This understanding has come to her in her senior years. 

 After two and a half years of tutoring, a year of working in the community literacy 

program, and four months of reflexive interaction with me, Grace realizes that she makes a 

difference in the lives of her students. She recognizes other people’s circumstances, which helps 

her put her own in perspective. She modifies her script. Her use of “we” indicates she has found 

a place and created a space where she belongs, alongside her students and the other women in the 

WLN.  

When we work one-on-one…it’s just focusing right then on the two of us, and then 

there’s somebody to help. It’s good for them. It’s good for me. Um it’s just I like one-on-

one with people. I, uh, again, I don’t know if I can explain it. It’s just um I see other 

people have problems. Other people  struggle, and other people get by too, so I think 

that’s good in that okay maybe I’m not a teacher you know but I can help somebody and 

and like we always told students at the Center, you know we may be teaching you, but 

you’re also teaching us. It’s good for me to get away from my problems when you get 

there and you’re helping somebody learn, but also being a support. And I think I think it’s 

just something that’s not said…it’s not reiterated…I don’t think people even realize it at 

the time, but when you’re with each other you find somebody else that’s a support in 

some way. (Excerpt from Story, “It’s All Good”) 
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Through her work in the WLN and the community literacy project, Grace has found meaning in 

her life and a purpose for living. She has a reason to get up in the morning. She is more positive. 

She smiles more. This is readily apparent to those of us who work with her and to her friends.  

 When my colleague and I hired Grace as a tutor in the WLN, we recognized her 

compassion and caring. I had not realized until much later that Grace’s search for self and her 

depression were caught up in her long-ago decision not to attend college. She attributes the 

depression to the dissolution of her marriage, which was devastating for her. Yet, she tells of 

isolation and loneliness that extends on a continuum throughout her school years, marriages, and 

divorces. Motherhood did not substitute for the intellectual pursuits she longed to have. Grace’s 

narrative and our many conversations reveal that these needs went unfulfilled. Although Grace 

met the challenges of each job she held and managed to enjoy those that included a social 

component, she missed the intellectual and social stimulation of learning. When students’ ask her 

about her education, she shares this part of her story with them: 

You know in my case I didn’t get the GED, and I tell them if they ask me that I graduated 

high school and they don’t say much. But um…but I tell them I didn’t go to college and 

that I wish I did, you know,  that it would have been better. (Excerpt from Story, “It’s All 

Good”)  

 Three years after I met Grace, she applied for a small scholarship through the WLN to 

take a class at the community college. After months of encouraging her, she took the assessment 

tests and met with a transition counselor. She placed into college classes with the exception of 

mathematics. She needed one developmental mathematics course. 

 After working with a deaf student and her interpreter for four months, Grace’s developed 

an interest in the culture of the Deaf, sign language, and interpreting. She contemplated the idea 
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of studying sign language and serving as an interpreter. After listening and talking with Grace, 

we agreed that at age 62, it was not in her best interests to attempt a four-year teaching degree. 

Instead, we looked at career paths that involve community education with a high level of 

socialization and personal interaction. We looked at programs that could be completed in two 

years. 

 Three months later, Grace and I are back at Denny’s. I am eager to hear about her class 

and how she likes college. I fully expect to hear about a sign language class. She tells me she is 

taking developmental mathematics. I am surprised. I knew she had developed an interest in 

mathematics. She had to review and teach herself math in order to work with her students.  

Math presents a new challenge for Grace, a subject of personal inquiry, which she likes. 

She is animated. She does not self-deprecate. She smiles broadly and tells me that she has the 

highest score in the class. She has only missed three points since the beginning of the semester. 

She loves her instructor. She works through the problems using a CD that he handed out and the 

solutions manual. Other students, all of whom are younger, approach her for help. She 

unofficially tutors them. She takes on a role of leader and accepts this positioning of herself by 

others. Math and school are positives in her life. She is positioned as knowledgeable and belongs 

in the figured world of those with school smarts (Hatt, 2007; Compton Lily, 2007). Her 

experiences in the WLN, community literacy project, and math class are counter narratives to her 

past. She has reframed her literacy identity and come to revalue herself as a learner (K. 

Goodman, 1996b).  

Discussion 

 Going and not going to college forms the major thread that weaves together Grace’s 

literacy journey and her literacy identity. She raises the issue of college in the context of not 
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attending college, going back to school, and the unsuitability of being a public school teacher a 

total of 50 times in four taped interviews and five written reflections. She attributes much of her 

unhappiness to circumstances surrounding the question of her unknown ethnicity and her 

relationships with men. While her ethnicity and relationships figure prominently in the fabric of 

her narrative, Grace’s school experiences were cataclysmic events that led her to reject college as 

more of the same. The emotional and internalized effects of her school experiences left personal 

and intellectual voids that went unfulfilled in her role as a mother, homemaker, and spouse. 

While Grace states she is not afraid of failure (Reflection 4, January 2012), the recurring theme 

of not going to college in her narrative, reflections, and scripts indicate otherwise. 

 Through her work in the WLN, Grace reframed her identity, gaining self-confidence and 

taking on leadership roles that often involved risk-taking. She gained an awareness of language, 

which helped her work successfully with underprepared learners and students whose first 

language is not English. She is accepted and has made friends in the WLN and community 

literacy project. In these spaces and places, she experiences belonging. She continues to struggle 

with her perception and positioning of self; however, there is evidence that this, too, is shifting. 

Grace tends to view herself through the eyes of others, and the environment in which she works 

views her as literate and competent. These perceptions mirror back to her. Last, Grace has 

discovered what she needs to be fulfilled in her intellectual world and her world of work. These 

concepts are summarized below.  

Self-confidence. My colleagues and I have watched Grace grow over the course of her 

participation in the WLN. She is animated, smiles more, makes eye contact, and takes risks. Two 

years ago, when she applied to be a facilitator, another colleague wondered whether Grace would 

be able to facilitate program training and mentoring sessions. Grace has been phenomenal. She 
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grows more every week, taking on new challenges. She picks up additional tutoring students, 

according to program needs, and her students report that they love working with her. 

Leadership. Grace plays a significant role in mentoring. She develops an agenda and 

facilitates more than half of each session. She skillfully enters the discussion, asks probing 

questions, and provides thoughtful commentary. This becomes evident as one listens and 

observes her in action. Grace developed a role play on goal setting. She performed the role play 

with the other facilitator. No one told her to do this or provided an example for her to follow. She 

figured out what she thought would best introduce the concept and took it upon herself to contact 

the other facilitator and get buy-in. Although she hides behind a facade of being a follower, her 

actions demonstrate risk taking and leadership.  

Language awareness. Grace exhibits awareness and a love of language. This is made 

clear in her work with L2 speakers of English. She values their language and their local ways of 

knowing (Compton Lilly, 2007), and recognizes the “we” in working with them to achieve a 

common purpose (Kramsch, 1998). Her knowledge of language is a contributing factor to her 

love of reading and literature, which she freely shares with her students. She has learned to 

effectively employ reading, writing, and language strategies with students.  

Belonging. Grace describes herself as quiet, and she talks quietly. Our taped 

conversations were difficult to transcribe because she speaks so softly. Often, she mumbles, and 

the sounds blend into silence. I think this relates to her self-perceptions, insecurity in social 

situations, and difficulty making decisions. In contrast, she enthusiastically describes her work in 

the WLN and the community literacy project. She is sincere in her praise for both programs, their 

leaders, and the students with whom she works. She has found a place where she belongs.  
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Sense of self and positioning. Grace tends to beat herself up for past events. Hence, she 

produces scripts to explain her decisions, mitigate hurt, and cope with insecurities. These 

feelings affect her sense of personhood (Holland & Lave, 2001): how she perceives herself, her 

affective and cognitive filters, and how she positions herself. I sense acceptance of her 

positioning without resistance on her end. She directs her feelings inward and internalizes them 

(Holland & Leander, 2004). Had my colleague and I been different educators with different 

philosophies, we might not have hired Grace based on how she positioned herself and our 

positioning of her. It would have been the WLN’s loss.  

Grace says she never thought much about how she saw herself or her positioning. Her 

positioning as less than and other had life-long consequences, particularly in her marriages and 

relationships with men. She relays how her first husband pursued her relentlessly, but made 

negative, insulting remarks, and limited physical contact with her as a means of control. Her 

second husband found her sexually attractive, yet had possible flirtations and a likely affair with 

another woman before telling her he did not want to live with her anymore. He insisted on 

moving to a town more than 30 miles from family, friends, and work, controlling her outside 

relationships by isolating her geographically.  

Challenging, interactive, and rewarding. The WLN draws on the strengths of program 

participants. I ask Grace what is different about her work in the WLN. She compares and 

contrasts past jobs as a legal secretary and a church secretary. In those positions, when she 

demonstrated competency, her workload increased substantially with little support and 

recognition. In the WLN, however, Grace often takes on projects with no pay and finds self-

gratification in the work. Grace describes her work as “fun.” For Grace to enjoy what she’s 

doing, which is important to her, the work needs to be challenging,  interactive, personally 
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rewarding, and she needs to incorporate some of who she is and her ideas into what she does. 

Grace’s narrative indicates that these important themes were more or less denied her in the home 

where she grew up, her educational experiences, her marriages, and the majority of her jobs.  She 

is experiencing new freedom to “be” and “grow” Grace. 

Social networks and intense personal interactions. Through her work with the WLN, 

Grace was referred for a paid position as a Basic Literacy Program Assistant with the community 

literacy project. My colleague brokered this opportunity for Grace, which provided relational ties 

to professionals in other networked literacy organizations (Small, 2009). Through her work with 

the sponsoring literacy organization, Grace volunteered at local fundraising events and literacy 

rallies. She attended local literacy conferences and professional development workshops. She 

broadened her conceptions of literacy and enhanced her practice through these professional 

interactions. Thus, as a result of these relational ties and interactions, Grace gained entrée into a 

larger professional community of practice where she is mentored and cared-for. With a 

burgeoning sense of her capabilities, she now entertains some possibilities for her future. 

Grace describes the work she’s doing as important. She feels needed, but in a different 

way than in her CNA or other jobs. I again pose the paradoxical relationship between how she 

sees and talks about herself versus what we see as her growing accomplishments. She comments 

that others also see a shift in her, and she shares that she is not so afraid these days of being alone 

or of what is going to happen next: “A lot of times I lived for what it’s going to be later, you 

know. Later, it’s going to be better, and I think I finally, finally have told myself, I have to live 

for the day.” (Interview 4, lines 561-564) 
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Conclusion 

During the course of my work with Grace, I often felt like I was playing a role using my 

own scripts. I reminded her of events that she had shared with me and others. I stroked her. I 

encouraged her, and I pushed her. She admitted she was resistant to being pushed, but she also 

complained that in the past, no one had pushed or encouraged her. I have done both. One of the 

aspects that my students always hate and later come to appreciate is that I push them.  

While I do not sense that Grace is performing for an audience in her narrative (Chase, 

2010; Riessman, 2008; Wortham, 2001), I see a deep need for her to be accepted and validated. 

For Grace, the opinions of professional women such as my colleagues and me matter, as if our 

positioning somehow valorizes her worthiness. Sometimes I felt on the verge of losing patience, 

as the scripts tended to get repetitive, and there were times when I think I overstepped unmarked 

boundaries, taking on the role of teacher. In the end, she thanks me for caring, and our lives are 

inextricably bound through our shared experiences and stories.  
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CHAPTER 5. SALLY: LITERACY IDENTITY: BELIEVE, BECOME, BELONG 

“For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to 

harm you, plans to give you hope and a future.” Jeremiah 29:11 

 I am in my office at the university meeting with Sally. She relays the story of how she 

came to apply for a tutoring position with the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN). She tells me 

she received a letter in the mail. Sally calmly states: “The letter came from God; he dropped this 

letter in my lap,” (personal communication, January 2012). She explains how she received a 

letter the year before and thought about responding. The timing, however, was not right. She 

describes her reaction to the letter: “I was really interested um the first time I received it; I was 

just really busy. I was I was pretty surprised that um I was being asked to be a tutor, and I 

thought maybe there was some kind of a mistake” (Interview 3, lines 7-9). When she receives a 

second letter in July 2011, she believes it to be divinely inspired—evidence of the Holy Spirit 

working in her life.  

The WLN is part of a social network of organizations where individuals broker ties with 

other individuals and organizations. This brokerage creates bridges (Lin, 1999) between weak 

ties (Granovetter, 1973; Lin, 1999) that connect individuals in different social or organizational 

circles. It is through such a bridge that Sally received the WLN recruitment letters. The letters 

were sent via a local caregiver training program with which she was affiliated.  

The day Sally and I first met was one of those unbearably hot August days in 2011. Tutor 

recruitment was wrapping up, and a review of applications was scheduled for the next day. I had 

been driving from one side of town to the other all morning, attending meetings and picking up 

tutor applications. I pulled into my university parking space shortly after noontime. I was not 

looking forward to the trek across campus. Heat radiated from the pavement, while the sun 
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beamed overhead. As I trudged past the library, dodging fellow pedestrians and bicycles, my 

mobile phone rang. I managed to dig it out of my bag before it quit ringing. Sally was on the 

other end asking if it was too late to apply for a tutor position. I thought to myself that we could 

use a few more applicants. I had put feelers out to all my networks and begged the adult learning 

center to mine the GED graduate data one more time and make just a few more calls. As we were 

down to the wire, her call was serendipitous. I let her know I needed her application within the 

next two hours, and if she could get it to me, then she would be considered for a position. 

I was surprised to learn that Sally is a student at the university. Although unfamiliar with 

the building that housed my office, she nonetheless offered to bring me her application. I 

remember smiling and thinking how finding my office in that heat to hand-deliver her 

application was a good omen that spoke to her commitment. Buried in the bowels of the 

building, locating my old office was like navigating an underground maze. Two hours later, I 

looked up from my work to see a lovely young woman framed in the doorway. “Are you Heidi?” 

she asked, handing me her application. I was impressed. 

 My relationship with Sally differs from my relationships with other participants. We are 

both students at the university. Our relationship is bounded by our common educational journeys 

as mothers, adult women learners, and university students—journeys where we co-author our 

literate selves and affirm our right to belong. According to Reder (2007), only 11% of GED 

recipients earn a college degree. Of the 11%, approximately one-third or 4% earn a bachelor’s 

degree. Reder lists the following six risk factors for non-persistence  and lack of degree 

attainment in post-secondary education: older than most typical post-secondary students; attend 

part-time rather than full-time; financially independent; working full-time while enrolled; single 

parent; and have dependents other than spouse (p. 19). On average, GED students experience 
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approximately three of these risk factors, nearly twice that of students with a high school 

diploma (Reder).  

Sally and I share several of these risk factors. For starters, we are both first generation 

college students. We have both worked multiple jobs while attending school and raising families. 

Sally works three part-time jobs to cobble together enough money to support her family. She is a 

single mother and does not remember when she last received child support. Neither of us have 

surrendered to life’s vagaries. Instead, we have persevered and overcome exigency to pursue our 

education. Our stories, more than qualitative or quantitative data, represent lived lives and 

literacies.  

Sally admires and has great respect for people who have overcome adversity. To her way 

of thinking, overcoming or moving beyond adversity marks character. She holds deep religious 

convictions and looks up to her pastor. According to Sally, he has had the greatest impact on her 

life. 

I would say the person that has had the most impact in my life has been my pastor. He’s 

um he’s been my role model. He experienced a car accident, and um he’s in a wheel chair 

now. He’s not able to walk, and he experienced that when he was very young. Um, in 

spite of what he, you know, that difficulty, he pioneered a church, and you know his 

congregation now is a thousand people. Just seeing his accomplishments in spite of what 

he had to go through, you know, that’s very encouraging. Um and just his um his 

integrity, his um his commitment, um that and just you know his preaching, his sermons, 

you know, of encouragement to go forward. You get back up, you know. You don’t make 

more mistakes just because you made one mistake, you know. Um that’s what 

encouraged me. I would go to um counseling with him. Um he never he never um 
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allowed me to have a pity party, you know. He was like, “Sally, you get up. You become 

self-sufficient. You can do it. It was never like “oh you poor thing,” and that helped, you 

know, because that’s what you want at times, but it’s it’s not going to get you anywhere. 

You just like dwell on your problems, and you’re just so focused you stay in that 

position. You know you got to shake yourself off and get up. (Story, “Picking Yourself 

Up and Moving Forward”) 

Sally lives by these words. She has done so since her husband abandoned her and their two 

young children, but that is a story for later.  

Sally looks up to the woman for whom she provides caregiver services, a woman who 

reads daily. She speaks very highly of her patient, saying: “She um she reads every night for two 

hours…I never picked up a book um, and when I started working with my new patient, she um 

she reads every night for like two hours and she’s um paralyzed so I have to turn her pages 

(Interview 1, lines 265-268). Because she admires her employer’s ability to live beyond her 

disability, she takes her name, Sally, for purposes of this study.   

I, too, am a role model for Sally. Because of our shared experiences, Sally relates to the 

adversity I have overcome, and she looks up to me. My educational status and attainment 

represent her own possible future and the likelihood that she, too, can achieve her goals and 

actualize her dreams. I am the embodiment of what she wants to accomplish. There is simpatico 

between us. 

Well I definitely think that your education, your level of education, is an important factor. 

Um it’s something we look up to. It’s something that it gains respect… I mean unless 

you’ve experienced something it’s kind of hard for you to understand where people are, 
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so I think that’s also an important factor you’re able to understand. (Interview #4, lines 

174-174; 178-180)   

 Whether pastor, patient, or mentor, our lives are intertwined with Sally’s through story and close 

relational ties. I tell her that her story is important and needs to be told. She agrees to participate 

in my study because, she explains, when she is in my shoes, she wants others to come forward 

and help her just as she is helping me (personal communication, January 2012). She intends to 

follow in my footsteps and pursue a PhD.   

Sally is a strong Latina who is majoring in psychology. As of this writing, she is a senior. 

She attended a local community college, earning an associate’s degree. She then transitioned to 

the university. Perna & Thomas (2006) explain the four stages of success through which Latina/o 

students’ transition: 1) college readiness; 2) enrollment; 3) achievement; and 4) post-college 

attainment. Rios Aguilar and Amen (2012) explain that professionally relevant social capital and 

social networks help Latina/o first-time college students negotiate these stages. Of particular 

importance, according to Rios Aguilar and Amen, are professional relationships that provide 

access to professional social networks for first generation Latina/o college students. Rios Aguilar 

and Amen found that little professional support exits for Latina/o students in planning their 

major and future professional trajectories. 

While findings from Rios Aguilar and Amen’s (2012) study indicate the existence of 

guidance and support for high school students transitioning to college, their study fails to account 

for non-traditional students with GEDs, like Sally, who must do it on their own. Concomitantly, 

Reder (2007) cites a lack of college prep counseling and “college-experienced” family networks 

as reasons why fewer GED recipients enroll in post-secondary education as opposed to high 

school graduates (p.12). Reder suggests that first generation status may also influence the 
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transition to post-secondary enrollment. It is a testament to Sally’s resiliency, her faith, and the 

mentoring she received from her pastor that she has mustered her internal resources to negotiate 

challenges and seek opportunities.  

In the neighborhood where Sally grew up and is now raising her children, 47% of adults 

over 25 have not completed high school. In neighborhoods such as Sally’s where fewer families 

have graduated high school or college, there may be less information available, lower 

expectations, and fewer experiential reasons for students to attend college (Banks, Cochran-

Smith, Moll, Reichert, Zeichner, La Page, Darling-Hammond, Duffy, & Mac Donald, 2005). 

Although Sally made it through her associate’s degree, earning good grades and successfully 

transitioning to the university, she lacked professional guidance and support. It is through her 

participation in the WLN that she entered into supportive relationships with professional women. 

Sally’s story is about believing, becoming, and belonging. It is the story of a girl growing 

into womanhood and personhood. It is how she came to be at the university and how she came to 

effectuate her literacy identity, positioning herself as literate, competent, and someone worthy 

who belongs. Her story begins with her childhood literacy experiences.  

Um actually it my parents um didn’t go past the 3rd grade, and they’re both from Mexico 

so I wasn’t introduced to it [reading] at a very young age besides school. Even then when 

I would come home I didn’t have much help you know so…I was a very good student, 

but um I didn’t pursue reading and writing much it was just when I had to do it. Um so it 

wasn’t a very pleasant um experience for me at a young age. (Story, “Early Childhood 

Literacies”) 

Throughout our interviews, Sally emphasizes and laments a lack of resources to help her with her 

reading, writing and homework, resources that include school, home, and community.  
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As literacy is situated historically (Barton and Hamilton, 1998), Gillanders and Jiménez 

(2004) exhort that parents’ histories of literacy learning, especially their shifting perceptions of 

literacy in an ecologically foreign environment, must be taken into account. In Sally’s childhood 

home, her parents attended school through the 3rd grade. They were assimilating to life in a new 

country, learning a new language, and coping with marital distress. Sally shares how when she 

was six years old, her mother moved the family1,500 miles to escape Sally’s father who later 

went to prison. She grew up not knowing her father or having a relationship with him. 

Goldenberg, Reese, and Gallimore (1992) found that low-income Latino parents relied 

heavily on schools to provide formal instruction in reading. This is made clear in Sally’s story. 

Reading aloud is not common in low-income Latino homes; consequently, when parents read 

aloud to young children, it is usually to impart a moral lesson (Reese, & Gallimore, 2000). When 

I ask about books or literacies in the home, Sally replies: “The only book I remember always 

being in my home was the Bible. We never read together as a family. I was never encouraged to 

read or do homework or anything” (Interview 1, lines 46; 48-49).  

Sally experienced a high degree of mobility during her adolescent years. She sighs and 

explains: “Oh my gosh! We were so unstable. I went…we moved so much. I went to [names four 

schools in predominantly Latino neighborhoods] um and some other one I don’t even remember 

on the East side of town. I went to like five or six different elementary schools” (Interview 1, 

lines 69-71). Despite moving and changing schools, she is recognized for her brightness and 

enters a bilingual gifted program. She describes a 5th grade experience that vividly stands out in 

her mind. This experience profoundly affects her sense of self and her literacy practices for years 

to come. Her angst is palpable, as she retells the story. 
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I do remember um in fifth grade…when um a memory that comes to mind is um…I was 

in bilingual [gifted education]. And um we would have sessions where we would read in 

Spanish, and since I wouldn’t read at home out loud or, you know, just that made me very 

nervous because we would have to read out loud. Um and I made a lot of mistakes. I was 

reading Spanish. I made a lot of mistakes, and I remember my teacher um yelling at me 

and embarrassing me in front of other students. And that kind of just made me not want 

to try even more. She was upset. She was disappointed. She was disappointed in me, and 

um I don’t remember exactly what she said, but she did say something along the lines um 

that I should know what I’m doing and I should be good at it already pretty much. I hated 

it. I hated going to that class. I felt um...it was awful. I was little. I was in 5th grade, you 

know, and I felt that my teacher didn’t like me. It wasn’t the first time. She always had 

something negative to say to me. I remember that specifically…and not wanting to read 

any more…not wanting to make a mistake you know. (Story, “My Teacher Didn’t Like 

Me”) 

Does Sally’s teacher presuppose that because Sally is a native Spanish speaker, she should read 

flawlessly and fluently in Spanish? Should Sally be expected to render an exact reading of text in 

Spanish to valorize her culture and linguistic heritage? Ladson Billings and Tate (1995) assert 

that “despite the prestige of foreign language learning, bilingual education as practiced in the 

United States as a non-white form of second language learning has lower status” (p. 60). 

According to Ladson Billings and Tate, the word urban has come to be associated with Black. In 

the district where Sally grows up and attends school, “urban” is associated with Latina/o, 

working class, and language minority students.  
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We see from Sally’s story that she is turned off to reading. K. Goodman (1996b) best 

describes Sally’s classroom experience: “Every word becomes a major obstacle to be identified 

before going on. The reader suffers from the ‘next-word syndrome;’ each unconquered word is a 

symbol of defeat” p. 16).  Sally internalizes these experiences, and they become part of her 

laminate. Her only positive reading experience occurred when someone else, a teacher, was 

doing the reading. She loved when her teacher would read Goosebumps books to the class. I ask 

whether she ever had her own copy of Goosebumps. She replies: “I never went to the library. I 

never had a library card” (Interview 1, line 62). I then ask whether any of her teachers took an 

interest in her to help her do those things. She replies: “You know, I don’t remember any 

teachers that showed interest.” (Interview 1, line 64)  

 Sally experiences a loss of belonging. Her mother remarries and has a new baby. She is 

publicly humiliated at school. Her siblings avoid the home because of their step-father, and thus, 

they are not there for her. She feels a profound sense of abandonment. She stops caring.  

It wasn’t just her [5th grade teacher]…it was the fact that I didn’t have any resources. I 

didn’t…I felt like I didn’t have any resources. I didn’t have anybody to help me or to 

push me forward and um it just…I think that’s probably when it began that I I just didn’t 

care anymore.  I just slowly um…I began to give up and not try anymore. Um seventh 

grade I believe is when I just gave it all up and I …straight Fs…no effort at all. Before 

then I was a straight A student. I was in GATE, bilingual GATE, um but I just felt like 

nobody cares, why should I care. My siblings weren’t around. We were raised in a broken 

home, and um they they were old enough to not be around. So they stayed out as much as 

they could, and they would come back home at night when everybody was asleep. So I I 
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didn’t have my mom to go to. My dad wasn’t around anymore, so I…I didn’t have 

anyone to go to. (Story, “I Just Gave Up”)  

Sally’s middle school contextualizes her disengagement from a system that had already turned its 

back on her. Borrero, Yeh, Cruz, and Suda (2012) contend that “the institution of school is a 

place and a space where notions of academic success are embedded within the values and   

beliefs of an assimilationist agenda” (p. 2). Based on these schooled representations, youth 

“quickly learn the extent to which they belong in school” (p. 2). Heath (1995) further reminds us 

that “Belonging within a space ensures safety, a zone for being and acting according to rules 

known and shared by others familiar with this space. Young people in inner cities…rarely feel 

that they have a safe or secure place” (p. 52). We frequently hear the term “safe schools,” 

especially in the aftermath of the Newtown, CT, school shooting. For Sally, school was neither a 

particularly safe physical space, nor a caring, nurturing one. It is where she quickly learned she 

did not belong.  

 Cammarota (2004) points out that while Latinas are increasing their academic success, 

they still maintain higher rates of attrition. Cammarota and other researchers attribute this in part 

to gender oppression and conflicting messages for Latinas. Mothers often encourage their 

daughters to become self-reliant while a peer culture exists that valorizes traditional gender roles 

of ‘girlfriend, wife, and mother’ (Cammarota, p.55). Fordham (1996, cf. Cammarota) argues that 

African American females resist to salvage their humanity and identity, as schools privilege 

majority culture, values, history and language. Sally resists, salvaging her humanity and identity. 

She experiments with her sexuality, as she seeks to find belonging in traditional gender roles of 

girlfriend, wife, and mother.  
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Sally seeks to be cool, an identity that counters schooled norms of belonging and 

smartness. 

I didn’t want to care anymore. I wasn’t going to put the effort in if it wasn’t going to be 

acknowledged. That was the main one and then you know just being young and you 

know teenage years you just want to be cool and fit in and… basically I was trying to find 

my identity. Um and I was just trying to fit in some way somehow, so I wanted people to 

like me. I’d just do silly things to get people’s attention and and be acknowledged. (Story, 

“Being Cool and Fitting In)  

Knowing Sally today, I struggle with what she tells me. I think about what she says and about 

my past responses to youth with whom I have worked. I reflect on my whiteness and privilege 

and how I have might have perpetrated acts of uncaring that affected students’ lives. It disturbs 

me. When we meet again, I fumble for the words to probe deeper.  

Heidi: Sally, the last time we met, I did kind of a background interview on your literacy, 

how you learned to read and write, and we ended up talking about a number of things 

including some experiences that uh I don’t know how to phrase. What would you call it 

when you became disengaged with school um as you were hitting middle school and high 

school?  

Sally: That sounds good…being disengaged (laughs) (Interview 2, lines 2-7).   

She offers no excuses. She does not rationalize her choices.  

Sally talks about the need to belong and the pressure to be cool. She details what it means 

to be cool. 

 My friends were all in [gifted education]. I actually, Heidi, I was like the really bad one. 

I was like the leader. I was like the leader. Um I remembered them not being able to hang 
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out with me because they’re like “No, my mom said no because you’re a troublemaker.” I 

was um too cool for authority. I would disrespect the teachers. Um, I had my way with 

the boys. I would ditch class. They didn’t notice because they didn’t even know that they 

had me as a student.  Like I went to class maybe like once. You know that was cool. I 

believe I was 13 [when I became sexually active]. I don’t remember ever feeling 

pressured. I remember I would always take initiative because I wanted to know my 

identity. I wanted to be loved. I wanted to be accepted. And I was just trying different 

things you know to find my place. That went on up until I was um…well actually I met 

my ex-husband when I was 14. I got pregnant when I was 15. I had my daughter when I 

was 16, and then my life changed. (Story, “And Then, My Life Changed”) 

Sally searches to find a place where she too can belong. Having a family of her own, a place 

where she belongs, is important to her. She feels alienated by her step-father. The school 

alienates her and pushes her out. She finds some belonging in the culture of coolness.  

 In Sally’s rendering of “And Then, My Life Changed,” I sense regret and shame. Here, I 

see a conscious distancing between her adolescent and adult selves. According to Wortham 

(2001), “Autobiographical narratives can present various past selves and diverse evaluations of 

these selves within the same story” (p. 8). I posit that this distancing of her past self is influenced 

by her religious beliefs and teaching. She describes herself as a troublemaker, “the really bad 

one.” She employs a superlative to denote a continuum of sinful behavior. She refers to 

“disrespecting teachers.” These words take on an adult perspective that further distances her 

from her adolescent self. She talks about “having my way with boys.” Here she employs a 

euphemism for sex, refraining from direct or scientific naming of the act, distancing present from 

past behaviors. Through her faith, she has atoned for past sins and become a new person. 
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Sally came of age during the time when comprehensive sex education was made over and 

replaced with Abstinence Only Until Marriage (AOUM) programs. McClelland and Fine (2008) 

report that both comprehensive sex education and AOUM programs support abstinence as the 

most effective method to prevent unwanted pregnancies. AOUM programs, however, strongly 

teach that the only appropriate context for all sexual activity is in a heterosexual marriage. This 

notion fully aligns with the language and curricular guidelines for federal funding, of which $800 

million from 2001 through 2006 was expended during the George W. Bush presidency (Fine & 

McClelland, 2007, p. 50). In a systematic Congressional review of AOUM curriculum 

undertaken by Senator Waxman (2004), findings indicate that two-thirds of the curricula had 

scientific errors, distorting information about contraceptives, blurring the lines between religion 

and science, and reinforcing gender stereotypes (Fine & McClelland, 2006).  

McClelland and Fine (2008) report that young mothers who marry are more likely to 

have a second child within a shorter period of time than those who do not marry. Teen mothers 

who marry and later divorce face greater economic insecurity. They are less likely than 

unmarried teen mothers to return to school. Federally mandated guidelines for sex education 

erect walls between youth and adults, limiting possibilities for forthright conversations about sex 

between educators, health care professionals, youth workers, and youth (McClelland & Fine). 

While it is unclear whether Sally participated in an AOUM program, she admits to being raised 

in a “very religious,” “very legalistic” home. During the George W. Bush era, the political 

mindset was to reduce births and pre-marital sex in low income, minority communities, 

inculcating a religious moralizing ideology, an ideology that was likely espoused at church, 

home, and school.  
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Sally makes a point of reiterating how she had few resources and no one to whom she 

could go for guidance. She confides that her childhood experiences continue to affect her today.  

My past experiences as a child…it does…it kind of um makes me resent my mom, so I 

try not to um think about that. Um and then just thinking about, yeah thinking about how 

I’ve done it alone. When I dwell on it…when I think about it, it overwhelms me, so I just 

rather not dwell on it and just keep doing it, you know. I’ve come this far.” (Interview 2, 

lines 19-22)  

Sally had no one at home, school, or in the community with whom to talk honestly about sex, 

sexuality, family planning, or school and career guidance. Thus, we come to see how the 

“healthy development of young people—particularly Black, Latino, and Native American youth, 

those living in poverty, and/or recently immigrated to the United States—have been severely 

compromised” (Fine & McClelland, 2006, p. 300). Having contextualized Sally’s sexual desires 

and experiences within a framework of resistance and later shame, I now return to Sally’s story 

and how her life changed.  

 Sally reveals how she met and married her husband. At the time they meet, she is still in 

school. He is living on the reservation with his parents and working for the tribe.  

 I was still in school when I was dating him. Um yes, he was working, and he was going 

to school as well. I think he was working on getting his GED. I don’t think he like was in 

a public high school. He actually had some very good jobs.  Um he when we were dating 

I think he had…I think he was like some kind of administrative assistant, something like 

that. It’s always been office work, and then he moved up to like a statistics specialist. I 

don’t know how that happened, but he had that job for a couple of years. Then after he 
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decided to abandon us, he kinda just got laid off and never worked again. I don’t know 

what happened to him. He’s a gambler. He likes to gamble. (Story, “My Husband”) 

For a few years, she makes a home for herself and her family, which now includes two children, 

a boy and a girl. A stay-at-home mom, she devotes herself to raising her children. I again pick up 

the story of how she comes to enact and express her literacy identity and how she comes to 

belong.  

 Each woman with a GED who participated in this study experienced an etiological 

moment that led her to go back to school. For Sally, this occurs when she realizes her marriage is 

in trouble.  

 What made me go back is I started having a lot of trouble in my marriage, and um, so I 

just decided, I’m going to start by getting my GED because I don’t know what’s going to 

happen here. Um even then though like I was never…I I love rea…I love 

learning…however, I um was never motivated to pursue my education or anything 

because I was so focused on my home and my family. You know I wanted…that’s what I 

wanted most is to have um my family and all of us be happy. Um and so when I um 

decided I’m going to get my GED, I wasn’t even motivated to do it. You know, they told 

me that I needed a few classes, and I was like: “NO, I don’t want to take classes. I’m just 

going to take my test and get it over with,” and I actually passed. So um, I didn’t even 

take it serious then. I was 18. I was 18. Um it wasn’t until… it wasn’t until um he left, 

and he left me with all the bills and the mortgage payment. I had never worked. I was a 

stay at home mom, um and that’s when I’m, “Okay, you gotta do something.” Even then I 

didn’t go work. I stayed at home and I babysat because um I didn’t want to leave my kids 

um at a daycare. So after doing that… it was good. I did that for three years and then 
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that’s when I like my desire to go back to school and to do something with my life…I 

didn’t want to have these dead-end jobs…well job…I just had one job…and ever since 

then it’s just…I love it, and the idea of not pursuing my education now, it makes me want 

to cry if I ever have to stop. So I just I went from there. I started taking a class here, a 

class there, and I’m just the accomp…like um achieving it and getting good grades it just 

made me want to do it even more. (Story, “Going Back to School”)  

Sally reiterates that she is 18. Her world turns upside down when she is left with two children to 

support, a pile of bills, the mortgage, and no money or means of income. Her fragile sense of 

belonging is shaken. She opens an in-home daycare center, which is prevalent in her 

neighborhood, as child care options for low-income working families are limited in this area. As 

an in-home child care provider, she takes care of her children and six others.  

 When Sally’s son is old enough to attend pre-school, she enrolls in the local community 

college.  

I did the daycare thing for three years because my children were still very young. Um it 

was until my son he…my daughter had been in school already…um she was in first grade 

I believe…and my son was um…he wasn’t able to start kindergarten yet…he wasn’t old 

enough…he was around four…but he’s very active and I figured you know what he 

needs to get out of the house…he needs um friends…he needs something to do so I 

enrolled him in the um the [pre-school] and um that’s when I said I’m going to go to 

school now. (Interview 2, lines 146-151)  

She, like many returning adults, needs developmental coursework in mathematics.  

 Sally agonizes over writing. For Sally and the other women, writing is traumatic.  
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 At that point I was older and I I realized this is your life no matter what other people do 

to you. Um you’re the one that’s going to pay the consequences for the choices you 

make, and you’re either going to have success or you’re just going to you know have a 

pity party and go nowhere. I struggled with math and um writing the essay I believe. 

There’s a whole lot of writing involved with college. So um I’ve improved a lot. Um it’s 

not terrifying anymore.  Not knowing how to structure a paragraph or an essay. Not 

knowing how to articulate my thoughts. I was a terrible writer. I was a terrible writer. I 

didn’t I didn’t know much. Um… all the classes that I’ve had to take and all of the…it’s 

still up to this day I mean when they propose a paper that you need to write, it’s like errrr, 

but I love the challenge because I know that it’s going to improve my writing skills, and 

um so and I amaze myself with the that grades that I get. So I’m not that bad anymore. 

I’m pretty good. (Story, “Learning to “Do” School”) 

I look up “errrr” on Urban Dictionary; “errrr” is defined as “a noise you make while making the 

ugliest face you could ever make.” Sally shakes her head, twists her mouth, and says “errrr.” She 

does this twice in reference to her writing. She makes clear her displeasure and confides that 

writing is terrifying.   

 Although Sally admits to struggling with her writing, her academic success helps create 

a space where she belongs. As we talk, she becomes more willing to name her academic success 

as an accomplishment.  

It’s improved and um to where it’s easier to um I mean at Pima they had me write 10 

pages you know…10-page papers. Here it’s like you have to write a lot less but you have 

to explain a lot you know in one paper so um it’s just confidence you know I feel 

confident like I can do it um… practice having it so many times and having received 
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good grades um…I feel like I’m improving and you know I’m reading a lot more 

now…um not just academic material. I’m um reading um just I’m reading different books 

you know that I pick up and I’m interested in and that that’s helping me with my 

grammar. (Story, “It’s Getting Better”)  

It is through the tutor training program that Sally recognizes the importance and value of reading 

in her literacy identity. It is where she learns a different construct of literacy.  

 Sally learns about miscues. She learns reading strategies to use with her students. Like 

the other mothers, she uses them at home with her children. She exclaimed over the difference 

this is making in her son’s life. 

My poor son! I would get frustrated with him. I would make a big deal out of something 

that I shouldn’t. Him not pronouncing the words right and um just being enlightened to 

how often most people do it. It doesn’t matter um what grade level you’re at. It’s just 

common and it’s not bad. You know that really helped me too and just um asking him 

questions after he um reads the book to make sure he’s not just reading words he’s 

understanding what he’s reading so that’s something that I do regularly now. I’ve noticed 

that he enjoys reading more. He goes out of his way to read. Yeah like just the other 

day…like I’ve mentioned several um different things he’s um done out of since I started 

working with him…um just like yesterday or the day before yesterday, I got a book from 

the library for him and it was it was pretty lengthy. It’s been you know normal. I usually 

get him shorter books. But he’s like mom I can’t do this…this is too long and he hadn’t 

even started reading the book. And he’s like can I just read half of it. And I said sure 

that’s fine. I was just trying to get him out of my hair because I was doing homework. 

And he comes back like within 20 minutes and he’s like mom I read it all. And he was 
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really excited and I’m like you see so he’s just he’s enjoying reading now. (Story, “A 

Different Way of Reading”) 

Sally learns a different way to read with her son. Reading is fun, as the family reads together. 

Sally goes to the library each week and checks out seven books for her son, one book for each 

day of the week. Family time is literacy time.  

 It is December. Final exams are over. Sally is on winter break. She finds herself at loose 

ends. She should be excited and relieved. Yet, she experiences tension.  

This break…this winter break, um I was kind of lost when I’m not in school.  I feel like I 

have a lot of extra time, and I feel lost. I feel like I’m supposed to be doing something, 

and I don’t know what to do. So I was bored one day at work, and I just picked up the 

book. And I have to admit that the first two chapters wasn’t like … I had to force myself 

through them,  um but then it just started getting so interesting and I couldn’t put the 

book down. And so I love it now. I love to…I think that it’s going to be a habit that I 

continue. (Story, “Reading Over Break”)  

Sally restates this in her reflective journal entry. She acknowledges her belief that because she 

was not encouraged to read when she was young, reading became more of a chore than an 

enjoyment. This is now changing; she picks up a book from her patient’s bookshelf and exclaims 

excitedly: “Oh my gosh I’m so into Hunger Games right now. I can’t put the damn thing down” 

(Interview 2, Lines 253; 255). I chuckle at her use of the expletive. I have never heard her swear 

before. I think she feels more relaxed. 

 Sally digresses and tells me about the sale at the university bookstore. She brags about 

her bargain hunting acumen and shows me what she bought. She urges me to go before the 
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bargains are gone. She says she loves wearing university logo clothing; it is her favorite thing to 

buy. She wears the logo and colors proudly. The clothing indexes her right to belong.  

It’s it’s a dream come true to be here, and it’s like I’m wearing it. You know, I’m 

advertising it. It’s… it was a dream for many years, and it’s finally here. It wasn’t a 

finally experience for me. It was like, “Oh my gosh! I’m here, you know.”  it went by so 

fast. It’s awesome. I just took it day by day. It was it was too much at the time to like 

wrap my head around. It wasn’t… it was kind of impossible for me.  Oh my gosh, it 

wasn’t until like I started class that I was like it sunk in… like “You’re here Sally; it’s 

real.” Because I took a transfer course at [community college], um and our our classes 

were held here at the University, and you know even then it was like it wasn’t real. I felt 

out of place. It was just so unreal. I felt like you know this place is for like rich kids, you 

know…it’s for like really smart people, and I just didn’t feel like I belonged. When I did 

well my first semester, like one of the courses that I took was extremely difficult, and um 

I didn’t know if I was going to make it. I didn’t know if I was going… It was um…a 

psychology course. I mean I um I wanted to take the course because it sounded really 

interesting, but it wasn’t what I expected. It was very difficult with heuristics and just um 

different theories, and just it was wild. It was crazy. I mean everybody was having a hard 

time you know; it wasn’t just me. I received a B; I earned a B in that class, and I thought 

to myself I struggled a lot and if I could get a B I can definitely do this. (Story, “I’m Here 

and I Belong”) 

Sally comes to believe that she belongs. While her church and faith life are important to her, she 

never discusses belonging in terms of church. She enjoys her caregiver jobs. She does not, 

however, take her identity from her job or her work. Her identity and sense of self is rooted in 
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her motherhood, her ability to overcome adversity and succeed academically, and in her 

affirmation of self as a woman who is doing something important in the WLN.  

 Sally came to the first night of training harboring doubts about her ability to tutor others. 

The other women and the activities help put her at ease. She explains that it is a nice setting, and 

she feels comfortable.  She makes clear that gender matters. 

Well one thing is that it was nothing but women, and I think women understand women. 

Um there was no males or young males or you know that’s an issue all the time in class 

and stuff. You feel kind of uncomfortable. Um and just after doing the exercises and just 

realizing um we have similar backgrounds. You know, we have a lot in common, and um 

these women have experienced a lot of things I’ve experienced and they’re probably 

questioning themselves as well. Mostly, I think I just felt I can be myself. I didn’t have to 

put on a show. I could just relax; these are women. They understand where I’m coming 

from. I think um the fact that many of the women voiced…well not many but…from 

interacting with them, they expressed that they themselves doubted um the 

possibility…their ability, um and that’s just an eye opener for me. Like you just think like 

you’re the only one a lot of times going through things or doubting yourself or confused. 

It was just an eye opener for me like, “Sally, you’re not the only one.” (Story, It’s All 

Women, and Women Understand Women”)  

According to Sally, she is warmly welcomed. Women who tutored the year before put her doubts 

to rest. She takes comfort from knowing that she is not alone. She feels that she belongs. 

 Sally learns about herself and her literacies in the WLN. She credits the program with 

helping her become more patient and understanding. She affirms that she is a better listener. The 

program gives her confidence to approach and speak to others.  
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I’m very proud of it. I tell my friends of course, and then like if I meet strangers and they 

ask me  know how are you doing I’ll say something like I’m a little bit tired. And you 

know we’ll just get into the conversation about what I do, and I’ll let them know I’m a 

tutor. One of my jobs is tutoring. Actually that’s the one they always like um and plus 

they want to know more. Being a tutor is like something special…like you’re helping 

people in subjects. That’s like I don’t know it’s like…I let them know I’m a tutor. And 

they ask me who do I tutor, and I say I tutor women that are trying to get their GED… I 

think there’s been several people that have asked me you know just women why is it just 

women, and so I’ll touch base on that a little bit. You know just saying that um because 

women have such an important role in you know raising children and that it’s going to be 

passed on to other generations. It’s exciting to talk about it. It really is it’s um an 

accomplishment for me. (Story, “Doing Important Work”) 

Once shy, she overcomes her shyness. She initiates conversations. According to Wenger (1998), 

this is an example of how community members make statements about the community to 

outsiders and identity themselves as members, a shared discourse in joint enterprise. Through 

this shared discourse, Sally hopes to bring awareness to the greater community, helping to recruit 

more tutors and find additional funding. She takes ownership of the program and its outcomes. 

Sally takes on the role of leader. Her first student balks. Sally encourages her and gently 

pushes her to test. Her student earns her GED with high scores. Sally helps her write a resume 

and look for jobs that offer tuition assistance. Sally pays it forward, encouraging her student to 

continue her education. She flatters me because according to her, we put pressure on her because 

we are examples of what it means to be a leader.  She, in turn, notices that one of her classmates 

always sits alone and takes a moment to encourage her.  
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I know with me, it um puts pressure on me when you guys are an example of what a 

leader is. It puts pressure on me like I need to stand my ground and do what I gotta do. 

People look to me for help. My kids, they always do, but… I’m not a quiet person. Like 

when I’m taking classes, I’m pretty reserved, but unless we’re assigned to a group, I 

don’t really um create my own groups. Um this semester and last semester…I um like 

just the other day I was sitting next to somebody, and I started up a conversation. I was 

asking her about you know the exam, and she asked me about how I did. We talked about 

the exam, and um she didn’t do so well. And um I just took that leadership role and said, 

“You know what um, why don’t we exchange numbers and you know maybe we can 

study together and help each other out,” so…she was excited. I think just um just offering 

that encouraged her like I’m not alone because she sits on her own as well. (Story, 

“Leading By Example”) 

Through her work in the WLN, Sally exhibits new-found confidence, as she interacts with others 

in a professional capacity. She believes in herself and she has found spaces and places where she 

belongs. In addition to her roles as mother, caregiver, and tutor, she takes on the role of a 

professional woman mentor, and she does it with aplomb.  

 It is our last meeting. Instead of meeting at my office, we meet at the library where she 

tutors. I feel sad, as I am leaving to join my husband in another state, and we will not see each 

other for some time. As Sally works nights, attends class during the day, and sleeps around her 

children’s schedules, these meetings are burdensome for her. Yet today is bittersweet. Before we 

close, I ask her again about why gender matters. 

Heidi: Why do we as women need to be supporting women? 



129 

 

S: Um yeah, and I think it it um not only with this program, but with life in general. We 

need each other because we understand each other. Men don’t really understand our 

emotions and… (very softly). 

H: And so when we talked about what makes this program special, and today you echoed 

the leadership, but one of the things you also said was because it’s the women. So what 

has it meant to you to be part of this women’s community where we’re all working 

together, what we call a community of practice, where we’re all um sharing each other’s 

burdens, sharing our thinking um, but also, you know, expanding outward and reaching 

out to each other. What has it meant to you? 

S: I have this image of just like a team, you know, just holding hands like we’re a team. 

That’s why we’re strong. That’s why we’re able to do what we’re doing, and um we’re 

just trying to make it grow. And I mean with numbers there’s strength. 

H: What’s the difference between having this team as opposed to trying to do it on your 

own? 

S: Oh my gosh, things are so much more difficult when you’re trying to do them on your 

own. So much more difficult. (Interview 4, lines 352-367) 

Discussion 

 A thread of believing, belonging, and becoming weaves through the fabric of Sally’s 

literacy identity. Abandoned by her father, older siblings, teachers, friends, and husband, she was 

left to craft a life for herself and her children on her own. Her literacy identity was cloaked in the 

critiques of former teachers and self-doubts exacerbated by issues of abandonment. She stopped 

caring and resisted institutional racism and power by acting out in ways that were physically and 

psychologically harmful to her. While maintaining an outwardly cool, tough exterior, inside 
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rivulets of hurt eroded her confidence. Despite her doubts, Sally persevered, demonstrating 

resiliency and resolve. 

 She soldiered on. She counseled with her pastor. She drew on his strength and her faith in 

God to find her own. She employed a brand of disciplinary self-talk that helped her fight and 

overcome adversity. She earned a GED, started a successful home-based business at age 18, and 

later went on to earn an associate’s degree. She will earn her bachelor’s degree in December of 

2013, having damned the odds. 

 Sally knows first-hand the difficulty of having to do things for oneself. She knows the 

value of encouragement and freely gives it to her children, students, and others whom she 

mentors. She is hardest on those who engage in self-pity. She has little time or energy for that. In 

her New Year’s reflection she writes:  

Wow, a new year! It’s so amazing how fast time goes by. I’ve encountered so many 

people that fail to pursue their dreams because they focus on how long it will take them 

to accomplish them. What a mistake! There are others that postpone action unt tomorrow, 

which turns into next week, then month and as soon as you know it years go by without 

any progress. I’m so glad I haven’t fallen into this mistake. I figure if you want to make 

change or progress in your life today is the day to do it. (Reflection 4, January 2012) 

Tangible artifacts of achievement are important to Sally. Grades matter to her. She counts 

each A as a measure of her success and an indicator of her right to belong. For Sally, earning 

good grades proves that accomplishing her goals is possible to accomplish. She challenges 

herself to “dream bigger.” She celebrates her end-of-semester achievements by having a glass of 

wine with friends. She celebrates As on papers or exams by taking her children out to lunch. She 

treats herself to university logo clothing when the bookstore has a sale. She recently took up 
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reading for pleasure in the rarity of her spare time. These are the simple pleasures with which she 

rewards and encourages herself. She receives little emotional support from family members, so 

support from her children and friends and the little rewards she gives herself are her only 

encouragers.  

 It is arguable whether Sally dropped out or was pushed out of school; however, it is clear 

she did not belong. She did not belong in her home, as her step-father seemingly resented his 

stepchildren. Home was not a welcoming place. Although she completed community college, 

earning an AA, she does not identify with the community college. She shows little attachment or 

sense of belonging. She went there. She took classes. She graduated. She attended caregiver 

training, becoming a Certified Nursing Assistant. Yet, she does not take on the identity of group 

membership as a caregiver. She attends church, but never speaks of church membership in a way 

that indicates she belongs or identifies as a member of the church. Sally identifies as a student at 

the university. Her group membership is clear. She is a psychology major at the university. The 

clothing she buys and wears are material markers that index her right to belong.  

 Sally also experiences belonging in the WLN. She affirms her membership publicly and 

identifies herself as a practicing member of the community. She establishes several professional 

relational ties, and she positions herself as a professional, one who mentors and tutors other 

women. Her status is different because she attends the university. The women in the group 

position her differently. They afford her greater prestige, which she does not accept or decline.  

 The gender make-up of the community matters greatly to Sally. In studying the data, I 

realize that her interactions with men have not been positive. She tends, in general, to be 

reserved; however, excepting her pastor, she does not speak positively about men. She talks 

about being hit on and mentions this as an issue in her classes. She becomes quieter when she 
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talks about men not understanding women’s emotions. Thus, for Sally participating in a 

women’s program is healing. She becomes whole again through her shared participation. She 

envisions the collective “us” as a team holding hands. There is strength in numbers. She 

expresses a solidarity of womanhood to an extent I had not heard from her before. I am humbled 

by her response.  

 Recently, Sally and I exchanged a series of instant messages through our university email 

accounts and cellular telephones. She tells me she intends to apply for graduate school and 

continue her work in psychology. I think back two years ago to when she first stood in the 

doorway of my office. I see growth and a new maturity about her, as she re-framed, enacted, and 

expressed her literacy identity, positioning herself as someone who belongs. I also sense tensions 

surrounding issues of abandonment and sexuality. I summarize these central themes below. 

Belonging. Sally realized that her life held purpose and meaning that reached beyond 

traditional gender roles of wife and mother. She acknowledged that her brain needs to be 

challenged. Her literacy identity as a student engaging in increasingly difficult coursework meets 

that challenge. Her grades offer tangible proof that she belongs in the material world of higher 

education.  

Her work in the WLN enabled her to become part of a women’s community of practice. 

She bonded with other women in recognition of shared histories and experiences. Here, she 

realized that she was not alone. She realized the importance and recognized the need for women 

to help share and carry each other’s burdens. She related to the concept that there is strength in 

numbers. In WLN, she reconceptualized her own notions of literacy and what it means for others 

to be literate. She developed a greater understanding and sense of compassion. She became a 

better listener.  
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Literacy practices. Sally learned about miscues and the reading process. She gained an 

understanding of how different people learn and make meaning. She learned strategies to help 

her work with her students; however, she also used these strategies at home with her children. 

She learned not to correct her children when reading, but to engage them in dialogue about 

reading using the retrospective questioning procedure (Y. Goodman & Marek, 1996). As she 

developed a metacognitive awareness of her own reading, she came to understand reading as a 

transaction. Reading more and reading widely enabled her to appreciate different forms of 

authorship and apply this knowledge to her writing. She noticed improvements in her writing and 

became less fearful of writing.  

Leadership. Sally’s doubts about her ability to tutor surprised me. I was stunned to find 

out that she thought the letters she received might have been a mistake. Initially, she seemed 

reticent, and I was unsure whether she would accept the position if offered. Sally, however, 

viewed tutoring as a challenge and an opportunity to help other women who may have 

experienced similar circumstances.  

Sally never drew attention to herself. She contributed during training and mentoring 

sessions and quietly stepped into a leadership in her work with her students. Her first student 

passed the GED, and her second student also made gains. Sally drew on the exemplar set forth 

by WLN coordinators and modeled herself in a like manner. She adopted a professional stance 

and began to conduct herself as a professional. She internalized this conception of self and 

projected this image when introduced to professional women at WLN events. She also carried 

this forward in the community when she initiated conversations, drawing attention to the 

importance of the work being done in and through the WLN. Last, she took on a mentoring role 

in her university classes.  



134 

 

Self-Confidence. As Sally became a more knowledgeable practitioner, she gained 

confidence. She researched and tried new approaches. She refreshed her mathematics skills to 

better help her student. She voiced her accomplishments without embellishment or self-

deprecation. Mostly, she exhibited greater enthusiasm and became less reticent. She loved the 

work she was doing and became an avid spokeswoman for the cause. She came to believe in 

herself and appreciate the scope of her literacies. She re-positioned herself as a literate woman 

and a literacy leader. She took great pride in tutoring, which elevated how she saw herself and 

enabled her to gain status with others.  

Resiliency. Resiliency is an important theme in Sally’s narrative. She overcame what for 

most people would be devastating life events to persevere and prosper. She frames her identity as 

a survivor and has little patience for those who play the victim. She takes her pastor’s words to 

heart. They become part of her disciplinary self-lectures, the self-talk she employs to keep 

herself “rooted” and looking forward: “I want to be rooted in what I believe and not tossed 

around in confusion and indecision” (Reflection 4, January 2012). This is also the standard by 

which she evaluates the conduct of others. In this, she is quite firm in her beliefs, perhaps even 

judgmental at times.  

Abandonment. Abandonment figured prominently in Sally’s life. She raised the theme 

of abandonment in every interview. Being abandoned by those charged with her care has led to a 

strained relationship with her mother. She expressed regret that she does not have a relationship 

with her stepfather, but makes no mention of seeking to repair the relationship. She expresses 

feeling guilty for harboring resentment towards her mother; however, the tension has not been 

mitigated, as Sally continues to seek her mother’s approval for the person she has become and 
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her academic accomplishments. This approval, however, has not been forthcoming, keeping that 

sliver of resentment alive.  

Sally shared that her younger brother was diagnosed with a mental illness that has kept 

him from achieving his goals. It seems as though jealousy exists between the siblings, as Sally’s 

brother has accused her of thinking herself too good for the family.  Sally is juxtaposed between 

her family’s approval and meeting her educational goals. She mourns the intimacy and belonging 

of familial ties. Regardless of the passage of time, the hurts remain. 

Lack of resources. Sally defines resources broadly. For Sally, resources include books, 

technology, parental time, homework help, help from teachers and the school, someone to 

advocate for her, and someone with whom she can talk. She mentions this lack of resources in 

each interview and in her reflections. According to Sally, anyone who showed interest in her 

might have made a difference in her life. At a time when she was struggling with issues of race, 

class, and language, there was no one to whom she could go. When she felt isolated, abandoned 

and had stopped caring, there was no one to whom she could go. Her alternative was to engage in 

sexual encounters that she likely initiated, putting herself at risk for pregnancy. We will never 

know whether having someone to talk to might have made a difference. Sally’s experiences alert 

us, however, to the importance of having caring others who are open and responsive to the needs 

of youth. According to Fine and McClelland (2008), the lack of “open, educational conversations 

about sexual desire and dangers” take away resources that help youth make informed decisions. 

(p.1026). 

Sex, sexuality, and religious faith. Sally describes the home where she grew up as “very 

religious” and “very legalistic.”  Furthermore, Sally came of age during the George W. Bush 

Presidency where AOUM replaced comprehensive sexual education in schools. AOUM 
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particularly targeted low-income, minority communities and school districts in what Fine and 

McClelland (2006) refer to in Foucauldian terms as the state enacting a transfer of power over 

the reproductive health of minority and working class young women. Doing the math, AOUM 

curriculum was prevalent in local area middle schools when Sally was in 7-8th grade.  

Isolated from her friends because of her behavior, abandoned by her father, and feeling 

abandoned by her mother and siblings, Sally resists, taking another path. She becomes sexually 

active at 13. According to Sally, she was not forced to have sex. She chose to have sex, in part to 

be “cool,” a way for her to establish a sense of belonging. She resists imposed morality at home 

and school through her sexual activity, knowing this is considered a sin in the home. Perhaps, it 

was a way of getting her mother’s attention in addition to exploring her own desire and resisting 

institutional racism and “legalistic” beliefs. 

She refers to the sex act as “having my way with boys.” Her word choice implies that she 

initiated the act in some of these encounters. Her word choice also indicates a distancing between 

her adolescent and adult behaviors. I get the impression that it is important to her that I believe 

the person she was then is not the person she is today. Today, she lives her faith and serves as a 

role model for her children. Sex outside the bounds of marriage is immoral. She adheres to this 

teaching that she earlier rejected, projecting herself as different along a binary of good versus 

bad. I sense that her gendered life experiences have contributed to her shift with regards to sex, 

sexuality, and faith, making the WLN a particularly safe space for her.  

Conclusion 

 My work with Sally was challenged by our respective schedules. Finding time was 

always difficult, and when we met, we were on strict time constraints. We rarely talked for more 

than an hour. I appreciated her patience and flexibility when I had issues. One day my tape 
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recorder died, and we had to reschedule. Another day, I was on my way to meet her, and I had a 

tire blow out on the freeway. Nonetheless, she graciously thanked me for working around her 

schedule.   

As Sally is not a talker, I found myself working hard to elicit stories and responses from 

her. Her narrative was painful to tell because she pushes her experiences to the back of her mind 

and does not allow herself to think or dwell on them. She equates thinking about past 

experiences or reflecting on them as weaknesses, which gets in the way of her future. She prefers 

to focus on the now and prepare for her future. I think, though, that Sally’s work with me created 

a freedom that enabled her to put parts of her past in perspective and realize she is not defined by 

her past. Through her religious faith, she has been forgiven for that past. Now, I think she is in a 

better position to forgive herself.  

Sally learned much about literacy leadership through her participation in the WLN. She 

took on the role of a literacy leader in tutoring students and classmates and starting conversations 

with strangers about her work in the WLN. Most importantly, she took on the role of a literacy 

leader in working with her children and her niece. In our time together, she has taught me much 

about perseverance, will, and the need for time management. She has matured in her professional 

role. I think her literacy and leadership experiences have helped position her well for graduate 

school.  
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CHAPTER 6. DIANA: LITERACY IDENTITY: LIVING BEYOND THE LABEL 

“I fall, I stand still… I trudge on. I gain a little… I get more eager and climb higher and begin to 

see the widening horizon. Every struggle is a victory." –Helen Keller 

As the Constructing Literacy Identities within Communities study took shape, I felt 

certain that the interviews would awaken memories and dredge up past, painful experiences. I 

worried about the reactions of the women and whether my inquiry would prove too emotionally 

taxing or distressing for them. I wondered whether the act of sharing their literacy and life 

histories would give voice to their experiences, legitimating them and perhaps easing pain, or 

newly expose old, tightly-protected wounds to re-injury. The Informed Letter of Consent for this 

study states: “You may feel that some questions that are asked of you will be stressful or 

upsetting. You do not have to answer anything you do not want to answer.”  

It is early afternoon on a Friday in mid-December 2011. Looking back, I remember little 

about the day itself. I am meeting with Diana at the branch library where most of the tutors do 

their tutoring. Library staff know and welcome the tutors and their students. They reserve study 

rooms and computers for the women and help them find tutoring and family literacy resources. 

The library’s staff are very supportive of the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN), and in our 

partner meetings, they often comment on the women’s growing literacy practices. The WLN and 

its participants are a source of neighborhood pride for the branch library. It is a place where the 

women feel safe and comfortable. I am not surprised that Diana suggests we meet at the library.  

Diana sits in the study room facing the open door. She waits for me wearing a half-smile. 

I note the expression on her face, as I purposefully make my way down the center aisle. She is 

unable to mask her nervousness. We greet one another, and I sit next to her. I explain the 

Informed Consent form one last time and ask her to sign. She signs, a solemn act of personal 
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significance. She consigns herself to cracking her veneer of self-protective silence in the interests 

of telling her story. The digital recorder lays between us on the table. I tell her that this is the first 

of the interviews we talked about, and I ask her to tell me about her reading and writing 

background. I am unprepared for her response. She looks down at the table. Then she looks up at 

me. She takes an audible breath. Her lip wobbles, and she blurts out: “Oh man. And I’ve 

never…I mean you guys don’t know this…and I I don’t know. I was very…I’ve always 

protected that part of myself I guess. I mean I’m going to cry, too” (Interview 1, lines 9-10). She 

bursts into tears, and I am torn by my own emotions and sense of protectiveness. Diana is 

someone about whom I care, and she is in emotional pain.  

Berg (2007) addresses ethical considerations in qualitative research, writing that 

situations like this place the researcher in an ethical bind. Berg cautions that researchers must 

take care to consider the results of what happens after the research. Chase (2011) points out that 

mature narrative interviewers “must be a witness to a wide range of emotions” (p. 424). I think 

back to the Informed Consent, and I ask Diana if she wants to continue. Her voice thickens 

again, as she exclaims, “When you asked me, I was like man, I tried to look at every piece of my 

schedule so that I could make sure that I’m here for anything…anything that has to do…because 

I feel very strongly for this program…VERY STRONGLY” (Interview 1, lines 13-15). A 

passionate advocate for women’s and children’s literacy and educational equity, she believes that 

telling her story will help other women and children. We make the decision to continue. 

Throughout Diana’s story and this retelling, I struggle to keep my own emotions under control.  

Sitting in the library that December day, I think of how my knowledge of Diana has 

grown and evolved over the past year and a half. I have listened to her speak during tutor training 

and mentoring sessions. I heard her give a talk to 800 professional women at a funder’s 
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luncheon. Yet, never once did she hint of the private hell through which she lived. It remained 

her secret, hidden story, until we met that December day.  

Diana’s narrative relates how she came to be (un)labeled LD (learning disabled) and her 

fight to live beyond the label. Her earliest literacy memories involve being categorized, 

separated, and marked as different. Her subsequent positioning lasted throughout her early 

childhood and formative years. Later, the LD label would influence her career options and 

choices. 

I guess I was in was in LD classes ever since I was in kindergarten…from kindergarten to 

5th grade. Yeah, um I guess that my mom probably wasn’t the best, so I went from school 

to school to school. I mean I probably went to five different schools in one year. Well 

she…she…I did not have a good childhood. Um she had a drug problem for a long time, 

so I was abandoned and whatnot. She’d come get us, and we’d go from here to there to 

here to there, and so I was never able to even learn what you know how to read. There 

was nobody at home that could show me how or help me with my homework or anything 

like that. And so they just automatically… I mean this was the 80’s or late 80’s early 

90’s…so I think I guess back then they didn’t really I don’t know or pay much attention. 

They just labeled you as LD and threw you in these classes. They didn’t like see, okay, 

she’s not…she doesn’t have a learning disability. She just doesn’t have a structure to get 

the knowledge that she needs. And so it took…I was in 5th grade, and I was put in this 

class. But the the school didn’t have the finances to have an LD program, so the teachers 

put these kids in lower reading and put these kids in their level. And so I’m on this [low 

level], and he’s teaching us how to read and then another like I guess like um a student or 

class assistant or a teacher assistant would help…the TAs [teachers’ assistants] would 
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help the other kids. The higher reading kids and the lower reading kids would get all his 

attention during these reading sessions. And so he literally took me under his wing. He he 

went to the principal and told the principal there’s no reason…I should be completely 

taken off the LD class list forever because there’s no reason why she can’t learn. She 

does not have a learning disability. She’s just…she’s just like back in another class. She 

just hasn’t learned everything. She’s a fast learner. She’s just…and you know back then 

they just put you in LD. And for those kids that are in LD, yeah, they need it because 

they’re slower learners, and they need that time. But I didn’t, and I got stuck. I got stuck 

in a class doing…God I remember doing, and it was kind of like just like bad for me 

because what they would do was instead of me needing the knowledge and staying in 

class with all the other kids, they would put me in this class. And we’d be playing board 

games, and I would literally not learn anything you know what I mean. I would be 

needing to be in that class learning what I needed to know, but they would have 

me…because they had me labeled as LD slower…I’d be playing games all day literally 

all day and not learn. (Story, “In School, but Not Learning”) 

Diana is set apart from other “normal” children. She is silenced. She is “stuck,” alone without an 

advocate for her first six years of school, until a caring teacher intervenes. Diana writes: “I had 

been removed from classes as a young child for so long; it made me feel like an outcast” 

(Personal reflection, February 2012). Her hellish childhood leaves her emotionally and 

physically harmed. School and home experiences weave together threads of abandonment and 

abuse. During these years, school provides little succor for her. These events conspire to rob 

Diana of her childhood. They affect her identity, her literacy and her emotional development. 
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As I transcribe and analyze Diana’s interviews, I notice the ways in which she uses 

language to draw attention to events, thoughts, and feelings. She employs dramaturgical devices 

to demonstrate emotional impact and draw the reader into her story. I write in one of my initial 

memos that “she is very expressive and emotional. She retells events in story form. To me, this is 

reminiscent of a performance both for me and perhaps for herself. I say this based on her prosody 

and the repeating of key words and phrases for emphasis” (Memo, Interview 1). 

 Tannen (1998) asserts that patterns of sound and sense, referred to as poetic linguistic 

discourse, “involve the audience with the speaker or writer and the discourse by sweeping them 

along” in the rhythm and music of language (p. 633). Diana employs this repetitive parallelism in 

“school to school to school” and “here to there to here to there” in an emotionally charged 

singsong rhythm. As noted, this lends a performative and an evaluative aspect to her storytelling, 

one where, as Tannen explains, listeners (in this case readers) are participants in the making of 

meaning, creating a sense of community through the telling and the listening.  

We are drawn into Diana’s story and her emotions. Thus, we are witnesses and 

companions on her journey (Enciso, 2007). Diana tells her story for us. We are her audience. She 

crafts her language not only to tell her story, but to raise awareness. Her tone and the prosodic 

devices she employs lead us to throw in our support, to take sides and pass judgment, not solely 

on her mother, but on schools, an educational system, and a society that allows violence against 

vulnerable children. She wants us to unite with her and take a moral stand.  

I am reminded of the writings of Paolo Freire. Freire (2000) argues that acts of 

oppression constitute violence initiated by those who fail to recognize the humanity of others. 

Denying someone the right to learn constitutes oppression, however well meaning. Freire writes 

that the first stage in overcoming oppression is to “unveil the world of oppression and through 
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the practice commit…to its transformation” (p. 54). Drawing on Critical Race Theory, I contend 

that naming our experiences raises our collective consciousness. Ladson Billings (1995) asserts 

that “stories provide outgroups a vehicle for self-preservation” (p. 57). According to Ladson 

Billings, the voice of the teller together with the story communicates both the experiences and 

the oppression. Diana’s story is an act of conscious-raising where she names her oppression and 

her marginalized status as a child caught up in the world of LD.  

Diana differentiates LD from regular education classes by her use of demonstrative 

pronouns. According to Diana, “They just labeled you as LD and threw you in these classes.” 

She refers to her LD pullout class as this class, a class where she was “put,” and kept from 

learning. She distinguishes between children who are put in LD classes and other children who 

are in LD classes. Her use of “put” presupposes her helplessness and indexes her difference, as 

not LD. As she describes her oppression, her words indicate her feelings of subjugation and the 

malediction of the LD label.   

McDermott, Goldman, and Varenne (2006) argue that “the search for LD results in 

mostly the documentation of what many children cannot do” (p. 11). Diana knew she had 

difficulty reading because she had moved from school to school. She lacked economic and social 

reading capital (Compton-Lilly, 2007), e.g., tutors, computer programs, books, other resources to 

help her read, and social supports that advantage literacy. She knew, however, that she had the 

ability to learn, and being pulled out to play put her farther behind the other children and kept her 

from what she desired most, which was to learn.  

In my recent work with three families in rural Georgia, I have heard similar stories about 

special education pull-outs where learning disabled and youth with cognitive impairments played 

with markers and colored. I never paid much attention to these stories, as they were outside my 
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sphere of experience. I always believed these situations to be rare exceptions of overburdened 

and underfunded districts. As a reading specialist, I worked collaboratively with passionate 

exceptional education coordinators and teachers who cared deeply about their students and 

advocated for educational equity. And yet, on the other hand, I know how slowly the 

bureaucratic cogs of exceptional education and compliance can turn, placing highly mobile 

students like Diana in an educational no-man’s land with limited services. This is made clear in 

Diana’s story.  

Diana’s narrative brings up the notion of reading as pathology. A number of researchers 

have written extensively about reading as pathology (K. Goodman 1996b; Gutierrez, Morales, & 

Martinez, 2009: Klenk & Kibby, 2000; McDermott, Raley, & Seyer-Ochi, 2009; Vygotsky, 

1997). This medicalized view of reading is often referred to as the “medical metaphor” whereby 

students with “problems” are diagnosed and then treated or remediated (Guiterrez et al.; Klenk & 

Kibby, 2000).  Testing provides the means to stratify and group individuals by trait and aptitude; 

test results are then interpreted within a medicalized framework (Collins & Blot, 2003). 

Struggling readers are identified, diagnosed, e.g., learning disabled, dyslexic, remedial, or at-risk, 

then treated or remediated. Diana was diagnosed and pronounced LD in such a medicalized 

framework.  

The mobility that so disrupted Diana’s life, affecting her ability to read and learn, stems 

from her mother’s abuse of illegal drugs. Diana recites her family’s generational history with 

drugs and alcohol.   

I have one sister and I have um two brothers. Um the two older ones, they’re from my 

mom’s very first marriage, and they were taken away. I didn’t even know that I had a 

sister or brother until I was 10. So they were taken away, so their da…I never saw them. 
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There were taken away I think when I was about three. So I never knew. I never had any 

knowledge of them. Then there was me and my mom married my dad, but my dad abused 

drugs really bad. So I never knew him. And then she got with my brother’s dad, and he 

was a bad guy. (Interview 1, lines 104-109)  

As we talk further, Diana shares that her maternal grandparents and great-grandparents were 

alcoholics. Her mother abused drugs until Diana was in the 5th grade. Diana’s mother “got clean” 

after she married Diana’s stepfather, a minister, who provided the only stable home Diana knew. 

After getting clean, her mother then turned to alcohol for a period of time. Diana’s biological 

father also abused drugs, and her younger brother abuses alcohol and drugs. According to Diana, 

she is the only one of all her siblings who has never been in jail.  

Although Diana’s aunt wanted legal custody of her, Diana’s mother would not give her 

up to be raised by her aunt. Diana shares this dark chapter of her life. 

My mom, see I didn’t have a dad. Like my brothers and sisters, they had dads, and they 

had a stable environment. You know, but what my mom would do with me is she 

would…if there was nobody or…she grew up where if she was…cause my aunt asked 

and my grandmother told her to give me to my aunt and because she had such pride, I 

guess in a way where she didn’t want to admit her faults she wouldn’t, and so she would 

literally take me to I guess really awful places here and there, all over. We went to West 

Virginia and lived in a car, and we…all these other things, and then when it got too 

much, I guess, for her, she would drop me off with somebody. She’d be like okay, you 

know, admitting failure and then just drop me off. And then and then, she’d want me 

again, and all she had to do was come up to the front door and just take me. And so I 

lived with a lady that hated me, and it was only because I wasn’t her grandchild. It was 
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my brother’s um biological grandmother, and she just…I guess she took me in because I 

guess she wanted she felt bad for me probably and she probably used me for welfare 

money and whatever else she could you know get out of me. She was very um disabled I 

guess. Uh she was very old. She was probably about 80. And so she would…I would 

literally clean her whole house for her and whatnot at a young age. I was 8. And she was 

just so mean. And she would tell me the worst things in the world about myself and it 

was just really bad. I did not have self-esteem at all. (Story, “Being Abandoned”) 

Diana rationalizes her mother’s abandonment of her. She attributes her mother’s actions to pride. 

When her mother could not take care of her anymore, her mother left her with someone who 

would provide basic care for however long her mother would be gone. Although Diana 

denounces and criticizes her mother’s behavior, these rationalizations create a context whereby 

she can reconcile the past, allowing her to have a present-day relationship with her mother.  

Diana recounts a story of her experiences living with her brother’s grandmother after 

being abandoned by her mother. Physical and emotional abuse occur frequently. Diana 

internalizes this abuse. The abuse conjoins with the LD label in creating a fragile, vulnerable 

child who desperately craves normalcy. Here, she introduces us to her life-long struggle with 

anxiety.  

She would tell me that I was dumb and that nobody would ever want to be with me and 

stuff like that. At one time because my mom left me with her for a very long time…at 

one period it was over a year…and I went to her and I said, you know, “Where’s my 

mom?” Because usually my mom would pick me up within like six months, and I was 

getting concerned, you know, because I took care of my mom. I took care of my mom. 

When my mom was sick or whenever you know and that’s probably today why I’m like I 
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don’t care about vomit. I can clean up people’s vomit no problem. I can clean up you 

know my kids and stuff. I don’t have a problem with it. And uh she would she told me…I 

remember her telling me um “I don’t know. Your mom’s probably dead somewhere.” 

And I just I remember crying my head off when I went to bed that night because I was 

going to have to live there forever with her. And she was she was physically abusive. 

She’d hit me kick me…I remember her kicking me in my room when I was just playing. 

She would like…I I wouldn’t want to play with my little brother, you know…I was four 

years older than him, so I wanted to play with my Barbies by myself and she would 

smack me and whatnot.  If I didn’t play with him, she’d tell me I had to play with him 

and all these other things. And I was put in a back room where it was really scary. It was 

off the alleyway, so you could hear people you know and it was very…I was very…I had 

anxiety at a very young age…very young age. And you know she…there was definitely a 

difference. This little boy is mine and I protect him and whatever, and if me and my little 

brother got in trouble, I’d get in trouble big time. And then this was just a little girl who 

needed to be pushed to the back. She needed to be pushed and not you know…I 

remember one time when I was very, very sick. I guess I had strep throat. And I had laid 

in bed for two days just sick. And his uncle…my brother’s uncle who loved me to 

death…loved me…he was a good man. He came into the house…he’d come over every 

so often to make sure everybody was okay and stuff. And uh he came over to the house, 

and he asked where I was and she told him “She’s in the back laying in bed. She’s not 

feeling good, and he went in there. Apparently, I was burning up like crazy, and he 

literally picked me up out of bed and had to take me to the hospital. She didn’t even care. 

She was just like you know it will happen as it will happen. And I remember waking up 
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sometimes in the middle of the night and just roll over and just start vomiting, but it was 

because I had such bad anxiety attacks when I was younger that I was in the hospital all 

the time. When my mom would have me, she would have to take me to the hospital at 

least once a week especially when I was really young cause I would literally just…cause 

it was so unstable, and it scared me so bad like you know…places I’d be. (Story, “Living 

with a Woman who Hated Me”) 

For an eight year-old, Diana has adult responsibilities. She takes care of her mother, cleans up 

after her, and cleans her brother’s grandmother’s house. She has few emotional supports. She is 

“pushed” to the back and ignored until she is either needed to do something or is being punished. 

Even her room is in the back of the house where she is out of the way and can be ignored or 

forgotten.  

 I redirect the conversation back to Diana’s reading and writing experiences. She recalls 

how she used to journal in elementary and middle school. Journaling provided a space for her to 

dream and craft an alternate reality. She tells me how she wrote about her dream of being 

“rescued.” In this dream, we come to understand Diana’s need and desire for everyday normalcy. 

Her dream illustrates the life she sees her classmates living, a life much different life than her 

own.  

Gosh, I would write about how I wish…cause I had this dream when I was little of…I’d 

be in class and like you could see the parking lot, and there would be parents that would 

drive up in their cars and get out, you know, and get their kids. Especially when I was 

living with my brother’s grandmother, I would pray every day that my mom or my 

biological father…especially my biological father…it was usually directed towards 

him…that he would pull up and save me from this situation. And it was always…even 6th 
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grade 7th grade 8th grade, I always had this idea that he would come and take me away 

from the situation. (Story, “Waiting for Rescue”) 

Diana seeks stability. She describes her mother as “up and down.” She explains: “My mom was 

also…I don’t know if she’s bipolar or something, but she has these fits that go up and down up 

and down and up and down. She’s like crazy sometimes” (Interview 1, lines 286-287). Diana 

explains that journaling gave her a way out, a way to express her feelings. 

 Diana compares and contrasts her elementary school and middle school experiences. No 

longer in LD classes, middle school is positive for her. She chooses electives that challenge her 

mind and demonstrate her potential. Diana reflects on her middle school experiences stating: 

“Being labeled not good enough was not what I wanted to be, and I worked really hard to be just 

as smart or smarter than everyone else” (Personal reflection, February 2013). She distances 

herself from the LD classes and label. She is determined to shed the label that continues to dog 

her inner self.  

I felt at first I felt it was kind of cool because you got to play, you know. You got to play 

at a young age because they had me in there from kindergarten on…from kindergarten 

yeah. And I was…and when I got old…like when I got when I think I hit 6th and 7th grade 

and I was in there doing it by myself, I was like I did all that you know and I saw the 

difference. I was like…I’m very proud of myself, and I took every single poetry class 

reading class because they would give you six periods when you entered middle school. 

You didn’t just get one class, you got six periods, and you get to pick those electives. 

And I never picked the fun ones. I always picked the hard ones…poetry. I did MESA… 

anything with science everything that would…I was always in the library. I barely had 

any friends because I was very antisocial anyways. I was a very isolated person…child. I 
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barely had friends. I didn’t trust people very well. I was always in the library reading, 

constantly. I had every year…I had student of the month or every month. I had student of 

the month all the time. And I just…I was very proud of myself, but more than proud of 

myself, I was very eager to never be labeled that again and that’s what drove me. I did 

not ever want to be labeled as LD ever again. (Story, “Moving Beyond LD”)  

Moving beyond LD and establishing trust relationships are painful processes that touch every 

part of Diana’s life. Although she has overcome much, circumstances and events still take her 

back to the label and resultant memories.  

 Diana never fully deals with her abandonment and the abuse she suffered at the hands of 

others. Repressed memories, anger and resentment simmer under the surface. She reacts in a way 

common to other women in this study.  

Well…I don’t know…I I hit 18. I hit 18, and all the bad stuff from my past…it was 

almost like…cause I struggle with OCD, and I nobody knew I had OCD. Because my 

mom would never take us to the doctor. She never did…never. Unless we were dying, we 

went to the hospital. We never saw the doctor. And so um what was it…ugh, so I had 

hidden struggles. And I didn’t know what they were, but I knew that like my anxiety was 

bad in high school…really bad. And so when I hit 18, I guess it just overflew…my cup 

was just way too overflown with anxiety, and I lashed out on my mom. I was mad at her 

all the time, and I just moved in with the wrong guy to get away from her because, you 

know, all those emotions towards her and the anger towards her just was too much to be 

in one house. So I moved in real fast with him, and yeah he was not a good guy. He he 

abused drugs and alcohol and stole cars, which I was not okay with any of it. When I left 

him, I went back to my parents’ house. And the night that I left him…cause I had thought 
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I was pregnant a week prior and I had taken a pregnancy test and it was proven wrong or 

it came out negative. And I was like okay, you know, okay. And so ugh it was weird, and 

so I was like… well I had a pregnancy…I had two pregnancy tests…and so I was like 

you know what to clear the air and everything I’m moving on with my life… I’m gonna 

go back to school… I’m gonna do everything I need to do… I’m just gonna take this 

pregnancy test to make sure that all ties are cut…to make sure it’s negative and I don’t 

have any ties to him…and then I was pregnant. And then like I got back with him 

because I was scared, and I was pregnant. I didn’t want you know my son to have this life 

where he you know came from a broken home like I did. So I got back with him and that 

was bad…so I ended up moving back with my parents just a month before I had him. 

(Story, “Turning 18 and Taking Up with the Wrong Guy”)  

I notice an inconsistency in this story. I think Diana gets carried away in its telling when she 

informs us that unless she and her brother were dying, they never went to the doctor. I believe 

she is attempting to explain that her anxiety went undiagnosed and untreated for some time 

because instead of seeing a family doctor, the family relied on the hospital emergency room for 

its medical care, a common practice among the working poor and under-or-uninsured.  

Diana takes up with the wrong boyfriend and drops out of school. She explains: “My my 

senior year, I had dropped out because I had met the wrong boyfriend and just went the wrong 

direction and that’s when I dropped out. And I only had a semester to do before I graduated” 

(Interview 1, lines 195-197). Here, she attributes dropping out to taking up with the wrong guy. 

Then she blames an encounter with a teacher. Later, as we piece together her story, she reveals 

more of her inner turmoil. 
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 Conflicting and shifting loyalties mark Diana’s last semester of high school. As she 

involves herself more and more with her boyfriend, she attends school less and less. For an 

isolated young woman with an anxiety disorder, ditching school provides a social outlet and 

assures the acceptance she so desires by her boyfriend and his friends.    

The days that I would not go to school…well it wasn’t like a whole day that I wouldn’t 

go to school. It was like I picked… II would go to school in the morning, and I would go 

home by lunch. So I would only go to my first three classes, which were choir, 

orchestra… well orchestra, choir, and then uh probably it was my history class. So the 

fun classes were out of the way, and the hard classes came later. I didn’t have the 

mentality or the effort any more to go to them. I wanted to be home with him because he 

wanted me to be there with him. And so…. and then also it kind of was just presented 

like a friend of mine also needed help with her kid being watched, and she was willing to 

pay for me to stay at home and watch her child. So it was almost like well, I could also 

make money and, you know, stay home and do this and still have this life and still 

support myself, then go to school. But I had…well…I don’t know if I had…like I was 

still undecided, and that’s another thing, it wasn’t that hard to give up school because I 

knew I wanted to do something and be somebody. I just didn’t know what it was, so it 

was almost like “I’ll just go home and, you know, wait until something falls in my lap or 

something goes ding and I know what I want to do. But I don’t know what I want to do 

so….” (Story “The Path to Dropping Out”) 

She picks and chooses the classes she attends. She is torn between planning for the future and 

living in the moment. In another story, she alludes to her boyfriend’s possessiveness. Thus, she 
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seeks to please him, and staying home with him allows him to monitor her actions. By dropping 

out of school, she finds a way to make it all work. 

 I notice Diana uses present tense in the last sentence of “The Path to Dropping Out.” The 

flow of the conversation and her use of “so it was almost like” originally led me to think she is 

clueing us in to her thinking at the time. In retrospect, I posit that Diana reveals her historical 

thinking and her current career status. As we continue to meet, we have many conversations 

about school, careers, and LD. I write in my own reflection:  

In reviewing each transcript and writing an initial memo, I notice that I am doing a lot of 

what might be considered career counseling. Although I have a strong background in 

teaching career exploration and talking about careers, I’m not a career counselor. Yet, the 

career talk thread is present. Is this something I’m pushing because of what the women 

have shared? Is this a part of the evolutionary process that the women are undergoing to 

find a space where they can be nourished and where they can grow both spiritually and 

professionally, a place where they aren’t just settling, but reaching their potential in ways 

that are meaningful to them? 

Diana remains unsure of her path; the LD label affects her career “indecision” and her literacy 

identity.  

Research reveals that children develop interests and understandings of how their interests 

and abilities relate to the world of work as early as kindergarten (Creed, Patton, & Prideaux, 

2006). A body of research cited in Saka, Gati, and Kelly (2008) links anxiety to career 

indecision, particularly with respect to fear of failure and failing to meet one’s own expectations. 

Other variables, according to Saka et al. include forming a stable, vocational identity, a positive 

conception of self, and “difficulties associated with separation from one’s family, attachment 
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difficulties, and issues of dependency and independence” (p. 407). These variables figure 

prominently in Diana’s life. Therefore, it would not appear as though Diana experiences 

momentary career indecision. Rather, her indecision is ongoing and deeply rooted in her 

emotional wellbeing and school/home experiences. 

The relationship with her boyfriend influences Diana. She knows she wants to do 

something beyond high school; however, she has little idea of what that something is. At 18 

years old, she figures she has time. School no longer holds the same meaning for her as it once 

did. She is missing some credits that she needs to make up before she can graduate. Being angry 

with her mother also detaches or separates her from her step-father, one of few positive 

influences in her life.  

It was hard. I mean it was a struggle because they my teachers would see me less and less 

and less. And then finally, I had this teacher come up to me and say…because I had 

ditched her class the prior day…she came up to me and said “Why did you even come to 

my class?” …or “Why did you even come today?”… or “You know you’re not going to 

come to my class.” And I was like okay, and that was the last I went to school. That was 

it. I just gave up. I was young…I just thought, you know, right now who needs school.  

I’m having more fun being with my friends and not going to school and being with this 

boy who you know he was very possessive…so he wanted all my time with him and 

so…. There really wasn’t a decision making. It was…when she approached me and she 

was so angry, it just…I was like okay if you’re going to act like that. And I figured I’m 

an adult now; I can do what I want. I’m done. So there wasn’t much of a decision 

making…it wasn’t oh like should I or shouldn’t I… it was just like I’m done. I throw 

down my key; I throw down my towel, you know. I’m done. (Story, “Dropping Out”) 
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The teacher who approaches Diana about ditching class gives her another excuse for dropping 

out of school. Diana cannot recall the teacher’s exact words; however, the teacher’s untimely 

approach and “angry” words lead Diana to her breaking point. She could have sought support 

from her orchestra teachers with whom she had a relationship, but she did not. Although she 

attempts to convince us otherwise, she nonetheless makes several key decisions.  

Diana rationalizes her decision to drop out of school and employs face-saving measures 

(Goffman, 2006). To save face, she takes on the persona of an embattled employee who quits a 

job on principle, stating “I throw down my key.” She strengthens her case, borrowing a second 

metaphor from the boxing ring, exclaiming “I throw down my towel.” Her words indicate that 

she fought the good fight and there was nothing left to do except surrender. Diana’s use of these 

metaphors absolves her of blame and responsibility. She presents her actions as reasonable under 

the circumstances. She repeats the words “I’m done” three times. With these words, she closes 

out her youth, transitioning to motherhood and adulthood.  

Diana and I are back at the library. It is our third meeting. I ask what she has been 

thinking about since we last talked. She shares that she has been thinking about her insecurities, 

particularly with writing. She reveals her self-consciousness and need for perfection. This is 

especially important to her now, as she is taking a composition class at the vocational college she 

attends. We revisit her high school experiences.  

I only had one semester left…six months of class and I would have graduated with the 

rest of my class. I had failed two English classes because of my inability to give the pa- 

my work over to the teacher. Like I would literally…it wasn’t that…I did it…I did 

everything… I did everything…it was turning in my work. I even had my sophomore 

English teacher tell me… she sat there and we had a test that we had to do. I was sitting 
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there doing the test, and I finished. One of my friends was in AP classes, and he was in 

that class with me, and she was…I got a huge score…I got a massive score, and it 

surpassed his. She puts the test over by me and says, “Look you can do this. You’re just 

lazy.” I’m just…like I’m not exactly lazy because I do the work. I just don’t turn it in 

because I don’t like people reading and scribbling…I guess those scribbles when she 

edits it and whatnot is telling me it’s not good enough so I don’t want to turn that in. 

(Story, “Not Good Enough”)  

Sadly, I can relate to this, as I see many students in my teaching practice write a sentence and 

ball up the paper. After four or five balls of paper, they quit writing.  

Contributing to Diana’s writing angst is her subskills conception of literacy where 

literacy is a hierarchical set of skills to be mastered (Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 2005). Diana 

grew up thinking that spelling and pronouncing words correctly were markers of intelligence and 

competence or lack thereof. As a child in LD classes with few supports, she came up wanting. 

According to Y. Goodman (1997), “It is not because people do not learn that they do not value 

their own literacy and literacy learning. It is what and how they do learn that leads them to this 

view of themselves” [as not fully literate] (p. 62).  

Prevalent in schooling is the “essay-text” form of literacy that privileges the middle and 

upper-middle classes (Collins & Blot, 2003; Gee, 1986).  According to Gee, essay-text literacies 

are assumed to be natural or universal developmental endpoints of a progression of cognitive 

skills. Autonomous literacy is literacy conceived as a “uniform set of techniques and uses of 

language with identifiable stages of development and clear predictable consequences for culture 

and cognition” (Collins & Blot, 2003). I associate both essay-text literacies and a skills-based 

view of reading with autonomous literacies that limit educational opportunities for students such 



157 

 

as Diana. It is the essay-text prose that she finds most troubling, as her voice gets lost in the 

writing. 

Diana’s story about her teacher editing her work resonates with me. She confides that she 

did not want to take re-take the English classes she had previously failed. 

She was my best teacher. She was hard core. No-nobody liked her because she would 

push you, push you, push you, push you, and I loved it. I loved being pushed, but I 

would… I still wouldn’t turn my work in for her. And that’s why I failed. I failed first 

semester with her, and I think by the end… by her pushing me so hard… by the end, I 

passed 2nd Semester with her. But I still needed a few classes, barely any classes to, you 

know, pass. But I think I was also like a little…like “Oh, I don’t want to go back through 

English classes that I’ve already done.” You know, go through the same routine of failing 

again because I had that insecurity in my work. (Interview 3, lines 72-78)  

These new insights not only deepen our understanding of Diana’s writing angst, they offer a 

more complete picture of the events that led up to her dropping out of school.  

Diana’s possessive boyfriend exerts greater control over Diana and their relationship. 

Finding ways to keep Diana at home allows him to maintain greater control. She values the 

relationship and wants to please him; therefore, she complies. She is unsure of what she wants 

from her future. The future is a vast, unknown space. A teacher confronts her about ditching 

class. She reacts by saving face. Faced with re-taking classes reawakens her sense of failure, 

threatening the fragile identity she is constructing. Perhaps, more importantly, Diana resists 

being labeled yet again, stating “I just didn’t want to go to school and be pregnant…the pregnant 

teenager. I didn’t want to do that.” (Interview 3, lines 240-241)  
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Students, like Diana, tend to equate their conceptions of self according to the 

categorizations and labels assigned to them. These labels are often internalized and become self-

regulators.  Compton Lilly (2007) contends that prior experiences inform choices and options; 

concomitantly, individual agency is “intertwined and perhaps limited by past experiences” 

(Compton Lilly, 2007).   

I employ Thompson’s (1991) interpretation of habitus to explain how Diana’s habitus 

constrained the choices and options available to her. Habitus, as a socially inculcated disposition 

or set of dispositions, generates practices, perceptions, and attitudes that are not coordinated or 

governed by formal rules. Diana’s earlier experiences influenced her habitus. Her dispositions 

and self-protective laminate constrained her agency, limiting the array of choices open to her. At 

the time, she felt her only option was to leave school, an emotional response to a situation that in 

all its complexity seemed overwhelming. 

Some years go by, and Diana is in her early 20’s. She has one child from her previous 

relationships, and she eventually marries a man in the armed forces. They have a child together. 

She returns home from another state, where she lived with her husband and children, and makes 

the decision to go back to school. I ask her what led her to go back to school, and she shares her 

“Going Back to School Story.”  

Well I I always wanted to go back and I didn’t understand why I hadn’t. I guess I kind of 

made excuses. Well I moved here to [state] and my husband is in the military, so I can’t 

and whatnot. But then when I came back here, um and he went to Iraq. And I really 

thought about it, and I thought my goodness, he’s in this really terrible place…this god-

awful place, and I’m using all these excuses not to go back to sch …you know, go and 

get my GED. There’s no excuse in the book that could ever prevent me from going there 
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if he can go over there and do what he’s doing. So it was almost like a challenge…like if 

he can do that I can do this. And I can make, you know… it can occupy my time of not 

you know missing him and not having to miss him so much if I’m occupy my brain and 

and succeed at something. So I literally went to school or I went to the classes at the 

learning center [names learning center], and I did not miss one day…not ONE day. And I 

started in October, and I finished I think in April. I want to say April…March or April 

and did not miss one night…not one night of class. And then once I…cause I had those 

moments like every person in those classes had where they felt like, och, I don’t want to 

get up and do this …I have two kids …I don’t want to…I don’t want to do this anymore. 

I have to study…I have to do this…I have do that. And every time I do that it’s almost 

like, “Well, [husband] is in Iraq. Do you think he wants to do that? No, but he’s forced to 

do that.” And also the stories I would hear from some of the women where they would 

come and they wanted to be there so bad, but they couldn’t because their kids were sick 

and they didn’t have a baby sitter. And I was like holy moly I don’t have any of their 

problems. I have plenty of people who will watch my kids…no problems at all. And so I 

was like that just got me to want to go more and more and more. And by the end, when I 

took my practice tests and [names a GED instructor] I don’t know if you know 

[instructor]. He is so awesome. That man is so…and people before I went into his class, 

people were like you’re not going to like [instructor]. He pushes you and he’s 

griping…he’s a gripey old man. And I get in there and I was like, oh my god, I love this 

man. That’s what I’ve always been driven by those teachers that push you… that push 

you till no end… that will push you and make everything hard on you and then you figure 
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out, oh my gosh, I made it through and this is no problem at all. I’ve always loved those 

teachers and [GED instructor] is pretty awesome. (Story, “Going Back to School”) 

I see a picture of this instructor in my mind. I know of whom Diana speaks. I smother a laugh 

because he wears a perpetually peevish expression, and he does come across as grumpy. Inside, 

however, he is a kind soul and an outstanding educator. He truly cares about students and 

dedicates himself to helping adult learners. He is a strong WLN supporter.  

  In her story, “Going Back to School,” Diana employs double voicing where she speaks 

through the voices of other women to denote her own positioning (Wortham, 2001). Through this 

double voicing, she catalogs the thinking of adult learners and the many issues women face when 

they return to school. Time management, setting priorities, resources, and child care can throw 

up barriers that account for some of the mobility in adult education programs. Although she 

admits to making excuses, her motivation to go back to school grows out of her desire to do 

something productive while her husband serves overseas. Past excuses no longer apply. If her 

husband can go overseas to fight, she can go back to school. Going back to school is a positive 

step for herself and her family.    

  Within a year of receiving her GED, Diana is contacted about applying to the WLN as a 

tutor. She does not realize that the adult education center where she took classes is contacting 

prospective tutors. She wonders whether this is some kind of scam.  

I got a phone call…from…I have no clue…it wasn’t you or [co-coordinator]. And then I 

was like, “How did you get this number? What?” It was like yeah we have this job if 

you’re interested. And I’m like, sure…I’m not…and the funny thing is I had been out for 

about I want to say about a yearish and in that year’s timeframe, in July…I graduated in 

like April or March…in July, I had left and this was I think 09…09. So 09, I had left, and 
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then I came back because [husband] was going to Germany. And so I came back to live 

here. And I hadn’t been here for more than a about month or so, and I got the call. And I 

said holy moly that’s like something kind of amazing because that, you know, you guys 

could have called me, and I would have been in [state]. I would have had to decline, but 

you had called me just at the perfect time where I had nothing going on and I had I didn’t 

know what I was going to do. I don’t think…well I had been in a…I had been in college, 

but it was an on-line college. And when I moved back here, it wasn’t working out so 

well, so I had quit that and then then I started the program. I was…interested. I I guess I 

was thinking…well, she the lady didn’t know very much about the program. I was asking 

her all kinds of things, and she was like um I really don’t know. I was like okay. So I 

didn’t expect…I didn’t have any expectations. And then when I saw you guys and met 

with you I was…after that interview, I was praying that I got it. I was praying. I was so 

psyched. I was so…I thought it was the best idea ever.  I was like, wow, if I had had that 

when I was, um, going through the program, I would have loved it, and I would have 

tooken full advantage of it. That’s exactly what I told my mom when I got out of there. I 

was like I hope I’m part of this because it it sounds really cool. I was super excited. I was 

like Ye-ah! I didn’t have any expectations, but after like I want to say we did, what six 

weeks of training? Five…um after like the second week and understanding some of the 

things that’s when like I started thinking of like different ways to teach [son] like and use 

those techniques you you were teaching us. I was like this…if this, you know, if this is 

what teachers are learning today, there’s going to be some pretty smart kids out there.  

That’s what I said. (Story, “I Want to Be Part of This”) 
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Diana recognizes the importance of the program. She has been asked to join something bigger 

and farther reaching than herself. She sees an opportunity to contribute. The program is more 

than just something to do. The program provides an opportunity for Diana to re-frame her 

literacy identity, shedding the LD label and taking on the title of tutor.  

Bourdieu (1991) explains that the institution of an identity can be a title of nobility or a 

stigma, which implies a social essence. Bourdieu defines social essence as: “the set of those 

social attributes and attributions produced by the act of institution as a solemn act of 

categorization which tends to produce what it designates” (p. 121). For Diana¸ the LD label and 

concomitant categorization produced a legacy of shame and unworthiness. In contrast, the title of 

tutor offers her an opportunity to re-cast and re-frame her conception of self as someone 

knowledgeable and competent who mentors others and helps them learn.  

 Not only does Diana embrace her new title and conception of self, she expands her 

understanding of literacy, openly rejecting the hierarchical skills-based approach she learned in 

school. Diana makes her beliefs clear. 

Because the way I was taught when I was younger was to sound out words. That’s not 

effective at all especially if you #1 don’t understand why you’re sounding out the words 

and #2 you don’t know how…you don’t know how to sound out words. So it’s not 

effective at all.” (Interview 3, lines 154-157)  

As she embraces the constructs of miscue analysis, she no longer employs sounding out 

strategies. She adopts a more holistic view of reading and writing processes. Knowing first-hand 

the importance of family literacy, she goes on crusade, strongly advocating for parents (and 

grandparents) to read with their children.  
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I have a friend who goes to the same college with me, and she has a daughter. She 

literally just puts her daughter in front of the TV.  And I’m like, “No, that’s not okay!” 

and she’s like, “Well, I don’t know how to, you know, I don’t know how to read to my 

daughter.”  [Diana tells her] “Get out a book and you read it.” And she’s like, “I’m not a 

very good reader.” I’m like, “It doesn’t matter. She’s a year old. She’s not going to 

understand if you trip up on some words or not.” So so I decided to…cause we’re in the 

comp class, and we had to have a research idea. And that was my research idea to write 

about people who don’t read to their children and the struggles their children go through 

when they don’t read to their children. And she’s the one who edited my paper, and she’s 

like, “Are you kidding me?” And I was like, “Yeah!” And then that birthday, she 

got…she went crazy buying her daughter books and technology books. You know, that 

you can read to them and sit there and play with them and the book will read to them, and 

I was like “You Go!” And that’s the only toys she got her daughter for her birthday. 

That’s it she didn’t get her no dolls nothing. It was all books. Every single one of them 

was something about a book or electronic book. I was like yeah. It made me feel good. I 

was proud. I was proud of her for understanding that it’s important. It’s very important. 

And so…. (Story, “You Read to Them”) 

In addition to her friend from class, Diana teaches her student, a grandmother of two, about the 

importance of reading and using effective strategies with her grandchildren. Recently divorced 

and engaged to be remarried, she also teaches her fiancé about miscues and how to read with her 

children. She proudly shares this story at mentoring where the other women cheer her on and 

support her efforts. 
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The idea of a miscue is revolutionary thinking for Diana. She attributes knowing about 

miscues to becoming a better mom: “It made me a better mom for seeing that you can have, you 

know, miscues, and then understanding that those miscues don’t mean you’re ignorant and that 

your intelligence is is below standards (Interview 3, lines 241-244). She and the other tutors 

report that learning about miscues is the most important knowledge they take away from the 

WLN.  

During a site visit in fall of 2010, the WLN’s funders meet Diana. She impresses them 

with her sincerity and passion. They invite her to speak at the annual fund-raising luncheon. My 

colleague and I coach her through writing her speech. Diana and I meet the Friday before to 

practice. In her speech, she highlights her relationship with her student and their mutual success. 

Diana’s mother attends the luncheon as her special guest. My colleague and I sit through her 

speech grinning like fools and wiping away our tears with our napkins. Diana is magnificent; we 

are incredibly proud of her.  

As for my own experience, liberating is the word I would use to describe the first time 

my tutee received her first practice test score. When she finished her testing, I talked with 

her, and she said to me: “You were in my head.” She remembered how we practiced 

writing essays, and she remembered that while testing. When she went to remember all 

the components of writing an essay, she had me there with her, and she did it perfectly. It 

felt like a weight came off both of our shoulders. For her it was proof that she is an 

intelligent human being, and for me, it was the fact that I made the work understandable. 

 After months of work, my tutee got the validation that she had it in her to achieve all of 

her goals. In turn, we both received a reward. Having our confidence boosted made us 

more eager to push forward with continuing her studies. As she takes each of her practice 
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tests, I see her become more enthusiastic and less apprehensive about going to take the 

GED.  It will be a great victory for both of us when she finishes this journey and earns 

her GED. (Speech, Funder’s Luncheon) 

Both Diana and her student come to realize their competence. They come to see themselves in a 

different light. They come to believe in themselves and their abilities. They come to know that 

they, too, can reach their goals. Diana has tutored two students over the past two years. Each 

student participated in over 40 hours of tutoring and mentoring, and for them, it made all the 

difference, as each has earned her GED. 

  Today is our last interview. I am leaving to join my husband in Georgia. I plan to be on 

the road as soon as we finish talking. We meet at Starbucks to reflect on where we started and 

how far we have come together. It is a sunny, warm day in early spring. We opt to sit outside 

where the breeze ruffles our hair. As with the other women, there is an air of poignancy in our 

meeting. Diana reflects on our talks and tells me that they have been emotionally draining. A 

large plane files low overhead, obscuring parts of our conversation.  

Um, I haven’t really thought necessarily about my reading because this whole thing’s 

kind of xxx. It was like exhausting almost just thinking and thinking of all, you know, 

trying to remember all the times writing and whatnot. Remembering all the like time that 

I felt like I was wasn’t good enough, you know what I mean? Um, I guess I push a lot of 

it back you know and so and I don’t like to think of I guess of my failures. And so it’s 

just been exhausting emotionally. (Interview 4, lines 7-9; 11-12)  

Despite finding the interviews emotionally exhausting, she finds value in the process. She credits 

the interviews for helping her reflect on her literacies, especially her writing. She feels that she 
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has a better understanding of her thinking and writing processes. According to Diana, this has led 

her to improve her writing, which I expand on later. 

  Diana also credits the program for giving her confidence to teach her children to read, to 

talk knowledgeably with their teachers, and to ask questions in her vocational classes. She no 

longer feels dumb.   

Well I’ve always wanted to be more involved in [son’s] learning because I always knew 

he was pretty smart. I I always thought that I always thought that um the sounding out 

wasn’t right because it didn’t help me, and I was in LD. I think that well it’s just I feel 

more confident in teaching them how to to read. I feel more confident as a mom in that I 

know what I’m doing with it. It’s hard cause I don’t…I guess I don’t see my growth like I 

guess you guys see it. I I just…. I don’t I don’t feel like…I don’t know dumb. I don’t feel 

dumb to ask questions. I ask a lot more questions…so I ask a lot more questions than I 

used to because I feel that confidence…that you know… I think that I’ve guarded it so 

much and buried it so much it’s hard to even think of an emotion any more xxx. Good 

things have come of it like my essay papers getting better. Good things have come of this 

so I know what to look for in the future in my education. (Story, “Gaining Confidence 

and Other Good Things”)  

Diana and I have many conversations about the future. She is in a medical assisting program; 

however, her new experiences with literacy leave her dissatisfied with her program and fuel 

growing questions about careers and the future. She admits to having doubts. She feels a strong 

desire to become a teacher, preferably in early childhood. On the other hand, she lets the LD 

label of the past color her future, stating: “I feel like if I was actually to do what I want to do, 

which was teach, I wouldn’t be good enough to teach those children that I’d be teaching like I 
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wouldn’t be able to like I don’t want to mess up children. I don’t want to mess them up” 

(laughing) (Interview 2, lines 138-140). I remind her that she is an excellent tutor. Both of her 

students earned GEDs. I encourage her to explore her dream and caution her again about settling 

for second best. With her growing sense of confidence, she is more open to the possibilities and 

looks to the future with less trepidation. 

 We spend some time reminiscing about the WLN and what it has meant to her. I think 

back to my last interview with Sally, which remains fresh in my mind, and I raise the issue of 

gender. Diana shares how the WLN has helped her to revalue her relationships with women. 

In the beginning, you guys, I think you can probably remember I I was kind of quiet. I 

was very like I didn’t want to do anything…I didn’t want to be anything …but when we 

made those bonds…when I when I made those connections, it was almost like I saw 

women in a different way. I didn’t see women like my mom, or my grandmother, or my 

aunt, or these really damaged women. I saw women treating other women with respect 

and with dignity. So that seeing that opened me up…and saying they’re not going to hurt 

me…they’re not going to call me names…you know, they’re not going to do 

this…they’re not going to do that…because in normal work environments, there’s still 

just drama, and I’m very…I’m not that type of person. When you see me, especially at 

school, I’m the type of person that’s by myself. I can’t…my anxiety goes way up when I 

have any kind of drama around…it’s huge.  And so when I went into it, I was way scared. 

I was I was shaking in my shoes. I was scared because I saw how many…because I didn’t 

know what to expect…but when I went into that room and saw all these women…they’re 

just women…and that’s actually my biggest fear is to be around women. Men…men, my 

whole life I’m so socialized…I socialize very well with men, but when it comes to 
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women, I’ve had so many bad experiences with girls in high school, with the teenage 

girls, and then even growing up with women in the work field, and with my mother and 

whatnot, it’s just just bad. And so seeing how well and just so sweet and so…just…it was 

just great…and it made me see women in a different light definitely in a different light. 

(Story, “Building Positive Relationships with Women”)  

Until Diana joins the WLN, her relationships with women ranged from abusive to tenuous. With 

the exception of the “wrong boyfriend,” her experiences with men have been more positive. She 

experienced greater caring from the male figures in her life, e.g., her brother’s uncle, the teacher 

who helped her learn to read, her step-father, and an orchestra teacher who believed in her ability 

to learn to play new instruments. The WLN helps Diana see and relate to women in new and 

different ways where she develops a shared sisterhood or kinship that transfers into other areas of 

her life. 

  As Diana steps out as a literacy leader, she enlarges her social network. Fellow students 

at the vocational college know that she is a tutor. They increasingly turn to her for help. Through 

her desire to reach out and help others, she befriends another student, who comes to be her best 

friend, another woman with whom she can share her life, her experiences, and her feelings.  

Oh yeah I have a friend now which I haven’t had a friend like that ever…ever! I’ve never 

had a best friend as a female. I have a kind of a best friend that I’ve had since I was 10, 

but we don’t talk about personal things. We have never talked about personal things. It 

was very I guess materialistic type of things like going to see concerts. It was that kind of 

fun buddy where you go out and see concerts, go to the fair, do I don’t know do 

integrated things where you’re out in the world doing things…not on an emotional 

basis…not well I’m going to tell you my problems today or what I’m going through 
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today or you know whatnot. It was never like that, and this is the only woman I’ve ever 

ever been like that with. And I think it took me four months…we had four classes 

together…and I was still still did not talk to her. Ah now…now that I think of it…how 

we actually became friends is because she knew I was a tutor, and the Comp I class…we 

took Comp I…and I was helping another woman with her essay, editing her essay. And I 

was like okay you can do this and that and this and that. And she was sitting next to me, 

and she knew I was a tutor and how well I was helping this other woman. And she’s like, 

“I need your help,” and I was like “You can do it.” And she’s like “You’re a tutor, and 

you know about xxx,” and I’m like, “it’s really uh you know… I just help with the basic 

outlining and stuff. “And so I was like okay then then we’ll just go and meet up 

somewhere in libraries, and she ended up coming to my house instead of meeting at a 

library or whatnot. And that’s how it started. I helped her with her essay. (Story, “And 

That’s How it Started”)  

Diana has an epiphany, as she helps her friend revise and edit her papers. Her friend gets a higher 

grade on her essay than Diana. She looks back at her own writing with fresh eyes and realizes 

that she is “hiding” in her papers. I write about this in my reflective journal.  

When she revealed her topic for her essay, it was drier than her friend’s topic. She didn’t 

see the difference until I pointed it out to her. I know this stems from a lack of experience 

and knowledge of the writing process. I see this in a number of students who struggle 

with writing. But the impact can be so devastating to our psyches. For those of us with 

deep seated insecurities rooted in our school and family experiences, these experiences 

validate the feeling of inadequacy, of being dumb, of feeling like I’m never going to get 

it, of feeling different. The feelings stay buried; we protect ourselves with layers of 
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laminate until one of these situations pops up, and then we feel exposed (Reflective 

Memo, August 2012). 

As we talk through the situation over the essays and grades, Diana comes to understand that her 

papers are less vibrant, not because she is dumb, stupid, or a bad writer, but because she has not 

developed her writing voice. She gains a deeper understanding of her writing and is in a better 

position to evaluate her work. She allows herself to move beyond the label.  

  The WLN opens doors for Diana. She grows as a mother and a literate being. She 

becomes knowledgeable in ways that enable her to work with her children and others. She 

demonstrates her potential for leadership. She allows herself to develop relationships with other 

women. She credits the WLN with helping her develop a new conception of self:  “Seeing the 

women and how well I developed with them has opened doors” (Interview 4, lines 349-350). 

Free from normalizing judgments about people with disabilities, she then frees herself from the 

beliefs that formerly constrained her agency.  

I felt like a failure when I was younger. It was terrible feeling like that, and I I guess 

that’s the other thing with this program, when we all came together, we, every one of us 

had some kind of like bad experience. And I think that’s what kind of brought us together 

because we understand how that pain feels when you’re when you feel not good enough 

or like a failure and whatnot. And I guess I’ve opened up a lot more. (Interview 4, lines 

34-38) 

Diana grows personally and professionally. She sees her work as helping children, mothers, and 

the community. She loves tutoring and feels as though it is a calling, something she is supposed 

to be doing. She takes great pride in being known as a tutor.   
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When I say that I’m a tutor and I tutor these women and I…I’m very prideful…I have a 

lot of pride in that because I feel like I’m doing something that’s important. I’m doing 

something for the community. I’m doing something for another woman that’s going to 

help their kids and it’s going to have a huge outcome in her education. I’m very proud. I 

have a lot of pride. I tutor women in my community. People are getting their GED. This 

is the most important step they’re taking right now. (Interview 3, lines 370-377 )  

She works to improve her life and the lives of others. The WLN creates a space for Diana to 

enact and express her literacy identity in relation to and with the other women in this practice-

based community. She reframes her conception of self and repositions herself as a 

knowledgeable mother, successful college student, and an effective tutor who is doing important 

work.  

Saying goodbye is difficult. Diana expresses her sadness, as she shares, “It makes me sad 

to see you go because you’re the biggest… you’re probably the only mentor I’ve ever held on to” 

(Interview 4, lines 153-154).  I reassure her that I’m only an email or a telephone call away. I let 

her know that I will keep in touch with her. Although we are both on time schedules, we each 

wait for the other to get up and say the words that mark the passing of time. It is an end for both 

of us. The future holds new and uncertain beginnings. Diana is remarrying in July. She plans to 

finish her vocational program and see how the future unfolds. She will be moving into military 

housing, and her children will attend new schools. I am heading to a new state where I will begin 

anew. We hug, say goodbye, and take our leave.  

Discussion 

  The LD thread weaves throughout Diana’s literacy history. The passage of time and 

uncertainty of circumstances make it virtually impossible to trace the diagnosis that produced the 
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label, shaping her experiences and penetrating her psyche. One could surmise that she was 

labeled LD because she was significantly behind in reading and math due to homelessness and 

mobility. She confides that she did not know how to read and missed out on valuable reading 

time and instruction. Regardless of how or why, the label stuck with her, preserved under layers 

of protective laminate, and she has spent the rest of her childhood and adult life living beyond 

the label. 

  Abandoned and abused, she experienced the darker side of life, having living through 

experiences no child should have to endure. She yearned for normalcy both at home and at 

school. She knew others were learning things of importance, and she was not. Looking out the 

window of her classroom, she saw mothers and fathers, the prototypical nuclear family, coming 

to pick up their children up from school. She wished her own parents were there for her. She 

dreamt of being rescued from the hell in which she was living. She was living outside on the 

margins looking at a life that existed on the pages of her journal and in her dreams. 

  In addition to special education services, Diana should have received services and 

resources under the McKinney Vento act of 1987, as she was legally homeless during her early 

years. It remains unclear as to whether any of the schools she attended provided the requisite 

services to which she was entitled under the law. 

  With the efforts of a caring and observant teacher, Diana was exited from special 

education sometime in the 5th or 6th grade. She spends her middle school years demonstrating her 

ability and establishing her worthiness. She took challenging elective classes to prove that she 

was as smart and intelligent as other students. Unfortunately, she could not still the small voice 

in her head that told her otherwise. The situation came to a head when she reached her senior 

year of high school in a complex series of events. Unable to reconcile the years of abandonment 
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and abuse, she lashed out at her mother and took up with the “wrong guy,” which resulted in an 

unplanned pregnancy. 

 Diana dropped out of school. Having lived through the stigma of the LD label, she was 

unwilling to be labeled yet again by an educational system that had already failed her. She could 

not face the label of “pregnant teen.” Although she argues otherwise, she weighs her options. Her 

boyfriend wants her home where he can control her. He helps arrange an in-home child care job 

for her, so she can stay home and earn money. She struggles with the essay-text form of writing. 

She faithfully completes her homework, but does not turn in her assignments. Hence, she fails 

her English classes and is required to make up those credits. The teacher’s edits remind her of 

her failures, bringing internalized feelings of worthlessness and hopelessness back to the 

forefront. Graduation is a semester away. She has no idea of what to do with her life. An angry 

teacher confronts her about ditching classes, providing a convenient excuse for her decision to 

drop out of school. Issues of abandonment, self-doubt, insecurity, anxiety, and a lack of family 

and school resources complicate Diana’s life and decision making. Leaving school provides an 

immediate solution to the exigency.  

A new set of life circumstances lead Diana to go back to school to obtain her GED. Her 

husband serves overseas, and she is left with loose ends at home. She has anxiety and needs 

something beyond her household and the children to occupy her time and her mind. In going 

back to school, she too makes a sacrifice. She sacrifices for her family; it is her way of matching 

the contribution her husband is making. Now, there are no valid excuses. If her husband can 

make the sacrifice to fight overseas, she can go back to school to earn her GED. It takes her 

approximately six month, a relatively short time. 
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Within a year’s time of Diana earning her GED, the WLN is ready to be implemented. 

Diana is contacted about a tutor position. She experiences a range of emotions from disbelief to 

fear to excitement. She accepts the position and begins training. Through the WLN’s 

comprehensive training, Diana comes to understand a different model of literacy. She learns the 

transactional sociopsycholinguistic model of reading (K. Goodman, 1996a; 1996b). She grasps 

the disconnect between how she was taught to read and write and the model being presented. She 

becomes an advocate for family literacy and a literacy leader in her social networks, giving a 

presentation to 800 guests at a fund-raising luncheon and teaching her students, fiancé, and 

friends about miscues and reading strategies.  

The WLN allows Diana to participate in something that reaches beyond herself. She is 

part of a network of women doing important work. She is a member, an integral part, of this 

learning community. Her title of tutor marks her status and assigns to her a new level of 

knowledge and competence. It affords her a level of distinction, which she has never before 

experienced. It marks her intelligence for others to see. The title of tutor and all that is conferred 

within the title offer her a new identity and positioning of self.  

Through her participation in the WLN and her extensive interviews with me, Diana 

comes to see that the LD label has constrained her options and her choices. She focuses on her 

strengths instead of her deficits and credits her own accomplishments. She gains confidence, 

conquering aspects of her anxiety and becoming more social. For the first time in her life, she 

develops trusting relationships with other women. She begins a program of career self-efficacy, 

where she critically examines her options, reducing career indecision (Creed, Patton, & Prideaux, 

2006).  She chooses to finish her medical assisting program and work as a medical assistant 
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while preparing to enter a four-year university. She makes significant improvements in her 

writing, as she experiments with finding her writing voice. It works, and her grades improve. 

I see Diana again in June of 2012 when I am in town. We both attend a recognition 

ceremony for the women. All is well; she shares her excitement about her upcoming wedding. 

She invites me to her wedding; however, I never receive an invitation. We meet again in 

November of 2012. She is married and radiant. She is expecting a child; this is a planned 

pregnancy, as she and her husband want a baby born of their marriage. Her husband is in school 

working on his bachelor’s degree in order to apply to Officer Candidate School. Her children 

attend school on base, and she is much happier with their new school and the way they are being 

taught. She continues to read with them and makes family time literacy time. She informs me 

that she has decided not to apply to the university due to her pregnancy and the need for her 

husband to finish his education. It has been eight months since our last interview, and I feel a 

distancing and a closure. I think she has moved on and this is goodbye. 

Over the time I have known Diana, she has become stronger. She developed her writing 

and public speaking skills. There is new positive energy about her. She is coming into her own as 

a woman and a mother. I believe she has made great strides in overcoming the stigma of the LD 

label that followed her into adolescence and adulthood. Below, I outline important themes that 

surfaced during our conversations. 

LD label. Diana internalized the LD label. She has hidden this part of herself as a means 

of self-protection. She feels that people judge her and her intelligence based on the label. It takes 

an act of courage for her to share this story with me. The label permeates her life experiences. 

All her life, she seeks to move beyond the label. Even when her competence is affirmed by 

earning a GED and As and Bs in her vocational classes, she settles for second best in her choice 
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of careers. She holds back her heart’s desire to teach, perhaps because of the perceived failures 

of her youth. The literacy identity she has constructed allows her to dream and to wonder, but not 

to commit; the chance of failure is still too great.  

Leadership. Leadership figures prominently in Diana’s narrative. Although, she 

describes herself as quiet, shy, and anti-social, citing her background and anxiety, she has taken 

on a leadership role in situations where others might feel vulnerable. This perplexes me because 

she protects herself, as no one other than me knows her story. Yet, she has established 

relationships with three men that have produced three children and two marriages.   

When I point out these incongruities, she maintains that the medication she takes for 

anxiety helps her be more social. I, in turn, see her leadership on a cognitively deeper level. She 

listens to the tutors, her students, and her classmates, offering advice that focuses and expands 

their thinking. She participated in a site visit by the WLN’s funder, making a positive 

impression. She was invited to speak at the funder’s annual luncheon where she addressed 800 

people in a clear voice that never faltered. I observed her socializing with well-wishers 

afterward, “selling” the WLN to potential donors and funders. She draws on her social networks, 

extending herself and becoming a spokesperson and an advocate for family literacy. She is 

passionate, using linguistic and prosodic devices in ways that draw people into her story, creating 

a community of listeners.  

Self-confidence. Diana’s confidence grew weekly, as she tutored and attended mentoring 

sessions. Her students’ successes became her own. Her confidence increased with every class she 

took and passed. I also observed a growing confidence in her responses to our conversations. 

This was particularly evident with respect to her writing. As she coached her students and fellow 

classmates through writing essays, she gained confidence in her own writing abilities.  
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She also reports gaining confidence as a mother, particularly in teaching her sons to read 

and in talking knowledgeably with their teachers. Whereas she always communicated with her 

children’s teachers, she feels as though she can talk to them on a different, more professional 

level. She shares her surprise with me when one of her son’s teachers asks if she plans to become 

a teacher. On a personal level, she comes to understand that regardless of her issues with 

spelling, she reads to make meaning from text. Diana reflects: “It opened my eyes. I can read and 

see I’m not the best speller by far. I’m not the best speller, but um when it comes to 

understanding, I have no problem” (Interview 3, lines 15-16). Each new revelation and piece of 

knowledge bolsters and affirms her burgeoning self-confidence.  

Belonging. Abandoned by her family and an impersonal school system, Diana struggles 

with issues of belonging. At school, she feels like an outcast and has few friends. Citing 

numerous trust issues, she explains that she does not relate well with women. Diana’s 

relationships with women proved harmful or caused drama. The WLN offered her a safe place to 

belong, a place where she fit-in, and a title to mark her status. In the program, women treated 

each other with respect.  

Diana takes me back to our first night of training, “Well from first off, when we were 

first training and you guys, especially you, you made it be known that this is a place where you 

can be comfortable and nobody is going to judge you” (Interview 3, lines 22-24). At the time, I 

did not realize the influence or impact of my words. However, for Diana, having been evaluated 

and judged as wanting, the WLN creates a space whereby she comes to experience women in a 

positive light, where women listen to one another, support one another, and carry each other’s 

burdens. Although she holds a part of herself in reserve, she empathizes with the women, 

realizing she is not alone. She has developed relationships based on trust that carry over into 



178 

 

other areas of her life. She is more secure in her personhood and womanhood, as she carves out 

her space in the world. 

 Career indecision. It seems unlikely that Diana participated in career exploration or 

career preparation courses in middle or high school. She probably had little to no career or 

college counseling. High school is traditionally a time of career indecision, particularly as young 

people approach transition points (Patton & Creed, 2001). Diana’s story points out the 

importance of providing career exploration, preparation, and guidance for adolescents. 

Uncertainty coupled with insecurity and a lack of resources leaves Diana with few options. 

Dropping out of school, transitioning to motherhood and later marriage provided a temporary 

solution. 

 While most individuals experience career indecision at various points in their lives, 

Diana’s early childhood, anxiety, and low self-confidence potentially lead to greater difficulty 

making career decisions (Germeijs, Verschueren, & Soenens, 2006). We see that Diana chose 

extreme measures to deal with the complexity of the situation she was facing.  

 Going back to school to earn her GED was a positive step. After earning her GED, she 

enrolled in an on-line degree program that did not work out for her. Later, she chose a vocational 

college to pursue an applied medical program, rather than attend the local community college. 

Perhaps she weighed the opportunity cost in time, as the vocational college pursues an 

accelerated adult learning model. More than a year into the program, she finds herself 

questioning her choice.  

 Through her experiences in the WLN, Diana has come to see her self-worth. She has 

experienced success and has come to realize she loves tutoring. Even more, she loves children. In 

her heart, she desires to teach. She tried to change her program to Early Childhood Education 
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(ECE). The vocational college advised her that the university had an ECE program; therefore, the 

vocational college’s two-year graduates were unable to find jobs. They declined her request to 

change her program of study. 

 I encourage her to make an appointment with a professor at the university whom she 

already knows. I again caution her about settling for second best. When I left in March, she was 

entertaining the possibilities. By October, she decided to complete her medical assisting 

program, stating that her husband needed to finish school and she could make more money as a 

medical assistant. She decided to wait until her baby was old enough to go to school. I see 

evidence of planning and dialogue with her spouse. However, I wonder if having started this new 

chapter of her life, she again returns to a space where she does not have to confront the unknown 

and the possibility of failure.    

Conclusion 

 Although abandonment featured prominently in Diana’s life, by the time she was in 5th 

grade, her mother married her step-father who provided a home with some stability. She has 

since reconciled with her mother, and they have a close relationship. Her step-father takes care of 

her children, enabling her to attend classes, tutor, and meet with me. She is able to return home 

whenever she needs a place to stay. Her mother and step-father are very supportive of her and 

her young family.  

 I realized as I transcribed and analyzed data from Diana’s interviews that she was giving 

a performance. I noticed inconsistencies in several places where she is caught up in the drama of 

the storytelling. I found myself questioning the “trustworthiness” (Riessman, 2008) of her 

stories. Seeking answers, I turned back to the literature where Polkinghorne (2007) affirms that 

narrative inquiry makes claims about how people make meaning of life’s events and the ways in 
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which they come to understand their own experiences and those of others. Polkinghorne 

contends that narrative researchers do not aim to uncover the accuracy of narrated events; 

instead, they seek to understand the meanings that narrators attach to the events. According to 

Riessman, stories that “diverge from the ‘established’ truth can sometimes be the most 

interesting, indicating silenced voices and subjugated knowledge” (p. 186). I am reassured, as I 

see evidence of inconsistencies in Diana’s stories, most notably in her anti-social versus social 

story, her dropping out of school story, and her medical assisting and career stories.  

 Diana is stronger, more confident, and happy. She has come to a place in her life where 

she has the stability and family she always dreamed of having. When we met in November of 

2012, I sensed that she had found an inner peace that agrees with her. She has come into her own 

as a woman and a mother. She walks and carries herself with an air of confidence that deems 

herself as worthy. I am happy for her, and I hope that in time she is able to realize her career 

aspirations without settling for something less than her heart desires. 
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CHAPTER 7. MELISSA: LITERACY IDENTITY: A DOUBLE-DOUBLE…BROWN 

AND FEMALE 

“I will not have my life narrowed down. I will not bow down to somebody else's whim or to 

someone else's ignorance.”—bell hook 

Scheduling interviews with Melissa led me to re-evaluate my feelings about telephone 

and email tag. I understand that we all prioritize tasks, events, and commitments. And I 

understand that people, in general, are increasingly protective of their time. That said, I have 

come to find tag frustrating and annoying. In my former life, I rarely thought about it. Tag was 

an accepted routine of doing business. Full calendars and loaded email in-boxes presupposed that 

reaching someone was a game of chance. Tag offered up a professional joke, an inside brand of 

humor that acknowledges human foibles in an age of technological innovation. Now, however, in 

the midst of a research study, tag takes on new significance, one that begs different 

understandings. 

 Through my own informal observations, I have noticed that when someone finds a 

subject or subject matter distasteful, s/he may hesitate to respond to messages. When unsure of 

how to respond, one often needs time to process and think. And, frequently, for a variety of 

reasons, people simply do not return messages. Excuses run the gamut. Maybe they are busy and 

time gets away from them, or maybe they seek to avoid making a decision or taking action. 

Perhaps, delaying or not responding helps postpone the inevitable, buying more time or freeing 

one from an unwanted obligation. Regardless of motivation, tag figures prominently in Melissa’s 

narrative. It sets the stage for Melissa’s and my interactions and later comes full circle when she 
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and her student each accuse the other of playing tag. This, then, is Melissa’s literacy narrative, 

tag and all, a story that merits both the telling and the listening.  

I initially asked Melissa to participate in the study sometime around the end of November 

2011. At first, she readily agreed, and I eagerly anticipated our interviews. I felt excited at the 

prospect. I was ready to plunge right in and start. I naively thought the interviews would be an 

extension of what she publicly shared with the WLN and its funders. What I failed to realize was 

how little I really knew about Melissa, her situation, and her story. The more we jockeyed 

around possible meeting dates and times, the more I felt that something was off and not quite 

right. And so begins the tag.  

Melissa and I talk about meeting before the holidays. When I see her at a mentoring 

session in mid-December, she agrees to get in touch with me later in the week. When I do not 

hear from her, I leave a voice-mail message. Next, I send an email and follow up with a text, all 

of which go unanswered. I feel like I am hounding her and she is avoiding me. I school myself to 

be patient. Finally, after another week of tag, we connect. She suggests we meet the day after 

New Year’s at the branch library. This works for me, as I am willing to meet whenever or 

wherever without further delay. 

I spend the Christmas holiday in Georgia and return on New Year’s Day. I am in town for 

less than two days. My schedule is tight. I have an early flight that Tuesday and need to be on the 

road by 4:00 a.m. When Melissa and I made our plans, neither of us took into account that when 

New Year’s falls on a Sunday, the official holiday is observed on Monday. Consequently, we 

needed an alternate place to meet, as the branch library was closed. I remember climbing in my 

car and taking a mental inventory of nearby places where we could go to talk. I turn the key and 

shift into reverse. Just as I pull out of the driveway, 30 minutes before our appointed meeting 
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time, I receive an incoming text. Melissa is visiting family in a neighboring state. She forgot to 

tell me she would be out of town and could not meet. A stick shift is a great outlet for frustration. 

I shove the transmission into gear and pull back into the driveway. Feeling disheartened, I 

console myself with the thought that now I have more time to pack.  

After I return, Melissa and I play tag for two more weeks. We finally meet on January 

25th. I am conducting second interviews with other participants and again feel anxious about my 

timeline. Because of tag, I am unsure of what is going on with her. I wonder whether she is 

overwhelmed with life events or whether she is sending a subtle message. I feel as though she is 

keeping me at a distance and not letting me get close. Again, I question the avoidance. I know 

things are rough for her, especially at work, and I worry for her well-being and stability.  

Melissa’s work experiences seemingly hijack her literacy identity. My colleague who 

knows her well through the adult literacy organization advanced this metaphor to describe and 

reconcile Melissa’s dichotomous selves. My colleague contends that Melissa has made great 

strides, yet every day she goes to work, her identity is held hostage, as though a human force 

conspires to rob her of her sense of self and subvert her goals, creating instead a docile, servile 

worker who knows her place. As will be made evident later in her story, Melissa’s boss treats her 

as an object, defined through a racialized, gendered lens.  

In the transcripts, Melissa refers to herself as a strong, beautiful woman who is growing 

stronger. Conversely, she struggles with her divergent self. On one hand, she demonstrates 

literacy and leadership and on the other, she struggles with fear and low self-confidence, often 

questioning her knowledge and self-worth. When she feels down, she reaches back to the past 

and allows those bad experiences to overshadow her accomplishments. She uses both her 
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personal time and our time to revisit and relive these events. She keenly feels the loss of her 

missing high school years. 

There’s like…yes, I understand there’s that four-year gap, but there’s…it’s a hole. And I 

don’t know if that’s restricting me or it keeps dragging me back to that point. I’m not 

sure. Because of everything of course, I struggled through the elementary school and of 

course it got worse through junior high. But something about that gap really had my mind 

boggled. I still have these moments like do I really want to be in a place with this 

unfolding drama every day? This is not me. This is not what I want to do. I mean I 

don’t…it seems like a a…it’s almost like a spiral effect in a toilet and you know you’re 

going down. But how do you stop the flush? And I feel it. I just feel it, and I can see this 

every day. (Story, “Stop the Flush”) 

I am a sounding board, and as I listen to Melissa, I realize that she takes to heart what 

others project as her failings. I recognize this in myself and wonder if this is common to women 

who have walked in our shoes. As a tutor, she feels empowered. Her fledgling literacy takes 

flight. She sees herself in our collective stories and pasts, and she bonds with me and the other 

women. Paradoxically, she inhabits a different ecology at work. Her workplace fosters a culture 

of disrespect, mistrust, and shame, mirroring closely her early school years and bringing back 

floodwaters of memories and concomitant feelings. She fears losing her job. Ensnared and 

trapped, confusion takes hold, stymying her growth and raising doubts. The time has long passed 

for her to let go and fly. 

After two months of tag, I suspect Melissa of being reluctant to commit, not just to me, 

but to moving forward with her life. While outwardly, seemingly strong, she hides an underlying 

fear and fragility. Because she shared so openly in the past, I miss hidden undercurrents. In 
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retrospect, my shortsightedness and my worry over my timeline got in the way of digging deeper 

and looking beyond the obvious. Now, I see the tag as reluctance or fear to confront, unpack and 

deal with the old baggage, especially at a time when she is attempting to hold herself together 

and focus on her strengths. The baggage brings her down, taking her back to unhappy spaces and 

places. 

When we finally touch base, I am direct with her. She assures me of her desire and 

willingness to participate in the study. Exigencies happen that lead to setbacks, even for strong, 

resilient women, and Melissa is no exception. Sadly, through the course of several unfortunate 

occurrences, I and my colleagues notice a disengaging, a protective retreat. A series of email 

messages speak to these events, but that story comes later. Meanwhile, I have come to realize the 

significance of Melissa’s and my meetings, and how despite the tag, she never completely shuts 

me out or turns away from me. Our meetings are the thread that binds her to her the Women’s 

Literacy Network (WLN), her future, and to me.  

The data in this study reveal that background makes a difference. My colleague and I 

have what could be referred to as “street cred” because of our knowledge and experience 

working with adult learners. My colleague has worked in adult education for over 20 years. I 

have taken the GED and traveled beyond. I also work with adult learners, and I am well-known 

in the neighborhood literacy zone. In the eyes of Melissa and the other women, my colleague and 

I understand where they are coming from, and we understand their needs. My colleague further 

intuits that the women see themselves in me, which we also glean from Sally’s narrative. I 

represent the possibility of attaining life goals, a construct of “imagined identities” (Early & 

Norton, 2012) where the women explore “new identity formations, practices and activities” that 

have the power to transform (p. 199). 
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With Melissa’s job-related upheaval holding firm in her life, I write in my reflective 

journal: “I see a back and forth vying for control, and this miserable situation has become the 

focal point of her existence.”  In an attempt to gain control and focus on her emotional and 

physical well-being, she opts to participate in a physical fitness “boot camp.” Her employer 

offers the program to employees at no-cost. She signs up thinking it will help her get in shape 

and better cope with stress. I wholeheartedly agree with her logic, and we work our meetings 

around the fitness program.   

At the end of January, the days have not perceptibly lengthened and darkness comes 

early. By the time Melissa and I meet at the library, the sun has gone down. The night is murky 

and black, the air thick and moist. I hurry into the library. A damp chill permeates the study 

room she has reserved for us. Having come directly from fitness class, she breathes heavily, and 

I feel her expended energy. As her body winds down, she catches her breath. I use this time to 

explain the consent form. She signs while I give an overview of the four interviews and 

introduce the topic for the evening, her reading and writing history.  

Melissa sports western clothing and wears Ropers. She goes by the nickname “Tex.”  In 

my mind, I visualize her as she was that day, a female version of John Wayne taking charge. She 

looks at me, leans back against the straight-back chair, and lays her palms flat on the table. She 

inclines her head and says: “It’s a whole lotta information, but we’re gonna start somewhere” 

(Interview 1, line 23). I am taken aback. In my annoyance over months of tag, I am reminded of 

her spontaneity and wry sense of humor. I had forgotten her forge-ahead, take-charge attitude. In 

the best of ways, she is the cavalry. She lets me know that I put her on information overload. Her 

body language and humor put me at ease. I laugh, as she sets the tone for our meeting, providing 

yet another example of the dichotomy that is Melissa. She lets me know that this is our project. 
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We are in this together. I breathe a sigh of relief. She is Melissa. She is with me, and we are on 

track.  

I find it interesting that Melissa rides in like the cavalry to rescue me and my dissertation. 

I should not be surprised, as those of us who work with her in the WLN have seen this before. 

She helped a troubled writer start writing and pass the Official Practice Test. Another time, she 

convinced a student to take a much-needed adult education writing class. She then talked the 

adult education center into immediately enrolling the student in the course. What I have not 

observed, however, is Melissa at the forefront, riding point, to confront her fears, her memories, 

and her boss. She demonstrates her care of others, yet postpones taking action when it comes to 

herself. She allows herself to be intimidated and silenced by her boss.  

I learn of Melissa through my colleague at the literacy organization. My colleague had 

known her for some time, as Melissa came to the organization for help with her GED. Melissa’s 

path was strewn with metaphorical boulders and fears of writing and mathematics. She first took 

classes at one of the adult education centers; however, her learning was inconsistent. Frustrated, 

she expresses her vexation over impediments to learning at the center. She came to the literacy 

organization looking for something more. 

I struggled a lot. I actually…I want to say 2005. 2005, um, I started taking 

classes…started taking classes. As soon as I felt like I was getting weak, I would step out. 

I started up again, and I kept telling myself I’m not…I can’t fail. I have to do this. I have 

to do this. And then of course I felt I was in the wrong setting. I was…this can’t work. I 

would see probation officers come and get kids because they were on probation, or the 

kids were sitting next to me cussing and ranting and raving. Keep in mind, I opened up 

the yellow pages and looked for where I am going to take…I need to find a place…and 
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that’s the first thing that called my name. But then again, because I was struggling, I was 

like “really?” I was sitting next to kids that were like cussing and rat tailing these teachers 

that are spending their time…they’re basically getting paid nothing to teach these kids 

something…and the disrespect and the crap they were getting. And I’m thinking all I 

want to do is get through this. Please, you know, I need help. (Story, “Going Back to 

School”)  

Melissa finds her way to the literacy organization through a referral from a caring individual at 

the adult education center. The literacy organization hosts smaller adult education classes, 

sponsored and paid for by the local community college. Melissa relates well to her caring, 

committed instructor. She realizes that that she is capable of learning. She earns her GED in 

September of 2010. After she receives her credential in the mail, she stops at the literacy 

organization to celebrate. My colleague promptly recruits her for the WLN. We hire Melissa on 

the spot, and she starts tutor training two days later.  

That first night in the library, Melissa tells me how much she loves reading. Reading 

plays a central role in her early elementary years and produces a kind of nostalgia for her. Her 

fondest memory of elementary school involves reading. She refers to her kindergarten teacher by 

name and recalls how her teacher read to the class.  

Miss Crabtree would put us all in a little circle you know sit s around, and she would sit 

there on her chair and just read to us. And I would be so enthralled especially when 

somebody would read to me because I would make my own fairy tale. I’d I’d it was like a 

TV show for me because I could see the visions of it and I still do that to this day when I 

read. I start picturing you know those scenarios and everything that’s going on. 

(Interview 1, lines 71-75)  
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Melissa demonstrates an early understanding of reading for meaning. Reading is comfortable, a 

positive experience that she enjoys. Feeling comfortable offers a sense of security, which she 

greatly values.  

Later, in 3rd grade, Melissa joins the class book club.  Students receive incentive awards 

according to how many books they read. Melissa describes how she “read, read, read” because 

she wanted to earn those prizes. She takes care to point out that these awards are shared amongst 

the students, and I hear the ventriloquism (Wortham, 2001) in Melissa’s speech, as she takes on 

the persona and voice of the teacher. 

I know I had to share with others, my other classmates…. I couldn’t be always the one 

that had got the golden star or a little gift, you know. It was something from the teacher. 

It was to be shared amongst us. You know there was like 15 to 20 of us in a classroom 

and so…and it was kind of hard at the time because when you’re that age, you know you 

just want more and more. But it’s…that’s one of the things that I can remember. 

(Interview 1, lines 50-51; 53-56)  

The reading incentives are important to Melissa. They validate her literacy and her self-worth. 

They index her right to belong to the literacy club (Smith, 1988). Receiving these awards 

positions her as a good reader and someone who is smart.  

Melissa’s words, however, indicate that the awarding of incentives is selective and likely 

biased. Thus, even though Melissa reads more than the required minimum number of books, the 

awards often go to others. She gives no indication that eligible students are chosen randomly; 

therefore, this marks her as sometimes good enough and sometimes not. She is too young to 

recognize the underlying racial factors. The bias, however, becomes evident, as she shares other 

school experiences. Meanwhile, I hear the hurt in her voice, as she relays the teacher’s 
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explanation for her exclusion. She internalizes this lesson at an early age and relives it over and 

over again on her job. 

 Melissa describes her mother as a beautiful, creative woman, a stay-at-home mom who 

sings with her children and audio tapes them singing. Melissa’s father, an Army veteran, is 

college educated. In the border mining town where the family lives, he holds a white-collar 

professional job as a substance abuse counselor. She describes her father as a “dominant 

Hispanic male.”  

My mother was a stay at home mother. She, I really cannot recall that she ever worked. 

Uh, my dad was just a sole provider of the family…but my dad was the Hispanic 

male…dominant male. The woman stays home. She takes care of house. She takes care 

of the kids. Um he really didn’t want her out of the home.  She, I’m not even sure if she 

graduated. I mean she’s been passed away for 10 years. But I don’t know. I don’t 

remember anything. We never spoke of that. (Story, “My Parents”) 

According to Anzalduá (1999), “The culture and the church insist that women are subservient to 

males” (p. 39). Anzalduá argues that there are three roles for women in the world: 1) take holy 

vows and become a nun; 2) become a prostitute; and 3) become a wife and mother (p. 39). In the 

70s, Melissa’s schooling, her habitus, and her culture prepare her not only for her future role of 

wife and mother, but also for her later role as subservient female factory worker.  

Melissa’s parents had an “unusual, strange” marriage. “They were married to each other 

three times and divorced each other three times, and they died a month apart from each other” 

(Interview 1, lines 123-124). After her parents divorced for the last time, her father moved across 

the street from the family. Melissa had both parents in her life, but she rarely interacted with her 
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father. Although he lived right across the street, her parents were singularly focused on their 

marital drama, leaving Melissa in the care of her grandmother.  

 Melissa’s grandmother, a native Spanish speaker, spoke no English. This, according to 

Melissa, led to confusion.  

My grandmother spoke no English so she wasn’t…there was that that cultural difference 

where we were sometimes confused. Because in the early 60’s, there’s still the um kind 

of like the racial type uh uh business going on because when I got into school I didn’t 

know how to speak English very well. I mean I had it really broken up, and I would 

constantly be put down by the teacher. I mean I remember my hands getting slapped …I 

mean with a ruler. I said something in Spanish and I remember her hitting me with a 

ruler. That’s not to be spoken in this class. (Story, “No Spanish Allowed”) 

At home, the family communicates in Spanish. At school, the teachers strike Melissa for 

speaking her native tongue. Melissa is her grandmother’s translator, but according to the school, 

she is not supposed to speak Spanish. She wants to honor and obey her family, but also please 

her teachers and follow the rules. She feels trapped and helpless. She holds the abuse and her 

feelings deep inside and never tells. 

From 1900-1950, Southwestern schools practiced segregation (Powers, 2008; Ruiz, 

2001). Ruiz recounts how as early as 1899, Title XIX of the Arizona Territorial Legislature 

mandated English as the “language of instruction” in public schools. School districts rationalized 

that segregation was necessary to “effectively address Mexican American students’ poor English 

skills” (p. 471). In many areas of the Southwest, Spanish speaking children attended segregated 

schools well into the 1950s. Particularly prominent in mining towns, such as the one where 

Melissa grew up, “prejudice and the progressive impulse to assimilate immigrants combined to 
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produce segregation in schools and Americanization programs for Mexican Americans” 

(Melcher, 1999, p. 193).  

San Miguel and Valencia (1998) define Americanization as an “organized political 

movement” (p. 358). Americanization programs, according to San Miguel and Valencia, 

discouraged minority groups to engage in cultural practices and instead inculcated mainstream 

economic, social, and political values. Throughout the Southwest, Spanish speaking children 

were forced to sink or swim (Crawford, 1999) in English only classrooms, adopting mainstream 

practices. According to Melissa, students either moved forward on their own or they were left 

behind. She asserts that there was little morality involved in these actions. It just was a state of 

being over which children and families had little control. Predictably, Melissa failed third grade 

and was held back. She makes clear that in this sink or swim environment, students were harshly 

punished for speaking their heritage language.   

In his seminal work, Sanchez (1966) writes that language variation has been an ongoing 

concern for educators for centuries (p.10). Sanchez cites numerous examples from history where 

the foreign home language, in this case Spanish, was used for religious instruction, “as a new 

language became the vernacular” (p. 10). According to Sanchez, the home language has great 

value in education. Sanchez cites the work of Dewey and other influential thinkers to highlight 

the role of intellectual development and the importance of the child’s home language in second 

language development. Sanchez argues that this has been completely overlooked in educating 

Mexican Americans in the Southwest.  

The effectiveness of using the native language is tied in with the interpenetration of 

emotion and language. For the preponderant group of children, emotional satisfaction and 

release accompany the use of the vernacular; while frustration accompanies the use of 
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some other language. Neglect of the native language or, worse still, its suppression 

[emphasis my own] is damaging to the morale of the student and results in rebellion 

against, or apathy toward the educational process. (p.12) 

Although school segregation of Mexican American children ends by the time Melissa enters 

school, we see its legacy continue. The after-effects of segregation are manifested in new, 

racialized cruelties towards non-dominant children. Rymes (2003) contends that processes of 

classroom socialization begin early. We see that Melissa’s social positioning and her underlying 

shame produce a laminate that over historical time constrains and limits her throughout her life. 

Luke (2009) emphasizes that regardless of form, racism is “visceral and ugly…it remains in the 

body, in memory and behaviour” (p. 287). We witness Melissa’s testimony of racism, the 

degradation of her native language, and the destruction of her self-esteem. 

Traumatic best describes Melissa’s third grade experiences. She returns to her third grade 

experiences, as they figure prominently and vividly in her remembered past. As she recounts yet 

another instance of indignity and cruelty, her experiences fester like an undiagnosed disease, 

present, but masked.  

The word brutal is not a good word to use, but third grade was very traumatizing. I I 

believe the the treatment and maybe torment or the teasing and taunting in third grade 

from a teacher really even set me back even more…like I couldn’t even go in the 

classroom because I was so afraid. You know she was…I mean. Um, I had a really bad 

habit. I would always bite my nails like down to you know till where they bled, so she 

would actually sit me in the front of the room in a chair and put little signs on me like 

baby nail biter. And all these ugly, just tormenting, you know…and the kids would laugh 

and you know it was horr…and this was a teacher, a professional teacher. There’s times 
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that you just can’t say anything. I mean I held that in. I would go home, and and I 

remember my mom saying what do you mean…you’re going to school, and I would like 

hyperventilate like I couldn’t tell her why I did not want to go to school. You know I was 

so deathly afraid of this teacher. I mean to the point where I was just hysterical. There’s a 

lot of stuff that I never ever exposed to my parents. They passed away and they never 

knew some of the stuff I experienced. There was probably a few girls that probably stuck 

by my side…you know two three maybe…just little girls I played with and maybe one or 

two of the boys you know that would talk to me, and…but we’re we’re so young, you 

know, there’s really no emotions going on as far as “are you okay?” You know, 

everybody gets over it. You go have lunch. You come back, but nobody ever talked about 

it. You’d just go home and come back the same day. I can see her face to this day. I 

flunked that class. She…I lost that class. (Story, “Baby Nail Biter”) 

Melissa’s story brings to mind the following thoughts: One, I am reminded of a poem about 

teachers that says we have a choice about the kind of teacher we want to be, and two, I think 

back to a doctoral seminar a few years ago where a sage professor said that no one ever entered 

the profession because they hate children. And so I wonder...did the teacher believe that public 

shaming would cause Melissa to stop biting her nails? Was nail biting even the issue? If so, why 

not refer Melissa to the school nurse? What hardened this teacher to the needs and feelings of a 

little brown Spanish-speaking girl? Melissa had no one to advocate for her. Her grandmother 

spoke no English, and her parents accepted wholesale the judgment and authority of the school.    

Gee (2008) asserts that cultural models are theories or stories made on the basis of beliefs 

and values using assumptions and simplified models of the world. According to Luke (2009), 

“distinction and judgment may foreground or background language and race as principal or key 
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discourse categories in judgment” (p. 290). Thus, in trying to make sense of the teacher’s 

behavior, I ponder the following questions: 1) Does the family transgress accepted social 

boundaries because the father holds a white collar job in a small border mining town? 2) Could 

Melissa have been targeted for being the child of parents who “don’t know their place”? 3) Does 

the teacher then position Melissa in such a way as to keep her in her respective place as lower-

class and intellectually inferior? Seeking answers, I turn to cultural deprivation theory and 

Murgia and Telles’ (1996) study on phenotype and educational attainment. I think about what 

this might mean for Melissa, as neither she nor her family fit neatly into historicized cultural 

models of Mexican Americans prevalent at the time.   

 San Miguel and Valencia (1998) contend that cultural deprivation theory, a deficit model 

based on cultural attributes and behaviors, hit its zenith in the 1960’s, lowering educational 

expectations and outcomes for Mexican Americans.  Cultural determinism or deprivation pins 

the social problems faced by Mexican Americans on “culturally induced deficiencies such as 

fatalism and the inability to delay gratification” (Murgia & Telles, 1996, p. 276). Cultural 

determinism would have been the prevailing theoretical framework in the early 70’s when 

Melissa enters third grade.  

Melissa’s teachers “were older, you know, much older, you know. They had already went 

through probably the 50s…40s…50s when it was really rampant, you know, when that was no-

no…you know when that was NO” (Interview 1, lines 232-234). As older teachers, they would 

have probably taught either during or directly after segregation. We can infer from her transcript 

that Melissa refers here to racism and the teachers’ suppression of Spanish. Murgia and Telles 

(2004) cite research findings from the late 70s and 80s that reveal how a “more Caucasian 

phenotype was related to greater life chances and a darker more Indian phenotype was related to 
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greater perceived discrimination,[and] greater attachment to the minority culture…” (p. 277). 

Melissa’s darker complexion, her culture, and her heritage language mark her as a cultural other, 

someone not likely to succeed.  

Thinking back to Murgia’s and Telles’ (2004) study, I look at pictures of Melissa and 

critically examine her image. Using a description of their coding scale, I judge her skin color a 4 

on a scale ranging from 1-5 with 1 being very light and 5 being very dark. In evaluating her 

features on a similar 5-point scale from very European to very Indian, I code her between a 3 and 

a 4, probably closer to 4. Following their formula, this produces a combined score of 8 minus 1, 

equaling 7, a medium-to-dark phenotype. In addition to phenotype, Murgia and Telles posit that 

dark-complexioned children who also speak Spanish may be penalized by teachers for their 

cultural distinctiveness from other children. They further contend that categorical racial 

discrimination still exists, and children in schools experience greater discrimination for being 

Mexican and for having darker, Indian-looking complexions.   

Earlier I mention how Melissa’s family may have been seen as acting above their station. 

Melissa describes how her father pampered her mother and mentions that both she and her 

mother were well-dressed.  

I have beautiful, beautiful pictures of my mother, and she always had the most gorgeous 

jewelry, most prettiest dresses, so he always had her you know prim and proper. She 

always had her hair done, you know, and just just pretty you know and she’d always try 

to make me look the girly girly (Interview 1, lines 478-481).  

This would have been obvious in a small border mining town. Melissa’s family diverges from 

the historical cultural model of Mexican Americans. Solorzano (1997) used Alport’s (1979) 

definitions to illustrate the “exaggerated beliefs” or cultural models of whites towards Chicana/os 
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(p. 9). Solorzano writes that Chicana/os are perceived as dumb, lazy, and dirty; thus, school 

expectations and achievement are low, and segregated communities and facilities should 

rightfully be maintained. Since Melissa and her family could have been seen as flouting 

conventional social norms, given this mindset, it could fall under the province of the teacher to 

restore the social order by teaching Melissa her rightful place. 

Melissa is afraid to go to school. She is afraid of her white teacher. Later, she comes to 

fear her white boss. I reflect deeply on this and on how her early fear and shame later resurface 

on her job where as a minority and a woman, she is once again subject to censorious, demeaning, 

and abusive treatment. I think, too, of how the literacy organization and the WLN offer her a 

different space that recognizes her personhood, a place of comfort for her.  

Johnston (2004) points out that language is “constitutive” in that it “creates realities and 

invites identities” (p. 9). Melissa’s teachers (and later her boss) publicly humiliate her in speech 

and action. They create a reality and culture of fear. The abuse meted out to her ensures that she 

unquestioningly knows her assigned role and place in society, a role determined by her ethnicity 

and its perceived, inherent deficits. Sometimes, she forgets these lessons learned or manages to 

bury them for a while, but then events conspire to rekindle them, bringing them back to the 

forefront.  

Sanchez (1966) explains that when children are educated in a climate of oppression and 

forbidden to speak their mother tongue, they often rebel. This augurs true for Melissa. No longer 

content to remain a passive victim, she resists the victimization and rebels.  

Middle school was very hard for me. I was very rebellious. And I had obviously…there 

must have been all the stuff that I held behind that I never spoke of. I believe I took it out 

when I started becoming a young lady, and I started getting rebellious. I had an anger 



198 

 

about me, and I didn’t like myself…and I had insecurities…and there was so much going 

on. I think because I didn’t have like anybody to fall back on…because my mom pretty 

much just left us, you know, with my grandmother, and she was off on her own doing her 

own thing…and I didn’t have that women-type somebody I could go to. And my 

grandmother didn’t speak English, and then I had that barrier…I’m not supposed to speak 

[Spanish], but I’m supposed to speak [Spanish at home], and how do I communicate 

where am I going and how I am getting there, and so those were a lot of setbacks. It 

wasn’t apparent, nothing I had really started. It was like 6th grade, and then these girls 

were like I don’t know if there was an animosity or jealousy or if they were just checking 

territory. I have no idea. And then they just started getting real, you know, pushing me in 

the hall and you know knocking me…just bullying…just um bullying…and you know I 

took it most of the year, and then it was just…you know, I just really just couldn’t take it 

anymore, so it was kind of like…then…it…the phone calls would come in to the parents. 

You know, we have a problem here, but they never ever sat us down to see what what’s 

happening. You know there’s always something inside that it’s coming from. It just 

doesn’t happen, and I learned this through my experiences. You know there was 

obviously something internal that was hurting me and it was getting exposed. It was all 

the stuff that I really held back that I could have talked about, you know, like why I 

couldn’t speak Spanish. You know, you know I needed my mother, or you know I needed 

a family. You know, I was always alone basically, and I would blame myself and my 

comfort was reading. (Story, “Not Taking It”)  

Bucholtz (2002) argues that “youth’s socially transgressive actions may be understood not 

simply as culture specific manifestations of psychological distress but more importantly as 
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critical cultural practices through which young people display agency” (p. 531). Melissa displays 

agency in that she chooses not to be bullied and takes steps to stop the bullying. Whereas she has 

little recourse to stop a teacher from bullying her, she has the means and wherewithal to stop her 

female peers.  

 In the transcript above, Melissa hedges, which enables me to infer that rebellious means 

fighting. I suspect she wants to minimize and distance herself from the former behavior. I think 

she does not want me to think badly of her. I do not let her off the hook; I directly ask her what 

she means. 

H: And when you say rebellious that’s that’s a pretty loaded word. Describe for me what 

rebellious is and what rebellious looks like. 

M: Rebellious like fighting. Um… 

H: Physically? 

M: Uh there was a couple of times it was uh physical.  

H: Girl fights? 

M: Girl fights [stated as matter of fact]  

M: They’re vicious. Oh God. (Interview 1, Lines 246-252; 258) 

I share a story about trying to break up a girl fight. We both wince and agree that girl fights and 

resultant hair pulling are indeed vicious. I notice that Melissa takes it upon herself to redirect the 

conversation back to literacy. She confides that she maintains her literacy, and even though her 

grades are flat, mostly Cs and Ds, she turns to reading for comfort. Again, the theme of comfort 

emerges. For Melissa, reading produces a feeling of comfort.  

Melissa enters high school. She recalls feeling isolated and unprepared.  
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“High school, at the beginning, was very, very foreign to me. I really felt lost and this is 

where my horrifying journey began because I met my husband who is eight years older 

than me, which totally changed my life.” (Interview 1, lines 307-309) 

Melissa becomes pregnant in the 9th grade, drops out of school, and lives in a physically and 

verbally abusive marriage. Her husband isolates her to control her. Melissa’s place is in the home 

taking care of the children. She cannot leave the house without her husband.  

Eventually, she leaves him and enrolls in community college. Her mother-in-law keeps 

her two children for two years to help her get back on her feet. She is just 20 years old. 

Here comes five years later and I’m trying to get into a college class, and I was…. I lost 

all that that high school what was really going on, you know, classes. I’m talking regular 

normal daily reading, writing, and math…whatever classes were going on in the hgh 

school. I lost all that. So my expectation was…I thought, well, I’m going to get into 

school, and everything’s going to be okay and it was a shocker. I think I just got through, 

maybe, if I’m not mistaken, like January through May, maybe. Well you know the 5-6 

months um, and I struggled because I think I was trying to carry like 18 credits. (Story, 

“Struggling to Catch Up”) 

Melissa lacks the literacy and requisite supports for college. She gives up on school and finds a 

job working at a local pizza restaurant where she is trusted and given increasingly more 

responsibility. Soon, she takes over management of the restaurant. She gains confidence stating: 

“I was like…I was feeling…I don’t know how I would say important, but I really felt like, you 

know, that there’s much more out here than my husband made me believe” (Interview 2, line 

214-215). 
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Melissa eventually moves to a larger urban metropolis and hires on with a large, 

prominent technology company during the technology boom of the 80s.   

M: This is when I started, you know, and I did start working at a good uh facility…a big 

one, and um once I started going through that and they started sending me through 

training programs…little training uh programs certificates you know to be trained in the 

profession. I started taking these and once I knew, I went, you know, through…well it 

was like a time period. It was a 90 day pay period I mean… 

H: How did you get through the hiring process? 

M: All I did was fill out an application. Filled it out in all honesty exactly how 

much…there was nothing…no gaps in it.  

H: Did you did you lie about having a GED or high school diploma? 

M: Didn’t even not even put it down. And gave it no thought at the time. This was in the 

80s. This was in the early 80s you know. But all along that never left the back of my 

mind ever because I was thinking, you know, one of these days what if this place burns 

down? What if I get fired? What if blah blah blah? Where am I going? 

H: So this was always something that was haunting you? 

M: It was haunting me. It was a shadow on me for the longest time. (Interview 2, lines 

218-237) 

Melissa’s worst fears come true. Now, a single mother responsible for three boys and a house 

payment, the large tech companies lay off thousands of workers in the mid-to-late 90s. Lacking a 

GED, she finds a factory job at a small manufacturing company. The company practices 

nepotism, hiring family and friends of family. Melissa describes the company’s culture. 
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It’s… actually, I honestly…in all honesty I I believe I started seeing the pattern. This 

company is actually…why are all the Mexicans at the bottom? And why is everybody 

else on top? It’s not a women friendly place anyway, and then I have a double-double. 

I’m a brown woman [emphasis my own], you know. It could just be racism. You only 

have five Hispanic people out of 50. One’s a janitor…maintenance guy. You know the 

other guy…they had a machinist paying him like $7 an hour…no about $9 an hour when 

a machinist makes about $30 an hour. And he fought it and fought it, you know. One of 

the guys has a degree. I want to say…I know it’s an engineering degree. He graduated 

from the university. They have him running a dirty job like a little set-up job. They just 

have him standing for eight hours, but they have their little engineering department with 

all the kids. They brought in two kids and paid them $20 an hour to sit there in front of 

the computer because they’re pretending like they’re engineers while this one has a full 

degree--the university Hispanic guy. And they have him running a dirty machine out 

there, moving parts. And you know, I’m thinking this is really ironic because we carry no 

position…none. And you know, we’re treated to the point where you know you guys are 

nothing. (Story, “You Guys are Nothing!”) 

Here we see evidence of how Melissa’s work environment mirrors the de facto racism of her 

elementary school years. In her words, she is a Spanish-speaking brown woman. Once again her 

phenotype marks her as cultural other. Moreover, she is the only woman out of five Latino 

workers. The Latina/o workers are segregated according to their jobs, doing the dirtiest work, 

and earning the lowest pay. As the only brown woman, Melissa is again bullied and abused, this 

time by her white boss, a power differential that like her white teachers, she cannot openly 

challenge or resist without bringing harm to herself. 
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 Melissa’s defining moment, the one that sends her back to school to get her GED, comes 

as a result of a not so ‘small incident’ with her boss, the owner of the company.  

He would take me into the office about every two weeks and just constantly ream me 

about this… you are not going to believe...one small incident. We have an inventory 

control in this one area that was perfectly fine. Once you remove something, even one 

little insert, you document it. You know there’s 15 pieces in here. One is taken out. 

There’s 14, and it continues on and on. One of the guys on the floor actually came and 

borrowed one piece, one little insert, to do a measurement. Well at this time, the head of 

the company, the one who always reamed me, happened to pick up that bag…just 

happened to pick up that bag…you know, he was whatever, and he actually came up to 

me and he goes, “Obviously you don’t know how to count.” “Excuse me?”  “You don’t 

know how to count. You’re incompetent. You’re incompetent for this job. You don’t 

know how to read. You don’t know how to write.” There were 15 inserts in there. The 

guy borrowed one, and there was 14. This is the way he treats me like constantly, right? 

This is the third time I’ve actually seen a counselor and a psychiatrist because of him. 

Okay? He actually…he left. He threw that bag, and he just stormed off. I was like “Wow, 

that was disturbing!” Yes, I know how to read and write but it MADE me feel ugly 

inside. I know how to read and write. Is he just just plain out telling me I’m stupid?  You 

know it was ugly. I felt like I wanted to just like cry inside. Like what does that have to 

do with me not knowing comprehension? I was like “Maybe, I am stupid.” Why does he 

talk to me…just to me like this? I don’t see him talking to anyone else on the floor. 

There’s 50 other people here. So then he comes storming, not even three minutes later. “I 

need to see you right now in the office.” I went in and he goes, “This is going in HR’s 
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file.  I am writing you up.” “You’re writing me up? For what?” “For in-com-pe-ten-cy. 

Tell me what this bag says.”  I said, “This bag says 15 pieces.” “Count those pieces.” I 

said, “I understand how many is in there, and I I can explain why there’s 14 pieces in 

there.” And he goes, “No you can’t.  I don’t even want to hear anything out of you.” I 

said, “Well, how am I going to speak for myself?” So actually I just started balling up 

these tears like My God. So he goes, “and and there you go start crying again. I don’t 

need any of this. Sign the paper. It’s going in your file. If I get another one, you need to 

start looking for other employment.”  I was like, WOW, you know, so I took this home, 

and I’m like, “I’m stupid. I’m incompetent. I can’t speak for myself.”  And it was just 

horrible. So I said, “You know what, that’s terrible.” So anyway, I went…I did go to HR. 

I go, “You know, I feel being a woman that he personally attacks me.” She goes, “Well, I 

don’t think he personally attacks you.” I said, “You’re not in this room. Yes he does,” 

and I said, “I do need help to go seek counseling...seek counseling because I I feel 

suicidal at this time. I am not a stupid person you know.” And she’s like, “Well, I don’t 

think he thinks you’re stupid.” You know I’m like this company is just…they wash 

everything, you know like ooh…and everybody’s related to each other brother, sister, 

mother, father.  So anyways, I said you know what, you’re you’re not going to break me. 

I thought in my mind, come hell or high waters, I’m going to get this diploma. I don’t 

care if I have to scratch kick fight; I’m getting out of here. (Story, “14 versus 15 Inserts”) 

Melissa enrolls in the GED program and starts seeing a therapist. It takes five more years of 

abuse on her job before she earns her diploma.  
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 As Melissa talks about earning her GED, she owns that she spent more time than 

necessary working on it. She bought into her weaknesses and her fear. She believes this held her 

back.  

I was just…I was more afraid of my weaknesses than my strengths. I I believed that 

because I struggled. I took my time and I didn’t believe I could achieve this. I I I just 

stretched it out more than it needed to be done. The it is is is obtaining that GED, 

completing it, finishing it. Um…. I did that. But there is no reason why I…it was a long 

drawn out process when it could have just been get to it, get through it, you’re done. I 

was not preparing myself. I didn’t have any extra help. I didn’t have people that were 

mentoring me or helping as far as…maybe maybe I did need a tutor, or maybe I did need 

another hand. The classes…there’s no way that I I would’ve…I want to say there 

probably would have been no way because of the the class, not only the class size, the 

structure of the class, the pace of the class, and the students were (pause) just out of 

control. (Story, “A Long Drawn-Out Process”) 

Caffarella and Barnett (1994) hone in on adult learners’ need for affiliation, highlighting the 

importance of “collaborative inquiry, cooperative communication styles, and a holistic, 

democratic approach to learning” (p. 33). The need to affiliate, to form relationships and connect 

with other women, is missing in Melissa’s lived experiences. Cafferella and Barnett aver that 

adults who have internalized negative school experiences view themselves as “poor learners” and 

“shy away” from formal education settings (p. 33.) Given the combined nature of her school 

experiences and her work situation, we see how she was positioned to fail and how by shear 

tenacity she persevered, enabling her to resist and ultimately earn her GED. 
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 Of course Melissa felt frustrated and weary; her needs went unmet, and she lacked 

supports. She needed one more class, mathematics, and the adult literacy organization offered 

smaller classes that employed a shared participatory approach to teaching and learning. As 

evidenced in her testimony, she finally found a place where she belonged and felt able to learn. 

It was [my colleague] that was uh just back for us. She was like a backbone. I mean every 

day that I walked in there “how’s it going?” She was adamant about me finishing this. All 

I had was that math class. So you know once that started, and I thought just the way the 

literacy group including yourself just y’all’s motivation and and there’s something 

about…there’s some magic in it. There there really is, and I can’t I can’t…There’s a 

connection… a a a awesome connection there. I mean it’s it’s in a whole. I mean there’s 

no way that I could have got through this. There’s, I don’t believe there is. I’d probably 

be still…well I wouldn’t say now…but two years ago I want to say I’d probably still be 

clawing my way or or trying to figure my way through…through the hell I was going 

through. (Story, “She Had My Back”) 

For Melissa, to affiliate and belong is magical. She includes me in her story because of my 

relationship with my colleague, the work I do with the literacy organization, and the close 

temporal sequence of earning her GED and immediately joining the WLN.  

 Thinking back to her own experiences, Melissa understands the need for resources and 

support. She sees herself as a resource and wants to give back in response to the help she 

received.  

I gave it no thought at all. I mean I didn’t even given it a second thought. I’m like, you 

know, I can empower or help another woman the way I’ve been helped. I can actually 

help somebody else at least go through it like I did. And that’s how I mean I felt. I was 
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like you know other people should have that opportunity or could have the opportunity 

like I did. (Interview 3, lines 12-14; 22-24)  

I reflect on Melissa’s lifetime of shame, abuse, and harassment. Her identity shifts the day she 

walks into the literacy organization. The literacy organization and concomitantly the WLN offer 

her the means to affiliate and be treated with respect. She finds acceptance and comfort. “There 

was a total new experience…the way I was treated…small structured class size, um all the help 

that you could possibly have all in one.  So I was already making my connections.” (Interview 3, 

lines 67-69). 

 I ask Melissa to think back to the first night of training. I ask her if she felt afraid. She 

admits to feeling fear, but also hope, as she embraces a new way of thinking and being. She 

slowly comes to see herself as a literate woman and she recognizes her strength. She trusts my 

colleague and extends that trust to me and the other women.  

Well, I started…I think basically what happened is that I had to put my fears behind and 

put my strengths forward. I’m I’m not coming in as a teacher. I’m coming in as a tutor. 

I’m coming in as help…just help. So the people that I do or I have tutored, I’m helping 

them, and that’s the first thing that we we talk about. I’m not showing you but I’m 

helping you so we’re almost like we’re learning together, so that’s where my strengths 

are. I do remember that it was very helpful. A lot of the information that we had and we 

were given that first night was good pertinent information. You know like, wow, we’re 

going to take this with us and share it with others, and and that’s what I was excited 

about. I was like, wow, you know. There was a lot of things that I was like I wasn’t even 

aware of, you know like those reading strategies, and and and that was the first…the first 

um night…the very first time. And I was like, wow, you know I can use all this stuff with 



208 

 

the person I am going to help. So it was good information, and I didn’t leave afraid. But I 

felt more…I felt stronger.  I thought I was going to go in there be afraid and be like, 

wow, I’m not going to be able to do this. There’s no way. But yet I left with like with a 

strength like, oh, this is going to be really great, you know, when I sit down with another 

person and, you know, the things that we’re going to discuss and what we’re going to talk 

about…you know the comfort.” (Story, “Wow! Getting Excited”) 

Melissa expresses wonderment and excitement, as evidenced by her repeated use of “wow.” She 

alludes to a feeling of comfort. I stop her, as I really want to unpack what comfort means, and I 

ask her what made her feel comfortable.  

Our instructors the way they were…the demonstration on how we were a a group or a 

team and we were working together not apart. And I felt, I felt really good about that. I 

just want to say it was… it was like a family, you know, how we were all connected. 

We…one of us might have been stronger in reading. One of us might have been stronger 

in a math. One of us might have been stronger in a writing, but yet we pulled all this 

together you know and it made us strong and it gave us a good foundation. (Excerpt from 

Story, “We’re Learning Together”) 

Here, Melissa describes the collective community of women and shares a participatory learning 

activity in which the women engaged.  

As my colleague and I developed the training curriculum, we agonized over whether to 

include a learning styles inventory. We opted to include an inventory for the express purpose of 

providing insight into the women’s assets, strengths, and “ways of knowing” (cf. Belenky, 

Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997). According to Caffarellla and Barnett (1994), the use of 

learning inventories helps instructors and in this case tutors, employ a variety of learning 
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strategies and techniques that enable learners to tap into their strengths. We hoped this activity 

would help counter deficit thinking and encourage the women to adopt an asset-or strength-based 

approach to tutoring and working with their children.    

In this activity, each woman was given a colored marker to graph the findings of her 

learning inventory on a blackboard-sized piece of butcher paper. Ten women jostled for space, 

laughing and sharing, as they reached over, above, below, and around each other. When the 

women stood back to view the totality of the graph, they were awed by the richness of the 

strength and diversity present in the room. We can see from Melissa’s story that this was a 

profoundly moving moment that left an indelible impression. It was here that she came to see 

herself as a practicing, legitimate member of this literacy community.  

 In contrast, Melissa’s boss frequently employs the metaphor of family to describe the 

company culture at the factory. Yet, Melissa has never experienced a sense of family at her job 

or any of her school settings, and she knows the difference. She spells out the ways in which the 

WLN is unique.  

I mean I’ve been in like I don’t know how many group settings you know um with 

speakers and leaders and bosses and jobs where I take away nothing because of their 

attitude. I mean it… none of you stepped back. You were always…all of you have always 

been there. However it came about, there was never a let go point. I was never lost. I 

never felt lost like in other places that I’ve been like school and classes. There’s no way I 

could have contacted a a teacher or somebody that I know to be able to succeed or to 

fulfill this or help. There was a disconnect always. With this…with the group…I always 

felt like there was every corner…I mean it was it was full. It didn’t matter where I turned, 

I knew that it I was gonna find something that I needed. (Story, “Always There”) 
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Melissa belongs. She feels comfortable and secure. She loves the work she does, and she loves 

helping students.  

 As she worked with her first student, Melissa gained a greater appreciation of the writing 

process. Her student struggled with writing. No matter how hard Melissa tried, the student made 

excuses to avoid having to write. Melissa posed this problem at mentoring. Her fellow tutors 

suggested that she have her student write based on the student’s experience, and they also 

suggested that Melissa write along with her student.  

You know what I found…one of my students that I had was um…there was something. 

There was something inside of her that I knew. I knew there was something, so uh she 

just point blank said, “You know I don’t like writing. I I I just don’t like it. I hate it.” And 

and I felt, you know, hate’s a really, really strong word. You know um you might dislike 

something, but there’s probably something that you know was as a child. Maybe 

something did happen, you know. “Did did…did you know what what didn’t you like 

about it? Was it a an elementary thing?” Oh yeah, you know you know her response was 

like yeah it was just…you know I I just I did not like it. And I said, “You know what and 

and I said you know what, let’s just do this. Let’s just do this little fun project…just just 

fun.” And she’s like, “What’s that?” I go, “Just write me a little…here’s a little topic of 

you know things I like and things I do not like about writing.” She goes, “Really?” And I 

go “Yeah. I’ll leave you. I’m gonna I’m gonna to go down into the library and you know 

take your time. Just think about something. Throw it out there and we’re gonna discuss 

it.”  She says like, “You really want me to do that?” I said “Yeah, let’s just see. Let’s just 

throw it out there. Nothing’s gonna be graded. No one’s gonna talk nothing. We’re just 

gonna look at it.” She wrote me this little story. And then she goes um, “This is 
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interesting” and she goes… she goes, “Yeah, my teacher would um you know…if it 

wasn’t good enough, she’d tear it up, and she’d throw it on the floor and make me re-

write it. Then I just I just couldn’t get it because it wasn’t good enough.” And actually, I 

kept the paper that she wrote, and it was beautiful because it was what she liked and what 

she didn’t like. And after that she was getting like 4s on her essays. I mean they would 

come in 3s and 4s, and I said, “This is beautiful. This is beautiful. You know this is really 

expressing who you are. I mean we all have it in us. We all do. You know I struggled, 

and I don’t know how many times I filled up the garbage can and it wasn’t right. But you 

know what we all go through it.”  And uh she was just ecstatic when she was coming 

with those papers…I mean just to the point where…It made me feel really good. It made 

me feel great. Because once you…I found that once you find that comfort what 

really…what they’re comfortable with, they’ll roll with it. It was kind of a neat feeling, 

wow, you know. It was just a change. I thought, wow, you know what, this person feels 

comfortable with me. They trust me and that’s how I felt. They trust me to be helping 

them not leaving them like, wow, you know frustrated like, oh we didn’t… I’m not 

wasting these people’s time or wasting her time…wasting my time. I felt like, you know, 

I love doing this. (Story, “I Love Doing This”) 

Melissa’s tutoring validates her literacies and her identity. She helps her student overcome a 

significant roadblock. Throughout Melissa’s narrative, I find myself reacting to the use of the 

adjective “little.”  To me, “little” often comes across in minimizing or demeaning ways. Here, 

however, Melissa’s use of the word “little” works to remove the fear and pressure of writing. She 

intuitively gives her student time and space to compose. Her praise is genuine. Thus, a two-fold 
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transformation occurs. Melissa’s student comes to see herself as a writer, and Melissa revalues 

herself as a writing tutor, taking on a new identity.  

 Over a year goes by. Melissa earns a scholarship to take a writing class at the local 

community college. She had been longing to take college classes. This time she succeeds, 

placing into a college-level writing course and earning a B. Shifts in beliefs, increased status, and 

gains in self-confidence are evident in her words and practices. 

I’ve grown as a woman, you know, just mentally. It’s more where I can do things now. I 

feel like things that were challenging maybe or things I was afraid of…telling myself I 

couldn’t do it…now I just do it. Um there was probably like things at work, you know, 

that I just did not want to even get to. I believe it was like something I had to set up like 

an Excel spreadsheet or something. It was like I’m not going to touch this…there’s no 

way, and uh as I read through this…I I started reading through it…I thought it can’t be 

that hard. I think there was like a little formula or something I had to put into it to 

get…and as I read it, you know, and I sat there, I thought about it and I said, “You know 

what,  no you’re gonna do it!”  I did it. I got through it. I just did this and all this time I 

would not get near it. I was afraid…the little things I was afraid of…but now I’m like just 

put me there. Put me wherever I need to be, and I’m gonna get through it. I I think that’s 

where the biggest change…how positive and a more knowledgeable person I am, and and 

and I’m just rolling with things, you know. It wasn’t just getting that GED; it was much 

more. My confidence…I could feel like…I feel like a beam of light. I’m gonna say this a 

hundred times, if I need to today. This came from people that pursued or or just dumped a 

load of knowledgeable passion into us. It was put into me and I felt like I needed to share 

it. (Story, “You’re Gonna Do It) 
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I smile as I think about how easily the passion wells up from inside when I talk about literacy 

and the WLN. My colleague, my successor, and I are all passionate women. After analyzing 

hours of transcripts, I have come to understand the importance of developing close relational ties 

and providing frequent and intense interactions (Small, 2009). This not only helps build social 

capital, but also addresses women’s needs to affiliate: to belong, contribute, and be recognized as 

knowledgeable, competent, and literate. I am surprised to uncover how deeply passion moves 

and motivates the women. I had not previously considered the role of passion. Passion, then, is a 

powerful moving force that fuels the community, connecting and uniting us as sisters, forging a 

shared experience and envisioning possibilities. Passion drives, motivates, and regenerates. 

 I stop here to share another moment of personal contemplation. Melissa’s story brings to 

mind the knowledge and competence inherent in adult learners’ local ways of knowing 

(Compton Lilly, 2007; Larrotta & Serrano, 2012).  

As I read Melissa’s interview transcript for probably the third time, I reflect on the idea 

of competence. A professor once told me that I was one of the most competent people she 

knew. Melissa, too, displays this same competence. This is why her dichotomous selves 

are so puzzling. At the age of 15, she helped her grandmother with her bills and 

medicine. Melissa, took it on herself to help her grandmother. For those of us who were 

out on our own as teens, we had to be competent. It was a matter of survival. There was 

no one to do things for us. We had to figure it out. If we couldn’t figure out a way to do 

whatever needed doing, it meant going or doing without. Figuring things out became a 

way of life, a way to survive and even thrive against the odds. I am competent because I 

learned that I had to be, and the same holds true for Melissa. And yet, despite our 

competence, those lingering doubts and insecurities resurface unexpectedly, just about 
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the time we pat ourselves on the back for having overcome them. (Researcher Reflection, 

November 2012) 

I share this reflection because I now return to the story of Melissa’s protective retreat. Melissa 

comes to the rescue of her writing student. She rescues me, but she does not or cannot rescue 

herself. Instead her thoughts and emotions are hijacked, held hostage, and the game of tag begins 

anew.  

 The WLN holds a tutor and student orientation in February 2012. The orientation kicks 

off the second 10-week session of tutoring and mentoring. The evening is festive and 

celebratory. The room is packed; all of the tutor-student dyads are present plus an unexpected 

student who claims a misunderstanding. We share food, fellowship, and stories. The two 

facilitators, who are former tutors, introduce a role play on goal setting. Tutor-student dyads are 

given time to get to know one another and set goals for the next 10 weeks.  

Melissa meets her new student who needs help with writing, and so begins Melissa’s 

gradual retreat. Unbeknownst to the coordinators, the student apparently makes disparaging 

remarks about a long-time program volunteer. This deviates from the respect with which we treat 

one another in our community, and Melissa takes offense. They are off to a bad start. Ultimately, 

the student wants to tutor during the day, and Melissa’s schedule dictates that she tutor nights 

and weekends. A mismatch occurs, and after several weeks of tag, the student is re-matched with 

a different tutor. 

 Melissa agrees to take on the unexpected student who insists that she be allowed to join 

the WLN. Melissa admires her gumption and looks forward to working with her. As she 

describes her first meeting with her new student, I am amazed anew at Melissa’s competence and 

her take-charge attitude. Once again, the cavalry has arrived. 
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Actually last week was our first meeting together. We got to know each other. We um it 

was just it just everything fell into place…um personalities wise. We actually had uh 

similar interests. We talked about her goals, her time frame, um what she was actually 

looking at. She was so prepared…I mean notebooks, scores; um she was just ready to go. 

So we discussed, you know, um is this all she needed, you know her math, and she sat 

there and she goes, “Well, I guess I’m just gonna do math.” And I’m like, “Well, you 

know there’s a battery of tests, and and it consists of five.” And she goes, “Well nobody 

told me that.”  I’m like, “Okay now, we’re gonna back up to reality here because if you 

you’re telling me that your time frame…you want to be out of here by June…we’re 

gonna have some problems because you really literally need to know a little bit more than 

that.”  And she’s like, “Well, where do I start?” I told her at this point you know I’m 

gonna help you in any way shape or form. And she’s like, “How are you going to do that? 

How are we gonna start?” I said, “How I’m gonna start? Right now I’m gonna walk you 

over here to this little office over here, and we’re going to put you into a writing class.” 

She goes, “Yeah, but there is nothing for me.” I said, “I’ll bet you I’ll have you in by the 

next session.” She had these emotions that were like she didn’t believe me. So anyways 

when we closed up our little session, I waked over to the office, and I talked to the 

administration, you know, on when the next session was going to be, if there’s any open 

seats or anyone drops out, or or how I can go about to get this one student in that’s 

already enrolled.  And they’re like, “Well she can start in the next session.” (Story, “New 

Student”) 

The student expresses her gratitude and tells Melissa she is a “godsend.” With her next breath, 

the student asks Melissa if she is telling the truth. According to Melissa, during their few ensuing 
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meetings, she feels as though she must constantly reassure the student that she is telling the truth. 

This produces some tension, but despite these minor issues, Melissa reports several successful 

tutoring experiences. The program coordinator comes away with the impression that Melissa has 

found creative strategies to help her student.   

 In early May, the student calls my colleague at the literacy organization to complain 

about Melissa. My colleague contacts the program coordinator who chronicles Melissa’s 

complaints about the student, namely that the student was making excuses, canceling 

appointments at the last minute, and playing telephone tag. According to the coordinator, 

Melissa’s student hates her GED instructor and tells Melissa that she is quitting the writing class. 

The student then tells Melissa she is going to get a different tutor. Interestingly, the student 

complains that Melissa plays telephone tag. The student demands that she receive the full 20 

hours of tutoring. She and Melissa cannot reach agreement, which cancels out Melissa’s chances 

for another scholarship. Melissa does not attend the final mentoring sessions. She no longer has a 

student. Perhaps she feels uncomfortable or self-conscious, and for Melissa, being and feeling 

comfortable matters. 

 I see Melissa briefly at a June recognition ceremony for the women, and we meet again 

for a couple of hours at the end of October. We play tag for about a week, but manage to get 

together at a local coffee shop after her shift at work. Our conversation is casual. Melissa comes 

directly from work in her work clothes and looks nothing like Tex. I am startled. I remind myself 

that she works in a factory and machine shops are often oily and dirty. When she tells me that 

Latina/os at the factory have the dirtiest jobs, I see this first-hand. Although her hair is tucked-up 

in protective braids, I notice more silver strands, and there are new lines and tensions in her face. 

She is probably tired at the end of a long day, but I sense anxiety. It is palpable; I feel it.  
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 She is not tutoring this fall or taking classes. Apparently, the incident with her student has 

repercussions with respect to her participation in the WLN, and it bothers her. She revisits the 

different scenarios with her student, spelling it out for me: first a flat tire; then a “really great 

meeting;” next, her students’ son gets out of prison; then family members visit; and last, the 

student is the primary care giver for her father, and she doesn’t have time. According to Melissa, 

the student states that she has too many things going on in her life. Melissa, however, feels as 

though the student does not take tutoring seriously and does not prioritize her time. Melissa 

grumbles about making and honoring commitments. For her, tutoring is an important 

commitment that should be honored. The coordinator tells Melissa that the student does not feel 

as though Melissa “had time with her [the student], and she [the student] needs to get this done.” 

Melissa feels down and confused, which brings back all those bad feelings from the past. 

Without the WLN, Melissa’s job once again takes center stage in her life. She says it has 

gotten worse. She believes her boss is railroading her into quitting. She shares the latest incident. 

This time, the cause is Melissa’s learning curve with a new software program. Apparently, she 

makes an incorrect entry earlier in the day, something about checking a box that should not have 

been checked. She leaves to go to a doctor’s appointment. The boss storms into Melissa’s work 

area and rants at her co-worker: “Where is she? If she’s not competent to use the computer, she 

needs to shut it down,” another public shaming. The boss sends out an email and carbon copies 

Melissa: “What the fuck is this…Melissa?” Shaken, Melissa makes an appointment with Human 

Resources to discuss what happened. The Human Resources Manager, the boss’s daughter, 

patronizes her by responding, “You know how he gets. He flips out and gets out of hand.”  

Melissa refers to herself as bound and tied. The image of a hostage fixes itself firmly in 

my mind. It has taken three years to find out why Melissa stays at this job. At age, 48, she needs 
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to work. January marks her 15th anniversary with the company, which means she is fully vested 

in the pension plan. She cannot afford to quit until vested. Her boss knows this and uses this 

knowledge to the company’s advantage, giving her work no one else wants to do, paying her 

less, and finding creative ways to cheat her out of bonuses. After all, as she points out, she is the 

only brown woman. And so Melissa lives in a state of flux, uncertainty, and shame. 

Our time together winds down. She tells me that she ran into her first student at the Swap 

Meet. The student works full-time at Walgreens. I am thrilled, as this counts as an employment 

gain. The student passed all of the GED tests except Mathematics. Melissa proudly recalls how 

she helped her student exorcise her writing ghosts. She reiterates how the WLN made her 

mentally stronger. She refers to the women as a “group in a whole” voicing how when women 

come together, they are “strong, relentless, and powerful.” Even though, she hit some rough 

spots and skidded towards the edge, she shares her enlightenment. She sees that she has the 

ability to “help someone else…someone like me.”  She thanks me and tells me that my colleague 

and I are her inspiration. She unequivocally states: “I am not the same person.”  

Discussion 

 In Melissa’s literacy narrative, we see a thread weaving together two opposing selves, 

creating a tenuous whole. These selves shift depending on the circumstances in which Melissa 

finds herself. Memories from her past either strengthen her resolve, leading her to say, “No 

more!”, or they encroach on her sense of self and subjectivity (Moje & Luke, 2009) whispering, 

“You are stupid and incompetent.” Melissa internalizes the criticisms of self and others.  She 

takes it to heart. When it comes to caring and advocating for others, she is strong and assertive. 

With an intuitive sense, she takes charge, demonstrating leadership and effective decision 

making. Within, she wonders why she cannot advocate for herself. Never feeling as though she 
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fit in at school, work, or with others, she seeks to belong, to affiliate, to be a resource, and to 

have resources upon which to draw.  

Growing up and coming of age in a small border mining town in the Southwest, Melissa 

had few resources or supports. A darker-complexioned child with strong indigenous features, she 

grew up in a Mexican American family at the close of the 60s and dawn of the 70s. The civil 

rights movement and the women’s movement existed far away from this border town. The 

aftermath of segregation reverberated through the social fabric of the school she attended. Older 

white teachers seemingly adopted a deficit orientation towards her. Spanish was suppressed, and 

Spanish-speaking children were left to sink or swim.  

Melissa entered school with limited English proficiency. The family spoke Spanish in the 

home, as Melissa’s grandmother, her primary caregiver, was a monolingual Spanish speaker who 

could not read or write. Melissa felt confused as she was harshly punished for speaking Spanish 

in school. Americanization programs discouraged the use of Spanish, yet Melissa had to speak 

Spanish at home to help her grandmother.  

In addition to being struck for speaking Spanish, Melissa was denied recognition for 

exceeding the reading requirements of her 3rd grade book club. She was publicly shamed for 

biting her nails and other infractions. Melissa writes that by the time 3rd grade came around, “My 

problems seemed to eat me up like a monster. There was failure. I had to repeat this grade, so my 

friends moved on, and I didn’t” (Excerpt from college essay on “The Path I Chose in Life”). Her 

3rd grade experiences led her to develop a fear of white authority figures. These lessons have 

staying power. She learned early that she is linguistically, culturally, and intellectually inferior 

based on her language and phenotype. She also learned that she must figure things out for 

herself.  
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Melissa refers to herself as a brown woman. According to Moje & Luke (2009), racial 

categories, gender, job classifications, institutional labels and categories are examples of identity 

as difference. These categories may be ascribed to us by others, or they may represent groups 

with whom we have chosen to affiliate and with whom we identity as members (Moje & Luke, 

2009). These categories of difference name Melissa’s past and present. Although marked and 

treated as racialized other at school and later on her job, she chooses to affiliate as a person of 

color. She uses brown, the color of her skin, to claim her ethnicity and resist the categorizations 

of others. Her skin and features represent her sense of ethnic pride and social justice, raising 

awareness of the stigmatization of her selves, past and present. 

Johnston (2004) writes that people narrative their lives and identity and their 

circumstances, acting out events in ways that are consistent with their own sense of personhood. 

This idea of personhood is further shaped by Holland and Lave’s (2001) concept of “history in 

person.” According to Holland et al. (1998) persons bring histories to the present. These histories 

in person are self-authoring. On her job, Melissa’s history in person is self-authoring. She sucks 

up the abuse meted out to her, holding it inside just as she did in elementary school. She hangs in 

there for better or worse, hoping this too shall pass. 

In the WLN, Melissa taps into her strengths. She affiliates as a member in a literacy 

community of practice, and she raises the issue of cultural affiliation. Melissa states “I’m from 

here, from the [neighborhood]. The girls I’ve sat and talked with, we do share a lot of the same. 

We’re still going down the same path. And it’s just remarkable…makes me like really, you 

know, really happy (Interview 4, lines 250-251; 259-261).  She is not alone. She values the 

diversity and strengths of the individual and the power of the collective.  
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Melissa expands her social capital, establishing relational ties with the university, the 

literacy organization, the adult education center, the neighborhood branch library, and the 

community college. Her adult children introduce her to their friends and parents of friends as 

their mother who tutors women and helps them earn their GEDs. Her pride and status in the 

WLN are evident. Melissa, too, sees the leadership she exhibits.  

M: But I mean always felt I’ve had that in me, leadership you know, like um all the time. 

But I’ve always been squashed down or I’ve been held down like this is where you’ll be 

and this is all you’ll ever be.  

H: What makes this different where you don’t feel squashed down or held down any 

more? 

M: Well I do in a sense, but only in the negative environment of my employment, right 

now. Not so much working in the [WLN]. I feel free to express myself as a leader, you 

know, like a position where I can help somebody to to lead them or to guide them you 

know to to have them trust me. (Interview 4, lines 137-149; 143-146) 

At Melissa’s workplace, people belittle her. In the WLN, she steps out as a leader. According to 

Melissa, communication makes the difference. The women listen to and support one another. She 

sees us as tightly knit and woven together. Melissa explains that we are the mirror image 

reflections of each other with respect to what we like, what we want, and what we need. The 

WLN plants seeds, growing literacy and leadership. It blooms and changes lives. I pull out these 

important ideas and summarize them below. 

Affiliation. Melissa grew up feeling lost and abandoned by her parents. Her school 

experiences exacerbated her loneliness. Few children stuck by her when the teacher shamed her 

and made an example of her. When she was retained in 3rd grade, she lost the few friends she 
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had. In middle school, she had to fight to stop the taunting and bullying. These experiences left 

her ripe for an abusive husband who controlled her by means of isolating her. On her job, she is 

the only brown female. Again she is isolated and controlled, this time by her white boss and the 

various jobs to which she is assigned.  

The literacy organization and the WLN provided a space to belong, a group with whom 

she could affiliate and identify. She learned what it meant to belong, be herself, and feel 

comfortable. She was part of something in which she made a significant contribution. This left 

her feeling good about herself. 

Leadership. The WLN offered Melissa opportunities to step into a leadership role. 

Through the learning activities in the program, she recognized her areas of strength. These were 

represented graphically, giving her a tangible visual image with which to validate her confidence 

and self-worth. As a leader, she demonstrated sound, effective problem solving. She received 

praise for employing creative strategies. She further demonstrated her propensity to give and to 

care, helping her feel more whole and less fragmented. 

Sense of Self and positioning. Positioned as subservient other, Melissa struggles to 

establish herself and create the kind of life and experiences she wants for herself. Through her 

work with others, she gained her own sense of self. She has not, however, fully let go of her 

insecurities. Physically, and mentally, she is trapped, as she allows her work experiences to 

overshadow her many successes. Age is a factor for Melissa. Too young to retire, she has a 

number of years left to work. Having been miserable for 15 years, the time has come for her to 

make hard choices. If she wants to position herself in a career field, she needs to commit to 

school and career. The WLN offered her the opportunity to try-on new roles and define a new 
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path; however, it is up to Melissa to envision the possibilities and make her own road. She does 

seem less willing to take on the negative opinions of others, and for Melissa, this is real growth. 

Social networks and connections. Having been abandoned by her parents and isolated 

for much of her life, Melissa relished the relationships she formed at the literacy organization. 

She was treated as a person with dignity. My colleague immediately established a relationship 

with her and made a point of encouraging her. Through this social network, Melissa came to be 

part of the WLN where she met me and connected with a number of women and students over a 

two year period.  

Through intense interactions at training, mentoring, and tutoring, she came to revalue 

herself as a writer and a learner. She engaged in learning through social interaction, something 

entirely new for her. She built social capital that enhanced her personal literacies while gaining 

confidence and satisfaction from helping others. She made significant contributions to the work 

being done, and she was recognized for her efforts. Should she leave her job, she has a network 

of personal references and support to help her seek and procure new employment.  

Comfort. Melissa mentioned the idea of comfort several times in her narrative. For 

Melissa, comfort means security where she will not be harmed. I also see comfort as manifested 

in solace. Reading brings her comfort. Although not directly stated, reading calms her. She 

visualizes the story and the characters and transports herself within the reading event. Last, 

comfort is spatialized, as in a place where she feels welcome. In the WLN, Melissa participates 

with women who share her culture, her language, and her neighborhood. She feels a sense of 

kinship and shared womanhood. No one belittles her. The women carry each other’s burdens. 

Thus, the ecology fosters comfort, both physical and emotional. Again, she belongs, which she 

finds comforting.   
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Conclusion 

 During Melissa’s participation in the WLN, she often shared during tutor training and 

mentoring sessions. She told parts of her story to my colleague and wrote about her experiences 

in her journal. She gave us permission to use these pieces of her story in program publications. 

The untold story, as it unfolded, took me by surprise. I recall in my researcher reflections that 

none of what she shared ever came up during mentoring and tutoring. It became evident that I 

was dealing with two selves. The literacy identity of the tutor in the WLN differed from factory 

worker whose identity was shaped by her hidden, troubled past. I found it challenging to write 

about these divergent selves in a way that honored Melissa and our relationship. 

I was sadly unaware of the difficulties Melissa experienced with her student. I learned of 

them secondhand through a series of emails to which I was privy. When we last met in March, 

Melissa and her student had just finished a mutually satisfying session. I posit that as their 

relationship deteriorated, Melissa may have acted to protect herself and her reputation in the 

WLN. Clearly hurt and frustrated, she pulled back. This came out during our meeting in fall 

when she talked about the need for students to commit themselves. She vented her frustration 

with students who were not fully invested in the tutoring.  

The WLN matters to Melissa. She values the friendships she made, and she wants the 

people who she respects and for whom she cares to think well of her. The last time we spoke, she 

was unsure of what her future holds. She indicated that she wants to go back to college and find a 

different job. The program gave her a head start; now it is up to her. 
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CHAPTER 8. MARLA: LITERACY IDENTITY: SILENCED NO MORE 

“My native country remains in my speech, and it will until the day I no longer speak.” 

Agata Glusazek 

 Marla, a young woman of 25, lives with her husband and four children in an established, 

Latino working class neighborhood tucked away behind two major intersecting thoroughfares. 

Limited street access creates a quiet enclave where traffic sounds are muted. Instead, one hears 

the sounds of everyday life, neighbors and families going about their daily routines. Speed 

bumps make short cuts through the neighborhood uninviting, increasing safety for pedestrians 

and children at play. Sunshine filters through mature mesquites and Palo Verdes. Their verdant 

branches overhang sidewalks and streets, enhancing neighborhood aesthetics and lending needed 

shade. Residents keep a watchful eye on neighborhood comings and goings, noting strangers and 

unfamiliar vehicles.  

Marla and her husband of four years enjoy a close, loving marriage. They began their 

relationship as friends, and over time, as their relationship deepened, they married. Sometimes 

serious and sometimes playful, their marriage is imbued with bonds of trust and mutual respect. 

Her husband remains her best friend, her help-and life-mate. Marla brings three young children 

into the marriage, and her husband loves and accepts each child as his own. Their fourth child, a 

7-month baby girl, is born of their marriage.  

Although the family struggles financially, Marla and her husband are content. Somehow, 

they manage to make ends meet and look to the future with hope, sharing their lives and their 

dreams. They hope to buy a car large enough for their family. Their car, an older model vehicle, 

seats five. Having only one car makes it difficult to go places as a family, and when Marla needs 
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the car during the day, she has to make special arrangements for childcare in order to take her 

husband back and forth to work. They also dream of someday owning a home of their own.  

Marla wants an office job where she can wear nice clothes and dress up for work. Her 

GED and her experience in a family literacy program and the Women’s Literacy Network 

(WLN) offer her the means to access entry-level employment. She plans to attend college when 

the baby is old enough to go to school. Her husband, her greatest supporter, plays a pivotal role 

in her transformation of self as literate and competent. He had been instrumental in her decisions 

to obtain a GED and join the WLN. He wants her to grow and be her own person; he cares for 

her happiness. She contrasts her marriage with past relationships. 

My past relationships were like really hurtful, and um when I met him, we start like 

talking, but like as a friend. And he was the one like, “Why you don’t go back to school? 

Why you don’t do something with your life? And I was like, “I don’t know. I need um 

babysitters and stuff like that.” And he’s like, “Well here there’s too much um support for 

a woman,” and I’m like, “You have your mom’s support. You have other stuff,” and 

yeah…but I never think about it like to go back to school. And uh, he’s the one who like I 

think…he’s the one who’s been supporting…like the support to go back to school and do 

what I want to do. (Interview 3, lines 14-19) 

Childcare is a driving consideration for young mothers like Marla who want to finish high school 

or get a GED, enter the workforce, and transition to college. As we see later in her story, the lack 

of affordable childcare heavily influences Marla’s literacy and life trajectory.  

Marla was born in Mexico, but lived and attended school in both Mexico and the United 

States, traversing and negotiating geographical and geo-political landscapes. She punctuates 

these experiences spatially and temporally by her use of “over there” and “here.” She employs 
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these descriptors to mark time and place, kernelling out a timeline that sequences her literacy and 

life events. She never mentions or describes intervening or transitional spaces, leaving interstitial 

gaps in her story. She has lived storied lives in two spaces—over there and here.  

Compton Lilly (2013) employs Bakhtin’s notion of chronotype where chronotype means 

‘timespace’ as a heuristic for “considering how students are situated within the time and space of 

schooling and how students come to be defined by themselves and others” (p. 402). Compton 

Lilly focuses on four chronotopic dimensions identified by Bakhtin: 

1) the amount or degree of change that is expected, conceivable, or possible;  

2) the degree to which events are reversible, subject to renegotiation, or bound within 

fixed sequences, 

3) the degree to which characters are bound to ‘real’ and historicized worlds; and  

4) the insights and critiques of everyday people. (p. 401) 

I include these chronotopic dimensions because they are helpful in examining and understanding 

Marla’s temporal discourse of over there and here in relation to her literacies, identity, and 

positioning.  A lack of affordable child care binds her within seemingly fixed circumstances, and 

the critiques of family and others silence her.  Over the course of her story, we note her 

transformation and see the possibilities of her imagined self (Norton, 1997; 2008; Norton & 

Toohey, 2011). These are the dreams and desires of the self she is becoming and the future self 

she imagines. 

Gutierrez and Orellana (2006) maintain that a common approach to literacy research has 

been to frame and describe English Learners in normative ways, a “predictable genre” that 

portrays English Learners as “poor struggling students in schools and communities with limited 

resources” (p. 502). Gutierrez and Orellana caution that this can “constitute deficit-oriented, 
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uncomplicated, and uneven narratives about students for whom English is a second language” (p. 

502).They call on researchers not to minimize issues of poverty, language acquisition, and 

educational inequity, but rather to “capture the regularity and the variance in the communities 

about which we hope to learn more” (p. 503). I raise this issue to point out that in Marla’s story, I 

both complicate this notion of normativity and capture both the regularity and the variance of her 

lived experience and storied life. 

The story of Marla’s literacy identity is the portrayal of a woman who values and pursues 

literacy for herself, her family, and others. Norton (1997; 2008) employs the construct of 

investment to “signal the socially and historically constructed relationship of learners to the 

target language and their often ambivalent desire to learn and practice it” (Norton, 2008, p. 3). 

Marla displays no ambivalence or lack of motivation towards learning or speaking English. Fully 

invested, Marla commits to improving her English to earn a GED, help her children with their 

school work, obtain an office job, and attend college. Thus, she increases her cultural capital by 

enhancing the “skills, dispositions, practices, [and] knowledges” she embodies, which includes 

her linguistic capital (Carrington & Luke, 1997, p. 102).  

Although bilingual and biliterate, Marla often feels more comfortable speaking, reading, 

and writing in Spanish. Speaking English has proven painful for her. Zentella (2005) explains 

that Latina mothers tend to struggle with the shame of speaking accented English on the one 

hand and taking pride in maintaining their Spanish heritage language on the other. At first 

stigmatized and silenced by her accent, Marla reveals how she overcomes her silence and enacts 

her literacies, finding her voice, and demonstrating agency in ways that are noticeable to her 

husband and others. A resilient woman, Marla perseveres. 
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On the surface, one finds the familiar tropes that xenophobes and nativists exploit in their 

anti-immigration rhetoric. Digging deeper, we see that Marla’s story provides a powerful counter 

narrative. Gutierrez and Orellana (2006) caution against romanticizing English Learners, and yet, 

as we journey with Marla, her humanity inspires us. Rather than accept sympathy or even 

empathy, Marla challenges us to reach beyond time-worn tropes and deficit-oriented statistics to 

do more, making literacy accessible for all underserved working class and marginalized people. 

I take up her story and tell how she came to the WLN.  

Marla joins the program by virtue of having passed the GED. With deadlines looming for 

the fall 2011 WLN start-up, the adult education center doubles its efforts to locate women living 

in the target neighborhood and gets the word out about the WLN. Marla is contacted during this 

final outreach effort. She remembers receiving a voice mail asking her if she would be interested 

in becoming a tutor with the WLN. She, however, thinks the adult education center made a 

mistake.  

M: I didn’t believe it. I was like okay. How like…like …I told my husband like “No, I 

think they’re wrong or something or they call the wrong person.” 

H: Why did you think that? 

M:  I don’t know. I think because like I didn’t have no experience like with other women. 

I was like, “No something’s wrong there.” (Interview 3, lines 115-119) 

She battles internally, debating whether or not to return the call. She reasons that no one would 

ask her to tutor because her learning was not “high enough to teach another person” (Interview 3, 

line 123). She cannot fathom herself being hired and paid to teach another woman. I point out 

that she earned her GED in a family literacy program where she regularly volunteered at her 

children’s school. I ask why she doubts herself. She answers: “Because I didn’t have that much 
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of self-esteem or confidence” (Interview 3, line 128).  As we will see, Marla positions herself as 

“less than” not only because of her educational background, which is impressive in its own right, 

but also because of her accented English. Excited, but wary, she returns the call.  

 Marla’s accented English marks her as foreign. Lippi –Green (1997) contends that when 

L2 speakers acquire English, the phonologies of the heritage language influence their 

pronunciation of English. Collins and Blot (2003) maintain that language stigmatization, a 

common theme in working class women of color, often silences them.  Correspondingly, Duff 

(2012) found that silence offers English Learners protection from humiliation.  Furthermore, 

Pavlenko (2001), citing Tabouret-Keller (1985), makes clear that “for multi-lingual speakers in 

linguistically diverse societies, each act of speaking or silence [emphasis my own] becomes an 

act of ‘identity’ (p. 121). Negative portrayals often depict bilingual and bicultural women as 

“ridiculous, incompetent, or pretentious L2 users, leading them to deny or downplay their 

knowledge of the second language” (Pavlenko, p. 138; see also Hill, 1987). This notion of 

“rediculization” in Marla’s performance of English figures prominently in her narrative 

(Pavlenko, p. 140), as she confides how her brothers mock and ridicule her English 

pronunciation. Ergo, I grasp that Marla employs silence to protect herself and her personhood. 

 Marla and I meet on a mild, sunny Friday in mid-December. We agree that because of the 

baby and car situation, I will go to her. I drive nearly to the end of her street trying to find her 

place. The street dead-ends in a small park-like playground. Her address is not clearly marked, so 

I count back the house numbers attempting to figure out exactly where she lives. By process of 

elimination, I narrow the options down to a multi-family dwelling that sits back from the street. I 

tentatively approach the first door and raise my hand to knock. Marla greets me at the door with 

a smiling baby balanced on her hip. As I step inside, I see laundry hanging across the kitchen to 
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dry. This reminds me of bygone days when I lived in an upper flat with only an apartment-sized 

washing machine and no dryer, except that Marla does laundry for six. Marla’s kitchen, dining, 

and living areas are open, leaving an unbroken line of sight. Baby gear and playthings in all 

shapes and sizes fill the rooms. I think to myself that this is indeed a child-friendly house. The 

playthings come in handy when we need to occupy or pacify Marla’s teething baby. 

 As Marla and I sit together at her table, I notice that her place is small for six people. 

Although small, the apartment has a comfortable, lived-in feel. She offers me coffee, and I 

accept. She shyly serves me, which fills an awkward moment. This is the first time we are 

together one-on-one; therefore, we need to establish our comfort with one another. Marla and I 

set forth a routine. I am always warmly welcomed. We take a moment to reconnect, making 

small talk. Then I turn on the recorder. We talk for as long as the baby allows. We take our cues 

from the baby. When the baby runs out of patience, we stop. Once I turn the recorder off, we set 

up our next meeting, and Marla sees me out.  

 Of all the tutors in the literacy program, I know Marla least well. She is very quiet, and I 

perceive her to be very shy. We noticed this during tutor training and worked to draw her out 

during training and subsequent mentoring sessions. The mathematics trainers indicated their 

concern over Marla’s ability to tutor mathematics. Given their feedback, I arranged with my 

colleagues to have the WLN’s bilingual facilitator support Marla to ensure her success, which, 

according to Marla, has helped her tremendously. She loves the facilitator, and they developed a 

close relationship. Nonetheless, heading into these interviews, I have no idea what to expect. I 

am happy she wants to participate. She tells me later that she agreed to try it out because she 

knew if she did not like it, she could stop. While clearly shy, I now know that Marla is self-

conscious of her Spanish accent and English pronunciation. In this respect, she cares what others 
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think of her. In the transcripts, she often backs up and corrects her pronunciation. Later, as she 

gains comfort with me and the recorder, this happens less frequently.  

As we sit at the table, the baby gurgles and mouths a teething biscuit. The baby is 

content, so I switch on the recorder. I ask Marla about her reading and writing experiences. She 

explains that while her brothers and sisters grew up living with her mother in the United States, 

she, however, lived mostly with her grandmother, traveling back and forth between the U.S. and 

Mexico. In the following story, I note how Marla defines her schooling spatially and temporally 

using “over there” and “here.” I emphasize her use of over there and here in the transcript. 

I been here since I was four years old. But I’ve been coming and going to Mexico, back 

and forth. I had like a good…um I remember I was always doing good in school. Because 

I was here, I was like up on the grades and stuff like that. And then when I went to 

Mexico, they always do like a test to see if we test in the same grade or something, and I 

always did. But over there my grades lower a little bit because over there I think it’s 

more advanced. I went to high school here. I think both of them are good. I like school, 

so for me, it was fine going back and forth. I knew more people. (Story, “I Like School”) 

Marla’s social network is extensive. She keeps track of former school friends from the 

Secundaria, which is the Mexican equivalent of U.S. middle school. She communicates with her 

friends through Facebook and email. Wanting to get an idea of the depth of her social network 

and technology literacies, I ask her about her Facebook friends, where they live, and what they 

talk about on-line.  

I have like 150, I think, but it’s all people that I know or I met…um, San Luis, Caborca. I 

have from Tijuana, Rocky Point and from over here is um Montana. Most of them are in 

California, all the little cities. Like I have a friend that I just got last week. She was when 
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I was from the Secundaria, the middle school over there. So we were…she was asking 

me if I have like children. I say, “Yeah, you?” “Yeah”…like more about how the life’s 

going after we stopped seeing each other. Some…they are staying home with children, 

and some are working. (Story, “150 Facebook Friends”) 

I ask if she and her friends communicate in Spanish or English, and she answers that they mostly 

communicate in Spanish. I ask if any of her friends are in school. She seemingly misunderstands 

that I am asking about post-secondary education, and she answers, “I…I don’t know none that 

still in school. They finish it” (Interview 1, line 43).  I think she equates my mention of school 

with the Secundaria or perhaps the Preparatoria. I return later to her schooling in the 

Secundaria.  

 Marla describes how she learned to read in Spanish. According to Marla, learning to read 

in Spanish is stressful, and she remembers staying in for recess to work on her Spanish 

pronunciation.  

I think it was in like 1st-2nd grade when started…when I learned how to read. I was…I 

start kindergarten and 1st grade in California and 2nd grade in um Mexico. Well I just 

remember over there when I went to Mexico in 2nd grade. I had a little hard time because 

I didn’t know how to read in Spanish. That was like… It was kind of like stressful. Like I 

didn’t understand the words and stuff like that. And my mom wasn’t there to help me 

because she didn’t know how to read. So I had to always put like more attention at school 

with the teacher and share more stuff, so when I got home, I was like…could do it by 

myself. I think at recess instead of like going out and play, I would stay with her and like 

show me more words and pronunciation in Spanish. I remember some words, and she 

was like pointing like that word...that’s how you write it and stuff like that. And then, like 
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if I knew it, I was like, “Oh, I already know what word.” It is just looking at that. I think 

that’s how she showed me how to read in Spanish. (Story, “Learning to Read in 

Spanish”) 

Marla learns to read and write in Spanish. Her Spanish is strong. She feels confident in Spanish. 

She picks up reading quickly: “As soon as I get it, I was always reading, and I wasn’t…I was 

more like comfortable. And then I started reading more…getting um chapter books and stuff like 

that” (Interview 1, lines 87-88). She rattles off a list of chapter books and informs me that she 

reads some in Spanish and some in English.  

 Since Marla’s grandmother cannot read or write, Marla relies heavily on her teachers for 

help. She feels comfortable asking them questions. In Mexico, her grandmother makes a point of 

visiting the teachers and asking them to help Marla. She admonishes Marla to pay attention, 

listen, and ask questions when she does not understand. Hence, Marla does not fear her teachers, 

nor does she recall any instances where she felt mistreated by them. 

In both over here and in Mexico, the teachers always helped me. I had like good 

communication with the teachers. And they always explained the stuff like really, really 

good to me. I was like confident, and I wasn’t scared to ask something. I was like if I had 

trouble with something cause I knew if I had trouble, I wasn’t going to be able to have 

help at home. So I needed to get it there, so I could go home and do my work. When I 

didn’t like…didn’t understand very well at school, I had like neighbors who were like 

two years older than me, and I’d go…I went to ask them. I think the only subject that was 

stressful was math. Especially in Mexico because over there, it was, I think, it was harder 

than here. While I was here, I went to 8th grade here, um [names school]. I was like 

straight As. I think I always think it is much easier here. And when I went over there, I 
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was like Ds Cs. I was like if I do it over here, why I can’t do it there. But the much I 

study it, I think it was like harder for me. I was like there over there is so…I used to 

telling my mom over there is so easy, why can’t it be here like that. (Story, “It’s Harder 

over There”) 

Marla compares schooling in Mexico to schooling in the U.S. Like other transnational students 

with whom I have worked, she believes mathematics to be harder in Mexico. This poses a 

conundrum for me as to why the mathematics trainers felt concern over her ability to tutor math. 

I wonder if her uncertainty about tutoring telegraphed as math insecurity. It is interesting to note 

that in the last line, Marla places herself in Mexico, shifting the locus of “here” from the U.S. to 

Mexico.   

 Marla’s school experiences contrast sharply with those of Sally and Melissa. I find 

support for Marla’s school experiences in Levinson’s (2001) study of a Mexican Secundaria. 

According to Levinson, the Secundaria emphasized “‘respectful’ and ‘orderly’ conduct at all 

times” (Loc 838 of 5925).  Marla holds a high level of respect for teachers, which I believe to be 

framed by the Secundaria. Having attended the Secundaria for 7th and 9th grade, she was 

socialized into these ideals. She internalized them and has carried them forward into adulthood. 

When she volunteers at her daughter’s school through the family literacy program, she observes 

the behavior of several children. She finds their behavior disrespectful and tells the teacher: 

“When I was little, I wanted to be a teacher. Now I don’t. I feel sorry for you” (Interview 2, lines 

458-459). Both she and the teacher laugh, commiserating with one another.   

Levinson (2001) reports that the Secundaria enrolled students in socially “structured 

cohorts” that stressed unity, equality, and formation of a national identity. This helps explain 

Marla’s sizeable social network, the solidarity she feels with her former schoolmates, and her 
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love of language and country. Her use of “over there” and “here” binds her to her present and 

historicized past, marking her allegiance to both countries and privileging neither.   

Despite the emphasis on unity and equality, Levinson (2001) notes the public Secundaria 

was a “rougher” place (Loc 854 of 5925). Marla alludes to this, describing herself as a “mean 

girl,” a significant contrast to the woman with whom I am acquainted. 

I got pregnant 10 years ago with my first child. Um it threw me off a lot like a person 

cause in that time I was…when I was in school, I was a little bit like um…I don’t 

know…I was kinda like a mean girl, and and I didn’t like…I talked to everybody, but if 

somebody did me something…did something to me, I was like, what? I’m gonna like… 

like…if my mom did something to me, if she hit me or something, I was like, whatever. 

But if the other person…like said in school…another girl hit me, I wouldn’t let like 

myself…like I wouldn’t be like whatever. (Story, “I Was Like a Mean Girl”)  

Marla forgets her reticence and throws herself into the retelling, drawing out and emphasizing 

“w-h-a-t” with rising intonation, as though I were the one taking her on. She hedges as she 

describes herself, couching and softening “mean girl” by adding “a little bit like,” stating “I don’t 

know,” and then explaining “kinda like.” Laughing, she admits to fighting. The hedges help 

Marla the adult distance herself from the person she was “over there” in 9th grade. She tells me 

that having children helped her mature and become a “family woman,” an important concept in 

her identity construction and sense of self.  

 Marla professes her love of reading. According to Marla, she has loved reading ever since 

the 4th grade. She confides that when the baby is asleep, she looks for time to read.  

I love reading like the soonest I have time to read. You know right now, like if she fall 

asleep, I probably get a book or something and read it. Sometimes I like in English. 
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There’s some stuff I don’t understand it, and I had to like look the word on the 

dictionary…like what do it means, or I had to go back on the reading like a little bit back 

or a little bit forward, and then I get it. I’m using like the one you said…like on keep 

reading or or go back a little bit on the reading, and you will understand because one 

word can have so many meanings (Story, “I Look for Time to Read’) 

Marla demonstrates an understanding of comprehension strategies. She monitors her reading and 

knows when something does not make sense. She uses effective strategies such as re-read, read 

ahead, and she knows that words can have multiple meanings.  

 In Marla’s story “I Look for Time to Read,” she uses the phrase “you said,” indicating 

she learned these strategies during tutor training. My colleagues and I are always amazed at how 

quickly and readily the women own and appropriate these strategies. We spend about10 hours 

during training on reading comprehension and the basic tenets of miscue analysis and 

retrospective miscue analysis. In just 10 hours of workshop time, the women come away with a 

working understanding. More importantly, they use their growing knowledge in their own 

reading and with their children. I later share more of Marla’s transformational work with her 

children and extended family. 

Despite being a reader and earning good grades both here and in Mexico. Marla shares 

her dropping out of school story. While in Mexico, she took the exams for the Preparatoria. At 

the time, she lived with her ex-husband, and there was no money to pay for school. She returns 

to the U.S. and enrolls at a local charter school. Rather than enroll her in 10th grade, the school 

evaluates her transcripts and places her in 11th grade. By this time, she has two young children, 

and shortly thereafter becomes pregnant with her third. 
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Then I come back and I went to [charter school], but I had like from all the credits from 

over there…they pass me through to 11th grade. And I just stay only 6 months in school, 

and then I dropped out. I had two children in that time, and I couldn’t afford the 

babysitter. And then I become pregnant with my 3rd child, so I was like I couldn’t go 

back to school because I didn’t have a babysitter or stuff like that. So in that time, I was 

by myself cause um the dad stayed in Mexico, and I came over here. And I had to 

work…babysit. I had to help my mom because she was um…she was taking care of my 

kids and stuff like that. (Story, “It was Economic”) 

Marla leaves school because of economic reasons. Day care for three children costs $100 a week, 

in addition to clothing and the high cost of diapers. Her mother pays for half the childcare costs, 

but Marla, in turn, must help her mother with household expenses and bills. She babysits and 

sells tortillas and tamales to pay her childcare expenses, but in the end, it is too much. The only 

school that provides childcare for pregnant teens has a long, long waiting list. With no other 

options, Marla drops out of school.  

 Throughout the interview, Marla appears reserved. She speaks softly with long pauses, 

making it difficult to hear. With the baby making noise in the background, parts of the recording 

are unintelligible. Occasionally, Marla forgets the recorder and becomes animated as in her 

“mean girl” story. I ask her about this.  

Like I guess [I’m] shy…scared like in front of people. I probably…it’s just like I say 

something wrong, and you’re gonna laugh or something. I don’t know. It’s um when I 

came back from Mexico, I wanted to like start reading stuff in English again. So when I 

was read or said something in English, and I said it wrong my brothers and sisters used to 

laugh at me. So now that I’m like…no, I don’t want to say it. Like my husband, when I 
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do something wrong, he’s like…like pronunciation, he always like um…he corrects me. 

He doesn’t laugh at me. He’s just like…it’s just like that. Oh okay. But my brothers 

they’re like ha ha you don’t know, and then they say it again. (Story, “They Laugh at 

Me”)  

Here, Marla provides an example of Pavlenko’s (2001) notion of “rediculization.”  She practices 

English, only to be judged incompetent and then ridiculed. We see from her words that her 

response then becomes “I don’t want to say it.” This silences her and takes away her voice.   

When I leave that day, Marla and I stand outside saying our goodbyes. The recorder is 

off, and she is noticeably more at ease. All of a sudden, she starts talking almost effortlessly. She 

tells me she reads with her children. Her children have a cubby in their room with “leveled 

books.” I ask her about her use of the term “leveled books.” She explains that since her oldest 

daughter does not like to read, her daughter’s teacher told her to use books that were not too 

difficult and easier for her daughter to read. Then, she mentions how much she loves novellas, 

fantasies, and mysteries. She saw the movie Twilight and wants to read the series.  

I finally leave and head towards my car. I am lost in thought, eager to record as much of 

our conversation as I can remember. I notice several neighbors standing on the sidewalk. They 

position themselves so that I must walk past them to reach my car. They nod a greeting and tell 

me they like my car. I return the nod, thank them, and keep walking.  It takes a moment to 

register that I am a neighborhood outsider and consequently suspect. They check me out. They 

see I do not dress or carry myself like Protective Services or Immigration. Therefore, I seem 

okay. I get in my car and quickly switch on the recorder, attempting to reconstruct Marla’s and 

my conversation.  
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Marla became very animated and very excited. The tape recorder was off, so I saw a 

difference in her communication. She was much more open, much less reticent, and she 

had more to say. I don’t know if this was establishing a relationship by just talking or 

what triggered that. But all of a sudden, it just came out of nowhere, and the sharing was 

deeper. But she was so gracious. She’s very bright. I sense this strong lack of self-

confidence in her, and really I don’t know where it’s coming from. It’s at odds with what 

I’m seeing and the stories that she’s telling me. (Researcher Reflection, December 2011) 

I realize then, it is not altogether the tape recorder that causes her discomfort; it is Marla’s fear of 

being ridiculed and judged incompetent.  

 Our next meeting takes place after the holidays. This meeting is much shorter, as Marla’s 

mother, sisters, and brothers walk in unannounced. Her family discerns changes taking place in 

her. She is more knowledgeable and confident, less quiet and less easily influenced. She is the 

first in her family to earn a GED. She joins the WLN and gets paid to tutor. She gains status and 

social capital through her associations with the family literacy program and the WLN. Through 

these affiliations, she networks with professional women educators from her children’s school, 

the adult education center, and the university. I imagine her family is curious. Marla introduces 

us, and we make polite conversation. They show no sign of leaving. Within a few minutes, I take 

my leave, hiding my disappointment, and head back to the university. I feel as though we were 

on the verge of something significant. 

Before we are interrupted, Marla reveals several critical pieces of her literacy and life 

story. She acknowledges that she has always been controlled by those closest to her. Her first 

step in gaining her personhood is to stop allowing others to control her. Her husband, who she 

refers to as her “actual” husband, helps her break free to be herself.  
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I think cause like everybody is like teasing me, and they’re like I don’t think you struggle 

a lot. But um like with my ex-husband and with my third child’s dad, I think because of 

them, I am the person I am right now because they were like really mean with me. They 

didn’t…well my…the third child’s dad, he did hit me like twice, but they were 

like…they’re those kind of guys that are so jealous that they never let me go out outside 

without them. And I got tired because my grandma used to control me. One time, we 

wanted…me and my actual [husband] wanted to go out. We were dating, and my 

grandma didn’t let me go. And I was already 21, and I was like wait, wait why she 

doesn’t let me go. So I was going to leave. I packed like clothes cause we were going to 

go to the movies, diapers…my…my 3rd one was one year…and she hit me. She, my 

grandma, started hitting me, and that’s when I said wait…I’m old enough to, you know, 

make my own decisions. And that’s when I said like no more. And then came my second 

husband, and then I was like, I don’t’ want this anymore. I was like I kinda said it I want 

to be myself, but I never like do it until my actual husband told me…he was like, “I give 

you the push for you to do it.” (Story, “I Want to be Myself”) 

 Marla employs another temporal marker to name her husband. She uses the term “actual” twice 

in this story. “Actual husband” marks the temporal sequencing of the relationship, as in her 

current husband and conjointly frames her husband in terms of the ideal, someone who embodies 

the qualities associated with a loving spouse and father. She credits him as the person most 

influential in her life and personal development. Unlike her other relationships, Marla’s husband 

does not abandon her. He encourages her. He supports and cares for the family, bringing stability 

and enabling Marla to be a “family woman.” Therefore, “actual husband” represents both her 

temporal and idealized spouse, each mutually constitutive of the other.  
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Marla also makes known her formally undocumented status. She takes pride in telling me 

that she is now a permanent resident. Before, in Mexico, she worked at a café, making salads and 

cashiering. After moving back to the U.S., her options were severely limited. 

The jobs I been having was babysitting um dishwashing and stuff. Here, it’s because I 

um…when I was living here, I didn’t have a social security number. I’m on permanent 

residence since one year ago. When I was working as a dishwasher, they didn’t ask for 

nothing. Now they have to, and um I think that’s why I got my GED. And now I’m 

looking for a better job than dishwasher.  My plans are like work during school time and 

then I have to pay only for her, the baby. That’s my plan. We want a car. Like we have 

like an Altima, so we don’t fit in the Altima. We want to get like a van or a Tahoe. So 

he’s like, “I’ll pay the rent and stuff like that, and you pay the car.” We want to buy a 

house. The first one is like go to college. (Story, “My Plans”) 

She unequivocally states that all of her jobs were dirty jobs, especially the dish washing job. She 

wants a clean job, an office job, where she can dress up and wear nice clothes. Once she 

establishes herself, she intends to go back to school. For now, she thinks she would like to work 

in a bilingual call center.   

 Last, Marla shares how she found the family literacy program. Marla’s son, a second 

grader, has specific learning disabilities. I suspect that Marla is introduced to the home-based 

program through Child Find, a component of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act. 

Quoting from the Child Find web site, “About Child Find”: 

Child Find is a continuous process of public awareness activities, screening, and 

evaluation designed to locate, identity, and refer as early as possible [italics in original] 

all young children with disabilities and their families who are in need of Early 
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Intervention Program (Part C) or Preschool Special Education (Part B/619) services of 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA).  

Marla explains the home-based program and her subsequent referral to the family literacy 

program. 

[The home-based program] is like a teacher comes to your house once a week and do 

stuff with you and the baby and explains…explains to you like how to talk to your 

child…how to read to them. It was [school] Head Start. And they had a…my kids went to 

um [other school], and there was a Head Start there. But they never like…I was always 

on a waiting list. There was too much people at that time. I was like…I put my son, and 

he was…my first daughter, she was on a waiting list. And then, they never call me. And 

they never have like space for her, so she didn’t went to pre-school. She just went to 

kindergarten. With my second child, I was on a waiting list, but he had like um special 

needs like for speech. They…they um transfer him to [school], so he could start going to 

school there. He finished his school year, and I enroll my third daughter in [home based 

program]. And then um by the first two…no like the… by the second week, the teacher 

went and she asked me um if I wanted like go to school or something and I…I told her 

yeah I wanna…like my plan that time was like her being at [home-based program] and 

me staying home. By the next year when she um could go to Head Start, I would be able 

to study, get my GED, and stuff and like that. And she’s like, “Do you know there’s a 

program that she can go to school, and you um go to school for your GED?”  I was like, 

“No, I didn’t.”  And then she um explained everything to me.  And then um she talked to 

her…um the sup…I don’t know if the supervisor, and they let me in. So by the third-

fourth week, I was going to school. (Story, “They Let Me In!”) 
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Lengthy waiting lists and numerous families in need of services frustrate Marla’s attempts to 

enroll her children in Head Start, demonstrating the reality of increasing need in the face of ever 

decreasing space and funding. Too late for Marla’s older daughter, her son is transferred to an in-

district Head Start program. Likely due to Federal Child Find legislation, the local district enrolls 

Marla’s second daughter in the home based program. The home-based teacher refers Marla to 

family literacy where she earns her GED. This time, the system eventually works. 

 I arrive at Marla’s for our third meeting. Scheduling time with her has been relatively 

easy. She always returns my calls and sets aside time to meet with me. I learn that the baby has 

been sick. She is still teething and very cranky. Hoping to sooth her, Marla hands her to me 

while she fixes a bottle. The baby quiets, and Marla tells me that her interview for the tutoring 

position was her very first interview. I think back to how intimidating it must have been with a 

four-person panel asking questions round robin and recording her answers.   

I was nervous because that was like my actually first interview. I was so nervous. I was 

like (in drawn breath) what they were going to say…what they were going to ask…I 

wasn’t able to answer. I just remember, we…I remember…I remember…what was the 

question? I was supposed to answer because, and I think I was so nervous that I answered 

cause. I was like…Oh!...it’s not like um…a formal like…a formal speak. I don’t think 

like you put…um I don’t think you guys put that much attention for it. You guys were all 

nice. The questions were all clear. You could understand everything. I felt good, but it 

was like are they gonna put attention on my speaking or something? But I was like, it 

was…was only one…one error. It was only like one error, so I was like I don’t think 

they’re gonna mind. (Story, “My First Interview”) 
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Although this was her first interview, Marla demonstrates knowledge of interview protocol. She 

knows one uses formal language. She pays attention to the questions and makes sure she 

understands and answers them. Self-conscious of her speech, she catches herself using informal 

language. The interview panel consists of a colleague, an adult education center staff member, a 

WLN facilitator, and me. Based on her reading of us, she thinks we will overlook the minor slip. 

I strain to jog my memory, but nothing comes to mind other than her shyness and quiet 

determination. I am honored by her confidence in our judgment.  

 When I call to offer Marla the position, she immediately tells her husband. They are 

excited. I remind her that the pay is minimal, but Marla’s assures me that more than the pay, her 

husband wants her to get out of the house to meet and talk with people.  

H: So what happened when you got the call? What did you do? 

M: I went to tell my husband. I think I was in the kitchen cooking, and he was in the 

room. And then I answer, and I went running, “They call me! They call me!” 

H: And what did he say? 

M: He was like good or something…he said…I think he say good or something because 

he was excited too because he was asking me a long time to start working. 

H:  Well this isn’t really working, though. There are not very many hours.  

M: Yeah, but I think because he doesn’t want me be like long time here in the house. 

Cause sometimes like if I too much in the house…like I kind of get depressed or stuff 

like that, and he want me to be like out. And he said that’s like a good opportunity to talk 

to other people because I could go out, but sometimes I can’t talk. I don’t talk to people. 

I’m just in the store or something.  

H: So you came to the literacy program, and the first thing we asked you to do was talk.  
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M: I know. (laughs) 

H: And you were so quiet. What were you thinking and how did you overcome that 

because now you’re more talkative? 

M: I think it…I get like more confident around you guys. 

H: Why? 

M: Why? Because at first I didn’t know anybody. So I was like…and then I started um 

being with you guys…every week there, so I was like, they’re good persons. Like I don’t 

know…I’m just… my husband say sometimes I’m so weird.  

H: He says you’re so weird? Why? 

M: Why…because like I don’t…I don’t talk too much like to other people if I don’t know 

it. Now I do. I couldn’t do it. Like [now] when I’m in the store and somebody’s asking 

something, I’m oh yeah, this and this and that.  

H: What brought that about? Why can you talk to somebody now in the store and you 

couldn’t before? 

M: I think…I think because um I talk more in the program.  

H: So what you’re telling me, if I’m hearing you correctly, is that the program…has it 

helped you be able to talk to other people, even people you don’t know? 

M: Yeah it’s made me like more confident…more…I have more self-esteem. (Interview 

3, lines 168-201) 

Marla informs me that talking with the other tutors at mentoring about their tutoring experiences 

helps her feel less alone. She acknowledges her increasing confidence and shifting sense of self. 

Her husband notices that she carries herself differently. He thinks she walks straighter. Marla 

expounds on this saying, “He’s like, ‘No, you have like…something pops on there, like your face 
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or your reflections or something.’ When I talk he says like…like um my mimics are different” 

(Interview 3, lines 363-364). She thinks he means her gestures. She talks more in the stores; she 

asks questions at the doctor’s office. What is more, she gains an awareness of her learning and 

internalizes these understandings in what Moje and Luke (2009; cf. Holland & Lachicotte, 2007) 

refer to as a mind as consciousness metaphor of literacy and identity. This becomes evident in 

her work with her children and family.  

 Earlier I refer to Marla’s educational background as impressive. I also mention that with 

so few instructional hours, the knowledge and understanding of reading that women take away 

from tutor training and mentoring is remarkable. After attending a session, the tutors do not wait 

until they are assigned students, they immediately apply their learning with their children and 

families. Marla is no exception. What she reveals first surprises and then stuns me.  

I started like going back and forth on the miscues until I like get it. It makes me not put 

that much attention on my miscues. Well,  like when I’m reading, sometimes I said 

something, but I go back and I was like, well it almost means the same so....But before 

like with my husband, if he read something, I’m like, “Eh, it didn’t say that.” And with 

my kids, too, like if they’re reading, cause I’m doing their reading with them, and I’m 

like, “Nope it doesn’t say that.” And now, like if it makes sense or something, I just stay 

quiet. They say, “Mom you’re not correcting me.” I’m like, “Because it makes sense.” 

(Story, “Learning about Miscues”) 

I am awed as I listen to Marla describe how she uses miscue. My colleague and I often ponder 

why it is that adolescent and adult learners more easily accept the notion of miscues as opposed 

to more educated others. When we administer an end-of-program questionnaire, the women 
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overwhelmingly respond that learning about miscues has been the most valuable learning 

experience.  

 Marla’s transformative literacy practices are made evident in her work with her son. 

Frustrated and at wits end, she changes how she reads with him. I casually ask if she has her son 

retell what he has read. She recites their routine and then shares the news from his recent IEP 

meeting. What makes her news so extraordinary is that until recently, her son has shown little 

progress in meeting his IEP goals. 

I tell him to get like picture books and then let me know like what you think the story is 

going to be about. And then he go through every page, and here this is happening and this 

and this and that. Then um I go back…he tries to read…he only reads the…the words 

that he knows and understands…and um then he tells me like I think the book’s gonna be 

with the letters that he read…I think the book’s gonna be about something. Then I go 

back and then both of us read it. I say the word and he has to like say it after me. For 

three years, he didn’t um went up on his goals, his IEP goals, and this last year he went… 

like he has…like he went up like 40% or 50% almost. I think since October…like when 

we start [the literacy program] and I start like more working with him. I really know how 

to teach him to learn stuff. Before it was like...I guess. I was frustrated, but um I didn’t 

show it to him. The teacher and everybody are happy. They asked me if I was working 

with him, and I…I let them…I told them, “Yeah!”  They’re like, “Are you doing 

something different?”  I was like, “Yeah, I’m in a like program to teach other women.” 

They’re like, “Oh good.” “And I’m working some strategies that they showed me there 

with my children.”  And they’re… they’re very happy with it. I’m like, “There is certain 
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womans, and um there’s people helping us teach other women and training us.” And 

they’re like…they were happy with it. (Story, “Teaching My Son”)  

Marla takes her learning and runs with it. She sets aside her fears over her pronunciation and 

focuses on ways to help her son. For the first time in three years, he shows growth towards 

meeting his IEP goals. In turn, Marla acknowledges her self-worth. She can teach and help her 

son. Remarkably, the school also recognizes her efforts, affirming that her parental involvement 

makes a difference.   

 This, however, is not all; there is more to tell. Marla extends her work to other members 

of her family. Her cousins are native Spanish speakers. They speak little English, so Marla helps 

their children with reading and writing. Marla adapts the retrospective questioning procedure 

(Goodman & Marek, 1996) to help her younger cousins with writing. She describes how she asks 

them to determine whether what they have written looks and sounds like language and whether it 

makes sense. Then she helps them monitor for understanding.    

My cousins doesn’t don’t speak English. So if their kids have trouble in school, 

they…they bring them over here, so I could help them or I go to their houses. It’s mostly 

like reading cause math…they help their kids with math. They have to write a sentence 

on like…they write it just like that…like the strategies…like it sounds good or stuff like 

that. And they’re like, “No,” so then like what we can do…like something they could um 

use to make sense. And they’re like, “Okay,” and I give them like um word options cause 

they’re like little, like 8-9 years, and I make them…I give them options. So they like read 

every option I gave like for the sentence, and then they got it like. (Story, “They Write it 

Like the Strategies”) 
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Here we see how Marla effectively supports her young cousins’ knowledge building through 

metacognitive conversations that take place internally and externally (Schoenbach, Greenleaf, 

Cziko, & Hurwitz¸1999), building on their experiences as users of language.  

For Marla, the Internet opens up a world of technology. Facebook and Google are part of 

her everyday literacy practices. Whenever a question arises for which she does not have the 

answer, she googles the information. Although she loves the ease of technology, she now 

employs a different approach.  

If I didn’t know something, I just always go to Google. I googled something. Now, I’m 

more confident with my stuff and how to do it with them. Before if I didn’t know 

something, I just google it. I will help them, actually give them the answer, and now not. 

I’m more like, “No, it’s your work. You have to do it. I will help you, but I’m not gonna 

do this for you.” (Story, “It’s Your Work”) 

Marla differentiates between doing for the children and doing with them. Before joining the 

literacy program, she gave them the answers, which, in retrospect, she has come to view as doing 

their work for them. Now, she adopts a gradual release of responsibility (Fisher & Frey, 2011) 

where she models for them, guides them, and releases the responsibility for learning back to 

them. When we look beyond her pronunciation, we see Marla having the confidence to apply an 

evolving body of knowledge in sophisticated ways. 

 The baby grows restless and needs Marla’s attention. We have talked for a long time. I 

leave thinking about Marla, her children, and her cousins. I cannot get over the 40% 

improvement after three years with little growth. I think about Marla’s growing confidence and 

determination. I believe her when she tells me that she likes to learn. In addition to training and 

mentoring sessions, Marla also learns through tutoring her student. According to Marla, when 
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she helps her student write her essays and learn vocabulary, she improves her writing and 

vocabulary: “She’s not the only one learning. I’m learning too. Like I’m showing her like vocab. 

I learn more vocab for me and stuff. I think that’s it. I don’t see her like I’m teaching her. It’s 

like we’re both learning stuff, I think” (Interview 3; lines 373-375). Marla sees tutoring as a 

learning partnership. She feels good about herself because she is helping someone else and doing 

something important.  

 It is the middle of March, and the past few months have flown by quickly. My husband is 

here to move me to Georgia. He arrived two days ago and has spent the past two days driving me 

back and forth to appointments and packing books. Thinking of Marla’s situation, I feel guilty, as 

I am irritated at the inconvenience of only having one car. It is mid-morning on Wednesday, the 

day before I leave. My husband drops me at Marla’s house while he runs last minute errands. I 

feel sad today, as I know my departure means that I am leaving behind my work in the WLN and 

the women with whom I have grown close. I treasure every moment and know I will keenly feel 

the loss.  

 Today we talk about how Marla has grown over the course of her participation in the 

WLN and through our time with one another. I ask her to tell me about what she sees in herself. 

She tells me again that she feels more confident. Aside from talking more and carrying herself 

differently, she has come to trust in herself and her knowledge. 

Last session…last tutoring session, I think I…I was kind of embarrassed. I think I feel 

more confident with me. Like um my way of thinking. Now I know that um when I’m 

wrong and when I’m right. Like let’s say I question if she’s doing it and she’s telling me 

if it’s right, I have to just see it and read it. Before I would tell her, I don’t know. Let me 

see…let me look for it. But now, I’m kinda like… sometimes, I just said like yeah, and 
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sometimes I like…we read it together…like let’s see together if it’s right or wrong. I 

think like…I think it’s more like vocabulary or more confidence with me. Like before 

before the training, I wouldn’t know like to tell her like, “Oh this look right or 

something.” I wouldn’t say like, “Oh, it’s wrong. I think it’s wrong. I think it’s right.” 

Before I was like, what if I don’t spell or pronunciate it right. Now, I’m just like talking. I 

think in not putting in that much attention of what I did say or like on the miscues, I 

would always go back and read it again like the way it said. But I think um if it sounds 

right, I just let it like that. I know more stuff now. I…I…before I knew it, but I wasn’t 

that comfortable like confident with myself…like I thought I was wrong or something. 

But now, I’m like I think it’s right. Before I was more shy. I wouldn’t like talk with the 

other tutors and with you guys. I will like just like basic…like, “Oh yeah, hi, how how’re 

you doing?,” this and that. I talk more. (Story, “I Know More; I Talk More”) 

At first Marla felt unsure about participating in the study; however, she says our time together 

makes her feel good. She admits that I push her, telling me that I make her think: “I’m like…I 

have to do…I have to answer something” (Interview 4, line 263). I ask if this helps her be more 

social. She responds, “I think so…but I don’t think so, I know” (Interview 4, line 265).  

 Marla recognizes her strengths and is more accepting of who she is. She believes that her 

experiences in the WLN and our time together have helped her put her future plans into 

perspective. She has a clearer picture of what she wants and how to get there. She expresses 

concern for others who have dropped out of school.  

I think it’s a really good program. If there were like more programs like this, honestly, 

not only women, but guys [and] teenagers, there will be more graduates than there are. 

Because it’s a really good program! It’s not only helping the students, it’s helping me 
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grow as a person. I don’t know how, do I say it? Um, if there were programs like this, it 

weren’t…how do I say it…I don’t know… there would be more people with their GED 

or high school diploma. I think it has a good training. It make us um help the other people 

so they can graduate. (Story, “It’s a Good Program!)  

Where Marla’s brother once mocked her English pronunciation, he now wants her help to 

get his GED. He asks her about a similar program for men. I, in turn, ask whether she thinks the 

program would work as well if men were included.  

Well, some men think like a woman can’t um teach them, but um I think it could be men 

with men or women with women. But um like you got like some men and like try it try to 

see if it works like it really work with women because my brother’s been asking me 

to…he wants to get his GED…and he’s like, “It’s not a place where I can go?” And I’m 

like, “No, it’s only for women.” But like I said some men are not like…they’re not that 

supportive with women. We’re women, and we understand each other. We don’t have the 

same thoughts, but we kinda do as a woman. We know like the goal we want and uh 

almost all women that have a family want the same goal. (Story, “We’re Women; We 

Understand Each Other”) 

Marla reiterates the thoughts of the other women. As women, we understand each other. As 

mothers, we have the same goals; we want the best for our families. Marla exclaims, “I want 

better stuff like I want to have our own house, a better job for me, and like…like my kids 

actually finish high school and go to college or university” (Interview 4, lines 175-176). 

According to Marla, men would likely disrupt the chemistry of the program; therefore, she 

advocates for more programs that serve men and teens. She vividly remembers her own 

experiences, and her advice to me is to establish more literacy programs to help teenagers and 
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men. She also advises me to have good people. I ask her if she means good leaders. She answers 

in the affirmative; “I don’t know how to explain it…like yeah, um mmm let’s see, I don’t know 

how to explain it, but I think the way you guys are like responsible and always like there to help 

us” (Interview 4, lines 347-348). To Marla, good leadership means providing effective training, 

listening, and being there to help.  

 I see Marla again in June at a recognition ceremony for the tutors and students. The 

neighborhood literacy council hosts the ceremony and reception. Marla has her picture taken 

with the mayor and city councilman. Afterwards, she introduces me to her older children and her 

husband. I finally put a face to the man. I tell him how much I have heard about him and thank 

him for supporting Marla’s work with the WLN. He proudly beams at me and shyly shakes my 

hand. Borrowing Marla’s words, I feel good. She is on her way towards making her imagined 

self a reality.  

Discussion 

 Marla seeks to do more with her life. The Women’s Literacy Network (WLN) contacts 

her at time when she finds herself at a turning point (Bruner, 1994, cf. Hull, Jury, & Zacher, 

2007). Hull et al. define turning points as “moments when people report sharp change in their 

lives and accompanying dramatic changes in representations of self” (p. 311). Marla is poised for 

such a change. The family literacy program whets her appetite for learning and readies her for 

the next phase of her literacy and identity journey, the WLN.  

Believing she lacks the education to tutor other women, Marla takes a risk and returns the 

adult education center’s call.  She interviews for the tutor position and joins the WLN. During 

training, she learns that people are uniquely different and all perceive things differently. 

Formerly silenced by her accent and English pronunciation, she is fully invested in learning and 
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seizes the opportunities presented. She gains comfort and develops relationships of trust with 

other woman. No longer silenced, she finds her voice, becoming more vocal. She communicates 

with others and carries herself with confidence. Others take notice, and she gains in status and 

stature. Consequently, she becomes a new woman, as she experiences a profound shift in her 

literacy identity.  

Mentoring plays an important role in this transformation. Through mentoring, Marla 

discovers a sisterhood where women share their experiences, offering ideas and support. She 

describes what mentoring means to her. 

I think talking with the other tutors like when we meet before you guys…before the 

mentoring…starting with just talking. We all talk about our experiences. I like the 

mentoring. Like I get together with everybody and talk about everything like we do every 

time. I think that the stuff that you do like seeing um like if we have a problem with 

something….I’m not the only one. (Story, “I Like Mentoring”) 

In the WLN, Marla experiences inter-connectedness, knowledge sharing, and reciprocity. She 

works closely with the bilingual program facilitator and the women she tutors. Later, she shares 

intimately with me during our sessions, and we too bond at a deeper level. No one in the program 

judges or ridicules her. She is accepted without question. Rather than feel self-conscious over her 

accent and pronunciation, her bilingualism and biliteracy are assets that enable her to adeptly 

tutor her student, an L2 speaker, and younger cousins.    

 Tutor training opens up a world of metacognitive strategies and instruction for Marla. She 

demonstrates agency, effecting change in the way she works with her children and her young 

cousins. No one tells her that she does not know enough to employ these strategies. Instead, she 

feels empowered to try them out and practice them. She applies them in strategic ways, first 
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modeling and then releasing responsibility to remarkable ends. This is especially evident in her 

work with her son. She learns that she can teach others. She finds her sense of self, which 

increases her self-worth. She comes to see herself as fully capable and competent. 

 As a transnational, Marla’s school experiences differ from those of Sally and Melissa. 

She attends school in Mexico and the United States. She defines these intervals temporally as 

over there and here. She is taught from an early age to rely on her teachers and ask them for help. 

Her grandmother reinforces this by visiting the school to request that Marla’s teachers work with 

Marla and give her additional support. Marla grows up knowing that if she needs help, it must 

come from the school. Later, in middle school, she attends a Secundaria, where she is socialized 

into ideals of unity, respect, and orderly conduct. Although, she describes herself as a “mean 

girl,” she internalizes these ideals, and she does not disrespect adults. 

 Marla’s strong sense of respect and responsibility allows others, including her family, to 

control her. Only through the support of her husband, does she break free to find and discover 

herself. She again uses a temporal discourse to refer to her husband as her “actual” husband. 

Here she identifies the man to whom she is currently married. Yet, she also uses “actual” to 

describe the qualities that make an ideal husband. Therefore, Marla’s husband is her “actual” 

husband in totality. Through her husband’s encouragement, she reaches out for what she wants, 

actualizing her imagined self.  

 The WLN and Marla find each other at a time when she is seeking change. For her, as for 

the other women, it offers a new beginning. Although she has a large on-line social network, she 

spends her time at home in her role of wife and mother. She takes great pride in being a “family 

woman;” however, she wants to be a working mother and not a “stay at home” mom. The WLN 

gets her out of the house. She, like the others, sees herself doing important work that matters. 
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She believes in the power of women helping women because women have common goals. They 

understand each other and want the best for their families. Notwithstanding, she reflects on her 

own journey and that of her brother. In a voice filled with emotion, she pleads for more help for 

men and teens. I hear her. Marla’s literacy journey takes her from a position of silence to a 

position of power. I highlight the central themes of her journey, as revealed in her narrative.   

Sense of self and positioning. Pregnant with her second child, Marla’s returns to the 

United States to give birth to her second child. Feeling out of practice, she makes a concerted 

effort to practice her English. Her brothers make fun of her. Not only do they make fun of her, 

they continue making fun of her. In Marla’s words, “they don’t stop.” Terribly self-conscious, 

she internalizes these experiences, finding it safer to remain quiet.  

Holland and Leander (2004) hold that “positionings are pivotal moments in which social 

and psychological phenomena come to interanimate and interprenetrate one another” (p. 127). 

Thompson (1991) asserts that, “Every linguistic interaction, however, personally insignificant it 

may seem, bears the traces of the social structure that it both expresses and helps to produce” (p. 

2). Until Marla remarries, her family exerts control over her. Her brothers’ ridicule of her 

reproduces a social structure whereby they exert their control and authority over her as male 

relatives.  

Marla is positioned as an incompetent English speaker and accepts this positioning of 

self. Her silence and acceptance constitutes a kind of interpellation (Moje & Luke, 2009) 

whereby Marla recognizes her subjectivity through her response, in this case her silencing, 

producing an identity of incompetent English speaker with its concomitant assumptions of low 

intelligence. Nevertheless, Marla breaks free of this positioning, as she recognizes and names her 

strengths as a full and legitimate participant in a women’s literacy community of practice (Lave 
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& Wenger, 1991). She re-positions herself as a knowledgeable woman who can teach others. 

Marla is silenced no more.  

Resources and support. Like each of the women in this study, Marla grew up with few 

literacy resources in the home. Economic reading capital such as private tutors, educational 

games, books, and magazine subscriptions (Compton Lilly, 2007) were unavailable. Unlike the 

other women, however, Marla’s grandmother strongly advocated for Marla’s teachers to provide 

her with additional help. And so, Marla knew if she needed help, it would have to come from her 

teachers. Hence, she would stay in during recess to obtain the help she needed. Marla viewed her 

teachers as resources and maintained good relationships with them.   

As a young adult with two children and a third on the way, Marla lacked affordable 

childcare. Despite her efforts to stay in school, the cost of childcare was beyond her reach. Long 

waiting lists precluded her enrolling in a teenage parent program that would have provided 

daycare for children while teen moms attend class. At the time, her only recourse was to drop out 

of school.  

We again see a lack of resources when Marla tried repeatedly to enroll her daughter in 

Head Start. Long waiting lists, too many people in need, and unreturned telephone calls kept her 

daughter from attending pre-school. Once her son who has a learning disability was identified, 

Child Find legislation kicked in and the system eventually worked. No longer silenced, Marla 

advocates for herself and her children.  

In the WLN, Marla learned a number of strategies and became proficient using them. 

Unafraid to try, she now serves as a resource for others. She has attained new status as 

knowledgeable and competent. Her children’s school credited her, acknowledging that she was 
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doing something different at home. She was also publically recognized for her achievements and 

contributions to community literacy.  

Social networks and connections. The number and intensity of interactions in the WLN 

enhance Marla’s social capital, creating new relational ties. She develops ties with professional 

women and women educators from the university and the adult education center. She meets other 

women, tutors and students, with whom she bonds. She and the other women are formally 

recognized by the local literacy council for their work in the target community. Marla gains 

status and builds social capital through these affiliations that privilege literacy.  

Drawing on Small’s (2009) definition of social capital as “resources people derived 

directly from their social ties” (Loc 201 of 6669), we take notice of the ways in which Marla 

leverages resources. She fully exploits the resources she acquires through the WLN and its 

partners. She uses these resources to reach out and help her children, her extended family, and 

the women she tutors.  

Social capital and status. Marla also gains social capital and status through her 

affiliation with the WLN and its partners. She joins the program because it offers her an 

opportunity to socialize and meet other woman. She welcomes the opportunity to help others 

who are studying for the GED. She sees this as important work. As she re-frames her literacy 

identity, she gains in stature. Her family observes these changes. Marla’s husband is so proud of 

her, and where once her brother ridiculed her, he has now asked her for help to obtain his GED. 

In her work with me, she tells me that I make her think and our conversations have helped her be 

more social. Marla successfully completed tutor training, mentoring, and fulfilled all of her 

tutoring hours. This entitled her to a written letter of recommendation that will help her obtain 

the type of job she wants. No longer stuck in dirty dish washing jobs, she is well-positioned for 
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entry-level customer service work that utilizes her linguistic capital as a lingua franca speaker 

(cf. Duff, 2012).  

Self-confidence. In each of our sessions, Marla reifies the power of the WLN to 

transform lives. She mentions gaining confidence or feeling confident a total of 34 times. 

According to Marla, we made her feel welcome. She came to trust us and the other woman. We 

are “good persons,” and we taught her things that she found valuable. She reported becoming 

more confident in her speaking, writing, and mathematics. She learned alongside her students in 

a reciprocal relationship that helped her with her vocabulary. The greatest change, however, has 

been in realizing that she can teach others. Her accent and English pronunciation have an inverse 

relationship with her self-confidence and comfort. The greater her self-confidence and the more 

comfortable she feels, the less conscious she is of her accent and pronunciation. Learning about 

miscues helped her focus on making meaning instead of reading to pronounce the words. This 

has made her secure in her own knowledge. She is better able to state what she knows as 

opposed to doubting herself.  

Conclusion 

Earlier I raised the issue of romanticizing English speakers (Gutierrez & Orellana, 2006). 

My aim in writing this narrative was to “capture both the regularity and the variance” (Gutierrez 

& Orellana, p. 503) of Marla’s lived experience and storied life. I hope I have achieved these 

ends. I purposefully chose not to focus on or emphasize Marla’s hardships or other related time-

worn tropes. I resolved, instead, to tell her story, highlighting her literacy journey without 

romanticizing, dramatizing, or trivializing her lived experiences.  

In reflecting back on Marla’s literacies, rarely have I seen someone with so little 

exposure quickly grasp constructs such as metacognition, miscue analysis, retrospective miscue 
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analysis, modeling, and release of responsibility and employ them with such a measure of 

sophistication. For Marla, the strategies represented a ray of hope for her and her son, and I 

wonder how much more could be accomplished were more innovative literacy programs fully 

funded. Marla clearly sees the possibilities and the benefits. She has experienced them first-hand, 

and in advocating for teen mothers, urban youth, and adult learners like her brother, she reminds 

us that there is still much work to be done, a prominent theme in this study.   
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CHAPTER 9. LITERACY IDENTITY: COLLECTIVE STORIES OF COMING TO BE 

“Self is a perpetually rewritten story.” 

—Jerome Bruner (1994, p.53) 

This chapter tells the “story of the stories” (Sfard & Prusak, 2005) where I present the 

commonalities and distinctions found across participant narratives. The narratives provided an 

insider’s look into each woman’s literacy identity: her history, stories, practices, and her 

imagined future12 (Kanno & Norton, 2003; Norton & Pavlenko, 2004; Norton & Toohey, 2011), 

in other words, her personhood. They also explicated how each woman came to reframe her 

literacy identity through her participation in the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN). This story 

teases out critical elements and themes that have implications for researchers, educators, 

community-based programs, and policy makers, which I take up in the concluding chapter.  

Earlier, I introduced the notion of turning points. Turning points are significant as they 

represent pivotal moments of agentive decision making followed by action. According to Bruner 

(1994), turning points are “vividly particular,” “thickly agentive,” and although they are 

connected to happenings outside the self, they are “attributed internally”; they initiate taking 

action (p. 50). Four of the five women reached such a turning point when they returned to school 

for their GED. The women reached another seminal turning point when they joined the WLN 

and experienced transformational shifts in their literacy identities. 

Each woman came with her stories and lived experiences, and each realized new depths 

of personal growth that expanded outward in and through her social networks. In this community 

of practice, the women became part of a network that created social change. They viewed 

                                                 
12 See also Yosso’s (2005) discussion of Aspirational Capital which is defined as “the ability to maintain hopes and 

dreams of the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (p. 77). 
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themselves as instruments of change and saw themselves doing important work, work that 

mattered in the community. They claimed a unique space regardless of race, gender, education, 

or class. The women experienced a sense of belonging, and each came to see herself as literate 

and competent.  

The critical elements, themes, and findings discussed in this chapter broaden and deepen 

our understanding of women’s literacy identity and empowerment. I present the frequencies with 

which they occur and highlight their importance. I offer an interpretive framework and lay the 

research texts or narratives alongside relevant research in the field (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000). I then discuss the significance of these themes in identity construction and transformation, 

as they are central to conceptualizing women’s literacy and identity in community settings.  

  In a review of literature on identity and literacy, Moje and Luke (2009) conceptualize 

identity according to five metaphors of identity, as documented in “literacy-and-identity” studies 

(p. 416). Moje and Luke point out that conceptualizing literacy within a social practice 

framework has “turned researchers’ and theorists’ attentions to the roles of texts as tools or 

media for constructing, narrating, mediating, enacting, performing, enlisting, or exploring 

identities” (p. 416). For purposes of this study, I expand Moje’s and Luke’s conception of text to 

represent the women’s literacy-and-identity narratives, as the textual fabric of their storied and 

narrated lives (Bruner, 2004; Short, 2012). This is not to suggest that “experience, action, lives, 

and persons” (Bamberg, 2006, p. 142) are read as texts, but rather that the narratives represent 

the “small and big stories” (Bamberg, 2006; Georgakopoulou, 2006; cf. Somers, 1994) of lived 

experience and imagined selves.   

Moje and Luke (2009) describe three main assumptions that cut across literacy-and-

identity studies. The first assumption is that “Literacies are social rather than individual 
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constructions” (p. 417). The second is that “Identity is no longer conceptualized as a single stable 

entity that one develops through adolescence and achieves at some point in (healthy) adulthood” 

(p. 418). Last, “An identity is recognized by others (Gee, 2001)” (p. 419). These three 

assumptions undergird the findings in this study, and, as will be revealed, the woman’s 

experiences, as constructed, enacted, and situated, further align with Moje & Luke’s five 

metaphors of identity13: 1) identity as difference; 2) identity as sense of self/subjectivity; 3) 

identity as mind and consciousness; 4) identity as narrative; and 5) identity as position (p. 416).  

The study’s findings indicate that literacy identities are indeed dynamic. They are 

socially constructed, framed, and re-framed in historical time and space. They speak to the past, 

present, and future. Literacy identities are not only told, but enacted and lived. They are formed 

experientially and internalized. Internalization consists of a layering effect, a protective laminate 

that congeals and thickens over time. The findings unveil the ways in which the women’s 

literacy identities assume overlapping stances that work in concert to shape participants’ sense of 

self and mind as consciousness. The narrated self, as enacted and expressed, explicates the inter-

connectedness of literacy and identity. These identities are both recognized and reified by others, 

which influences the positioning of self by self and others. The data reveal that literacy identities 

are significantly more complex than a unitary theory or stance.  

In my analysis of the data, I identified 138 themes and 11 categories, as outlined in 

Chapter 3. As I created field texts (Clandinen & Connelly, 2000) and extracted participants’ 

stories, I uncovered a significant thread that wove throughout each woman’s small stories linking 

them in a larger narrative that sheds light on how “literacy matters to identity and how identity 

matters to literacy” (Moje & Luke, 2009, p. 446).  

                                                 
13 See also Hull, Jury and Sacher’s (2012) conceptual framing of identity as drawn from “ethnographies of 

personhood, social theory, and sociohistorical research on literacy, learning, and human development” (pp. 302-

303).  
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After writing the narratives, I returned to the original themes and categories, seeking 

connecting threads that wove across the narratives. I identified 75 themes that occurred across 

two or more narratives. Reading back through the narratives yet again, I reviewed the coding and 

context for each critical element and theme. This re-analysis led to a reorganization of the data. I 

collapsed the 75 themes, some were subsumed within others, and re-grouped them according to 

Moje and Luke’s (2009) five metaphors of identity.  

This re-analysis and reorganization of data speak to how theoretical framings of literacy 

and identity are both nuanced and syndetic. The data cohere across the metaphors, making a case 

for a syncretic and integrative approach to literacy and identity research, as outlined in Hull et al. 

(2012). Sfard and Prusak (2005) suggest that “identities may be defined as collections about 

stories as persons, or more specifically as those narratives about individuals that are reifying, 

endorsable, and significant” (p.16), presenting identities as “discursive counterparts of one’s 

lived experiences” (p. 17). While my research lends support to this construct, my findings align 

with Holland and Lachicotte (2007) in that defining identity is complicated and messy due to the 

volume of literature that incorporates theoretical perspectives from many fields. Thus, I argue 

that literacy identity, as constructed and enacted by the women in this study, embodies multiple 

theoretical stances that are reified, endorsable, and significant through their telling. I return now 

to my story of the stories, as I discuss the themes, commonalities, and distinctions across the 

narratives within the framework of the five metaphors.   

Identity as Difference 

 “Identity as difference focuses on how people are distinguished one from another by 

virtue of their group membership and on how ways of knowing, doing, or believing held or 
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practiced by a group shape the individual as a member of that group” (Moje & Luke, 2009, p. 

420). 

 McDermott, Goldman, and Varenne (2006) contend that “Culturally and educationally, 

the United States specializes in the production of kinds of persons described first by ethnic, 

racial, and linguistic lines and second by supposed mental abilities” (p. 1 2). These descriptions 

of “embodied psychological traits” have become labels that disconnect children from their 

potential, setting limits on “the best that they can be” (McDermott & Raley, 2009, p. 431). 

Johnston and Costello (2005; cf. Johnston, 1993) concur, arguing that discourses of trait and 

deficit effect “problematic identities and dispositions” (p. 261). Gutierrez and Orellana (2006) 

remind us that “In a stratified society, differences are never just differences, they will always be 

interpreted and ranked according to dominant cultural values and norms” (p. 506).  Discourses of 

difference frame each woman’s identity construction and sense of self. 

Each woman was classified and grouped according to her race, ethnicity, home language, 

learning disability, and/or immigration status. The women’s selves are deeply rooted in labels of 

difference that have been internalized. Internalized notions of difference, of not being good 

enough, limited and constrained educational opportunities and career choices for three of the 

women, leaving them to settle for safe, predictable jobs and careers. A fourth, Marla, was denied 

educational and work opportunities based on her immigration status.  

 I now discuss the ways in which identity as difference shaped participants’ literacy 

identities based on internalizations of deficit thinking. The following table demonstrates the 

frequencies of identity as difference themes across the narratives.  

 

 



267 

 

 

Table 9.1  

Frequencies of Themes: Identity as Difference 

Theme Grace Sally Diana Melissa Marla 

Race, ethnicity, and class 27 5 4 17 N/A 

Reading and speaking in 

English/Spanish 
N/A 8 4 24 17 

Labeling 6 4 24 N/A 1 

Resistance 4 11 14 6 8 

Limiting/constraining 13 N/A 10 N/A N/A 

 

Race, Ethnicity, and Class 

The women with the exception of Melissa came from working-class families. Their 

parents and caregivers’ educational backgrounds ranged from little formal schooling to some 

secondary education. Melissa came from a middle class family, which in the early 1970’s 

deviated from prevailing cultural models of Latinos as uneducated, dirty, and lazy (Solarzano, 

1997). McDermott, Raley, and Seyer-Ochi (2009) contend that race and class should be treated 

as social activities where they are more about what people do to each other rather than what 

people are. The women’s stories evidence the ways that people, teachers, peers, bosses, and even 

family “did” race and class.  

Schools and schooling endorse and concretize the identifying and positioning of students 

based on group classifications. Grace, Sally, Diana, and Melissa were subjects of oppression. 

They were categorized, positioned, and treated as less-than or other, subordinating them and their 

literacies. Their identities based on difference were “called into being” (Holland & Leander, 

2004), which in turn shaped their dispositions, practices, and decision making. Identity as 

difference profoundly affected the women’s “now Selves” (Bruner, 1994), as Grace did not go to 
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college, and Sally, Diana, and Melissa dropped out of school. Their remembered pasts continued 

to exert influence over their now and future selves.   

Grace and Melissa were set apart by phenotypic features. Grace’s eyes and Melissa’s 

darker skin and indigenous features visually marked them as cultural others. Both women were 

bullied because they looked different. Grace was bullied throughout her K-12 schooling by 

peers, and Melissa was bullied by her teachers. Fed up, both women resisted. Grace chose not to 

pursue higher education, and Melissa began fighting, got pregnant, and dropped out of school. 

Grace always felt on the outside looking in because she “had no culture” that she could 

name and to which she belonged. She felt isolated and lonely, having her attempts at friendship 

“rebuffed” by her peers. Rather than undergo more of the same, she opted not to enroll in 

college, choosing motherhood instead. For her, motherhood was safe. She craved love and 

affection and thought that she would find belonging and fulfillment in having a family of her 

own. Although she was able to obtain office jobs with greater degrees of difficulty and 

responsibility, she lived intellectually unfulfilled. While she cherishes her role as a mother, after 

the dissolution of her second marriage, she found herself alone, lonely, and searching for 

something more. Not having gone to college is one of her greatest regrets. Grace sees herself as 

lacking and feels a need to defend her decision not to attend college to herself and others.   

Melissa lived through a screen of shame and silence. The abuse meted out by her teachers 

socialized her into the role of non-dominant, servile student, a role that is replicated at her job. At 

work, she is a factory worker subordinated by her race, gender, and language. I note here how 

normalizing judgment that disciplines and punishes became a self-regulator for Melissa 

(Foucault, 1984), which limited her options. Melissa was a silent child who became a “silent 

woman” (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1997). She internalized the abuse and 
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directed her feelings inward. Her story remained untold. Melissa saw white authority figures 

such as her teachers and boss as all-powerful, and she came to fear them.  

Although Melissa is making strides towards wholeness, fear of her boss and losing her 

job often keep her from advocating for herself. A brutal work encounter with her boss drew her 

back to school in the hope of earning her GED and finding a different job. Melissa demonstrated 

agency in returning to school and later taking a college writing course. This transformational 

resistance (Cammarota, 2004; Solarzano & Delgado Bernal; 2001) allowed her to move beyond 

her marginalized status and demonstrate her intelligence and capacity for learning. 

In a similar but different vein, Diana’s LD label and low SES status also marked her as 

different and less than. This early labeling followed her into adulthood where her school 

experiences limited her “imagined future” (Kanno & Norton, 2003). Although she knows herself 

to be capable, she still carries the fear and anxiety of being learning disabled and different. She 

allows the stigmatization of the LD label to influence her career choices. She left high school, in 

part, because she did not have a clear path. Now, having earned her GED, she has chosen a safer 

path as a medical assistant rather than pursue a love of teaching. The old LD label whispers in 

her head: “What if I really am LD?” She worries that if she pursues a career in teaching, she will 

“mess up children.” I point out that she has not “messed up her own children”; however, medical 

assisting poses less risk to self and lessens her fear of failure. 

In contrast, Sally engaged in risk-taking. As her marriage disintegrated, she had little 

patience or desire to relive high school learning in an adult education classroom. She chose to 

forge ahead, take the GED, and see what happened. She passed the test and opened an in-home 

day care center, a common economic enterprise in her neighborhood for women who are unable 

to work outside the home. When her youngest child was old enough to attend pre-school, Sally 
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enrolled at the local community college, earning an associate’s degree. As of this writing, she is 

in her final semester at the university. Sally also engaged in transformational resistance 

(Cammarota, 2004; Solarzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solarzano & Yosso, 2002), refusing to 

let her early experiences constrain her imagined future. 

 Unlike the other women, Sally had a strong mentor in her pastor who counseled her. 

Wheel chair bound from a tragic accident, he repeatedly advised her to pick herself up and keep 

going. She attributes her agency in getting her GED, opening a home-based business, and 

earning a degree to being older and more mature. She relays the message she internalized: “This 

is your life. No matter what other people do to you, um you’re the one that’s going to pay the 

consequences for the choices you make. And you’re either going to have success or you’re just 

going to, you know, have a pity party and go nowhere” (Interview 1, lines 353-356). Sally lives 

this message in order to be a strong, positive role model for her children and the women she 

tutors.  

Reading and Speaking 

 I initially used language as a theme and further differentiated between reading in Spanish 

and English and speaking in Spanish and English. Upon closer examination, the category of 

reading and speaking evolved under the construct of identity as difference.  

 Sally, Melissa, and Marla are bilingual speakers whose heritage language is Spanish. 

Each was categorized as an English Language Learner, a label Duff (2012) critiques as a term 

that conveys “incomplete processes and outcomes of learning and acculturation” (p.410). Their 

experiences provide opportunities for critical examination of beliefs about language, interactions, 

and the ways in which institutions and organizations can better support language minority 

families. 
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Sally, a bright child in a gifted bilingual program, loved listening to her teachers read 

aloud, but had few opportunities to transact with print materials outside of school. As a native 

Spanish speaker in a bilingual classroom, she was publically admonished by her fifth-grade 

teacher for struggling to read in Spanish. Given her oral fluency in Spanish and her Mexican 

ancestry, she did not fit her teacher’s cultural model of students in a bilingual gifted program. 

According to Sally, her teacher expected her to read fluently in Spanish without making miscues. 

She emphatically states: “She was just horrible. She was just really mean” (Interview 1, line 

259). Not only did this turn Sally off to school and pave the way to dropping out, it turned her off 

to reading.  

Melissa was repeatedly struck for speaking Spanish. By the time she reached fifth grade, 

she internalized the message that speaking Spanish was forbidden, “not done.” This caused inner 

confusion. How could she, as her grandmother’s translator, help her grandmother if she was not 

allowed to speak Spanish? This produced anger, as she was abused, humiliated, and denied her 

language. Melissa was in a cultural and linguistic no-man’s land that continues today on her job 

where she is the only “brown woman.” 

I contrast Sally’s and Melissa’s experiences with those of Marla. Unlike Melissa and 

Sally, Marla found acceptance and support in both Mexican and U.S. schools. She felt as though 

her teachers cared about her. They were kind and gave her the support she was unable to receive 

at home. Her high school experiences were also very different. Instead of attending a large 

comprehensive high school where she was one of many and lost in the crowd, Marla attended a 

small charter school where she had close, personal, and frequent interactions with her teachers. 

Whether the difference was due to the small size of the school, its longevity in working with 

alternative education students, or the fact that charter school funding is based on attendance and 
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retention remains unknown and beyond the scope of this study. In Marla’s case, however, 

dropping out was not an act of resistance; the system failed to provide the supports young 

mothers need to stay in school.  

Duff’s (2007) research supports Marla’s L2 language experiences. According to Duff, L2 

speakers may either be welcomed into their L2 speech communities or “face resistance or 

opposition from those expected to nurture them” (p. 310). Moreover, Menard Warwick (2004) 

contends that L2 learning is “mediated” by the way that “individuals respond to the gendered 

expectations that are placed on them by their families and communities” (p. 304). We see from 

Marla’s narrative that she was othered by her siblings, particularly her brothers, who may have 

been asserting male dominance. Fully invested14 in learning English, she desired to fit in and 

belong. Her brothers repeatedly mocked her attempts and made fun of her. In her words, “they 

didn’t stop.” She withdrew. She stopped initiating conversations and became self-conscious of 

her accented English. She protected herself by staying silent and not talking. Until she joined the 

WLN at the urging of her husband, she only spoke English when necessary.  

Labeling  

As revealed in the women’s stories, labeling supported powerful deficit orientations of 

self, leaving each woman to question her self-worth based on [faulty] assumptions, beliefs, and 

practices inherent in labels of difference. The data reveal that Marla was categorized and limited 

by her English pronunciation and Spanish accent. She was labeled an undocumented immigrant 

and denied employment and other opportunities. Diana was constrained by labels of pregnant 

teen, high school dropout, and learning disabled. Grace was repeatedly called a chink. 

                                                 
14 See also Ricento (2005, p. 897) for a discussion of how learners identify with a particular culture and the 

motivation required to learn the culture’s language.  
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Sally and Melissa were labeled troublemakers and rebellious for resisting school 

authority. Both resisted the limits and controls imposed on them by the institutions that denied 

their personhood. Sally was denied status as a bright, gifted young woman. Consequently, she 

acted to gain status and save face among her peers by engaging in sexual promiscuity, getting 

high, and cutting school. Melissa also resisted. She took back her status by fighting. She could 

not direct her physical anger at the teachers who abused and shamed her; therefore, she directed 

her anger at the girls who tried to bully her. Both women felt abandoned by their parents, and for 

Melissa, school contacts brought the parental attention she sought.  

Marla, too, enhanced her status by fighting and resisting peer behavior she found 

disrespecting of her person, referring to herself as a “mean girl.” Each of the women 

demonstrated agency by taking control of her physical self. As young women, they used their 

bodies, over which they had control, to resist the maltreatment treatment of self by other.  

Identity as Sense of Self/Subjectivity 

“Closely related to the identity-as-difference metaphor, the identity as self metaphor, with the 

emphasis in this metaphor less on how selves or identities are different and more on how selves 

come to be at all” (Moje & Luke, 2009, p. 422). 

Markus and Nurius (1986), as explained in Bruner (1994; cf. , 1995), posit a set of 

“Possible Selves,” each of which is a “different working over of the past: what we would like to 

be, what we fear becoming…, and a Now Self (or Selves) who carry out the mundane 

transactions of everyday life” (p. 46). Bruner further contends that “cultural pressures can 

selectively alter the experiences of self” (p. 48). Cultural pressures due to the deleterious effects 

of labeling and classifications are found across participant narratives, profoundly affecting 
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participants’ sense of self and subjectivity. Also present are transformational shifts that took 

place as participants came to revalue (K. Goodman, 1996b) themselves and their literacies.  

I turn to critical race theory and Latina/o critical race theory to further ground these shifts 

in identity, as the women came to know and understand their power as women and as 

individuals. Citing Matsuda (1991), Solarzano and Yosso (2002) make clear that “a critical race 

theory is committed to social justice and offers a liberatory or transformative response to racial, 

gender, and class oppression” (p. 26). Solarzano and Yosso envision that such a research agenda 

will lead to the empowerment of subordinated minority groups.  

We see these liberatory responses revealed in the women’s transformations and the ways 

in which they re-framed deficit orientations of self. bell hooks (1989) expands on this 

transformation stating: 

All efforts at self-transformation challenge us to engage in ongoing, critical self-

examination and reflection about feminist practice and how we live in the world. This 

individual commitment, when coupled with engagement in collective discussion, 

provides a space for critical feedback which strengthens our efforts to change and make 

ourselves anew. (pp. 24-25).  

As my colleague and I developed and built the program, we did not explicitly set out to explore 

feminist thought or the feminist condition. At the time, we did not foresee the depth or 

magnitude of what we created and set in place. Despite our intentions of what we thought we 

were doing, the discourses in which we engaged during tutor training and mentoring and our 

interactions with the women (including those set forth in this study) were inherently about 

feminism and the conditions of our experiences as women, mothers, and learners.  
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In a Vygotskian (1978) framework, transformations of self are initiated collectively and 

then internalized and mirrored outward. According to Belenky et al. (1997), “Vygotsky and his 

colleagues suggest that exterior dialogues are a necessary precursor to inner speech and 

awareness of one’s own thought process” (p. 32). Tharp and Gallimore (1988) further maintain: 

“The individual consciousness arises from the speech and actions of others” (p. 29). The 

women’s shifting and re-framing of self offered opportunities for reflexivity and possible new 

“Selves” (Bruner, 1994). As the women grew in their intellectual and collective consciousness, 

they gained pride and status from their work. They became empowered, creating a ripple effect 

that began in their homes and traveled through their social networks.  

Table 9.2 summarizes the frequencies of themes relating to the women’s sense of 

self/subjectivity across the narratives. I distinguish between negative versus positive expressions 

of self. As participants moved beyond discussing their historical pasts to their experiences in the 

WLN, the number of positive expressions of self markedly increased. Instances of pride and 

status also increased. Participants felt “comfortable,” as the program fostered an ecology of 

sisterhood where we welcomed and respected one another, cared for one another, and carried 

each other’s burdens. Each woman saw herself through the experiences of the other and came to 

realize that she was not alone. Together, we forged a community of strong women.  
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Table 9.2  

Frequencies of Themes: Identity as Sense of Self/Subjectivity 

Theme Grace Sally Diana Melissa Marla 

Negative expressions of self: 

(feelings of abandonment, 

difference, fear, hurt, 

incompetence, insecurity, 

isolation, lack of 

intelligence, lack of self-

confidence, low self-esteem, 

self-consciousness) 

49 1 60 63 32 

Self-criticism 34 11 10 7 2 

Self-talk 13 6 9 6 5 

Not belonging/wanting to 

belong 
22 14 N/A N/A N/A 

Positive expressions of self: 

(feeling capable, competent, 

confident, intelligent, 

knowledgeable, strong) 

39 56 28 46 42 

Belonging 8 31 20 15 5 

Pride and Status 21 29 39 10 9 

 

Sense of Self 

In preparation for conducting tutor interviews, my colleague and I developed a set of 

questions to help us gauge a woman’s desire to be part of the WLN, her level of commitment, 

and her propensity for caring. We based our hiring decisions on what we perceived as the 

women’s strengths and assets. What quickly became apparent to us was that each woman held a 

deficit view of self, as revealed by the data in the chart above. We saw strengths where the 

women did not.  
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All expressed self-doubts over their ability to tutor other women. Sally, Diana, and Marla 

thought they had been contacted by mistake. Sally’s use of “I felt inadequate” directly speaks to 

her sense of self. 

S: I was I was pretty surprised that um I was being asked to be a tutor and I thought 

maybe there was some kind of a mistake um… 

H: Why did you think that? 

S: Um because I felt inadequate for the position. I didn’t feel like I had what it took to be 

a tutor. (Interview 3, lines 8-11) 

In the excerpt above, I draw attention to Sally’s use of past-tense temporal markers. She felt 

inadequate at the time, but does not carry these feelings into the present. This indicates a shifting 

sense of self; she no longer doubts her capabilities.  

 All of the women struggled with past experiences, which I discuss further in “Identity as 

Narrative.” Grace described herself as devastated by her divorce five years earlier. Sally 

repressed her feelings over her abandonment by her parents, school, and husband. She did not 

allow herself to think or feel too deeply. 

S: I kinda don’t allow myself to get excited about things. I just…even when things do 

happen I don’t show much emotion. I’m very reserved about showing emotion when I’m 

by myself.  

H: But yet, you talked to me about when you get good grades. You know oftentimes your 

family will say, “Oh that’s nice!” because they kind of expect it of you or because they’re 

not as in-tune with your school. But yet when you go to your friends, you get that “Oh 

You Got an A!,” so why do you not do that for yourself? 

S: Um fear…probably fear holds me back. 



278 

 

H: Like, if it’s too good, it’s not, or if you’re too happy, like it’s gonna get taken away or 

it’s not going to work out?  

S: Oh my gosh! [animated] That’s exactly how I feel. Like if I’m happy, I shouldn’t be 

feeling this way. I’m not…yeah I get scared when I’m happy because I feel like this is 

going to be gone soon. You know, this is not real. I do struggle with that. 

These feelings were not unique to Sally. Grace and Melissa expressed similar feelings. Melissa 

likened her feelings and experiences to a toilet, asking: “How do you stop the flush?” Diana, too, 

lived inside a protective layer of laminate, isolated herself, and struggled with anxiety, all of 

which fed into her self-doubts and career indecision. These four women believed that the timing 

of the WLN was divinely inspired, evidence of God working in their lives. 

  Of the participants, Grace was three times more likely to criticize herself, especially her 

decision not to attend college. This might have been due in part to her age, as she is in her early 

60s. She references going to and not having gone to college a total of 12 times. She also employs 

more self-talk to help her cope with disappointments, hurts, and regrets. According to Grace, the 

WLN gave her a reason to get out of bed each day and the means to challenge her intellect and 

care for others, something she does well.  

Transformations of Self 

Grace took on new identities through her work in the WLN. She became a tutor, an 

assistant teacher in a year-long grant funded literacy program, and a WLN facilitator. This 

provided her with titles and an identity of literacy professional, a validation of her work and 

intellect. In contrast to her alternate on-line identity, she belonged and was accepted into each of 

these circles as herself. She could see the tangible fruits of her contributions, as she bonded with 
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other women, adult educators, and students. She found a renewed sense of self and purpose in 

life, and she discovered her passion for tutoring and mentoring adult learners.  

Also seeking to belong, Sally found her niche at the university and in the WLN. A 

growing awareness of her strengths enabled her to gain confidence, acknowledge her assets, and 

share more freely with others. She raised the notion of confidence 12 times in her interviews. 

According to Sally, this is her most important take away in relation to sense of self/subjectivity, 

an increased confidence in herself, her knowledge, and her abilities.  

Increased confidence was also apparent for Melissa and Marla. While Melissa alludes to 

increased confidence, she addresses it once, stating: “My confidence…I could feel like I feel a 

beam of light” (Interview 4, line 412). Her use of “beam of light” illustrates both confidence and 

hope. She lets us know that she views the WLN as a pathway out of darkness, one that has hope 

for the future. Marla, on the other hand, brought up confidence a total of 20 times. She gained 

confidence speaking, and she felt validated as an intelligent being, someone who is “not dumb.” 

 Marla used the temporal marker “before” a total of 27 times in our last two interviews. 

Table 9.3 provides the context of “before” as it relates to sense of self/subjectivity.  

Table 9.3  

Examples of Marla's Use of "Before" 

Before 

I feel like I’ve been 

growing more like as 

a person than uh 

before. Like I know 

more stuff. 

I actually know what 

to answer like if they 

ask me something. 

Before I was like I 

don’t know. 

As for math I didn’t 

feel…right…now I 

feel more confident 

than before. 

Before I knew it, but I 

wasn’t that 

comfortable like 

confident with myself 

like I thought I was 

wrong or something. 

But now I’m like I 

think it’s right. 
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Before I was more 

shy. 

 

Before I was like I 

would go with him, 

and I would stay quiet 

Before I if I had a 

question…I’d let my 

husband call later or 

something. Now I do 

ask…can you explain 

that again. 

Before I was like 

what if I don’t spell 

pronunciate it right. 

Now I’m just like 

talking. 

 

The table above illustrates the ways in which Marla gained confidence in her ways of knowing 

and how the acceptance she felt in the women’s program encouraged her to take back her voice.  

Pride and Status 

During the first two interviews, participants spoke sparingly of pride. They mentioned 

being good students, getting good grades, and having some positive work experiences. Grades 

were tangible proof of knowledge, competence, and learning, a form of institutional capital 

(Carrington & Luke, 1997; Compton Lilly, 2007) that validated their self-worth. Grace’s 

experiences with being a good student took place in K-12 and later in a developmental 

mathematics class where she took pride in having the highest score in the class. Sally’s grades at 

the university are a source of pride that demonstrates her right to be there and to belong. As 

Diana moved beyond the LD label, she spoke with pride of taking challenging middle school 

electives, playing a number of instruments in both middle and high school, and getting good 

grades at the vocational college she attends. Marla, too, expressed pride in being a good student, 

and Melissa took pride in earning her GED and passing a college writing course.  

Both Sally and Melissa revealed pride in their capacity for management. Sally took pride 

in running her home-based business for three years, and after Melissa left her abusive husband, 

she successfully managed a small pizza restaurant. This challenged both women’s perception of 

self. Melissa recalls feeling that she could accomplish more than she was led to believe. 
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Helping other women in the WLN was also a source of pride for participants. Each 

described her participation as rewarding. Diana exclaimed: “I’m doing something for the 

community. I’m doing something for another woman that’s going to help their kids” (Interview 

3, lines 372-373). Sally echoed Diana’s sentiments: “It’s just…it’s always rewarding to help 

somebody. It’s a sacrifice, but it’s always rewarding. You never regret it. And to see them 

succeed, it’s um very rewarding” (Interview 4, lines 145-146). Tutors celebrated their students’ 

success, which helped them overcome doubts, nurturing their own sense of accomplishment. 

Diana illustrates how her student’s success stilled the nagging voice in her head. 

D: When I was tutoring [student], every time I was very sure of myself that I could, you 

know, help her, there’s always that voice in the back of your head: “What if you’re 

causing her to just fail? Just become a big old failure.”  So then when I was doing this 

and seeing the product of it…she gets this substantial grade on it [essay]. I was like, 

wow, you know I’m actually helping people out there, so it made me feel better about 

what I do with you guys with the literacy program. (Interview 2, lines 107-112) 

During Diana’s two years in the WLN, two of her students earned GEDs, and the third 

demonstrated educational gains in one or more subject areas.  

There were other perceptible transformations, as women gained pride and status. Grace’s 

friend noticed that she smiled more and stopped saying, “I can’t do this.” Diana, who was abused 

and mistreated by women, made friends with other women. Sally stopped “freaking out” over 

exams, realizing instead that she knew the material and knew how to study.  Last, Marla’s 

husband told her that she walked straighter and spoke with confidence.  

Voice  
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The women’s fear or dread of writing came to light during our interviews. This dread of 

writing was consistent across the stories. Mezirow (1997) references Stein (1995) stating that 

adults who participate in literacy programs do so with the intention that their voice will give rise 

to ideas “with the confidence they will be heard” (p. 8). This seems a romanticized vision of 

adult literacy programs, and I question, however, what happens to those whose confidence has 

been shattered and voices silenced? How do they gain or attain this confidence? 

Belenky et al. (1997) maintain that voice is a metaphor that can be used to describe many 

aspects of women’s experiences that relate to “sense of mind, self-worth, and feelings of 

isolation from or connection to others” (p. 18). For participants in this study and the women in 

Belenky et al.’s study, words were used to separate, subordinate, and marginalize, and writing 

became another form of silencing. Feelings of frustration, failure, and incompetence conjoin with 

writing to profoundly affect the women’s sense of self. Each woman experienced a 

voicelessness, as she went unheard. Holding back, protecting, not being allowed to speak, and 

being mocked subdued the inner language from which her written expression develops. The 

women shared how getting papers back filled with red ink pointed out all of their mistakes, an 

indelible stamp that elicited feelings of failure and not being good enough. 

In response to their dread of writing, I spent time with each woman, helping her unpack 

her feelings about her writing. I also provided support with papers and resumes. Diana got into 

the habit of not turning in papers in high school because they were not perfect. Her anxiety did 

not allow her to hand in anything less than perfect. Consequently, she failed high school English. 

Diana exclaims: “I was afraid I wasn’t good enough because I couldn’t spell. I got bad grades. I 

hate people reading what I write. I’m scared of what people are going to say about it…their 

views (Excerpt from Story, “I Don’t Write from My Imagination”).  
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In her college composition class, Diana’s protective laminate made her writing dry and 

stilted. Her writing lacked voice, effecting lower grades on papers. As grades are a measure of 

her intelligence and self-worth, this was traumatizing. Moreover, after helping her best friend 

with a paper, her friend received a higher grade, and Diana’s frustration spilled over. Our talks 

helped her look objectively at her writing and make changes. Over the course of three months, 

her writing improved.  

The effects of Sally’s early reading experiences also spilled over into her writing. Each 

mistake reminded her of the past, attacking her self-worth. She dreaded the words “final paper” 

on course syllabi. This, however, changed. As Sally checked out books and engaged in self-study 

to better help her student, her own writing improved. She credits self-study and tutoring with 

polishing her grammar and writing better paragraphs. In our second interview, Sally explained 

how reading for pleasure helped improve her grammar. Later, in our third interview, she shared 

how her understanding of the writing process, in turn, helped her with reading comprehension.  

S: I feel like I’m improving, and you know I’m reading a lot more now…um not just 

academic material… I’m um reading, um just, I’m reading different books, you know, 

that I pick up and I’m interested in, and that’s helping me with my grammar. (Interview 

2, lines 246-247; 249-250) 

S: I’ve been writing paragraphs since I was, you know, in elementary school, but um I 

checked out a book to, you know, help my student build a paragraph and build an essay 

and um it was very insightful. It helped me um understand myself, you know, what a 

paragraph consists of and what an essay consists of, and that as well has helped me 

understand better, you know, what I’m reading. (Interview 4, lines 70-74) 
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Melissa came to grips with her dread of writing, as she worked to pass the GED essay. 

My colleague responded positively to Melissa’s journal writing, and her comments sparked 

Melissa’s desire to write. The more we encouraged her, the more she wrote. She revalued her 

herself as a writer and took on the identity of a writing tutor. Her past experiences helped her 

gain perspective as she worked with a student who had a traumatic writing experience. Melissa 

applied for and received a small scholarship to take a writing class at the local community 

college where she placed into Writing 100 and earned a B. When we last spoke, she was hoping 

to continue her education and take more writing classes. 

Identity as Mind and Consciousness (coming to know) 

“Literacy is a tool for the development of mind, and it is in the development of mind that the self 

comes into being” (Vygotsky, as cited in Moje & Luke, 2009) 

Drawing on the work of Marx and Engels, Moje and Luke describe how activity and 

consciousness “exist within a dialectical relationship” whereby changes in consciousness shape 

new activity, which shapes reality, leading to new consciousness that creates possibilities for 

“revolutions in thought and activity” (p. 425). In conceptualizing revolutions in thought and 

activity, Freire (2000) puts forth the notion of “true words,” the “essence” of dialogue, whose 

elements constitute both action and reflection (p. 87). Freire summarizes the import of 

consciousness as action and reflection that constitutes praxis stating: “Human activity consists of 

action and reflection: it is praxis; it is transformation of the world” (p. 125). The WLN 

constituted a social space or field where reflection and action shaped consciousness, leading to 

transformational change and praxis.  

As participants reframed their literacy identities, I and my colleagues observed in 

practice. The women developed new understandings of literacy in practice and what it means to 
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be literate. In the words of Moje and Luke (2009), “Literacy is a medium for self-discovery and 

self-formation” (p. 426). The women moved away from common misconceptions of reading15 

and autonomous literacies. They welcomed and embodied the concept of reading as a meaning 

making process.  

In retrospect, my colleague and I underestimated the effects of training and mentoring. 

We knew we were introducing a new paradigm of literacy, a different way to “do” literacy, one 

that would empower rather shame. Our intentions were to provide the mediational means in the 

form of strategies and supports that would enable the women to be successful tutors. While we 

hypothesized that participation in the program would lead to changes in practice and social 

change, we had not anticipated the depth or magnitude of the women’s transformations, as they 

enacted and expressed their literacy identities.  

The women took action. They made changes. Librarians at the branch library noticed the 

camaraderie among the women and offered library space for the women to socialize. The women 

regularly checked out books and videos. The second year of the program, the library gave a 

special workshop to introduce the women to library staff and resources. The women responded 

by checking out more books, using computers and other resources for tutoring, and attending 

library activities. The women read differently, and they read differently with their children. Most 

important, they made family time a time for family literacy. 

Table 9.4 summarizes the frequencies of themes of identity as mind as consciousness 

(coming to know). Shifts in beliefs and practices took place immediately, as the women formed 

different conceptions of self. They came to see that they knew things based on their “personal 

linguistic-experiential reservoirs” (Rosenblatt, 2004, p. 1367; cf. Freire, 2000).  

                                                 
15 Marek & Goodman (1996) list the misconceptions that readers, whether bilingual or proficient, believe about 

reading.  
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Table 9.4  

Frequencies of Themes of Identity: Mind as Consciousness (coming to know) 

Theme Grace Sally Diana Melissa Marla 

Shifting beliefs and practices 

(literacy and learning) 
9 12 9 6 23 

Strategies and miscues 5 8 23 7 17 

Teaching and tutoring 18 4 10 13 16 

Self-study 7 5 N/A N/A 8 

 

Mothers returned home from tutor training and mentoring and practiced the strategies 

they learned with their children and extended family members. During mentoring sessions, the 

women came together and shared what was working and what was not. They engaged in joint 

problem-solving and encouraged one another. As mentioned earlier, three out of the five women 

engaged in self-study to better help their students. This impacted their ways of coming to know, 

which also influenced their sense of self/subjectivity and positioning.   

Shifting Beliefs and Practices   

Marla articulated the greatest number of shifts in beliefs and practices. These sifts were 

clearly delineated by her use of “before.” She felt frustrated with her own reading and frustrated 

over not being able to help her children. After joining the WLN, she learned about miscues. This 

was a life-changing event for her and her children.  

She monitored her own reading for comprehension. Before, she would concentrate on re-

reading and re-reading until she could pronounce and understand the words. Now, she checks for 

meaning, and if she understands, she keeps reading. She puts less emphasis on pronunciation and 

miscues. Before, whenever Marla was unsure of something, she would Google the information 

and give the answer to her children and their cousins. Now, she makes them think and come up 

with their own answer s. According to Marla, she supports, but no longer tells.  
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 Marla, Sally, and Diana fastidiously corrected their children’s miscues. During Sally’s 

telling of her story, she just shook her head and laughed: “My poor son!” (Interview 3, line 140). 

She confessed to making a big deal out of something she “shouldn’t.” Each woman made her 

children go back, sound out words, and pronounce them correctly.  Reading was a laborious 

chore for parents and children and not something fun to do. 

Now, the women employ the strategies they learned in the WLN. They have developed 

routines that they use when they read with their children. They no longer correct their children’s 

miscues. Their children, in turn, have commented on not being corrected. When I asked Marla 

about this, she answered: “Yeah, they say, ‘Mom, you’re not correcting me.’ I’m like, ‘because it 

makes sense’” (Interview 3, line 287). Diana and Sally also stated that their children enjoy 

reading more.  

 In Sally’s, Diana’s, and Marla’s households, family time is literacy time. The families 

read and do homework together. Sally and her daughter take turns reading books aloud and 

mimic the character’s voices. Her son and niece share the fun. Sally visits the library weekly and 

checks out seven books for her son, one for each day of the week. Marla spends 20-30 minutes 

per day reading with each of her children. She takes them to the library and buys more books and 

educational toys. Diana is teaching her fiancé about miscues and how to read to her children.  

Four of the five women stated that learning about miscues was the most valuable part of 

tutor training. They wrote about miscues in their tutor questionnaires and reiterated their 

sentiments in the interviews. While the other women found the notion of miscues liberating, this 

did not hold true for Grace. The concept of miscues presented an ethical dilemma for her. After 

years of working clerical jobs, her beliefs are tied to notions of correctness and accuracy. She 
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takes pride in good spelling and “proper” grammar. Her struggle is made evident in her story 

about “writing workshop.” 

At school we had somebody come in and start a writing workshop, but I didn’t think it 

went real well. And I just find it real hard to show somebody how to write, especially 

because they wanted you to jump in, or they were expecting to jump in and teach them 

how to write an essay. Well I didn’t think that was going to work because there’s … so 

I…I don’t know. Some of them had some good ideas, but when I would look at their 

papers I’d have a hard time. I have a problem because if I see something misspelled, if I, 

you know …and that’s not what you’re supposed to focus on in writing, and it was really 

hard for me. (Story, “Teaching and Tutoring Writing”) 

Grace did, however, effect shifts in beliefs and practices. Through her work at the literacy center 

she learned the importance of dialogue. She shifted from talking at students to listening, asking 

questions to stimulate conversation, and leading discussions. This helped her facilitate tutor 

mentoring sessions in the WLN where I observed her on a number of occasions and noted the 

care with which she initiated tutor talk.  

Strategies and Miscues 

Participants found the strategies, practice activities, and strategy lessons to be an eye-

opening experience. Diana, Sally, Melissa, and Marla were unaware of such strategies. Perhaps, 

that is why they had such a profound effect on the women. Marla’s story presents the most 

gripping example of mind as consciousness or coming to know. According to Marla, before she 

did not know how to teach her son, but the program offered her the tools she needed to help her 

son. Now, Marla has her son make predictions and confirm/disconfirm his predictions. She 
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builds in success by letting him read the words he knows. He retells what he has read, and then 

she models the reading for him. After she models the reading, they go back and read together.  

 Diana also de-emphasized sounding-out words and implemented a strategy, which she 

taught to her fiancé. Here she double-voices how she taught him the routine she developed for 

reading with her son. This took place after she overheard her fiancé telling her son to sound out a 

word. 

D: Well, you sit there, and you read to him. You have him take it [the information] out 

from the pictures in the book he’s reading. Let him read on, and maybe he’ll come back 

and get it. You know uh piece it out…a big, a huge thing and very effective is…you 

know those words where it has different words in it and teaching him, well okay, cover 

this part of the word up. What does that say? And he knows that, so he’ll read it. And 

then okay what does this say…okay I understand that now.  

Diana has her son look at the pictures and make predictions about what he thinks is happening in 

the story. She allows her son to read uninterrupted. If her son gets stuck, she has taught him how 

to chunk words. 

 Diana’s beliefs about reading shift toward reading for meaning, and she aligns her 

practice with this shift. She demonstrates courage by effecting these changes in her home with 

her fiancé. She delighted in sharing this story at mentoring and performing it for me (Wortham, 

2001). Her rendering was dramatic, as she not only wanted me to experience the essence of the 

encounter, but sought my approval and that of her fellow tutors. Diana takes a strong stance on 

not sounding out words. She is determined not to visit the same injustice on her sons as was done 

to her.  
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Teaching and Tutoring 

 While all of the women experienced identity shifts in mind as consciousness in their 

tutoring and teaching, Grace had the greatest opportunity to interact with students. She came into 

the program as a new comer (Lave & Wenger, 1991) and quickly progressed to master. She 

gained substantial experience, especially with L2 students. She learned patience and wait time. 

She learned how to present material several different ways and make it comprehensible. She 

learned the importance of getting students to talk and elicit dialog. This is a prominent theme 

during our third and fourth interviews, as she faced some critique for not generating enough 

student talk. I can tell that she really worked on “teacher” versus “student” talk, and again her 

propensity for care is evident. While she does not like critique, she uses self-talk to reflect, 

respond, and take positive action. This is a demonstrable shift for Grace, a growing and coming 

into her own. 

Melisa also demonstrated a high degree of mind as consciousness or coming to know, as 

she developed a special way of getting to know her students and getting them to write. She 

demonstrated an intuitive sense in helping them move beyond their own negative school 

experiences. She started with low-risk assignments that engendered success and progressed from 

there. When new students needed help with writing, we matched them with Melissa. I posit that 

Melisa is thinking back to her own experiences as she explains: “I wanted them to feel like they 

were somebody. They were as important as anybody else” (Interview 3, lines 430-431). Thus, 

she listened carefully to her students. She inquired as to their needs and desires. She helped them 

write goals and develop a goals-based plan of action. She was diligent in this, more so than the 

other tutors, and held students accountable to their goals.  
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Participants with young children enacted their literacies and learning as they worked with 

their children. Their testimonies reveal that they came to see themselves as better mothers 

because of their participation in the program. They indicated feeling better prepared to help their 

children. On the other hand, Grace and Melissa, whose children were grown, enacted their 

literacy identities through their teaching and tutoring. Grace, in particular, poured herself into her 

teaching and tutoring practice. For her, the WLN, the community literacy program, and tutoring 

were her life-lines.  

Self-Study 

Grace, Sally, and Marla engaged in self-study to better help their students. Grace started 

teaching herself algebra and geometry and found that she liked and enjoyed mathematics. She 

did mathematics on the Internet and worked on the skills tutor at the library. Understanding and 

being able to do math gave her a sense of accomplishment that helped her feel good about 

herself. Her experiences in the program led her to take action when she enrolled in a 

developmental mathematics class at the community college. In addition to mathematics, Grace 

looked for stories and materials to use with the L2 learners. She constantly engaged in self-study 

because she had “to go tutor” and needed materials and knowledge.  

Sally also engaged in self-study. She checked out books from the library on writing and 

practiced mathematics. Once she looked at a problem, “it all came back.” She credits the WLN 

for helping her improve her reading, writing, and math, which boosted her confidence in her 

ability to help others. Her growing confidence and knowledge produced shifts in her responses to 

her university coursework. She no longer dreaded papers and did not “freak out” over exams.  

Marla also checked out books from the library to help her student with the essay. She 

studied her GED “Big Book” to refresh her knowledge and tutor her student. She took time in the 
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mornings when the baby was asleep to plan her tutoring lessons. Other than Grace, she is the 

only tutor who specifically mentions “planning” lessons, which we teach during tutor training 

and mentoring. Marla found it easier to retain information after having passed the GED. She 

explains her thoughts: 

M: She’s not the only one learning. I’m learning, too. Like I’m showing her like vocab. I 

learn more vocab learning for me and stuff. I think that’s it…like I don’t see her like I’m 

teaching her, [it’s] like we’re both learning stuff, I think. It matters that I got my GED, 

but there’s stuff. When I got my GED, I was studying, studying, studying, and um I don’t 

know, I think like now that I’m not that worried about it to learn everything to pass the 

test, it’s um like I think I keep it more stuff than when I was like learning or studying for 

my test. (Interview 3, lines 373-378) 

Every time I talk with Marla, I am struck by how much she took away from 20 hours of tutor 

training and by the ease with which she transforms thought into action, as she is “coming to 

know.” 

Identity as Narrative 

“Literacy studies that work from an identity-as-narrative metaphor offer rich possibilities for 

examining the “gel” of identities, the stuff that holds identities together” (Moje & Luke, 2009; cf. 

McCarthey & Moje, 2002).  

In discussing the women’s lived experiences through an identity as narrative stance, I 

return to Bruner’s (1994) concept of possible Selves as different representations of past selves. I 

use these representations of past selves to connect past with present and future or imagined 

selves. Earlier, I discussed the theme of silence as it related to voice and participants’ dread of 

writing. I now revisit the context of silence as common among participants’ life events and past 
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selves. I then discuss the women’s imagined selves and the hope, passion, and love for their 

children, the gel that connects past, present and future selves.  

Belenky et al. (1997) contend that “Women who live in silence have much in common 

with each other” (p. 32). They define “contexts for silence” as having few friends and resources, 

growing up or living in isolation, feeling a need to protect oneself, and experiencing physical or 

verbal abuse (p.32). Each woman experienced isolation, abandonment, and a lack of resources. 

Each felt a need to protect herself, as she had suffered physical abuse, verbal abuse, and 

workplace or sexual harassment. Table 9.5 charts the frequencies of contexts for silence that 

shaped the women’s life events. The frequencies reference actual acts or incidents of 

abandonment, isolation, abuse, harassment, lack of resources, and protecting the self, as told by 

participants.   

Table 9.5  

Frequencies of Themes: Contexts for Silence 

Theme Grace Sally Diana Melissa Marla 

Abandonment 8 6 14 4 2 

Isolation 15 3 13 5 7 

Abuse (physical or verbal) or 

Harassment (workplace, 

sexual) 

8 N/A 4 23 7 

Lack of resources 8 19 3 21 10 

Need to protect self 1 1 5 5 2 

 

Abandonment 

Each woman was physically abandoned by a mother, father, spouse, or partner, some of 

the women more than once. Although Marla alternated living with her grandmother and her 

mother, her mother kept and raised her siblings here in the U.S. Marla, however, does not refer to 
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having been abandoned by her mother. She speaks plainly and objectively about her 

circumstances growing up. Conversely, issues of abandonment raised insecurity and doubt, 

leaving bitter feelings for Grace, Sally, and Diana.  

 Four of the five women became pregnant as teenagers. Grace became pregnant as a 

young adult woman. All of the woman stated that they made a mistake with the “wrong guy.” 

Grace, Sally, and Melissa sought acceptance, love, and affection. Diana and Marla wanted to 

move out of the house. Moving in with their boyfriends seemed like a good opportunity at the 

time. Both relationships ended badly.  

Sally and Melissa each married in her sophomore year of high school. Melissa’s 

relationship was abusive and controlling, and eventually, protective services intervened. Sally 

enjoyed being a young stay-at-home mother and caring for her family. At 18 years of age, she 

had little experience outside the home when her husband abandoned her and the children with a 

mortgage and bills.  

 Grace was also abandoned. The first time was a man with whom she had a relationship, 

leaving her vulnerable. She entered into a second relationship with a married man, who divorced 

his wife, married Grace, and then abandoned her. Her second husband of 26 years also 

abandoned her, telling her to find somewhere else to live. Grace mourns her life and her second 

marriage, even though she acknowledges having problems. 

Isolation 

Grace, Melissa, and Marla were isolated by spouses and partners as a means of control. 

This limited access to friends, community, and supportive others. Diana was diagnosed with 

anxiety and self-isolated. She married a man in the military and moved according to his duty 
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stations. She distrusted women and had few friends. This ultimately caused problems in her 

marriage because of her dependency on him.   

Lack of Resources and Supports 

All of the women expressed a lack of resources and supports. None had parents or 

caregivers in the home who could help them read or do their homework. Marla was the only 

participant who received support from the schools she attended. All felt a lack of encouragement 

from home and school, and the case could be made that Sally and Melissa were pushed out of 

school. Last, Grace resents her parents for not encouraging her or pushing her to attend college. 

All left school unsure of their futures.  

Protecting the Self 

The women collectively and individually told parts of their stories during training and 

mentoring. They additionally shared many hidden, protected parts of self during the interviews 

for this study. As I wrote in an earlier chapter, Diana burst into tears because she had carried the 

burden so long by herself. Melissa, too, had buried her story. All experienced the pain of 

dredging up old memories. Despite the pain, our talks were often cathartic and beneficial. The 

talk and stories shared back and forth proved therapeutic for both me and the women. 

Imagined Selves 

The women’s narrated stories provide insight into their agency to “resist or re-write their 

stories” (Early & Norton, 2012, p. 197). Although each left school unsure of her future, the 

women were able to “imagine” a future. Rather than wish for a future unlikely to be realized, 

they lived for each day. According to Simon, 1992 (as cited in Kanno & Norton, 2003), “Hope is 

constituted in the need to imagine an alternate human world and to imagine it in a way that 

enables one to act in the present as if this alternative had already begun to emerge” (p. 244). 
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Each woman expressed hope for the future, and mothers expressed the desire to provide a better 

future for their children.  It can be argued that hope for an alternative future led the women to the 

WLN.  

 Through her involvement in the program, Grace came to recognize her strengths. Earlier 

jobs as a cosmetologist and certified nursing assistant presented opportunities to socialize and 

care for others. Nevertheless, these jobs did not satisfy her need to think nd be challenged. Thus, 

the jobs were okay, but not fun. Having fun is important to Grace. She finds tutoring fun and 

personally rewarding. Tutoring challenges and stimulates her intellectually in a caring, social 

environment. She recognizes that that this type of human interaction satisfies her need to belong, 

and she seeks a future working as a tutor or in a similar capacity. At the conclusion of this study, 

Grace was exploring the possibility of going back to school for an associate’s degree.  

 When Sally came to understand that she “really” belonged at the university, she started 

envisioning a future as a school counselor or therapist. Unsure of which path she intends to 

pursue, she is graduating with a degree in Psychology and plans to immediately enroll in 

graduate school. Her grades are solid, and she is well-positioned for success. 

 Diana entertained applying to the university and beginning a program in Early Childhood 

Education; however, she remarried and is expecting her third child. Rather than worry about 

“messing up children,” she is looking at ways to balance motherhood and work with three young 

children.  Consequently, she opted to complete her training as a medical assistant. The last time 

we spoke, she was finishing her program and starting her externship. She looked happy and 

carried herself with confidence. She has reached another turning point, leaving the past firmly 

behind. Perhaps, when her children are older, she will allow herself to pursue her dream.  
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 Melissa has friends, loving adult children, and two dogs “who do not know they are 

dogs.” She has a strong faith life. Tutoring provided a space for her to reify, enact, and express 

her literacies. She derived personal satisfaction from helping others. Melissa was able to 

“imagine” getting her GED. She dreams of returning to school and working towards a degree, 

but of all the women, she is stuck in the present without a clear path for the future. She has her 

GED, and she has the capacity for agency and action, as she has proven many times in many 

ways.   

 Marla has clear goals and a clear vision. The WLN helped her gain confidence, and she 

feels more comfortable interacting with others. She has improved her speaking, writing, and 

mathematics, and she is ready to work. Bilingual and biliterate, she seeks a job in a bilingual call 

center where she can maximize her strengths. She has a GED and a reference from the WLN. 

Moreover, as a permanent resident, she can no longer be denied employment. When her baby is 

old enough to go to school, she plans to attend college. She imagines herself working in law 

enforcement as an investigator; that is her dream.  

Identity as Position 

“The social positioning of persons and groups, whether through everyday discourse, spatial 

arrangement, text, film, or other media, is now considered a primary means by which subjects 

are produced and subjectivity forms” (Moje & Luke, 2009).  

Identity as position is interwoven throughout Moje and Luke’s (2009) metaphors. Moje 

and Luke write: “In some ways the identity as position metaphor brings together all of the 

previous metaphors. It recognizes the subject as called into being, invited to stand in certain 

positions, to take up particular identities” (p. 431). The women in the WLN took on an identity, 
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which conferred upon them a title and membership in a literacy community of practice (Lave & 

Wenger, 1991).  

The WLN is both an organization and a social space where participants make ties to other 

individuals, organizations, networks, and network actors.  In the program, ties are cooperative 

and non-competitive. Participants gain social capital through their social ties (Lin, 1999; 2001; 

Small, 2009), disrupting class and gendered hierarchical notions of power. Participation 

advantages knowledge-sharing and resources, creating both new ties and furthering existing ties. 

Through their membership in the WLN, the women positioned themselves and were positioned 

as leaders in their homes and communities. 

The WLN 

The WLN offered a welcoming and comfortable space where participants expressed 

feeling as though they mattered. Interest was a common theme among the women, as Sally 

relates: “You showed interest in my background and in you know where I am at now, and you 

just seemed like you wanted me on your team (Interview 3, line 53-54). Showing and 

demonstrating interest in the women engendered commitment and ownership of the WLN. 

 The women viewed WLN coordinators, facilitators, and each other as valuable resources. 

Having experienced limited resources, the program offered participants a rich array of human 

and other resources upon which to draw. Sally, Melissa, and Marla likened the community to a 

family where we were all connected. Melissa explains the importance of “being there” and how 

she never felt alone. 

M: But you never…I don’t feel like you…none of you stepped back. You were always, 

all of you, have always been there.  

H: So it’s that idea of being there.  
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M: Mm hmm.  

H: Can you give me an example of being there? 

M: If you need something you need to call us…you need to contact us…is there anything 

that you possibly could need…uh books, talking, reading, writing whatever it could be… 

we’ll find the resource for you, or we’ll help you with the resource, or you know we’ll 

get you to the resource…however it came about, there was never a let go point.  

H: And you think that’s important? 

M: Very. I for myself…that’s one of the biggest, biggest helps I’ve ever had.  

H: How so? 

M: I just I felt like I could have…I was never lost. I never felt lost like in other places 

that I’ve been like school and classes. (Interview 3, lines 189-202) 

The collective interest of the community in its individual members positioned the women as 

important and supported.   

Gender mattered, as participants viewed the community as strong and united. Participants 

expressed what to them seemed a universal truth, namely that “women understand women.” 

Marla speaks from her own experience after having been abused by a former partner. She 

explicates what it means for women to understand women.  

Some men are not like…they’re not that supportive with women. We’re women and we 

understand each other. Well, we don’t have the same thoughts, but we kinda do as a 

woman. We know like the goal we want, and uh almost all women that have a family 

want the same goal. (Interview 3, lines 163-164; 170; 172-173) 

Sally, too, expressed the importance of women being with women. The design of the program 

meant she did not have to worry about being “hit on.” She explained, “Mostly, I think I just felt I 
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can be myself. I didn’t have to put on a show. I could just relax. These are women. They 

understand where I’m coming from” (Interview 3, lines 110-111). 

The women took on leadership roles through their affiliation with the program and their 

work in the community. Diana was a featured speaker at a fund raising luncheon for 800 people. 

Women from the WLN were formally recognized by the neighborhood literacy council, the 

mayor, and other local dignitaries. The women worked side-by-side at community events with 

distinguished professors, executive directors of literacy organizations, professional women 

educators, program managers, and community members. The WLN was featured in news stories, 

newsletters, local magazines, a local movie trailer, and on the Internet. The women became the 

public face and voice of the WLN. This re-positioning of selves segues into the impact of social 

ties and social networks on the lives of participants. 

Social Ties and Networks 

 The design of the program fostered close ties and frequent, intense interactions between 

program staff, tutors, and students. Citing prior research studies, Prins, Willson Toso, and 

Schafft (2009) report : “Low income women who establish friendships, find confidants, and  

exchange social and material support through nonformal education programs are more likely to 

experience multiple psychosocial and material benefits” (p. 337). The women’s experiences reify 

the benefits of social networks that advantage literacy and the importance of women helping and 

supporting other women.  

Participants expanded social networks beyond the WLN and its partners. Diana’s and 

Grace’s college classmates knew they were tutors and reached out to them for tutoring support. 

Bolstered by her success as a tutor in the program, Sally reached out to a struggling classmate, 

and now both have someone with whom to talk “school.” Helping other students with 
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mathematics in her college class positioned Grace as knowledgeable and competent in math. 

Diana wrote a persuasive essay on the need for women to read to their children. One of her 

classmates peer-edited her essay, and after reading Diana’s essay, her classmate now reads with 

her daughter. They demonstrated risk-taking and agency, which reflected positively on 

themselves and their affiliation with the WLN. Table 6 summarizes the extensity of participants’ 

social networks. 

Table 9.6  

Extensity of Participants' Network Ties 

Participant Network Ties 

Grace Literacy provider organizations (6); county workforce program, volunteer 

center, TAWL16; women’s foundation; community college adult education 

center instructors and staff; community college transition counselor; library 

executives and staff; mayor; city council (2); local literacy council; WLN 

tutors and students; university professor and graduate students; professional 

women’s organization17; and community college students.  

Sally Literacy provider organizations (5); women’s foundation18; community 

college adult education center instructors and staff; library staff; mayor; city 

council (2); local literacy council; WLN tutors and students; university 

professor, graduate students, and classmates; children, brother and niece; 

and professional women’s organization.  

Diana Literacy provider organizations (5); women’s foundation; women’s 

foundation luncheon audience; community college adult education center 

instructors and staff; library staff; mayor; city council (2); local literacy 

council; WLN tutors and students; university professor and graduate 

students; professional women’s organization; vocational college classmates; 

children, fiancé, and children’s school.  

Melissa Literacy provider organizations (5); women’s foundation; community 

                                                 
16 Teachers Applying Whole Language—Grace attended these events for three years.   
17 Provides scholarship assistance to program participants.  
18 Featured in Women’s Foundation Annual Report. 
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college adult education center instructors and staff; community college 

transition counselor; library staff; mayor; city council (2); local literacy 

council; WLN tutors, and students; university professor and graduate 

students; professional women’s organization; son; and friend of family. 

Marla  Literacy provider organizations (5); community college adult education 

center instructors and staff; community college family literacy program; 

library staff; mayor; city council (2); local literacy council; WLN tutors and 

students; university professor and graduate students; husband, children, 

brother, and cousins; and children’s school. 

 

Conclusion 

In this study, I investigated women’s literacy identity as socially constructed within the 

context of participants’ everyday lives. Specifically, I examined literacy identity as revealed by 

five women through their personal histories, stories, and practices over the course of their 

training, tutoring, and mentoring in the WLN. Findings from the study indicate that literacy 

identity takes on multiple theoretical perspectives. 

Findings further revealed that each woman gained confidence through her participation in 

the WLN. Each experienced a sense of belonging. Gender mattered as the women stated that 

“women understand women.” Mothers indicated that what they were learning in the program and 

through their tutoring influenced their family literacy practices. They reported that literacy time 

increasingly became family time. 

According to the women, the WLN offered them opportunities to build strong 

relationships, which helped them expand social networks that advantaged literacy. Frequent, 

intense interactions were important in keeping them connected to the program. As participants 

framed and reframed their literacy identities, they re-positioned themselves in their life roles and 

came to revalue themselves as literate beings (K. Goodman, 1996b). They women expressed a 
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sense of pride in their role as tutors. They were making a difference in the lives of women and 

their children; they were doing important work that mattered.  

 The women’s experiences demonstrate the importance of social capital and networks in 

creating grassroots social change.  Each of the women stated the importance of expanding the 

network. Marla, in particular, passionately argued for expanding the network to not only help 

people like her brother who needs a GED to find a job, but to help teens who drop out of school. 

Given her own experiences, she sees this as an acute need.  

Relationships between and among program staff, facilitators, tutors and students 

mattered. Tutors believed in the power of the network to change lives and positioned themselves 

as leaders and agents of change in their different life roles. The frequent and sustained 

interactions in the WLN demonstrated how the women forged a collective identity and 

consciousness (Lin, 2001; Small 2009).  

 Program design is important. The WLN was designed to foster community, relationships, 

and support. The confluence of knowledge and talent brokered additional network ties that 

enhanced women’s self-worth and provided opportunities for women to gain additional resources 

such as jobs, references, testimonials, and scholarships.  The WLN offered participants a 

different model of community education and support, one that draws on the local assets of the 

community.  



304 

 

 

CHAPTER 10. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS: “SMALL DIFFERENCES CAN 

HAVE BIG CONSEQUENCES19” 

“Power relations on a societal level create the shape of everyday life that in turn 

determines how individuals are educated, how each of us fits into society, and how we are able 

to define our identities.” 

—Reder and Davila (2005, p. 189) 

This study, Constructing Literacy Identities within Communities, was situated in the 

context of the Women’s Literacy Network (WLN). The WLN was part of the literacy zones 

demonstration project described in Chapter 1. The literacy zones project was undertaken by a 

local literacy coalition made up of government, business, non-profit, media, funding, and 

educational organizations. The coalition’s mission was to enhance a culture of literacy by 

connecting neighborhoods with resources and people of all ages with opportunities to learn. The 

WLN took shape in the larger of these two zones. 

Research Questions: A Summary of the Findings 

According to neighborhood stakeholders, the neighborhood was a targeted area for 

outsiders who proposed programs for the community. Local demographics made the 

neighborhood attractive to organizations and funders for improving existing conditions. 

Neighborhood outsiders established, worked, and volunteered in programs, often with little 

knowledge of the neighborhood, its residents, or its assets and rich cultural resources. The 

literacy coalition and graduate students who worked in the zones took a different approach. 

                                                 
19 I borrow this phrase from Hicks (2013) because it so eloquently summarizes the theme of this chapter and the 

message I hope to convey.  
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As those of us who worked in the literacy zones met with neighborhood residents, 

community groups, and other stakeholders, it was made clear that the neighborhood wanted to 

reduce what they saw as a dependence on outsiders. They challenged us to support them in 

developing and implementing programs that utilized the local assets of the neighborhood; hence, 

several collaborative partnerships developed pilot programs to meet this challenge. 

Neighborhood stakeholder groups partnered with coalition members on these initiatives, and the 

WLN was part of this initiative.  

Personal Histories, Stories, and Practices 

I initiated this study of women’s literacy identities by asking: What constructions of 

literacy identity are revealed in the women’s personal histories, stories, and practices? 

Participants’ constructions of literacy identity as revealed in their personal histories, stories, and 

practices consisted of negative encounters with schools and other institutions based on categories 

of race, class, and ability. These encounters were found to be physically and emotionally 

harmful. They affected the women’s psychosocial development and their educational and 

employment trajectories. For several of the women, the path to dropping out of school began as 

early as the primary grades, which supports a body of research indicating that children are 

socialized into identities and positioned according to categories assigned to them by schools.  

In her account of working class high school girls, Hicks (2013) writes that “When you 

grow up without the economic security enjoyed by middle-class or affluent students and without 

the cultural capital of seeing others around you finish high school and go on to college, a lot of 

what happens in young adulthood just happens to you” (p. 233). All of the women spoke of 

growing up lacking the economic and social reading capital to support their literacy 

development. They also lacked exposure to planning for post-secondary education and the world 
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of work. There is little to no evidence that the women received or participated in early career 

exploration or college and career guidance counseling. All experienced career indecision to a 

greater or lesser degree at various times in their lives. The future was an un-known and scary 

proposition. The women reported looking to motherhood to build their own families and fulfill 

their emotional needs.  

Four of the women were pregnant by age 18. Grace was pregnant within a few years of 

graduating high school. Three had multiple children before turning 18. All spoke of getting 

involved with the “wrong guy.” The women experienced physical or mental abuse, isolation, 

and/or abandonment either by their spouses or the men in their lives. All except one had multiple 

marriages and relationships. These relationships had both positive and negative effects on the 

women’s literacy identities. The instability, isolation, abuse, and abandonment exacerbated 

feelings of low self-esteem and unworthiness. On the other hand, their experiences eventually led 

them to a turning point (cf. Bruner, 1994; Hull, Jury, & Sacher, 2012) where each wanted a 

better life for herself and her children. 

The four women who dropped out of school returned to school as adults to earn their 

GEDs. The GED offered them a second chance. The need for employment, or different 

employment in Melissa’s case, factored heavily in their decision-making. In addition, the women 

had a strong desire to distance their “Now Self (or Selves)” from their past selves or “past states 

of being” (Bruner, 1994, p. 46). This was particularly important to the three mothers who were 

motivated by the desire to be positive role models for their children. For them, the GED was 

more than a personal goal, it was inextricably linked to being a better mother. They wanted 

stability for their families, and they wanted to be able to help their children with their homework 
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and talk more knowledgeably with their children’s teachers. And as the women grown up with 

limited resources and support, they vowed to do things differently.  

Writing was especially traumatic for the women. Their school writing experiences led 

them to believe that correct spelling and proper grammar were markers of intelligence or lack 

thereof.  All reported having difficulty with spelling and the craft of essay-text writing. 

Consequently, they thought themselves dumb and incapable of writing. Papers with red ink and 

numerous corrections reified those feelings, making it difficult for them to objectify their 

writing. Instead they internalized mistakes and positioned themselves as failures. Passing the 

GED essay was their first step in re-framing their thinking about writing.  

Turning Points 

The women reached a significant turning point when they joined the Women’s Literacy 

Network (WLN). Although each experienced different circumstances in her life, the women 

discovered possibilities for affiliating and belonging in the WLN. Grace’s reason for joining was 

her depression over her divorce and her inability to find work she enjoyed that aligned with her 

talents. She needed a reason to get out of bed in the morning, and the WLN gave her the impetus 

to care for herself by caring for and helping others. Sally joined because helping someone else 

seemed like a good idea. In return, she got in touch with the self she was becoming. Diana joined 

because she was newly divorced and at a crossroads in her life. She needed a nurturing 

environment where she could learn to be social. Melissa was unhappy with her job, and she 

realized that she needed to look outside her work for personal fulfillment. Last, Marla also 

experienced depression, and the WLN enabled her to get out of the house and meet and socialize 

with other women who did not ridicule her spoken English or judge her to be incompetent. 
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Participants with GEDs expressed a strong desire to encourage and support other women through 

the process of earning a GED. 

The women actively sought to make changes in their lives. Grace, Sally, Diana, and 

Melissa credited divine intervention for leading them to the WLN. Drawing on Norton’s notion 

of investment (cf. Kanno & Norton, 2003; McKinney & Norton, 2008; Norton Pierce, 1995), the 

women were invested in the process of learning and becoming tutors. This is a key point, as 

Menard Warwick (2004) advises educators to “pay close attention to students’ investments” (p. 

307). Although the women were paid for training, tutoring, and mentoring, their participation 

was not just about the money. It was about access to reading capital, which I discuss later in the 

chapter. The money and stipends made it possible for them to participate, but they came to the 

WLN seeking new “Possible Selves” (Bruner, 1994, p. 46).  

The subject of remuneration raises an interesting conundrum. It was a thorny and much 

debated issue for the WLN’s non-profit partners who often operated on shoestring budgets and 

could not afford to subsidize programs or projects. A lack of pay and stipends would have likely 

affected the women’s ability and willingness to participate, as there were opportunity costs to 

participating in the WLN: time away from families and other responsibilities, transportation, and 

child care. Yet the women came and engaged because each wanted more from her life. 

During the WLN’s first two years, my colleagues and I interviewed between 20-30 

interested tutor applicants. Perhaps it was the limited hours offered in the face of greater 

economic need, but in retrospect, I posit that those who looked at pay without having reached the 

critical turning point were more likely to turn down our offer to join the WLN or attrite when life 

circumstances arose. Because of the need for income, I came to perceive those who were 

invested in earning a wage as less invested in the practice of literacy. Women who committed to 
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the WLN were legitimate participants in the literacy community of practice engaged in the 

physical act of doing literacy.  

Enacting and Expressing Literacy Identities 

My second research question follows from the first: How do tutors in the Women’s 

Literacy Network enact and express their literacy identities through the WLN experience? 

The answer to this question is found in the context of participants’ literacy practices and 

leadership. The WLN tutor training led to shifts in participants’ beliefs about literacy that 

translated into practice. Findings revealed that the women engaged in a process of revaluing (K. 

Goodman, 1996b), creating a dual landscape of action and consciousness by which they re-

storied their lives (cf. Bruner, 2004). Mothers in the study immediately put their new 

understandings into practice at home with their families. They developed reading and writing 

routines and practiced literacy-rich engagements with their children. They reported that reading 

was more enjoyable for their children. As a result, reading and homework time became “fun” 

and “less stressful.” The mothers expressed feeling more knowledgeable and better positioned to 

teach their children.  

Likewise, the women developed routines that they used when working with their 

students. Grace developed proficiency working with L2 learners. With her strong sense of 

relational and care ethics (cf. Noddings, 2012b), she tutored a deaf student who made 

educational gains. This led Grace to imagine a possible future as a sign language interpreter. 

Melissa took on the identity of a writing tutor, helping her student overcome a traumatic school-

based writing experience and pass the Writing Official Practice Test. Diana and Sally each had 

students who passed the GED.  
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Participants engaged in self-study to better help the women they tutored. Through self-

study, participants enhanced their own learning, which they credited to becoming better readers, 

writers, and thinkers. They gained confidence and knowledge in their practice and extended their 

sphere of influence and action out into the community, where they supported learners in other 

contexts. This sharing of practices was transformative. No one told the women that they couldn’t 

or shouldn’t, and so they did, demonstrating agency that led to a repositioning and restorying of 

selves as knowledgeable and competent. The women stepped out as literacy leaders in the 

community. 

Theoretical Framing 

The WLN was grounded in a social practice theory of literacy where literacy was not the 

specific outcome of practices, but “rather a participant in them” (Brandt & Clinton, 2002, p. 

337). Despite the coalition’s goal of enhancing literacy, my colleague and I emphasized practice, 

and we focused our efforts on making literacy accessible, understandable, and useable. To this 

end, we developed a curriculum that employed a constructivist model of teaching, learning, and 

meaning making. The curriculum was developed to engage the women in literacies that were 

“actively created in the exertion of practice” (Brandt & Clinton, p. 348). We were committed to 

bringing literacy to people rather than bringing people to literacy (cf. Reder, 2012).  

Breaking with the Past 

The WLN represents a break from the past and other programs on a number of important 

fronts. For starters, people’s cultural models often get in the way of examining real barriers to 

learning in adult, family, and community literacy programs. Rather than make assumptions based 

on cultural models about what participants cannot, do not, or will not do, we presupposed that 

neighborhood women were capable of learning and motivated to participate. We recognized that 
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exigency is an issue for adult women learners and used the majority of the grant funding to pay 

tutors and provide childcare and transportation subsidies. The WLN also offered regular, 

ongoing mentoring within the framework of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) model of legitimate 

peripheral participation in communities of practice. The WLN further supported women in 

transitioning to post-secondary education. 

Authentic Learning 

Second, although many adult education programs purport to support authentic learning 

that is relevant to the lives of learners, a number of researchers have found this not to be the case 

(cf. Gutierrez, Zitlali Morales, & Martinez 2009; Hull et al., 2012; Purcell Gates, Degner, 

Jacobson, & Soler, 2002; Rogers, 2004). Adult education continues to use decontextualized 

materials and scripted programs, including computer based instructional programs. Marla brings 

this point home. In the following excerpt, our conversational flow led me to ask what made her 

come back after the first night of tutor training.  

M: I liked it. I liked the speaking…what you guys um teaching us there. I liked it. 

H: Was it different than school? 

M: Yeah. 

H: How was it different than school? 

M: It was because at school…cause I was most of the time I was on the computer with 

My Skills Tutor than um with the other like…Family Literacy is GED and English so the 

other group ladies were like um sitting on the tables and the teacher would give them 

stuff on the board teaching them English. And like I didn’t know…I already knew 

English by that time so they send me to the computers, My Skills Tutor, so everything 

was by computer. The teacher used to go to everybody…was like once a week or once 
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every two weeks our GED teacher but she had…she always like emailed email us and we 

had a really good conversation like communication but she wasn’t there like 

always…like to answer or something.   

H: So how was the tutor training different? What was different? What made it different? 

M: I think it was person to person. I could learn more from person to person than 

computer. 

H: What about what we were teaching? Was that different? Well I mean I know the 

miscue and everything is different, but I guess I gotta think a minute about what I want to 

ask. So you’re in a GED program and you’re pretty much learning skills and we’re 

teaching you skills too except we’re teaching them in a different way. We’re teaching 

them with a lot of thinking about how we’re learning and it involves a lot of dialogue.  

M: Yeah 

H: How was that better or not better or should I say was it better than what you were used 

to in your GED class and in what ways? I know you said the talking and belonging.  

M: I think like on the…like some stuff that we needed think…stuff…like what was 

it…what is it we were doing…I remember we used to be like in groups or individual 

think about it and write…I think that was it because before when I was on the computer if 

I didn’t know it I just click out and go to other stuff. And right there I was like no I need 

to do it here. (Interview 3, lines 386-410).  

Jacobson (2011) cites Trawick (2009) suggesting that “recognizing and discussing students’ own 

ideas about the nature of reading and comprehension can enhance learning” (p. 134). We see 

from Marla’s explanation that practice and shared discourse were important to her learning.  

Menard Warwick (2005) surmises that “The issue of instructional design must always be seen as 
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relevant to the needs, goals, and indeed identities of the learners” (p. 266). This is made evident 

in the findings of this study.  

Apprenticeships 

Unlike a one-size-fits-all approach, the WLN employed an apprenticeship model (Gee, 

2008; Gutierrez et al., 2009; Lave & Wenger, 1991) where learning took place in practice with 

educators, mentors, and other participants. This created a more ecologically situated learning 

environment. Gutierrez et al. advocate for more  “apprenticeships in applied settings, access to 

empowering modes of discourse, guided instruction that leads to self-regulated learning, and 

understanding learning in cultural historical contexts” (p. 223). The WLN apprenticed 

participants in ways that did not diminish their existing identities or devalue their cultural 

communities (cf. Lee, 2004). The WLN constituted an applied setting where women had access 

to empowering modes of discourse and guided instruction, which they used to empower 

themselves and others.  

Formal vs. Informal Learning 

In looking at various educational settings, Heath (2005) argues against using labels of 

formal and informal learning. According to Heath, learning that takes place within the 

specialized space of an institution like a school or organization is reflective of formal learning. 

Conversely, Heath states that interactions not defined by special arrangements are constituted as 

informal and likens formal and informal learning to the presence and/or absence of an authority 

who “instructs verbally from a given body of knowledge and with predictable skill” (351-352). 

The WLN has complicated this notion of formal and informal learning in that learning is not 

prescriptive. Professional women educators facilitate learning that draws on given bodies of 
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knowledge, and participants construct learning in an applied apprenticeship model within a 

network setting that enhances and builds literacy capital. 

Concepts of Miscue Analysis 

This model of learning leads to another break from the past with the appropriation of 

miscue analysis from the domains of institutions to its introduction into the realm of community 

literacy. Courses on miscue analysis are typically taught in colleges of education. Miscue 

analysis is practiced by teachers who use one or more of the formalized procedures found in the 

Reading Miscue Inventory (RMI) (cf. Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 2005; Davenport, 2002; 

Wilde, 2000). Researchers have conducted RMI, retrospective miscue analysis (RMA), and eye 

movement miscue analysis for decades. In this growing body of literature, a number of RMA 

studies reveal that transformational shifts occur in readers’ literacy identities as they engage in a 

process of revaluing (K. Goodman, 1996b). 

I first experienced the power of these transformational shifts in literacy, practices, and 

identity as a high school reading teacher. Students revalued themselves as readers through their 

engagement in collaborative RMA. Moreover, I have studied these shifts for the past 10 years, 

building empirical and theoretical knowledge of RMA and revaluing. And so my colleague and I 

familiarized tutors in the WLN with miscue analysis. Our intent was to introduce different ways 

to think about and practice reading that the women could apply in their tutoring and adapt to 

meet the needs of individual students. We were particularly interested in creating a dialogue of 

what my colleague refers to as little “m” versus Big “M” miscue conversations20. We 

conceptualized these conversations as “miscue in use” rather than procedures or formalized 

                                                 
20 My colleague and I borrowed Gee’s (2005) notions of Big D and little d discourses to talk about and differentiate 

between informal miscue conversations (little “m” conversations) and RMI as set forth in Procedures 1-IV (Big “M” 

conversations in Goodman, Watson, and Burke (2005).  
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sessions. Thus, after teaching the basic principles of miscue, we focused on developing 

conversations that utilized Goodman and Marek’s (1996) retrospective questioning.  

This work, however, was not without critique. Some questioned whether women or 

community members with little experience in higher education or knowledge of teaching could 

understand and apply such sophisticated concepts without formal preparation or an 

understanding of the theoretical framing. Some asked whether the women would be able to “get 

it right,” a notion that the concept of a miscue seeks to dispel. My counter to these critiques has 

always been that if high school and middle school students (cf. Sara Costello, 1992; 1996) with 

similar backgrounds can knowledgeably participate in collaborative RMA sessions, then so can 

women and mothers in the community.  

Gutierrez et al. (2009) propose the notion of re-mediation in a Vygotskyian sense that 

involves a socio-cultural approach to literacy learning and development that contrasts with the 

default assistance strategies and remediation currently practiced in schools and adult education 

centers. Rather than emphasizing a hierarchical basic skills approach to literacy learning, re-

mediation involves a social reorganization that emphasizes deeper learning where multiple forms 

of mediation are at work (Gutierrez et al.). According to Gutierrez et al., readers develop 

productive reading strategies when they engage in collaborative reading activities. The WLN 

employed such re-mediational means for deeper literacy learning that emphasized metacognitive 

and little “m” miscue conversations and a holistic approach to meaning making, each a 

meditational tool inherent in constructing literacy identities. 

Literacy Capital 

A third break from traditional literacy programs centers on the application of Bourdieuian 

constructs of capital to literacy. This counters familiar tropes of school failure that support 
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pathologies of literacy (Compton Lilly, 2007). Albertini and other scholars (cf. Compton Lilly; 

Prins, Willson Tosso, & Schaft, 2009) advocate for supporting women in building and enhancing 

social capital through social networks that advantage literacy. Lin (1999) draws on the work of 

Karl Marx, defining capital as an investment, a surplus value. We might think of this as a capital 

gain from selling an asset for more than its purchase price. According to Lin and other theorists, 

human capital theory conceives capital as an investment in much the way that we think about 

investment in economic terms. Small (2009) further explains that Bourdieu and Lin use the term 

“investment” to explain why people make connections and social ties. They either recognize or 

believe these ties, or connections, offer advantages.  

Small (2009) operationalizes social capital as the obligations that people who are 

connected often feel towards one another, their sense of connectedness, information they are 

willing to share, and services they are willing to perform or provide. As we can see from the 

testimonies embedded in participants’ narratives, this construct of social capital describes the 

inter-connectedness, relational ties, knowledge sharing, and reciprocity among members in the 

WLN community of practice.   

In his investigation of how social actors make ties, Small (2009) contends that: 1) 

whether actors make ties at all depends on the opportunities to interact with others; 2) making 

ties depends on how frequently and intensely actors interact while performing an activity; and 3) 

the conditions, cooperative or competitive and to what degree, under which actors interact.  

Social and organizational ties are particularly important given the structure of the WLN. The 

women enhanced their social capital through the constellation of the WLN’s social networks. In 

turn, this enabled the women to grow their personal networks and gain access to professional 

networks. They gained status and carried themselves differently. They took on the title of tutor 
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and its embodied characteristics. By virtue of this naming, they internalized a new identity and 

positioning of self. They walked straighter and spoke knowledgeably with others about their 

work. Those who were taking college classes become known as the “smart” ones to whom other 

students turned when they had questions. The women experienced a greater sense of self-worth, 

and they derived great satisfaction from knowing they made a difference. 

Design Matters 

 By virtue of its design, the WLN increased network ties through its network of literacy 

brokers. WLN coordinators and mentors brokered weak ties to other nested networks in the 

literacy coalition’s circle of influence. This included coalition members and their partner 

organizations, creating an extensity of ties and resources. Participants found this particularly 

significant, especially given the reported lack of resources in their historical pasts. They 

perceived these interconnected ties and resources as others having an interest in them as 

individuals.  

The WLN also brokered strong ties. These ties are important because they promote well-

being and offer social and emotional supports (Small, 2009), which I discuss later in the chapter. 

Hicks (2013) points to the importance of strong ties as she stresses the intimacy and frequency of 

interactions over weeks and years. Hicks explains that “In a cultural setting where family is at 

the center of life and of personal identity, we straddled a border between a family-like setting 

and a classroom” (p. 263). This is how it was in the WLN. Women were connected to and with 

coordinators, students, and each other. They connected to the rich resources of the WLN, as an 

entity. The frequency and intensity of training, tutoring, and mentoring interactions nurtured a 

degree of intimacy that the women had not previously experienced, which, in turn, fostered 

reciprocity and a sense of responsibility to self and other. 
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Creating a Community of Practice 

Last, the community itself constitutes the final break with the past. Although the WLN 

community of practice fit within the structure of a “program,” it transcended common 

perceptions of what programs do and how they work. Reflecting on the ultimate need for 

programs to change, Kinloch (2013) voices that “We must get at the heart of how we connect 

invitations into literacy with the need to sustain relationships that become partnerships” (p. 387). 

So how did the WLN distinguish itself from other programs?  

The WLN afforded a space where women were welcome regardless of categorizations, 

labels, language proficiency, documentation, or past experience. They were invited to 

participate—to belong. They felt important and valued; they had something important to 

contribute. They were not left out in the margins or on the receiving end of a banking model of 

education (Freire, 2000). They were listened to and heard. There was comfort in knowing they 

were accepted and respected as members of the community. They were no longer set apart as 

different or other. They shared a repertoire of similar experiences, which helped them feel less 

isolated and alone. 

Community ways of being and doing were established upfront on the first night of tutor 

training and again at tutor/student orientation. This, too, came out of my high school experiences 

with urban youth. The charter school where I taught was perceived by students (and others) as a 

last chance placement for youth who had been kicked out of other high schools and charters. In 

the words of one student: “We have to get along at school. We can’t afford not to. If we get 

kicked out, we got no place left to go” (personal communication, October 2008). Having a 

community to which one belonged was important to the youth. Lessons learned in the trenches 

helped in the design and development of the WLN and its curriculum. Like the youth, many of 
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the women experienced marginalization and alienation in their experiences with educational and 

other institutions. The WLN was more community than program. 

The practice of community was brought home again this afternoon, as I write this 

chapter. My cell phone rang. It was an older adult education student who felt she had been 

humiliated in class last night. I had been there, but left early. The other instructor had an idea of 

the answer he wanted and publicly corrected the student who had voluntarily responded to his 

question. Another female student who should have known better chimed in and reiterated what 

the instructor said. The student on the telephone confessed to having thoughts of leaving the 

class and not coming back. Then she got mad and chose to vent, exclaiming: “There is no right 

or wrong answer. We’re all supposed to be learning how to think! We’re supposed to support 

and help each other. That’s not how class is supposed to work!” (Personal communication, 

March 2014). I was reminded of Marla and how a more fragile student or L2 speaker might have 

been shut down, silenced, or shamed enough to quit coming to class. Before the student got off 

the phone, she told me she heard a voice from the periphery say, “That’s right!” and she felt 

validated. 

At the charter school, I often had members of different affiliation groups and rival gangs 

in my classes. I learned early on that building community and establishing a neutral, safe space 

were essential for any kind of meaningful learning or shared discourse. Although trust was more 

tenuous, taking time to build community first engendered risk-taking when students did not 

experience a “threat to face” (Goffman, 2006). The propensity of students to care for and protect 

others with disabilities or give of their time to participate in service learning demonstrated their 

commitment to the classroom, school, and greater community. This then is not so different from 
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the women in the WLN. They too protected themselves with layers of laminate, yet gave freely 

when asked and welcomed the chance to contribute.    

As told by the women in their narratives, the process of creating a community began with 

mutual respect and caring. We conceived what this might look like in practice and what it 

entailed. The women participated in this discussion, which not only set forth boundaries of where 

we would not go as a group, it inextricably bound us together through shared discourses and the 

carrying of each other’s burdens. The community created a foundation of support for its 

members, drawing on the funds of knowledge the women brought with them to the community 

(Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). This was profound, as each of the five women relayed her 

version of this story in her interviews. The mutuality of their experiences and responsiveness to 

others remained constant through all three years of the WLN. 

According to the women, the WLN was a tightly-knit group, a family, a circle of women 

holding hands who belonged and were not judged. All were full, legitimate participants 

regardless of whether they were beginners, journeymen or masters. The WLN was asset based, 

and the women come to name their strengths, recognizing their collective and individual 

strengths. As they applied their learning, they realized that they can teach others. Their students’ 

successes were their own. Through these interactions, the women gained confidence in their 

abilities. Their transformations of self were made visible to their families, to themselves, and to 

us.  

Gender Matters  

According to the women, women understand women. As a group, they felt safe and 

protected from unwanted sexual advances. They were freed from dealing with gendered norms 

about traditional roles and a woman’s place. The WLN provided a space that was theirs alone. 
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Participants expressed that women need to support other women. From their viewpoint (and 

experience), not all men are supportive of women. Therefore, according to the women, including 

men would disrupt the chemistry of the WLN. 

Leadership and Passion 

The women shared their thoughts on leadership. To them, leadership matters. Each spoke 

of being inspired by my colleague and myself. They talked about our passion. And we are 

passionate. We are veteran adult educators who have seen good, bad, and worse. Our 

epistemologies of teaching and learning align, and despite occasional differences, we enjoy 

thinking, facilitating, and presenting together. In like manner, the women pointed to my 

background. They identified with me and my experiences. We have journeyed down the same 

path, checking off our respective milestones.  

The women’s stories of tutor training and their comments about leadership led me to 

reflect on the role of background in adult, family, and community literacy. This follows from 

earlier discussions of neighborhood outsiders and insiders. Neighborhood insiders often view 

outsiders as prescriptive. This was not the case with participants in the WLN. Nor did it change 

when my successor took over in 2012. I began to rethink the role of background as it relates to 

leadership. This was especially brought to bear in that my successor does not have a teaching or 

program background; however, she is strong, caring, committed, and passionate, all 

characteristics of leadership deemed to be important and essential by the women.  

How important is background versus passion? Still seeking answers, I looked into the 

role of emotions and the notion of emotional capital. Writing on Vygotsky and cognition and 

emotion, Smagorinsky (2013) notes that: 
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Vygotsky’s sense of drama concerns people in relations to both others and themselves. 

Drama emerges through relationships with other people in social settings….In 

Vygotsky’s conception of human development, cognition and affect are inter-twined. 

How we think and how we feel cannot be separated. (p. 195) 

The use of drama in this sense refers to emotional engagement, and is not passion a form of 

emotional engagement? Participants described experiencing a passion that inspired and 

motivated them. Thus, through their own emotional engagement, they in turn effected a cognitive 

and affective response.  

Reay (2004) explains that “emotional capital is generally confined within the bounds of 

affective relationships of family and friends and encompasses the emotional resources you hand 

on to those you care about” (p. 60). Thinking back, my colleague’s and my background were 

important in establishing the WLN and building relational ties; however, as Hicks (2013) makes 

clear, given that the women came to see the WLN community as family, their emotional capital 

helped sustain the community as a whole during times of tension, sadness, frustration, joy, and 

celebration. Participants described how their participation helped them become better, 

empathetic listeners, and like family, the women felt the loss of tutors and students who attrited. 

Perhaps the construct of emotional capital be used to further explain Sally’s and Melissa’s 

frustration with those whom they felt were “not committed.”  

Getting There 

 The learning that came out of the WLN was significant for partners and collaborators in 

the literacy coalition. My colleague borrowed heavily from the WLN training to supplement the 

training of community literacy volunteers and introduce the concept of miscues. She has drawn 

on the notion of legitimate peripheral participation to train volunteer instructors who mentor and 
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support apprentice volunteer tutors. She has initiated a number of literacy engagements on 

miscue and reading as meaning making where energy is expended in the practice of literacy. 

While not all volunteer tutors are converts, the numbers are steadily growing. More importantly, 

student data and anecdotal observations reveal findings similar to those in this study.  

Implications and Recommendations 

“Ethnographic descriptions do not often speak directly enough and in a sustained way to the 

histories by which literacy practices arrive or do not arrive in local context, flourish or not in 

certain times and locales”  (Brandt, 2001, Loc 165 of 3751). 

 A number of ethnographic studies have detailed the detrimental effects of schooling on 

people from marginalized communities that lead to dropping out of school. In some ways, this 

study is not so different. It explicates the injurious effects of race, class, and ability grouping on 

five women’s literacy identities. Yet this study does differ in that it also offers stories of 

transformational change. Hicks (2013) raises awareness of issues facing girls who later take on 

the faces of adult women learners, stating: “When you are looking at the narrow range of 

opportunities for a poor or working class girl, small difference can have big consequences” (p. 

262). This encapsulates the theme of this study, and there are lessons that can be learned. My 

intent is that this study adds to literature in the field and is used to inform and improve research, 

policy, practice, and programs, in educational and community settings.   

 The women’s narratives are the stories of their history in person (Holland & Lave, 2001). 

They offer a detailed and close-up account of the social forces and institutions that shaped and 

constrained participants’ literacy identities and learning trajectories over a 55 year span. They are 

personal and provocative. The events as told by the women are not random, nor are they isolated. 

They did not take place in one location or one school district. They do, however, point to a 
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system of social structures that consistently failed working class and minority women and girls. 

There were no safety nets. The women’s past and present experiences apprise us of what we can 

learn from their experiences and remind us that there is still work to be done. 

 The women not only lacked literacy resources in the form of books, tutors, teachers, and 

caring others, they lacked access to comprehensive sex education where according to Fine and 

McClelland (2006), “The capacity of young women to be sexually educated—to engage, 

negotiate, or resist—was hobbled by schools’ refusal to deliver comprehensive sexuality 

education” (p. 297). Participants also lacked career and college guidance or counseling. Thus, 

they were denied the resources to help them make informed decisions about their bodies, their 

interests and their future. Although the four women who dropped out of school eventually earned 

GEDs and made changes in their lives, Grace was 62 years old when she realized she had been 

socialized out of attending college and that it mattered to her. She told me she cried after reading 

the draft of her narrative (Personal communication, December 2013). As has been made evident, 

women and girls continue to struggle making their way in a racialized and gendered world. 

Recently, a professional listserv asked for commentary on a new book titled The Myth of 

Achievement Tests: The GED and the Role of Character in American Life. The authors call on 

policy makers to adopt more remediation programs for young adults that incorporate character 

education (Personal communication, February 2014). Character education and Abstinence Only 

Until Marriage programs were touted at the state level and funded and taught in schools around 

the time that Sally, Diana, and Marla would have been in 7th-8th grade. Would these pejorative 

programs have positively influenced their lives and literacy identities and enabled them to stay in 

school? 
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Historically the role of women has been as nurturers. Rockhill’s maxim (as cited in 

Collins & Blot, 2003) reminds us that ‘Literacy is women’s work but not women’s right’ (p. 

118). Thus, when actors are denied equity based on gender, race, class or other classifications or 

labels, “networking is the first essential step in forming a collective consciousness” and with 

increased participation, networking can institute a social movement that leads to transformative 

change (Lin, 2001, Loc 2522 of 3662). The WLN forged such a vehicle for social change.  

The constellation of networks that supported the WLN and the resource-rich context of 

the WLN itself created an organizational embeddedness (Small, 2009) that benefitted WLN 

participants. Participants mobilized resources and relational ties that provided access to forms of 

capital. The WLN offered a means by which neighborhood women were connected to other 

organizational entities that linked them with employment, professional development, 

scholarships, and other resources and services. 

Lessons learned from the women’s stories have the potential to improve adult and 

community education programs, policy and practice. Creating social networks that advantage 

literacy connects women with an array of literacy resources that support learning in 

communities. Organizational embeddedness has the potential to help mitigate the effects of 

poverty (Small, 2009) in low income, high poverty areas. Organizational embeddedness also 

works to eliminate silos and create collaborative partnerships, which enable more people to 

access a greater wealth of resources. 

Recommendations 

 Bringing people to literacy is an enticing proposition. It allows those in control to 

maintain positions of power and take credit for learners who manage to achieve despite the odds. 

In a meritocracy, those who rise beyond their circumstances merit success. Conversely, when 
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students either fail to achieve or attrite, the model that brings people to literacy absolves those in 

power of blame, as failure is frequently attributed back to what individuals are perceived to lack: 

motivation, desire, and/or work ethic. Thus, programs that bring people to literacy pose fewer 

risks at lower costs for policy makers, institutions, funders, and program developers.    

Such programs reify society’s cultural models. But too often, as the findings from this study 

indicate, the effects of past discrimination and structural dissonance cannot be fixed or solved 

with prescriptive programs. Programs that lead to shifts in women’s lives and livelihoods warrant 

a more cohesive and comprehensive approach. 

 Program design. Findings from this study indicate that structural changes are needed to 

effect shifts in women’s literacy and livelihoods. Literacy is a universal right and not something 

to be earned by the select. Therefore, before implementing programs, I encourage program 

developers to go out into the communities they serve and talk with stakeholders who live, work, 

and play in the neighborhoods that make up communities. Get to know the people and the issues 

from an emic, insider perspective. Conduct focus groups with diverse members of the 

community and listen for what the community perceives to be its needs. Respond to the needs of 

the community rather than react to preconceived notions. Identify assets that foster collaborative 

enterprise, and build partnerships that support innovate programming.  

 Attrition is recognized as a long-standing problem in adult and community education. 

Life’s circumstances most affect those who have the least. Yet, the WLN experienced relatively 

low attrition due to its unique program design. Thus, when designing programs, take care to fully 

examine what supports are needed in a particular community or neighborhood. Then build those 

supports into the program’s framework to remove structural and cultural barriers to participation. 

This study makes clear the benefits of social capital and social networks that advantage literacy. 
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Create strong relational ties and frequent and intense interactions to support participants’ feelings 

of comfort, belonging, and connectedness, which help lower attrition. Take participants’ 

emotional capital into account, as this is a critical aspect of program design. 

 Policy makers and funders often look for the quick fix and seek programs that offer a 

one-size-fits-all approach and impact the greatest number of individuals for the least investment. 

Unfortunately, women’s literacy is complicated. It affects every aspect of women’s identity and 

personhood. It cannot be addressed with a cookie cutter approach. Working class and minority 

women have deep-seated inadequacies resulting from numerous negative encounters with 

schooling, programs, and institutions. Today’s programs must validate participants’ experiences, 

build relationships, and create community to mitigate the feelings and beliefs that function as 

gate keepers.   

Reder (1999; 2007) eloquently makes the case that in today’s global marketplace, women 

need more than a GED. More programming is needed to successfully transition women into post-

secondary education and, unlike current welfare-to-work reforms, provide employment training 

that leads to self-sufficiency. Much as we ask women to invest in their literacies, it is time for 

policy makers and funders to invest in women’s literacy. I challenge policy makers and funders 

to make women’s literacy a priority: Fund innovative programs that impact lives, families, and 

communities. In running the numbers, the impact of the WLN appears low; however, when one 

applies the multiplier effect and looks at the impact across social networks, one realizes the 

genesis of social change in initiatives like the WLN.    

Community organizations like the WLN provide women with opportunities to invest in 

their learning. It is resource intensive that produces long-term transformational shifts. Providing 

monetary and other social supports offsets opportunity costs that often constrain participation. 
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Women invest in their learning because they believe it helps them be better mothers, spouses, 

and women. They apply their learning in their work with their children and students, but they 

learn, too. They further apply their learning as they work with extended family and others in the 

community. Investing in organizations that help women access social literacy capital and 

networks creates wider spheres of influence, which should appeal to policy makers and funders 

alike. Although, initial numbers may be small, innovative collaborative partnerships such as the 

WLN demonstrate that small matters big. 

Context, content, and instruction. Women who dropped out of high school are 

returning to school in record numbers. The economic downturn and paucity of jobs has increased 

the number of adult learners seeking GEDs and access to community college and job training 

programs. National and state funding for adult education continues to be cut, and programs are 

increasingly required to do more with less. The GED 2014 has inarguably ramped up the 

difficulty and worth of the GED credential, but requires intensive support for students whose 

past school experiences include low expectations, inadequate resources, marginalization, and 

labeling—levels of support that sharply contrast with the new literacy demands of the test.  

Hierarchical, scripted, and decontextualized instruction fail to support women’s literacy 

development. Instead, it increases frustration and a sense of failure because it provides more of 

the same—more of what did not work and more of what led individuals to drop out of school. 

Therefore, it is imperative that in addition to program design, instruction must change. The GED 

2014 is forcing some change, as adult and community education programs shift their 

instructional emphases to teach higher level thinking and comprehension strategies.  

Few adult and community educators are trained in content area literacy, and more needs 

to be done in the way of teaching these educators to improve instruction and evaluate 
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instructional materials. Instructional materials are largely inadequate and immaterial to the lives 

of adult learners21. Thus, it is incumbent on the research community and teacher educators to 

reach out to adult and community educators to offer increased support by: 1) conducting 

workshops and research in adult and community settings; 2) presenting their work at practitioner 

conferences; and 3) raising awareness by publishing and adding to literature in the field. 

I further argue for incorporating more transformational literacy practices in adult and 

community literacy such as RMI, RMA, and multi-genre and multi-modal digital literacies—

literacies that actively, physically involve women and families in the doing and practice of 

literacy. I also recommend building on these literacies by including intergenerational literacy 

practices that either supplement or transcend traditional family literacy programs, many of which 

bring people to literacy, but fail to bring literacy to people. I steadfastly advocate for instructors, 

programs, and teacher educators to allow working class and minority women the opportunity to 

learn without constraining and pre-supposing what they can understand and do.   

The instructional practice of apprenticing learners into practice-based communities rather 

than programs offers women the opportunity to experience dialogue and learning that is 

meaningful to their lives and literacies. Apprenticeships support the frequency and intensity of 

interactions that build strong relational ties and emotional capital. Apprenticeships create 

reciprocity of services and hold participants accountable to one another and the program. Thus 

apprenticeships are an instructional methodology that is not only critical to effective program 

design, apprenticeships further collaboration, cooperation, and literacy as meaning making and 

should be utilized in community settings. 

                                                 
21 For example, Kaplan’s New GED: Strategies, Practice, and Review (2014) covers the entirety of U.S History, 

which makes up 30% of the new GED Social Studies test, in five review lessons, leaving large, significant gaps in 

what students are expected to know and be able to do.   
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 The importance of gender. As discussed throughout the dissertation, participants 

expressed the belief that “women understand women.” This reflects the importance of women’s 

ways of understanding and being in the world, which were then reflected in participants’ 

practices. Women educators acted as “midwife teachers” who helped participants “deliver their 

words to the world,” encouraging the birth of other voices (Belenky et al., 1997, p. 218). This is 

key for policy makers and organizations who develop women’s programming. Provide a 

bounded community where women can be and act themselves. Create a space for reciprocal 

learning and sharing where women’s voices, past and present, are valued and encouraged.   

School districts and other educational institutions are piloting single gender classrooms. 

While a discussion of single gender classrooms is beyond the scope of this dissertation, the 

notion of single gender programming was found to bear merit in this study.  More research on 

single gender programs is needed to address issues of women’s literacy, access, equity, and 

empowerment. For researchers who study feminist theory, these are critical areas for future 

study, as not only working class and minority women, but women in general continue to occupy 

object positions in a socially stratified society where neo-liberal educational policies efface and 

devalue women’s ways of knowing. Additional research is needed to animate and amplify these 

issues, keeping them at the forefront of policy and practice.   

Comprehensive sex education and career, guidance. The recommendations that follow 

are geared to secondary educators, educational institutions, and community organizations that 

serve young women. Each of the participants in this study lacked access to comprehensive sex 

education and career guidance. Abstinence Only Until Marriage and character education 

programs fail to provide accurate information regarding prevention of pregnancy and sexually 

transmitted diseases for young women who lack access to reproductive health education and 
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family planning. There is a role here for schools and after-school community health programs to 

educate and inform young women about responsible reproductive health. We need to rethink 

programs for young women and pregnant teens that help prevent unplanned pregnancies and 

provide greater access to services that do not punish or penalize, but rather help young women 

stay in school and continue their education while caring for their families. 

Career exploration and guidance are essential. As we see from the women in this study, 

waiting until high school or beyond is too late. Each participant was left to her own devices, and 

each confided that she had little direction and could not imagine a future. To this end, schools 

and community educators have a responsibility to provide programming that introduces young 

women and girls to careers that include exposure to both traditional and non-traditional careers.  

Graduation requirements in the state where this study took place require one credit of 

Career and Technical Education or art. This does not adequately prepare female students for 

college and the world of work. School districts and charters have an obligation to require: 1) 

course work in career exploration; 2) development of a career and education action plan; and 3) 

annual conferences, at a minimum, with guidance counselors to advise students on college and 

career options. Schools, community-based organizations, and funders must work in partnership 

to increase opportunities for young women and girls to participate in job shadowing, internships, 

and service learning experiences. These initiative not only help female students identify possible 

careers, but apply their learning and gain valuable experience in real-world settings. Fostering 

experiential learning helps mitigate non-engagement in school.  

Final Thoughts 

In this last chapter, I returned to my research questions and focused on the findings. The 

findings in this study answered both of the questions with which I began my inquiry. The 
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findings address gaps in theorizing both the individual and the community with implications for 

research, policy, programs, and practice. The context and research methodologies offered unique 

perspectives into the ways in which participants constructed their literacy identities in a literacy 

community of practice. Their stories and practices highlight transformational shifts, as the 

women came to revalue themselves as knowledgeable and competent literacy leaders in their 

neighborhoods. The WLN, the context for this study, builds on the local to create an economy of 

literacy as social practice. It represents the possibilities of what can happen when we invest in 

our imagined futures.  

Sadly, the WLN’s funding ended in June of 2013. Despite approaching a number of 

potential funders, at this time, the WLN has been unable to secure funding to continue. During 

its three years, the WLN supported more than 60 women. Tutors, the focus of this study, re-

framed their literacy identities and became literacy leaders. Students made educational gains, 

earned GEDS, obtained employment, transitioned to college, or accomplished some combination 

thereof. The Network nurtured and supported women in the practice of literacy learning. 

This study into the literacy identities of women learners provides insights into the 

challenges and rewards of investing in and facilitating social networks for working class and 

minority women.  It could prove useful in designing and implementing effective women’s 

literacy and empowerment programs and examining the impact of grass roots social change. 

Further research and analysis are needed to demonstrate the scope and magnitude of innovative 

endeavors such as the WLN. 
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