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Soundtrack for a Transformation: Social Justice Teaching and Literacy


Recently, I accompanied my teenage daughter to the Chicago International Film Festival, to see a film called Soundtrack for a Revolution, about the songs that influenced the Civil Rights movement. When I was thinking about how to write this position paper, I was inspired by that documentary to entitle it “Soundtrack for a Transformation: Social Justice Teaching and Literacy,” because the Civil Rights movement was only the beginning, and there is still work to be done for education to be equitable for all students.  At the same time music and songs inspire my thought processes, and they are useful literacy tools in the classroom as well as for social justice.

Autobiography: Literacy Aspirations

I’m Just a Singer: “Language barriers broken, now we’ve found the key . . . .”


Miraculously, I learned to read at the age of six using phonics, decoded texts, and basal readers, adoring the process from the very first.  However, I am going to skip over my early years, idyllic though they were, growing up in a small Northwest Illinois town on the Mississippi River, parented by high school teachers, with three younger siblings (two of whom are also teachers).  Early on I wanted to become a teacher, but the reality did not take place until years later . . . . . fast forwarding to one of the first PTA meetings I attended at my daughter’s elementary school, a Chicago Public School neighborhood school on the Northwest side of the city. The school had just hired a new principal, his predecessor of twenty years suddenly retiring mid-year, and the evening’s presentation, made by the special education teachers, was to hold some surprises.  They announced that there were to be no more self-contained special education classrooms at the school. This was the first time I ever heard of “mainstreaming” and  “differentiation.”  The thought that came to my mind was, “this is the way education should be; this is what my parents taught me that education should be like.”


After that night, I looked at the school in a new way, knowing that I wanted to be part of what was happening there.  The next year I became PTA president, viewing my role as a morale officer for the school, as I saw how hard the teachers worked to prepare the children for future success. By the time my daughter entered 5th grade, I had been accepted into the alternative certification program at North Park University, where I completed my M. A. in Secondary Education with Type 09 teaching certificate for high school English with middle school endorsement in language arts and social studies, graduating in December 2007.  I had yet to learn about Social Justice Education at this point; however, I had been introduced to Teaching Tolerance: A Project of the Southern Poverty Law Center, while working on a curriculum project “How Fiction Affects/Reflects the Real World: Developing Intercultural Awareness Between Racially Diverse Language Arts Students.” While working on this final project for my Curriculum Theories and Instructional Strategies class, I was also introduced to Lev Vygotsky and Gloria Gladson-Billings, basing my project on their philosophies, along with deconstructionist Jaques Derrida, with whom I was acquainted from studying literary theory.


As I was completing my graduate degree, I was hired to temporarily teach English for a teacher who was on maternity leave at Kennedy High School, which is near Midway Airport on Chicago’s West Side, where they were using the Spring Board curriculum developed by the College Board, ostensibly to improve test scores.  The average score at Kennedy was 15, much like many similar district schools with over 70% low-income students. While working at Kennedy I was surprised at the low reading ability of many of the students, and worried about how to help them.  As my temporary position came to an end, I substituted at Kennedy for the remainder of the year, the principal who hired me retired, and the subsequent year I joined the Chicago Public Schools substitute teaching cadre of “displaced” teachers, and my true nightmare began. Though my students at Kennedy were struggling with literacy issues, and the school as a whole was emphasizing content literacy, nothing in my life really prepared me for substitute teaching in some very tough schools, where the inequities in education were ever present.  Since beginning graduate studies at UIC in the LLC program, I have been reflecting on this experience.

Defining Literacy:

See Me, Feel Me “From you, I get the story . . .”


In the book Empire of Illusion: The End of Literacy and the Triumph of Spectacle (2009), Chris Hedges argues that part of our society has been severed from “a literate, print-based world—a world of complexity and nuance, a world of ideas—for one informed by comforting, reassuring images, fantasies, slogans, and a celebration of violence.” Is it true that people have turned away from literacy and embraced popular culture?  It seems like it at times. However,  popular culture is its own literacy, and now, as ever, students must be equipped to critically evaluate that culture for themselves in order to navigate the difficult path through adolescence to reach a mature identity as a literate member of society. Being literate in the sense of being able to read and write is not enough: students today have to know who they are and be able to communicate it. Reading and writing themselves are processes through which we both make and find meaning.



My understanding of literacy within the discipline of teaching English language arts is based on providing students with the necessary tools and skills to read, write, and think critically.

I am not sure if my conceptions of literacy in my discipline have shifted during this course, but it has definitely changed my view of literacy in other content areas, and deepened my understanding of what literacy means.  I have always been a proponent of integrated education, but I believe literacy skills should be integrated more than any other skill set across the educational spectrum.  I am especially fascinated by the concept of  “re-mix,” and I think that the content areas need to rejoin and remix themselves for the benefit of our learning and teaching. 


The National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) has stated in their policy research brief about adolescent literacy that in reality: 


Literacy encompasses reading, writing, and a variety of social and intellectual practices 
that call upon the voice as well as the eye and hand. It also extends to new media—
including non-digitized multimedia, digitized multimedia, and hypertext or 
hypermedia. [Furthermore] research shows that out-of school literacies play a very 
important role in literacy learning, and teacher can draw on these skills to foster learning 
in school. Adolescents rely on literacy in their identity development, using reading and 
writing to define themselves as persons.

 Literacy is the ability to see and hear and think critically, whether you prefer to go to the Steppenwolf Theater or watch professional wrestling.  According to Vygotsky, “the relation of thought to word is not a thing but a process, a continual movement back and forth from thought to word and from word to thought . . . Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through them. (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 125) In light of this, teaching students to read and write better means teaching them to think well.  Literacy is the logos
 of education, as depicted in the first five verses of the Gospel of John:

 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He 
was in 
the beginning with God. All things came into being through him, and without him 
not one thing 
came into being. What has come into being in him was life, and the life 
was the light of all people. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not 
overcome it. (NRSV, Harper Collins, 1993, p. 2013)
This is a metaphor for the meaning of literacy. The “Word” (logos) is equivalent to creation (thought), that brings life and light (meaning), which takes shape in modern popular culture in many forms beyond written text.  My goal as a teacher of literacy is to help my students survive and thrive by learning to think and communicate in every form. My concise working definition of literacy is: The ability to identify and create levels of meaning through and within texts, demonstrated by reading, writing, listening, and speaking in a variety of live and/or digital contexts. 
The Context: Teaching Social Justice

“But our phil-o-sophy says we can move as one and using technology, we shall over come . . .”


I agree with Gavalek and Bresnahan that comprehending a text is a culturally variable and historically challenging social construction. (Gavelek, 2009, p.153)  The texts to be comprehended vary widely, if culture is also viewed as a kind of text.  Awareness of cultural difference is required for teaching with integrity. As Barbara Applebaum has noted that a significant number of white people do not notice race when considering culture. (Applebaum, 2007, p. 453) This awareness first came to me as an undergraduate in a class about Native American spirituality when one day our guest speakers were a “medicine man”
 and his grandson. I do not remember their tribal affiliation, though it was likely to have been Lakota Sioux, who were the predominant tribe in the area. Up until that day I had read a lot about Native Americans, and heard a few speak.  However, I had never met someone who lived solely on reservations as these men did, and who made their living by practicing tribal traditions.  For the first time I saw how the dominant European culture had damaged these native people in the message they told us.  Basically, according to their religious beliefs, at the end of time their people would be up in the sky looking down at the white people burning in punishment, and there was to be no possibility of redemption whatsoever for whites.  My classmates and I were rather shocked by this statement, and several of the future-Methodist seminarians in the class asked several times if there would be any hope or possibility of redemption for white people.  The answer was an unequivocal “no.”  


My classmates were upset by this lack of grace offered to our race, but I felt that perhaps we deserved it, considering what some of our ancestors did when settling the United States.  However, a certain irony was not lost on me.  As these men were describing their lives, and how they traveled from place to place performing religious ceremonies, the things that they seemed to enjoy most were the trappings of modern culture and technology.  They loved watching television!  It made me very sad to think this was what Euro-centric culture had done to them, and that what they enjoyed in this culture was something so superficial.  That being said, after that class I looked at the world differently. 


A book that is emblematic of what happened to Native American culture is Learning to Write “Indian:” The Boarding-School Experience and American Indian Literature by Amelia V. Katanski.  Learning to write the word “Indian” in this book refers to the process by which American Indian people were taught literacy in English at the boarding schools, literally learning to write the word “Indian” in English, even though they did not think of themselves as “Indians.” They were Ojibwe, Cherokee, Sioux, Oneida, Crow, Apache, Navajo, etc. However, Katanski goes on to describe how the schools became generators of a pan-tribal identity, where students from different tribes met one another, recognized shared values and experiences of injustice crossing the boundaries of tribal nations, and developed a sense of themselves as “Indian” that did not cancel out their tribal affiliation.

Katanski refers to author Laura Tohe, of the Dine tribe, who has written a “Letter to General Pratt” (founder of the Carlisle Industrial School, a model government boarding school for Indians) in her book No Parole Today. Tohe says, “Writing is a way for me to claim my voice, my heritage, my stories, my culture, my people, and my history.” Literacy is a way to achieve social justice, even when it was not intended. In learning to write “Indian,” boarding school students transformed the English language itself by telling their stories and building literary forms to create their own tradition, achieving “rhetorical sovereignty,” which is “the inherent right and ability of peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires to decide for themselves the goals, modes, styles, and languages of public discourse.” This centrality is ironic, since the schools’ agenda was to eradicate Indian cultural identity, which would include the elimination of any sort of identifiable American Indian literature. This is why teaching social justice is so absolutely essential.


Even though statistically speaking Native Americans are not a majority in Chicago, Chicago does contain the largest number of Native Americans in Illinois. However, part of socially just teaching is creating awareness of other cultures.  
The Experts: Philosophical and Psychological Underpinnings

“Some philosophies pick and choose/Deciding what goes in it.”


In her article “Aporias, Responsibility, and the Im/Possibility of Teaching Multicultural Education,” H. Wang describes how to overcome the difficulty of “asking students to think about controversial issues they may not want to encounter.” (Wang, 2005, p. 45)  The theory by which she proposes to do this is Jacques Derrida’s theory of “aporia,” a Greek word indicating “the state of impasse, non-passage, or logical contradiction that can never be permanently resolved, a state of constant dilemma with no general or final solution.” (Wang, 2005, p. 45)  In his book Aporias, Derrida explains three cases of aporia which describe the existence of three types of borders: uncrossable, invisible, and impossible. (Wang, 2005, pp. 20-21) These types of borderlines as described by Derrida consist of three types of border limits: 

1. Anthropological border—separating territories, languages, or cultures, whose edge is artificially determined.

2. Problematic closure—dividing domains of discourse, such as academic disciplines, where the unity of a certain inquiry is assured.

3. Conceptual demarcation—the borderline separating concepts or terms, which define opposites.

These three borders can overlap and determine one another. (Wang, 2005, p. 23)  In essence, the study of multiculturalism is an ongoing, ever-changing process, which is often extremely difficult to define.  


Using thought and language is one method to explore and discover these difficulties, as originated in the theories of Lev S. Vygotsky. In his book Thought and Language Vygotsky states that “word meanings are dynamic rather than static formations.  They change as the child develops; they change also with the various ways in which thought functions.” (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 124)  One of the leading ideas is “The relation of thought to word is not a thing but a process, a continual movement back and forth from thought to word and from word to thought . . . . Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through them.” (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 125)  Thus, writing and reading are essential to the thought process in humans. 


Professor Ladson-Billings explains how this basic learning process affects culture. She describes how technological advances mean that the West can (and does) assert its hegemony over what people see and hear, how they speak, and ultimately what they think.  Communication satellites, fiber optic cables, the Internet, and e-mail bring every corner of the world into our homes.  Almost everywhere in the world, people have access to CNN, ESPN, and other U.S.-generated images and perspectives.  Thus a world-wide vision of civilization, progress, aesthetics, standard of living, and advance reflects what the world of Western television and other media projects. The fact of a worldwide media that transports not only news and information, but also cultural images of how to be and act in the world means that our conceptions of culture can no longer be simplistic, one-dimensional, and essentialized. (Ladson-Billings, 2004)


Furthermore, now with the increasing blurring of national geopolitical borders, notions of difference and otherness take on new meaning. Understanding the borderlines, or aporias, between who “we” and “they” are become important factors in daily life and learning
In Thought and Language, L.S. Vygotsky describes his belief that children perform cognitive actions prior to arriving at developmental stages, as opposed to Piaget who believed they reached the stages first.  Vygotsky maintains that human psychological processes differ from animals, because human thought is evolutionary and functions in a system of culture or cultures.  Piaget thought that “egocentric speech precedes socialized speech [and] inner speech also must precede socialized speech.” (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 18)  Stern’s theory was that language generates out of the “goal-directedness of its own essential nature,” (Vygotsky, 1962, p. 32) while Vygotsky believed that meanings of words undergo evolution during childhood. Children’s scientific concepts develop, and, when compared with their spontaneous concepts, laws are formulated governing their development. The psychological nature and linguistic function of written speech is related to thinking; inner speech is related to thought. “Thought is not merely expressed in words; it comes into existence through them.”(Vygotsky, 1962, p. 125)


Wang discusses the difficulty present when teachers take on the pedagogical responsibility of asking students to face controversial issues they have no wish to encounter.  This creates a place of ambiguity and complication in the effort to promote personal and social transformation in the classroom, which can be illuminated by studying Jacques Derrida’s theories of aporia and responsibility.  As Derrida’s philosophy of deconstruction gives the tools to discover layers of meaning and significance in writing, so do his ideas about aporia alert us to the tools necessary to discern the layers which identify cultural borders.  There is no necessity for final resolution—it does not exist, because “aporia ultimately questions its own existence.” (Wang, 2005, p. 48)

Gloria Ladson-Billings argues in favor of reconceptualized views of difference that often are forced to operate in old social schemes. What is now called multicultural education is a composite, but no longer one solely of race, class, or gender, but one of infinite permutations resulting from the dazzling array of combinations human beings recruit to organize and fulfill themselves: no human being is ever the same in every context. Multiculturalism cannot be seen merely as a study of the other, but rather as multiple studies of culture and cultural practices in the lives of all humans.


Ladson-Billings concludes that “good” teaching involves the following:  student engagement with issues important to their lives; explanations of human differences; major concepts and ideas; planning what they will be doing; applying ideals to their world; heterogeneous groups; questioning common sense; redoing, polishing, or perfecting their work; reflecting on their own lives; and accessing technology in meaningful ways.  This meshes well with Elizabeth Moje’s conclusion that: 


“teaching with integrity involved developing secondary school subject-matter pedagogy 
that is socially just in its provision of opportunities to learn how to make sense of and 
produce the texts of different subject areas and teaches social justice as teachers guide 
youth in critiquing, challenging, and constructing knowledge in those disciplines and in 
everyday life.” (Moje, 2007, p. 37).

The Core: Rationale--Beliefs, Practice, and Assessment

“Every morning when I wake, a feeling soon begins to overtake me.

Ringing in my ears resounds through my brain; it finally surrounds me . . . “


In some of my past graduate projects I have tried to get at the core ideas behind critical literacy, using philosophy and literary theory as my own tools to determine what students need to learn. Linking the branches of philosophy to the schools of literary theory has helped me categorize and clarify concepts that could help all levels of learners, yet are usually only taught to more advanced students.  In another graduate course I developed a research project about increasing reading comprehension by teaching literary theory, using a “literary lenses” approach
, to make it more applicable to a wider group of learners.  The significance of teaching literary theory to adolescents is that it provides them with critical connections that can be applied to literary texts as well learning to read the world as a text.
 There are other things that students need to learn before they reach that point, which can be found in the Illinois State Standards.


Standard One describes how we can develop students’ abilities to read, write, and speak by using a broad range of literacy techniques and strategies for every aspect of communication. Each person needs the basic ability to read, write, and speak, which are the building blocks for critical skills with texts.  Through my past experience and education, I have a lot of background to help me meet this standard, evidenced by the reading and writing strategies incorporated in my lesson plans, as well as my observation and experience with techniques to activate student knowledge and teach communication skills.  My plans meet the performance indicators by allowing students to read and write in a variety of contexts while using multiple strategies to build vocabulary, fluency, comprehension, and writing ability. These are the basic ingredients needed for the recipe to create a literate member of society.


Standard Two of the State Standards directs teachers to model effective, reading, writing, speaking, and listening skills during direct and indirect instructional activities. I feel I have met this standard in terms of modeling everything except the grammar and conventions aspects in my teaching so far. After looking at the ACT questions recently in the English portion of the exam, I will make more of an effort in this area, because I think it is really important for students to feel prepared to take that test. I enjoy learning grammar myself, and I think students can benefit from learning how grammar and punctuation affects levels of meaning in their writing. Aside from the conventions portion of the standard, I think that I exceed this standard in other ways, modeling what it means to be a critical and literate member of society.  I read widely and talk about it with students, encouraging them to share their reading with me. I subscribe to a variety of magazines and read them, which I then like to share with my students in addition to the required texts. In a sense I am always creating my own text sets in support of everything that I teach. Another way to do this is to bring in guest authors and go to literary events whenever possible. One of my hobbies is touring authors’ homes, which I can share with students through my web page, which I think helps take writers out of the ivory tower, making them seem like real people. In these ways, I can show students different writers, ways of writing, and different types of writing that they will need to know to be productive members of society. Not only do I model critical reading, writing, and thinking for my students, I also interact with them and respond to their ideas.  In this way, I take the ingredients for the recipe and begin to combine them to create a finished product.


Along with responding to students, I like to provide feedback with suggestions to enhance learning. Standard Three deals with the assessment and collaborative aspects of teaching. I have met this standard by providing authentic assessments with my lesson plans, and providing students with a learning environment where they can also interact to facilitate their learning. In fact, the assessments are the parts of my lessons that I am most happy about, because I think they provide real-world skills in a real-world context that should be meaningful to students.  My teaching experience so far as exposed me to an extreme variety of students and schools, which definitely informs my ability to determine appropriate strategies for many different types of students. As a parent, I especially value the constructive feedback of my child’s teachers, and I know that is something I think about when evaluating my own students. One of the things I love to do most is to read their writing and give them written comments and verbal feedback through conferencing. One thing I have also learned over the past two years, since earning my teaching certificate, is how to get my students to collaborate in groups and use that in lessons constantly.  I have also found it very stimulating and rewarding to collaborate with other teachers regarding instruction. The feedback and collaboration are the final touches after the recipe is made, and we garnish it and decide whether we will make it the same way next time, or perhaps find improvements.


English Content Standard #2 explains how competent language arts teachers must understand the nature of reading, how it develops, and its many uses for instructional programs.  I chose this one because as I am transforming myself into a reading specialist, rather than just an English teacher, I am constantly aware of the meaning-making complexities of the reading process.  Knowledge Indicator 2C is especially important, because the teacher must “understand[s] reading as a process of constructing meaning through the interaction of the reader's existing knowledge and experience, the information suggested by written language, and the context of the reading situation.” This is the basis for student success; they must make connections. One way that I have learned to gauge this was in the Literacy Assessment class I took during the first part of the summer. We learned to keep running records and perform reading inventories, which are among the most exciting things I have learned in terms of assessing students before and after learning.


When developing a text set for a curriculum unit, I tried to find supporting texts which would thematically link to similar ideas that are in the novel, such as identity in terms of race, society, culture, and family. I think that it turned out pretty well, and that I found additional “texts” of pictures and videos even when I was not really looking for them.  I enjoyed creating  lessons for this unit, and especially the interview aspects of  one of them, because students will be bringing the class to their homes and their homes into the classroom.  Engaging the family is an important factor in student motivation and success, especially for freshman in high school.   Thematically, I know that my text about identity fits very well with most freshman curriculums, and I think it could be even stronger if taken across content areas.  Within the freshman English curriculum, identity is a common theme.  I like to begin the year with students creating self-portrait poetry booklets, where the write a poem about some aspect of their life and illustrate it.  They share them in class and this helps me get to know them as they get to know each other.  Then by reading a variety of texts, like those in my text set, we probe the concept of identity further and deeper.

Multimodal Relationships: 21st Century Literacy
“21st century breakdown, I once was lost but never was found  . . .”

“Text me and I text you back/ Check me on the iChat/ I’m all about that h t t p/ You’re a PC I’m a Mac/I want it./ Myspace in your space/Facebook is a new place//Dip divin’ socializin’/I’ll be out in cyber space/ Google is my professor/Wikipedia checker/Checkin my account/Loggin in and loggin out . . . .”


The State of Iowa Department of Education is implementing a core curriculum, which is mandated to be fully implemented in the public schools by 2012-13 in high schools and 2014-15 in elementary schools.  In addition to Literacy, Math, Science, and Social Studies, part of the core curriculum includes “21st Century Skills” which are: (1) civic literacy, (2) employability skills, (3) financial literacy, (4) health literacy, and (5) technology literacy. IMHO (in my humble opinion) this curriculum of  “literacies” signifies that the words “literacy” and “competency” now mean nearly the same thing. From this list, the most important literacy for educators must be technology literacy. How do we teach/model this for our students when so many of us work under outmoded conditions? How do we create educative opportunities for students to use technology in our classrooms? How do teacher education programs prepare teachers for this? Less than three years ago I earned my teaching certificate, yet I feel that I was not prepared to use technology, and even with the limited preparation I received, the opportunities to use it in Chicago Public Schools would be spotty at best.


Another significant question for 21st Century literacy is how to incorporate advances in cognitive psychology to improve instruction. In the most recent issue of The Atlantic there is an article entitled “Orchid Children” by David Dobbs, which has implications for yet another solution to some of the problems educators now face in terms of early literacy learning.
 (This article has inspired an interesting dialogue amongst the author of the article and other educators via the internet, which is fascinating in terms of how great a tool the internet and technological literacy really are.)
  Dobbs’ article describes how “dandelion children” can survive anywhere, while “orchid children” require greenhouse care in order to bloom spectacularly. (Dobbs, 2009, p. 50)  


The immediate implications this has for literacy instruction are made obvious in the  opening paragraphs of the article where he describes how Marian Bakermans-Kranenburg, professor of child and family studies at Leiden University, videotaped families with young children who displayed “oppositional, aggressive, uncooperative, and aggravating behavior . . . .” which has been linked to academic and social failure in school. Even though the main purpose of Bakermans-Kranenburg’s research was to determine how genes shape behavior in an evolutionary “Biological Sensitivity to Context,”
 the implications for education were that the intervention was wildly successful. Bakermans-Kranenburg videotaped parent and child interaction in 120 families six times over eight months, and edited the film into “teachable moments” to show the parents, who watched the videos, learned to spot cues they’d missed or responded to in ineffective ways.  In many cases parents were reading to their behaviorally challenged kids, and after viewing the video and altering their responses to fidgety behavior, discovered that they were able to read effectively that they had earlier believed to be impossible. (p. 51)


In the 21st Century if parenting in the formative years can be transformed to create a better groundwork for student learning in such a common-sense manner, the policy-makers are going to have to increase their financial, civic, and technological literacies so that it can happen. Otherwise, I do not believe that teachers alone will be able to make the difference.
Conclusions: Best Literacy Practices in a Racist World

“Hold on!/One more time with feeling/Try it again, breathing's just a rhythm/

Say it in your mind until you know that the words are right/This is why we fight”


I eagerly await the day when I will have my own classroom and students to work with and implement my idealism into real-life strategies.  Literacy has transformative power as the key to mainstream everyone if it is done right.  According to Linda Darling-Hammond “A recent OECD [Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development] report found that for every year that the average schooling level of the population is raised, there is a corresponding increase of 3.7% in long-term economic growth (2005).” (Darling-Hammond, 2007, p. 319)  This is exactly the kind of transformation that is needed as we look towards improving literacy for all in the coming century.


I wish that I had had the benefit of reading Berliner, Au, Gee, Delpit, and Darling-Hammond before becoming a substitute teacher.  As it happened I was baptized by fire into the problems that exist in Chicago schools, forced to be more of an observer than a teacher. Based on my own apprenticeship of observation, after spending an afternoon in the discipline office at Douglass High School  “the school they send them to when they aren’t ready for high school,”
  I found that there are people out there trying to change things. I dreaded going to this particular school as a substitute teacher, because it is plain old scary. It seems more like a prison in some ways than a school, and even the security guards seem afraid. One day, when I was called there, it was to substitute for a teacher who was part-time, so I was assigned to the discipline office to help them organize their backlog of detention slips.  They were having problems with students not serving detentions.  While I was there, I immensely enjoyed the repartee of the ladies who worked there, meting out justice to the students/inmates. They were firm yet caring, strict yet highly comedic. It made me feel much better about working at that school for several reasons, especially because it made me feel less alone in caring about what happens in that community. I could see how important a sense of humor is when dealing with difficult students, and how deep the need for competent teachers and staff is in schools with struggling students.  Most of all, this was the moment where I could finally let go of what I feel was a building racism within me, that I could not help these students, because I was so different from them.  This was the moment where I felt like one of them, or at least like one of their parents.  Now if only the rest of the world can be transformed to care for the “orchid students” who need that extra care and attention so that they can bloom.
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� James R. Squire Office of Policy Research. Adolescent Literacy: A Policy Research Brief produced by The National Council of Teachers of English. http://www.ncte.org/about/over/positions/category/literacy/127676.htm. November 15, 2009.


� In Greek thought logos is the divine principle of reason that gives order to the universe and links the human mind to the mind of God. ( Meeks, W. A. The Harper Collins Study Bible, NRSV,1993, p. 2013)


� “Social Justice” Fire in the Soul, The Figureheads, iTunes, May 06, 2009.


� The title “medicine man” was how this gentleman was introduced, and it seemed to be what he called himself in the context of his speaking to the class.  


�  “My New Philosophy,” You’re a Good Man Charlie Brown (The Broadway Musical soundtrack) BMG Entertainment, 1999.
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� An heuristic for reading literature: 
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Looking through a telescope: readers use a literary text as a springboard for thinking about the world beyond the text.


� Critical connections to literary critical theories:
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� Jacobs, Joanne. (2005) Our School: The Inspiring Story of Two Teachers, One Big Idea, and the School That Beat the Odds. New York: MacMillan. On her website  “Joanne Jacobs: Free-linking and thinking on education.” http://www.joannejacobs.com/2009/11/dandelions-and-orchids/


� Ellis, B. J. and Boyce W.T. (2008) Biological sensitivity to context. Current Directions in Psychological Science. 17 (3). pp. 183-187.


� “One More Time with Feeling,” Far, Regina Spektor, Sire Records, 2009.


� A random comment by a CPS teacher made when Douglass High School was mentioned.
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