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ABSTRACT 

The major findings of this case study emerged from the qualitative 

research question: What meaning perspectives are indicated by teachers' 

discourse regarding their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican 

American junior high school students? These findings surround five 

meaning perspectives teachers hold in these daily interactions with these 

students. Two of these meaning perspectives are epistemic, one is 

psychological, and two are sociocultural. According to transformation 

theory, which served as the substantive theoretical framework for the 

study, a meaning perspective functions as a structure of assumptions and 

a belief system through which we interpret and evaluate experience. 

The two epistemic meaning perspectives identified in this study 

involve the ways in which teachers come to know what they know and the 

uses they make of that knowledge. These two epistemic meaning 

perspectives, reification and reductionistic prescriptivism were identified 

according to five different meaning schemes indicated in teachers 

discourse. 

A psychological meaning perspective of colorblind 

nonaccommodative denial was also indicated by teachers discourse in 

this case study. Psychological meaning perspectives involve the 
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influences of such phenomena as self-concept, locus of control, and 

defense mechanisms. 

Additionally, two sociocultural meaning perspectives were 

identified. These sociocultural meaning perspectives are best described 

as ideologies; specifically the ideology of the benevolent autocrat and the 

ideology of the manana conflict. 

According to the transformation theoretical conceptualization of the 

term, distorted (that is based on or in limited, contradictory, and/or 

impermeable premises), four of the five (two epistemic and two 

sociocultural) meaning perspectives identified in this study are distorted. 

Therefore, these findings indicate that teachers' relationships with their 

Mexican American students are subject to interpretations which may be 

personally constraining and interactively self-defeating. That their 

students suffered the culture clash of the consequent interpretations is 

evident in teachers' own discourse. That teachers suffered as well is 

evident in the frustration and perpetual negativity notable in the same 

discourse. 

These findings point to the need for preservice education and 

inservice teacher education, grounded in critical reflection on premises 

and assumptions in prior learning and socialization, especially for those 

mostly White, monocultural educators who teach in cross-cultural learning 

environments. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE PROBLEM 

The demographic landscape of American society is rapidly changing 

toward one that is much less homogeneous than it is one diverse and 

multifaceted. As arguments to follow will attest, this trend is most evident in an 

arena where we are perhaps least prepared for the change; that is the arena of 

public school education. As subsequent arguments will explain, these rapidly 

changing demographics are forcing a fundamental reevaluation of how we 

approach diversity, including a reexamination of the validity of terms traditionally 

utilized to describe subsections of American society. Such terms include, but 

are not limited to, the terms, minority. Black, African American, Hispanic, and 

Mexican American. Furthermore, a closer examination of how schools are 

preparing for and coping with these changes at the societal level reflects a 

disconcerting picture of inertia, inconsistency, and inflexibility. Historically, the 

Inertia has been particularly evident for so-called Hispanic populations, 

especially Mexican Americans. Discussion to follow will begin with a 

presentation of these and related arguments as a basis for the examination of 

three perspectives on why schools are failing to meet both the current and 

forecasted needs of Mexican American and other students of color. Subsequent 

discussion will specifically explore the role of teachers in these failures. 



Background and Rationale for the Study: Introduction 

In the year 2001, the United States [U.S.] will celebrate its 225th 

anniversary as a free and democratic nation. Much has changed in the area of 

public school education since the bicentennial in 1976, 200 years after the 

Declaration of Independence. For example, school finance litigation in states 

throughout the nation has targeted equity as well as equality [see discussion to 

follow for a detailed explanation of this differentiation] for those students whose 

educational opportunities were reborn as a result of the civil rights movement 

(Donate, Menchaca, & Valencia, 1991; Valencia, 1991). The lofty goals of 

America 2000 promised a concerted, multifaceted effort toward a new 

excellence in education, purportedly achievable by the year 2000 (Barber, 1992). 

Several states, including Texas, recentralized educational infrastructures and 

Instituted new standards of accountability for students and teachers which were 

said to enable more effective schools for the education of all youth, whether 

White or students of color (discussion to follow will define my use of these 

terms), urban or suburban (Pearl 1991; Valencia, 1991, Rumberger, 1991). 

However, Edelman (1994) has cautioned that American public schools 

are increasingly facing new challenges which were never before considered 

within their scope and responsibility. American youth of all ethnicities and all 



classes are growing up unable to handle life, technology, and the new world 

order. Edelman (1994) has written: 

Every sixteen seconds of every school day, as we talk about a 
competitive workforce in the future, one of our children drops out of 
school. Every 26 seconds, an American child runs away from 
home. These are not just poor or Black children - they are all of 
our children. . . . Every 47 seconds, a youngster is abused. 
Every 67 seconds a teenager has a t)aby. . . . Every seven 
minutes a child is arrested for a drug offense. . . . Every 53 
minutes in the richest land on earth, an American child dies of 
poverty, (p. 7) 

Edelman's conclusions reveal serious challenges to the social and economic 

well-being of children and young adults in turn-of-the-century America. What 

these grim statistics suggest Is the need for a new and constructive sense of 

social consciousness (concerning the plight of children and youth In American 

society today) among American adults and children (Gudykunst, 1994; McLaren, 

1994). At the same time, these statistics specify the parameters of a 

tremendous challenge for the American public education system; a challenge 

which will manifest itself in the form emergent and forecasted changes in U.S. 

demographics. 

Several states are undergoing a radical demographic change. For the 

years 1971 to 1980, during which this country celebrated its bicentennial, 

82 percent of the legal immigrants to the United States came from non-European 

nations (Bureau of the Census, 1989). Between 1981 and 1986, about 89 

percent of these Immigrants arrived from non-European nations (Bureau of the 

Census, 1989). Most of these immigrants came from Asia (47 percent) and 



Latin America (38 percent). The 1990 census indicated that one of every four 

Americans is a person of color (Hodgkinson, 1992). Because of recent 

immigration and the differentially higher birth rates among people of color as 

compared to Whites, forecasters have predicted that one in three Americans will 

be a person of color by the turn of the century (Hodgkinson, 1992). 

If recent demographic trends persist, by the year 2000, school systems in 

more than 50 major American cities will have student populations in which 

students of color comprise the majority of students attending schools within 

those systems (Hodgkinson, 1992). This situation will contrast sharply with the 

ethnic and sociocultural character of the American teacher population, wherein, it 

has been forecasted that less than five percent of certified teachers will be a 

person of color at the turn of the century (Banks, 1994). If present trends 

continue, most of these teachers will be female (75 percent). White (92 

percent), middle-class (80 percent); and will have received their public school 

education in suburbs, small cities, or rural areas (Fuller, 1992). 

NIeto (1992) argues that these teachers are products of a monocultural 

socialization. Socialization is "the general process of learning to function as a 

member of the society by learning roles" (Gollnick & Chinn, 1990, p. 8). 

Monocultural is Nieto's choice among terms representing the Western Cultural 

Canon. Accordingly, the potential for a cross-cultural clash between White, 

monocultural teaching staffs and student populations which are predominantly 

composed of students of color belonging to other cultural groups is an ever 



increasing possibility in American public schools (Dana, 1991; Fuller, 1992). 

The term monocultural, as referred to throughout this document, is indicative of a 

person's socialization according to the tenets of the Western Cultural Canon 

(Cushner, McClelland, and Safford, 1992; Kim, 1994; Nieto, 1992; Samovar, 

Porter, & Jain, 1981). Socialization is "the general process of learning to 

function as a member of the society by learning roles" (Gollnick & Chinn, 1990, 

p. 8). At the same time, the likelihood that teachers may contribute to the 

differential treatment of students of color, based on their differing ethnic and 

cultural backgrounds, is an Increasingly relevant concern ( Donate, Menchaca, 

& Valencia, 1991; Nieto, 1992; Sleeter, 1994; Trueba, 1991). 

As the demographics of American society are changing, so are the terms 

and expressions used to designate or refer to groups of people within that 

society. Discussion to follow will explore these latter changes. 

Minorities, Hispanics, and Mexican Americans 

One of the most profound changes in American society expected by the 

turn of the century is the emergent reality that terms traditionally used to identify 

segments of American society will, in many ways, no longer remain valid. This 

proposition is especially likely with respect to the term minority; an obscure and 

ill-defined term interchangeably and often incorrectly used in conjunction with 

both numerical and status arguments concerning various groups of peoples. As 

we approach the turn of the century, It becomes increasingly clear that the term 



minority as a numerical pointer to, or index of, American racial groups will no 

longer apply as used today (Harry, 1992; Hodgkinson, 1992; Nieto. 1992). Harry 

has written: 

Indeed, the use of the term minority is already meaningless in 
many large urban school districts, such as Baltimore, where 80 
percent of the student body is Black . . . and New York City 
where 38 percent are Black and 34 percent are Hispanic. (1992, 
P- 7) 

In twenty-six cities in California, "no single ethnic group constituted a majority of 

the population" in the year 1990 (Hodgkinson, 1992, p. 6). By 2010, four states 

(New York, California, Texas, and Florida) will be home to 21 million of the 

nation's 64.4 million youth and more than half of these will be children of color 

(Hodgkinson, 1992). Therefore, this author will, henceforth, utilize the term 

people of color, or derivations thereof, to designate those segments of the 

population previously assigned the term minority (see the paragraph to follow for 

an exploration of this argument). This decision on nomenclature is compatible 

with arguments by Nieto (1992). 

Nieto (1992) has encouraged the use of the phrase people of co/or while 

rejecting the use of the term minority on the following grounds: (a) Since It has 

never been used to describe certain groups, such as Swedish and Albanian 

Americans, groups which have always been a numerical minority In the United 

States, Nieto has argued that the term minority is a misnomer, (b) Secondly, the 

term has historically been used to refer to racial minorities v^JXh the implication of 

status lower than that accorded to other groups, (c) Finally, Nieto asserts that 



the phrase people of color \s increasingly accepted and used by African 

Americans, Hispanic Americans, and Native Americans, the three largest groups 

assigned the term minority. 

In these ways, changing demographics argue for changes in the 

terminology used to refer to comparisons among groups of people (for example, 

the use of the expression "people of color as opposed to the term "minority). 

However, these demographic changes also suggest the need to differentiate 

even further among terms currently used to designate certain groups of people 

as discussion to follow will explain. 

Perhaps the most noteworthy demographic changes of the 21st century 

will relate to that segment of the population often referred to in the demographic 

literature as Hispanics. As was the case with the term minority, the term 

Hispanic is an ill-defined and governmentally inspired designation which 

generally refers to persons of Mexican, Puerto Rican, Cuban, Central American, 

South American, or Spanish origin, regardless of race (Garcia, 1995; 

Rumberger, 1991). Regarding discussions of demographic information on ethnic 

populations. Heath (1992), In her analysis of the sociocultural context of 

language development in Mexican American families, has warned against 

generalizations across communities, regions, historical periods, and populations 

for any ethnic group. Heath has expressed particular concern about 

overgeneralizatlons related to Hispanic populations: 

Descriptions of the number and variety of Hispanics in the United 
States abound, and there is growing public recognition of the 



variation among Hispanics . . . and their diverse attitudes, and 
approaches toward acculturation or assimilation. . . . Scholarly 
research must acknowledge this variability and admit. . . drawing 
broad, sweeping conclusions about Hispanics in general. (1992, 
pp. 114-115) 

Heath's citation points to the many assumptions (such as the assumption that all 

"Hispanic" students learn according to one universally applicable learning style) 

inherent in broad, general conclusions about "Hispanics" which fail to recognize 

the diversity of subpopulations subsumed under the umbrella of this nonspecific, 

and ill-defined term. 

The largest subgroup designated as Hispanic are Mexican Americans 

who make up some 60 percent of the Hispanic American population (Garcia, 

1995). Although the possession of multiple ethnic descriptors (Garcia, 1995) 

has, at one time or another, typified every American ethnic group, probably no 

other ethnic group has epitomized this situation more than have Mexican 

Americans (Garcia, 1995; Heath, 1992; McLemore & Romo, 1985; Peari 1991; 

Rumberger, 1990; Valencia, 1991). Consequently, a plethora of identifiers have 

been used to designate this group, including the terms Chicane, Hispanic, 

Mexican, Latino, and La Raza (McLemore & Romo, 1985). However, research 

has shown that the term Mexican American is the term most widely adopted by 

members of this population when referring to themselves (Garcia, 1991; Nieto, 

1992), especially in the state of Texas. Therefore, this author will focus on the 

term Mexican American when discussing the relevant population of students and 

their families as they apply to this research conducted within the state of Texas. 

8 



However, since it is not always possible to determine to which population or 

subpopulation another author intended to refer in a given study or an analysis of 

demographics in a given time period, this author will use the broad-based term 

Hispanic and the more particular term Mexican American interchangeably when 

referring to such nonspecific studies and analyses. 

According to recent projections, using 1985 as a baseline year, the 

number of White youth in the United States, by the year 2020, will have 

declined by 25 percent, while the number of Hispanic youth will have increased 

by 65 percent (Rumberger, 1990). The Hispanic population, which is expected 

to grow faster than any other major ethnic group (including the African American, 

Native American, and Asian American groups), will comprise not the current 10 

percent, but 25 percent of the net labor force increase expected between 1986 

and the year 2000 (Hodgkinson, 1992; Rumberger, 1990). These demographic 

changes suggest the need for societal changes as well. These latter changes 

are the subject of discussion to follow. 

Reducing the many inequalities between Hispanics and the rest of 

American society (especially with respect to level of educational attainment, 

personal income, and percentage of college graduates) "Is no longer merely a 

moral preference, but an economic Imperative" (Pearl, 1991, p. 298). 

Increasingly, Hispanics will constitute a force which can no longer be Ignored, 

either In the labor market or in the proportion of taxpayers who must support 



social security, Medicare, and other transfer payments essential to an aging 

society. Miranda and Quiroz (1989) have noted that an untrained and 

underemployed Hispanic labor force will not only retard direct economic output, 

but diminish the tax base necessary to support essential services, while 

increasing the demand for public assistance. These authors have asserted that 

an investment in Hispanics is a sound investment in the future of purposeful 

public policy. Indeed, populations traditionally referred to as Hispanic are 

increasingly relevant to planners and policy makers in both the public policy and 

school policy arenas. 

For example, from a school policy perspective, Hispanic students now 

constitute the single largest group (75 percent) of students (Baca & Cervantes, 

1989) classified as Limited English Proficient [LEP]. Linking research, theory, 

and policy on Hispanic students is a difficult challenge. As Orfield (1988) has 

warned, "Latino students . . . are increasing very rapidly in the United States, 

so rapidly that both research and policy are running far behind the demographic 

change" (p. 32). Furthermore, Hispanic students already comprise more than 

51 percent of the kindergarten student population in the state of Texas (Yates & 

Ortiz; 1991) and more than 50 percent of the kindergarten through second grade 

enrollment of the Los Angeles Unified School District (Patthey-Chavez, 1993). 

Since Hispanic women have one of the highest fertility rates of all American 

women (Schwartz, 1986), such numbers are likely to persist into the foreseeable 

future. 
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Importantly, Hispanics are also a young population. Fully one-third of the 

Hispanic population Is under the age of 15 years, as compared with one-fifth of 

the general population (Miller, 1989). Mexican Americans and Puerto Ricans 

make up the youngest Hispanic groups. Their median age of 22 years 

compares with a median age of 25 years among Blacks and 31 years among 

Whites (Hodgkinson, 1992). 

The discussion to follow will examine how American public schools are 

coping with these emergent challenges, especially the challenge of equitable 

education for students of color; students whose numbers are increasing with 

dramatic rapidity. Particular attention will be focused on the plight of Mexican 

American students in public schools. 

The Changing Face of the Educational Environment 
as we Approach the Twenty-First Century 

Are schools prepared for the demographic and educational changes of 

the twenty-first century? The Holmes Group has maintained that they are not: 

The seeds of failure for many children are sown. . . . Tomorrow's 
teachers will have responsibility for children who will not have an 
easy time of it. . . . In many schools, teachers and students do 
not share common cultural and social outlooks. Many teachers In 
schools and colleges are already baffled by the linguistic and racial 
and social-class and cultural differences they face in their 
classrooms. . . . It is not enough to have the same program for 
all children. If you . . . don't have the cultural knowledge to 
provide all kids access to the same instructional goal, then you are 
failing to educate those children. (1990, pp. 29-30) 

These 1990 conclusions of the Holmes Group consortium simply document the 

very high potential for a cross-cultural clash which Fuller (1992) has already 
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detailed as extant in American public schools. However, some authors have 

suggested that the potential for such a clash is much more than a suspicion that 

they are possible or a suspicion that they are occurring in our schools (for 

example, Yates and Ortiz, 1991). Indeed this line of argument maintains that the 

differential treatment of students of color is rampant in our schools and Is at the 

heart of both prevalent and recurrent clashes between these students and their 

White, monocultural teachers. As Yates and Ortiz (1991) have cautioned, "one 

must be concerned about more than three decades of research evidence that 

reveals the unconscious bias of teachers along social-class lines, racial lines, 

and gender lines" (p. 14). These authors have argued that both teachers and 

principals are not prepared to deal with students classified as high-risk (of 

dropping out) within the regular educational environment. 

Yates and Ortiz have also highlighted empirical examples of 

Inconsistencies between espoused theories (those theories of action which 

Individuals espouse when asked how they would respond to a given contingency 

or phenomenon) and theories-in-use (those theories of action which Individuals 

actual play out in the face of such contingencies or phenomena) among school 

practitioners. This discussion especially highlights those discrepancies 

applicable to students of color, particularly language minority students. As 

Argyris and Schon (1978) have proposed, a person describing how he or she 

would behave under certain circumstances tends to provide his or her espoused 
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theory of action for that situation. Nevertheless, the theory that most often 

governs genuine action in context is that person's theory-in-use. 

Examples of such inconsistencies, highlighted by Yates and Ortiz (1991), 

are the findings of a Phi Delta Kappan study of education for students at risk 

(Frymler & Gananeder, 1989). Almost three-fourths of the principals studied 

indicated that they regularly retained high-risk students, but barely one-fourth 

considered retention effective. The reader will recall that Mexican American 

students regularly constitute a disproportionate percentage of so-called at-risk or 

high-risk student populations (Rumberger, 1991; LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991), 

dependent upon the school system involved and their methods of addressing the 

needs of these students. Similarly, 91 percent of teachers in the study believed 

that individualization of instruction was effective, but only slightly more than 75 

percent reported the regular use of such techniques. These examples beg the 

question: what are the implications of these school-related failures for students 

frequently classified as high-risk, especially Mexican American students? 

Miller (1989) has reported the regrettable fact that the term dropout has 

become almost synonymous with Hispanic students. Indeed, dropout rates for 

Mexican Americans are roughly twice that of Whites and are higher than for any 

other ethnic or racial group except Native Americans (Rumberger, 1991). 

Hispanic dropout rates have exceeded 80 percent in some large urban areas 

such as New York (Miller, 1989). From a purely demographic point of view, the 

fastest growing single group in the United States is the prison population which 
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grew 139 percent in 1990 (Hodgkinson, 1992). Of greatest concern, from an 

educational point of view, is the fact that 82 percent of all these prisoners are 

high school dropouts (Hodgkinson, 1992). 

Taking another perspective, Ketelson (1990) found that the total costs of 

those American students of all ethnic groups who did not graduate with the class 

of 1984 (in lost earnings, lost community revenues, increased social services, 

and so forth) exceeded $328 billion, or about $49,500 per student, (using an 

estimated national average drop out rate as high as 16 percent-this 16 percent 

rate was the state average in four states. Including Florida, in 1990 [Hodgkinson, 

1992]). Yet, the annual cost to taxpayers of sending an adolescent to college or 

a child to Headstart has been estimated at less than $3,500 per student 

(LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991). 

School failure for Mexican Americans is not a new problem. A gap of 3.0 

years between Mexican Americans and Whites, in number of years of completed 

education for the year 1940, had declined to only 2.4 years almost forty years 

later in 1979 (Chapa, 1988). Although socioeconomic status, low self-esteem, 

and poverty are significant Influences on the number of Hispanic dropouts 

(Cuellar & Cuellar, 1991), the "characteristics of the school are more important 

factors in why these students leave school" (Orum, 1990, p. 87). For example, 

a Colorado study found that students of color who had dropped out frequently 

related: (a) that they were negatively Influenced by problems with school 

officials and unresponsive teacher attitudes; (b) that few school officials had 
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encouraged them to stay in school; (c) that they had suffered racism and 

prejudice in school, in the forms teacher expectations and school policies 

(Martinez, 1986). 

The foregoing discussion has examined how American public schools are 

coping with the emergent challenges including: (a) the challenge of equitable 

education for students of color; students whose numbers are Increasing with 

dramatic rapidity, (b) the increasing population of Mexican American students in 

public schools, (c) the fact that Mexican American students continue to constitute 

disproportionate percentages of so-called at-risk or high-risk student 

populations, and (d) the fact that the term dropout has become almost 

synonymous with students generally referred to as Hispanic; among whom 

Mexican Americans constitute the largest subgroup. Therefore, particular 

attention was and will be focused on the plight of Mexican American students In 

public schools. 

Three Perspectives on Schooling Problems for Students of Color 

A review of the literature in education which has addressed schooling 

problems for students of color suggests three perspectives (the psychological, 

the sociological, and the cultural) on why schools are failing to meet the 

increasingly relevant educational needs of Mexican Americans and other 

students of color. Chapter II will discuss the specifics of each of these 

perspectives, especially as related to the importance of teachers in their 
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students' lives. The following discussion is Intended as a brief overview of these 

perspectives and related research in order to ground the research problem 

addressed in this case study. 

The psychological perspective focuses on the relationship between 

teacher expectations and self-fulfilling prophecy effects as these impact the 

differential treatment of students. The establishment of causal linkages between 

teacher behavior and student outcomes is a primary purpose of the perspective 

(Contreras & Lee, 1990; Good, 1987). The sociological perspective places 

emphasis upon investigation of the sorting and selection functions of the school, 

usually typified by ability grouping practices or tracking systems (Contreras & 

Lee, 1990; Oakes, 1985, 1988). Research within this perspective proposes that 

these structures do not close the education gaps they target. Instead, teachers 

contribute to the widening of these gaps through negative discrimination, for 

example, reacting prejudicially to children as members of low-status categories 

(Oakes, 1985; Page, 1987). Finally, the cultural perspective on why schools 

have failed to meet the needs of Mexican American students stresses the 

likelihood of a cultural clash. More specifically, this cultural clash tends to 

assume one of two forms. A clash may occur between the culture of the school 

and the culture of the Mexican American home (Buenning & Tollefson, 1987; 

Trueba, 1983). Accordingly, cultural gap theory posits that Mexican American 

students are caught between two cultures with differing value systems. 
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A culture clash may also develop between monocultural (Fuller, 1992) 

teachers and a multicultural student population, or may alternatively be realized 

as a cross-cultural clash between a White, monocultural teaching staff and a 

student population which is predominantly composed of students of color (Dana, 

1991; Fuller, 1992). Once again, the term monocultural, as referred to 

throughout this document, is indicative of a person's socialization according to 

the tenets of the Western Cultural Canon (Cushner, McClelland, & Safford, 1992; 

Kim, 1994; Nieto, 1992; Samovar, Porter, & Jain, 1981). According to Samovar, 

Porter, and Jain (1981), the Western Cultural Canon is a product of the dominant 

White middle-class American culture and rests on six major values which: (a) 

favor a view of humans as separate from nature and as masters of their 

environment, (b) favor action orientations, (c) favor a futuristic orientation which 

embodies a promise that things will be bigger and better, (d) prefer 

self-motivated people and personal goal setting, (e) emphasize a strong sense 

of individuality and (f) advocate the mutability of human nature; that is, a view 

that change is relatively easy to effect and people can be molded by their cultural 

environment. For these authors, it is the last of these six major values which 

underlies the assimilationist (the term assimilation essentially describes the 

complete absorption of the characteristics and behaviors of another culture 

[Scarcella, 1990]) ideology of the canon. The assimilationist ideology is perhaps 

best understood as "a complex and contradictory system of representations 

(discourse, images, myths) through which we experience ourselves in relation to 
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each other and to the social structures In which we live" (Newton & Rosenfelt, 

1985, p. xix). This assimilationist ideology remains dominant in the various 

compulsory educational systems of the United States and has been be so for 

decades (Kierstead and Wagner, 1993). Accordingly, one need not be White to 

subscribe to the values of the Western Cultural Canon. Indeed, many persons 

of color become notably assimilated to the tenets of the canon. Hence, they too 

are monocultural in that sense. 

Nieto (1992) has argued that a monocultural education, the product of 

schools and school systems which subscribe to the Western Cultural Canon, is 

invariably associated with knowledge gained that is inevitably European, 

upper-class, and male in origin and conception. This knowledge, frequently 

referred to as classical, is classical, according to Nieto, only In Europe, not In 

Asia, Africa, or Latin America. Nieto has maintained that this same 

ethnocentrism is found in books, music, arts, and social science materials 

associated with a monocultural education. She has written: 

It is an education reflective of only one reality and biased toward 
the dominant group. Monocultural education Is the order of the 
day in most of our schools. What students learn represents only a 
fraction of what is available knowledge. Because the viewpoint of 
so many is left out, monocultural education is at best a partial 
education. It deprives all students of the diversity that Is part of 
our world. (Nieto. 1992, p. 212) 

Accordingly, those who decide what is important in monocultural educational 

approaches reflect the dominant cultural perspective. Their choices are 

necessarily influenced by their own experiences, background, and education. 
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similarly, the human products of a monocultural education who, in turn, become 

educators also, make similar choices about content, instruction, and student 

treatment which are influenced by their own experiences, background, and 

education. Since students of color are, according to patterns often described as 

Americanization (Garcia, 1995), regularly force assimilated {H\eXo, 1992) to 

monocultural viewpoints dominant in compulsory educational systems, the 

monocultural perspective is hardly democratic in the sense of the American 

Ideal. 

Garcia (1995) has noted that Americanization has been a prime 

educational objective for culturally diverse children for more than eight decades. 

It has been recognized, from an assimilationist perspective, as a solution to the 

problem of Immigrants and ethnicity In the modern industrialized United States. 

Although historically intended to merge small ethnic and linguistically diverse 

communities into a single national structure and culture. Garcia (1995) has 

argued that Americanization persists in educational thinking, programs, and 

policy today and is detrimental to the cultural and social identities of Mexican 

American children. 

Americanization for Mexican American students unfortunately still 
means the elimination not only of linguistic and cultural differences, 
but of an undesirable culture. Americanization programs seem to 
assume a single homogenous ethnic culture in contact with a single 
homogenous modern one, and the relationship between the two Is 
not that of equals. . . . In one way or another, every Mexican 
American child, whether born in the United States or In Mexico, is 
likely to be treated as a foreigner, an alien, or an intruder. 
(Garcia. 1995, p.378) 
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Garcla's comments point to the failure of monocultural thinking to recognize the 

necessity of not just equality in American society, but equity as well. 

Monocultural viewpoints shrouded in the rhetoric of equality fail to account for 

the prior inequitable treatment and experiences of persons of color living in 

American society. 

Thus, monoculturalism is the antithesis of a multicultural education. A 

multicultural education "consists of educational reform that is designed to reform 

the school environment so that many different kinds of groups, Including ethnic 

groups, women, and students with special needs . . . will experience educational 

equality and academic parity" (Banks & Lynch, 1986, p. 8). 

Having overviewed each of the three perspectives on why schools are 

failing to meet the needs of Mexican American and other students of color, one 

might ask: What link (or links) do each of the perspectives share? This question 

is explored in discussion to follow. 

Links. Limitations, and Research Needs 

As Chapter II will explain, analysis of each of the psychological, 

sociological and cultural perspectives reveals a common thread running through 

each of these perspectives which indicates the importance of teachers in the 

lives of their students. Because of the Increasingly White, monocultural 

character of public school teacher populations (Dana. 1991; Fuller. 1992) the 

importance of teachers in the lives of students of color is especially true in the 
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educational experiences of Mexican American and other students of color. At 

the same time, a review of related literature indicates that each of these 

theoretical perspectives is limited in its explanatory power to the extent that 

research is absent on teachers' perceptions of, and reflections on, their students 

and their classroom practice. 

Accordingly, this ethnographic case study was basically a discovery of 

what meaning perspectives teachers hold regarding Mexican American junior 

high school students. The term meaning perspective refers to the "structure of 

assumptions within which one's past experience assimilates and transforms new 

experience" (Mezlrow , 1991, p. 42). The need for such research is well 

documented in the literature with respect to the education of students of color. 

For example, a recent study by Chen and Goldring (1992) concluded that the 

Implications of diversity on teachers' perspectives about their students and their 

work remains unclear. Similarly, Oakes, who has conducted extensive research 

within the sociological perspective, has stated: 

We must discover the extent to which turn-of-the-century beliefs 
about race and class differences continue to affect teachers' and 
administrators' responses to poor and minority children. These 
are appropriate questions for research, and researchers can . . . 
shed useful light on these . . . process and effects. (1988, p. 13) 

Given that the Mexican American student population is, from the demographic 

perspective, an increasingly relevant population for school practitioners. Oakes' 

comments would suggest the need for greater understanding about teachers' 
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perspectives on these students as Mexican Americans. As Gibson (1995) has 

noted: 

The rapid growth of the Mexican American population in this 
country has brought increased attention to the educational needs 
of Mexican American students and to the success of our schools in 
meeting these children's needs, (p. 8) 

Gibson's remarks reinforce the need for understanding about how teachers and 

other educators perceive and understand this increasingly relevant population of 

students in America's public schools. 

Koehler (1988) has conducted an ethnographic study of Hispanic and 

Anglo teachers In schools in the Southwest with large populations of students of 

color who were from low income families. These students had been classified 

at-risk of dropping out by their school districts. This research specifically 

examined teachers' perspectives with respect to these at-risk students. 

Consistent with conclusions drawn by Oakes. Chen, and Goldring (1992), 

Koehler (1988) has argued that there are at least two compelling reasons to 

examine teachers' perspectives concerning their at-risk students. First, Koehler 

has submitted that a growing body of research about the importance of teacher 

beliefs, judgments, and cognitions with respect to their classroom practices has 

urged the need for further research which might illuminate the relationship 

between teachers' mental lives and their actions with respect to students 

variously classified as at-risk oi dropping out. Secondly, Koehler has contended 

that the potential congruency between teachers' beliefs and the assumptions 

inherent in new programs or methods is pivotal in teachers' acceptance or 
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rejection of innovations designed to better address the needs of at-risk student 

populations. Mexican American students regularly constitute a disproportionate 

percentage of such populations (Rumberger, 1991; LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991) 

dependent upon the school system involved and their methods of addressing the 

needs of these students. Therefore, research is warranted which explores 

teachers' perspectives and their willingness to address particular needs of these 

students with respect to classroom environment, instruction, and content. 

Finally, Contreras and Lee (1990) have studied the differential treatment 

of students of color by middle school science teachers in a medium-sized, urban 

middle school located in a middle-class midwest neighborhood. Students in the 

school were sixth through eighth graders representing a range of ethnic and 

socioeconomic backgrounds: 50 percent of the student population was White. 

39 percent African American. 9 percent Hispanic, and the remaining 2 percent. 

Native American. This proportion of ethnicity was also reflected in the teacher 

population. The school's principal was Black. Data collection methods Included 

participant observation, videotaping, formal and informal interviews. The model 

of analysis was inductive. Contreras and Lee found evidence of differential 

treatment and unintended (according to teachers' espousals) cultural bias with 

respect to teachers' treatment of students of color. One question raised by the 

researchers concerned whether teachers' unintended cultural bias (as reflected 

in their differential treatment of their students of color, despite espoused theories 

to the contrary) was a product of "active cultural discrimination or cultural 
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ignorance" (Contreras & Lee, 1990, p. 443). "Much of the literature in 

multicultural education suggests that differential treatment tends to occur entirely 

as a result of misinformation or a lack of understanding regarding Intercultural 

encounters and communication" (Contreras & Lee, p. 442). However, other 

authors have contended that bias (especially bias arising from personal, 

biopsychocultural history [Mezlrow, 1991]) is a factor of equal, if not greater, 

concern (Scarcella, 1990; Yates & Ortiz. 1991). 

Increasingly, the literature of preservice and inservice teacher education 

has pointed to our lack of understanding about teacher perspectives on their 

practice and their students. This understanding is necessary in order to improve 

the preservice and inservice preparation of practitioners for the challenges 

educators will face in the twenty-first century. Ernst (1993) has studied the role 

of the classroom teacher in mediating the educational needs and goals of a 

changing student population. Ernst analyzed the interview transcripts, journals, 

video tapes, and autobiographies of 64 mainstream and blllngual/ESL educators 

enrolled in two multicultural education courses at a major university. Among 

other things. Ernst found that teachers have not been encouraged to examine, 

question, or challenge their taken-for-granted acceptance of their world views. 

Ernst (1993) has asserted that an uncovering of teachers' socialization will meet 

with considerable resistance and will not be accomplished without assistance. 

Ernst has written: "Teacher educators need to acknowledge teachers' and 

prospective teachers' belief systems, cultural ideologies, and experiences in 

24 



order to create a context in which monocultural assumptions can be challenged 

and alternative views explored" (1993, p. 9). Ernst's views, like those of others 

(Mezlrow, 1991; Osterman & Kottkamp, 1993) have proposed that getting at 

teachers perspectives on Mexican American and other students of color will 

require reflection fostered in environments which are conducive, yet critical, In 

the sense that fundamental presuppositions, assumptions, and beliefs are 

discussed and questioned. 

Gonzalez (1993a) conducted an ethnographic study of 22 inservice 

teachers who were also graduate students at a major university. Gonzalez was 

concerned with questions of whether reflective practice could influence the 

attitudes and beliefs that these teachers held about their culturally and 

linguistically different students. Gonzalez has argued that even admirable 

preparatory and inservice programs such as those connected to multicultural 

education for teachers will not be successful unless preceded by an 

understanding (on the part of these teachers) of the influence of teachers' 

perspectives on students of color and language minority students. "If the 

academic content does not match the students' [teachers'] attitudlnal belief 

system; then in order for the learner to construct new knowledge an attitudlnal 

change has to take place" (Gonzalez, 1993a, p. 3). For Gonzalez, an 

understanding of these teacher perspectives could suggest "psychopedagogical 

techniques" (such as awareness raising and value confrontation) for teacher 

education. 
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The conclusions outlined by Gonzalez (1993a) are consistent with a 1990 

study of teachers' mental lives conducted by Millies. In this study, Millies found 

that experienced teachers used their values to determine their beliefs, which 

were translated into guiding principles, which in turn resulted in the selection of 

strategies. In contrast, novice teachers could not yet articulate their values 

which remained emergent (that is. to be revealed by self awareness and self 

examination). Millies asserted the need to help teachers achieve a higher level 

of accessibility to their own belief systems through an understanding and 

recognition of the personal and professional cognitive-ethical development of the 

individual teacher. 

As discussion to follow will illustrate, Mezlrow. like Millies, advocates a 

higher accessibility to one's own belief system as a means to self-directed 

growth and learning in adulthood. Mezirow's (1975, 1981, 1990, 1991) viewpoint 

is specified according to the transformation theory of adult learning. 

A Framework for Understanding Teachers' Viewpoints 

As stated, the relevant concerns for Millies (1990), with respect to 

teachers' perspectives and actions based upon those perspectives, are values 

which determine beliefs, which are translated into guiding principles, which result 

in the selection of strategies. Not unlike Millies. Mezlrow (1991) asserts that the 

relevant concerns are teachers' meaning perspectives which determine 

teachers' meaning schemes which are evidenced in teachers actions and 
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discourse (Mezlrow, 1990, 1991). Each of these terms, meaning perspectives 

and meaning schemes, are associated with Mezirow's development of 

transformation theory, a substantive theoretical framework, the specifics of which 

will be explored in Chapter II. Briefly, the term meaning perspective refers to 

the "structure of assumptions within which one's past experience assimilates and 

transforms new experience" (Mezlrow, 1991, p. 42). Meaning perspectives 

constitute an habitual set of expectations providing an orienting frame of 

reference or perceptual filter on experiences. A meaning perspective serves as 

a tacit belief system for the interpretation and evaluation of the meaning of 

experience. A meaning scheme is "the particular knowledge, beliefs, value 

judgments, and feelings that become articulated in an interpretation" (Mezlrow, 

1991, p. 44). Meaning schemes are the concrete manifestations of our 

meaning perspectives and translate these general orientations and expectations 

into specific ones that guide our actions. The transformation theory of adult 

learning (or simply, transformation theory), the product of Mezirow's (1975, 

1981, 1990, 1991) extensive research with women in college re-entry programs, 

describes a theoretical framework for learning through critical reflection, as well 

as a paradigm for understanding that process and its various elements. Ideally, 

such learning results in the reformulation of a meaning perspective toward one 

that is more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative of one's experience 

(Mezlrow. 1990). This learning includes acting upon these insights. 
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Transformation theory differentiates between symbolic models (such as 

language) which individuals project onto their sense impressions to construe 

meaning, and habits of expectation (meaning perspectives) which frame and 

organize these symbols into systems (Mezlrow, 1991). For example, the junior 

high school teacher who, on the first day of class, sees the young male, Mexican 

American adolescent sitting on the back row of the class wearing a bandanna 

may project that symbol (a bandanna which her biography informs her she 

should associate with gang membership) onto her sense impressions (what she 

perceives as a result of input from the senses such as sight and hearing) In 

order to construe a particular meaning for those impressions. Over time, her 

habits of expectation about gang youth and Mexican American school students 

may organize that symbol into a personal system which comes to associate 

Mexican American male students with gang membership. 

Sets of habitual expectations or meaning perspectives constitute codes 

that control and limit activities of perception, comprehension, and remembering 

(Mezlrow, 1990). These meaning perspectives may be created by such 

influences as learning styles, ideologies, or even neurotic self-deceptions 

(Goleman, 1985; Mezlrow. 1990). 

Extensive discussion in Chapter II will explore the construct of a meaning 

perspective, as an uncritically assimilated (that is, unconsciously incorporated) 

habit of expectation, which serves as perceptual filter on experience and an 

interpretive code (a template for the interpretation of experience) in the construal 

28 



of meaning. This construct (the meaning perspective) serves as the 

fundamental postulate of Mezirow's constructivist, transformation theory of adult 

learning. For Mezlrow, both meaning perspectives and meaning schemes 

(meaning schemes are the concrete manifestations of our meaning perspectives 

and translate general orientations and expectations into specific ones that guide 

our actions) function as boundary structures for the perception and 

comprehension of new data. Experience reinforces our personal meaning 

perspectives by refocusing or extending expectations. At the same time, we 

frequently allow our meaning perspectives to limit our awareness as a means of 

anxiety reduction or avoidance. In the process, a zone of blocked attention and 

self-deception may be fostered (Goleman, 1985; Mezlrow, 1990). For example, 

Mezlrow (1975, 1981) found that women who attended college re-entry 

programs frequently felt an obligation to rush home and prepare dinner for their 

husbands. Yet, many of these same women came to question the meaning 

scheme that produced that compulsion as they encountered other women who 

did not feel the need to fulfill such stereotypical sex roles. 

Transformation theory holds that our meaning perspectives frequently 

constitute uncritically assimilated presuppositions involving epistemic, 

sociocultural, or psychological assumptions or distortions. Psychological 

assumptions surround our ways of feeling and may involve repressed parental 

prohibitions from childhood that influence our adult feelings and behavior 
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through anxiety. Epistemic assumptions involve our ways of knowing and 

believing. Sociocultural assumptions involve social norms, social ideologies, and 

cultural or language codes. Teachers' meaning schemes and meaning 

perspectives are no exception to the influence of these assumptions. 

Accordingly, distorted assumptions may result in problematic meaning schemes 

(related knowledge, beliefs, value judgments, or feelings associated with an 

Interpretation) or delimiting meaning perspectives (rule systems controlling 

perceptions and cognition) which act as uncritically assimilated habits of 

expectation (Mezlrow, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1991). Mezirow's seminal work with 

women in college re-entry programs (1975) found that the reflective and 

transformative process of overcoming limited, distorted, and arbitrarily selective 

modes of perception and thinking processes through reflection on 

taken-for-granted assumptions is central to development in adulthood (Mezirow's 

notion of the role of reflection in adult development will be discussed, In detail, in 

Chapter II). 

R̂ n̂kgrnund and Rationale for the Studv: Summan/ 

The foregoing and introductory overview has provided the background 

and rationale for the study. To summarize, this overview has highlighted: 

(a) the potential impact upon schools and education of rapidly changing 

demographics within the United States, (b) the need for a reconceptualization of 

terms used to refer to Mexican American and other persons of color, (c) three 
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perspectives relevant to why schools have failed to meet the needs of Mexican 

American and other students of color, (d) how the influence of teachers on 

students of color is a common thread running throughout each of these 

perspectives, (e) the explanatory limitations and identified research needs 

relevant to each of the perspectives, and (f) a substantive theoretical framework 

for an understanding of teachers' perspectives as related to Mexican American 

students. Having explored the background and rationale for the study, 

discussion to follow will state the problem for study. 

Statement of the Problem 

Rapidly changing demographics in American public schools suggest 

increasingly pertinent questions about how these schools are addressing the 

particular needs of students of color, especially those of Mexican American 

students who currently exhibit the highest dropout rate among all students, 

Irrespective of ethnic origin (Rumberger, 1991; LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991). 

Three perspectives, the psychological, the sociological, and the cultural, each 

relevant to the question of why schools have failed to meet the needs of these 

Mexican American students point to teachers as a powerful influence on 

Mexican American student success. A review of the literature which relates to 

each of these perspectives indicates that each is limited in its explanatory power 

to the extent that research is absent on teachers' perceptions of, and reflections 

on, their students and their own classroom practice. Accordingly, research is 
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needed concerning teachers' perceptions, viewpoints, understandings, beliefs, 

and values with respect to Mexican American students. 

More particularly, given existing school population demographics for 

Mexican Americans, a high dropout rate among Mexican American students, 

teacher influence on student success, and their contrived differential treatment of 

students of color, research is needed on teacher's meaning perspectives with 

respect to Mexican American students. The transformation theory of adult 

learning (Mezlrow, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1991), through a purposeful focus on 

meaning systems and meaning perspectives, offers a robust, substantive, 

theoretical framework for an understanding of teachers' perspectives as related 

to Mexican American students. 

Purpose of the Studv 

The purpose of this study was to utilize the oral and written activities and 

discourse of a reflection group, the structure and activities of which were 

grounded in the recommendations of the transformation theory of adult learning. 

In order to document, describe, and interpret teachers' meaning perspectives 

regarding their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican American junior high 

school students. 
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Research Questinn 

The following research question guided this ethnographic case study: 

• What meaning perspectives are indicated by teachers' discourse 
regarding their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican 
American junior high school students? 

Definition of Terms 

Meaning Perspectives 

The term meaning perspective refers to the "structure of assumptions 

within which one's past experience assimilates and transforms new experience" 

(Mezlrow, 1991, p. 42). Meaning perspectives constitute an habitual set of 

expectations providing an orienting frame of reference or perceptual filter on 

experiences. A meaning perspective serves as a tacit belief system for the 

interpretation and evaluation of the meaning of experience. 

Mexican American 

Mexican Americans are persons living In the United States who are 

themselves of Mexican origin, or whose parents or ancestors came to the United 

States from Mexico, or whose ancestors once resided in those parts of the 

United States annexed as a result of the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo (Ramires, 

1985; McLemore & Romo, 1985 ). 
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Junior High 

Junior high in the context of this study denotes a middle-school, 

secondary environment at which students of the seventh, eighth, and ninth 

grades attend. 

Teachers' Discourse 

Teachers' discourse in the context of this case study denotes the oral 

and/or written utterances and expressions of reflection group teachers who 

participated in this case study which were captured through data collection 

methods emphasizing audiotaping, videotaping, participant observation, and the 

collection of participant generated records. 

Day-to-Day Interactions 

Day-to-day interactions in the context of this case study refer to those 

ongoing and recurrent engagements that may occur between two parties to an 

event, a situation, or a contingency. 

Significance of the Studv 

Theoretical 

The literature in each of the perspectives (the psychological, the 

sociological, and the cultural) on why schools are failing to meet the educational 

and personal growth needs of students of color strongly implicates an absence 
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of theoretical frameworks which enable a thorough and insightful description and 

Interpretation of teachers' perspectives. This is particularly true of teachers' 

perspectives as they relate to the needs of perhaps the most demographically 

relevant population in today's public schools, that of Mexican American students 

(Chen & Goldring, 1992; Contreras & Lee, 1990; Gonzalez, 1993a; Good & 

Brophy, 1986; Noordhoff & Kleinfeld, 1993; Oakes, 1988; Valencia, 1991). 

Transformation theory (Mez\ro\N, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1991) provides such 

a framework, grounded in constructivism. Constructivism is important because 

it suggests that knowledge is uniquely constructed by individuals as experiences 

are perceived and interpreted. The nature and extent of the individual's prior 

knowledge. In the form of his or her biopsychocultural biography (Candy, 1989; 

Mezlrow, 1991), as well as contextual factors, determines the character of the 

knowledge which is constructed. Since all new knowledge is filtered through this 

biopsychocultural lattice of frameworks, research which promises to suggest the 

nature of such frameworks may add to our ability to understand teachers' 

approaches to complex challenges in practice such as the increasingly diverse, 

and uncertain nature of today's public school classrooms. 

Practical 

The literature in both preservice and inservice teacher education (Ernst. 

1993; Gonzalez. 1993a. 1993b; Noordhoff & Kleinfeld. 1993; Sleeter, 1990; 

Yates & Ortiz, 1991) suggests there is a "need for a redefinition of teacher 

35 



education programs, which should focus on stimulating teachers to gain 

awareness of their attitudes, sociocultural values, and educational philosophies, 

in light of academic knowledge and by examining their own personal and 

professional sociocultural experiences" (Gonzalez, 1993a, p. 26). That is, the 

research of Gonzalez and others indicates the need for restructuring in 

preservice educational programs; such restructured programs should include our 

growing knowledge base on preparatory approaches which are self-reflective 

and critical of the unconsciously incorporated assumptions which constitute 

one's socialization. Yet, little is known about what theoretical frameworks and 

teaching strategies will stimulate such awareness or what meaning perspectives 

should be targeted when preparing teachers for work with students of color. 

This research can serve to address these deficits as related to our practical 

knowledge base. 

Organization of the Research 

This research was conceptualized as an ethnographic case study. The 

organization of this research may be summarized as follows. 

Pilot Study 

The purpose, research question, site, and methodologies for this case 

study were Indicated by a prior, ten-month, pilot study conducted at a junior high 

school In the state of Texas. This pilot provided public school teachers with 
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opportunities for interaction, dialogue, inquiry and reflection on issues taking 

place in this school. Through this reflection group arrangement, it was possible 

for the researcher to gain familiarity with the site and site-based gatekeepers, 

field test participant observation strategies, test audiotaping and videotaping 

equipment. 

The pilot study indicated that transformation theory (Mezlrow, 1975, 1981, 

1990, 1991) would provide a purposeful and substantive theoretical framework 

for a case study which sought discovery and understanding regarding teachers' 

interpretations of their daily interactions with their Mexican American students. 

Additionally, this pilot study indicated relevant etic coding families (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1982) with which to initiate data analysis. Certain etic coding categories 

taken from the substantive theoretical framework were also indicated by the pilot; 

for example, the coding category of meaning schemes. The design of the 

research was an important concern to the researcher as well. Summarization of 

this topic follows. 

Design of the Research 

This research was conceptualized as an ethnographic case study. The 

design of this research is summarized as follows and includes these design 

components: development of field relationships, site and sample selection, data 

collection and data analysis. 
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Development of Field Relationships 

Field relationships in qualitative research depend upon negotiation, 

exchange, and reciprocity (Jorgensen, 1989). Strategies utilized in the 

development and perpetuation of field relationships and necessary over the 

course of the study, are summarized as follows. 

Ethics 

Consistent with recommendations by Creswell (1994) that the qualitative 

researcher has an obligation to respect the rights, needs, values, and desires of 

research Informants; the researcher: (a) submitted the research plan to the 

Human Subjects Committee at Texas Tech University who approved the plan as 

submitted and recommended those standardized actions necessary for informed 

consent which were followed according to their guidelines, \b) kept all records 

generated by participants confidential to the researcher except where research 

participants asked to share them with the reflection group or agreed to have 

them shared, (c) assured the anonymity of research participants through the use 

of assigned numbers (such as 9090) used as pseudonyms, in all documentation 

arising from data collection, data analysis, and the thick description of the case 

study. In records generated by the participants to the study, these participants 

were further encouraged to use pseudonyms (such as the pseudonym Gloria 

used in place of the student's actual name) In referring to students, cohorts, 

landmarks, and the site. Finally, teachers who participated In this case study 
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were assured that others not involved with the research project or designated as 

a peer debriefer would not have access to the data collected. 

Reciprocity 

Glazer (1982) has defined reciprocity as "the exchange of favors and 

commitments, the building of a sense of mutual identification and the feeling of 

community" (p. 50). The pilot study undertaken as a prelude to this 

investigation revealed that the researcher could, and the researcher did, 

reciprocate site access by arranging meetings or information sharing between 

certain university specialists and field practitioners, providing access to literature 

resources at the university upon request, by offering occasional services at the 

site such as making copies, tutoring students and grading papers. 

Entry to and Exit from the Field 

Permission to enter the field was negotiated with the principal at the site 

who was provided information as to the nature of the study, the participants, and 

the data that would be collected. At his request, the principal outlined the study 

for, and secured the approval of district officials. 

Teachers who participated in the case study were notified at the 

beginning of the study what they could expect as to the duration and date of 

completion for the research. Participants were again notified of the time frame 
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for the research as data collection neared completion and were provided an 

opportunity to ask questions pertinent to the study. 

Site Selection 

The prior pilot study indicated this junior high school in Texas as an 

appropriate site for a reflection group of practicing educators. This site was 

appropriate because its teacher and student populations were typical of current 

demographic trends at the state and national level (see Chapters I and II for 

specifics). At this site, the teaching staff of the school was greater than 

85 percent White, monocultural (as indicated by the pilot study), while the 

student population of the school was approximately 75 percent Mexican 

American. 

Sample Selection 

Based on the prior pilot study, a reflection group of teachers at a junior 

high school in Texas was purposively (Chein, 1981) selected as the bounded 

system and unit of analysis for the study. Purposive sampling assumes that the 

researcher wants to discover, understand, gain insight and therefore needs to 

select a sample from which she can learn the most (Chein, 1981; Merrlam, 

1988). Accordingly, the reflection group studied in this case, and piloted in the 

prior study, was consistent with both the substantive theory which guided the 

study and purposive sampling as a qualitative method. This group was 
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consistent with transformation theory (Mezirow, 1990. 1991) since a group 

established for the purpose of dialogue inquiry, and reflection has proven an 

effective format for meaningful adult discourse and personal growth (Mezlrow, 

1975, 1981). Finally, the reflection group was consistent with the goal of 

purposive sampling since the group provided a format for discovery, 

understanding, and insight related to teachers' perspectives on Mexican 

American students. 

Data Collection 

Participant observation and the collection of participant generated records 

constituted the primary data collection methods in this ethnographic case study. 

All meetings of the reflection group were audiotaped and videotaped. The 

recording of field notes taken by the researcher accompanied each session of 

participant observation. Lastly, a reflexive journal was maintained by the 

researcher throughout data collection and data analysis. 

Participant Observation 

Participant observation "is a technique in which the investigator enters the 

social world of those studied, observes, and tries to find out what it is like to be a 

member of that world" (Biddle & Anderson, 1986). The pilot study which 

preceded the research indicated that participant observation was an effectual 

data collection technique for the reflection group studied. The researcher varied 
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the level of participation in observation according to the emergent demands of 

research situations and the setting of the research (Jorgensen, 1989). 

The researcher in this ethnographic case study recorded descriptive field 

notes as a written account of activities and events observed in the reflection 

group during participant observation. Field notes generated as a result of 

participant observation complemented data collected from the audiotaping and 

videotaping of reflection group meetings and the use of records as data 

collection. 

The researcher recorded an audiotape and a videotape of all scheduled 

meetings of the reflection group observed in this ethnographic case study. 

Transcriptions of the audiotapes served as one unit of data for qualitative 

analysis, reviews of the video tapes served as another. 

Records 

In an important distinction, Lincoln and Guba (1985) have differentiated 

between a record, as "any written or recorded statement prepared by or for an 

individual or an organization for the purpose of attesting to an event or providing 

an accounting," and a document, as "any written or recorded material other than 

a record that was not prepared specifically in response to a request from the 

inquirer" (p. 277). The researcher in conducting this case study collected and 

photocopied records produced by members of the reflection group in conjunction 

with group activities initiated to foster discussion, reflection, and thoughtful 
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analysis of important site related issues. The primary records collected in this 

case study included: critical incident analyses, concept maps, reaction papers, 

reflective progress reports, cross-cultural platforms, daily reflective journals 

prepared by the teachers of the reflection group, reaction papers, and various 

other records arising from teachers discretionary projects inside and outside the 

reflection group. 

Data Analvsis 

Data analysis began with coding procedures (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, 

1992; Strauss, 1987). Coding procedures sort descriptive data collected In the 

course of the research study such that the material relevant to a particular topic 

can be purposefully separated from other data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). The 

researcher in this case study utilized a coding convention to designate all 

Instances of teachers' discourse. For example, one code utilized was the code 

"v3j090000s." 

The ten-month, pilot study which preceded this case study suggested two, 

etic, coding families (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) which were utilized in data analysis 

and labeled as: (a) the family, ways of thinking/viewpoints about the setting, 

topics, people, and objects designated by the coding letter [w], and (b) the family 

shared or apparently shared viewpoints and ways of thinking designated by the 

coding letter [v]. As detailed in Chapter III, teachers' reflection group and 

related discourse first classified according to the coding family [w] later began to 
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suggest s/7arec/viewpoints and ways of thinking then also classified according to 

the coding family [v]. This coded discourse then suggested applicable coding 

subcategories etically (through the substantive theoretical framework) identified 

as subcomponents of shared meaning schemes and emically (as interpreted 

through participants' discourse) labeled according to titles or descriptions 

suggested by constant comparative (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) analysis of 

teachers' discourse. Teachers' discourse and in some cases these 

subcategories also suggested shared interpretations indicative of categories 

etically identified as meaning schemes and emically titled according to constant 

comparative (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) analysis of teachers' discourse. These 

categories and related participant discourse then suggested shared 

interpretations indicative of themes etically identified as meaning perspectives 

and emically titled according to constant comparative (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) 

analysis of the nature of teachers' shared interpretations and meaning schemes. 

These meaning perspectives, as suggested by teachers' shared interpretations, 

were then compared to the substantive theoretical framework and etically 

interpreted as one of epistemic. psychological, or sociocultural meaning 

perspectives (see Chapter II for a full explanation of these types of meaning 

perspectives). 
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Chapter Summary 

This chapter presented an introduction of the problem to be researched. 

The first section of the Chapter provided a background and rationale for the 

study including overviews pertinent to: (a) minorities. Hispanics, and Mexican 

Americans; (b) the changing face of education as we approach the twenty-first 

century; (c) three perspectives, the psychological, the sociological, and the 

cultural, on why schools have failed to meet the needs of Mexican American 

students; (d) various links, limitations, and research needs as related to the idea 

of teachers as a thread common which binds each of the three perspectives; and 

(e) a substantive theoretical framework for understanding teachers meaning 

perspectives with respect to these Mexican American students. 

Remaining sections of the chapter addressed topics more particular to the 

study itself. The second section of the chapter provided a statement of the 

problem to be researched. The third section summarized the purpose of the 

study, the fourth stated the research question. This was followed by a definition 

of terms and a discussion of the theoretical significance and the practical 

significance of the research. A brief description of the pilot study which 

preceded this investigation served as an Introduction to the research design 

employed in the case study. Discussion of the research design employed in this 

case study included an overview of: (a) field relationships, (b) site selection, 

(c) sample selection, (d) data collection methods, and (e) data analysis. 
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This chapter, presented the problem for research and provided an 

overview of related literature and the research design. The chapter to follow will 

more deeply explore the literature, relevant to this ethnographic case study, a 

study focused on discovery, insight, and interpretation. This literature review will 

begin with an in-depth examination of rapidly changing demographics in the 

United States, especially as related to Mexican American students in public 

schools. 
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of the literature pertinent to the problem 

and purpose addressed by this ethnographic case study. This review of the 

literature is presented in six primary sections, followed by a chapter summary. 

The first of these sections offers the reader a general synopsis of background 

literature relating to the study. The second section of the chapter explores three 

perspectives on schooling for Mexican American and other students of color 

Including, the psychological, sociological, and cultural perspectives. 

The third section of the chapter examines common threads and missing 

links as related to each of the perspectives on why schools are falling to meet 

the needs of Mexican American and other students of color. The limitations of 

each of the psychological, sociological, and cultural perspectives are examined 

separately. 

The fourth section of the literature review explores variations on 

multicultural education as a promising agenda for the equitable education of 

students of color, especially those students who are Mexican American. This 

section provides an overview, a discussion of implementation, and an 

exploration of emergent criticism relevant to the multicultural educational 

agenda. 
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The fifth section of the chapter provides an in-depth look at transformation 

theory as a purposeful and substantive framework for research which addresses 

many of the inadequacies associated with the other perspectives on the 

relationship between schools and their students of color. This section of the 

literature review first examines the basics of transformation theory. This 

discussion is followed by a survey of more specific aspects of the theory such as 

meaning perspectives, meaning schemes, and certain distortions which may be 

associated with meaning perspectives. Connections between transformation 

theory and multicultural education are then explored. This section of the 

literature review closes with a discussion of: (a) the constructivist and social 

theoretical contexts of transformation theory, and (b) transformational 

approaches to the idea of adult learning. 

The sixth and final section of the literature review discusses important 

potentials between transformational dynamics and the goal of a cross-cultural 

learning community. This discussion, in particular, stresses the importance of 

critical reflection on presuppositions and assumptions In prior learning; 

distortions which may be personally constraining and Interactively self defeating. 

Mezirow has suggested that dialogue or reflection groups are effectual ways to 

facilitate such reflection. 
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Background 

Public schools across the United States face tremendous challenges as 

they confront the rapidly changing complexion of the American educational 

environment. Increasingly, unstable (rapidly fluctuating) demographics among 

student populations are particularly noteworthy. In the state of California, 52 

percent of students already come from so-called m/nor/Yy categories, making 

California the first minority/majority state (Garcia, 1995). In less than two years, 

it has been forecasted that 70 percent of California's student population will be 

children of color and some 50 percent will speak a language other than English 

on the first day of school (Garcia, 1995). In Texas, the enrollment of students 

classified as limited-English-proficient [LEP] exhibited a tenfold (from 0.9 percent 

to 9.0 percent) increase for the period 1982-1988 (Texas Education Agency, 

1988). Hispanic students already comprise more than 51 percent of the 

kindergarten student population in the state of Texas (Yates & Ortiz; 1991) and 

more than 50 percent of the kindergarten through second grade enrollment of 

the Los Angeles Unified School District (Patthey-Chavez, 1993). 

At the national level, white, non-Hispanic, student enrollment (preK-12) 

has declined by 13 percent since 1976 (National Center for education Statistics 

[NCES], 1991). As the nation's overall, student population has declined from 

43 million students (preK-12) to 41 million students, since 1976, other student, 
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demographic indicators have exhibited marked increases: (a) minority 

enrollment (as a proportion of total enrollment) in elementary and secondary 

schools increased from 24 percent in 1976 to 30 percent in 1986, (b) the 

enrollment of Hispanics (as a proportion of total enrollment) increased from 

6.4 percent in 1976 to 10 percent In 1986. while the total number of Hispanic 

students increased 45 percent, and (c) Asian/Pacific Islander enrollment 

(as a proportion of total enrollment) increased 11.6 percent for the years 

1976-1986 (NCES, 1991). In less than 40 years. White, non-Hispanic students 

will find themselves in the minority in every category of public education 

maintained to date (Garcia, 1993). By the year 2026, student representation as 

we know it today will have been demographically inverted: Hispanic and 

non-White student enrollment, K-12, will exceed 70 percent; an estimated 

40 percent of these students will be Mexican American (The College Board and 

the Western Interstate Commission for Higher Education, 1991). 

Not surprisingly, Chapa and Valencia (1993) have noted that 

Hispanic/Latino population growth is the wave of the future. Hispanic students 

already constitute the single largest group (75 percent) of students classified as 

LEP (Baca & Cervantes, 1989). The population of Hispanics as a group rose by 

53 percent between the years 1980 and 1990 (U.S. Department of Commerce. 

Bureau of the Census. 1991). Using the year 1982 and the Hispanic population 

of 15.8 million as a baseline, forecasters expect that population to double in size 

50 



by the year 2010 (Chapa and Valencia. 1993). A recent demographic analysis 

which subsumed long-term projections (1982-2020) for youth populations 

(1-17 years), including Hispanic youth (Pallas, Natriello, & McDIII, 1989) 

projected a 13 percent decline in the population of White youth for the 38 year 

period. On the other hand, the population of Hispanic youth is expected to triple 

in size from 6 million in 1982 to about 19 million by the year 2020. 

Rapidly growing student populations currently referred to as minorities, 

are in fact the emerging majority (Garcia, 1995), and continue to suffer (as 

described below) at the hands of today's social Institutions (Chapa & Valencia, 

1993; Garcia, 1993). More than 45 percent of the African American children and 

39 percent of the Hispanic children in the United States are classified as poverty 

stricken while 21 percent of all America's children live in poverty (Texas State 

Board of Education. 1990). Additionally, these children of color continue to live 

in racial/ethnic isolation. In 1966. about 56 percent of these children of color 

lived In racially isolated neighborhoods. That proportion had grown to 72 percent 

by 1987 with 61 percent of these children living below the poverty line and more 

than 80 percent classified as poor (National Center for Children in Poverty. 

1990). An examination of national, societal trends provides a clearer picture. 
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Important National Trends and Emergent Prnhlem*̂  

Miller (1989) has reported that, in the United States, the term dropout has 

become almost synonymous with Hispanic students. More specifically, 

Rumberger (1991) has written: 

At virtually every age group, dropout rates are higher for Chicanes 
[Mexican Americans]-roughly twice that of Whites and higher than 
for any other ethnic or racial group except American Indians. 
Among adults . . . dropout rates for Chicane males and females 
were 56 percent and 57 percent compared to rates of 50 percent 
and 52 percent for all Hispanics, respectively, and 25 percent for 
both White males and females, (p. 68) 

Rumberger's citation summarizes the importance of a closer examination of 

school failures with respect to Hispanic, especially Mexican American, students. 

In urban areas, Hispanic dropout rates are alarmingly high, ranging from 

50 percent In Los Angeles to 80 percent in New York (Miller, 1989). Ketelson 

(1990) has estimated that total lifetime earnings lost as a result of those 

Americans (from all ethnic groups) who did not receive a high school diplomas 

with the class of 1984 exceeded $228 billion. At the same time, Ketelson has 

estimated the added cost to the community in lost revenues, welfare payments, 

and other social sen/ices at another $100 billion. Although few comprehensive 

studies have compared the potential costs and benefits of social investment in 

dropout programs, Ramirez and Del Refugio Robledo (1987) have estimated 

that an increased expenditure on at-risk students would result in benefits 

(according to a ratio of 9 to 1) greatly exceeding the costs. 
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School failure for Mexican Americans is not a new problem. In 1933, an 

Arizona study conducted by Reynolds found that for every "100 Mexican children 

in grade 1 there were 7 in grade 8" (p. 39). In 1940. Mexican Americans in 

California completed an average of 7.5 years of education while Whites finished 

an average of 10.5 years-a gap of 3 years (Chapa, 1988). Almost forty years 

later (1979), the mean for Mexican Americans was 11.0 years while that for 

Whites was 13.4 years~a persistent gap of 2.4 years (Chapa, 1988). 

Increasingly, research is expanding our knowledge about students that 

drop out, especially students of color. Recent analyses have suggested several 

commonalties (California State Department of Education. 1986; Cuellar & 

Cuellar, 1991; Wehlage & Rutter. 1986). Specifically, these students: (a) are 

frustrated with school; (b) sometimes have disadvantaged economic and social 

levels; (c) exhibit poor academic records; (d) have documentable discipline 

problems; (e) are often persons of color, most of whom, are Mexican American; 

and (f) possess low aspirations and inferior self-concepts. 

According to LeCompte and Dworkin (1991), frustration with school Is one 

of the most important reasons students drop out. These authors have concluded 

that students who drop out find school: (a) boring, (b) meaningless, (c) a place 

where teachers do not care, and (d) an administrative nightmare. School is 

boring for these students because they are treated as If they "uniformly have 

IQ's of 4" (LeCompte and Dworkin, 1991, p. 68). The labeling of these students 

often creates a self-fulfilling prophecy as students suffer: fragmentation In 
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so-called pullout programs; instruction grounded in form rather than substance; 

disjointed, compartmentalized, instruction; and alienation because they are not 

considered college-bound. 

School is meaningless for many of these students because of ill-defined 

connections between school work and an orientation for the future; 

discontinuities between the culture of the school and that of the student; 

teachers who impose monocultural models for success on multicultural student 

populations in the belief that "minority students have to learn how to get along In 

the White world" (LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991, p. 74). Indeed, Garcia argued 

that the Americanization (an enculturation prompting one to relinquish one's 

native language, one's culture, in order that one may learn to talk, dress, eat, 

and behave according to the European American model [Nieto, 1992]) solution 

(see Chapter I) has not worked in part because it depends on the flawed notion 

of group culture; that is it presumes that culturally different (D. W. Sue & D. Sue, 

1990) children are culturally flawed as a group. The challenge facing educators 

of Mexican American and other students of color is not to Americanize these 

children but to accept them, understand them, respond to their particular needs, 

and celebrate the cultural capital they bring to the classroom (Cushner et al., 

1992; Garcia, 1995; Sleeter. 1995). 

Assimilationist philosophies such as Americanization are also problematic 

because they contribute to colorblind thinking. Both Schofleld (1995) and 

Sleeter (1990) have argued that the increasingly White monocultural character of 
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school faculties makes it increasingly difficult to counter colorblind thinking, 

stereotypes, and misconceptions about the potential of culturally diverse 

students in public schools. Schofleld (1995) has conducted an extensive 

meta-analysis of theory and research in social psychology concerning the 

prospects for improvement in intergroup relations among secondary and 

postsecondary students, as well as among these students and their educators. 

Among her conclusions are the following: improvement approaches work best 

when they match the current state of intergroup relations; resegregation remains 

a common barrier to improved relations; efforts toward equal status among 

students in school, cooperative interdependence among students, and increased 

support from authorities, provide the conditions most conducive to improved 

intergroup relations. However, Schofleld has cautioned that authorities should 

closely examine how they support intergroup relations. Schofleld has written: 

It is common for principals, teachers, and other authority figures 
involved with racially or ethnically diverse settings to feel that the 
best and fairest thing that they can do is to adopt a point of view 
sometimes called the colorblind perspective. . . . This perspective 
sees racial and ethnic group membership as irrelevant to the way 
individuals are treated. Taking cognizance of such group 
membership In decision making is perceived as illegitimate. (1995, 
p. 642) 

As Schofield's comments suggest, a serious reconsideration of the dangers 

inherent in the colorblind perspective has become Increasingly relevant to school 

educators given current demographic trends toward growing numbers of 

culturally diverse students. First, Schofleld has cautioned that the colorblind 

perspective is widely endorsed in Institutions as diverse as the schools and the 
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judicial system. Second, although the perspective appeals to many because of 

the importance it places on the individual, Schofleld has cautioned that It leads 

to a misrepresentation of reality in ways that encourage discrimination against 

people of color. Third, the decision to act as if no one notices, or should notice, 

ethnicity may mean that policies disadvantageous to the culturally different are 

accepted without reservation or examination. Fourth, a colorblind perspective 

may prompt tolerance, if not adoption of policies that lead to resegregation. 

Fifth, the colorblind perspective makes it easy for schools to use textbooks or 

curricular materials which discount the perspectives and contributions of persons 

of color. 

LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) have also reported that many of these 

students genuinely believe that their teachers do not care about them. 

Teachers, frequently inundated with paperwork are often perceived as uncaring. 

Secondly, culturally determined norms for asking questions and getting help in 

school are frequently at odds with the cultures of students which discourage one 

to single himself/herself out for attention. Most importantly, because many 

teachers lack cultural understanding, many of their actions come to be 

interpreted as uncaring and, thus, alienate students. 

Finally, LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) have stressed that many students 

find the school an administrative nightmare. For example, retention practices 

regularly stigmatize children who are older than other children in their classes as 

failures. Similarly, some of the most common institutional practices of schooling 
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actually militate against student development and minority student success, not 

the least of which are, preparatory reading texts which emphasize text and word 

decoding skills over comprehension (LeCompte & Dworkin. 1991). 

Not surprisingly, dropping out of school is regarded as a liberation 

by many of these students (Durken. 1981). Wehlage and Rutter (1986) 

have summarized: "Dropping out is construed as a form of social deviance, and 

an explanation of this deviant action is sought in the characteristics distinctive to 

the dropout group" (p. 375). On the other hand, these authors have suggested 

that we should look for the cause of dropping out "not only in the characteristics 

of the dropout, but also in relation to those institutional characteristics that affect 

the marginal student in a negative manner" (Wehlage & Rutter. 1986, p. 377). 

Similarly Cuellar and Cuellar (1991) have argued that the heart of the 

problem for dropouts Is a frustration with teachers, classes, and school 

in general. 

Although the term dropout suggests that the student has 

left school willfully and without good reason, Orr (1987) has reminded us: 

"there is ovenA ĥelming evidence that many so-called dropouts leave because 

of the treatment they receive at school. . . . In effect these students are forced 

out" (p. xii). The passage by Orr suggests that dropping out is far from 

a matter of mere volition. Although socioeconomic status, low self-esteem, 

and poverty are significant influences on the number of Hispanic dropouts 

(Cuellar & Cuellar, 1991). the "characteristics of the school are more important 
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factors in why these students leave school" (Orum, 1990, p. 87). Unlike 

students' economic backgrounds, schools do have control over such pivotal 

factors as attendance recording, discipline procedures, resource allocation, 

hiring practices, availability of instruction to meet special needs, professional 

development for teachers and counselors, and provisions for parental and 

community involvement. Orum (1986) has maintained that each of these is 

frequently mishandled or misappropriated with respect to the needs of the 

Hispanic student population. Orum (1990) has found that low or negative 

expectations and attitudes among teachers are particularly intractable problems. 

Similarly, a Colorado study (Martinez, 1986)foundthat students of color 

who had dropped out frequently related similar complaints. Among the 

problems of which these former students complained are the following: (a) that 

they were negatively Influenced by problems with school officials and 

unresponsive teacher attitudes; (b) that few school officials had encouraged 

them to stay in school; and (c) that they had suffered racism and prejudice in 

school, in the forms of teacher expectations and school policies. 

LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) have argued that schools are not only 

failing to meet the needs of Mexican American and other students of color, they 

are, in many ways, actually constructing failure through the creation of at-risk 

factors. For example, Rosenholtz (1989) has argued that teachers' perceptions 

of and especially their uncertainties about their work, the nature of their work, 

and their workplace, influences their own faith in their capacity to teach, the 
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beliefs they hold about students' ability to learn, and their commitment to 

professional practice. For Rosenholtz, what teachers perceive as real in their 

workplace circumstances tends to become real in subsequent consequences. 

When teachers collectively perceive that students' potential is 
circumscribed by either their background or manner, they are less 
apt to respond to student difficulties with increased effort, to view 
such circumstances as surmountable, to avail themselves of 
outside resources for help, and, in the end, to help students learn. 
(Rosenholtz, 1989, p. 138) 

Rosenholtz has maintained that perhaps the most important conclusion to be 

derived from her research is the lesson that teachers' optimism and enthusiasm 

are Inextricably related to students' personal and academic growth and "schools 

can either strengthen or weaken them through the contextual design of teachers' 

work" (1989, p. 138). For Rosenholtz, teachers' identities, dispositions, beliefs, 

and even their resolve, are dependent upon the nature of the communications 

and the contextual cues they experience in their daily workplace interactions. 

Rosenholtz (1989), in her examination of teachers' workplace cultures, 

studied 78 elementary schools in five rural and three urban districts in the state 

of Tennessee. Over 80 percent of the teachers surveyed in these districts 

reported that their classroom composition was mixed academically. School size 

varied from 5 to 42 teachers; all schools served from 4 percent to 94 percent low 

socioeconomic status students. Rosenholtz employed two distinct research 

methodologies. In the first year of the study, teachers responded to 164 item, 

five-point. Likert questionnaire which solicited information on: (a) teachers' 

perceptions of their workplace conditions, and (b) information on teachers' 
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background characteristics such as experience, educational attainment and 

present class size. In the second year of the study, semi-structured, qualitative 

interviews were conducted according to a protocol of open-ended questions that: 

(a) expanded upon and clarified quantitative findings, and (b) more fully 

elaborated teachers' definitions of their professional realities. 

Rosenholtz (1989) found that teachers' workplace cultures varied along a 

continuum ranging from forward moving schools to stuck schools. Forward 

moving schools emphasize growth-oriented values and beliefs supported by all 

teachers in the school; values that become guiding principles for decision 

making and educationally appropriate action. These healthy workplace cultures 

openly share information and regularly engage in communications based upon a 

high level of mutual trust. Leadership in these schools focuses on high 

expectations for students, clearly articulated goals and regular monitoring of 

student progress. Forward moving schools are noted for high goal consensus, 

high levels of commitment, a commonly shared definition of teaching, learning 

enriched environments and high levels of collaboration among teachers 

(Rosenholtz, 1989). A nonroutine technical culture (Rosenholtz, 1989) 

encourages problem solving and ongoing efforts to locate new ways to improve 

student success. 

In contrast to fonA/ard moving schools, stuck schools (Rosenholtz, 1989) 

are characterized by a lack of consensus on educational goals, teacher Isolation, 

and contrived collegiality. This isolation Increases teacher uncertainty as It 
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decreases teacher commitment. Stuck schools are also notable for frequent turf 

battles, norms of self-reliance, a lack of open and shared communication, and 

low levels of trust among teachers. Routine technical norms in these stuck 

schools place limited faith in a body of technical knowledge, emphasize privacy 

as a teacher's right, rely on trial and error as a valid instructional strategy, and 

routinely locate scapegoats for students' academic failures. 

Rosenholtz's (1989) findings regarding stuck schools and their associated 

workplace cultures are consistent with the arguments of LeCompte and Dworkin 

(1991) that such schools can indeed construct student failure. Since these 

workplace cultures do not encourage routine and active searches for ways to 

help students learn, since these cultures do not encourage feedback on 

Instruction among teachers, since these cultures condone the routine 

identification of scapegoats; these cultures are hardly conducive to student 

success as a norm of school operation. Discussion to follow will examine three 

perspectives on why certain schools are, in particular, failing to meet the needs 

of Mexican American and other students of color. 

Three Perspectives on Schooling 
for Mexican Americans 

Reyes (1994) has urged that effective, educational reform must be 

understood and implemented within the context of cultural citizenship and social 

responsibility. Such citizenship, Reyes argues can honor and respect the 
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increasing and inevitable diversity of the nation's, public school communities. 

Like LeCompte and Dworkin (1991), Reyes (1994) has asserted that many 

schools have failed to address the needs of Mexican Americans and other 

students of color within these communities. Reyes has written: 

In my current research . . . I see hopeless children with no desire 
to learn; children with no sense of belonging; children afraid to be 
themselves; children who do not have a sense of their own history 
or the histories of their ancestors. I see children who feel alone in 
a strange place; children who feel socially isolated, alienated, 
powerless, and useless. They simply do not find meaning in the 
modern school. They see the school as a place that has little or 
no relevance. . . . They do not see their daily lives enacted in 
what the school does. (1994. p. 11) 

This testimonial by Reyes raises many questions about the utility of school and 

schooling arrangements for children of color. A review of the literature suggests 

at least three notable perspectives on why schools have failed students of color, 

particularly Mexican American students. These are the psychological, 

sociological, and cultural perspectives, each of which will be discussed 

separately. 

The Psvcholnginal Perspective 

The psychological perspective on why schools have failed to meet the 

needs of Mexican American students focuses on the relationship between 

teacher expectations and self-fulfilling prophecy effects. Its primary purpose is 

to establish causal linkages between teacher behavior and student outcomes 

(Brophy. 1983; Good, 1987). Since the seminal work by Rosenthal and 
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Jacobson (1968) researchers have attempted to present further evidence that 

teachers' expectations influence their subsequent evaluation of children. 

Although the extent to which teacher expectancies Influence subsequent 

judgments has been questioned, there is considerable evidence that race and 

social class play some role (Brophy. 1983; Reichardt. 1985). A meta-analysis of 

studies looking for biasing factors confirmed the importance of race and social 

class as bases of teacher expectancy, but acknowledged that problems of 

interpretation remain (Dusek & Joseph. 1983). Specifically. Dusek and Joseph 

(1983) have pointed out that other factors can modify the effect. Among the 

shortcomings Identified were: (a) the influence upon teachers of hearing a 

student's oral language skills (Jensen & Rosenfeld, 1974), (b) the failure of 

studies to consider other than Black-White racial comparisons, and (c) the effect 

of both confirming and disconfirming information upon teachers. Nonetheless, 

an earty study by Mason (1973) has previously suggested that expectations are 

influenced even when teachers are forewarned of such an effect. Most 

importantly, "it is unclear what might be done to help teachers overcome biases 

based on ethnic stereotypes" (McCombs & Gay, 1988, p. 650). A more recent 

study by McCombs and Gay (1988). has reinforced findings that race and class 

are bases for teacher expectancies. Forty-five percent of the teachers in their 

study verbalized the continued use of physical appearance as a criteria for 

judgments related to ability. Although most of these teachers reported the use 
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of IQ (intelligence quotient) information in returning their judgments, they were 

apparently unaware of indications that race remained a factor in their evaluation. 

The Sociolooical Perspective 

The sociological perspective on why schools have failed to meet the 

needs of Mexican American students emphasizes the sorting and selection 

functions of ability grouping and tracking systems. These practices originally 

intended to adapt instruction according to differences in student learning 

styles, academic abilities, and career orientations have been examined as 

problematic for those students classified as low ability or as designated for low 

track curricula (Oakes, 1985, 1988). Valencia (1991) has summarized the 

situation for Mexican American students: 

Chicane [Mexican American] students are no exception to the 
practices of ability grouping (elementary level) and tracking 
(secondary level). . . . Through such curriculum differentiation. 
Chicane [Mexican American] students-compared to their White 
peers-are often exposed to greater amounts of low status 
knowledge (e.g., non-challenging, rote-learning curriculum) and 
exposed to lesser amounts of high status knowledge-that is 
knowledge that Is deemed to be a prerequisite for college 
admissions, (p. 12) 

Valencia's citation would seem to suggest a prior assumption that Mexican 

American students are either disinterested in the pursuit of a college education 

or considered ill-equipped to handle that challenge. Indeed, research suggests 

that, rather than closing the education gaps of students from different social 
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classes, teachers contribute to the widening of such gaps through negative 

discrimination (Oakes. 1985; Page, 1987). In the case of Hobson v. Hansen, 

The United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia, found the 

tracking system of the Washington, D. C. schools to be in violation of the equal 

protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment (Kierstead & Wagner, 1993). 

Although this ruling was directly related to this line of research, courts and school 

districts have continued a focus on legal precedent, not on issues dealing with 

equity in educational access, treatment, and outcomes for all students (Oakes, 

1985, 1988). 

The Cultural Perspective 

The cultural perspective on why schools have failed to meet the needs of 

Mexican American students stresses the likelihood of a cultural clash or shock. 

This cultural clash or shock tends to take one of two forms. A clash may occur 

between the culture of the school and the culture of the Mexican American, 

student's home (Buenning & Tollefson, 1987; Laosa, 1982; Rist, 1972; Trueba. 

1983). The organizing idea for this cultural gap theory posits that Mexican 

American students are caught between two cultures with differing values, "those 

of the home (community) and school (society) and as a consequence experience 

value conflicts" (Buenning & Tollefson. 1987, p. 265). These value conflicts can 

become particularly salient when they surround such issues as the proper role of 

competition in education. 
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Cultural differences between European Americans and Mexican 

Americans have been most consistently documented in three areas: 

cooperative/competitive human interactions styles, field dependent/field 

independent cognitive styles, and authoritarianism (Buenning & Tollefson, 1987). 

As compared with European Americans, the more cooperative and less 

competitive style of interaction demonstrated by Mexican Americans has been 

documented in several research studies (Kagan, Knight, Martinez, & Santana, 

1981; Knight & Kagan, 1982; McCllntock, 1974). In a review of the cognitive 

preference style literature, Spangler (1982) concluded that Mexican or Mexican 

American children are more field dependent than are Anglo-American children. 

Finally, a review of studies conducted by Ramirez (1967) revealed that Mexican 

families favor authoritarianism, strict child-rearing methods, and male domination 

in relationships. However, a recent study by Buenning and Tollefson (1987) has 

suggested that further research is needed in a least two of these three areas, 

especially research related to so-called cognitive or learning styles. 

By learning style we mean the way in which individuals perceive and 

process Information (Dunn et al., 1993). In a seminal work on the subject, 

WItken (1962) suggested that people are either field independent orfield 

dependent in their learning. The former tend to learn best in situations and 

circumstances that emphasize analytic tasks and thinking, as well as materials 

void of a social context. Individuals who favor this learning style generally prefer 

to work alone and are self motivated. Field dependent learners, on the other 
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hand, prefer highly social settings, materials that have human, social content, 

situations guided by a teacher, and cooperation with other learners. For these 

learners, context is of maximum importance. 

Research by Ramirez and Castaneda (1974) which applied Witken's 

theory to ethnic groups suggested differential learning patterns. For instance, 

in research with children of various cultural backgrounds, they discovered that 

European Americans tend to be predominately field independent learners. 

Mexican American, American Indian, and African American students, by 

contrast, tend to prefer a field sensitive (their replacement for dependent, 

which suggests negative connotations) learning styles, particularly Mexican 

American students. 

Dunn, Griggs, and Price (1993), In their study of learning style 

preferences among 687 Mexican American elementary school students, utilized 

the Learning Style Inventory (LSI) and found that Mexican American female 

students prefer varied learning approaches, prefer sound rather than quiet, and 

need mobility In their learning environments. Mexican American male students, 

on the other hand, were found to be strong factually, weakly auditory in their 

learning orientations, conducive to late morning instruction, and weak in their 

preference for mobility in the learning environment. 

However, recent argument in the areas of learning style research and 

cross-cultural education suggests three problems Inherent In the learning styles 
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research and its application in practice (Cushner et al., 1992; Hernandez, 

1989; Kolb, 1984; Nieto, 1992). First, it tends to dichotomize learning; a 

complex process which some have argued may not be appropriately 

characterized according to two differing (field dependent and field independent) 

poles (Kolb, 1984; Nieto, 1992). Contrarily, Nieto's (1992) review of the 

learning style literature found arguments for no less than 14 learning styles and 

13 different learning style theories. Similarly. Cushner et al. (1992) have 

pointed out that research in this area indicates that there are as many 

within-group as between-group differences among cultural groups. 

Lumping all Hispanics together, for instance, has Its dangers. In 
addition, generational differences In learning styles have been 
found in some groups. First-generation Mexican Americans, for 
instance, tend to be more field dependent when compared with 
third-generation students. Even within families, parents, 
offspring, and siblings tend to be more different from than similar 
to each other, (p. 113). 

Nieto (1992) takes these concerns one step further to argue that such research 

can be used as a rationale for poor or inequitable teaching. She cites research 

by Ortiz (1988) which found that teachers of Hispanic students prescriptively use 

the 'cooperative learning' attribute from the learning styles literature to justify a 

variety of discriminatory pedagogical decisions including the denial of solo 

classroom performances to Hispanic children, placing them in activities where 

other children were allowed to choose their activity, having them share books 

that other children were allowed to enjoy individually. 
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A cultural clash may also develop between monocultural (Fuller, 1992) 

teachers and multicultural students or may alternatively, be realized as a 

cross-cultural clash between a White, monocultural teaching staff and a school 

population predominately composed of students of color. As Erickson (1986a) 

has observed , teaching Is "cross-cultural communication, since by definition, the 

teacher has learned ways of thinking and acting that have not yet been learned 

by the students" (p. 7). When the teacher is unaware of the students' cultural 

backgrounds, these cultural differences may lead to gross miscommunication 

and misunderstanding (Erickson & Schultz, 1982; Contreras & Lee, 1990). The 

teacher may even "actively ignore or deny the students' cultures" (Contreras & 

Lee, p. 434). In either case, the teacher may treat students differently based 

on their ethnic or cultural backgrounds. Contrarily, research has shown that 

teachers' incorporation of knowledge related to cultural differences into the 

Instructional program can significantly enhance students' learning of academic 

content (Poplin, 1988; Tharp & Galllmore, 1988). 

However, just as the student population of public schools Is 

becoming Increasingly multicultural the population of both preservice 

and inservice teachers in American public schools is becoming more 

White, monocultural (Dana, 1991; Fuller, 1992; National Education Association, 

1987). Fuller has summarized this concern: 

While physical and gender dissimilarities between these two . . . 
populations are apparent. . . socioeconomic differences are less 
easily seen. Though teacher education programs serve students 
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who come primarily from the middle-class, public schools evidence 
a greater representation of lower socioeconomic classes. 

Students in the teacher education classrooms are more 
often White (92%), female (75%), and middle-class (80%). They 
have also spent their childhood's in suburbs, small cities, or rural 
areas (80%). Further, a predominantly White (94%), middle-class 
teacher education faculty educates them. The faculty demographic 
profile would duplicate preservice and public schoolteachers' 
profiles were it not that the professors are primarily male (76%). 

Clearly, the preservice teachers' contrast markedly with the 
public school's students. And since the teachers' backgrounds 
preclude their being able to understand the experiences of children 
of color in the schools, the obvious question is how are we 
preparing teachers to meet the diverse needs of students. (1992. 
pp. 87-88) 

This passage from Fuller's work not only stresses the growing ethnic and cultural 

disparity between many student and teacher populations in public schools, it also 

raises very pertinent questions about teacher preparation given these trends. 

For Fuller, the preparation of monocultural preservice teachers should be of 

paramount concern to educators who believe that all children have a right to 

receive instruction sensitive to their needs. Studies have shown that educators 

(from PreK classrooms to the college seminar) are often oblivious to the 

particular challenges which students of color face in modern, public school 

environments, especially certain cultural conflicts that may inhibit learning 

(Gilbert & Gay, 1985; Sleeter & Grant, 1986). Contreas (1987) observes that 

teacher educators too often assume that preservice teachers will pick up the 

necessary knowledge, skills, and attitudes essential for equitable teaching as 

related to students of color. Teacher educators assume that most schools will 

continue to be "monocultural" and "monosocial" (p. 14). Fuller (1992) has 
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elaborated the error in this logic. She believes that positive interactions and 

exposure to these issues are the proper means to the education of future 

teachers who must be sensitive to and accepting of learning needs particular to 

students of color. 

Preservice teachers are most likely to teach according to the way they 

were taught (Haberman, 1985; Lortie, 1975). As Fuller (1992) has noted, these 

teachers will teach as though their students were "middle-class. White children 

exhibiting the behaviors and values of that population" (p. 91). For Fuller, this 

situation is unacceptable given current and projected trends toward Increasing 

numbers of students of color in public school classrooms. Reiff and Cannella 

(1992) have observed, "in most classrooms predominantly White presen/ice 

teachers experience culture shock" (p. 4). That is, they tend to view children of 

color through their own cultural prism (Bowman, 1989). Inevitably, feelings of 

alienation are fostered for both the teacher and the pupils in the class. 

Although Fuller (1992) has pressed the need for awareness raising and 

sensitivity training among monocultural teachers, this recommendation assumes 

that the likelihood that teachers will teach as they were taught is a sufficient 

rationale and basis for efforts to implement this recommendation. An explication 

of what counterproductive assumptions or perspectives teachers may hold with 

respect to cross-cultural teaching is not within the scope of Fuller's discussion. 

Finally, although proponents of this focus (on the potential for a culture 

clash) advocate more effective recruitment efforts targeted toward teachers of 
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color, or content-based awareness raising for existing teachers (Dana. 1991; 

Fuller, 1992; Haberman, 1985; McElroy-Johnson. 1993). recent statistics 

indicate that the former is either inadequately pursued (Hodgkinson, 1992) or 

generally ineffectual (Haberman, 1989). Recent criticism suggests that the 

latter is an inadequate solution to the cross-cultural clash (Briscoe, 1991; Harris, 

& Wingett, 1993; Yates & Ortiz, 1991). More specifically, Reyes (1994) has 

concluded that the following research questions are missing from the cultural 

perspective: (a) What cultural perspectives are being espoused in the 

classroom, both in higher education and In the public schools of America? (b) 

Whose Interest do they serve? (c) What kinds of relations do they suggest and 

structure and at what price? These are important questions seldom elaborated 

in the literature of the cultural perspective. 

Discussion to follow will discuss elements missing from each of the 

perspectives on why schools are failing to meet the needs of Mexican American, 

and other students of color. This discussion will also explore commonalties 

among the three perspectives. Although prior discussion has highlighted the 

cultural perspective on education for Mexican American students as perhaps the 

most promising avenue of research and improvement; subsequent discussion 

will explicate the weaknesses of this perspective as well. 
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Common Threads and Missing Links 

My first grade teacher and I are very close. . . . As a matter of fact 
she's my mentor I'm following in her footsteps. I'm going to study 
elementary education. . . . She's always been there for me. After 
the first or second grade if I had a problem, I could always go back 
to her Through the whole rest of my life, I've been able to go back 
and talk to her . . .She keeps me on my toes. . . . When I start 
getting down. .. . She peps me back up and I get back on my feet. 
(As quoted in Nieto, 1992, p. 42) 

The preceding quotation from a young student of color who participated in 

a qualitative study conducted by Nieto (1992) points to the most common thread 

running throughout the foregoing discussion of psychological, sociological, and 

cultural perspectives; that is, the Importance of teachers in the lives of their 

students, especially the lives of Mexican Americans and other students of color. 

As discussed In Chapter I, teachers are particularly important in the lives of 

students of color because of the high incidence of at-risk youth among these 

student populations and the pivotal difference teachers can make in these 

students' lives. At the same time, a review of pertinent literature suggests that 

the missing link in each of these perspectives is research on teachers' 

perceptions of, and reflections on, their students and their classroom practice. 
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Limitations of the Psvcholooical Perspective 

From the psychological perspective, Goldenberg (1992) has 

argued that what really matters for student achievement is what teachers do or 

fail to do. Goldenberg's research took a case study approach to the analysis of 

teachers' expectations in secondary school classrooms. Goldenberg's findings 

were, in some ways very enlightening and in others somewhat at odds with the 

findings of research typically associated with the psychological perspective. 

Goldenberg has summarized: 

[If] a teacher fails to monitor student progress and make adjustments 
when necessary . . . the student is at risk for underachievement, 
despite high teacher expectations. Conversely, if a teacher takes strong 
corrective action with a student who Is misbehaving or not putting forth 
adequate effort . . . the chances of student success increases, despite 
low teacher expectations. And if teachers are skilled instructors, 
expectations are not likely to play a significant role in student 
achievement. All these cases suggest that what the teacher does Is 
what is critical. (1992, p. 541) 

This citation highlights Goldenberg's findings which question various 

decontextualized effects previously attributed to teachers' expectations. 

Moreover, Goldenberg (1992) has argued that the accumulated evidence of the 

past twenty years suggests that expectancy effects are exceptions rather than 

the rule. For Goldenberg, even the occasional appearance of an expectancy 

effect often cannot be separated from quality of instruction since teachers are 

most likely to produce these effects, particularly negative expectancy effects. 

Good and Brophy (1986) have conducted an extensive review of the 

literature pertinent to research conducted within the psychological perspective. 

These authors have concluded that the missing link in the psychological 
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perspective is the need for assessments of teacher perceptions related to the 

possibilities for student success. Similarly, Gonzalez (1993a), whose research 

was summarized in Chapter I, has maintained that a description of inservice 

teachers' cognitive and ethical-developmental levels, educational beliefs, and 

background experiences is currently not available. Therefore, learning is 

influenced by teacher-student interactions and these are influenced by teacher 

perceptions and beliefs and sometimes their expectations for individuals or 

groups (Braun, Neilsen, & Dykstra, 1975). Each of these limitations suggests 

the need for research on teachers' perceptions and reflections related to their 

students and their classroom practice. 

Limitations of the Sociological Perspective 

From the sociological perspective, most research has focused on school 

structures, especially tracking policies and ability grouping practices. However, 

Oakes (1985) has reminded: 

What teachers do . . . is still seen as important in the learning 
process but in a somewhat different way. Teachers are seen as 
having a direct influence on learning through their allocation of 
classroom time and an indirect influence through the motivational 
effects of their own time usage and students' involvement with 
learning tasks, (p. 106) 

This citation from Oakes suggests a more contextualized understanding of 

teachers influences on student learning. According to Oakes (1988), school 

practitioners support such practices as tracking and student ability grouping from 

a conviction that, all things considered, it is best for students. Oakes has 
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written "practitioners believe that students placed In the 'right track' will have the 

best opportunity for success in school" (1988, p. 10). Thus, Oakes has found 

that well intentioned, goal-driven, school practitioners appear locked into a 

school structure that, somewhat ironically, stands in contradistinction to the 

expressed goals of schooling. 

The missing link In research from the sociological perspective is a 

rethinking and restructuring of what has been taken for granted about schooling. 

Regarding the role of school practitioners, Oakes (1988) has asserted: 

We must discover the extent to which turn-of-the-century beliefs 
about race and class differences continue to affect teachers' and 
administrators' responses to poor and minority children. These 
are appropriate questions for research, and researchers can shed 
useful light on these . . . processes and effects, (p. 13) 

Oakes has found many of these beliefs to be taken-for-granted among school 

practitioners. By extension, the need for additional, but related, research is 

noteworthy. However, such research must be supported by Inquiry within the 

schools, the districts, and state educational agencies if change is to be 

forthcoming (Oakes, 1988). 

Oakes (1988) has offered that an improvement in schooling conditions 

and environments for Mexican American and other students of color must be 

predicated upon critical reflection and extended dialogue among practitioners 

about the values and assumptions that underlie school and instructional 

processes. More Specifically, Oakes has written: "Changing practices will 
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require the careful, open, tolerant, and generous probing of the experiences, 

assumptions, values and knowledge of those whose lives are most affected 

by it" (1988, p. 13). For Oakes, school practitioners should expect no less if 

schools are to become truly equitable and educational places. 

Limitations of the Cultural Perspective 

Prior discussion has highlighted rapidly changing demographics among 

students of color which have been forecasted for the twenty-first century. This 

discussion has further explored the ever-widening gap between monocultural 

(Fuller, 1992), White, preservice and insen/lce teaching populations, and the 

Increasingly multicultural character of student populations. Given these trends, 

the cultural perspective on education for Mexican American students is perhaps 

the most promising avenue of research and Improvement. Like the 

psychological and sociological perspectives, the cultural perspective places 

heavy emphasis upon the importance of teachers for Mexican American and 

other children of color, as well as the disproportionate impact that teachers may 

have upon these students. Wu (1992) has asserted that teachers must not 

underestimate their power as educators, their power to inspire and to empower, 

their power to make students feel included and, most importantly, their power to 

foster hope. In a similar vein. Kennedy (1991) has stressed the power of 

teachers as role models: 

Teachers do more than literally teach content. They also personify 
content. They stand as models for what it is like to be an 
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educated person. . . . If we want students to believe that they 
themselves might one day become scientists, writers, or 
mathematicians . . . then they need to see diverse examples of 
such people, including at least one who looks like they look. (p. 
660) 

The implications for the recruitment of teachers of color suggested by 

Kennedy's observation would seem quite obvious. Nonetheless, despite 

concerted efforts at the recruitment of teachers of color, Dianda (1992) reports 

that the nation's teachers will remain predominately Anglo (European American) 

and monolingual English speakers for the foreseeable future. 

Multicultural Education: An Effort to Address Faulty Assumptions 

From the standpoint of the cultural perspective, one of the most promising 

agendas for addressing the failure of schools to meet the needs of Mexican 

American and other students of color has been the emergence of multicultural 

education. The multicultural education agenda has sought to address, either 

directly or indirectly, many of the faulty assumptions popularized by so-called 

first wave reforms of the early 1980s summarized by Reyes and Valencia (1993). 

First, multicultural education acknowledges that an overemphasis on schools as 

marketplaces (and on competition In schools) is detrimental to student motivation 

and achievement, especially for students of color (Mehan, 1991; Oakes, 1988; 

Retish & Kavanaugh, 1992; Vasquez, 1988). Vasquez has written: 

There is evidence that classroom activities incorporating 
cooperation rather than competition promote higher achievement. 
This situation seems to obtain, perhaps even more clearly, for 
students of minority background. . . . Many minority students do 
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not feel that they excel consistently in any subject matter area and 
hence, they are not inclined toward competition at all. (1988, 
p. 246) 

As illustrated by Valencia's passage, a student who excels in mathematics may 

be very competitive in that subject. Another who excels in English may savor 

literary contests. But the student of color who feels unable to excel in any 

subject Is unlikely to favor any competitive classroom learning. 

Reyes and Valencia (1993) report a second faulty assumption associated 

with first wave reforms which assumes that schools do not need to be 

dramatically changed. Multicultural education on the other hand, acknowledges 

the failure of this assumption to incorporate the need for systemic reform of 

those school and institutional factors which have prevented the academic 

success of many students of color (Peari, 1991). 

Multicultural education also rejects a third faulty assumption; that Is, 

the assumption that student populations in public schools are homogenous 

(Reyes & Valencia. 1993) with regard to the purposes of the school. Regarding 

this assumption, Reyes and Valencia have cautioned: 

To assume that uniformity works for everybody is to assume that 
cultural homogeneity exists in American society-an assumption 
that has no basis in fact. This uniformity assumption is 
questionable because it goes against the very essence of 
American society-a pluralistic society. (1993. p. 264) 

Yet, this uniformity assumption to which Reyes and Valencia draw the reader's 

attention remains pervasive in education, from school structures to classroom 

instruction. Alternately, Sager and Schofleld (1984) have suggested the idea of 

an integrated pluralism which values and encourages the participation of 
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various ethnic and cultural groups, not on terms defined by the majority, but in 

an evolving system which recognizes the contribution and needs of all groups. 

Similarly multicultural education rejects the persistent, distressing, and 

faulty assumption that schools are homogenous. This assumption is flawed on 

two grounds (Reyes & Valencia, 1993). First, some schools suffer inadequate 

facilities, fewer motivational incentives, and fewer human resources for 

curriculum enhancement (Donate, Menchaca , & Valencia, 1991). Secondly, to 

a considerable extent, the communities that surround the schools shape what 

goes on in those schools (Kierstead & Wagner, 1993; Kozol, 1991). 

Finally, multicultural education rejects the faulty assumption of economic 

uniformity (Reyes & Valencia. 1993) among schools. Instead, the agenda 

recognizes that it is not just the community's value structure that determines 

much of what goes on in schools, it is also the district's socioeconomic status. 

For many students of color, their schools are underfinanced and inadequately or 

inappropriately staffed, to the point that policies which assume uniformity are 

destined to fail (Kirst, 1990; Valencia, 1991). 

An Overview of Multicultural Education 

Although an In-depth discussion of all those instructional and content 

targets which constitute a fully developed multicultural education program are 

beyond the scope of this document, Figure 1 illustrates those levels and 

characteristics frequently incorporated into models of multicultural education. 
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As illustrated, the implementation of a normative model of multicultural education 

is a complex process encompassing at least five levels of education and seven 

characteristic philosophies {Nieto, 1992). 

Although multicultural education is variously defined and variously 

implemented according to characteristics targeted or levels appropriate at a 

point In time, the following definition is typical: 

A process of comprehensive and basic education for all students. 
Multicultural education challenges and rejects racism and other 
forms of discrimination in schools and society and accepts and 
affirms the pluralism . . . that students, their communities, and 
their teachers represent. Multicultural education permeates the 
curriculum . . . as well as the interactions among teachers, 
students and parents, and the very way that schools conceptualize 
the nature of teaching and learning. (Nieto, 1992, p. 307) 

As this passage from Nieto (1992) illustrates, although multicultural education 

does much to address the changing demographics of American, public school 

populations, multicultural education remains a loosely defined concept and the 

form of its implementation is often very dependent upon the implementer's 

interpretation of multicultural concepts and practices. Marshall's (1992) review 

of the literature In multicultural education found that few scholars had addressed 

the issue of a theoretical base for multicultural education and even fewer had 

explored teachers' professional concerns or preparation for working with 

students of color. 

Hernandez (1989) has provided an extensive review of the foundations, 

goals, and suggested practices of multicultural education. She has observed 

that incorporating multicultural education into a school's structure and curriculum 
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is not unlike piecing together an elaborate jigsaw puzzle. "Slowly as the pieces 

fall into place the total picture becomes apparent" (Hernandez, 1989, p. v). For 

Hernandez, multicultural education is content and process. Content is the 

substantive, visible aspect of curriculum. Process is the less visible--the 

interactional, social, organizational, and management dimensions involved in 

teaching and learning. Hernandez has written: 

Teaching, to be effective, must be multicultural. . . . In a society 
that is pluralistic, educators must provide increasingly 
heterogeneous student populations a classroom environment that 
meets the diverse needs and develops the unique abilities of 
students from many different backgrounds. (1989, p. 3) 

Notably, this citation from Hernandez stresses the unique abilities of students of 

color as opposed to the perceived deficits they are said to bring to the school. 

This sort of multicultural education is based upon a number of assumptions 

(Hernandez, 1989), including (a) multicultural education is for all students, 

(b) teaching is a cross-cultural encounter, (c) the educational system has not 

served all students equally well, (d) classroom interactions constitute the most 

important educational process for students. 

Two all-encompassing goals epitomize the process and content of 

multicultural education (Hernandez, 1989). First, multicultural education seeks 

to help students acquire knowledge about a range of cultural groups while 

developing those perspectives needed to function at some level of competency 

amidst varied cultural environments. The second goal is to apply knowledge of 
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sociocultural factors applicable to teaching and leaming in order to maximize the 

social, personal, and academic development of all students. 

Implementino Multinijlt̂ <ral Edungtinn-
What Ought to Happen 

Typically, preparation for the implementation of multicultural education 

involves a series of functional steps or stages. For example, DeCosta (1984) 

has summarized practical preparations and relevant issues which elementary 

school teachers should consider in their decision to address the particular needs 

of students of color. She has suggested a two step process beginning with 

introspection followed by Informal data collection. For DeCosta, teachers 

should begin with a personal engagement and assessment of their attitude 

toward student differences. Data collection follows and typically Involves 

Interest Inventories on students or interviews about their experiential 

backgrounds. 

On the other hand, Banks (1982) who has written extensively on the topic 

of multicultural education, characterizes preparation according to assessment of 

where school practitioners are with respect to six stages of ethnic awareness. 

As detailed and specified in Figure 2, these stages of ethnic and cultural 

awareness range from cultural psychological captivity {\Nhere Individuals absorb 

negative Ideologies and beliefs that are institutionalized within society) to 

globalism and global competency (y^here individuals exhibit the knowledge, 
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skills, and attitudes necessary to function within multiple cultures). White, 

monocultural (the term monocultural, as referred to throughout this document, is 

indicative of a person's socialization according to the tenets of the Western 

Cultural Canon [Cushner, McClelland, and Safford. 1992; Kim, 1994; Nieto. 

1992; Samovar, Porter, & Jain, 1981]) exhibit cultural awareness most consistent 

with what Banks (1982) would label stage one (cultural psychological captivity) 

or stage two {ethnic encapsulation) cultural awareness (see Figure 2). Banks 

(1982, 1992), like DeCosta (1984), has warranted that most school practitioners 

will need to begin with personal clarification of their own philosophical positions 

with respect to education and students of color. Bank's recommendations are 

consistent with a large body of current literature arising from the cultural 

perspective on why schools are failing to meet the needs of Mexican American 

and other students of color (Baruth & Manning, 1992; Cushner et al., 1992; 

Gayle, 1993). 

Emergent Criticism Regarding Multicultural Education: 

A Promising, but Incomplete, Agenda 

Multicultural education has been described as one of the most promising 

agendas for reform In education today (Banks & Lynch, 1986; Boateng, 1990; 

Gayle, 1993). However, despite its promising agenda, several scholars 

(Contreas. 1987; Ernst. 1993; Gonzales. 1993a, 1993b; Marshal, 1992) have 

begun to criticize various aspects of the multicultural educational approach to 
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those schooling practices and structures which fail to meet the needs of Mexican 

Americans and other students of color. A considerable body of literature 

(Including. Harris & Wingett. 1993. Noordhoff and Kleinfeld. 1993; and Sleeter. 

1990) has criticized an overemphasis in multicultural education on models of 

Implementation which inadequately preaddress those school environments and 

the practitioners In them who remain unprepared for multicultural education. 

Instead, many of these practitioners are greatly in need of basic, cross-cultural 

strategies with which to address cultural clash potentials between a White 

monocultural teaching staff and a student population composed primarily of 

students of color (Fuller, 1992; Harris & Wingett. 1993; Valencia. 1991). For 

example: How do White, monocultural teachers convince students of color that 

they are genuinely interested in their efforts to succeed in school? How do 

teachers begin to understand the cultural perspective that Mexican American 

students bring to the school? Based on a considerable review of current 

literature and research. Valencia has concluded: 

Although very little research of teacher-student interactions 
involving Chicane [Mexican American] students has occurred 
since the time of the Mexican American Education Study [1973], I 
believe it Is safe to assume that our nation's schools continue to 
respond more positively to White students than they do to Chicane 
[Mexican American] students. (1991, p. 11) 

Clearly, Valencia's conclusions suggest the need for research in these sorts of 

cross-cultural, school environments. In a similar vein, others have criticized the 

lack of research on the implications of diversity and on teachers'perspectives 

(Chen & Goldring, 1992, Contreras & Lee. 1990. Harris & Wingett. 1993). 
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For instance: Contreras and Lee (1990) have posited the need for further 

research on whether the differential treatment of students of color is a result of 

"teachers' active cultural discrimination or cultural ignorance" (p. 443). These 

authors have examined the differential treatment of minority students (their 

terms) by middle-school science teachers (in and out of the classroom) in a 

middle-class, midwestern school district. These authors found evidence that 

students of color, as opposed to their European American counterparts, suffered 

differential treatment according to both content of instruction and classroom 

practices. Based upon these and other findings, Contreras and Lee have 

concluded that teacher education programs frequently overemphasize 

behavioral and cognitive psychology to the exclusion of cultural and contextual 

components in educational settings. 

An emergent line of criticism argues that additive approaches (exclusively 

designed to target so-called, cultural ignorance) to multicultural education are 

ineffectual when addressed to the teachers who must carry out that education 

(Gonzalez, 1993b; Noordhoff & Kleinfeld, 1993; Sleeter. 1990). Sleeter (1990) 

has reviewed the structure and methodology of various staff development 

efforts, specifically designed to prepare teachers for multicultural education, 

Sleeter (1990) has challenged: "Within the context of. . . organizational 

patterns, staff development efforts that try to change the thinking and behavior of 

individual teachers usually just paste some skill and insights onto the 

institutionalized patterns" (p. 36). Sleeter suggests that teachers frequently 
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take information and strategies from such sessions without substantive 

restructuring of their perspectives on racial inequality or classroom teaching. 

Noordhoff and Kleinfeld (1993) have argued that this sort of scenario occurs 

because the knowledge required for sensitive multicultural education or 

cross-cultural teaching does not derive from common sense or knowledge of 

subject matter. 

In another study of teacher preparation for multicultural classrooms. 

Noordhoff and Kleinfeld (1993) compared traditional, additive approaches to 

multicultural education to the process and products of an innovative teacher 

preparation program which focused the attention and learning of prospective 

teachers on: (a) attending to multicultural, classroom and community contexts, 

(b) designing instruction such that connections were made between the 

academic subject matter and students' cultural backgrounds, and (c) learning 

how to learn from students, communities, and practical experience. These 

authors found that an additive approach which concentrated on knowledge about 

different cultural groups did not appear to improve teachers' abilities to connect 

subject matter to diverse students. Instead, they concluded that this type of 

approach might actually contribute to overgeneralization and stereotyping of 

diverse student groups by teachers who received such training. "The standard 

approach to Increasing teachers' multicultural knowledge skills and attitudes is 

insufficient, ineffective, potentially misleading, and even damaging" (Noordhoff & 

Kleinfeld. 1993, p. 37). These authors have concluded that teachers encounter 
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new information through the lenses of their prior knowledge and existing belief 

systems. "Teachers need to examine their personal histories and educational 

biographies for clues to the ways their beliefs, images, and experiences, when 

unexamined, are likely to limit their effectiveness in educating poor and minority 

students" (Noordhoff & Kleinfeld, p. 37). These findings are consistent with 

arguments posited by Harris and Wingett (1993). 

Harris and Wingett made similar comparisons from a rural educational 

perspective. They have concluded that an examination of cultural heritage can 

arouse personal curiosity about which beliefs are held in common In one's family 

and which are significantly different. Harris and Wingett have written: 

The person who can move from a tunnel vision of reality to 
understanding the complexity of a multicultural reality can generate 
ways to respond to complex educational issues. . . .Consider the 
analogy that one views the world and the profession through 
conceptual glasses. The frame of the glasses represents our 
perceptions of others different from ourselves. The lenses depict 
the focus and clarity with which those perceptions are seen. 
Because cultural biases are sometimes difficult to see the lenses 
may require periodic adjustment or replacement. (1993, p. 14) 

Harris and Wingett have challenged that school practitioners must develop the 

attitudes and dispositions necessary to become contributing members of a 

culturally rich society. Their citation submits that this development will require an 

examination and confrontation of the perceptual lenses through which they view 

their world. 
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Perhaps most noteworthy are those critiques of the multicultural education 

agenda which presuppose that variously recommended steps or stages of 

preparation for school practitioners (i.e.. Banks, 1992; DeCosta, 1984) must, not 

only begin with awareness raising, reflection, or introspection; but must Include 

provisions for facilitation of these individual efforts among school practitioners 

(Gonzalez. 1993; Boateng; 1990; Noordhoff & Kleinfeld. 1993). Although 

reflection is often thought of as a solitary or meditative endeavor, Osterman and 

Kottkamp (1993), who have studied the development of reflective practice skills 

among teachers, building-level administrators, and superintendents, have found 

that our perspectives are a deep and abiding aspect of who we are and the 

interpretations we make of our experiences. Furthermore, our reluctance to 

critically assess these perspectives, reflects the need for facilitation in the form of 

another who has earned our trust. Similarly, Millies (1990), whose research 

explored the mental lives of teachers, has argued that teachers will need 

assistance In developing a higher level of accessibility to their own belief system 

necessary in order to realize the connection between teaching practices, 

research and teacher education. 

As discussed in Chapter I. Gonzalez has extensively studied the 

backgrounds, attitudes, belief systems, and value orientations of preservice 

teachers with respect to multicultural education and students of color. Gonzalez 

(1993b) has warranted that providing teachers with the opportunities for 

reflection and Introspection should be the major priority of educational institutions 
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when developing multicultural or cross-cultural curriculums and/or school 

structures. Gonzalez has summarized: 

Presently, there is a need for a redefinition of teacher education 
programs, which should focus on stimulating teachers to gain 
awareness of their attitudes, sociocultural values, and educational 
philosophies; in light of academic knowledge and by examining 
their own personal and professional sociocultural experiences. 
(1993, p. 26) 

Yet, the work of Gonzalez implicates the lack of research on how teacher 

education programs should begin in stimulating teachers' awareness of their own 

perspectives. For Gonzalez, a teacher's ability to be reflective and to express 

values and beliefs verbally in a nonthreatening environment Is both a 

developmental and an inadequately researched process. 

A Substantive Framework for 
Research: Addressing Those Missing Links 

The foregoing discussion has served to Illustrate the fact that what is 

missing in research from the cultural and other perspectives is a framework for 

examining teachers' meaning perspectives with respect to Mexican American 

and other students of color. Such a framework, concentrated on the ideas of 

meaning and meaning making, should: (a) account for the constructivist nature 

of teacher realities; (b) acknowledge the cultural lenses or meaning perspectives 

through which teachers experience and act upon their world; (c) incorporate the 

growing body of evidence that meaningful reflection on sensitive issues requires 

a facilitating other or others through which meaning systems may be shared, 

compared, and critiqued; and (d) target important concepts pertinent to 
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reflectivity, including, premise as well as content and process reflection. Such a 

framework is provided by transformation f/7eo/y (Mezirow, 1975, 1978,1985, 

1990. 1991); a framework for understanding, learning, and adult education which 

will be discussed in the subsections to follow. 

Reflectivitv And Transformation Theory: 

Mezirow would consider DeCosta's call for introspection among educators 

(1984) and the challenge for critical reflection put by Oakes (1988) a cause for 

reflectivity. That is, he would first recommend heightened awareness, If not an 

intense examination of, perceptions, feelings, thoughts, and actions as related to 

professional practice. Through facilitation, Mezirow would, ultimately, 

recommend critical reflection on meaning schemes and meaning perspectives 

fostered by dialogue, inquiry, and interchange among the members of a learning 

community of school practitioners. His theory of transformation provides a 

constructivist theoretical framework for reflectivity grounded in strategies of adult 

learning. Mezirow (1991) has argued that our attitudes, beliefs, values, and 

assumptions are embodied in our meaning perspectives and our meaning 

schemes. For Mezirow, the idea that uncritically assimilated habits of 

expectation or meaning perspectives serve as perceptual filters or Interpretive 

codes in the interpretation of meaning establishes the central dynamic and 
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"fundamental postulate of a constructivist, transformation theory of adult 

learning" (1991. p. 4). Discussion to follow will elaborate upon two very 

important concepts in transformation theory. 

Meaning Perspectives: 

Mezirow (1991) has chosen the term meaning perspective Xo refer to the 

"structure of assumptions within which one's past experience assimilates and 

transforms new experience" (p. 42). This meaning perspective encompasses 

an habitual set of expectations providing an orienting frame of reference or 

perceptual filter that one uses in the Interpretation of experience. These 

interpretations regularly take the form of symbolic models, which are the product 

of past experiences, and which are projected onto the interpretation of current 

experience. At the same time, a meaning perspective serves as a tacit belief 

system for the interpretation of and evaluations of the meaning of experience. 

Roth (1990) has conducted an in-depth study of the ways in which habits 

of expectation influence the way we interpret and make sense of our 

experiences. Roth's conclusions support those of Mezirow by acknowledging 

the idea that our perceptual filters cause us to construct our world according to 

six major categories of variables: objects, persons, ways of learning, 

microstructure of attentional processes, temporal structuring, and organization 

of behavioral sequences. Roth's variables define the poles between which the 
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characteristic or dominant positions of an individual may be classified. For 

example, we tend to perceive others as understandable or not, similar or 

different, changeable or not, according to our perspective. "The ideal is for the 

individual to be capable of functioning at any of the poles, guided by well 

developed intuitions about the pole appropriate to the various contexts" (p. 120). 

Roth has developed a framework for personal and professional development 

based upon these concepts which: sensitizes participants to their own habits of 

expectation, provides guidance in identifying these habits among others, 

specifies the relevance of this knowledge to education, and focuses learning 

upon means of utilizing and/or modifying these habits of expectation. 

In a seminal work, Kelly (1955) wrote of the development of personal 

constructs which, according to Mezirow (1991), fulfill many of the same functions 

as meaning perspectives. Mezirow Is consistent with Kelly who defined personal 

constructs as templates that human beings create and attempt to fit over their 

realities. Since we cannot affirm something without denying something else, 

these constructs are bipolar and tend to channel experience along dichotomous 

dimensions (not unlike those described by Roth) which act as references axes 

for the ordering and categorization of events. Personal constructs do not 

represent or symbolize events but rather point to distinctions between events. 

Kelly maintained that "a person's processes are psychologically channeled by 

the ways in which he [she] anticipates events" (1955, p. 103). Under normal 

circumstances, personal constructs are modified as expectations of events are 
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either confirmed or denied. Variations on systems of constructs are delimited by 

the permeability of the construct systems to new elements. Shared constructs 

are the basis for social interaction. 

These habits of expectation, these perceptual filters, these personal 

constructs, meaning perspectives, may be characterized according to type. 

More specifically, Mezirow (1990, 1991) has elaborated upon three types of 

these meaning perspectives, each of which is discussed in the subsections to 

follow. 

Epistemic Meaning Perspectives 

According to Mezirow (1991), epistemic meaning perspectives embody 

the way we know and the uses that we make of the resultant knowledge. 

Among the factors which shape our epistemic meaning perspectives, Mezlrow 

(1991, p. 43) has listed the following: 

• Developmental stage perspectives, 
• Cognitive/leaming/intelligence styles, 
• Sensory leaming preferences, 
• Scope of awareness, 
• Global/detail focus, 
• Concrete/abstract thinking, 
• Reflectivity. 

Eisner (1991) has offered an interesting twist on the image of epistemic meaning 

perspectives. His idea of epistemic seeing draws upon the work of Dretske 

(1969): 

Episteme refers to knowledge and epistemic seeing is the kind of 
knowledge secured through sight. My emphasis on seeing should 
be regarded as a shorthand way of referring to all of the senses 
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and the qualities to which they are sensitive. Classrooms, like 
wine, are known by their smell and tactile qualities as well as by 
their sight. As Jackson (1968) remarked, the smells of chalk dust 
and stale milk are almost certain signs of an elementary school 
classroom. (Eisner, 1991, p. 68) 

This passage echoes Mezirow's assertions that we hold definite meaning 

perspectives about both knowledge and ways of knowing. For example, learning 

styles such as field dependent or field independent are a provocative ground for 

deliberation about the educational needs of Mexican American and other 

students of color, but are also, according to Mezirow (1990), habits of 

expectation that become epistemic meaning perspectives when used to interpret 

an event. As such they may act as intractable and cultural prisms through which 

classroom instruction is channeled or filtered. 

Sociocultural Meaning Perspectives 

Sociocultural meaning perspectives (Mezirow, 1991) embody our ways of 

believing, involving social norms, cultural or language codes, and social 

ideologies. Mezirow (1991. p. 43) has itemized some of the factors which 

shape our sociocultural meaning perspectives: 

• Social norms/roles, 
• Cultural/language codes, 
• Language/truth games, 
• Common sense as cultural system, 
• Ethnocentrism, 
• Prototype/scripts, 
• Philosophies/theories. 

Of particular interest are the language games mentioned in this citation. These 

constructs refer to the tacit agreement about the way individuals In context chose 
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to share and structure language. "We agree on the definition of words, the 

situations to which they pertain, and the results of using them" (Mezirow, 1991, 

p. 54). For Mezirow, the relevant concern with respect to language is discourse, 

especially the many assertions which may be associated with that discourse. 

Mezlrow has maintained that one may attempt to judge the truth or validity of 

such assertions only after a consensus is reached on the rules regarding such 

discourse; rules decided upon by members of the language community. 

Needless to say, the Implications of these dynamics for sociocultural 

relationships between LEP students and White monocultural and monolingual 

teachers are ominous. For example, Schuiz (1975), who ethnographically 

studied a bilingual classroom in Boston, found that teachers tended to favor the 

use of English, using Spanish principally to control behavior. Similarly, Sapiens 

(1982), Strong (1983), and Nystrom. Strlngfield. and Miron (1984) present 

documented examples of many practitioners' perceptions that the bilingual label 

of the program does not guarantee the language of instruction. Sapiens (1982) 

reported that although the bilingual, high school civics teacher he studied used 

Spanish 45 percent and English 55 percent of the time, most instructionally 

related exchanges took place in English. In one of the few studies of Mexican 

American students participating in a high school bilingual program, Milk (1982) 

obsen/ed teacher behavior in civics classes and found that the teachers' 

discourse overwhelmingly (50 percent teacher; 19 percent student) dominated 

discourse at all levels of classroom interaction. It is evident that the language 
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games are alive even in those educational environments meant to smooth 

language transitions. 

Psychological Meaning Perspectives 

Psychological, the third and final type of meaning perspective discussed 

by Mezlrow (1991). reflects our ways of feeling, involving repressed parental 

prohibitions from childhood that influence adult feelings and behavior, often 

through anxiety states. Among the factors which shape our psychological 

meaning perspectives Mezirow (1991. p. 43) has included: 

• Self-concept, 
• Locus of control, 
• Tolerance of ambiguity, 
• Lost functions, 
• Inhibitions, 
• Approach/avoidance, 
• Psychological defense mechanisms. 

Psychological meaning perspectives related to the first of those factors listed, 

self-concept are. apparently quite relevant to the education of Mexican American 

students . Specifically. Eccles (1983) has reported that self-concept exhibits a 

strong Influence upon mathematics achievement levels among such students. 

Coincidentally, an increasing body of evidence suggests that these student 

self-concepts are particularly influenced by parent and teacher beliefs about the 

student's ability (Eccles. 1983; Laosa & Henderson, 1991). 

Mezirow (1991) believes that our meaning perspectives, including those 

psychological, act as filters on the way we interpret and construe what we 
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experience through our senses. Language and symbolic interaction 

(communication) personalizes and expands upon these means of interpretation. 

Mezirow has observed that what transformation theory caWs a meaning 

perspective is not unlike what other authors refer to as a paradigm or personal 

frame. Kisiel (1982) has characterized a paradigm as "that which we look 

through rather than look at in viewing our world" (p. 95). From a 

transformational perspective. Mezirow (1991) describes a paradigm as "an 

articulated, theory-based, collectively held meaning perspective" (p. 46). 

Accordingly, meaning perspectives Influence our ways of seeing, our methods of 

inquiry, and our actions In context. Not surprisingly then: "The most significant 

transformations in learning are transformations of meaning perspectives" 

(Mezirow, 1991, p. 38). Such transformations enable more discriminating, 

inclusive, permeable, and integrative meaning perspectives through critical 

reflection on the taken-for-granted premises and assumptions of our 

biopsychocultural history; premises and assumptions which are uncritically 

assimilated throughout our socialization. 

Meanino Schemes 

According to Mezlrow (1991), each of our meaning perspectives 

embodies several meaning schemes. In an important differentiation between 

the two terms. Mezirow has written: 

A meaning scheme is the particular knowledge, beliefs, value 
judgments, and feelings that become articulated in an 
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Interpretation. Meaning schemes are the concrete manifestations 
of our habitual orientation and expectations (meaning perspectives) 
and translate these general expectations into specific ones that 
guide our actions. . . . A meaning scheme may pertain to how to 
do something (instrumental learning), how to understand what 
others mean (communicative learning), or how to understand 
oneself. Meaning schemes are much more likely to be examined 
critically and transformed by reflection . . . than meaning 
perspectives. (1991, p. 44) 

Mezirow's explanation suggests that meaning perspectives may exert a powerful 

influence upon our actions. For example, a sociocultural meaning perspective 

in which ethnocentrism assumes a pivotal role may be manifested as specific 

racial or ethnic stereotypes recognizable as meaning schemes within that 

perspective. These meaning schemes may prepare the individual for certain 

actions such as the differential treatment of persons of color. 

There are times when our meaning schemes are inadequate to explaining 

certain facets of what we experience. This is when, according to Fingarette 

(1963), we are surprised by dimensions of apparent meaninglessness. We 

usually react to this meaninglessness with anxiety. If the inadequate meaning 

schemes involve self-concept, we tend to compensate, project, rationalize or 

take other similar action. Likewise, Fingarette has suggested that for 

meaninglessness tied to social roles and relationships, there are conventional 

rules or norms for resolution, the violation of which may result in individual 

anxiety. 
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Phenomenological Studv of Meaning 
Schemes and Meaning Perspectives 

Prior discussion has elaborated on the idea of meaning perspectives as a 

structure of presuppositions and assumptions within which one's past 

experience, as an orienting frame of reference, assimilates and transforms new 

experience (Mezirow, 1991). As also discussed, meaning schemes (Mezirow, 

1991) are the concrete manifestations of our meaning perspectives and may be 

described as the particular knowledge, beliefs, value judgments, and feelings 

that become articulated in an interpretation. Mezirow has submitted that 

meaning perspectives, like transformation theory itself, are phenomena in need 

of phenomenological study. The example to follow Is useful since it summarizes 

phenomenological research of Kitchener and King (1990) which utilized 

transformation theory as the substantive theoretical framework for research. 

This summarization does much to Illustrate the transformation theoretical notions 

of meaning perspectives and meaning schemes. More Importantly, the example 

illustrates how certain epistemic meaning perspectives (like other meaning 

perspectives) may be inferred from, and interpreted through, the discourse of 

participants to a focused, interpretive, research investigation (as was done in 

this case study). In a useful and demonstrative extension of what Mezirow has 

suggested. Kitchener (1983. 1990) and King (Kitchener & King, 1981, 1990) 

have provided important insights into: (a) how certain epistemic meaning 

perspectives (like other meaning perspectives) may be inferred from, and 

interpreted through, the discourse of participants to a focused, interpretive, 
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research investigation (as was done in this case study); and (b) the process by 

which the development of (increasingly integrative, discriminating, and 

inclusive) epistemic meaning perspectives may occur. These authors have 

accumulated, through several studies, empirical evidence of seven different 

epistemic meaning perspectives, each a developmentally progressive stage of a 

continuum culminating in the capacity for reflective judgment. Their research, 

first limited to open-ended interviews, later combined these with structured, 

problem-solving interviews. Their conclusions were drawn from analysis of over 

1000 interviews and the findings of several different studies (Kitchener, 1983, 

1986; Kitchener & King, 1990). The most recent research of Kitchener and 

King (199) has involved the degree to which objective reality is deemed 

knowable, the nature of objective knowledge, and the way beliefs are justified. 

The structure of each of the stages of development which Kitchener first 

Identified "appears to underlie some superficially unrelated beliefs, including the 

validity of authorities' claims, the way beliefs can be justified as better or worse, 

and understanding of bias and interpretations" (Kitchner, 1986, p. 83). More 

specifically, Kitchner and King (1990) found sets of assumptions (meaning 

perspectives) that seemed to develop at about the same time; assumptions 

which seem to develop because they are logically interrelated. Each of these 

assumptions sets about, knowing, how to know, and what can be known. 

Includes assumptions about the role of evidence [meaning schemes], the role of 
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authority [meaning schemes], and interpretation in the formation of solutions to 

problems [meaning schemes]. 

Interestingly. Kitchener and King (1990). in their analysis of interview 

data provided by more than one thousand participants to their studies, found 

that adult students between their mid-twenties and mid-fifties who were entering 

college for the first time, typically scored (interview data was subjectively rated) 

about the same as traditional-age undergraduates with respect to descriptive 

evidence of development toward reflective judgment. 

According to Kitchner and King (1990), participants at Stage 1 of 

development, hold a single-category belief system wherein beliefs need no 

justification because what the person observes to be true he/she believes to be 

true. This stage, "In Its purest form, is probably found only In young children" 

(Kitchener & King. 1990. p. 163) and is associated with persons who find no 

need whatsoever to engage in reflective thinking or validate their assumptions. 

Persons at this stage of development are most prone to what Mezirow (1991) 

has called epistemic premise distortions. 

Kitchener and King (1990) also discussed five Intermediate stages of 

development between the extremes of Stage 1 and the reflective judgment 

associated with Stage 7. Persons at Stage 2 hold the view that knowledge is 

absolutely certain but may not be immediately available. According to this 

dualism (Kitchener & King, 1990) truth Is not available to everyone; that is, 

some people hold right beliefs while others hold wrong ones. The knower's 
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responsibility is to find the right answer in sources of authority such as teachers 

and clergy. Learners at Stage 3 believe that knowledge is absolutely certain or 

only temporarily uncertain. These learners assume that beliefs are either 

justified through authorities, or remain temporarily unjustifiable. In Stage 4. the 

uncertainty of knowing is initially acknowledged and usually attributed to the 

bounded rationality of the knower. Persons at Stage 5 believe that knowledge is 

contextual and subjective these persons understand that interpretation may play 

a role In what one perceives. Individuals at Stage 6 recognize the uncertainty of 

knowing and that knowledge is contextual. The assumption is that beliefs may 

be justified by weighing evidence and arguments on different sides of an issue or 

across contexts and building a solution evaluated by personal criteria or its 

practicality in action. Finally. Kitchener and King found that participants at 

Stage 7 fully recognized the uncertainty, contextuality, and subjectivity of 

knowing. Additionally, they also argue that epistemically justifiable claims to a 

better or best problem solution can be made under current circumstances; that 

is they are capable of reflective judgment. Kitchener and King offer evidence 

that the capacity for reflective judgment increases with both age and education. 

Certain samples selected by the authors for high scholastic aptitude, were found 

to be functioning in the range of Stages 2-3.5 In high school, the 3-4.5 range in 

college, and the 4.5-6.5 range in graduate school. It appears that an individual 

may achieve the capacity for reflective judgment only in adulthood. Most 

importantly, these authors argue that the nature of the epistemic meaning 
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perspectives which a participant holds at a point in time may be inferred from, 

and interpreted according to the participant's discourse (in this case discourse 

provided in response to both structured and open-ended, interview queries). 

Having discussed and defined meaning perspectives and meaning 

schemes according to the use of the terms in transformation theory and their 

interpretation through phenomenological research, discussion to follow will 

examine possible distortions of premise and assumption associated with 

meaning perspectives. This discussion will begin with a look at what Mezirow 

means by his use of the term distortion when explicating these Important, 

transformation theoretical concepts. 

Distortions of Meaning Perspectives 

As was discussed in Chapter I and here again in Chapter II, we develop 

meaning by projecting symbolic models onto the feedback from our senses. We 

do this through our meaning perspectives. In the process, Mezirow has argued 

that we formulate metaphorical inferences to derive the meaning schemes that 

embrace the interpretations of our experience (1985, 1990, 1991). Since these 

symbolic models, metaphors, meaning perspectives, and meaning schemes are 

frequently an outcome of unreflective personal or cultural assimilation. Mezirow 

(1991) has stated that the potential for the distortion of assumptions and 

premises Is troublesome. Therefore, reflection and critical discourse are, for 

Mezirow, indispensable ways in which we may validate our expressed Ideas, and 
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those with whom we come in contact. Distorted assumptions are those that 

prompt the learner to view reality in a manner that limits inclusion, differentiation, 

openness, or the integration of experience. Accordingly, Mezirow in discussing 

the idea of a distorted meaning perspective is not referring to what some might 

hastily construe as indicative of a warped mind or perverse thinking. Instead, he 

is describing how taken-for-granted, unquestioned assumptions and limited, 

invalid, indiscriminate, or impermeable premises; the product of our 

biopsychocultural history, may filter the way in which we Interpret experience in 

ways that are personally constraining and interactively self-defeating. Mezirow 

has written: "The term distortion here Is extended to include perspectives of 

adults that have not been fully developed, such as those occurring at epistemic 

stages of development prior to [the capacity for] critical judgment" (1991, p. 

119). In fact, epistemic, sociocultural, and psychological versions of these 

distortions of meaning perspectives, as defined by Mezirow (1981, 1990. 1991). 

are possible. The nature of each of these possible distortions in meaning 

perspectives will be considered in discussion to follow. 

Epistemic Distortions 

Epistemic distortions are derived from perspectives held over from earfier 

developmental stages; narrow scope of awareness, cognitive learning and 

Intelligence styles, and others (Mezirow, 1990, 1991). For example. Kitchener 

and King (1990) have elaborated upon their extensive Investigation of the notion 
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of reflective judgment. Their investigation has identified the developmental 

stages by which we seem to move away from the distorted presupposition that 

every problem has a correct solution if we could only find the right expert, toward 

a provisional consensual judgment that we have based upon critical discourse. 

Individuals at each of these stages identified by Kitchener and King hold a 

particular meaning perspective about problem solving. 

Although certainly not inclusive of all possible epistemic distortions. Geuss 

(1981) has summarized three types of such distortions. The first Is the 

assumption that propositions are meaningful only if they can be confirmed 

empirically. A second distortion is the assumption that a phenomenon produced 

by social interaction (such as street violence) is immutable and beyond human 

control (that is reified). Hemphill (1992) has described one scenario with 

respect to reification which holds particular relevance for those seeking to 

improve the current state of multicultural education. More specifically. Hemphill 

has observed that state funded staff development projects designed to prepare 

educators for those multicultural, school settings regularly prepare, 

reductionistic. packaged training materials which Include laundry lists of cultural 

traits thought particular to certain learners. These lists are then generalized for 

likely educational settings. Hemphill has described the typical outcome: 

Developing 'laundry lists' of cultural traits and generalizing them to 
educational settings falls prey to the problems of reductionism and 
reification. Reductionism involves oversimplifying something for 
purposes of convenience. . . . Reification involves endowing a 
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concept. . . with a life of its own. The example [illustrates] the 
problems that can arise when we attempt to oversimplify a 
complex matter like culture. (1992. p. 9) 

Hemphill's work does much to suggest why so many efforts aimed at 

multicultural staff development for teachers enjoy such limited success. 

Teachers, especially White, middle-class teachers, need opportunities to discuss 

and reflect upon the context specific challenges, and the limitations of their own 

biography, they may encounter when educating diverse student populations. All 

too often, many of these challenges are reified and either improperly addressed 

or largely ignored. 

Hemphill's work further suggests the sorts of problems which may arise 

with reductionistic approaches to increasingly complex and diverse, 

environments of professional practice. Reductionism has been described as the 

over-application of reductionist thinking to phenomena, events, or 

contingencies (Poole & Sachs, 1989; Tarver, 1992). Reductionistic thinking 

has been a characteristic of Western thought for centuries (Carr & Kemmis, 

1986) and involves the process by which ideas, concepts, or skills, are broken 

down into their constituent parts in order to increase ease of understanding 

(Tarver, 1992). Although reductionistic thinking has a long-standing history in 

Western thought, reductionism (as the over-application of such thinking to 

phenomena, events, or contingencies) becomes problematic for those who must 

practice in complex. Interconnected, educational environments. In these 

educational environments, the success of students Is often dependent upon 
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holistic approaches to student needs which encompass the interconnected and 

coordinated efforts of teaches, counselors, and administrators. For example, 

the effectiveness of ESL instructors may be noticeably related to the ability of 

other subject teachers to recognize and accommodate the particular needs of 

ESL students In each of the subject areas and the ability of school administrators 

to coordinate and enable the interconnected efforts of these teachers. 

Berger and Luckmann have anticipated the importance of perspective 

transformation In adulthood through their description of the reification process: 

The available ethnological and psychological evidence seems to 
indicate. . . that the original apprehension of the social world Is 
highly reified both phylogenetically and ontogentically. This implies 
that an apprehension of reification as a modality of consciousness 
is dependent upon at least relative dereification of consciousness, 
which Is a comparatively late development in history and in any 
Individual biography. (1966. p. 90) 

This description of reification dynamics, as offered by Berger and Luckman in 

association with their arguments regarding the social construction of reality, 

does much to explain the importance of at least general understandings of 

teachers' meaning perspectives regarding perplexing school dilemmas, like 

Instruction undertaken within cross-cultural school environments. If 

dereification is suggested, an initial knowledge of those meaning perspectives 

teachers might hold regarding Mexican American or other students of color 

would seem critical to efforts designed to alleviate or avert a cross-cultural clash 

between teachers and students. 
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Finally, Geuss (1981) has recounted the third epistemic distortion as the 

use of concepts that are descriptive (such as developmental stages or 

personality characteristics) as prescriptive. How many times have we seen one 

that we know well inappropriately described as an introverf? Overall, epistemic 

distortions tend to derive from perspectives carried over from earlier 

developmental stages in awareness, focus, cognition, or learning. 

Sociocultural Distortions 

Mezirow (1991) has stated that we are largely unaware of the 

many social norms and cultural codes we frequently take for granted. 

Nor are we generally aware of the mechanisms by which society and language 

shape and limit our perceptions. These mechanisms include: culture codes, 

implicit ideologies, social norms, language games, theories and philosophies. 

For example: 

One can feel strongly about her conviction that 'A women's place is 
In the home,' and judge women who forgo their other options as 
having made noble sacrifices for a selfless principle. This habitual 
way of thinking and the strong feelings accompanying it are a 
function of a set of [sociocultural] assumptions expressed in terms 
of sex roles, social conventions and expectations and taboos. 
(Maddi, 1970, p. 14) 

As those who have prepared educators for intercultural learning settings would 

attest, these sociocultural assumptions discussed by Maddi are equally as 

troublesome for learners and educators multicultural environments as they are 

for learners in those environments which expose problematic gender roles. 
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In a related discussion of distorted, sociocultural meaning perspectives, 

Mezirow (1991) has argued that a strong case can be made for asserting that 

human thought processes are largely metaphoric since metaphors may serve 

multiple functions in human interaction and learning. Lakoff and Johnson, 

(1980) have highlighted the example embodied in the metaphor of labor as a 

resource: 

Material resources can be quantified, assigned a value per unit, 
employed to achieve a purposeful end, and used up progressively. 
Hidden assumptions behind this metaphor include the belief that a 
clean distinction can be made between labor and nonlabor, that 
Inactivity cannot be productive . . . that labor is independent of 
the person who performs it. (pp. 65-67) 

Clearly, there are many who would differ with the idea that workers are more or 

less interchangeable. Yet, the metaphor made problematic by Lakoff and 

Johnson does not, at face value, imply the same assumptions to all people. 

Moreover, as these authors have stated, hidden assumptions are often an 

important, but frequently overtooked, component of metaphors. Similarly, 

Mezirow (1981, 1985) has cautioned that distortions of our sociocultural meaning 

perspectives regularly serve to frame, limit, and filter our interpretations of 

phenomena and experience. Since hidden assumptions are often an important 

component of such distorted meaning perspectives, the importance of reflection 

on our assumptions is made paramount. Research by Auerbach (1990) 

provides a useful example of the power of hidden assumptions. 

Auerbach (1990) studied family education programs and found a number 

of hidden assumptions in such programs directly related to a "transmission of 
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school practices model" (p. 17). The findings of this research suggest that 

teachers and schools hold a number of myths regarding the parents and families 

of culturally different children especially children who are Limited English 

Proficient. Among the false assumptions pointed to by Auerbach (1990) were: 

(a) successful readers come from home environments where parents replicate 

school-like tasks, (b) children of families who do not speak the dominant 

language of English at home are at a disadvantage, (c) it is the home that is the 

root cause of literacy problems, and (d) social, cultural, and economic factors 

are obstacles to learning and must be addressed or overcome outside the 

classroom. Importantly, Auerbach, for each of these false assumptions, cites a 

considerable body of research which provides noteworthy counterevidence 

regarding these myths concerning the role of the home environment in the fit 

between culturally different students and the culture of the school. 

Psychological Distortions 

Distortions of psychological meaning perspectives may produce ways of 

feeling and acting that result in pain because they are dissonant with an 

individual's self-concept or an ideal image the individual has of herself or himself 

as an adult (Mezirow, 1991). Goleman (1985) has pointed out that an 

incompatibility of attention and anxiety teaches us to exchange diminished 

attention for lessened anxiety. In the process, blind spots or zones of blocked 

attention and self-deception are created as we protect ourselves against anxiety 

113 



by dimming our awareness. The dynamics of these psychological distortions 

has been summarized as follows 

Psychological distortions arise from anxiety generated by parental 
prohibitions learned under traumatic circumstances in childhood. 
These distortions take the form of 'lost' adult functions . . . 
blocked by inhibitions, psychological defense mechanisms and 
neurotic needs. The distorted assumptions suggest that to feel or 
act in ways forbidden by the prohibition will result in disaster, even 
though such an expectation usually is unrealistic in adulthood. 
(Mezirow, 1991, p. 144) 

As this passage from Mezirow's work implies, changing priorities in adulthood 

often demands new outlooks and new actions, and these often prompt internal 

conflict that reveals itself in the form of defenses, inhibitions, or rigid character 

patterns. For example, such distortions may play a significant role in why 

certain teachers are extremely fearful of tenures in schools where students of 

color are the majority, while others prefer these teaching environments. 

The Importance of Meaning to Transformation Theory 

Understanding our experiences is. for Mezirow (1991), perhaps our most 

distinctively human attribute. As Dewey once said: "Only when things about us 

have meaning for us. only when they signify consequences that can be reached 

by using them in certain ways, is any such thing as Intentional, deliberate control 

of them possible" (1933, p. 19). At a fundamental level, learning involves using 

a meaning that we have already developed to guide the way we think, act, or feel 

as we encounter new experiences. "Meaning is making sense or giving 
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coherence to our experiences. Meaning is an interpretation" (Mezirow, 1991, 

p. 11). Meaning and interpretation assume central roles in our learning. 

Mezirow (1991) has written: 

The learning process may be understood as the extension of our 
ability to make explicit, schematize (make an association within a 
frame of reference), appropriate (accept an interpretation as our 
own), remember (call upon an earlier interpretation), validate 
(establish the truth, justification, appropriateness, or authenticity of 
what is asserted), and act upon (decide, change an attitude toward, 
modify a perspective on, or perform) some aspect of our 
engagement with the environment, other persons, or ourselves, 
(p. 11) 

Mezirow's description of the learning process clearly offers a perspective on 

learning which differs to a considerable degree with instrumental definitions 

emphasizing mechanical-objective criteria. Instead, Mezirow's definition 

stresses the importance to learning of dialogue, validation, and personal 

reflection as a basis for action. 

Fostering a Multicultural Learning Community 
Through the Critically Reflective Practitioner 

Mezirow's theory of transformative learning helps us understand why 

Banks (1992), DeCosta (1984), Oakes (1988), Gold, Grant, and Rivlin (1977) 

each maintain (in one sense or another) that the facilitation of a multicultural or a 

cross-cultural learning environment must begin with introspection and critical 

reflection among the educators involved. However, Mezirow (1991) would 

argue that this personal development of individuals is most appropriately situated 

in a transformation theory of adult learning. He feels that such a theory must 
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encompass how adults: make sense or meaning of their experiences, explain 

the nature of structures that influence the way they interpret those experiences, 

describe their deliberations in modifying meanings, and spell out the way that 

these structures of meaning change when learners find them dysfunctional. By 

extension, transformation theory also provides a powerful framework for 

ellcitation and understanding of teachers' meaning perspectives as they relate to 

the potential for a cross-cultural clash between White, middle-class teachers and 

Mexican American students. 

The Constructivist Context of Transformation Theory 

Transformation theory draws upon work In the fields of philosophy, 

psychology, sociology, neurobiology, linguistics, religion, and education, as well 

as empirical findings from Mezirow's (1975. 1981) research on women in college 

re-entry programs. In the formulation of transformation theory, much of 

Mezirow's basis In thought has been constructivism: 

My approach to transformation theory . . . has its current context 
the insurgence of constructivism, critical theory, and 
deconstructivism in social theory and in all of the social science, 
law. literature, and art. Transformation theory also grows out of 
the cognitive revolution In psychology and psychotherapy instigated 
by scores of studies that have found that it Is not so much what 
happens to people but how they Interpret and explain what 
happens to them that determines their actions, their hopes, their 
contentment and emotional well-being, and their performance. 
(1991, p. xiii) 

As this citation from Mezirow (1991) implies, constructivist assumptions 

underlying transformation theory include: (a) a conviction that meaning is 
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internalized rather than external to the individual, (b) a belief that personal 

meanings are verified through interaction and communication with others, 

(c) a sense that actions derive from personal meaning schemes and 

perspectives, and (d) an understanding that a reality is both individually and 

mutually constructed and Is provisional. Necessarily, each of these 

assumptions is indicative of the importance Mezirow attaches to the ideas of 

meaning and meaning making. 

Merrlam (1987) after conducting a major review of adult learning and 

theory building literature believes that Mezirow's theory of transformational 

learning stands apart as a formal theory of adult learning. The theory of 

transformation has, as its social theoretical context, the work of the German 

philosopher Habermas. This work will be examined in discussion to follow. 

The Social Theoretical Context of Transformation Theory 

Habermas is widely recognized as one of the most influential thinkers of 

our time. It is important to understand Habermas's (1971) belief that knowledge 

originates In human Interests and the means of control of social organization. 

Habermas has argued that knowledge is historically and socially rooted and 

interest bound. His theory of knowledge constitutive Interests was developed to 

explain the relationship between knowledge and human activity. Habermas has 

asserted that our interests are constitutive because they guide our search for 

knowledge. In turn, our search for a particular kind of knowledge necessitates a 
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certain kind of inquiry based on internally coherent forms of rationality. 

Habermas has differentiated among three generic areas in which human 

interests generate knowledge: technical, practical, and emancipatory. 

Mezirow (1991) has supported the idea that the first two human interests 

described by Habermas represent distinct learning domains: the instrumental 

and the communicative. According to Mezirow's interpretation, the third area of 

human interests involves a learning dimension of critical reflection with 

implications for both of the other two. 

Instrumental Learning. Our technical interests are realized in the social 

area of work and call for instrumental action; that is, action by which humans 

control or manipulate their environment. The domain of instrumental learning 

centrally Involves the determination of cause-effect relationships and learning 

through task oriented problem solving. In instrumental learning, meaning is 

inferred deductively. Mezirow has stated: 

In other words, the truth of a meaning scheme hypothetlcally 
attributed to an external reality is proved or disproved through the 
control and manipulation of variables following the protocols of 
empirical-analytic inquiry, a prescriptive iorm of inquiry. (1991, 
p. 74) 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) have criticized proponents of the universal application 

of this form of Inquiry, described by Mezirow, for their failure to recognize that 

all inquiry is both value-laden and theory determined. Lincoln and Guba have 

challenged the positivist claim that instrumental inquiry can be conducted in a 

value free state, through the use of the proper methodology. They have 
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discussed four reasons why this argument is problematic: (a) a dependence 

upon a bifurcated view of reality increasingly questionable in view of sociological 

perspectives acknowledging multiple, constructed realities; (b) a refusal to 

acknowledge that so-called, facts are theory-laden and theory determined; 

(c) a disinclination to recognize arguments that decisions concerning what to 

study, how to study it, and what interpretations to make are all value laden; and 

(d) a cited history of science which contradicts claims that methodology may 

isolate and remove value laden elements from the inquiry situation (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). Mezirow has offered that perhaps the "most pervasive distortion in 

the field" of education results from the popularized assumption that all adult 

learning is instrumental (1985, p. 18). Instead, Mezirow has maintained that 

learning may also be communicative as well as transformative. His idea of 

communicative learning Is discussed below. 

Communicative Learnino. Communicative or dialogic interests arise from 

the practical or interactive social context. Although much of our childhood 

learning has meant learning to do, of greater significance to our adult learning is 

understanding the meaning of what others communicate in interaction. 

Instrumental learning seeks more effective control over the cause-effect 

relationship with the aim of improving performance. But, communicative 

learning Is focused on achieving coherence and our communicative actions are 

directed toward that coherence. We try to understand what is meant by another 

through speech, writing, drama, art or dance. In communicative learning we 
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search, not for confirmation of hypotheses, but for themes and metaphors by 

which we may fit the unfamiliar into a meaning perspective so that an 

interpretation in context is enabled. 

Barer-Stein (1987) has made a study of the unfamiliar, especially how 

people approach the process of experiencing the unfamiliar. Barer-Stein, taking 

an interpretive approach based in discourse analysis, found that the "exhuming 

of what one already knows but has submerged" is key to both the discernment of 

the unfamiliar and recognition of that which has been taken-for-granted (1987, 

p. 99). Barer-Stien (1987) has specified a five phase model to account for the 

process of experiencing the unfamiliar. These phases, through which not all 

learners are able to progress, begin with being aware and conclude with the 

phase of involving (that is, reflecting on. validating, and judging that which has 

been taken-for-granted). Barer-Stein found that learners are in the phase of 

confronting when they come face-to-face with the unfamiliar, experience it as 

unknown, and recognize that it will not yield meaning. Faced with this dilemma, 

learners may Ignore the confrontation, do battle with it, or withdraw by a retreat 

into themselves or into that which is comfortable and familiar. 

The communicative way of knowing varies considerably from the 

Instrumental since it is governed by binding consensual norms. Likewise, 

communicative action differs from that of instrumental action. Communicative 

action is governed by binding consensual norms which must be agreed upon by 

at least two people and which will define what each will expect and may expect 
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from the other (Mezirow, 1990, 1991). In essence, this highlights the idea of 

consensual validation. 

We may achieve purposeful, communicative action through consensual 

validation but this action necessitates a sort of dialogue that is different from 

everyday speech. When we do not have the empirical tests of the instrumental 

learning domain, we must obtain validity regarding our own ideas through a 

reliance on tradition, authority, or force; or we may, instead, seek out a broad 

consensus of those most informed, rational, and objective (Mezirow, 1991). Yet 

each of us lack perfect knowledge and insight, therefore, the validity of 

consensual judgments formed through dialogue is always provisional; that is, 

constantly subject to change or elaboration. 

Generally, we assume that the communications of others meet four 

criteria: they are comprehensible, they are true, the speaker is truthful or is 

sincere, and what Is asserted is appropriate to the situation (McCarthy, 1979). 

Mezirow (1991) has maintained that It is on those pivotal occasions when any of 

these four conditions appears questionable that dialogue Is disrupted untilthis 

issue Is resolved. At these points, he argues that dialogic or communicative 

learning takes on a critical new dimension and we enter into a reflective 

assessment of what Habermas (1971) calls discourse. 

Mezlrow (1985) has stipulated that participants in an ideal discourse 

situation have: (a) accurate and complete information about the topic discussed, 

(b) the ability to reason argumentatively and reflectively concerning validity 
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claims which may be in dispute, and (c) self-knowledge sufficient to ensure that 

their participation is free of inhibitions, mechanisms of compensation, or other 

forms of self-deception. Mezirow has summarized that the requirements for an 

ideal dialogue are identical to those describing an ideal of enlightened 

self-learning. Although Mezirow has acknowledged that these ideals are 

seldom if ever reached in practice, he asserts that these ideals are implied in 

the very nature of human communication. Therefore, they provide a form of 

validity testing represented in a learning activity designed to arrive at a most 

informative, thoughtful, objective, and reflective judgment. We may use the ideal 

conditions for rational discourse as a basis for the initiation and development of 

critical discourse communities who may utilize this discourse as a basis for 

rational action. 

Communicative action and communicative learning are very much 

dependent upon the idea of intersubjectivity. Intersubjectivlty refers to the 

process of relating to another as an agent like oneself rather than as an object 

to be controlled and manipulated (Mezirow. 1991). The communicative learner 

is, in a sense, a pathfinder who must negotiate through a series of encounters 

taking the forms of language, gesture, and the anticipation of the actions 

of others. Benchmarks along this path are provided by social norms defining 

both the frame of reference and the preconditions for understanding. These 

benchmarks usually take the form of reciprocal expectations. 

122 



Through communicative inquiry we learn to comprehend what is 

designated, not what is dictated (Mezirow, 1991). This designative inquiry, like 

communicative learning itself, stresses metaphors and comprehension just as 

the prescriptive inquiry oi instrumental learning emphasizes hypotheses and 

control. 

Reflective and Transformative Learning. The identification and 

confrontation of distorted meaning perspectives are suggested by our 

emancipatory interests as described by Habermas (1971). Introspection 

prompted through interactions with others and self-reflection fosters a knowledge 

which realizes our historically rooted and socially bound nature. Self-reflection 

also reveals how this nature has been expressed in the way we see ourselves, 

our social roles, and our expectations as constrained by our meaning 

perspectives. The knowledge sought is gained through critical self-reflection. 

That is to say, this form of critical inquiry is appraislve rather than prescriptive or 

designative (Mezirow, 1991). 

Mezirow's seminal research on women in college re-entry programs 

(1975) Indicated that the potential for change at both the individual and social 

levels is remarkable once individuals realize how personal psychological, 

epistemic, and cultural assumptions have created or contributed to a 

dependence on outside forces that have been considered unchangeable. 

Mezirow has submitted that: 

learning to understand our individual historical and biographical 
situation more fully contributes to the development of autonomy 

123 



and responsibility in deciding how to define our problems and a 
course of action that is most appropriate under particular 
circumstances. (1991, p. 88) 

This citation from Mezirow suggests that adult leaming is multidimensional and 

requires: an understanding of context, an apprehension of meaning and 

communication, and especially an understanding of how we understand 

ourselves. Consequently, Mezlrow has asserted that a process of critical 

reflection is essential and relevant to both the instrumental and communicative 

domains. This process may involve either reflective or transformative learning. 

As forthcoming discussion will explain, this process may also be facilitated. 

Before proceeding to a discussion of reflective and transformative 

learning, the following quote from a director of language arts program, a 

reflective practitioner in an educational setting, is noteworthy and indicative of 

the power of facilitated reflection to uncover deeply ingrained, personal 

meaning perspectives: 

Reflection is that mirror where the image and the reality at some 
fine point meet in a pure sense. It is the attempt to get to that 
point. Reflection Is an attempt to get to that reality, that pure 
descriptive mode, and finding the tool, finding within yourself the 
route. . . to make some things more conscious, bring them to the 
frontal lobe. . . . What it has done is allow me to peel back a 
layer on every situation I have been involved In and get to another 
layer underneath, that and another and another. . . . I see 
potential in situations I didn't see before. (Cited in Osterman & 
Kottkamp, 1993, p. 158) 

The parallel between this observation noted by Osterman and Kottkamp and 

metaphors assumed by qualitative or constructivist researchers as they peel 

back the layers of a research context in the discovery of what it means to 
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understand as an insider in that context, is uncanny. Perhaps this is one reason 

why Mezirow (1981) has offered that critical reflection and meaning perspectives 

are phenomena in need of phenomenological study. 

When we confer upon, or add to, or transform our ways of interpreting 

experience we emulate reflective learning (Mezirow, 1991). Reflective learning 

becomes transformative when prior assumptions are found to be distorting, 

inauthentic, or othenA/ise unjustified. For Mezirow: 

Reflection is the central dynamic involved in problem solving, 
problem posing, and transformation of meaning schemes and 
meaning perspectives. . . . We reflect on the results of our 
efforts to project our symbolic models, as selected and organized 
by our meaning perspectives, metaphorically to interpret a 
situation.. This is the central dynamic in communicative problem 
solving, a fitting and refitting of our theories-in-action to the 
situations we encounter and being responsive to feedback as we 
do so. (1991. pp. 116-117) 

Mezirow has found that this reflective action or mindfulness, as suggested by the 

preceding passage. Is associated with greater accuracy of perception. 

This is particularly true with respect to the unfamiliar and deviant, as well the 

avoidance of premature cognitive commitments to assumptions and 

presuppositions that have not yet been reflectively examined. The result of 

reflective action can mean a better self concept, greater job productivity and 

satisfaction, flexibility, innovation, and an enhanced leadership ability (Mezirow, 

1991). 

Our efforts at reflection may encompass the content or description of a 

problem or a problematic meaning scheme (Mezirow, 1991). Likewise, we may 
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choose to reflect on the process of our problem solving, the method of our 

problem solving, or the premises used in problem formulation. We get at what 

we already know about the next action step through content and process 

reflection. Reflection on premises requires what Mezirow has referred to as 

dialectic-presuppostional logic (1991). Using this logic, we, once again, 

become a path finder; this time, through cognitive structures. The hallmarks of 

our journey are the identification of and judging of presuppositions or premises in 

thinking. 

Content and process reflection provide a way for us to elaborate, negate, 

create, confirm, or transform our meaning schemes (Mezirow, 1991). Through 

premise reflection, on the other hand, we may transform either our meaning 

schemes or our meaning perspectives. More specifically, the idea of 

transformative learning embraces both the transformation of meaning schemes 

through content and process reflection and the transformation of meaning 

perspectives through premise reflection. Premise reflection is the concept to 

which Mezirow (1990, 1991) refers when discussing the idea of critical reflection; 

that is, a challenging of the validity of assumptions and presuppositions in prior 

learning. Although Mezirow has acknowledged the fact that not all adult 

education involves reflective, critically reflective or transformative learning, he 

asserts that the facilitation of these types of learning should be considered the 

cardinal objective of adult learning and education toward the goal of personal 

growth and development for the learner. 
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Adult Learning 

Mezirow (1991) has discussed four distinct forms in which this adult 

learning may occur. Learning may occur through existing meaning schemes. 

This learning further differentiates and elaborates previously assimilated 

meaning schemes. This learning may also occur within the structure of our 

acquired frames of reference. Such learning is applicable to either the 

instrumental or communicative domain. As Mezirow has explained: 

This form of learning includes habitual and stereotypic responses 
to information received through preexisting, known categories of 
meaning -what has been aptly described as 'recipe learning'-as 
well as rote learning, in which one behavior becomes the stimulus 
for another behavior. (1991, p. 93) 

The only thing that really changes within a meaning scheme in this form of 

learning is a specific response. For instance, a girl instrumentally learns to 

rotate her hand as she throws in order to deliver a curve ball. 

Learning may also occur through new meaning schemes (Mezirow, 1991). 

This sort of learning facilitates new meanings that are sufficiently consistent and 

compatible with entrenched meaning perspectives to complement them by 

extending their scope. Like learning through existing meaning schemes, this 

learning may take place instrumentally or communicatively. In the course of 

socialization, new meaning schemes may be assimilated consciously or 

unconsciously. Identification with others frequently plays an Important role in 

this form of learning. 
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A third form of learning involves learning through the transformation of 

meaning schemes (Mezirow, 1991). Critical, premise, reflection on prior 

assumptions is key to this form of learning. Cumulative learning which leads to 

an accretion of these transformed meaning schemes and this, in turn, can foster 

a transformation in meaning perspective: 

For Instance, a woman attending an early evening class at a local 
college who feels obligated to rush home to prepare dinner for her 
husband may come to question the meaning scheme that produces 
that compulsion as she encounters other women who do not feel a 
need to fulfill this stereotypical sex role. (Mezirow, 1991, p. 94) 

Thus, multiple meaning schemes derived from the same stereotypical role may 

become transformed at about the same time. If this occurs, it can lead to a 

transformation In meaning perspective. 

The fourth form which learning may take embraces learning through 

perspective transformation (Mezirow, 1991). Critical reflection and critique make 

possible the reevaluation of specific presuppositions upon which a distorted or 

incomplete meaning perspective is based. Transformation occurs as we reorder 

or reorganize meaning. Unlike an accretion of changed meaning schemes, 

these epochal (perspective) transformations often coincide with, but are not 

limited to, life crises. These crises cause us to critically question our old 

understanding. Mezirow has summarized adult learning through perspective 

transformation: 

It begins when we encounter experiences, often In an emotionally 
charged situation, that fail to fit our expectations and consequently 
lack meaning for us, or we encounter an anomaly that cannot be 
given coherence either by learning within existing schemes or by 
learning new schemes. Illumination comes only through a 
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redefinition of the problem. Redefinition In turn is achieved by 
critically reassessing the assumptions that support the current 
meaning scheme(s) in question. (1991, p. 94) 

A familiar example is the teacher who for years has used the threat of failing 

grades to keep students focused and on task. When this teacher is confronted 

with students for whom grades are not a motivation, her prior meaning system 

breaks down and a redefinition of the problem is required. Both her concern 

about students who may fail and her assumptions about the motivational prompt 

associated with the threat of failing grades then requires reassessment as does 

the meaning scheme supported by these assumptions and presuppositions. 

Importantly, perspective transformation may also be facilitated through the 

encouragement of critical, self-reflection on assumptions and presuppositions in 

prior learning. Mezirow's groundbreaking work with women in college re-entry 

programs has revealed the dynamics of the perspective transformation process 

which include the following prototypical elements: 

[a] a disorienting dilemma; [b] self examination; [c] a critical 
assessment of personally internalized role assumptions and a 
sense of alienation from traditional social expectations; [d] relating 
one's discontent to similar experiences of others or to public 
issues-recognizing that one's problem is shared and not 
exclusively a private matter; [e] exploring options for new ways of 
acting; [f] building competence and self-confidence in new roles; [g] 
planning a course of action; [h] acquiring knowledge and skills for 
implementing one's plans; [i] provisional efforts to try new roles and 
to assess feedback; and [j] a reintegration into society on the bases 
of conditions dictated by the new perspective. (1981, p. 7) 

Discussion to follow will elaborate upon how these and other dynamics of 

transformation theory and adult learning hold promise for the development of a 

truly cross-cultural learning community. 
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Linking Transformational Dynamics and the 
Goal of a Cross-Cultural Learning Community 

Mezirow (1985) provides persuasive discussion asserting that the 

personal growth of individuals must begin and end with an acknowledgment of 

the importance of reflective dialogue and discourse. These discussions are 

consistent with previously discussed arguments from the cross-cultural and 

multicultural literature. The latter arguments contend that the facilitation of a 

sensitive, empathetic, and cross-cultural, learning community must begin with 

introspection and reflection among the educators involved (Banks, 1982, 1992; 

DeCosta, 1984; Gold. Grant, & Rivlin, 1977; Oakes, 1988). Similarly, Mezirow 

challenges: 

If adult education is understood as the process of fostering the 
effort to extend one's ability to make explicit, elaborate and act 
upon some aspect of his or her engagement with the world, the 
foundation for a theory of adult education must recognize the 
centrality of dialogue. The ideal conditions for this process become 
the criteria for making value judgments. Educational, economic, 
political, and social practices and institutions are to be judged and 
justified or challenged In terms of the ideal conditions of dialogue 
and self-directed learning. (Mezirow. 1985. pp. 149-150) 

Since the development of a truly empathetic. cross-cultural environment for 

purposeful learning and education must begin with the adult educators who will 

implement it, Mezirow's observations would suggest that their sensitivities to and 

understanding of what the concept will look like in practice should be directly 

related to purposeful self-directed reflection on, and purposeful discourse about 

the presuppositions, assumptions, and understandings these educators bring to 

the development and implementation process; that is critical self-reflection. 
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Friere (1970) has demonstrated how what Mezirow would term 

perspective transformation, through reflection, may be precipitated in an 

educational setting. Basically, this transformation begins with the problems and 

perspectives of the learner. The facilitator typically develops a series of 

projective instructional materials (contrasting pictures, stories, or comic strips) 

posing hypothetical dilemmas with contradicting rules and assumptions 

grounded in areas of great concern to the learners. The facilitator will also 

typically include representations of cultural discrepancies perceived by the 

facilitator, but taken for granted by the learners. Through an environment of 

dialogue, support, encouragement, mutual help, and Individual responsibility; 

individuals learn to recognize their habituated ways of perceiving as alternative 

perspectives are presented with different value systems and ways of perceiving. 

Although Mezirow details several, similar and effective environments, 

methodologies, and materials which may foster dialogue-intensive adult 

education: he maintains that a focus group established for the purpose of 

dialogue, inquiry, and reflection is perhaps the most effective format for 

meaningful adult education and personal growth: 

Where adults come together in response to the same existential 
dilemmas for the purpose of finding direction and meaning, 
projective instructional materials may be unnecessary. In a 
support group situation . . . conditions for. . . ideal speech . . . 
are approximated, all alternative perspectives relevant to the 
situation are presented. (Mezirow. 1981. p. 19) 

Such a group, the reflection group, the dialogue of which took place within such 

a format, served as the focus of this ethnographic case study which sought to 
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discover what meaning perspectives were suggested by teachers discourse 

about their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican American, junior high 

school students. Discussion in the chapter to follow will explore the particulars 

of this study and provide additional information concerning the reflection group. 

Chapter Summary 

This chapter has offered a review of the literature pertinent to the 

problems and purposes addressed by this ethnographic case study. This review 

of the literature was presented in six primary sections, followed by a chapter 

summary. The first of these sections provided the reader a general synopsis of 

background literature relating to the study. The second section of the chapter 

explored three perspectives on schooling for Mexican American and other 

students of color including, the psychological, sociological, and cultural 

perspectives. 

The third section of the chapter examined common threads and missing 

links as related to each of the perspectives on why schools are failing to meet 

the needs of Mexican American and other students of color. The limitations of 

each of the psychological, sociological, and cultural perspectives was examined 

separately. 

The fourth section of the literature review explored variations on 

multicultural education as a promising agenda for the equitable education of 
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students of color, especially those students who are Mexican American. This 

section included an overview, a discussion of implementation, and an exploration 

of emergent criticism relevant to the multicultural educational agenda. 

The fifth section of the chapter provided an in-depth look at transformation 

theory as a purposeful and substantive framework for research which addresses 

many of the inadequacies associated with the other perspectives. This section 

of the literature review first examined the basics of transformation theory. This 

discussion was followed by a survey of more specific aspects of the theory such 

as meaning perspectives, meaning schemes, and certain distortions which may 

be associated with meaning perspectives. Connections between the theory and 

multicultural education were then explored. This section of the literature review 

closed with a discussion of: (a) the constructivist and social theoretical contexts 

of transformation theory, and (b) transformational approaches to the idea of adult 

learning. 

The sixth and final section of the literature review discussed important 

potentials between transformational dynamics and the goal of a cross-cultural 

learning community. This discussion. In particular, stressed the importance of 

critical reflection on presuppositions and assumptions in prior learning; 

distortions which may be personally constraining and interactively self defeating. 

Mezirow has suggested that dialogue or reflection groups are effectual ways to 

facilitate such reflection. 
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CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Introduction 

This chapter describes the research design, of this ethnographic case 

study. Sections of this chapter are organized as follows: (a) a description of the 

pilot study and the purposes which it served; (b) a description of and methods 

used in the development of field relationships including ethics, reciprocity, entry 

and exit from the field; (c) a description of case study design including, situating 

the problem and situating the case; (d) a review of the particulars of site 

selection in this case study; (e) a discussion of sample selection; (f) a 

description of data collection methods, and purposes Including, participant 

observation, records as data collection, field notes, audio and video taping, and 

the researchers' reflexive journal; (g) a discussion of data management 

methods used in this case study; (h) a step-by-step review of data analysis 

methods utilized in the research; and (1) a discussion of trustworthiness criteria 

of credibility and transferability. The chapter will begin with the first of these the 

pilot study. 

Pilot Studv 

The purpose, research question, site, and methods for this case study 

were suggested by a prior, ten-month, pilot study conducted at a junior high 
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school in the state of Texas. This pilot provided public school teachers with 

opportunities for interaction, dialogue, inquiry and reflection on school issues 

these teachers chose. A reflection group format was facilitated by the 

researcher, participant observation strategies were field tested, and video taping 

equipment used to record reflection group discourse were also tested. 

Additionally, the pilot facilitated the researcher's familiarity with the site and 

site-based gatekeepers (those official and unofficial parties who will significantly 

influence the researcher's ability to gain and maintain site access). 

The pilot study indicated that transformation theory (Mezirow, 1975, 1981, 

1990, 1991) would provide a purposeful and substantive theoretical framework 

for a case study which sought understanding of teachers' Interpretations of their 

daily interactions with their Mexican American students; the latter issue 

emerging as a need or concern among these teachers. Transformation theory, 

as well as, related research which had used transformation theory as a 

substantive theoretical framework. (Kitchener & King. 1990). suggested that 

meaning schemes and meaning perspectives could be inferred from teachers' 

reflection group and related discourse and interpreted through this substantive 

theoretical framework (this process is explained In the data analysis section of 

this chapter). 

Additionally, the pilot study indicated promising etic (in this case, relating 

to the substantive theoretical and related literature), coding families (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1982) with which to initiate data analysis. For example, the coding 
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family described by Bogdan and Biklen (1992) as ways of thinking/viewpoints 

about the setting, topics, people, and objects was one of two coding families 

ultimately utilized throughout the study. Certain etic coding categories taken 

from the substantive theoretical framework were also indicated by the pilot, for 

example, the coding category of meaning schemes. 

Lastly, the development of appropriate and productive field relationships 

was an important concern to the researcher. The pilot study was instrumental in 

the shaping of these relationships. Discussion of this topic follows along with a 

description of ways in which field relationships were developed for this study. 

Development of Field Relationships 

Principles and methods in the development and perpetuation of qualitative 

research relationships are characterized by trust, rapport, and cooperation. 

Field relationships in qualitative research depend upon negotiation, exchange, 

and reciprocity (Jorgensen, 1989). Strategies utilized in the development and 

perpetuation of field relationships over the course of this case study, are 

summarized in presentations to follow and include ethics, reciprocity, entry to the 

field, and exit from the field. 

Ethics 

Lincoln (1990) has observed that different philosophical systems of 

systemic Inquiry give rise to different ethical concerns. However, Lincoln has 
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noted that both professional codes and federal law "assume the posture that 

researchers are in the best position to determine, within certain guidelines, what 

constitutes ethicality in social science research" (Lincoln, 1990, p. 290). 

Consistent with Lincoln's recommendations are those by Creswell (1994) who 

has written that the qualitative researcher has an obligation to respect the rights, 

needs, values, and desires of research Informants. In keeping with these 

recommendations, the researcher in this study: (a) submitted the research plan 

to the Human Subjects Committee at Texas Tech University who approved the 

plan as submitted and recommended those standardized actions necessary for 

informed consent which were meticulously followed according to committee 

guidelines; (b) has kept all records generated by participants confidential to the 

researcher except where research participants requested that they be shared 

with the reflection group or agreed to have them shared; and (c) has assured the 

anonymity of research participants through the use of assigned numbers (such 

as 9090) used as pseudonyms, in all documentation arising from data collection, 

data analysis, and the thick description (Geertz, 1973) of the case study. In 

records generated by the participants to the study, these participants were 

further encouraged to use pseudonyms in referring to students, cohorts, 

landmarks, and the site. The site for the research study was designated by the 

pseudonym Valverde. Finally, teachers who participated in this case study were 

assured that others not involved with the research project or designated peer 

debriefing concerning the project would not have access to the data collected. 
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Reciprocity 

The degree of reciprocity appropriate for a particular research study 

depends upon the topic and the amount of time the researcher spends with 

participants in the field (Glesne & Peshkin). Glazer (1982) has defined 

reciprocity as "the exchange of favors and commitments, the building of a sense 

of mutual identification and the feeling of community" (p. 50). The pilot study 

undertaken as a prelude to this investigation revealed that the researcher could 

reciprocate site access by: (a) arranging meetings or information sharing 

between certain university specialists and field practitioners, (b) providing access 

to literature resources at the university upon request and (c) by offering 

occasional services at the site such as making copies, tutoring students and 

grading papers. 

Entry to and Exit from the Field 

Although gaining access to a research setting may be one of the most 

difficult and demanding aspects of qualitative research, it provides latitude for 

creative engagement by the researcher (Jorgensen, 1989). Successful entry to 

the research setting may require a combination of negotiation, creativity, and 

common sense decision making. In this case study, permission to enter the field 

was negotiated with the principal after appropriate information was provided as 

to the nature of the study, the participants, and the data that would be collected. 
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At the principal's request, the principal outlined the study for. and secured the 

approval of district officials. 

Participating teachers in this case study were notified at the beginning of 

the study what they could expect as to the duration and date of completion for 

the research. Participants were again notified of the time frame for the research 

as data collection neared completion and were provided opportunities in which to 

ask questions pertinent to the study. The case study research design and 

methods used in this study are discussed in the following section. 

Case Study Design 

Decisions regarding the design for this case study were, in part, based on 

the experiences of the pilot study. These experiences, among other things, 

assisted the researcher In situating the problem; a topic addressed in discussion 

to follow. 

Situating the Problem 

In situating the research as a case study, Merriam (1988) suggests that 

the researcher should design the research through differentiation among three 

basic types of research problems: conceptual, action, and value. Conceptual 

problems Issue from two juxtaposed elements that are theoretically or 

conceptually inconsistent (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) such as the discrepancy 

between the idea of self directed adult learning and the finding that many adult 
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learners do not know how to assume control of their own learning. Action 

problems stem from a conflict that seems to suggest no clear choice of 

alternative courses of action. For example, wishing to know how to obtain the 

doctoral degree without a dissertation committee is an example of an action 

problem. Value problems arise from consequences which are, according to 

some standard or criteria, undesirable. For example: Will a cooperative learning 

arrangement which may carry students into school hallways lead to undesirable 

consequences for these or other students? As discussed in Chapter II, current 

and projected demographic trends suggest an increasing disparity between the 

cultural backgrounds and socialization of public school teachers and those of 

their students (Dana, 1991; Fuller, 1992; Hodgkinson, 1992). Thesetrends 

and projections Implicate an ever increasing potential for a cross-cultural clash 

between White, monocultural teaching staffs and student populations which are 

predominantly composed of Mexican American and other students of color. 

Since this situation suggests the likelihood of undesirable consequences 

associated with interactions between teachers and students, research on what 

meaning perspective teachers may hold regarding their Mexican American and 

other students of color would seem appropriate (see arguments explained in 

Chapter II). Such research then, according to Merriam's taxonomy (1988), is 

concerned with a value research problem. 

140 



In generating a research question, this study of a value research problem 

pursued the provisional question: What meaning perspectives are indicated by 

teachers' discourse regarding their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican 

American junior high school students? There are at least four reasons why this 

value research problem and the primary research question are particularly well 

addressed by a qualitative research methodology. First, the research was 

concerned with the specific structure of occurrences within the reflection group at 

Valverde rather than the structure of occurrences across such groups (Erickson, 

1986b). Secondly, the nature of the research question stressed discovery and 

understanding in context (Yin. 1984). Third, this case study of a value research 

problem was concerned with the local meaning perspectives of the particular 

actors (Erickson. 1986b). Finally, the research sought an end product in the 

nature of a holistic, intensive description and interpretation of a timely 

phenomenon (Yin, 1984). Creswell (1994) has summarized the qualitative 

research paradigm: 

The qualitative research paradigm has its roots in cultural 
anthropology and American sociology. . . . The intent of 
qualitative research is to understand a particular social situation, 
event, role, group, or interaction. . . . It is largely an investigative 
process where the researcher gradually makes sense of a social 
phenomenon by contrasting, comparing, replicating, cataloguing, 
and classifying an object of study, (p. 161) 

Since this case study also sought to generate a thick description (Geertz, 1973) 

in the nature of a holistic, intensive description and interpretation of a current 

phenomenon, the qualitative paradigm, as summarized by Creswell (1994), was 
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deemed the applicable research paradigm for the study. Following Creswell's 

assertions, Marshall and Rossman (1989) have suggested that in order to make 

sense of social phenomena the researcher must become immersed in the 

everyday life of the setting chosen for the study. The researcher enters the 

informants' world and through ongoing interaction, seeks the informants' 

perspectives and meanings. Most importantly qualitative research 

methodologies emphasize Interpretation in context which immersion in the 

everyday life of the natural setting provides. Creswell's citation highlights the 

fact that this paradigm was chosen precisely because the researcher was 

Interested in insight on the everyday social situation and a particular social 

phenomenon. 

Situating the Case 

This research was designed as an interpretive, ethnographic case study. 

A case study may be defined as an intensive investigation of a bounded object of 

social inquiry which tries to describe and analyze this object in qualitative, 

complex and comprehensive terms over a period of time (Biddle & Anderson, 

1986; Wilson, 1979). The case study format "enables the investigator to adapt 

methods to the task of discovery" in an ongoing way during the length of the 

study (Biddle & Anderson, 1986, p. 238). This case study was ethnographic in 

the sense that it: (a) utilized participant observation as the primary data 

collection method, (b) undertook a sociocultural analysis [analytic descriptions or 
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reconstructions of participants' symbolic meanings and patterns of social 

interaction (Merriam, 1988)] of the unit of study, and (c) was concerned with the 

cultural context [see discussion in the paragraph to follow] of the study (Merriam, 

1988). 

Nieto (1992) has defined culture as the "ever-changing values, traditions, 

social and political relationships, and world view shared by a group of people 

bound together by a combination of factors that can include a common history, 

geographic location, language, social class, and/or religion" (Nieto, 1992, 

p. 306). This definition highlights two important aspects of culture. Its 

provisional and shared nature. Patton (1990) has asserted that the critical 

assumption guiding ethnographic inquiry is that every human group that is 

together for a period of time will evolve a culture. Using Patten's argument and 

Nieto's definition, it is. therefore, reasonable to argue that the reflection group to 

be studied by the proposed research Investigation will evolve a culture and that 

teachers at Valverde already constitute a culture. In such environments it has 

been argued that objects, events, and actions, take their meaning and their 

existence from the context of the culture in which they are shared (Candy, 1989; 

Erickson, 1986b; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

This research was also consistent with Merriam's (1988) notion of an 

interpretive case study since descriptive data were generated and were variously 

used to develop conceptual categories and to illustrate and support substantive 

theoretical assumptions. Although the level of abstraction and conceptualization 
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in interpretive case studies is often emergent, the model of analysis remains 

inductive [ that is analysis proceeds from, specific, uncoded units of information 

to subsuming categories in order to isolate possible themes, working hypotheses 

or questions that can be further analyzed (Lincoln & Guba, 1985)]. This case 

study did not claim to construct theory but utilized transformation theory 

(Mezirow, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1991) as a substantive theoretical framework. 

What characterizes an inquiry as a case study is "the decision to focus on 

inquiry around an instance" (Adelman. Jenkins, & Kemmis, 1983, p. 2). The 

key issue in the determination of the appropriate unit of analysis for a case study 

is that which the researcher wishes to describe and/or interpret at the conclusion 

of the study (Merriam, 1988). The appropriate unit of analysis should constitute 

either a bounded system or "an instance drawn from a class" (Adelman, Jenkins 

& Kemmis, 1983, p. 3). This case study focused on a reflection group of 

participating teachers who, collectively, constituted an instance of a 

predominantly monocultural teaching staff In a junior high school whose student 

population was predominantly Mexican American. Additionally, since the final 

membership and time frame of this group were limited, this group was bounded 

in that sense. 

Site selection is an Important consideration in any case study. The topic of 

site selection Is addressed in discussion to follow. 
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Site Selection 

The pilot study explored this junior high school in Texas as an appropriate 

site for a reflection group of practicing educators. This site was appropriate 

because its teacher and student populations were typical of current demographic 

trends at the state and national level (see Chapters I and II for specifics). These 

trends reflect demographic movement toward White and monocultural teaching 

staffs and student populations predominantly composed of Mexican American 

students. Therefore, such sites present a high potential for cross-cultural clash 

between the two populations necessitating a more purposeful understanding of 

teachers' perceptions of Mexican American students. At this site, the teaching 

staff of the school was greater than 85 percent White, monocultural (as 

substantiated by data arising from the pilot study), while the student population 

of the school was approximately 75 percent Mexican American. 

Equally as important as site selection to a qualitative case study is the 

topic of sample selection. Discussion to follow elaborates on the topic of sample 

selection as applicable to this case study. 

Sample Selection 

The researcher must identify the case and the bounded system to be 

studied by the investigation (Merriam, 1988). Based on the prior pilot study, a 

self-selected, reflection group of teachers at a junior high school in Texas was 

purposively (Lincoln & Guba. 1985) selected as the bounded system and unit of 
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analysis for the study. Purposive sampling assumes that the researcher wants 

to discover, understand, and gain insight and, therefore, needs to select a 

sample from which she can learn the most (Chein, 1981; Merriam, 1988). 

Accordingly, both the reflection group studied In this case and that piloted in the 

prior study were consistent with: (a) the substantive theory which guided this 

case study, and (b) purposive sampling. This group was also consistent with 

transformation theory (the substantive theoretical framework for the case study) 

(Mezirow, 1990, 1991) since a group established for the purpose of dialogue 

inquiry and reflection has proven an effective format for meaningful adult 

discourse and personal growth (Mezirow, 1975, 1981). Finally, the reflection 

group was consistent with the goal of purposive sampling since the group 

provided a format for discovery, understanding, and insight related to teachers' 

perspectives on Mexican American students. 

A discussion of data collection methods follows. This presentation 

includes discussion of participant observation, as well as field notes, 

audiotaping. videotaping techniques, and data management procedures. 

Data Collection 

Participant observation and the collection of participant generated records 

constituted the primary data collection methods in this ethnographic case study. 

All meetings of the reflection group were audiotaped and videotaped. The 

recording of field notes taken by the researcher accompanied each session of 
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participant obsen/ation. Lastly, a reflexive journal was maintained by the 

researcher throughout the course of the research as a way of monitoring the 

progress of the research. Discussions of participant observation, records as 

data collection, field notes, audiotaping and videotaping, and the researcher's 

reflexive journal are provided in the subsections to follow. 

Participant Observation 

Participant observation "is a data collection method In which the 

investigator enters the social world of those studied, observes, and tries to find 

out what it is like to be a member of that world" (Biddle & Anderson, 1986, 

p. 240). The pilot study which preceded this research indicated that participant 

observation was an appropriate data collection method for the reflection group 

studied. Participant observation was appropriate for the following reasons 

which are also consistent with those suggested by Jorgensen (1989): (a) Little 

was known about the phenomena to be studied. As Oakes has observed: "We 

must discover the extent to which turn-of-the-century beliefs about race and 

class differences continue to effect teachers' and administrators' perceptions of 

poor and minority children" (1988. p. 13). (b) The problem addressed by the 

study was concerned with human meanings and interactions as described from 

the insiders' perspective. The pilot study had indicated that the researcher's 

participation in the reflection group facilitated the collection of data not othen/vise 
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obtainable from less participative methods such as inten/iewing. (c) The 

phenomenon to be researched was sufficiently limited in size and location to be 

studied as a case. This document has already elaborated the extent to which 

the reflection group was bounded and the reasons, according to which, the 

research was amenable to case study strategies. The researcher varied the 

level of participation in observation according to the emergent demands of 

research situations and the setting of the research (Jorgensen, 1989). There 

were instances during the course of the research when the researcher was a full 

participant in the activities of the reflection group. During these times the 

researcher relied on the extensive recording of field notes to document the 

activities of the reflection group. At other times, the researcher was able to 

engage in full participant observation, especially when the activities of the group 

required only partial or no participation by the researcher. 

Records 

In an important distinction, Lincoln and Guba (1985) have differentiated 

between a record, "any written or recorded statement prepared by or for an 

individual or an organization for the purpose of attesting to an event or providing 

an accounting," and a document, "any written or recorded material other than a 

record that was not prepared specifically in response to a request from the 

inquirer" (p. 277). The researcher in conducting this case study collected and 

photocopied records produced by members of the reflection group arising from 
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activities initiated to foster discussion, reflection, and thoughtful analysis of 

important site related issues. The originals of these records were returned to 

group participants before the researcher left the field. The primary records 

collected in this case study included: critical incident analyses (analyses of 

specific events in practice considered critical by the teachers), concept maps 

(a mapping out of situations as a way of discovering what may have prompted 

certain outcomes), reaction papers (such as reflective analyses of personal 

reactions to a particular book or, video, or movie), reflective progress reports 

(written, thoughtful, and reflective, analyses of personal perceptions with respect 

to growth in reflective practice skills and understandings), cross-cultural 

platforms (written, analytical, discussions of philosophies, goals, orientations, 

strategies, and methods of evaluation with respect to professional practice with 

culturally different populations), daily reflective journals (daily accounts of 

thoughts or reflections on behaviors, feelings, thoughts, actions, learnings, and 

applications applicable to personal living and professional practice) prepared by 

the teachers of the reflection group, and various other records arising from 

teachers discretionary projects inside and outside the reflection group (see 

Appendix A for sample format). 
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Field Notes 

An important part of any ethnographic account of research consists of 

written field notes (Merriam, 1988). Field notes have been associated with 

participant observation in anthropology and in sociology and have been used in 

ethnographic studies of educational processes and settings (Evertson & Green, 

1986). The researcher in this ethnographic case study recorded descriptive 

field notes as a written account of activities and events observed in the reflection 

group during participant observation. Field notes are "records in everyday 

language of observed phenomena . . . and other relevant information" 

(Evertson & Green, 1986, p. 183). Although not the only focus of data 

collection or subsequent analyses, field notes generated as a result of participant 

observation, complemented data collected from the audiotaping and videotaping 

of reflection group meetings as well as records generated by the reflection group 

members. 

Audiotaping and Videotaping 

The researcher recorded an audiotape and a videotape all scheduled 

meetings of the reflection group observed in this ethnographic case study. 

Transcriptions of the audio tapes served as one unit of data for qualitative 

analysis, reviews of the videotapes served as another. Although initial problems 

with sound quality were encountered (despite prior field testing of the equipment) 

in audiotaping, the researcher undertook considerable steps to assure the 
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quality of the audiotape before and after each recording session. Audio tapes 

were of high quality, they were checked periodically during the reflection group 

meetings to assure voice quality. Adjustments were made as necessary. Audio 

tapes were stored in a safe and confidential location before and after 

transcription was done. Videotaping was conducted by volunteer, reflection 

group participants who were interested in learning about the equipment (for use 

in their own classrooms). The efforts of these group members were guided by 

the school's audiovisual instructor and checked by the researcher. Although the 

pilot study which preceded the research indicated the most effective audiotaping 

and videotaping methods and equipment, it was necessary to modify these as 

the size of the reflection group was larger in the actual study and it was not 

possible to utilize a single room for all reflection group meetings. 

Reflexive Journal 

The reflexive journal maintained by the researcher is important 

methodologically since it monitors both the methodological decisions made 

during the investigation and the rationale underlying those decisions (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985). A dated account of the researcher's personal thoughts, ideas, 

experiences, conclusions, breakthroughs, and problems was maintained, and 

intermittently updated, throughout this case study. This reflexive journal aided 

the researcher in establishing the credibility, transferability, dependability and 

confirmability of research findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This journal was 
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reflexive since it provided data related to the investigator as an instrument of 

research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Of course, the management of collected data 

is a concern which researchers ignore at their own peril. Those efforts 

undertaken to assure proper data management in this case study are described 

in discussion to follow. 

Data Management Arrangements 

Field notes recorded amidst the activities of the reflection group were 

scripted immediately after group meetings. Audiotaped data were transcribed as 

soon as possible after each field recording. Scripted or transcribed field data 

collected as a result of the various methodologies of the study were sorted into a 

research notebook according to the source (for example, a record) and the type 

(for example, a reflective journal). The researcher was responsible for the 

confidentiality and safety of collected data and this research notebook. Data 

purposefully collected and properly managed facilitated data analysis; a topic 

which Is the focus of the following discussion. 

Data Analvsis 

Data analysis (Note: analysis of records collected from reflection group 

participants as well as transcriptions of audio tapes was initiated as frequently as 

the records and transcriptions were received, although most data analysis was 
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undertaken at the completion of data collection) began with coding procedures 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, 1992; Strauss, 1987). Coding procedures sort 

descriptive data collected in the course of the research study such that the 

material relevant to a particular topic can be purposefully separated from other 

data (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). The researcher in this case study utilized a 

coding convention to designate all instances of teachers' discourse. For 

example, the code v3j092143s designated that this instance of discourse: 

(a) was classified into the coding family (Bogdan & Biklen. 1992) identified as 

shared or apparently shared viewpoints and ways of thinking [v], (b) originated 

from a teacher's third reflective journal [3j]. (c) was located on the ninth page of 

the journal [09], (d) was contributed by participant 2143, and (e) may be 

confidentially tracked by the researcher[s]. The reader will note in Chapter IV 

that such codes precede all citations of teachers' discourse In text. 

The ten-month pilot study which preceded this case study indicated two 

etic coding families (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) which were utilized In data analysis 

and labeled as: (a) the family, ways of thinking/viewpoints about the setting, 

topics, people, and objects designated by the coding letter [w], and (b) the family 

shared or apparently shared viewpoints and ways of thinking designated by the 

coding letter [v]. As illustrated in Figure 3 (coding and analysis proceeded from 

the bottom to the top of this figure) teachers' reflection group and related 

discourse first classified according to the coding family [w] later began to suggest 

s/7aredviewpoints and ways of thinking then also classified according to the 
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^ ^ H , . COLORBLIND NONACCOMMOOATIVE DENIAL 
P ^ ^ ^ A 
1 ) 
B r*r\\ r^Qoi 

L / U L U n b L i IN L-iiN t o o 

A Meaning Scheme 

• 

Teachers' Coded 
Discourse 

v3j093266s As a teacher. 1 never 

pay attention to students' race until 

something or someone points it out. 

Many of my colleagues also feel the 

same. 

v2r018057s 1 have done more 
reading on issues relating to Mexican 

-American students.... 1 have made 
an increased eflort to t>e more sensitive 
to student needs, but again, this is not 
a Mexican-American issue for me. It is 

a student issue. 

v1j027041s 1 myself emphasize 

respect in my class every day and try 

my best that students respect each 

other, 1 respect them, they respect me. 
They are students to me, not Hispanic. 

Mexican American, White, Black, or 

other. 1 do not care about the color of 

their skin, 1 respect them and they 

respect me, that is what is important. 

w2j38746s 1 had never been around 
many Mexican-American students as 

far as them being a large majority of 
my enrollment, and 1 have to admit that 

due to this group, 1 have been left with 
a very bad taste! Thank goodness for 
this year. The ethnic count in my room 

is still the same, but this year it seldom 

IS called to my attention because my 
students are'normal kids.' 

[W] Codina Family: ways 

\y] Coding Family: 

Psychological M e a r ^ Pen^s^c^^ 
1 

Kir 
nlL ) ACCOMMODATION 

A Meaning Scheme 

Time 

A subcomponent of a 
Weaning Sdieme 

Teachers' Coded Discourse 

v3j023266s The effects of 

this . . . [reflection group] on 

Valverde have not been 
entirely realized and probably 

won't be anytime soon. 
Many of us are feeling angry 
and the anger does not allow 
us to see ahead. 1 believe 
that once we sit back and 
ponder, we will realize that 
we 'can' have a positive 

effect on the students and 
culture of Valverde — My 
biggest obstacle in rethinking 

and restructunng my teaching 

is time. Planning lessons to 

meet the needs of Mexican 
American students does take 

time and effort. 

of thinking/viewpoints 

shared or apparently s 

Uncoded Particip 

Student SES 

: i 

A subconnponent of a 
Meaning Scheme 

Teachers' Coded Discourse 

v3j068345s As we look at the 
culture of our students who are 

predominately Mexican 
American, 1 tend to think that 
some of the problems are not 

so much due to culture as 
much due to low socioeconomic 
status. . . . It doesnl matter if 
they are Brown, Black, White or 
whatever, if their economic 
level is low, the problems would 

be the same. 

about the setting, topics 

hared viewpoints and w 

Risk 

A subcomponent of a 
Meaning Schefn& 

Teachers' Coded Dtscourse 

wicOl8851k Today one of 

the teachers 1 share rooms 
with, Mrs. B, confronted me 
about my allowing students to 
get out of their seats during 
class. . . . Either 1 control 
these students or Mrs. B. 
will step in by sitting in on my 
class, or presenting my 
situation to the pnncipal and 
he will cite me in my personal 

life, as he has done in the 
past. 

people, and objects 

ays of thinking 

ant Discourse 

STEPS 

m 

[e] 

[5] 

[*] 

[3] 

[2] 

(1) 

Figure 3: Simplified Illustration of Coding and Interpretations 
Related to a Meaning System. eiMs sxjrntKSMt 
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coding family [v]. This coded discourse then suggested applicable coding 

subcategories etically (through the substantive theoretical framework) identified 

as subcomponents of shared meaning schemes and emically (as interpreted 

through participants discourse) labeled according to titles or descriptions 

suggested by constant comparative (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) analysis of 

teachers' common discourse (in constant comparative analysis, initial findings 

emerging in the early research period are compared to findings which emerge at 

later points in the inquiry process and these comparisons are repeated 

throughout the tenure of the research). Teachers' discourse, and in some cases 

the aforementioned subcategories, also suggested shared interpretations 

indicative of categories etically identified as meaning schemes and emically titled 

according to constant comparative analysis of teachers common discourse. 

These categories and related participant discourse then suggested shared 

interpretations indicative of themes etically identified as meaning perspectives 

and emically titled according to constant comparative analysis of the nature of 

teachers' shared interpretations and meaning schemes. These meaning 

perspectives, as suggested by teachers' shared interpretations, were then 

compared to the substantive theoretical framework and etically Interpreted as 

one of epistemic, psychological, or sociocultural meaning perspectives (see 

Chapter II for a full explanation of these types of meaning perspectives). The 

reader will also note that the introduction to Chapter IV provides an overview of 

155 



how similar methods of data analysis (especially the derivation of categories and 

themes) have been used In conjunction with research using transformation 

theory as a substantive theoretical framework. 

The trustworthiness of research findings was at the fore of planning and 

activities associated with the conduct of this research. A discussion of 

trustworthiness considerations, as they applied to this research, follows. 

Trustworthiness 

Qualitative researchers strive for a description and analysis of a 

phenomenon in all its complexity as well as the identification of concepts not 

previously understood or fully appreciated (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). Lincoln 

and Guba (1985) have argued that criteria of trustworthiness are the appropriate 

standards against which the reasonableness of qualitative research findings may 

be compared. Credibility and transferability trustworthiness criteria apply to this 

study. The credibility criterion addresses how the researcher may establish the 

truthfulness of particular research findings. The trustworthiness criterion of 

transferability concerns itself with the extent to which qualitative research 

findings have applicability in other contexts or with other persons. A discussion 

of the first of these criteria, credibility, follows. 
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Credibility 

The credibility of qualitative research findings may be enhanced to the 

extent that the inquiry is conducted such that the probability of credibility is 

bolstered and to the extent that the researcher's interpretations of reality 

constructions are verified with the constructors in context (Lincoln and Guba, 

1985). This research used the following strategies described by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) In order to enhance the likelihood of credible research findings: 

prolonged engagement, persistent observation, triangulation, peer debriefing, 

member checking, and negative case analysis. 

A period of prolonged and persistent participant observation in context 

was undertaken as part of this case study in order to make possible accurate 

descriptions and interpretations of reflection group activities and discourse 

collected from the perspective of an insider. 

This prolonged period of observation undertaken by the researcher 

included more than 120 preparatory hours in the field during the pilot study, 

more than 70 of which were assumed in persistent and purposeful, participant 

observation of the reflection group. The researcher was also in the field for a 

prolonged period of more than 105 hours in conjunction with the case study 

Itself, more than 50 hours of which were assumed in persistent and purposeful 

participant observation of the reflection group and related activities. 

This research also employed triangulation as a means to credible 

research findings. Triangulation involves the incorporation of multiple data 
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sources and data collection methods in order to increase the confidence that 

may be placed in research findings (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). Analysis of participant generated records in this case involved a variety 

of records as data sources including: critical incident analyses, concept maps, 

reaction papers, reflective progress reports, cross-cultural platforms, daily 

reflective journals prepared by the teachers of the reflection group, and various 

other records arising from teachers' discretionary projects inside and outside the 

reflection group. This study integrated participant observation and records as 

data collection as methods. Additionally, this case study integrated records 

generated by participants to the study and the transcriptions of audio tapes of 

reflection group meetings as data sources. Four large notebooks of teachers' 

transcribed and written discourse, as well as, 15 videotapes of reflection group 

discourse and activities were analyzed in this ethnographic case study. Data 

arising from records, audio tapes, video tapes, and field notes were compared 

and contrasted as part of data analysis. 

Through peer debriefing, the researcher, along with peers, explores 

aspects of the inquiry such that implicit and tacit thoughts, assumptions and 

ideas are surfaced. Peer debriefing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) between the 

investigator and certain anonymous cohorts familiar with the site was a regular 

occurrence in this case study and contributed to the credibility of research 

findings. 

158 



Member checking Is a fifth technique through which the credibility of 

research findings may be enhanced (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In this case study, 

member checking involved the researcher's purposeful contacts with individual 

reflection group members both before and after group meetings, as well as, 

regularly scheduled meetings with various members to engage in such member 

checking. Teachers' sense of the researcher's interpretations and constructions 

regarding the data being collected (member checking) was also solicited through 

various feedback loops between these teachers and the researcher, especially 

with regard to records being generated by reflection group members. For 

example, teachers in the reflection group were provided regular feedback on the 

content of their daily reflective journals and encouraged to respond to the 

Interpretations and constructs specified in that feedback, which they did. 

Finally, the consideration of negative cases (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) or 

disconfirming data (Erickson, 1986b) prompted the researcher to reappraise 

provisional research assumptions and thus strengthened the credibility of 

research findings. In this case study, negative case analysis was utilized in 

conjunction with constant comparative (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992) analysis of the 

data In order to enhance the credibility of the research findings. For example, 

negative case analysis revealed that not all reflection group teachers held 

interpretations of Mexican American student potential which implied that such 

students are: lazy, don't care, have no vision, and so forth. Although such 

instances were rare, certain teacher discourse referred to very noteworthy and 

159 



very sustained attendance by Mexican American students at after-school tutoring 

sessions initiated by some of the more dedicated teachers at the site. 

Transferability is the second important criterion of trustworthiness used in 

this case study. A description of the transferability criterion and efforts 

undertaken in this case study to assure transferability are described in 

discussion to follow. 

Transferability 

Just as beauty is in the eyes of the beholder, transferability is in the hands 

of the reader. That is, Lincoln and Guba (1985) have asserted that conclusions 

about the applicability (transferability) of particular (qualitative/naturalistic) 

research findings require knowledge about both the sending context (context of 

the research) and the receiving context (the context to which one proposes to 

apply the findings of a research study). The qualitative researcher's primary 

responsibility lies In the provision for a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of the 

sending context necessary for the receiver's transfer of the research findings to 

an alternate context. Accordingly, the transferability and trustworthiness of this 

thick description (Geertz, 1973), were constant emphases in the conduct of this 

ethnographic case study. 

160 



Chapter Summary 

This chapter on methodology described those research issues, designs 

and techniques considered in the conduct of this ethnographic case study. 

Sections of this chapter were organized as follows: (a) a description of the pilot 

study and the purposes which it served; (b) a description of methods used in the 

development of field relationships including ethics, reciprocity, entry and exit 

from the field; (c) a description of case study design including, situating the 

problem and situating the case; (d) a review of the particulars of site selection in 

this case study; (e) a discussion of sample selection; (f) a description data 

collection methods, and purposes including, participant observation, records as 

data collection, field notes, audio and video taping, and the researchers' reflexive 

journal; (g) a discussion of data management methods used in this case study; 

(h) a step-by-step review of data analysis techniques utilized in the research; 

and (i) a discussion of trustworthiness including, the criteria of credibility and 

transferability. 
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CHAPTER IV 

FINDINGS: FIVE MEANING PERSPECTIVES 

TEACHERS HOLD REGARDING THEIR 

DAILY INTERACTIONS WITH THEIR 

MEXICAN AMERICAN STUDENTS 

Introduction 

An exhaustive discussion was provided in Chapter II regarding the idea of 

a meaning perspective; that is, an habitual set of expectations which are the 

product of our biography and which come to act as a sort of perceptual filter or 

orienting frame of reference that we project onto our experiences. As noted in 

Chapter II, Mezirow has written that meaning perspectives are phenomena in 

need of phenomenological study. A lengthy example of phenomenological 

research using a transformation theoretical framework for interpretation was 

provided by the research of Kitchener and King (1990) highlighted in Chapter II. 

As was noted there, this research does much to illustrate the theoretical notions 

of meaning perspectives and meaning schemes and is therefore applicable to 

the question addressed by this research: What meaning perspectives are 

indicated by teachers' daily interactions with their Mexican American junior high 

school students? In particular the research of Kitchener and King illustrates how 

epistemic meaning perspectives (like other meaning perspectives) may be 

inferred from the discourse of research participants. 
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Similarty, epistemic and other meaning perspectives have been Inferred 

from meaning schemes indicated by teachers' discourse in this ethnographic 

case study. This is to say, the findings of this research were derived from 

teachers' reflection group and related discourse which indicated certain meaning 

schemes, which, in turn, indicated certain meaning perspectives inferred from 

those meaning schemes and interpreted through the substantive theory. 

As outlined In Figure 4,1 will present findings and discussions related to 

thirteen meaning schemes and five meaning perspectives identified by the 

author in this ethnographic case study. These five meaning perspectives are: 

reification, reductionistic prescriptivism, colorblind nonaccommodative denial, the 

ideology of the benevolent autocrat, and the ideology of the manana conflict. 

Each of these labels used to identify these five meaning perspectives, as well as 

those used to denote each of the thirteen meaning schemes identified, were 

derived by the author from discourse used by the research participants in this 

ethnographic case study. Major sections of the chapter to follow will address 

each of the five meaning perspectives and the meaning schemes associated 

with them according to type: epistemic, psychological, and sociocultural. The 

first section will present and discuss specific epistemic meaning perspectives 

that were identified according to the following format for each of these epistemic 

meaning perspectives: (a) a fon/vard to the notion of an epistemic meaning 

perspective, (b) an overview of and findings related to each of the meaning 

schemes which indicated the epistemic meaning perspective, (c) discussion of 
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I. EPISTEMIC MEANING PERSPECTIVES 

1. *Relflcatlon (An Epistemic Meaning Perspective) 

a. Resignation {A Meaning Scheme] 

b. Scapegoating {A Meaning Scheme) 

c. Prebounded Parental Contact {A Meaning Scheme) 

2. 'Reductionistic Prescriptivism {An Epistemic Meaning Perspective) 

a. Learning Stylistics {A Meaning Scheme) 

b. Overgeneralization {A Meaning Scheme) 

II. PSYCHOLOGICAL MEANING PERSPECTIVES 

3. 'Colorblind nonaccommodative Denial {A Psychological Meaning Perspective) 

a. Colorblindness {A Meaning Scheme) 

b. No Accommodation {A Meaning Scheme) 

1. Lack of time as a rationale for denial of the need to accommodate Mexican 

American students 

2. The socioeconomic status of the students as an Influence In teachers' denial 

of the need to accommodate Mexican American students 

3. Perceived risk taking as an influence In teachers'denial of the need to 

accommodate Mexkan American students 

ill. SOCIOCULTURAL MEANING PERSPECTIVES 

4. *The ideology of the Benevolent Autocrat {A Sociocultural Meaning Perspective) 

a. Family Rut {A Meaning Scheme) 

b. Surrogate Parent {A Meaning Scheme) 

c. Preparation for the Real World {A Meaning Scheme) 

5. The ideology of the Manana Conflict {A Sociocultural Meaning Perspective) 

a. IManana Mindset 

b. Us Versus Them 

Figure 4: Outline of Major Findings Related to Rve Meaning Perspectives* Teachers Hold in Their Daily Interacttons wKh Their Mexican 
American Students. 
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each of those findings by meaning scheme, and (d) connections among findings 

and precedents in the literature. 

The second section of the chapter will present findings and discussion 

related to a psychological meaning perspective. The format of this presentation 

will follow that discussed for epistemic meaning perspectives. 

The third section of the chapter will present findings and discussion 

related to specific sociocultural meaning perspectives identified in this 

ethnographic case study. Once again, the format of this presentation will follow 

that discussed for epistemic and psychological meaning perspectives. 

The final section of this chapter will summarize overviews, findings, and 

discussions presented for each of the three types of meaning perspectives as 

Informed by transformation theory (Mezlrow, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1991). That is, 

the section will summarize prior presentations concerning the epistemic, 

psychological, and sociocultural meaning perspectives identified in this case 

study. 

Epistemic Meaning Perspectives: Forward 

Analysis of teachers' discourse data, collected through participant 

observation and records generated by the teachers of the reflection group, 

indicated two important epistemic meaning perspectives which teachers held in 

conjunction with their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican American, junior 

high school students. As explained in Chapter II, epistemic meaning 
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perspectives involve the ways in which we come to know what we know and the 

uses that we make of that knowledge. Reification and the reductionistic 

prescriptivism are both Important epistemic meaning perspectives shared by 

these teachers in their daily and cross-cultural interactions with Mexican 

American students. The presentation of findings and related discussion to follow 

will begin with reification. 

Reification: Overview and Findings 

Analysis of teachers' discourse using the method explained in 

Chapter III, indicated an epistemic meaning perspective of reification. Reification 

is defined as the treating of perceived realities about phenomena and social 

interaction as objective realities that are immutable and beyond the perceiver's 

control (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Mezirow, 1991). Reification may involve a whole 

Institutional order, roles, specific practices, or one's personal identity, as in the 

case of the individual who identifies with his or her social role (Mezirow, 1981). 

For example women in Mezirow's seminal research with women in college 

re-entry programs sometimes restricted their own role definition to that of 

"mother" because they were mothers and believed that defined their role in ways 

that could not be changed. Reification, as an epistemic meaning perspective 

shared by teachers in their daily interactions with Mexican American students 

was indicated by three primary meaning schemes: resignation, scapegoating, 

and prebounded parental contact. Findings and related explanations pertinent to 
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the first of these meaning schemes, resignation, will be presented in the 

subsection to follow. 

Resignation 

The shared epistemic meaning perspective of reification was most 

strongly Indicated by teachers' common interpretations expressive of resignation 

(see Figure 4), especially resignation to the perception, for example, that certain 

Mexican American students were products of home environments which were 

hopelessly unsupportive of student achievement. Many (some Valverde 

teachers said too many) teachers at Valverde had, to a surprising degree, 

already resigned themselves to the idea that they could not reach many, if not 

most, of their Mexican American students. This meaning scheme of resignation 

was evident, in a variety of forms, in their recurrent discourse. The following 

comments taken from a teacher's reflective journal (as In the code v1jo58057s) 

and a teacher's educational platform (as in the code vIpOl 8057s) respectively, 

illustrate this meaning scheme of resignation. 

v1j058057s What has happened to these kids? Some of 
them are already 'through' with us! They're seventh and eighth 
graders and they've already had enough. It is too late to get them 
back. They are counting the days until they can drop out! Really, 
they already have! 

v1 pOI 8057s After only a few short years in school, some 
students have 'learned' that they cannot learn . . . . If 
internalized-this . . . becomes a far more driving force than the 
truth. 
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This sense of resignation as a meaning interpretation shared among these 

teachers of Mexican American students is particularly notable in both of these 

teacher comments. In the first comment, the expression, "Some of them are 

already through with us," does much to explain the teacher's perception of how 

these students respond to the institutions of school and schooling, but does not 

answer the related question of whether many of these teachers are not through 

with these students as well. In the second sentence of that comment, the 

expressions, "they've already had enough," and "It's too late to get them back," 

provide evidence that this teacher is aware that Mexican American students at 

Valverde have not found school a positive experience. However, these 

expressions further indicate that this teacher, like others in the group, has 

resigned herself to the perception that its "too late" for caring teachers to begin 

to make a difference now. Additional evidence of this sense of resignation as a 

meaning scheme which is also indicative of reification is provided by the 

subsequent expressions, "they're counting the days until they can drop out" and 

"they already have." 

In the second of these comments, the teacher's sense of resignation is as 

much notable in what she did not say as what was said. That is, according to 

this teacher, students do not believe or perceive that they cannot learn, but have 

learned that they cannot learn. In addition, for many, if not most of these 

teachers, their shared sense of resignation informed them that this learning that 

they cannot learn among Mexican American students was, according to their 
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interpretation, most often something which had taken place in the home 

environment and was, therefore, beyond teachers' power to influence or rectify. 

Some additional examples of this meaning scheme of resignation are of 

Interest. This is particularly the case with the first of the examples to follow. 

v3j108057s Survival mode~you learn that you have no 
power to change-no control over-you may choose to always hold 
on to your own visions and desires to reach students-but if you 
dont get some grasp of reality~you will commit personal and 
professional suicide. 

v3p066006s We do, however, have many Valverde 
students who are from fragmented, nonfunctional families. . . . 
Teachers usually can't fix the problems of the magnitude we face. 
And the process grinds so slowly that by the time help is available, 
the problem has escalated beyond help. 

Once again, the first of these examples asserts that teachers, like students, learn 

what is hopeless, in this case, learn what they "have no power to change" 

(according to their interpretation) and they resign themselves to what they learn. 

In the words of this teacher, they adopt a "survival mode" of resignation to 

student challenges which are reified according to a constructed reality shared 

among teachers. Amidst this reality, the example would Indicate that teachers 

must resign themselves to the perceived fact that the ideals of teaching do not 

apply to the instruction of students such as those at Valverde. Instead, these 

ideals must be modified for a reality in which most students are, according to 

these teachers, unreachable. 

The second of these examples further asserts that it is the "magnitude" of 

problems (for example, academic, social, and family problems) these teachers 

169 



face that instills this sense of resignation that such problems are immutable and 

beyond teachers' power to control (as in the argument that problems perceived 

to originate in the home are therefore beyond teachers' power to correct). This 

teacher further argues that problems of such magnitude are dependent upon a 

"process" for solution; a process that cannot hope to keep pace with the 

"magnitude" of problems that teachers face at Valverde. 

As each of the aforementioned comments and examples Illustrate, the 

meaning perspective (a shared and epistemic meaning perspective of reification) 

which led teachers to the conclusion that these students were hopeless. 

Additionally, this meaning perspective led them to the resignation (a meaning 

scheme and a concrete manifestation of the meaning perspective of reification) 

that their hopelessness was beyond teachers' power to influence or control. 

Accordingly, a search for viable persons or factors upon which to assign blame 

for the situation was not altogether unexpected. Indeed, the discourse of these 

teachers indicated yet another meaning scheme, tied to the meaning perspective 

of reification, which reflected an elaborate system for the identification and 

assignment of blame to a variety of viable scapegoats. 

Scapegoating 

Recurrent patterns in teachers' discourse reflected a shared meaning 

scheme in the identification and reinforcement of scapegoats (that Is, a source of 

blame or responsibility) for the academic failures of Mexican American students 
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at Valverde. As stated, this shared meaning scheme also pointed to an 

epistemic meaning perspective of reification. The argument can be stated this 

way: What is perceived as the blame or responsibility of others becomes 

unquestioned, objective reality for the individuals perceiving; because the blame 

or responsibility rests with others who are beyond teachers' power to control or 

even influence teachers are not accountable for the academic failures of 

Mexican American students. This meaning scheme best described by the label 

scapegoating (see Figure 4), which was evident in teachers' discourse 

throughout the study, seemed to revolve around five perceived sources of the 

problem: (a) parents, (b) the Mexican American student's home environment, 

(c) the community (perceived as predominantly Mexican American), (d) students 

themselves, and (e) former school educators of the particular student under 

discussion. The most favored foci of this scapegoating, as indicated by the 

following teacher comment (taken from the transcript of a video taped reflection 

group session) were parents and the Mexican American student's home 

environment. 

v6t250000s I believe and I say the most important thing in 
education is the home. And what frustrates me about that, 
therefore, is the thing I really believe is the most Important. 
Whether a child is willing to learn and be educated is the thing I 
have the least power over. 

This teacher's comment blames the "home" environment for students' 

unwillingness to learn while arguing that because the problem originates in the 
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home, It is beyond the teacher's control (as in the expression, "Whether a child is 

willing to learn and be educated is the thing I have the least power over." The 

expression, "I believe and I say the most important thing in education is the 

home," points to the home as more Important than teachers' influence. The 

expression, "Whether a child is willing to learn and be educated Is the thing I 

have the least power over," points to at least two additional perceptions: 

(a) students' unwillingness to learn, and (b) such unwillingness as a product of 

the home environment. Teacher comments such as those illustrated in this and 

the following example blamed the student's home environment for a variety of 

problems including mental, physiological, and emotional problems. 

vlr044464s Many students come to our school with 
problems that are problems from home. Mental, physiological, or 
emotional problems that in reality we have no control over. 

Again these teachers perceived that these problems were the product of the 

student's home environment and, according to their (constructed) perception of 

reality, beyond their power as teachers to control. The expression which reads, 

"problems that In reality we have no control over," is indicative of: (a) a 

constructed and reified reality of practice (with Mexican American students) 

shared by teachers at Valverde; (b) a shared perception among teachers that 

students "mental, physiological, or emotional problems" are to blame for their 

lack of success at Valverde; and (c) a shared tendency among Valverde 

teachers to scapegoat the home environment for these problems which preclude 

teachers' abilities to reach these students. 
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Although the parents of Mexican American students and the Mexican 

American home environment were two of the most frequently cited scapegoats 

referred to by teachers, the community of the school (recurrently perceived by 

Valverde teachers as predominantly Mexican American) ran a close third. This 

community of the school became a frequent focus of teachers' scapegoating 

based on a variety of teacher perceptions, especially teachers' perception of the 

community as apathetic toward student learning and success and sometimes 

openly hostile toward the school and its teachers. These perceptions, as shared 

among teachers through their language, came to be regarded as objective reality 

which teachers (once again) treated (reified) as immutable and, therefore, 

beyond their power to control or even influence. As illustrated by the teachers' 

remarks to follow, these perceptions of the community which surrounded the 

school, were evident in discourse which reified Mexican American student 

problems. 

v1p022377s What really disturbs me at times is that there 
seems to be apathy toward teachers and education. The 
community seems to be very hostile at times toward educators, but 
without their support, teaching becomes very difficult. Regardless 
of socioeconomic class, the community's attitudes toward 
education needs to change. 

According to this particular teacher's comment, the community is apathetic 

toward the efforts of teachers to improve student success and is also sometimes 

openly "hostile" toward teachers themselves. Such remarks, recurrent in 

teachers' discourse concerning the community which surrounded the school, 

treated (reified) these perceptions (as associated with a meaning scheme of 
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scapegoating) as an unquestioned, objective reality which was, therefore, 

immutable and beyond teachers' power to Influence. The following additional 

comment taken from the same teacher's educational platform is no less 

Indicative of this scapegoating tendency. 

v2p032377s Regardless of socioeconomic class, the 
community's attitude toward education needs to change. This can 
be accomplished by making the school available to all, not just to 
students. The more the community becomes involved in the 
school, the more parents are likely to take an interest In their child. 

According to this discourse, the low socioeconomic class of community members 

must not be used as an excuse for poor, apathetic, or hostile attitudes among 

such community members with respect to teachers and education. This 

discourse further argues that additional community involvement in the school is 

needed in order to compensate for a lack of parental involvement in students' 

education at Valverde. Such pervasive perceptions of the predominantly 

Mexican American community which surrounded the school were regularly 

objectified through teachers' shared discourse, despite the finding of only two 

Instances of discourse throughout the study which gave any indication of 

teachers' involvement in or participation with the community surrounding the 

school. Specifically, one teacher cited regular shopping in the community and 

another recalled participation in one or two community gatherings. So, 

teachers' dialogue among themselves would lead the casual observer to 

conclude that these teachers were regularly involved in the community which 
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surrounded the school. However, persistent observation of these teachers and 

their dialogue among themselves Indicated othen/vise. 

As the teacher discourse to follow (which has been associated with the 

meaning scheme of scapegoating) indicates, a fourth and somewhat inevitable 

scapegoat for the academic and social problems of Mexican American students 

at Valverde became the students themselves. This excerpt of teacher discourse 

was taken from a teacher's reflective journal and points to this perception of 

students themselves as scapegoats. 

v3j017130s Well give him something, show him something 
that relates to the real world so that he realizes It is important to 
stay in school. As I said that, I reflected on how sometimes we can 
reach some students but there are some students we simply 
cannot reach at all. These students have multiple problems that 
would take years before they would feel better about themselves 
and see what is out there for them. 

As this excerpt illustrates, such teacher discourse often asserted that Valverde 

students were unaware of the realities of the "real world." Unfortunately, as was 

typical of such discourse shared among Valverde teachers, what the teacher 

meant by the expression "real world" was not explained. Nevertheless, 

according to such discourse which was associated with a meaning scheme of 

scapegoating and a meaning perspective of reification, this lack of knowledge 

about the real wortd and teachers' perception of "multiple problems" among 

these students (mental, psychological, economic) made motivating them a 

matter beyond teachers' power to control. Additionally, this excerpt reilliustrates 

an additional interpretation shared among Valverde teachers. According to this 
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Interpretation, the students themselves bring problems of such a magnitude (as 

in the expression, "These students have multiple problems that would take years 

before they would feel better about themselves") to the school that teachers 

simply could not hope to rectify them in a reasonable period of time. This 

perception Is exemplified in such expressions as, "there are some students we 

simply cannot reach at all, and "these students have multiple problems that 

would take years before they would feel better about themselves." 

Although teachers' discourse would prompt the interpretation that 

Valverde teachers often fought against the tendency to stereotype (see the 

example to follow) their Mexican American students, persistent observation of 

dialogue among these teachers indicated that the opposite was true. The 

excerpt to follow is an example of how this stereotyping often led these teachers 

to perceive that Mexican American students at Valverde could not achieve a 

successful future. 

v1j059148s I don't want to stereotype, but most of these 
students are tough Hispanic students who have very little future 
(unless something miraculous occurs). 

Despite the reservation which this teacher expresses (In this set of remarks 

taken from her journal) about stereotyping the Mexican American student, 

teachers observed in this case study frequently engaged in stereotypical 

scapegoating with respect to Mexican American parents, their community, and 

the Mexican American students in their classroom. 
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Lastly, teachers' discourse associated with the meaning scheme of 

scapegoating was also observed to implicate the educational system in general, 

especially primary teachers within the system, who these Mexican American 

students might have had in the past. That is, Valverde teachers often attributed 

and reified the poor performance of Mexican American students in their 

classrooms to inadequate preparation provided by the elementary school 

teachers of these students. The following teacher's remarks taken from her 

educational platform illustrate this scapegoating tendency. 

v1 p038746s I believe more and more strongly with 
each passing year that we must stop advancing students in the first 
three grades when they have not mastered the basic skills of 
reading-they are frustrated. They are discipline problems. They 
are slowing down our educational process, and they could have 
been helped in the 1st, 2nd, or 3rd grades. 

These remarks indicate that teachers believed that their Mexican American 

students had been improperly prepared for and passed onto their junior high 

school teachers, not having mastered the necessary and basic skills that should 

be associated with junior high grade levels. First, these remarks argue that 

students are being "advanced" in the "first three grades" when they have not yet 

"mastered the basic skills of reading." Second, these remarks argue that these 

students are consequentially "frustrated." Third, it is argued that this frustration 

has made these students "discipline problems." Fourth, these remarks argue 

that these frustrated students who were improperly advanced (and who are now 

discipline problems) are "slowing down our educational process." Finally, these 

remarks argue that since these errors in advancing these students were made In 
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the first three grades of the typical student's progression through school, the 

subsequent problems are Immutable and beyond the power of Valverde, junior 

high schoolteachers to control or even Influence. 

This scapegoating tendency among reflection group teachers was one of 

three meaning schemes evident in teachers' discourse which also indicated the 

meaning perspective of reification. This pattern of scapegoating observed 

among Valverde teachers extended not only to the prior teachers of Mexican 

American students at the school, but also to prior programs In which these 

students were perceived to have been involved, especially bilingual and ESL 

programs. The passage to follow (taken from a teacher's educational platform) 

illustrates this latter pattern. 

v1p088746s I do not believe in ongoing bilingual education, 
but the initial adjustment Into first grade, plus the handicap of not 
speaking English is a harsh introduction to education and should 
be eased by a facilitator who addresses the problem by 
communicating with a child in his home language. Through 
encouragement and peer help, the child should understand English 
In a very short time. 

This and similar discourse from other Valverde teachers blamed particular 

educational programs associated with the elementary grades (such as "bilingual 

education" programs) for current academic problems that Mexican American 

students were experiencing at Valverde. According to this aspect of the 

scapegoating meaning scheme, such programs as bilingual education had failed 

to transition Mexican American students into English fast enough (as indicated 
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by such expressions as "the child should understand English In a very short 

time.") and, therefore, so delayed these students' reading capabilities that their 

lack of success at Valverde was not only a foregone conclusion, but beyond the 

power of Valverde teachers to change. 

Finally, It should be noted that prior (i.e., elementary) teachers and the 

educational system in general, although recognized by these teachers as 

potential scapegoats for the academic failure of Mexican American students at 

Valverde, were insignificant targets as compared with students' own parents and 

home environments. However, just as these teachers failed to report significant 

contact with the school's community, no teachers in the reflection group could 

report the findings or results of a personal, one-on-one, home visit with a parent 

of a Mexican American student at Valverde despite the fact that such visits were 

frequently discussed among these teachers (In reflection group sessions) as 

excellent ways in which to increase parental and community Involvement in the 

efforts of the school. Instead, teachers in the reflection group, as indicated by 

their discourse, seemed to prebound (as in limiting the feasible [according to 

their perceptions and interpretations] scope of teacher-parent contact) the nature 

of their contact with the parents of their Mexican American students. 

Prebounded Parental Contact 

Prebounded parental contact was a third meaning scheme associated 

with reflection group teachers' discourse at Valverde and indicative of a meaning 
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perspective of reification. In a most interesting pattern of discourse, teachers 

regularly described the need for more intensive contact with the parents of their 

predominantly Mexican American students. Teachers talked and wrote about 

these plans for contact as: the need for more telephone calls to the home, more 

frequent parent conferences at the school, and more home visits by academic 

teams. Nonetheless, only one teacher In the group reported actual solicitation 

of a parent volunteer in the classroom and virtually all teacher discourse on the 

subject neglected the inclusion of specific plans for a personal, one-on-one, visit 

to the home of a Mexican American student. This teacher discourse with respect 

to parental involvement is best described as a shared meaning scheme for 

prebounded parental contact; that is, prebounded by teachers themselves In the 

sense described above (see Figure 4). According to this meaning scheme, 

teachers frequently talked of the many avenues by which they could contact 

parents, yet, tended to place boundaries on the potential for such contact by 

finding factors or contingencies which justified its limitation. For example, many 

teachers, in reflection group discussions, would suggest the need for home visits 

by Valverde school educators while adding the proviso that such visits were both 

at the decision of, and responsibility of, academic team members other than 

themselves. This prebounded parental contact provided the means for teachers' 

affirmation that their Mexican American students were beyond help (since one Is, 

in a sense, relatively free to assume what one has not personally investigated), a 
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meaning scheme consistent with teachers' epistemic meaning perspective of 

reification. 

The debate over how teachers should communicate with parents 

continued throughout the course of this study, with problems identified for each 

mode that could be used. Some teachers, in this group, concluded that in order 

to solve their discipline problems they "must communicate with parents" and the 

telephone seemed to be the most convenient and accessible way. The following 

discourse taken from a teacher's educational platform illustrates this point. 

v2p049737s We must communicate with parents they are 
probably the biggest help with discipline. Conferences and phone 
calls are the best ways to communicate with parents. 

Conferences were also considered as a way to communicate with parents who 

had problem students attending Valverde Jr. High. However, as is illustrated in 

the following selection taken from a teacher's educational platform, parental 

involvement (i.e., attending teacher-parent conferences) was perceived as not 

being a priority to parents, considering this was a "low socioeconomic" 

community. 

v3p062143s Parent Involvement in this school, as In most 
minority, low socioeconomic communities, is not the highest. 
Greater parent-teacher communication is a must. . . more parent 
teacher conferences instead of administrators doing it exclusively. 

The use of the telephone and conferencing were the most favored modes of 

parental contact; these, of course, were not without problems. Specifically, 

teachers, according to interpretations associated with the meaning scheme of 

prebounded parental contact, perceived that both telephone and conference 
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contact with a parent about problems a student was having at school could 

backfire and prove detrimental to the student or to them as educators. 

Therefore, although teachers believed that they must make parental contact by 

telephone (or conference), they regularly criticized parents' attitudes and 

behaviors arising from such contact. This perception is best illustrated by the 

following teacher's comment taken from a teacher's journal. 

v2j018746s The alternatives may just create some new 
problems. Will I really call Helena's mother if I have the feeling that 
the mother will take it out on the child in an unreasonable way? 
Some of the parents embarrass the child by coming to school and 
causing a scene [during conferences]. In other cases, they say, 
'What are you calling me for? That's your problem.' No wonder 
some of these children from low socioeconomic levels have such 
problems! 

According to this teacher's discourse, her call to a Mexican American parent is 

as likely as not to result in a variety of untoward consequences, including: (a) the 

parent's taking it "out on the child In an unreasonable way," (b) the parent's 

"coming to school and causing a scene," or (c) the parent's feeling put upon as 

indicated by such questions as "What are you calling me for?" Teachers in the 

group agreed that, based on the literature they were reading and their own 

perceptions of the situation, home visits would be the most effective way of 

communicating with parents. However, visiting a student's home was seen as 

an infeasible task for several reasons which included; time, fear of personal 

injury, fear of being rejected. The following excerpt points to the need for home 

visits and illustrates the perception of many teachers at Valverde Junior High 
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whose rhetoric had first suggested that home visits might be the "key" to 

improving the educational environment. 

v1p023266s Instruction truly needs to be a one to one 
relationship . . . . Another way to build and maintain a positive 
relationship with students Is personal contact with parents by 
phone or home visits . . . . Parents are the key to better learning 
environments in the classroom. 

This teacher's comment, taken from her educational platform, points to the fact 

that "personal contact with parents" would be beneficial and that home visits 

might be an avenue for such contact. This type of comment was typical of other 

teachers' discourse concerning parental contact. However, very little discussion 

ever took place as to how these home visits could be accomplished. Instead, 

discussion typically ended with an extensive list of reasons for the unfeaslbility of 

these visits. These reasons ranged from lack of time, to teachers' perceptions 

that they "didnt have to do this." The following comments Illustrate this point. 

voc028057s There lies the root of the problem. The 
parents who need to be the most involved In this school are the 
most unable to be or intimidated or for whatever other reason~the 
least involved. Probably the reason their children or at least many 
of their children are already struggling in school is the lack of 
emphasis placed on the value of education . . . . Home visits to 
all of these homes to prompt this Involvement is not feasible. 

This teacher's comment taken from a video transcription indicates that parents 

from Valverde Jr. High do not visit the school because they are "intimidated" or 

maybe these parents place little emphasis on the "value of education." This 

teacher concludes that there are so many of these types of parents (as reflected 

in the expression, "The parents who need to be most involved in this 
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school are the most unable to be or intimidated or for whatever reason-the least 

involved,") that making home visits would just not be "feasible." According to this 

meaning scheme of prebounded parental contact, there just would not be 

enough time. 

In a similar vein, the following teacher perceives making home visits as 

just not being part of her job (for examples, see the expressions, "We don't want 

to have to spend our time [on such activities as home visits] past 4:00," and "We 

don't want to have to spend our time beyond conference time." However, she 

further concludes that this may be the only way these parents will ever be 

reached. 

wioti 8000s You know, even making the home visits. It 
needs to be done, even if it means going at 5:00 at night. I'm 
sorry, I know as a teacher we don't have to do that. We don't want 
to have to spend our time past 4:00. We don't want to have to 
spend our time beyond conference time. But hey, if that's the only 
way we are going to get hold of that parent, then that's the only 
way we're going to get hold of that parent. 

The debate that took place over parental contact, both in and out of group 

meetings, generated a range of approaches that (according to these teachers' 

discourse) "ought" to be tried which was seemingly endless, as well as a 

seemingly endless variety of perceived reasons why these same approaches 

could never work. Thus, various teacher comments offered particularly bold 

food for thought to the participants in the reflection group (as in the suggestion 

that time on parental contact, beyond 4:00, might be the only way to reach these 

parents) but noticeably failed to suggest specifics or plans for following up on 
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these thoughts. This sort of discourse was typical of that associated with the 

shared meaning scheme of prebounded parental contact. According to this 

meaning scheme (one of three which indicated the meaning perspective of 

reification) teachers continually discussed the need for communication with 

parents, yet never followed through on meeting that need. Their shared 

perceptions of negative parent attitudes and potential behaviors became 

unquestioned, objective reality which served to inhibit teacher actions. 

Reification: Discussion 

Teachers' discourse associated with an epistemic meaning perspective of 

reification indicated a shared perception of their predominantly Mexican 

American student population as hopelessly Immutable and predetermined by 

persons and events beyond their control, including parents, community, 

students, and the educational system. Concrete manifestations of this 

reification. In the form of shared meaning schemes, were notable in teachers' 

resignation to the immutability of their perceived reality, reinforced through 

scapegoating, and justified in teachers' prebounding of contact with the chief 

object of their efforts to transfer blame and support their own interpretations of 

students' potential. 
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Like those described by Mezirow (1991), teachers' meaning perspective 

of reification was shared and mutually legitimized (i.e., made, according to 

teachers' shared perceptions, justifiable), both by language and poorly 

articulated meaning schemes concerning phenomena and social Interaction. 

Teachers, in discourse inside and outside reflection group meetings, regularly 

shared a language of powerlessness and inaction which yielded that those 

factors most important in a determination of students' academic success (such 

as the student's home environment) were the very powers over which they had 

the least control. Various, poorly articulated, meaning schemes discussed or 

shared among these teachers claimed to account for these factors. This was 

especially true of the mutually shared and Incompletely supported theory that low 

income, Mexican American parents living in a low socioeconomic community 

(which did not support valid goals of education) either did not, or were unable to, 

properly prepare their children for or support them in their academic success. 

Furthermore, teachers had few worries concerning evidence which might 

disconfirm these meaning schemes since their notions of appropriate parental 

contact were effectively and purposely prebounded. Rosenholtz (1989) in her 

study of teachers' workplace cultures has argued that teachers who are not 

encouraged to and are not provided the resources with which to involve parents 

in the learning process suffer a range of classroom difficulties which are often 
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perceived as personally and professionally threatening. According to 

Rosenholtz, these teachers: 

To protect their self-esteem and their sense of professional 
competence . . . attribute most classroom problems to ill-begotten 
circumstances and people other than themselves-specifically, to 
principals, parents, and students. Through consoling conversation 
about their trying workplace circumstances, colleagues tend to 
convince each other that no teacher can reasonably expect to 
succeed. (1989, p. 7) 

Just as teachers in the research conducted by Rosenholtz reified student 

learning problems (i.e., by attributing them to others and ill-begotten 

circumstances), teachers in this study recurrently reified their professional 

Interactions with their Mexican American students (for example, by concluding 

that a particular student's apathetic behavior was indicative of a lack of real 

world understanding which the student's parents had failed to provide and was, 

therefore, beyond the teacher's power to Influence in a reasonable period of 

time). More importantly, these professionals, as Carr and Kemmis (1986) have 

indicated they will, so completely accepted this reification of their perceived 

educational reality that it had become a taken-for-granted part of their daily 

interpretations of experience. 

A second epistemic meaning perspective Indicated by analysis of 

teachers' discourse in this ethnographic case study was that of reductionistic 

prescriptivism. Findings and discussion related to this epistemic meaning 

perspective follow. 
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Reductionistic Prescriptivism: Overview and Findings 

Analysis of reflection group teachers' discourse using the methods 

explained in Chapter III, indicated an epistemic meaning perspective of 

reductionistic prescriptivism (see Figure 4). Reductionism is the over-application 

of reductionist thinking to phenomena, events, or contingencies (Poole & Sachs, 

1989; Tarver, 1992). Reductionistic thinking has been a characteristic of 

Western thought for centuries (Carr & Kemmis, 1986) and Involves the process 

by which ideas, concepts, or skills, are broken down into their constituent parts in 

order to increase ease of understanding (Tarver, 1992). However, problems 

develop when reductionism is universally applied to problems which sometimes 

demand holistic (less oversimplified), if not integrated, thinking; such as those 

problems which are best approached from a systems thinking perspective. 

Prescriptivism is a set of epistemic premises according to which concepts that 

are descriptive (life stages, learning styles, personality characteristics) are used 

as if they were prescriptive (Geuss, 1981; Mezirow, 1991). Reductionistic 

prescriptivism, as an epistemic meaning perspective shared among teachers in 

their daily interactions with Mexican American students, was indicated by two 

important meaning schemes; leaming stylistics and overgeneralization. A 

presentation of findings related to each of these meaning schemes will begin 

with those pertinent to the meaning scheme of learning stylistics. 
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Learning stylistics 

Learning styles research and analysis concerns itself with the ways in 

which individuals perceive and process information. As discussed In Chapter II, 

Dunn, Griggs, and Price (1993), in their study of learning style preferences 

among 687 Mexican American elementary school students, utilized the Learning 

Style Inventory (LSI) and found that Mexican American female students prefer 

varied learning approaches, prefer sound rather than quiet, and need mobility in 

their learning environments. Mexicari American male students, on the other 

hand, were found to be strong factually, weakly auditory In their learning 

orientations, conducive to late morning instruction, and weak in their preference 

for mobility in the learning environment. 

Various conversations with members of the reflection group indicated that 

these teachers had received training in learning style models, both In their 

preservice program and in staff development at Valverde. Therefore, the 

researcher anticipated that these teachers, through their discourse, would reflect 

knowledge of a variety of learning styles appropriate for Mexican American 

students, as well as, various classroom and instructional adaptations that would 

be suggestive of that knowledge. The following commentaries taken from these 

teachers' discourse are typical of their remarks with respect to their knowledge of 

the learning styles literature. This group of commentaries illustrates the finding 

that teachers consistently and reductionistically, as in restrictive of the variety of 

learning styles applicable to Mexican American students, pointed to the 

189 



tactile-kinesthetic learning style as the only style appropriate for Mexican 

American students. 

v2p034398s Most Hispanic students are tactile-kinesthetic 
learners. Because of this, I have greatly restructured the way I 
teach my students. The classroom techniques that I use to benefit 
the Mexican-American student have come by trail and error and by 
suggestions from other teachers . . . . I find that the conventional 
way of teaching does not work for these students. The biggest 
asset I have is my own personal that I learned and I try to use that 
to help the students learn. 

v2r048851s The Mexican-American students at Valverde 
are predominantly kinesthetlc-tactlle learners. Many 
Mexican-American students have lost interest in school. . . . 
They are not motivated to learn or to finish activities. 

v2r023373s The Mexican-American student is more group 
oriented. We need to use more group work. More tactile-
kinesthetic activities must be used in instruction. 

v1p022143s Mexican American students as visual tactile 
learners, need step by step experiences in their efforts to gain self 
confidence and a global aspect. 

According to the first and second of these three commentaries, Hispanic or 

Mexican American students are "predominantly tactile-kinesthetic learners." 

The third of these commentaries further asserts that Instruction appropriate to 

this tactile-kinesthetic learning style prevalent among Mexican American 

students must be "group oriented." Finally, the last of these commentaries 

argues that Mexican American students, "as visual tactile learners," must also 

gain "step by step" experiences in order to receive the best benefit of instruction. 

As these commentaries, like many others noted in teachers' discourse, illustrate, 

the common thread linking each of them is the shared Interpretation of Mexican 
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American students as tactile-kinesthetic (sometimes synonymously referred to 

by teachers as "visual tactile") learners. What is absent from this discourse Is 

any mention of other learning styles applicable to Mexican American students. 

The discourse is less descriptive, as intended by the learning styles literature 

(see arguments detailed in Chapter II), than it is prescriptive, as redefined and 

reinterpreted by these teachers according to the shared meaning perspective of 

reductionistic prescriptivism and manifested In the meaning scheme of learning 

stylistics. 

As these teacher commentaries further Indicate, reflection group teachers 

were very stylistic (as in a personal slant associated with their explications) in 

their interpretations of what this most appropriate (according to teachers' 

Interpretations), tactile-kinesthetic, learning style meant for the Mexican 

American learner (see Figure 4). That is, what the learning style literature had to 

say for Mexican American students at Valverde (according to these teachers' 

interpretations) became very idiosyncratic to the particular teacher making the 

interpretation of that literature. One teacher concluded that the 

tactile-kinesthetic learning style was a matter of trail and error. Another teacher 

concluded that the style implied step-by-step experiences. Others offered that 

the tactile-kinesthetic learning style implied rearrangement of the classroom from 

row to circular seating. Still others indicated the style meant cooperative 

learning or group work. 
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However, none of these teachers, in writing their educational platforms 

(although specifically asked to do so) could specify particular combinations of 

classroom structures and instructional strategies which their training had 

informed them were appropriate to this tactile-kinesthetic leaming style. Instead, 

the use of the descriptive information teachers had received concerning learning 

styles (through inservice workshops) had become prescriptive in use because 

teachers discourse indicated that they had come to hold the meaning scheme 

that the tactile-kinesthetic learning style was the one style appropriate to 

Mexican American learners. Thus, professional dialogue about a range of 

learning styles and associated instructional strategies applicable to the needs of 

Mexican American students at Valverde was effectively and prescriptively 

precluded according to a shared meaning perspective of reductionistic 

prescriptivism (see Figure 4). 

A similar and related meaning scheme, overgeneralization, was Indicated 

by teachers' discourse indicative of perceptions and interpretations concerning 

the incidence of gang activity among Mexican American students at Valverde. 

This meaning scheme of overgeneralization was one of two associated with 

teacher's discourse which indicated the meaning perspective of reductionistic 

precrlptivism. Essentially, overgeneralization is the Improper or excessive 

application of conclusions found applicable in one situation or a group of 

situations to an infinite variety of other situations to which those conclusions may 

seem to fit but are not necessarily applicable. The particulars of this meaning 
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scheme of overgeneralization, as manifested in the discourse of reflection group 

teachers at Valverde, are described in the passages to follow. 

Overgeneralization 

Prior to the Initiation of reflection group sessions, the researcher attended 

several meetings of a task force of city and community leaders and demographic 

specialists who were analyzing the dynamics of the community within which 

Valverde was located in preparation for the writing of a federal community 

development grant. In discussions with certain of these specialists (as well as 

various social workers and community liaisons for the city) the researcher 

specifically asked about the incidence of gang activity among community youth 

who attended Valverde and those factors which seemed to prompt kids to join. 

These specialists liberally estimated the incidence of gang membership among 

Mexican American youth at Valverde at less than 10 percent of the student 

population at the site and indicated that most joined In response to peer 

pressure. Perhaps more to the point, teachers at Valverde had been provided 

with special insen/ices on the dynamics of gang membership and activity within 

the city, inservice designed to acquaint teachers with information they might find 

useful In helping students who might be approached by their peers concerning 

gang membership. 

Accordingly, the researcher was particularly interested in teachers' 

perception of the Incidence of gang activity among Mexican American youth at 
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Valverde and its origins. The following comments from reflection group 

members are typical of teachers' shared perceptions on this Issue. 

v2p017041s Although the majority of Mexican-American 
students at Valverde Junior High are involved In gangs and drugs, 
come from low income homes and broken families, and exhibit a 
high dropout rate, I do not feel I should make these circumstances 
the main issue in my teaching. 

According to this teacher's comment, not some, but "the majority" of Mexican 

American students at Valverde are "involved in gangs and drugs." This 

teacher's estimate, like that of many other reflection group teachers, contrasts 

markedly with the 10 percent Incidence estimates given by the specialists which 

the researcher consulted. 

Equally indicative of such overgeneralization were teacher comments 

which tended to associate gang membership with students of color or at-risk 

students. The following excerpts, taken from a teacher's reflective journal and a 

teacher's educational platform are examples. 

v1r027041s One of the biggest barriers to our reaching 
these kids is the games they play in class. Many of these games 
are gang related and designed to establish some sort of position 
among gang members at the teacher's expense. Our at risk 
students, which are mostly Mexican American kids, are the most 
likely to be involved in these kinds of gang related games which 
disrupt the lesson and take other students off task. 

v3j032143s There is a serious gang problem growing in 
this community. These gang members are the at-risk students 
here who have problems with attendance, grades, attitude, 
authority, and school structure. 

v2p018345s The big decision that comes to mind is that 
these children must decide between good and evil at such a young 
age. We know this Is true for our Mexican American students who 
are overwhelmingly involved in gang activity in our community. 
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The first of these excerpts, according to such expressions as," Our at risk 

students, which are mostly Mexican American kids, are the most likely to be 

Involved in these kinds of gang related games which disrupt the lesson and take 

other students off task," argues: (a) that most at risk students at Valverde are 

Mexican American, and (b) that these at risk students are the most likely to be 

involved in gangs. The second of these excerpts assumes a direct connection 

between gang activity and at-risk students (which teachers contended were 

mostly the Mexican American students) while the third, once again, assumes 

that Mexican American students of color are "overwhelmingly" involved in gangs. 

These comments, taken from teachers' discourse, are indicative of 

overgeneralization. When compared with the estimates of city analysts, the 

evidence of overgeneralization is somewhat more definitive (see Figure 4). 

Furthermore, teachers' discourse not only tended to attribute the source 

of gang activity to poor parenting skills among Mexican American parents, it also 

indicated that isolated, gang-related incidents were frequently discussed among 

these teachers as if such Incidents were the norm for the school, despite the fact 

that city and community specialists had provided the researcher with information 

to the contrary. Although, teachers' discourse sometimes indicated that some of 

them had misapplied the information provided In workshops on gangs In order to 

draw these and similar conclusions about the source and Incidence of gang 

activity at Valverde, the extent of this misapplication was unclear. Such 

misapplications are then indicative of a meaning scheme of overgeneralization 
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(see Figure 4). They are also indicative of the powerful influence of a shared 

meaning perspective of reductionistic prescriptivism on the interpretation of new 

experiences such as the gang workshops to which these teachers were exposed 

since information (provided by the workshops) intended for descriptive use was, 

misapplied in a reductionistic and prescriptive manner. 

Reductionistic Prescriptivism: Discussion 

Teachers' discourse associated with an epistemic meaning perspective of 

reductionistic prescriptivism indicated a shared oversimplification (as In 

reductionism), overgeneralization, and generally prescriptive use of information 

meant for descriptive use, especially inservice information on learning styles, 

cooperative learning, and gangs; information which by the school administrator's 

admission had not achieved the intended results of simple awareness raising 

and information dissemination. 

Regarding the first of these, analysis of their discourse indicated that 

reflection group teachers at Valverde could, to recall a phrase: "Talk the talk, but 

not walk the walk!" That Is to say, they could espouse very prescriptive 

knowledge (as in shared, but prescriptive, interpretations of learning style 

information Intended for descriptive use; interpretations indicated by such 

expressions as, "Mexican American students at Valverde are predominantly 

tactile-kinesthetic learners') of what they considered appropriate learning styles 

for Mexican American learners, as well as, very technical phrases regarding their 
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knowledge of the learning styles literature. However, when prompted to do so, 

they could not articulate what these prescriptively espoused phrases meant for 

practitioners; nor could they provide specifics as to how they implemented them 

in their own classroom. As an example, tactile-kinesthetic learning, for some of 

these teachers, meant group learning, for others, it meant step-by-step 

experiences, for still others the instruction appropriate to the style was a matter 

of trial and error. For none of these, could teachers specify (in their educational 

platforms) particular classroom structures or strategies appropriate to their 

interpretation of instruction appropriate to this universally applicable learning 

style among Mexican American students. In a similar manner, teachers' 

interpretations of gang-related activity among their Mexican American students, 

contrasted markedly with those of city analysts and indicated reductionistic 

overgeneralization as related to isolated gang incidents discussed among 

Valverde school educators, as well as, the misapplication (as in such 

expressions as "our Mexican American students at Valverde are oven/vhelmingly 

involved in gangs and drugs") of information primarily intended for awareness 

raising and supportive use. 

These findings regarding the meaning schemes of learning stylistics and 

overgeneralization reflected an epistemic meaning perspective of reductionistic 

prescriptivism, shared among teachers in their daily interactions with their 

Mexican American students, and epitomize the concern of recent literature about 

197 



the application of learning styles research to actual classroom practice, 

especially practice in cross-cultural learning environments. 

As discussed in Chapter II, the expression learning style means the way 

In which individuals perceive and process information (Dunn et al., 1993). 

Recent argument in the areas of learning style research and cross-cultural 

education suggests three problems Inherent in the learning styles research, 

especially as It has been applied to educational practice (Cushner et al., 1992; 

Hernandez, 1989; Kolb, 1984; Nieto, 1992). First, such research tends to 

dichotomize learning (as in such differentiations as those between field 

dependent and field independent learners outlined by WItken [1962] and 

discussed in Chapter II). Instead, learning is a complex process which some 

have argued may not be appropriately characterized according to two differing 

poles (Kolb, 1984; Nieto, 1992). As an example of this complexity, Nieto's 

(1992) review of the learning style literature found arguments for no less than 14 

learning styles and 13 different learning style theories. Similarly, Cushner 

et al. (1992) have pointed out that research in this area indicates that there are 

as many within-group as between-group differences among cultural groups. 

Lumping all Hispanics together, for instance, has its dangers. In 
addition, generational differences in learning styles have been 
found in some groups. First-generation Mexican Americans, for 
instance, tend to be more field dependent when compared with 
third-generation students. Even within families, parents, offspring, 
and siblings tend to be more different from than similar to each 
other, (p. 113) 

/^ 
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According to these authors learning styles, even among peoples labeled 

Hispanic, may differ according to subgroups such as Puerto Rican and Mexican 

American, as well as, according to whether the learner is, for example, a first, 

second, or third generation Mexican American. Furthermore, these authors 

argue that learning style differences may exist even within families. 

Teachers in this case study, had not only come to the conclusion that the 

tactile-kinesthetic learning style was the learning style appropriate to all Hispanic 

(Mexican American) students, but also shared an additional conclusion that it 

was basically the learning style teachers could expect Mexican American 

students to favor. Like Hernandez, Nieto (1992) takes these concerns one step 

further to argue that the findings of learning styles research can be used as a 

rationale for poor or inequitable teaching. She cites research by Ortiz (1988) 

which found that teachers of Hispanic students prescriptively use the 

'cooperative learning' attribute from the learning styles literature to justify a 

variety of discriminatory pedagogical decisions including the denial of solo 

classroom performances to Hispanic children, placing them in activities where 

other children were allowed to choose their activity, and having them share 

books that other children were allowed to enjoy individually. 

As was detailed in Chapter II, Hernandez (1989) has summarized a final 

problem with the learning styles research and teachers' application of it in 

practice. She has written that learning styles may Influence academic 

performance. However, she has also warned that overemphasizing individual 
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preferences is Inadvisable and perhaps, all too frequent in practice. For 

Hernandez, there are many important interactions between learner factors and 

instructional processes that are not captured by the concept of learning style. 

Hence, no single dominant learning style should be understood as characteristic 

of a cultural group of learners (as It was among reflection group teachers at 

Valverde), nor should a single learner dimension limit Instruction to that 

dimension. For many of the Valverde teachers, their discourse indicated that the 

whole descriptive, idea of learning styles had been reduced to a single style 

(tactile-kinesthetic) they commonly thought applicable to most, if not all, Hispanic 

learners and prescriptively used as evidence of their understanding of such 

learners. Discussion to follow will draw connections among the epistemic 

meaning perspectives Identified In this case study and precedents in the 

literature bearing upon such perspectives. 

Epistemic Meaning Perspectives: Connections Among 
Findings and Precedents in the Literature 

Teachers' discourse analyzed in this case study according to the methods 

outlined in Chapter III, was associated with five meaning schemes indicative of 

two epistemic meaning perspectives. The first of these meaning perspectives, 

reification, was manifested according to three meaning schemes: resignation, 

scapegoating, and prebounded parental contact. The second of these epistemic 

meaning perspectives, reductionistic prescriptivism, was manifested according to 

two meaning schemes: learning stylistics and overgeneralization. 
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Two meaning perspectives, those of reification and reductionistic 

prescriptivism, shared among reflection group teachers at Valverde and 

indicated by teachers' discourse concerning their day-to-day interactions with 

their Mexican American students are epistemic. Each of these epistemic 

meaning perspectives are also, according to the substantive theoretical 

(Mezlrow, 1990, 1991) definition of the term used in this case study, distorted. 

According to transformation theory (Mezirow, 1990, 1991) such distorted, 

epistemic meaning perspectives filter what we come to know and our ways of 

knowing in ways that can be personally constraining, and interactively 

self-defeating. In fact, Mezlrow (1991) has cited analyses by Geuss (1981) who 

has concluded that the three most important types of epistemic distortions are: 

(a) the assumption that propositions are meaningful only If they have been 

verified empirically, (b) reification, and (c) the prescriptive use of concepts 

intended for descriptive use. The epistemic meaning perspectives of reification 

and reductionistic prescriptivism identified In this case study are each consistent 

with epistemic distortions suggested by the research which Guess (1981) 

conducted. In like manner, Tarver (1992) has argued that reductionistic thinking 

results in numerous fallacies which are a threat to both research in the social 

sciences and the application of findings to practice. Discourse associated with 

the epistemic meaning perspective of reductionistic precrlptivism identified in this 

case study was indicative of such reductionistic thinking. As an Illustration, we 

may note that Tarver has summarized various fallacies of reductionistic thinking. 
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For example, Tarver has highlighted the erroneous belief that a complex whole, 

such as the learning process. Is nothing but, or identical with, its parts, such as a 

particular learning style. More specific to this research, teachers in this study 

prescriptively and reductionistically associated their Mexican American students 

with the tactile-kinesthetic learning style. Similarly, Tarver has discussed a 

second fallacy which argues that a complex whole, such as gang Involvement 

among Mexican American junior high school students, can be entirely explained 

in terms of the description of its parts and causes, such as isolated incidents of 

gang-related confrontations and who was involved, or isolated cases where gang 

members are known to be members of families who are currently experiencing 

domestic problems. 

Another important meaning perspective indicated by teachers' discourse 

In this case study was psychological. Discussion to follow will elaborate this 

meaning perspective. 

A Psychological Meaning Perspective: Forward 

Analysis of teachers' discourse In this ethnographic case study indicated a 

psychological meaning perspective shared among teachers in their day-to-day 

interactions with their Mexican American, junior high school students. The 

presentation to follow will feature an overview, the findings, and a discussion of 

this psychological meaning perspective, colorblind nonaccommodative denial 
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(see Figure 4), as indicated by teachers' discourse In this ethnographic case 

study. 

Colorblind Nonaccommodative Denial: Overview and Findings 

The term colorblind has been used to refer to persons who are 

essentially oblivious to differences (whether perceived as differences of skin 

color, cultural socialization, or ethnicity) among groups of people based upon the 

manner In which one or another group is perceived by and treated by the 

dominant group in a society. The term colorblind as used In reference to the 

psychological meaning perspective identified In this case study is consistent with 

Sleeter's (1995) argument that those persons and those institutions of the 1990's 

which have been described as color-blind are usually also ethnic-blind (that Is, 

oblivious to differences among groups of people based upon the manner in 

which members of one or another group perceive themselves in relation to a 

common, shared historical heritage). 

Therefore, the use of the term may be understood as suggestive of either 

colorblindness or culture-blindness or both. Further, Nieto (1995) has stated that 

colorblindness may be thought of as an inability to confront cultural differences. 

Margolis (1968) has expanded upon this definition of the concept. 

Because [the teacher] subscribes to the great American abstraction 
that 'prejudice is bad,' she abhors the more barbarous symptoms of 
bigotry and allows herself the luxury of feeling tolerant. The 
tolerance often turns to condescension, (p. 7) 
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As the passage implies, prejudices may be denied and tolerance (that is, the 

capacity to bear something although It may at times prove unpleasant [Nieto, 

1992]) implied. However, this tolerance implied or allowed often fails to provide 

evidence of any genuine sort of acceptance (that is the acknowledgment of 

differences without the denial of their importance [Nieto, 1992]). In the words of 

Nieto (1995): "Prejudice denied inevitably leads to an overlooking of real 

differences [especially cultural differences] among students as well" (p. 395). 

Nieto's remarks seem to suggest, not just tolerance, but acceptance and 

celebration of cultural diversity as well. As the presentation to follow will 

illustrate, colorblind nonaccommodative denial, as played out in this case study, 

took the form of two interrelated meaning schemes which pointed to this 

psychological meaning perspective: colorblindness and no accommodation. 

Teachers' discourse in this case study not only indicated colorblindness 

as a denial of biases (as in the reduction of anxiety by the unconscious exclusion 

from the mind of intolerable thoughts, feelings, or facts) but consequent denial 

(as the refusal to recognize, acknowledge, or confront a need, claim or request) 

of accommodations in classroom structures or instruction necessary (Nieto, 

1992) to meet the particular and often culture-based needs of Mexican American 

students. The two interrelated meaning schemes which indicated the 

psychological meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial are 

colorblindness and no accommodation and will be presented in the subsections 

to follow. 
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Colorblindness: Overview and Findings 

Colorblindness as a meaning scheme (see Figure 4) was indicated by 

teachers' discourse in this case study. By extension, the meaning scheme of 

colorblindness was one of three meaning schemes which indicated the shared 

psychological, meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial. 

Three patterns which indicated this meaning scheme of colorblindness were 

evident in teachers' discourse over time. The first form of this meaning scheme 

is best described by the following phrase: "I don't see color, I see students." 

This pattern of colorblindness was especially evident in the following 

observations taken from teachers' discourse 

v3j093266s As a teacher, I never pay attention to students' 
race until something or someone points it out. Many of my 
colleagues also feel the same. 

v2r018057s I have done more reading on issues relating to 
Mexican-American students . . . . I have made an increased 
effort to be more sensitive to student needs, but again, this is not a 
Mexican-American Issue for me. It is a student issue. 

In the first of these excerpts, the link between colorblindness and race is evident 

in the expression, "I never pay attention to students' race until something or 

someone points it out." According to this teacher's perception, until someone 

pointed out to her that her students were of a different background or color than 

herself, she did not pay any attention to such differences. That this meaning 

scheme of colorblindness was indicative of shared perceptions among Valverde 

teachers is reflected in the remark, "Many of my colleagues also feel the same." 

These comments further indicate that this shared perception could extend to 
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cultural as well as color differences. The effort to deny that Mexican American 

students brought cultural differences to the school (that is colorblindness, 

manifested as culture-blindness) is evident in the expression, "this is not a 

Mexican-American issue for me. It Is a student issue," of the second of these 

excerpts. 

Other excerpts from teacher discourse suggest patterns of colorblindness 

tied to teachers' notions of respect and equality. The excerpts to follow is an 

example. 

v1j027041s I myself emphasize respect in my class 
everyday and try my best that students respect each other, I 
respect them, they respect me. They are students to me not 
Hispanic, Mexican American, White, Black or other. I do not care 
about the color of their skin, I respect them and they respect me 
that is what is Important. 

For this teacher, an environment of "respect" between teacher and student is the 

key to successful practice with student populations such as those at Valverde. . 

For her, neither color, nor culture are important, only this environment of respect. 

Other teacher remarks, although often less explicit about the color aspect of 

colorblindness are equally indicative of the meaning scheme as defined in this 

case study. 

w3j096006s It has occurred to me that we can all become 
dysfunctional if we depend too much on other people's 
expectations of us. . . . I have a have a very difficult time 
associating some of the stories of Injustices to minorities that I have 
heard with racial prejudice. . . . It seems to be the nature of a 
person who feels inferior to raise their own sense of self worth by 
lowering someone else's. It is a cycle that must be broken by 
education and instilling a sense of empathy rather than 
competition. 
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According to this teacher's remarks, the expectation that teachers should be 

called upon to acknowledge the cultural heritage (as In those professional growth 

efforts which address awareness raising among teachers, especially awareness 

raising concerning ethinic-blindness and culture-blindness), especially a heritage 

of oppression that students may bring to school breeds an environment of 

competition among peoples. For this teacher, like many in the group, 

acknowledgments of alternative cultural viewpoints were best interpreted as the 

efforts of those who felt or sensed inferiority to elevate their desires at the 

expense of others. According to this discourse, "education" is, not an 

opportunity for diverse peoples to exchange Ideas and knowledge, but the 

solution to this problem. 

Still other discourse associated with teachers' meaning scheme of 

colorblindness indicated that teachers were often called upon to decide 

questions of normalcy as to the appropriate behavior of students in school. 

w2j138746s I had never been around many 
Mexican-American students as far as them being a large majority 
of my enrollment, and I have to admit that due to this group I have 
been left with a very bad taste! Thank goodness for this year. The 
ethnic count in my room Is still the same, but this year it seldom Is 
called to my attention because my students are 'normal kids.' 

Certainly, this quote raises the question of why the "ethnic" students the teacher 

had this year, as opposed to last year, were considered "normal kids." The 

presentation of additional findings to follow will suggest that these kids were 

"normal" (according to this and other teachers' interpretations) because. 
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to the teacher, their classroom ways did not suggest any real need for 

accommodation (in classroom/school structure or in classroom instruction) on 

the part of the teacher. 

A second pattern in teachers' discourse indicative of colorblindness 

emerged within three weeks of the weekly reflection group meetings and 

appeared to be associated with member checking between the researcher and 

reflection group members as to what they meant by such phrases as: "I don't 

see color, I see students." This new pattern of denial (with respect to cultural 

differences) notable In teachers' discourse shifted emphasis from such phrases 

as "I dont see color," to such phrases as: "I treat all my students as 

individuals." The teacher comment to follow is a prime example. 

v3p044111s In dealing with the different cultures in my 
classroom, I don't see myself pointing out 'how' this particular 
student does 'this' because he/she Is from a Mexican-American 
culture or heritage. I see each of my students as individuals. Each 
of them are unique in their own way. Each comes from a different 
background, a different family, a different upbringing, a different 
'culture.' 

This teacher, like many of her colleagues, perceived the recognition and 

celebration of a student's cultural heritage as pointing out differences; a practice 

believed beneficial to neither the student nor the teacher. Instead, the teacher's 

culture-based preference for approaches more consistent with the ideal of 

individualism (a dominant tenet of the Western Cultural Canon [Nieto, 1992]) is 

evident in such expressions as , "I see each of my students as individuals. Each 

of them are unique in their own way." 
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However, some of these same teachers reported instruction to in excess 

of 100 Mexican American students each day of the week. Precisely how they 

accommodated the needs of and adapted their instruction to each one of these 

/nd/V/Gfua/students was never made clear to the researcher, nor could any of 

these teachers specify how they made such individual accommodations when 

specifically asked to do so in their educational platforms. Yet, those who made 

this claim often remained quite persistent in these sorts of assertions. 

A third pattern in teachers' discourse which indicated a meaning scheme 

of colorblindness began to reveal itself in teachers' comments during the sixth 

week of reflection group meetings. This pattern heavily emphasized ideas of 

Americanization (see Chapter II for a detailed discussion of this concept). 

Fundamentally, Nieto (1992) has characterized Americanization as an 

enculturation prompting one to relinquish one's native language, one's culture, in 

order that one may learn to talk, dress, eat, and behave according to the 

European American model. Although later discussion will further elaborate on 

this concept, the following comments taken from teachers' discourse are 

reflective of a pattem which emphasized the Americanization of Mexican 

American students. 

v5j043266s I know that our school is composed of a 
majority of Mexican-American students but I feel that as educators 
we need to work with all students. I know that we also have to take 
culture into consideration, but most importantly we also need to 
remember that we are Americans. And I feel that we are 
Americans first. 
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For this teacher, the cultural biographies and heritage which Mexican American 

students bring with them to the school are less important than the "need to 

remember that we are Americans." Since this teacher is, herself, Mexican 

American, the assimilationist philosophy (a mindset which maintains that 

persons of one ethnic group should absorb and incorporate the cultural tenets of 

another, often with the loss of values and behavioral patterns particular to their 

native culture [Scarcella, 1990]) is evident in her discourse. This assimilationist 

philosophy of Americanization is more explicit in the teacher's comments to 

follow. 

v2r028057s I am still not thoroughly convinced that 
particular learning or Instructional needs are totally unique to the 
Mexican-American student. Each child has unique needs. Each 
desires and deserves to be affirmed. None, be he Black, White, 
Brown or any variation thereof, should be any less valued. I am 
tempted to say language is the distinguishable difference. 
Everything should be done to help students speak and read 
English on grade level, smaller classes, more time, with this being 
the priority until students are proficient In English usage. As 
difficult as it may appear, the challenge for Mexican-American 
students is to assimilate into the American culture while 
maintaining their personal identity. But then, is that not the 
challenge for all of us? I have made few structural or curricular 
adaptations. 

According to this teacher's meaning scheme of colorblindness, Americanization 

is a challenge that a//must face and. therefore structural or curricular 

adaptations for culturally different students are not needed. Her discourse 

overfooks the noteworthy obsen/ation that, as a White, monocultural (I.e. one 

who adheres to the tenets of the Western Cultural Canon [Nieto, 1992]) teacher, 

the challenge of Americanization, differs from that faced by culturally different 
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students who do not enjoy the benefit of the close fit between their home culture 

and that of the school. 

An interesting footnote to these remarks was the finding that most of this 

discourse indicative of propensities toward Americanization came from the 

Mexican American teachers in the reflection group. This was. if nothing else, 

highly suggestive of notable assimilation to the monocultural perspective 

discussed in Chapter I. 

Colorblindness: Discussion 

The preceding presentation has featured findings as related to the 

meaning scheme of colorblindness shared among reflection group teachers at 

Valverde and one of three meaning schemes which indicated the psychological 

meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial. Arguments 

submitted by both Cushner et al. (1992), in their analysis of policy and practice 

with respect to human diversity, and Garcia (1995) in his analysis of recent 

developments in theory, research, policy and practice with respect to Mexican 

American student education have addressed the issues of colorblindness, 

monoculturalism in American classrooms, and Americanization. Both the 

colorblind meaning scheme indicated by teachers' discourse this study, and 

teachers' viewpoints on Americanization as evidence of colorblindness, are 

consistent with a shared monocultural interpretation of educational policy, 

purposes, and practices. Since the monoculturalist view has been extensively 
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discussed in chapters I and II, discussion here will focus on Americanization as 

an educational objective and colorblindness as a persistent meaning scheme 

shared among monocultural educators. 

Garcia (1995) has noted that Americanization has been a prime 

educational objective for culturally diverse children for more than eight decades. 

It has been recognized, from an assimilationist perspective, as a solution to the 

problem of immigrants and ethnicity in the modern industrialized United States. 

Americanization was historically intended to merge small ethnic and linguistically 

diverse communities into a single national structure and culture. Garcia (1995) 

has argued that Americanization persists in educational thinking, programs, and 

policy today and that Americanization is detrimental to the cultural and social 

Identities of Mexican American children. 

Americanization for Mexican American students unfortunately still 
means the elimination not only of linguistic and cultural differences, 
but of an undesirable culture. Americanization programs seem to 
assume a single homogeneous ethnic culture in contact with a 
single homogeneous modern one, and the relationship between 
the two is not that of equals. . . . In one way or another, every 
Mexican American child, whether born in the United States or In 
Mexico, is likely to be treated as a foreigner, an alien, or an 
intruder. (Garcia, 1995, p. 378) 

Garcla's comments, unlike those of the teacher whose discourse was last 

presented, point to the notable differences in level of challenge that culturally 

different students face vIs-a-vis Americanization as compared with their White, 

monocultural counterparts. Consistent with the colorblindness evident among 

teachers who participated in this case study. Garcla's comments point to the 
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failure of monocultural thinking to recognize the necessity of not just equality in 

American society, but equity as well (see Chapters I and II for a detailed 

differentiation among these terms, equity and equality). This notion of equity 

versus equality is. in particular, a conspicuously absent element of most 

educational policy discussions, as It was conspicuously absent in teachers' 

understandings of the needs of their Mexican American students at Valverde. 

Garcia goes on to argue that the Americanization solution has not worked, in 

part because, it depends on the flawed notion of group culture; that is it 

presumes that culturally different (D. W. Sue & D. Sue, 1990) children are 

culturally flawed as a group. For Garcia and others, the challenge facing 

educators of Mexican American students is not to Americanize these children but 

to accept them, understand them, and celebrate the cultural capital they bring to 

the classroom (Cushner et al., 1992; Garcia, 1995; Sleeter, 1995). 

Nonetheless, both Schofleld (1995) and Sleeter (1990) have argued that 

the Increasing White monocultural character of school faculties, like that at 

Valverde, makes It exceedingly difficult to counter colorblind thinking, 

stereotypes, and misconceptions about the potential of culturally diverse 

students. Schofleld (1995) has conducted an extensive meta-analysis of theory 

and research in social psychology concerning the prospects for improvement in 

Intergroup relations among secondary and postsecondary students, as well as 

among these students and their educators. Among her conclusions are the 

following: improvement approaches work best when they match the current 
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state of intergroup relations; resegregation remains a common barrier to 

improved relations; efforts toward equal status among students in school, 

cooperative interdependence among students, and increased support from 

authorities, provide the conditions most conducive to improved intergroup 

relations. However, Schofield has cautioned that authorities should closely 

examine how they support intergroup relations. Schofield has written: 

It is common for principals, teachers, and other authority figures 
involved with racially or ethnically diverse settings to feel that the 
best and fairest thing that they can do is to adopt a point of view 
sometimes called the colorblind perspective. This 
perspective sees racial and ethnic group membership as irrelevant 
to the way individuals are treated. Taking cognizance of such 
group membership in decision making is perceived as illegitimate. 
(1995, p. 642) 

As Schofield's comments suggest, a serious reconsideration of the dangers 

Inherent in the colorblind perspective has become increasingly relevant to school 

educators given current demographic trends toward growing numbers of 

culturally diverse students. First, Schofield has cautioned that the colorblind 

perspective Is widely endorsed In institutions as diverse as the schools and the 

judicial system. Second, although the perspective appeals to many because of 

the importance it places on the individual, Schofield has cautioned that it leads to 

a misrepresentation of reality in ways that encourage discrimination against 

people of color. Third, the decision to act as if no one notices, or should notice, 

ethnicity may mean that policies disadvantageous to the culturally different are 

accepted without reservation or examination. Fourth, a colorblind perspective 

may prompt tolerance if not adoption of policies that lead to resegregation. 
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Fifth, the colorblind perspective makes it easy for schools to use textbooks or 

curricular materials which discount the perspectives and contributions of persons 

of color. The findings of this ethnographic case study indicate that a tendency 

among Valverde educators to embrace the sort of colorblindness described by 

Schofield (1995) prompted denial of the need for structural and curricular 

accommodations to meet the needs of Mexican American students at the school, 

despite the fact that these students constituted the predominance of the student 

population at the site. 

Although one set of data In this case study Indicated a meaning scheme 

of colorblindness, just as another pointed to the meaning scheme of no 

accommodation, each of these findings are interrelated. Specifically, teachers' 

discourse associated with the psychological meaning perspective of colorblind 

nonaccommodative denial indicated that teachers' denial of the need for 

accommodation of classroom structure or curriculum to meet the particular 

needs of their Mexican American students was based on the following 

influences: (a) a meaning scheme of colorblindness which, by definition, implied 

no accommodation, (b) arguments that accommodation demanded more time 

than teachers could devote to such tasks, (c) arguments that any particular 

structural or curricular needs Mexican American students might have related to 

their low socioeconomic status rather than any cultural influences on the fit 

between their home socialization and the demands of the school environment, 

and (d) arguments that to accommodate particular needs of these students was 
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to risk loss of classroom control. Findings pertinent to the first of these (a 

meaning scheme of colorblindness) have been presented in the prior section of 

this chapter. Findings relevant to the last three follow. 

No Accommodation: Overview and Findings 

Having discussed the first set of findings which pointed to both a meaning 

scheme of colorblindness and a meaning scheme of no accommodation, the 

presentations to follow will elaborate upon findings related to time, student 

socioeconomic status, and risk which indicated this latter meaning scheme. This 

meaning scheme of no accommodation (see Figure 4) provides further evidence 

for the identification of a psychological meaning perspective of colorblind 

nonaccommodative denial shared among teachers of the reflection group at 

Valverde. It should be noted that the term accommodation as referred to with 

respect to the meaning scheme of no accommodation denotes the concept of 

culture-specific accommodation as detailed by Nieto (1992). In brief 

culture-specific accommodation refers to the capacity of schools and teachers to 

utilize each of the resources which a student brings to school (in conjunction with 

his/her own biography and socialization) in order to maximize the student's 

potential for academic success. 

I ĝ rk nf Time as a R^t'̂ nale for Denial of the Need to Accommodate 

lyiPYlnan Amerinan Students. Lack of time was a recurrent theme In teachers' 

discourse which rationalized a denial of accommodation in classroom structure 
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and curriculum to meet the particular needs of Mexican American students (that 

is, discourse indicative of the meaning scheme of no accommodation). The 

following remarks taken from teachers' discourse are typical. 

v3j023266s I believe that once we sit back and ponder, we will 
realize that we 'can' have a positive effect on the students and 
culture of Valverde . . . . My biggest obstacle in rethinking and 
restructuring my teaching is time. Planning lessons to meet the 
needs of Mexican American students does take time and effort. 

As this excerpt illustrates, although the reflection group teachers often realized 

the benefits of personal reflection with respect to structural and curricular 

accommodations necessary to meet the needs of Mexican American students 

(and often realized that such accommodations could have a positive Influence on 

outcomes for these students), lack of time was a recurrent rationale for why such 

accommodation was not undertaken by teachers within the school. 

Teacher comments such as those just presented frequently asserted that 

time was a restricting factor In a given teacher's ability to accommodate the 

needs of her/his Mexican American students. However, some notable teacher 

discourse indicated that perhaps lack of time was less of an influence in 

teachers' denial of structural and curricular accommodations for their Mexican 

American students than was personal preference in the use of time. The 

following comment taken from one teacher's reflective journal is highly indicative 

of this counterdiscourse. 

w1 rOI 4398s There is no such thing as not enough time. 
There is always enough time to improve myself and make my life 
better. If I dont take the time, then I am the one who is most 
affected. I had better learn to take the time. 
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The expression, "There is no such thing as not enough time," proposes that 

teachers' assertions regarding lack of time as a rationale for nonaccommodation 

were of questionable validity. Indeed, this teacher's discourse argues. "I had 

better leam to take the time." That Is to say. teachers had better take the time 

for whatever culture-specific accommodations in school and classroom structure 

as well as curriculum which are necessary to meet the needs of Mexican 

American students in a Junior High School setting in which the student 

population is predominately Mexican American. 

The perceived socioeconomic status of certain Mexican American 

students at Valverde also appeared to Influence teachers' denial of the need to 

accommodate Mexican American students and. as such, was another important 

aspect of the meaning scheme of no accommodation. Discussion to follow will 

elaborate upon this Influence. 

The Socioeconomic Status of the Student as an Influence In Teachers' 

Denial of the Need to Accommodate Mexican American Students. Periodic 

discussions among members of the reflection group surrounded issues of 

appropriate classroom structures and curriculum for the student population at 

Valverde. Among classroom structures discussed by the researcher as 

examples meant to prompt group discussion were: (a) the merits and demerits 

of circular versus linear seating arrangements, (b) the dynamics of project 

stations as a way to facilitate experiential learning units, and (c) the question of 

whether order or variety ought to be the benchmark of the classroom routine. 
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Among curricular options discussed by the researcher as examples meant to 

prompt group discussion were: (a) the question of whether certain English as a 

Second Language (ESL) strategies of instruction could be purposively modified 

for use with any learner having reading difficulties and (b) the issue of whether 

struggling junior high school students are ever really challenged by a strict use of 

basal readers for remediation. Discourse shared among reflection group 

members during such sessions indicated a commonly held perception that 

structural and curricular accommodations specific to Mexican American students 

would prove futile since low socioeconomic status, not cultural or socialization 

influences, were responsible for their personal and academic problems with the 

school environment. 

v3j068345s As we look at the culture of our students who 
are predominately Mexican American. I tend to think that some of 
the problems are not so much due to culture as much due to low 
socioeconomic status . . . . It doesnt matter if they are Brown, 
Black, White or whatever, if their economic level is low, the 
problems would be the same. 

This teacher's remarks, taken from her reflective journal, indicate a denial of any 

color-based or cultural-based differences in the problems and challenges faced 

by students at Valverde. This denial is evident in such expressions as, "the 

problems are not so much due to culture as to low socioeconomic status, and "It 

doesnt matter if they are Brown, Black, White, or whatever, if their economic 

level is low, the problems would be the same." The socioeconomic rationale for 

nonaccommodation, mentioned in the last of these expressions, is also 

reflectedin other teacher comments as well. 
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v3j076006k This class has forced me to seriously evaluate 
my prejudices and to contemplate exactly where those prejudices 
are directed. I have been determining that, in many ways, 
prejudices do affect my behavior. . . . I am forced to accept that 
a certain socioeconomic group has a lot of negative feelings (I.e.. 
prejudice) directed against It. 

These comments taken from a teacher's daily journal are reflective of the degree 

to which any faith could be placed in this socioeconomic (as in the expression 

"a certain socioeconomic group has a lot of negative feelings") rationale as the 

source of teachers' denial with respect to accommodation for Mexican American 

students at Valverde. Discussion to follow will present findings pertinent to the 

influence of perceived risk taking as a rationale for teachers' denial of 

accommodation to meet the needs of Mexican American students at Valverde. 

Perceived Risk Taking as an Influence In Teachers' Denial of the Need to 

Accommodate Mexican American Students. Perceived risk taking was another 

important influence on the meaning scheme of no accommodation shared 

among teachers at Valverde. More specifically, recurrent teacher arguments 

that to accommodate particular needs of Mexican American students was to risk 

loss of classroom control were to some degree a rationale for teachers' denial of 

accommodation to these students at Valverde. 

Before presenting evidence of this risk taking rationale for teachers' denial 

of the need to accommodate Mexican American students, it is first important to 

illustrate something of why teachers might perceive structural and curricular 

accommodations for their Mexican American students as risk taking. However, 

this illustration would be incomplete without a prior examination of what these 
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teachers perceived as the primary emphases of education at Valverde. A 

discussion of these emphases and these perceptions among Valverde teachers 

follows. 

The predominantly Mexican American nature of the student population at 

Valverde Junior High has been noted in prior discussion. Despite this fact, 

teachers' reflection group and related discourse seldom reflected emphases on 

structural or curricular accommodation for these students, including 

cross-culturally empathetic formats and approaches or formats for professional 

collaboration toward the maximization of student potential or community/parental 

involvement. Instead the discourse of these teachers did more to suggest that 

the primary emphases of education at Valverde were on: students' strict 

adherence to rules; a safe environment for students and teachers, students who 

were on task; and constant control of both students and their classroom 

environments. As subsequent discussion will elaborate, it is important to note 

that control was a specific emphasis for these teachers because simply having 

rules did not necessarily fit their Idea of control. Rather, their idea of control vjas 

often interpreted according to the degree to which their classroom and school 

environments (as well as those of their fellow teachers) reflected a sense of 

order However, teachers' emphases on strict adherence to rules as an 

educational goal worthy of teachers' attention at Valverde will be presented first. 

The need for Mexican American students at Valverde to adhere to rules 

was a recurrent theme in teachers' discourse associated with a meaning scheme 
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of no accommodation, throughout this ethnographic case study. The following 

comments taken from teachers' discourse reflect this emphasis at Valverde. 

w2r014464s I now understand the Mexican-American 
student a little better. As far as how they may possibly see the 
education system and I am trying to be sympathetic to that. At the 
same time we need to realize that there are rules that society 
Imposes and many times we just have to conform. 

w2j063266s Are we (the schools, educators) supposed to 
bend the rules to accommodate each and every student. Each 
student has his problem. Every student needs the rules bent for 
them. I just cant see this! No one bent the rules for me. . . . 
Eventually, we all have to follow the rules if we plan to succeed in 
this society. Eve, {one of the course instructors} had to learn to 
follow rules. She tells me that a teacher bent the rules for her 
because she was a migrant student. I understand and I am happy 
that someone helped her out. But the bottom line Is that she 
eventually had to follow the rules set by our society or she wouldnt 
be the success she is now. Am I being close-minded? 

The first of these teacher comments was taken from a teacher's reflective 

progress report, the second from a different teacher's reflective journal. The two 

comments, especially the last of these, indicates that the emphasis on rules and 

authority at Valverde concerned itself less with Mexican American students' 

understanding of the rules (as in the expressions, "At the same time we need to 

realize that there are rules that society imposes and many times we just have to 

conform" and "each student has his problem," than it did with whether those 

students followed those rules, to the letter (as In the expression, 'the bottom line 

Is that she eventually had to follow the rules"). According to this interpretation 

any problems students might have were less important than the student's need 

to conform to those rules which society imposes. Participant observation of 
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reflection group discussions and interchanges seemed to confirmed this 

indication. 

Other educational emphases at Valverde indicated by teachers discourse 

were also associated with the meaning scheme of no accommodation. Two of 

these emphases were safety and students on task. Teachers' preoccupation 

with students who were on task is evident in the following commentary taken 

from a teacher's third reflective journal. 

v3j090630s Why am I experiencing success? I am the 
patriarch. I present myself as a stern, immovable father figure. 
The kids are on task, on time, and they are doing good work. 

Last year I tried compassion, leniency, and modification. I 
lived to regret it. I know that most research suggests that I'm doing 
this wrong, but its working. The rougher a kid is, the better he/she 
seems to do in my class. 

As rather strongly indicated by this teacher's dialogue, a successful classroom Is 

one in which the students are, "on task, on time, and . . . doing good work." 

Less Important, according to this discourse, are "compassion, leniency, and 

modification (as In accommodation)." 

Two additional teacher commentaries indicate that both time on fas/cand 

a safe environment are the keys to positive student outcomes in a predominantly 

Mexican American school such as Valverde. 

v1 p022816s I consider the instructional climate to be 
of great importance when trying to achieve positive student 
outcomes. . . . A safe environment Is a must in my classroom. 

v1j049148s I try to run to the restroom during passing 
period, following lunch. I am generally in a hurry and I'm not at my 
door (like I probably should be) to greet the students and get them 
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immediately on task. If I took my time, took a deep breath, and 
greeted these students at the door with a smile and a reminder to 
get to work, this frustration level might be lowered. 

For the first of these teachers, a "safe environment" is a "must" to positive 

student outcomes in a school such as Valverde. For most of these teachers, 

their discourse In reflection group sections indicated that they were less 

concerned with the safety of the environment, from the students point of view, 

than they were concerned with the safety of that environment, from their own 

perspective. According to the discourse of the second teacher. It is the teacher's 

job, first and foremost, to get the students "on task". The last sentence of this 

last teacher comment (as in the expression, "this frustration level might be 

lowered") provides a hint of the success of these educational emphases with 

Mexican American junior high school students. The frustration, referenced in 

that comment, is a topic which will be discussed in a subsequent presentation of 

findings. 

Lastly, teachers' discourse in this case study indicated that educational 

emphases at Valverde were also tightly focused on control. For many of these 

teachers, a sense of control was best reflected in a classroom and school 

environment Indicative of order or an orderly environment. 

v2j018851s Above all else, order must be maintained In the 
laboratory setting. I have also learned that students view the same 
Incident completely different than I do. I have learned that I can be 
firm and when I set and enforce limits I feel good about the class. 

v2r055842s Our administration's opinions on being a 
professional play a big role in our keeping our jobs! Although I will 
try to understand and sympathize with my students I must maintain 
some semblance of order in the classroom. 
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The first of these remarks taken from a teacher's reflective journal clearly argues 

that, "above all else, order must be maintained" in the classroom. To accomplish 

this, the teacher argues that control, in the forms of firmness and enforced limits, 

must be established. The second of these remarks, taken from a teacher's 

second reflective progress report, asserts that the maintenance of order In the 

classroom is essential to a teacher's employment, further indicating that these 

emphases are the product of administrative mandates, not just teachers' shared 

interpretations of appropriate educational environments for their Mexican 

American students. 

Analysis of teachers' reflection group and related discourse strongly 

indicated recurrent outcomes of the mixture between teachers' educational 

emphases at Valverde (students' strict adherence to rules, safety, time on task, 

control [as reflected In orderly classroom and school environment]) and the 

needs of their Mexican American students. Specifically, the two most recurrent 

outcomes were frustration and perpetual negativity among school faculty. This 

frustration may be understood as an anxietous state reached when one feels 

thwarted in the attainment or achievement of some wanted goal or outcome. 

The perpetual negativity may be described as a pervasive and self-perpetuating 

preoccupation with that which is negative but shared among a group of persons. 

Teachers' high levels of frustration were evident in their discourse from the 

second and third reflection group meetings and are unmistakable in the 

comments to follow. 
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v4j 123266s I hate grading their writing assignments. 
These [Mexican American] students cannot write one complete 
sentence! I get angry, frustrated, and depressed when I grade 
writing assignments. The most frustrating thing is that students 
refuse to think! 

This teacher's frustration and negativity are illustrated by the following 

expressions: (a) "I hate grading these writing assignments." (b) "These [Mexican 

American] students cannot write one complete sentence." (c)" I get angry, 

frustrated, and depressed when I grade writing assignments," and (d)" The most 

frustrating thing is that students refuse to think." The first, third, and fourth of 

these expressions are indicative of frustration. The third is also indicative of 

perpetual negativity as is the second of these. Thus, reflection group teachers 

experienced a growing frustration with the outcomes of the mixture between their 

educational emphases at Valverde (rules, safety, time on task, and control) and 

the needs of their Mexican American students. This growing frustration 

necessarily influenced an increasing sense of negativity that became shared 

among Valverde teachers. Since this negativity was shared. It was reinforced 

among Valverde teachers on a dally basis, from discussions In the hallways of 

the school, to conversations in the teachers' lounge, to Interactions among 

teachers outside the school itself. As one teacher noted In her discourse 

regarding an entirely different subject, she had stopped visiting the teachers' 

lounge altogether because she could not handle all the negative comments she 

would here about Mexican American students and the influence she thought 

those comments tended to have on her approach to these students. Over time, 
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this shared and mutually reinforced negativity became, as it were, 

self-perpetuating; thus, the label, perpetual negativity. Additional teacher 

commentaries are similarly indicative of this frustration and negativity. 

v1j045842s After grading papers and then realizing how 
many students are not turning in their assignments, I am feeling 
very frustrated. How can I keep up with all these students? They 
seem to be falling further and further behind. And to make matters 
worse, they do not seem to care. Sometimes I feel extremely 
disillusioned with the school system, as well as the students. 

This teacher's frustration and negativity are evident in the following expressions: 

(a)" I am feeling very frustrated," (frustration), (b)" they do not seem to care," 

(perpetual negativity), and (c) "Sometimes I feel extremely disillusioned 

(frustration) with the school system, as well as the students." A final excerpt 

taken from a teacher's reflective journal is especially illustrative of this frustration 

and perpetual negativity which teachers experienced in their approaches to their 

Mexican American students. 
v3j020630s One of my honors students, we'll call her 
[Cecilia], has given me headaches since the first day of school. 
Her English skills are considerably lower than most in the class, 
and her frustration has been audible and visible for quite some 
time. She seems to crave attention of any kind, and she has 
resorted to getting negative attention since she has been having 
trouble competing academically with the students in the class-
FRUSTRATION. What do I do with her? The class is already 
overcrowded and belligerent-FRUSTRATION. I decided that I 
must find something to help her self-esteem. 

Each of the following expressions notable in this discourse are indicative of 

these teachers' experiences: (a) "She seems to crave attention of any kind 

(frustration), and she has resorted to getting negative attention since she has 

been having trouble competing academically with the students in the class," 
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(perpetual negativity), (b) "FRUSTRATION. What do I do with her," (frustration), 

and (c) "The class is already overcrowded and belligerent-FRUSTRATION" 

(frustration). 

Not surprisingly, an especially salient outcome of the mix between 

educational emphases at Valverde (as indicated by teachers' discourse) and the 

predominantly Mexican American student population was an indication of 

perpetual negativity among school faculty. The following teacher remarks taken 

from the transcript of a video taped reflection group session provide an excellent 

example of this negativity as perceived by one of the reflection group members. 

vIOvOOOOOs I feel that we need to stop dwelling on the past 
and all the negative that we can find in our student population. We 
need to focus on the student, their needs during the fifty minutes of 
class, and continue to show them respect and caring. I think by 
contributing to more 'positive' experiences with one another that 
this could definitely help. 

This teacher's comments are indicative of this perpetual negativity among 

teachers at Valverde (as in the expression. "I feel that we need to stop dwelling 

on the past and all the negative that we can find in our student population"). 

Nonetheless, these comments (like many others evident in teachers' discourse) 

do little to show that teachers had reflected on the assumptions they each 

brought to their educational emphases assumed with their predominately 

Mexican American classroom populations. 

Other comments from teachers were more indicative of reflection on this 

perpetual negativity among school faculty. Nonetheless, the tentativeness of 

these comments is evident in the following: 
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v3j074111s Role play video: If you {the teacher at 
Valverde} are this negative toward these kids and 'Valverde.' What 
in the world are you doing here? Do you think these kids dont pick 
up on your thoughts and feelings? If you dont like/respect these 
guys, your certainly not going to get this in return-No wonder 
you're not happy! (I'd love to relate this to others! Wouldnt 
dare-but I just dont understand some people!! 

Despite these profoundly negative outcomes of teachers' educational emphases 

with their Mexican American students, their discourse indicated that many were, 

nonetheless, persuaded (for reasons to be specified in the following 

presentations) that to accommodate the particular needs of Mexican American 

students was to risk loss of classroom control. 

Evidence of these persuasions is provided by teachers recurrent 

references to: denial of the need to consider classroom structural or curriculum 

accommodations particular to the needs of Mexican American students, 

perceived loss of control, fear of discovery should a class appear out of control, 

and risk taking. At times, a particular teacher's denial of the need to 

accommodate Mexican American students (indicative of the meaning scheme of 

no accommodation) could prove very specific. 

v5t070000s I think it's really Important for us to realize that 
when we start talking about adapting rules to a kid's need structure, 
that they know where the lines are, that they are going to respect 
those lines. And if they dont, they're going to keep pushing until 
they find that line. And the more adaptable you are, the more kids 
you are going to have who are going to continue to push and want 
to go that one step further and see how far they can push. That 
has always been my experience, and that is the security that a kid 
has is knowing where the wall is. There's a lot of kids at home that 
dont have any walls or lines at home. And they want it. They may 
not act like they do. 
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This teacher's discourse, like that of other reflection group teachers, argues that 

to accommodate the needs of Mexican American students is to invite boundary 

testing (as in the expression "And the more adaptable you are, the more kids 

you are going to have that are going to continue to . . . see how far they can 

push") which, according to this teacher, is a process that once started is all but 

impossible to curtail. This discourse, indicative of a meaning scheme of no 

accommodation, further asserts that teachers know what Is best for students 

even if students do not act like it is best. An additional excerpt from teachers' 

discourse expands upon these arguments. 

v5v000000s You have to remember, that consistency is the 
key-one way and you do it that way every time. That's what 
makes you productive as a teacher. 

This teacher's comments Indicate that her biography had made her so confident 

that she was using the right key that she failed to notice that someone had 

changed the lock. For her, consistency was the key to productivity and 

productivity was the key to teaching success. What the discourse overlooks is 

the fact that monocultural consistency of the type espoused by this teacher was 

not the key to Mexican American student success dependent as it was on 

Valverde teachers' willingness to accommodate (Nieto, 1992) to the needs of 

those students. Similar oversights were a recurrent theme in teachers' 

discourse. 

Other teachers' references to the denial of the need for accommodation 

when working with Mexican American students (that is references that indicated 
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a meaning scheme of no accommodation) were somewhat more reflective. The 

following provides one example. 

w1 r042377s Lottery: My thoughts on 'The Lottery' and the 
message that it portrays to school practitioners is that the 
prejudices that we each have are hidden from our view and those 
around us. Even though we have learned new techniques and 
practices to reach our children. Do we use them? At times, 
teachers unknowingly resort to the way they learned and how they 
were successful and push these onto their kids. When an outsider 
comes in, instances of professionals not practicing what they 
preach are obvious. 

As evident in his discourse (see such expressions as, "Even though we have 

learned new techniques and practices to reach our children. Do we use them?"), 

this teacher has reflected upon and come to question what he has found to be a 

failure of accommodation among his fellow teachers at Valverde. To him, these 

failures are less obvious to the practitioners themselves than they are to 

outsiders. 

Still other references to teachers' denial of the need for accommodation to 

meet the needs of Mexican American students were again mindful of a perceived 

need to treat all students as individuals (as opposed to treating these students 

as the product of socialization in the Mexican American culture). Such 

comments, indicative of a meaning scheme of no accommodation, provided 

evidence of teachers' obliviousness to cultural differences between themselves 

and students or Mexican American and other students in the school. The 

remarks to follow illustrate this. 

v2r035842s Knowing that my classes dont always go the 
way I want them to because the dynamics of the student population 
rather than because I am a poor teacher makes me realize that I 
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need not give up. Basically, the instructional and learning needs of 
my students at Valverde are not necessarily unique to the 
Mexican-American student. 

These remarks taken from a teachers' reflective progress report suggests that it 

is the "dynamics of the student population," not teachers' failure to accommodate 

the needs of Mexican American students, which is at the heart of any problems 

these students may experience at Valverde. At the same time, these remarks 

reflect another pattern in certain teachers' discourse wherein the teacher was 

evidently trying to convince either herself/himself or the researcher that she/he 

had reflected upon critical incidents in practice as to possible cross-cultural 

issues. However, such comments among teachers inevitably concluded with the 

declaration that no cross-cultural concerns had been found. 

As discussed, teachers' reflection group and related discourse associated 

with the meaning scheme of no accommodation (one of three meaning schemes 

which indicated the psychological meaning perspective of colorblind 

nonaccommodative denial) indicated that many teachers were persuaded that to 

accommodate the needs of Mexican American students was to risk loss of 

classroom control. Additional evidence of these persuasions is provided by 

teachers' recurrent references to perceived loss of control or fear of discovery 

should a class appear out of control. 

wicOl 8851 k Today one of the teachers I share rooms with, 
Mrs. B., confronted me about my allowing students to get out of 
their seats during class. . . . Either I control these students or 
Mrs B. will step in by sitting in on my class, or presenting my 
situation to the principal and he will cite me in my personal life, as 
he has done in the past. 
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As this teacher's discourse indicates, she was effectively "persuaded" that her 

job was not to accommodate, but to "control" her students at Valverde. Given 

teachers' aforementioned emphases on rules, safety, task, and control; 

instances of comments indicative of such "persuasion" were not infrequent in 

teachers' discourse, especially that associated with their reflective journals. This 

fear of students who were "out of control" is reflected in other excerpts from 

teachers' discourse as well. 

v2r025842s I try extremely hard not to overpower my 
students verbally when they are 'out of control.' I show my students 
respect for their culture, lifestyles, feelings, etc., as much as 
possible, so long as it does not conflict with school policy or school 
norms. 

This teacher's remarks illustrate where the accommodation of Mexican American 

students needs was located on the priority list of many Valverde teachers (as In 

the remark "so long as it does not conflict with school policy or school norms"). 

Those who indicated that to accommodate was to risk loss of control seemed to 

rely upon commonalties In such priority lists among fellow Valverde teachers In 

order to best insure the maintenance of such traditions. 

Finally, the most potent evidence of these persuasions is provided by 

teachers' recurrent references to or suggestions of the risk itself. That is. 

comments in certain teachers' discourse indicative of the meaning scheme of no 

accommodation variously provided evidence of the perceived consequences of 

accommodation (for the teachers), especially loss of classroom control. 
vllvOOOOOs Yeah, but I believe its wiser to begin with a 
firm hand and limited freedom and then gradually give students 
more freedom and responsibility as they demonstrate that they're 
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ready for It. You know as well as I do, if a teacher is too 
permissive in the beginning its impossible to regain control. Their 
culture stresses structure. Mexican-American students respect 
teachers who can control these critical incidents without pushing 
students into a corner . . . . I know, for me, I can function as 
both a facilitator and an enforcer through positive reinforcement 
and a through an explanation of why specific rules must be 
followed. 

For this teacher, Mexican American culture demands not acceptance, respect, 

and accommodation by the school; but a firm hand, limited freedom, and, above 

all, structure. Therefore, what Mexican American students at Valverde need is 

not, according to this teacher's meaning scheme of no accommodation, related 

to what they bring to the school (in terms of their biography and socialization). 

Rather, what these students need is what this teacher has Interpreted (according 

to her meaning scheme) as important; namely, a firm hand, limited freedom, and 

structure. The apparent inconsistency between facilitation and enforcement in 

this meaning scheme of no accommodation was, according to this discourse, 

easily reconciled by reference to the need for rules "that must be followed" 

(one of several emphases, including control, safety, task and control, which were 

stressed by Valverde teachers and discussed In a prior subsection of this 

chapter). Other teacher comments were indicative of references to the risk of 

accommodation (that is the recurrent argument noted in teachers' reflection 

group discourse which asserted that to accommodate the needs Mexican 

American students was to risk loss of classroom control). 

w7t260000s I mean like my situation was, when I went to [a 
local university], and I went to education classes, I did a lot of 
cooperative learning. And, uh, I had a lot of fun, had a good time, 
and it was a lot of fun learning that stuff. But when you come out to 
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school, you learn that you cant treat these kids like that in your 
classroom. . . . In a sense, there's a difference in a group 
learning loud and one out of control. And I guess, as we go along, 
more and more teachers are being trained . . . so I think it's not 
so much out of control learning as we're used to because you can 
go down the hall and you can hear a class just beginning and you 
can usually tell If they are out of control or If they are group 
learning. 

This set of remarks follows a provincial line of argument. This line of argument 

maintains that conditions in educational practice do not match what teachers 

learn in preservice training, especially those bits of knowledge they may have 

learned from research. According to discourse indicative of a meaning scheme 

of no accommodation, certain reflection group teachers were particularly fond of 

Intermittently reviving this line of argument at key points in reflection group 

discussions, especially those points at which discussion wandered toward ideas 

concerning the accommodation of Mexican American learning needs. 

Discussion to follow will elaborate upon this interpretation, this meaning 

scheme of no accommodation, with respect to the teacher preparation and 

teacher development literature. This discussion will begin with a review of how 

this meaning scheme was indicated by teachers' discourse. 

No Accommodation: Discussion 

Analysis of teachers' reflection group and related discourse indicated a 

meaning scheme of no accommodation; a manifestation of the psychological 

meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial. Discourse 

associated with this meaning scheme indicated a denial of the need to 
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accommodate, through classroom structures or curriculum, the particular needs 

of Mexican American junior high school students. This denial of accommodation 

common among Valverde teachers seemed to be based on the following 

influences: (a) a meaning scheme of colorblindness which, by definition. Implied 

no accommodation, (b) arguments that accommodation demanded more time 

than teachers could devote to such tasks, (c) arguments that any particular 

structural or curricular needs Mexican American students might have related to 

their low socioeconomic status rather than any cultural influences on the fit 

between their home socialization and the demands of the school environment, 

and (d) arguments that to accommodate particular needs of these students was 

to risk loss of classroom control. 

Gay (1993) has asserted that most graduates of typical teacher-education 

programs understand little about the attitudes, values, behaviors, and cultural 

norms that culturally different students bring to the classroom. Gay has written: 

They do not know how to understand and use the school behaviors 
of these students, which differ from their normative expectations, 
as aides to teaching. Therefore, they tend to misinterpret them as 
deviant and treat them punitively. (1993, p. 182) 

Gay's observations point to the influence of socialization and, yes, the norms of 

socialization that may be associated with most preservice programs, on 

teachers' preparedness to provide equitable education for culturally different 

students. Gay further argues that Anglo students do not suffer such problems 

because their cultural backgrounds and value orientations are highly compatible 

with the middle-class, monocultural, meaning structures of most teachers. 
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DeCosta (1984) has argued that many of these teachers effectively create for 

themselves an educational illusion; an Illusion that classrooms remain 

homogeneously White, monocultural. 

These teachers, as described by DeCosta (1984), come to see any 

classroom as a homogeneous group and assume sameness among all students' 

social, ethnic, and cultural background. "In doing so, well-meaning teachers 

may unwittingly contribute to stress in their students, cause them to doubt their 

personal worth, and ultimately limit intellectual and emotional growth potentials." 

(DeCosta, 1984, p. 155). According to DeCosta, such teachers readily claim to 

identify each student as a unique individual, as did teachers in this case study; a 

claim which facilitates expediency but denies culturally different students 

equitable instruction. 

Gay (1993) has maintained that most educators in schools today operate 

on the monocultural assumption that school codes of behavior, such as 

Valverde teachers' emphases on rules, safety, task and control, are common 

knowledge acquired from living In the broader culture that surround schools. 

Nevertheless, Gay (1993) has written: 

What most educators forget is that many ethnic minorities live only 
marginally in mainstream culture and that they do not have a 
heritage and tradition of success In predominately White schools. . 

Teachers evaluate minority students on criteria such as 'he is a 
nice boy,' 'she is cooperative,' 'I feel sorry for these students,' and 
their work is very neat.' Anglo students' performance is assessed 
more on academic criteria. . . . Too many teachers still believe 
that minority students either are culturally deprived and should be 
remediated by using middle-class Whites as the appropriate norm 
or do not have the capacity to learn as well as Anglos, (p. 183) 
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Gay's arguments are particularly germane to similar remarks notable in much of 

teachers' discourse in this case study and are supported by the research of 

Grant and Koskela (1986) and Kennedy (1991); research which identified prior 

experience (that is personal biography which for most of today's teachers 

includes a monocultural socialization according to the Western Cultural Cannon 

[Nieto, 1992]) as a major hindrance to teachers working with students who are 

very different from themselves. 

Similarly, Duffy and Roehler (1986), In their four year, longitudinal 

research on the instructional effectiveness of second, third, and fifth grade 

reading teachers, have concluded that teachers, like all learners, are boundedly 

rational. That is to say. they combine information received In preservice or 

inservice education with what they already know, restructure it. and make it fit 

their perception of reality. A perception of reality which DeCosta (1984) has 

argued is tantamount to an educational illusion. Duffy and Roehler (1986) have 

written. "They [elementary teachers who participated in the study] make different 

decisions after filtering new information through this reality than they did when 

considering the information in isolation from their reality" (p. 57). The 

substantive theoretical framework for this study (Mezirow, 1990, 1991) would 

maintain that this information is f/7feredthrough meaning perspectives and the 

subsequent interpretation is manifested through meaning schemes. Kennedy 

(1991) has argued that this process constrains (as in an educational Illusion) 
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these monocultural teachers as to their capacity to grasp alternative views of 

teaching and learning. 

Given the emergent demographic reality of increasingly multicultural 

classroom populations and increasing numbers of White, monocultural teachers; 

Noordhoff and Kleinfeld (1993) have asserted that such classrooms increasingly 

pose an intercultural dilemma in education. These authors have written: 

Teachers who are culturally different from their students are unable 
to make a presumption of shared identity . . . as a basis for 
determining what should be taught, interpreting classroom 
situations and students' behavior, or making pedagogical 
decisions. . . . Teachers who have little sense of who their 
students are-their backgrounds and experiences, perspectives, 
and values-face difficult challenges. (Noordhoff & Kleinfeld, 1993, 
p. 28) 

What teachers who fail to accommodate and solicit regular contact with the 

parents of culturally different children may expect is particularly evident in the 

conclusions these authors have provided. That is, those teachers who operate 

according to an educational illusion which denies the need for culture-specific 

accommodations necessary to meet the needs of students at Valverde face 

difficult and challenging intercultural dilemmas in reaching and motivating these 

students on their level. Following similar arguments as those of Noordhoff and 

Kleinfeld. Anderson (1988). in his analysis of sen/ice delivery systems in 

education, has asserted that too many of the teachers who face these 

challenges (i.e.. students who seem disinterested, unmotivated, or uninspired) 

either deny the need for curricular adaptation or refuse to alter their teaching 
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style when student performance and classroom behavior suggest that 

intercultural communication problems exist. Anderson has written: 

A most important reason Involves the interaction between laziness 
and fear. Instructors often become rigid in their teaching styles and 
are too lazy to change. . . . Anything that suggests a change in 
the status quo produces an undercurrent of anxiety. (1988. p. 8) 

The sort of anxieties discussed by Anderson's conclusions frequently turned to 

frustration and negativity among the participants to this case study. Anderson 

goes on to argue that such fears and anxieties are prevalent among teachers 

who increasingly face radical changes in multiethnic enrollments. For many, he 

has argued, the response is retrenchment, stagnation, and fear of change. 

For Nieto (1992). it is the culturally different student who, for too long, has 

done the accommodating In public school education. Following her ethnographic 

research with a variety of culturally different students, Nieto (1992) has written: 

"The belief in one-way accommodation explains the general tendency among 

educators to view unsuccessful students as either genetically inferior or culturally 

deprived. When students do not automatically accommodate to the school. . . 

their intelligence or ability or that of their families is questioned" (p. 258). As a 

culturally empathetic and reality based alternative, Nieto has recommended the 

perspective of mutual accommodation; a perspective in which neither the 

student nor the teacher expects complete accommodation. Instead, the mutual 

accommodation argument suggests that teacher and student together may best 

determine the most appropriate strategies and structures compatible with the 

disposition of each. 
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The findings of this ethnographic case study indicate that teachers' own 

(and often similar) biographies had fostered a shared educational illusion of 

homogeneity with respect to what educational emphases were appropriate for 

the predominantly Mexican American student population at Valverde. These 

findings further indicate that these highly similar and noticeably monocultural 

biographies were also at work in their fears and anxieties concerning their 

Mexican American students. These influences, these filters, prompted the denial 

of accommodation for these students among many of the teachers at Valverde. 

Teachers' reflection group and related discourse was indicative of this denial and 

the meaning scheme of no accommodation; a manifestation of the psychological 

meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial. 

Connections exist between the psychological meaning perspective 

identified in this case study and precedents for such perspectives in the 

literature. An overview of such connections follows. 

Psychological Meaning Perspectives: Connections Among 
Findings and Precedents In the Literature 

Analysis of teachers' discourse in this ethnographic case study indicated 

three meaning schemes; colorblindness, no accommodation, and lack of 

preparedness. Each of these three meaning schemes indicated the shared 

psychological meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial (see 

Figure 4). Basically, each of these components of teachers' psychological 

meaning systems helps paint a picture of fear (manifested as frustration) and 
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anxiety (manifested as perpetual negativity) in the face of the many, varied, and 

difficult challenges of a noticeably different and unfamiliar teaching environment. 

Faced with this jolting and unfamiliar picture of cross-cultural dynamics, teachers 

basically preferred to deny the challenge and, instead, withdraw to the familiar, 

the taken-for-granted. in a safeguarding blanket of self deception. 

Goleman (1985) has reminded us that every act of perception is an act of 

selection. Often the incompatibility of attention to that which is unfamiliar and the 

anxiety which may arise teaches us to exchange diminished attention for 

lessened anxiety. This trade off may profoundly shape our interpretation of 

experience. Indeed, the mind, as it protects itself against fear and anxiety 

through the diminution of awareness, creates a "blind spot, a zone of blocked 

attention and self deception" (Goleman, 1985, p. 24). The findings of this case 

study suggest that many of the teachers at Valverde, despite suffering the 

profoundly negative outcomes of frustration and perpetual negativity, found 

solace in a shared psychological meaning perspective which manifested Itself In 

a zone of blocked attention and self-deception with respect to the need for 

classroom structural and curricular accommodations necessary to meet the 

particular needs of their Mexican American students. 

Sociocultural meaning perspectives were also indicated by teachers' 

reflection group and related discourse in this case study. An overview of these 

perspectives follows. 
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Sociocultural Meaning Perspectives: Forward 

Analysis of teachers' discourse arising from participant observation of the 

reflection group and records generated by the teachers themselves, indicated 

two ideologies which teachers shared as they engaged In day-to-day interactions 

with their Mexican American, junior high school students. An ideology is 

perhaps best understood as "a complex and contradictory system of 

representations (discourse, images, myths) through which we experience 

ourselves in relation to each other and to the social structures in which we live" 

(Newton & Rosenfelt. 1985. p. xix). These two shared ideologies each served 

as a sociocultural meaning perspective through which teachers' developed 

interpretations of their school experience (see Figure 4). As explained in 

Chapter II, sociocultural meaning perspectives surround our notions of social 

norms and roles, cultural and language codes, philosophies, theories. The 

presentations which follow will address each of these meaning perspectives 

individually; beginning with an overview and a description of findings, followed 

by discussion which addresses how each of these meaning perspectives is 

consistent with the notion of an ideology. These presentations will begin with the 

Ideology of the benevolent autocrat followed by the ideology of the manana 

conflict. 
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The Ideoloov of the Benevolent Autocrat: Overview and Findings 

Three meaning schemes respectively labeled family rut, surrogate 

parent, and real world, were Indicated by analysis of teachers' discourse in this 

case study. These three meaning schemes indicated the ideology of the 

benevolent autocrat as a sociocultural meaning perspective shared among 

teachers as they engaged in daily interactions with their Mexican American 

students (see Figure 4). The results of data analysis relating to family rut one of 

the meaning schemes which indicated the sociocultural meaning perspective of 

the benevolent autocrat will be presented first. 

Family Rut 

The shared sociocultural meaning perspective of the benevolent autocrat 

was, in part, powerfully indicated by teachers' common interpretations of the 

family dynamics of their Mexican American students (see Family Rut as a 

meaning scheme in Figure 4). These interpretations often conflicted with the 

evidence of family and neighborhood dynamics which the researchers able 

to gather. Despite this evidence of frequently contradictory demographic data on 

families and the neighborhood surrounding the school, data which the 

researcher obtained from the city planning commission, these teachers held their 

own interpretation of the school's community and the Mexican American families 

that lived in that community. Specifically, these teachers interpreted their 

school's environment as an economically depressed, high unemployment, low 

244 



socioeconomic neighborhood. As to the economic depression interpretation, 

actual city planning data revealed median family Income for the school's 

neighborhood was within 19 percent of the city average. Similarly, teachers 

interpretations regarding employment in the neighborhood were contradicted by 

city planning data indicating that actual neighborhood unemployment was within 

one-tenth of one percent of the national average. As to the low socioeconomic 

status arguments posited by these teachers, the actual percentage of families 

below the poverty line was 32 percent. 

For these teachers, the majority of their Mexican American students came 

from fragmented, dysfunctional, socially and culturally deprived, home 

environments where parents and students were perceived to be dependent on 

food stamps and the welfare system. That is. according to these teachers' 

meaning scheme of the same name, these Mexican American students were 

caught in a family rut. 

Evidence of teachers' interpretations implying socially and culturally 

deprived, Mexican American, home environments is provided in the following 

comment taken from a teacher's reflective journal. 

3j016006s I'm sick of thinking about cultural differences. I 
see a lot more things the same than I do different. Many of the 
things that are perceived as cultural - are to me characteristics of a 
socially deprived, economically depressed neighborhood. I am 
continually hearing of things that are supposed to be unique to the 
Hispanic culture that are also evident in other cultures I'm familiar 
with. My ancestry is Irish-potato famine immigrant. My father's 
family was first generation German American. I married a Dane 
and my work experience has Included 4 different minority ethnic 
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groups. In my experience, I see many more similarities than 
differences. I am really starting to feel like, 'Been there-Done 
it-Heard it-Seen it' So What? 

The "things" to which this teacher refers, which were discussed in reflection 

group sessions as cultural characteristics of Mexican American students, 

included but were not limited to : [a] the tendency to avoid competitive 

environments, [b] the tendency to be socialized according to the belief that 

Anglo-Americans cannot be trusted, and [c] the tendency to adapt their own 

behavior to an interpersonal challenge rather than trying to change the situation. 

For this teacher, these 'things" were not CL//fi/ra/characteristics but 

characteristics of a socially deprived, economically depressed neighborhood. 

Further her argument maintained that these 'things" were not unique to the 

"Hispanic culture" but "evident in other cultures" as well. The distinctly 

monocultural (as defined by Nieto, 1992) slant on these interpretations is evident 

in expressions like "My father's family was first generation German American," "I 

married a Dane," and "in my experience I see many more similarities than 

differences." For this teacher, any differences between Mexican American 

students at Valverde and non-Hispanic students she has taught are completely 

attributable to "a socially deprived, economically depressed neighborhood" 

surrounding the school. The final expression of her comment, "Been 

there-Done it-Heard it-Seen it' So What?" is indicative of her unwillingness 

(like many others in the group) to question her assumptions concerning the 

home environment of Mexican American students at Valverde. 
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Similar comments, indicative of the sociocultural meaning scheme of 

family rut, were notable In other teachers' discourse, such as those taken from a 

teacher's educational platform which follow. 

v1p068746s I believe that the learning process begins and 
ends with success and that anything short of this is unacceptable. 
First the desire to learn and success must come from the home. 
Unfortunately, when the attitude toward learning is negative or 
nonexistent, then I as a teacher must do my best to instill It In the 
deprived child. . . . I believe that I must try on a daily basis to do 
this because these children are numerous here . . . . Notice that 
minorities are not mentioned [in my professional platform]. My 
beliefs apply to all children, all ages, all colors, without exception. 

Notable in this teacher's remarks is the interpretation that the home environment 

was at the heart of learning problems among Mexican American students at 

Valverde. Expressions such as those that follow are Indicative of a shared 

interpretation among teachers that their Mexican American students suffered a 

home environment best described as a family rut (a) "when the attitude (an 

attitude which these teachers' believed was shared among students, parents, 

and extended family members in the Mexican American home environment) Is 

negative or nonexistent," and (b) "I as a teacher must do my best to instill It in 

the deprived (according to such interpretations, poor attitudes associated with 

the family rut 6epr\ye6 Mexican American children) child." 

This meaning scheme of the family rut is one of three meaning schemes 

associated with the ideology of the benevolent autocrat, a sociocultural meaning 

perspective. The presentations which follow expand upon this meaning scheme 

of family rut. The first passage to follow was taken from a teacher's educational 
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platform and is indicative of recurrent teacher discourse which provided 

evidence of these teachers' interpretations asserting that Mexican American 

home environments were fragmented and dysfunctional. 

v3p066006s We do however have many Valverde students 
who are from fragmented, nonfunctional families. I have found that 
the worse the child's school behavior, the more likely it is that I 
wont be able to get in touch with the family at all. 

Despite the sort of interpretations (i.e., the expression, "we do however have 

many Valverde students who are from fragment, nonfunctional families") 

particularly evident in this teacher's remarks, contradictory demographic 

information obtained from the city planning commission, for example, indicated 

that over 70 percent of the school's neighborhood families were "married 

couples," not fragmented families. Similarly, despite this teacher's 

Interpretation, Mexican American students from "nonfunctional" families 

managed to arrive at school each day and many of these students actually 

excelled in their classes. 

Analysis of teachers' discourse also indicated that these teachers were 

given to shared interpretations (the product of a meaning scheme which has 

been label family rut) arguing that most Mexican American students' home 

environments were dependent upon food stamps and the welfare system. The 

excerpt to follow was taken from the videotape transcript of a reflection group 

meeting and is indicative of this shared interpretation. 

v6v230000s It's more money for them. And sometimes 
they {Mexican-American parents} dont spend it on the kid; they 
spend It on themselves, you know. I used to work in the 
neighborhood, and I used to see, you know, people with, you know, 
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getting food stamps, getting government money, government help 
buying Cadillacs. You know, or driving very nice cars or wearing 
very nice clothes but still, having food stamps and getting more into 
it. These parents just dont care or just dont care what example 
they're setting for their kids. 

As this excerpt illustrates, this teacher (like many teachers in the reflection 

group), according to a complex and often contradictory line of thought, perceived 

that the Mexican American parent deliberately abused sen/ices intended for 

those who were In far greater need. The complexity of this line of thought was 

reflected in teachers' willingness to engage in broad sweeping generalizations 

based upon their knowledge of isolated Incidents or perceptions, many of which 

were not personally witnessed nor experienced. The contradictory nature of this 

line of thought is explained In the paragraph to follow. Nonetheless, according to 

teachers' discourse which reflected this line of thought, the example set for the 

Mexican American child (by his family and his community) was one repeated 

generation to generation, thus creating a sort of perpetual dependency. 

However, contrary to these ideological (frequently contradictory) 

interpretations shared by Valverde teachers, facts released by the city's planning 

commission indicated that over 45 percent of the school's community residents 

were home owners. Indeed, teachers' shared interpretations of the Mexican 

American student's home environment (as evidenced by their discourse) 

provided recurrent evidence of the fundamental attribution error. Gudykunst 

(1994) defines attribution error as an attribution bias by which individuals tend to 

favor external, situational explanations for their own behavior while attributing the 
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behavior of others to internal, dispositional causes or explanations. For 

example, this error is notable in the explanations people give for the lowered 

status of members of culturally different groups (such as a lack of initiative, an 

unwillingness to understand the real world, and a dependence on the welfare 

system). Why are Hispanics more likely to be unemployed? Because of 

something within them-they are lazy. The following remarks, the first of which 

was taken from a teacher's educational platform and the second of which was 

taken from a teacher's reflective journal, strongly Indicate recurrent and 

fundamental attribution errors. 

v1p026006s The children in socially deprived 
neighborhoods must see a vision of their potential rather than a 
reflection of their current status. The Hispanic community must be 
valued for its valuable contributions, without accepting self-imposed 
limitations. 

v2j116006s I think Sergio has given up on school. 
He needs to find something to believe in besides his little gang. I 
think his mother is worn out and wants things to be better, but her 
priorities are food and shelter first, a peaceful coexistence, second, 
and a future for her children Is somewhere down the l i s t . . . . I 
guess anger is my most predominant feeling. . . . I'm sick of 
spending tax dollars on kids who grow Into adults who choose not 
to make it. 

According to the discourse of the first of these excerpts, "self-imposed" 

limitations (internal attribution) among members of the "Hispanic" community are 

responsible for the "current status" of Mexican American children in the 

community. According to the discourse of the second of these excerpts, parents 

who "choose not to make it" (internal attribution) are responsible for Mexican 

American children in the community who give up (internal attribution) on school. 
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As these remarks indicate, teachers in their detached but shared interpretations 

of the home environments in which their Mexican American students lived, were 

far less given to external, situational explanations than they were to internal, 

dispositional attributions (such as self-imposed limitations, choosing their 

situation, giving up on school, lacking a vision). To quote the first of these 

teachers, any limitations Mexican American students or their parents suffered in 

terms of teacher expectations at school must surely be "self-imposed." 

Conclusively, teachers' complex and often contradictory interpretations of 

the home environments from which their Mexican American students came to 

school indicated fragmented, dysfunctional, handout dependent (as In 

dependent on the welfare system), socially and culturally deprived families. To 

quote a Valverde teacher's phrase, these students suffered from a familiar, 

"family rut." This meaning scheme, the product of teachers' prior socialization, 

could have evolved from such experiences as parental interpretations of 

Mexican Americans, media renditions of Mexican Americans and their culture, 

and/or conversations with other teachers at Valverde, as well as teachers in 

other districts. 

Further evidence of this family rut (see Figure 4) interpretation 

(a meaning scheme shared among reflection group teachers) Is provided in the 

following teacher remarks taken from one teacher's educational platform. 

v2p014464s Often if we can help a student change their 
attitude and willingness, we have made a big change in their grade. 
This is difficult and may require a lot of time and a lot of parental 
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contact. It cannot happen with every student but it may work with a 
few . . . . Unfortunately, many of these students fall into a familiar 
family rut. This rut may mean a dependence on the welfare system 
or a life spent working at minimum wage. 

Each year needs to begin with the teacher expressing 
his/her expectations. In the classroom. It is important to teach 
social skills especially by modeling. Teachers need to be shown 
respect. 

These remarks first assert that a change In student "attitude" or "willingness" 

(attitudes and levels of willingness which do not conform to the teacher's 

standards) among the students of this predominantly Mexican American student 

population is essential to success for the teacher and the student. These 

remarks argue that students are often a product of a "familiar family rut" and 

their attitudes are the product of parental perspectives. Thirdly, these remarks 

assert that these students, because of their parents, fall into a familiar "family 

rut" involving "a dependence on the welfare system or a life spent working at 

minimum wage, "neither of which are reliant upon a complete education. 

As evident in these remarks, this shared meaning scheme of the family rut 

was recurrently associated with teacher discourse implicating a family pattern of 

incomplete education; a pattern perceived as common to the Mexican American 

home environments typical of the school's community. However, demographic 

information obtained from the city's planning commission indicated the 

contradictory nature of this meaning scheme, one of the three which were 

associated with the ideology of the benevolent autocrat, a sociocultural meaning 

perspective. This demographic information indicated that the high school 

equivalency rate for persons over twenty five years of age and living In the 
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community which surrounded the school was in excess of 63 percent. Thus, 

although Mexican American parents in the community may not have completed 

their education in public school, these figures strongly suggest education was 

sufficiently important to them that they returned to obtain their high school 

equivalency certificates. 

Teachers were apparently able to sustain their interpretations arguing 

fragmented, dysfunctional, handout dependent, socially and culturally 

deprived, Mexican American home environments in the community of their 

school, through a sort of selective consciousness concerning the actual nature 

of the characteristics of these home environments. As illustrated in prior 

presentations concerning the epistemic meaning perspective of reification, 

teachers at Valverde tended to prebound parental contact. This prebounding of 

such contact, especially the avoidance of personal home visits, made it possible 

for them to sustain their ideological (mostly contradictory) Interpretations of 

Mexican American home environments (through this selective consciousness) 

concerning any evidence which might disconfirm these interpretations. 

Basically, these teachers, according to this selective consciousness, knew 

what they chose to know about the home environments of their Mexican 

American students. Knowledge which might contradict their interpretations of 

these environments was effectively circumscribed and prebounded by the 

teachers themselves. This selective consciousness also facilitated 

teachers' interpretations of their role as surrogate parents to their Mexican 
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American students; a role interpretation and a meaning scheme to be discussed 

in the subsection to follow. 

Surrogate Parent 

A second, sociocultural meaning scheme associated with the ideology of 

the benevolent autocrat and indicated by teachers' reflection group and related 

discourse in denoted by the label, surrogate parent. Since these Valverde 

teachers had concluded that their Mexican American junior high school students 

were the product of fragmented, dysfunctional, handout dependent, socially and 

culturally deprived home environments, many of these teachers took it upon 

themselves to become these students' social benefactors. This benefaction, a 

meaning scheme labeled here as surrogate parent, tended to exhibit a very 

autocratic undertone. The following comments from teachers' discourse indicate 

their interpretation of the need for. and purpose of. their benefactory roles as 

surrogate parents (see Figure 4) to their Mexican American students. 

v2r018746s My daily practice in teaching the 
Mexican-American student must mirror theories with actions. As 
one of my theories resulting from contact with parents of a poorly 
performing student is that the parent, many times, does not value 
school or education himself. It becomes my mission through my 
actions, to give the child a reason to learn and succeed. 

v1p068746s First the desire to learn and succeed must 
come from the home. Unfortunately, when the attitude toward 
learning is negative or nonexistent, then I as a teacher must do my 
best to instill it in the deprived child. I must become a surrogate 
parent before I can become a subject teacher. I believe that I must 
try on a daily basis to do this because these children are numerous 
here. 
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According to the first of these comments taken from a teacher's reflective 

journal, it is the teacher's "mission" (given her interpretation manifested as a 

meaning scheme of surrogate parent) to assume both the teaching role and the 

parental role for these students. This teacher's complex interpretation of her role 

asserts that the Mexican American parent cannot be depended upon to instill In 

the child a "value" for education because the parent, "many times, does not 

value school or education." According to the second of these comments taken 

from a teacher's educational platform, a teacher must often serve as a 

"surrogate parent" to the Mexican American student since parental attitudes 

toward education are generally "negative or nonexistent." The shared 

interpretation that teachers must become second or surrogate parents to 

students whom other reflection group teachers have referred to in previously 

cited excerpts as depr/Ved Mexican American children is particularly evident in 

the last of these comments. The contradictory nature of discourse indicative of 

the meaning scheme of surrogate parent is also reflected in this last comment. 

More specifically, the expression, "when the attitude toward learning is negative 

or nonexistent." necessarily begs the question: How does one hold a 

nonexistent attitude? 

Other remarks taken from teachers' reflection group and related 

discourse, although less explicit, remain indicative of both the ideology of the 

benevolent autocrat and a shared interpretation of the teacher's role as a 

surrogate parent to Mexican American students. 
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v2j040630s The more I look around, the less I want to be a 
teacher. I am organized and doing well this year, but I'm not 
enjoying this. I still feel like a well-paid baby sitter. I have control 
this year, but I see no more gains than I did last year amidst the 
chaos. My body Is here, but my psyche Is still wrestling the 
demons who so voraciously attacked a year ago. Buen provecho 
diablitos. 

For this teacher, her perceived role as surrogate parent to Mexican American 

students is self-described as one of a "well-paid baby sitter." This teacher was 

not alone in this interpretation of her role. Indeed, other reflection group 

teachers made recurrent references to their roles as. not just teachers to 

Mexican American students, but surrogate parents who effectively functioned 

(according to their interpretation) as well-paid baby sitters. This particular 

teacher's lack of interest in this perceived role is equally evident in her discourse. 

Yet another comment taken from a teacher's educational platform is also 

indicative of both the surrogate parent role as a shared meaning scheme and the 

ideology of the benevolent autocrat as a shared sociocultural meaning 

perspective. 

v1p019148s Interaction with others on a daily basis 
provides an automatic foundation for social and emotional growth. 
Because of the popular dysfunctional family today, parents here 
are unable to teach their children how to Interact or socialize with 
others. We (their teachers) are their guardians all day. Social 
skills and growth must be taught to these children. They need to 
learn how to share, how to listen, how to respect others and the 
materials of others. 

According to this teachers' complex meaning scheme, "dysfunctional home 

environments" among the students at Valverde necessitate that teachers 

assume their role as surrogate parents (guardians) who must also insure that 
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"social skills" and "respect" are taught to these less fortunate students. At the 

same time, these remarks (taken from the discourse of a Mexican American 

teacher at Valverde) illustrate the finding of this case study that shared 

monocultural perspectives were not limited to teachers who were White. These 

socialization patterns were not only considered appropriate but were 

foundational to another sociocultural meaning scheme best described by the 

label, preparation for the "real world." 

Preparation for the Real World 

According to the ideology of the benevolent autocrat (as indicated by 

teachers' discourse in this case study) teachers must, because of dysfunctional 

home environments, sen/e as surrogate parents to their Mexican American 

students. In this interpretation of their role as surrogate parents, the job of these 

teachers is to prepare Mexican American students for the "big picture" and 'the 

real world." Evidence of these Interpretations, manifested as a sociocultural 

meaning scheme (see Figure 4) labeled real world, is provided In the following 

comments taken from teachers' discourse. 

v1 p029148s One of my most difficult roles as a teacher is to 
help the students see THE BIG PICTURE! 

v1p019148s My duty as an educator is to provide 
opportunities for as many types of growth as possible. Then when 
'Johnny' is thrown out into the real world, he has developed many 
of the skills necessary for survival, success, and the continuation 
of personal growth. 
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v2p019737s The most important student outcome is 
leaming social skills. . . . Positive and negative feedback are 
very important aspects of good social skills. This is especially 
important with our students here at Valverde because of their 
minority status. . . . All students must posses a feeling of 
responsibility. They must be held accountable for their actions. 

The first of these teacher comments, taken from a teacher's educational 

platform, asserts that one of the most difficult, but necessary according to the 

meaning scheme of surrogate parent, roles that teachers must assume at 

Valverde is getting their predominantly Mexican American students to see the 

"Big Picture." The second of these comments, also taken from a teacher's 

educational platform, implicates a teacher's duty as surrogate parent, while 

asserting that the benevolent teacher must prepare "Johnny" for the "real world." 

According to a complex and somewhat contradictory set of interpretations, 

Indicative of the meaning scheme of surrogate parent, the last of these 

comments asserts that students of "minority status" have not been exposed to 

the "real world." What sort of world these teachers believed that these students 

lived In was not clear from analysis of teachers' discourse. However, this remark 

also points to the finding that teachers' interpretations (according to the shared 

meaning scheme of surrogate parent) of what was needed by these students in 

preparation for the "real world" must include; (a) as the most important student 

outcome, not learning, but social skills training, (b) a continual emphasis on 

personal responsibility, and, of course, (c) basically, unreserved respect for 

teachers and their authority (an argument which will be further explored In 

another section to this chapter). 
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Social skills training was perhaps the most recurrent theme In teachers' 

discourse which combined their role as surrogate parent (one meaning scheme 

indicative of the ideology of the benevolent autocrat) and their perceived 

responsibility to prepare students for the "real world" (a second of three meaning 

schemes indicative of the ideology of the benevolent autocrat). The following 

teacher comment taken from one teacher's reflective journal provides an 

example. 

v3j118746s Halloween, and I still remember how we (at 
13 years old) were indignant at not getting a holiday on such 
special days. I treated all the classes to suckers and they were 
received with smiles. However, of 98 students, I received only 
two thank-you's.' Although my students are 96% Hispanic, I do 
not perceive this as an ethnic problem. Rather to me, it is a social 
problem. These boys and girts from this neighborhood have not 
been given any social training. 

The contradictory nature of this discourse is reflected in the expression, 

"Although my students are 96% Hispanic, I do not perceive this as an ethnic 

problem." This teacher's Interpretation would lead you to believe that being 

Hispanic has nothing to do with one's cultural heritage. For this teacher, the 

problem which she experienced in association with her expectations for 

Halloween is, in her way of thinking, related in complex manner to a lack of 

social training among neighborhood kids. That is, for this teacher, the 

differences between her experiences associated with Halloween (and, therefore, 

the complex set of expectations she held) and the response of her Valverde 

students to her efforts to recreate those experiences were indicative of her 

(Hispanic) students' lack of "social training." 
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Similar assertions regarding lack of social skills training among Mexican 

American students were recurrent in teachers' discourse throughout this case 

study. Another excerpt taken from a teacher's reflective progress report is also 

illustrative of this shared perception. 

w2r020630s I started developing my espoused theories 
long before I had any idea that I would ever become a teacher. I 
am a firm believer of the Socratic method of instruction. I 
remember how valuable this approach was in my own education 
and I had hoped to use it In my own teaching. (Stop laughing! 
Yes, I do realize that I used to be an Idealistic-pendejo) Now I 
realize that I will not have my students long enough to help them 
establish the self-discipline and social skills necessary for this type 
of discussion. Encouraging open discussion with my students is an 
open invitation to have the students threaten, deride, and insult 
each other while encouraging violence, sexual harassment, and 
drug abuse. Theory-in-use? 'Sit down. Shut up, and Get busy!' 

The contradiction between this teacher's acknowledgment (as in the expression, 

"Yes, I do realize that I used to be an idealistic-pendejo") that certain methods 

are inappropriate to his students at Valverde, and his reconciliation to autocratic 

methods of classroom management (as in the expression, "Theory-in-use.... 

Sit down. Shut up, and Get Busy") is evident. The complexity of the dilemma 

through with which the teacher is struggling is also evident. According to his 

discourse, accommodation to those types of classroom Interchange which might 

benefit Mexican American students at Valverde amounted to an "open invitation" 

to a variety of untoward consequences. For him this was clear and present 

evidence of a lack of social skills training among these students. 

Each of these teacher comments just presented, not only stresses the 

importance of teachers' shared interpretations of the "real wortd" (a sociocultural 
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meaning scheme), but also points to what teachers considered important in that 

wortd, as reflected in their iterative references to the importance of social skills. 

A secondary, but important emphasis in teachers' notions of what was meant by 

preparedness for the real world was a heavy focus on student responsibility 

The following comments provide a sense of this focus. 

v5t080000s Let's start by realizing two things. First of all, 
they [the Mexican-American students] are responsible to the 
school. . . . The second thing-teach them that responsibility. I 
think its very important because all you have to do Is compare it to 
a job. If these kids arent responsible, they are going to get fired. 
And they're going to learn it. And they're are going to learn it at a 
very, very young age. You know. 

v3t100000s Wait a minute! You people know as well as I 
do what the problem is here. These students have got to learn to 
take total responsibility for their lives-and, uh, you also know that It 
will be our job to teach 'em what that means. 

The contradictory nature of the first of these comments is indicated by the 

teacher's argument that the students are somehow "responsible to the school," 

yet sufficiently likely to be involved in the job market "at a very, very young age" 

that they are going to learn what it means to get fired. Therefore, although these 

teachers argued that these students were sufficiently irresponsible that they 

could never hold a job, the teachers' persisted in their belief that these students 

should and could be held "responsible to the school." Thus, what began as a 

mere analogy assumes a complex reality in this teacher's interpretation of 

student responsibility. According to the second of these comments, these 

students must also learn to "take total responsibility for their lives." Precisely 

what this teacher meant by this set of remarks was unclear. 
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Did she assume that these students should get themselves up in the morning, 

cook their own breakfast, drive themselves to school, and decide what classes 

were appropriate for them that day? In any case, such implausible, and 

frequently contradictory, discourse was by no means peculiar to her discourse. 

Teachers' discourse in this case study not only indicated unrealistic 

expectations (as in the notion that junior high school students should take "total 

responsibility for their lives") for Mexican American students' sense of self 

responsibility, this discourse also indicated expectations for unresen/ed respect 

from these students. This was so, despite evidence that these students did not 

always understand their teachers' notions of respect. That unresen/ed respect 

was demanded of these students is evident in the following excerpts from 

teachers' discourse (the first and second of these excerpts were taken from 

transcripts of video taped group sessions, the last was taken from a teacher's 

educational platform). 

v3v000000s Good rapport between students and teachers 
is possible only when these students understand the need to 
respect their teachers. Accomplishing this means teaching good 
social skills and proper discipline. Students must be taught to 
respect authority and come to class with learning in mind. 

w4v000000s I am sorry, that these kids have got to 
understand. If we are going to teach them to have respect for 
authority here In school and the community, its going to have to be 
up to us to see that it happens. OthenA/lse they're lost! 

v2p0133266s Mexican American students 
need to possess societal sun/ival skills. Learning to get along 
with others and learning to respect others' ideas is the basis for 
all learning. 
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That unreserved respect was demanded is reflected in the following expressions 

notable in the first of these excerpts: (a) "Good rapport . . . is possible only 

when these students understand the need to respect their teachers." For this 

teacher, basic, productive, student/teacher rapport was not possible without the 

Mexican American student's unreserved respect for the teacher, (b) "Students 

must be taught to respect authority." Thus, according to this teacher's 

interpretation (like that of many other Valverde teachers) her position of authority 

entitled her to this unreserved respect from her Mexican American students, 

(c) "We have to model it for them." Finally this perceived right to the unreserved 

respect of Mexican American students was also contradictory in that teachers 

such as this one tended to perceive it as their right, yet felt obligated to model it 

for students as if it must be taught. 

That unreserved respect was often demanded \s also evident in the 

second of these excerpts according to the following expressions, "I'm sorry, but 

these kids have got to understand," and " If we are going to teach them to have 

respect for authority here in school and the community, its going to have to be 

up to us to see that it happens." Thus, these Mexican American kids must not 

only deliver this unreserved respect for their teachers, by virtue of their positions 

of "authority." they "have got to understand" its importance. That the 

interpretation of this importance might differ between a particular teacher and 

his/her Mexican American student reflects the contradictory nature of these 

demands for unreserved respect. Finally, the need for Mexican American 
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students to demonstrate unreserved respect for teachers is equally evident in 

the last of these comments as illustrated by the following expression taken from 

that discourse. "Learning to get along with others and learning to respect others' 

Ideas is the basis for all learning." That is. for this teacher (like many others in 

the group) the basis for all learning rested with a student's respect for the 

teacher. The need to change Mexican Amencan students, asserted by the last 

of these comments, was also a recurrent theme in teachers' discourse 

associated with their shared Interpretation of their roles as surrogate parents 

(a role defined by the shared meaning scheme of surrogate parent). These 

teachers believed that they, as surrogate parents, could and should 

resocialize these Mexican American students to the realities of the "real world." 

The reader will recall that real world Y/as one of three meaning schemes [family 

rut, surrogate parent, and real world] which was associated with the ideology of 

the benevolent autocrat; a sociocultural meaning perspective. A discussion of 

these and other shared expectations and interpretations, evident in teachers' 

reflection group and related discourse and associated with the ideology of the 

benevolent autocrat, follows. 

The Ideology of the Benpvnient Autocrat! Discussion 

Analysis of teachers' reflection group and related discourse in this case 

study indicated three meaning schemes: family rut, surrogate parent, and real 

world. These meaning schemes further indicated a sociocultural meaning 
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perspective; the ideology of the benevolent autocrat. LeCompte and Dworkin 

(1991), in their analysis of why students drop out, have, contrary to the 

assertions of teachers in this case study, reported that none of the commonly 

used measures of social disadvantage strongly predict the progress of individual 

students in basic learning. Their analysis Included such commonly cited factors 

as income, family marital status, mother's education, parental satisfaction with 

the school and the attitudes of parents toward helping their children at home. 

LeCompte and Dworkin have written: 

What does seem to matter is how individual children encounter the 
school setting and how that experience is interpreted by them and 
translated into a response to schooling. (1991, p. 67) 

This conclusion indicates a very weak probability of success in 

nonaccommodative school settings where culturally different students constitute 

the majority of the school's population. Analysis of discourse in this case study 

strongly indicates that such an environment existed at Valverde Junior High 

School. Nevertheless, LeCompte and Dworkin report findings which suggest that 

teachers' expectations about proper student conduct and social adjustment 

prompt such teachers to persist in blaming external factors (as in the 

fundamental attribution error) for the problems at-risk students experience in 

school. For example, Richardson, Casanova, Placier, and Guilfoyle (1989), 

who studied the teachers of these so-called, at-nsk children consistently found 

that these teachers were far more likely to Identify such family problems as 

parents who do not care, and divorce as factors likely to put a child at 
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risk than characteristics of their own teaching, the school, or the child. "In fact, 

teachers generally can find something wrong with the family of a child they 

consider to be at risk" (Richardson et al., 1989, p. 121). Teachers in this case 

study, in discourse which specified and defined the sociocultural meaning 

scheme of the benevolent autocrat, consistently argued that something was 

sufficiently wrong mth the home environment of their Mexican American 

students that they, as benevolent autocrats, must Intervene to serve as 

surrogate parents to these students. According to this sociocultural meaning 

scheme of the benevolent autocrat, a key element of their role as surrogate 

parents to these children was to prepare these students for their interpretation of 

the real world. For these teachers, this preparation, most fundamentally, meant 

social skills training. 

The findings of this research, like those of Tizard, Blatchford, Burke, 

Farquhar, and Plewis (1989), as well as those of Stern (1987), further indicate 

that those parents of culturally different children who do intervene in school 

affairs are likely to be blamed for any problems which the student my have in the 

school setting, as attempts are frequently made to dilute their influence In school 

affairs. These findings are of concern given research and analyses by Coleman 

and Hoffer (1987) which suggest that at least one important reason why Catholic 

schools have been effective is the close relationships they foster between 

teachers and parents; relationships where the two serve as mutually supportive 

agents of socialization. 
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Teachers in this case study, according to demonstrably contradictory 

interpretations (such as those which conflicted with actual demographic figures 

from the city planning commission) suggested by shared meaning perspectives 

such as the ideology of the benevolent autocrat, maintained that their role as 

surrogate parents was necessary because of the fragmented, dysfunctional, 

handout dependent (as in dependent on the welfare system), socially and 

culturally deprived home environments from which their Mexican American 

students came to school. These teachers further argued that this role must 

encompass social skills and responsibility training for these misguided students 

according to the teachers' interpretations of important emphases (previously 

discussed) for students at Valverde. 

However, research by Auerbach (1990). who studied family education 

programs. Indicates a number of hidden assumptions in education programs 

directly related to a 'transmission of school practices model" (p. 17). The 

findings of this research suggest that teachers and schools hold a number of 

myths regarding the parents and families of culturally different children especially 

children who are Limited English Proficient. Among the false, assumptions 

pointed to by Auerbach (1990) were: (a) successful readers come from home 

environments where parents replicate school-like tasks, (b) children of families 

who do not speak the dominant language of English at home are at a 

disadvantage, (c) it is the home that is the root cause of literacy problems, and 

(d) social, cultural, and economic factors are obstacles to learning and must be 
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addressed or overcome outside the classroom. Importantly, Auerbach, for each 

of these false assumptions, cites a considerable body of research which 

provides noteworthy counterevidence regarding these myths concerning the role 

of the home environment in the fit between culturally different students and the 

culture of the school. 

LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) have asserted that school is meaningless 

for many children of color. For these students, going to school frequently means 

suffering a constant assault on their ethnic heritage and the place of adults in 

their own community. These authors have written: 

Teachers attempt to impose Anglo modes of success on ethnic 
minorities, and reward those students who are least like traditional 
members of their communities. Sometimes this is done with the 
best of intentions; teachers will state that minority students have to 
learn how to get along in the White wortd. because after all. that is 
the world in which they will have to live. In so doing, however, they 
draw an obvious and invidious comparison between White and 
minority cultures. (LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991, p. 74) 

As this passage from their study of why students drop out argues, for these 

authors, the heart of the problem is teacher's own monocultural socialization and 

the ideological tools teachers are provided in their presen/ice education. These 

ideological tools define as essential the shaping and molding of young minds by 

teachers who are members of a special profession; teachers whose task it is to 

mold the beliefs, attitudes, and knowledge base of the next generation. 

Teachers in this case study not only considered themselves the surrogate 

parents of their Mexican American students, they were often convinced that this 

role must encompass the social skills training (as in the shaping and molding of 

268 



young minds) of their students In preparation for life in the real world (that is, the 

real world according to these teachers' interpretation). 

LeCompte and Dworkin (1991) have also reported that many teachers are 

prompted to begin their careers with the belief that pupils are eager to learn, 

grateful for the chance to be liberated from poverty through education, and will 

love their teachers because their teachers love them. These authors have 

drawn upon the work of Kozol (1967) and McLaren (1980) to summarize the 

problems which may develop when the students they teach and the schools they 

teach In do not conform to this preservice ideology. 

In fact, familiar with a modicum of psychological theory, many 
preservice teachers believe that resistance to education and offers 
of help by teachers signifies that children are actually calling out for 
help and love. Thus armed with enthusiasm, the preservice 
teacher may interpret every student act-even active revolt-as a 
reinforcement of his or her own Ideology. (LeCompte & Dworkin, 
1991, pp. 165-166) 

These conclusions seem to suggest that the reality of students' behavior In 

context makes little difference to the ideologies (as in the ideology of the 

benevolent autocrat shared among teachers at Valverde junior high school) held 

by teachers as a consequence of their preservice socialization. Similarly, in his 

comprehensive analysis of knowledge in research on teaching, Fenstermacher 

(1994) has argued that such ideologies and the problems they may create are 

no less valid for insen/ice teachers, even veteran teachers, than they are for the 

beginning teacher. "One image is of the school as a second home for students, 

leading the teacher to think that he or she is a kind of custodial parent in charge 
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of a classroom that is a homelike environment" (Fenstermacher. 1994, p.i 1). 

The sociocultural ideology of the benevolent autocrat as shared by teachers in 

this case study, not only Indicated to them their role as surrogate parents to 

socially and culturally deprived Mexican American students, this shared meaning 

system also indicated (whatever the opposition) what resocialization for Mexican 

American students was appropriate given the teacher's interpretation of the real 

world these students would encounter once they completed their education. 

A second, but equally important, sociocultural meaning perspective was 

indicated by teachers' discourse in this ethnographic case study. This meaning 

perspective, this ideology of the manana conflict is the subject of the 

presentation to follow. 

The Ideology of the Manana Conflict: Overview and Findings 

The ideology of the manana conflict was indicated by two important 

meaning schemes, the manana mindset an6 us versus them (see Figure 4). 

These meaning schemes were indicated by analysis of teachers' reflection group 

and related discourse. Of the two meaning schemes associated with this 

sociocultural meaning perspective of the manana conflict, the manana mindset is 

the more Illustrative of teachers' shared Interpretations relating to this ideology. 

The term "manana", the Spanish term for tomorrow, is most descriptive of 

teachers' shared, but contradictory, interpretation that Mexican American 

students hold no vision of a better tomorrow for themselves, and prefer to put off 
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until tomorrow what they could be doing today. Therefore, an overview, a 

synopsis of findings, and discussion related to this manana mindset will be the 

focus of the first presentation. 

Manana Mindset 

The shared ideology of the manana conflict (a sociocultural meaning 

perspective indicated by analysis of teachers' discourse in this case study) was, 

in part, indicated by teachers' common interpretations of Mexican American 

student potential and behavior. This shared manana mindset (a meaning 

scheme) argues that Mexican American students: have no vision, hold a 

manana attitude, dont care about school or school equipment, and are lazy, 

irresponsible, and disruptive (see Figure 4). Two examples indicative a 

perceived lack of vision among Mexican American students, are provided In the 

passages which follow. 

v2p086006s The more education that the children get, the 
more choices they will have available to them. I want them to have 
a vision beyond babies for a welfare check. 

v3j074464s Many of them have no idea where they will be 
in ten years. I had one student say she would be dead. No vision! 
School just doesnt have any relevance for these students. As 
educators we try to make it relevant -yet, for some reason, it just 
hasnt 'clicked' that this will effect them for the rest of their life. 

The first of these examples Indicates a complex line of thought associated with 

the meaning scheme of the manana mindset which argues that students (most 

of whom are Mexican Amencan) at Valverde hold no vision of the value of 
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education. Instead, all they know about the possibilities for the future may be 

summed up in the idea that having "babies" will secure a "welfare check" and, 

therefore, a way of life. According to the second example, these 

(predominantly Mexican American) students at Valverde really hold "No vision." 

The contradictory nature of the example (and the Ideology it suggests) is 

indicated by the expressions, "Many of them have no idea where they will be in 

ten years," and "I had one student say she would be dead." If the student knows 

where she will be, how can she have no idea where she will be in ten years? 

More to the point, perhaps what has not "clicked" for this school counselor is the 

moment of the student's comment. Surely, more than a lack of educational 

vision must be a problem for this student if she expects to be "dead" in ten years. 

Since, as these teacher comments reflect, these educators shared a 

common interpretation which concluded that their Mexican American students 

had no educational or career vision, college was of course out of the question. 

This interpretation of Mexican American student potential, a product of teacher's 

commonly held meaning scheme of the manana mindset, is evident in remarks 

taken from teachers' discourse. 

w2p025842s As educators, we cannot assume that all 
students plan to receive a college education. Training for life 
outside the school system is essential for our students; namely, 
the Mexican-Amencan student. There are plenty of honors and 
advanced academic programs for a comparatively small portion of 
the population. However, a fast growing segment of our population 
{students of color} requires more practical training and preparation. 
As educators we must continue to offer alternative plans for our 
diverse school populations. 
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The contradictory nature of this teacher's ideological remarks are illustrated by 

the expressions, "Training for life outside the school system is essential for our 

students," "As educators, we cannot assume that all students plan to receive a 

college education," and " As educators we must continue to offer alternative 

plans for our diverse school populations." When reading these expressions, one 

pertinent question which comes to mind is: How can educators continue to offer 

alternative plans for diverse student populations when they assume that training 

for life applicable to the Mexican American student should not include an 

emphasis on a college-bound learning track? If it is not assumed that the 

college-bound learning track should be one viable "alternative" for these 

students: What is the likelihood that a learning program which emphasizes 

'training" will adequately prepare these students to exercise an option for 

college? As these remarks illustrate, reflection group teachers frequently 

asserted that alternative, 'training" programs were the more "practical" career 

preparation for the Mexican Amencan student than those which emphasize the 

college bound path. 

Similar evidence of this interpretation is provided by the following 

comment taken from a teacher's educational platform. 

w2p015842s Without an education we are nothing more 
than barbarians. That does not mean that everyone must be 
destined to attend college. Actually, many people have no desire 
to extend their education beyond High School. This particular 
mindset is something that educators of Mexican-American students 
must realize and accept. My belief is that many of our students at 
Valverde and other minority schools need to be channeled into an 
alternative school. This alternative schooling plan would not mean 
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that they would not receive a basic education. . . . With a solid 
background in essential academic skills, these same students who 
do not see a higher education immediately following high school, 
might later desire further education after spending several years in 
low paying or physical labor careers. 

I believe that a great many of our Mexican-American 
students would remain in an alternative school where they could 
visualize an immediate reward after graduating. . . . That does 
not mean they have no ambition! I firmly believe that all humans 
regardless of ethnic background have a desire to better 
themselves. However, many of our Mexican-American students 
need to experience the real world before realizing that, with more 
education, they could have more fulfilling careers and personal 
lives. 

Three expressions in this teacher's comment, (a)" Actually, many people have 

no desire to extend their education beyond High School," (b) "This particular 

mindset is something that educators of Mexican-American students must realize 

and accept," and (c)" I firmly believe that all humans regardless of ethnic 

background have a desire to better themselves," illustrate the contradictory 

nature of the manana mindset as a meaning scheme shared among reflection 

group teachers. If "all humans" have a "desire to better themselves," how is It 

that we are free to assume that "many have no desire to extend their education 

beyond high school?" According to this, and other similar interpretations noted 

In teachers' discourse, Mexican American students basically have "no desire to 

extend their education beyond high school." Therefore, a real wor/deducation 

for them should emphasize "alternative schools." 

Why would the Mexican American student hold no vision of the future, no 

vision of college, no vision for tomorrow? According to these teachers' 
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discourse, these students hold no vision since they subscribe to a manana 

attitude. What is a manana attitude? The following remarks taken from 

teachers' discourse suggest their interpretation (according to the meaning 

scheme of the manana mindset) of the concept. 

v2j 166006s I know that Angel's attitude is very typical of 
Hispanics from his socioeconomic group. He is willing to settle for 
barely passing and has a manana attitude toward taking care of 
things. . . . I need to work diligently on the attitude that 
mediocrity is okay. 

These comments reflect a complex meaning scheme (the manana mindset) 

shared among Valverde educators and are indicative of a variety of 

assumptions, mostly unquestioned assumptions (as in the expressions, "I know 

that Angel's attitude is very typical of Hispanics from his socioeconomic group" 

and" He is willing to settle for barely passing") that may be associated with the 

"manana attitude." Although deceptively reflective, the comment to follow in 

implicating the manana attitude, illustrates similar assumptions to which teachers 

subscribed concerning their Mexican Amencan students. 
v3j076006k I am forced to accept that a certain 
socioeconomic group has a lot of negative feelings (I.e., prejudice) 
directed against It. These things that I dislike the most are 
probably the very attitudes that trap people into a lower economic 
status. I dislike the 'gimme' attitude, the 'what's in it for me' 
philosophy, the 'manana personality,' procrastination in most forms, 
blaming the 'man' for all of the existing problems. Most of all, I 
dislike whiners and people with chronic negative attitudes. Many 
people take all their senous dislikes and hang them on any 
available cultural group, then anyone who is of a different cultural 
group is just like a ' .' 

If we could all learn to look at individuals and express our 
likes and dislikes on the basis of individual action and individual 
people, we would be able to start where the problem exists and 
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stand a chance of finding a solution . . . I cant deal with the 
dislikes of a whole race or a whole culture, but one to one, I stand 
a chance of reaching an understanding or at least a working 
relationship. 

Many of the expressions reflected in this teacher's discourse are indicative of the 

body of assumptions, best described as the meaning scheme of the manana 

mindset, to which these teachers often subscribed concerning their Mexican 

American students, including: (a) "I do not think that my prejudices are directed 

against any particular cultural or ethnic group," (b) "These things that I dislike 

the most are probably the very attitudes (manana attitudes according 

to these teachers' shared interpretation) that trap people into a lower economic 

status," and (c) "I dislike the 'gimme' attitude, the 'what's In it for me' philosophy, 

the 'manana personality,' procrastination in most forms, blaming the 'man' for 

all of the existing problems." As this discourse further indicates, many reflection 

group teachers not only shared the manana mindset, but saw nothing 

questionable in this line of thought which maintained, among other things, that 

Mexican American students: have no vision, hold a manana attitude, dont care 

about school or school equipment, and are lazy, irresponsible, and disruptive 

The contradictory nature of this meaning scheme (manana mindset) 

shared among teachers is indicated by the expressions, "I am forced to accept 

that a certain socioeconomic group has a lot of negative feelings (I.e., prejudice) 

directed against it." and "Most of all, I dislike whiners and people with chronic 

negative attitudes." For this teacher, having negative attitudes and prejudices 

directed toward one's self should have nothing to do with a "chronic negative 
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attitude" held by one's self. Instead, any "chronic negative attitudes" worth the 

product of a manana attitude of the part of Mexican Americans. 

As further indicated by this selection from teachers' discourse, teachers' 

interpretation of Mexican American student potential and behavior basically held 

that there was a fundamental conflict between a Mexican American student's 

"manana attitude" (teachers' interpretation of Mexican American student 

potential and behavior made according to the meaning scheme of the manana 

mindset) and the attributes students ought to exhibit to be successful at 

Valverde. The manana mindset, as a sociocultural meaning scheme shared by 

reflection group teachers at Valverde, also involved teachers' shared 

Interpretation that Mexican American students didnt care about their education, 

their school, or even school equipment. 

Two examples of discourse indicative of such interpretations follow, the 

first was taken from a teacher's educational platform and the second from a 

teacher's journal. 

v1p04464s Another part of the instruction climate is the 
actual school building and its facilities . . . . Computers have 
become available to students in the last year and for many it has 
allowed them to express themselves in an easier fashion . . . . 
Unfortunately, many of the students are unable to 'handle' all of the 
technology available to them. They simply do not understand the 
concept of taking pride In your school as well taking care of 
something that is not your own . . . . The majority do well. 
Thosewho cannot abide by the rules are restricted from using any 
of the equipment. I feel it is important to teach students that we 
need to take care of everything even if its not own. 
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v3j082143s I find that very often students who need it the 
most will not put greater effort into learning and understanding 
because their reasoning is; 'I will not graduate anyway!' 

For the first of these teachers, students' inabilities to "handle the technology 

available to them" was a function of their manana attitude; an attitude which 

(according to reflection group teachers' shared meaning scheme of the manana 

mindset) could not abide taking pride in the school or "taking care of something 

that was not your own." For the second of these teachers, students' manana 

attitude was a function of their lack of vision (as in the expression, 'their 

reasoning is; I will not graduate anyway"). Like most of the comments 

associated with the manana mindset, including each of these, the last of these 

comments taken from teachers' discourse prompted the researcher to wonder 

whether or not this teacher had ever reflected upon her comment. To what 

extent was the reasoning she attributed to the student connected to teachers' 

shared interpretations of Mexican American students as students without vision? 

Finally, the meaning scheme of the manana mindset was one in which 

teachers shared the interpretation that Mexican American students were lazy, 

irresponsible, and disruptive. This interpretation is evident in the following 

remarks taken from teachers' discourse. 

v2p019148s Education is a tool. Its a tool for sun/ival in this 
world. We see people in our community struggling to survive 
financially, emotionally, spiritually. I feel that they are more than 
likely suffenng from lack of this necessary tool. There are many 
reasons why this educational tool is not a part of their lives. In the 
Valverde community, I feel that these are the main factors: Lack 
of parental support (or familial support), one parent households, 
drug use, no vision of the 'big picture' in life, and failure to see 
education as the tool for long range success in life. This 
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community is predominantly Mexican American. Therefore, the 
community of our school Is too, with over fifty percent of my 
students in each class being Mexican American these students 
need the educational tool. Many of them are disruptive and 
desperately need to 'break the cycle' which evolves at home. 

This discourse, like that of many other reflection group teachers, asserts: (a) 

Mexican American parents do not support education and that is reflected in the 

student's attitude; (b) broken homes contribute to the problem; (c) since Mexican 

American students have no vision and cannot see the big picture, they have no 

sense of responsibility to themselves or the school; and (d) a negative cycle of 

poor attitude which evolves at home makes these students "disruptive" at school. 

Other teacher comments are equally Indicative of such interpretations. 
v5t080000s But isnt that just like a reflection of society 
itself? I mean, the state has certain mandates that you have to 
follow, and the school has to follow those mandates, like, uh, 
absences. You know they have to have the absences counted at a 
certain time-you have to have a documented audit at that time, 
right? And then, uh, these kids go out and do other things. 
They're suppose to be at school, and they are absent so many 
days. Take them to court. Take their parents to court. They're 
responsible-they're responsible for their education . . . . They're 
adults now; they have to take responsibility for that. I dont know 
how we can change society that way because it's not just the kids. 
But the kids are learning from their parents. And it's just a 
revolving circle because kids see what their parents do, and a lot of 
these kids' parents got married very young. Many of them are on 
government assistance. They think It's cool. Ugh. it's just I mean, 
it is sad to see things like that happen. It's very sad-Kinda of like a 
woman being abused. They dont know any other way of life. 

According to this teacher's complex and often contradictory interpretation, these 

kids should not have an attitude (manana attitude) problem because they are 

adults (junior high students) and are. themselves (not the teachers), 

"responsible" for their education. Furthermore, this discourse argues that it's all 
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learned from the parents who know no other way of living. Once again the 

meaning scheme of the manana mindset argues that students hold a manana 

attitude according to the progression that a poor or broken home environment 

leads to a lack of vision, which leads to a poor attitude, which leads to a 

disruptive student. 

The comment to follow, taken from a Mexican Amencan teacher's 

reflective journal, illustrates that these interpretations associated with the 

meaning scheme of the manana mindset were not limited to teachers who were 

White. 

v4j059737s A couple of my classes and I had a talk 
today. . . . I talked to them about how intelligent they were, but at 
the same time, how lazy they were . . . . I told them that It made 
me feel really sad. seeing 'my people' [the Mexican American 
people] not trying. 

According to this Mexican Amencan teacher's discourse, if Mexican Amencan 

student performance in his classrooms does not measure up to his standards, 

the students are "not trying." This teacher's discourse further indicates that his 

meaning scheme of the manana mindset has informed him that the appropriate 

action to take is to admonish the students that they are "lazy." 

Not surprisingly, these strongly held and shared interpretations of 

Mexican American student potential and behavior associated with teachers' 

meaning scheme of the manana mindset also appeared to have a profound 

influence on teachers' daily relationship with these students. Further analysis of 

teachers' discourse indicated a meaning scheme highly descriptive of this 
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consequential relationship best described according to an emic approach (I.e.. 

derived from the perspectives of research participants) and the label, "us versus 

them." 

Us versus Them 

The meaning scheme descnbed according to the label, "us versus them," 

is one of two which were associated with teachers' discourse indicative of the 

ideology of the manana conflict, a sociocultural meaning perspective. The 

phrase us versus them captures the nature of the relationship between teachers 

and their Mexican American students at Valverde, given these teachers' 

interpretation of Mexican American student potential. As noted, this meaning 

scheme was one of two which indicated the sociocultural Ideology of the manana 

conflict (see Figure 4). The following comments taken from teachers' reflection 

group and related discourse are indicative of teachers' "us versus them" 

meaning scheme. 

v9t050000s You know something I've learned that I never 
noticed before I got over here {Valverde} is that there is evidently 
an 'us and them' relationship. I had never before been aware of it 
with my students. Why do they feel this? 

As this comment, taken from the transcript of an audiotaped reflection group 

session, illustrates, reflection group teachers were, after a time, able to sense 

and recognize an "us and them" or "us versus them" relationship between 

themselves and their predominantly Mexican American students, but, by and 
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large, could not articulate the basis for why such a relationship would exist. An 

additional teacher comment is indicative of this "us versus them relationship." 

w1p029095s I was talking with a friend a few weeks ago 
about racism, and she said 'Why are you so concerned about 
them?' And it hit me: many, many people in this world tend to look 
at life as 'us' and them.' 'Me' and 'not me.' That's not the way it is, 
either in the classroom or beyond school. 

As teachers we need to function as a leader of a team rather 
than as a company president out of touch with our workers. 
Students, teachers, parents and administrators are working toward 
the same goal. Each will have to make sacrifices for the other. . . 
I know I will. 

For this teacher, his reflections upon his own platform for education at Valverde 

has suggested that he and his fellow teachers have developed a complex, 

adversarial relationship (as in the expression, "Why are you so concerned about 

them") with students; one which is mutually self-defeating (as in the expressions, 

"Many people in this world tend to look at life as 'us' and them," "Me and not 

me," and "That's not the way it is, either in the classroom or beyond school"). 

Once again, each of these comments implies a number of contradictory 

assumptions (such as the assumption that Mexican American students can be 

reached instructionally through a model which approaches them as "workers") 

that may be associated with teachers' shared meaning scheme of the manana 

mindset. 

Other comments, although somewhat more reflective about the 

relationship that had developed between teachers and their Mexican American 

students, remained Indicative of an "us versus them" meaning scheme shared 
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among Valverde teachers which recurrently referenced conflict (or perceptions of 

conflict) between many Valverde teachers and their Mexican American students. 

w1j114398e When we give these students a test such as 
the {state standardized test} they dont perceive It as a challenge 
but rather as an enemy. These tests make them feel stupid. They 
have a low vocabulary, low reading comprehension, and they have 
a limited knowledge base about what's on the test. And, yet, we 
expect them to succeed. We're sending our kids Into a battle field 
without any weapons, protection, and a reason for fighting. They're 
getting gunned down but not in the streets, they're getting gunned 
down In school. What we are doing for them isnt enough. They're 
scared and hopeless and full of doubt about themselves. I dont 
know what it's going to take to prepare them. But, I know it's going 
to take more than we're doing. 

This teacher's discourse, like that of many other Valverde teachers, is indicative 

of interpretations associated with a shared meaning scheme of "us versus them," 

which recurrently encompassed a battlefield perception of teaching and learning 

at Valverde. These are reflected In the following expressions taken from this 

teacher's discourse: (a) "We're sending our kids into a battle field without any 

weapons, protection, and a reason for fighting," and (b) "They're getting gunned 

down but not in the streets, they're getting gunned down in school." 

As each of these cited comments illustrates, the relationship between 

many Valverde teachers and their Mexican American students came to be 

interpreted (according to a shared meaning scheme of "us versus them") as a 

battlefield match, or an "us versus them" conflict in which teachers could not 

hope to reach these students. Instead their interpretation of their job, the 

product of a shared sociocultural meaning perspective labeled as the ideology of 
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the manana conflict, became one of "sun/ival." The following remarks taken 

from teachers' discourse provide useful examples. 

v2j028057s This last week was one of s u r v i v a l . . . . I am 
beginning to evaluate my feelings about teaching-It is an 
exhausting profession . . . It's easy to sit on the outside and 
discuss theory, but in the classroom-your exhausted. 

3j106006 To survive in this environment, you must be 
extremely organized, toughened to criticism, work well under 
pressure, and, above all, have the self-control of a saint. You must 
constantly guard your words. 

The first set of remarks taken from a teacher's journal argues that teaching at 

Valverde is necessarily "exhausting" to the point that the teacher's job becomes 

one of mere "survival." This "survival" orientation was common to teachers' 

Ideological discourse and was as indicative of conflict between them and their 

predominantly Mexican American students as it was indicative of a meaning 

scheme of "us versus them." The second set of remarks taken from yet another 

teacher's journal is not only illustrative of frustration and negativity but an 

all-encompassing sense of depression which (according to interpretations 

indicative of the ideology of the manana conflict) reduces teachers' orientation 

to the students and the challenges they offer to one of coping and sun/ival. 

Although rare, negative case analysis of teachers' discourse at once 

revealed both a counterdiscourse to this "survival" orientation to teaching in a 

predominantly Mexican American school setting and the contradictory nature of 

so much of teachers' ideological discourse associated with the meaning scheme 

of "us versus them." More than anything else, this counterdiscourse, embodied 
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in teachers' comments to follow, seemed to argue that Mexican American 

students did care, were not just waiting to drop out, and did consider the notion 

of a vision for the future. The following teacher comment is one of these rare 

examples. 

w4j014111s Friday-Yea! I told all my classes that next 
Monday and Tuesday we would have a tutoring party' in my room 
after school. I invited everyone who needed help with make-up 
work or just wanted a place to do homework. . . . I told them I 
would stay as late as needed. The response was excellent. I also 
offered to bring snacks. That helped t o o ! . . . I had nine kids stay 
after school from 30 minutes to 2 hours! And everyone of them 
worked hard! I was busy the entire time. I finally left at 5:30, but 
took 5 kids home who didnt have a ride. I finally got home at 7:00. 
I was exhausted-But WOW! It was well worth it. . . . Teachers 
see these kids as problems, lazy, and, in the end, these kids do 
become discipline problems and probably carry an I dont care' 
attitude. For one thing, especially in the Hispanic culture, their 
pride gets In the way. It is easier to play It 'cool' with your 'big bad 
self than to admit that you do care but have no options. 

I think most teachers will not take kids home. . . . I 
understand this. BUT. its an awesome opportunity to get to know 
the kids outside of the classroom, to get to know them as real 
people, instead of simply students. The student can get to know 
you too-That's great! Finally, although I didnt do this, taking these 
kids home provides an opportunity to meet the parents and family 
and let them know how special their kids are. If we had more 
teachers do this, say once a week, we could probably get a bus to 
take kids home, or each teacher could take home kids who live in a 
certain area. It might be risky, but I think something could be 
worked out. 

This rare, but powerful excerpt of counterdiscourse, acknowledges teachers' 

shared interpretations of the Mexican American student which this author has 

associated with the ideology of the manana conflict (as in the expression, 

"Teachers see these kids as problems, lazy, and, in the end, these kids do 

become discipline problems and probably carry an I dont care' attitude"). 
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Additionally, however, this excerpt further describes evidence that teachers' 

Interpretations of their Mexican American students which have been associated 

with this shared ideology (the sociocultural meaning perspective of the manana 

conflict) were not necessarily accurate and often contradictory to countervailing 

evidence. The following expressions are indicative of this description: (a)" I 

Invited everyone who needed help with make-up work or just wanted a place to 

do homework. . . . I told them I would stay as late as needed, and 'the 

response was excellent." (b) "everyone of them worked hard." and "It might be 

risky, but I think something could be worked out." Each of these comments are 

but reflective of the finding that Mexican American students at Valverde, even 

so-called remedial students, d/d care about their education, did hold a vision for 

the future. Certain albeit rare discourse (such as that just presented) taken from 

teachers' reflection group records indicated that many of these students were 

willing to stay after school for tutoring in such subjects as reading, math, and 

science. These findings and others do much to suggest the contradictory nature 

of the ideology of manana conflict. This ideology, this sociocultural meaning 

perspective, is the subject of the following discussion. 

The Ideology of the Manana Conflict: Discussion 

Two meaning schemes, the manana mindset and "us versus them," were 

associated with teachers' reflection group and related discourse in this case 

study. According to the foregoing presentations of findings as related to the 
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manana mindset and "us versus them." each of these meaning schemes were 

indicative of a complex and often contradictory meaning perspective which was 

found to be sociocultural in character and was labeled by the researcher as the 

ideology of the manana conflict. The research efforts of Rosenholtz (1989) to 

analyze and explicate the sociocultural dynamics of schools as workplaces is 

applicable to a purposeful understanding of the sociocultural conflicts which may 

develop between teachers and their students. 

From the sociocultural perspective. Rosenholtz (1989) has done much to 

strengthen our understanding of teachers and their relationships to their students 

through her extensive study of teachers' workplace cultures (see Chapter II for a 

complete explanation of the Rosenholtz research). Rosenholtz found that where 

teachers perceive that students circumscribe their own learning potential or 

where they perceive that student misbehavior is insurmountable those teachers 

tend to reify their prospects for instructional success (see prior discussion this 

chapter for a complete discussion of how teachers in this study tended to reify 

their prospects for instructional success with their Mexican American student). 

Rosenholtz has further argued that such teachers, to protect their self-esteem 

and buffer themselves from feelings of personal inadequacy, tend to follow two 

common paths: (a) they disavow responsibility for teaching through a reliance 

on punitive control tactics (see prior discussion this chapter on Valverde 

teachers' emphases on rules, order, and control) and/or, (b) they attribute the 

source of their uncertainty to intransigent students or their home environments. 
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Additionally. Rosenholtz has concluded that this pattem is particularly strong for 

teachers and students in low SES urban schools. 

According to Rosenholtz (1989). teachers' punitive control actions place 

them in something of a strategic dilemma; a dilemma not unlike the "us versus 

them" conflict found among teachers and their students at Valverde. Rosenholtz 

has argued that threatened self-esteem, from the vantage point of both students 

and teachers initiates a vicious cycle. Students, because of threatened 

self-esteem perceived in response to teachers' attributions, blaming, and control, 

respond by withholding classroom effort. Teachers, in tum. further attribute poor 

performance to either students' unwillingness to work or to lack of ability. 

Already holding limited faith in these students' ability, teachers, uncertain about 

how to best proceed in teaching these students, may not persist instructionally 

(Rosenholtz, 1989). Since students experience further academic failures, 

student self-esteem is again threatened, performance declines and/or student 

misbehavior increases as students find self-worth through their peers, and so 

the cycle repeats itself. Rosenholtz has written: 

Students react derisively, seeing teachers' claim to complex 
professional knowledge weakened as a basis of status and control. 
. . . For their part, students believe that a teacher should try 
whenever possible to discover the reason for student misbehavior 
and respond to that cause instead of simply punishing them. . 
They therefore show even less respect for the school's moral 
authority, which seems likely to attenuate positive feedback to 
teachers and Increase their uncertainty. (1989, p. 108) 

These conclusions arising from Rosenholtz's analyses, suggestive as they are of 

poor teacher-student communication and accommodation as sources of conflict. 
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are remarkably consistent with those of Sheets (1994) in her analysis of factors 

which influence teacher-student confrontations in a pluralistic classroom. 

Sheets (1994) utilized a 13-item questionnaire, anecdotal observations, 

and the disciplinary reports of the district to examine those factors which 

influenced teacher-student confrontation in an urban high school where the staff 

was 83 percent White and the student population was 79 percent students of 

color. The major finding of Sheet's (1994) research indicated that 84.28 percent 

of the confrontations studied were a result of "perceived interpersonal issues 

arising when different sets of values, attitudes, and beliefs were held by students 

and teachers" (1994, p. 3). That is, differences in the interpretation of 

experience which may arise when teachers utilize differing meaning perspectives 

(manifested as meaning schemes) to interpret that experience may prompt 

confrontations between these two sets of players in the classroom drama. 

These dynamics were no less true of the relationship between teachers and their 

Mexican American students in this case study. 

Other findings from Sheet's research bear upon the findings of this 

research as well. For example, contrary to the meaning perspective of colorblind 

nonaccommodative denial shared by many of the participants of this case study. 

Sheets found that less than one percent of the students she studied reported 

that interpersonal and home related problems were at times the cause of 

teacher-student conflict. According to Sheets, these findings refute prior 

research which has proposed that interpersonal and home related problems are 
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the dominant factors influencing dysfunctional behavior. The findings of this 

case study indicate that a more purposeful examination of sociocultural meaning 

perspectives held by both students and teachers would be a more reflective way 

to avert such conflict. 

More importantly, of the 281 student disciplinary appeals which Sheets 

(1994) studied (In the district which served as the site for her research) 61.5 

percent resulted in a modification, mediation, or reversal of 

suspensions/expulsions, when an objective board was allowed to hear the 

individual cases (75.75 percent of the incidents involved conflict between 

students and teachers). Lastly, students in 65 percent of the conflicts which 

Sheets examined indicated that stronger intercultural skills and understandings 

among teachers might have averted the conflict. 

Finally, Rosenholtz (1989) has indicated that uncertain teachers who fail 

to accommodate their classroom structures and instructional practices (see prior 

discussion this chapter regarding Valverde teachers' failures to accommodate 

the needs of Mexican American students) are far more likely to "reify ability as a 

stable trait on which students are highly stratified" (p. 119). This reification 

again initiates the vicious cycle of mutually threatened self-esteem between 

teachers and students which ends in conflict. Rosenholtz has written: 

Where student aspirations and teacher expectations complement 
each other in mutually held views of limited academic progress, 
control orientations tend to become highly salient features of their 
classroom lives. Each battles the other to protect their respective 

290 



dignity-teachers by controlling, students by refusing to be 
controlled-and each contributes willfully to the other's instructional 
demise. (1989, p. 120) 

The picture of manana conflicts painted by teachers' discourse at Valverde was 

no less salient for both teachers and their Mexican American students. This 

despite the many contradictions of the ideology shared by these teachers. Both 

teachers and students at Valverde seemed trapped in a vicious and repetitive 

cycle of value conflicts from which teachers found it extremely difficult to remove 

themselves even after critical reflection on the foundations of those conflicts. 

Connections among the sociocultural meaning perspectives identified in 

this case study and precedents for the identification of such perspectives do 

exist in the literature. Discussion to follow will draw connections among the 

sociocultural meaning perspectives Identified in this case study and precedents 

In the literature regarding such perspectives. 

Sociocultural Meaning Perspectives: Connections Among 
Findings and Precedents in the Literature. 

Prior findings and discussion presented in conjunction with analyses of 

each of the sociocultural meaning perspectives Identified in this case study have 

argued that each of these meaning perspectives is, by definition, an ideology. 

That is, both the ideology of the benevolent autocrat and the ideology of manana 

conflict, as described in these presentations, are ideoJogies because of their 

consistency with the definition of the term supplied by Newton and Rosenfelt 

(1985) as well as substantive theoretical interpretations of the term as supplied 
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by Mezirow (1981, 1990, 1991). More specifically, we may understand an 

ideology as a complex and/or contradictory system of representations (such as 

images, discourse, or myths) which serves as a filter through which we interpret 

our experience in relation to each other and the social structures which surround 

us. Since these sociocultural meaning perspectives are also ideologies, the 

substantive theoretical framework for this case study (Mezirow, 1975, 1981, 

199, 1991) holds that they are sociocultural distortions of premise and 

assumption (Mezirow's, theoretical, notion of a distortion was explained in 

Chapter II). Indeed, Mezirow (1991), whose conceptualization of the term 

ideology is consistent with that of Newton and Rosenfelt (1985), has held that an 

Ideology, from the substantive theoretical point of view, should also be 

understood as a "distorted, collectively held" and sociocultural meaning 

perspective (p. 47). 

Our meaning perspectives reflect the way our culture and those 

responsible for our socialization have defined various situations. Our 

sociocultural meaning perspectives are the product of this biography and are 

particular to our culture and our socialization. These meaning perspectives are 

rarely subjected to critical reflection and so are subject to distortions of premise 

and assumption. When collectively held, the likelihood of such validity testing 

(reflection) Is further reduced. These collectively held meaning perspectives, 

despite limiting or contradictory characteristics, come to serve as filters through 

which we interpret our sociocultural experience. Because these filters, these 
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sociocultural meaning perspectives, may limit and distort our interpretations, it 

becomes important to understand their influence and the role of critical reflection 

In facilitating more inclusive, permeable, and integrative meaning perspectives. 

Having presented findings and discussion related to the five meaning 

perspectives identified in this case study, summarization of what has been 

presented is appropriate. The section to follow will summarize these 

presentations. 

Chapter Summan/ 

The introduction to this chapter provided an overview of how researchers 

have used transformation theory (Mezirow, 1975, 1981. 1990. 1991) as a 

substantive theoretical framework for phenomenological study. This oven/lew 

featured a review of the manner in which such research inferred meaning 

schemes from qualitative data; meaning schemes which then indicated meaning 

perspectives held by the research participants. This ethnographic case study 

has utilized the same substantive theory as the research overviewed in this 

section of the chapter and has followed a similar model In deriving the inferences 

and interpretations made and the conclusions to which those interpretations led 

the researcher. 

The first section of this chapter to follow the Introduction presented 

findings and discussion related to two epistemic meaning perspectives identified 

in this case study; reification and reductionistic prescriptivism. This presentation 
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was provided according to the following format: (a) forward, (b) overview and 

findings by meaning perspective, (c) synopses and discussions of findings by 

meaning scheme, and (d) connections among the findings of this study as 

related to meaning perspectives and precedents in the literature with respect to 

such perspectives. Reification, as an epistemic meaning perspective associated 

with teachers' discourse in this case study was indicated by three distinct 

meaning schemes: resignation, scapegoating. and prebounded parental 

contact. The epistemic meaning perspective of reductionistic prescriptivism was 

associated with teachers' reflection group and related discourse indicative of two 

meaning schemes: learning stylistics and overgeneralization. 

The second section of this chapter to follow the introduction presented 

findings and discussion related to a psychological meaning perspective of 

colorblind nonaccommodative denial. This presentation followed the format 

outlined in the introduction to this chapter. Three meaning schemes were 

associated with teachers' discourse indicative of the psychological meaning 

perspective, colorblind nonaccommodative denial. These meaning schemes 

were: colorblindness, no accommodation, and lack of preparedness. 

The third section of the chapter to follow the introduction presented 

findings and discussion related to the sociocultural meaning perspectives 

described as the ideology of the benevolent autocrat and the ideology of the 

manana conflict. Once again, this presentation followed the format outlined for 

epistemic meaning perspectives. Teachers' discourse indicative of the ideology 
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of the benevolent autocrat was also associated with three distinct meaning 

schemes which pointed to this sociocultural meaning perspective. These three 

meaning schemes were: family rut, surrogate parent, and a third meaning 

scheme designated by the label real worid. Finally, the sociocultural meaning 

scheme identified according to the denotation, ideology of the manana conflict, 

was associated with teachers' discourse indicative of two meaning schemes. 

These meaning schemes were emically identified and assigned the 

designations, manana mindset and "us versus them." 
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CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY. CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Introduction and Oven/lew 

The purpose of this study was to utilize the activities and discourse of a 

reflection group, the structure and activities of which were grounded in the 

recommendations of the transformation theory of adult learning. In order to 

document, describe, and interpret teachers' meaning perspectives regarding 

their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican American junior high school 

students. 

Consistent with the purpose of this ethnographic case study, this chapter 

will: (a) provide a general summary of the case study; (b) summarize the major 

findings of the research; (c) discuss conclusions arising from this case study; 

(d) offer implications of the research for the reader's consideration, and 

(e) questions for further research. For the benefit of the reader, it is purposeful 

at this juncture to return to the original problem for study. 

Rapidly changing demographics in American public schools suggest 

questions about how these schools are addressing the particular needs of 

students of color, especially those of Mexican American students who currently 

exhibit the highest dropout rate among all students, irrespective of ethnic origin 

(Rumberger, 1991; LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991). Three perspectives, the 

psychological, the sociological, and the cultural, each relevant to the question 

296 



why schools have failed to meet the needs of these Mexican American students, 

point to teachers as a powerful influence on Mexican American student success. 

A review of the literature which relates to each of these perspectives Indicates 

that each is limited in its explanatory power to the extent that research is absent 

on teachers' perceptions of, and reflections on, their students and their own 

classroom practice. Accordingly, research is needed concerning teachers' 

perspectives with respect to Mexican American students. 

More specifically, given existing school population demographics for 

Mexican Americans, a high dropout rate among Mexican American students, 

teacher influence on student success, and teachers' differential treatment of 

students of color, research is needed on teacher's meaning perspectives with 

respect to Mexican American students. The transformation theory of adult 

learning (Mezirow, 1975, 1981, 1990, 1991), through a purposeful focus on 

meaning systems, offers a robust, substantive, theoretical framework for an 

understanding of teachers' perspectives as related to Mexican American 

students. The conceptualization of meaning systems in this case study was 

consistent with that of transformation theory. That is, this conceptualization was 

inclusive of meaning perspectives, manifested as meaning schemes, which were 

reflected in the discourse of the research participants. An annotated version of 

such a system was illustrated in Figure 3. 
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Summary of the Study 

Summarization of this ethnographic case study will first provide a 

condensation of the literature review applicable to this research as conceived 

and designed. A restatement of the research question will follow. This 

restatement will be followed by review of the organization of the research. 

Background of the Research 

Hispanics are rapidly becoming the fastest growing school-age population 

in the United States. Between 1985 and 2020, the number of White youth will 

have declined by 25 percent, while the number of Hispanic youth will have 

increased by 65 percent (Rumberger, 1990). Recently, the high school dropout 

rate for these Hispanic youths has averaged over 50 percent nationally, as 

compared with a rate of less than 25 percent for White students (United States 

Bureau of the Census, 1989; Hodgkinson, 1992). Mexican Americans currently 

comprise some 60 percent of the total Hispanic population in the United States 

and are by far the largest subgroup of Hispanics (Chapa & Valencia, 1993; 

Rumberger, 1991) of which Puerto Rican Americans, Cuban Americans, Central 

and South Americans constitute the other subgroups (Rumberger, 1991). 

National average dropout rates recently as high as 55 percent for Mexican-origin 

Hispanics (Hodgkinson, 1992) are consistently the highest for ail Hispanic 

subgroups including rates as high as 49 percent for Puerto Rican Americans, 
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40 percent for Cuban Americans, and 37 percent for Americans of Central or 

South American origin (Rumberger, 1991). For these and other reasons (see 

arguments detailed in Chapters I and II) Mexican Americans are fast becoming 

the most demographically Important student population in the educational arena. 

Yet, recent reports Indicate that American public schools are ill-prepared for the 

demographic changes and educational challenges associated with this student 

group (Garcia, 1995; Holmes, 1990; LeCompte & Dworkin, 1991; Orum, 1990; 

Yates & Ortiz, 1991). 

A review of the literature on why schools are failing to meet the needs of 

Mexican American and other students of color indicates three perspectives on 

why schools are falling to achieve this important purpose. The psychological 

perspective focuses on the relationship between teacher expectations and 

self-fulfilling prophecy effects as these can impact the differential treatment of 

students (Contreras & Lee. 1990; Good. 1987). The sociological perspective 

places emphasis upon the investigation of the sorting and selection functions of 

the school, usually typified by ability grouping practices or tracking systems 

(Oakes. 1985. 1988). Finally, the cultural perspective stresses the likelihood of a 

cultural clash or shock. More specifically, a clash may occur between the culture 

of the school and the culture of the Mexican American home (Buenning & 

Tollefson. 1987; Cushneret al., 1992; Trueba, 1983). A culture clash may also 

develop between a monocultural teaching staff and a multicultural student 

population, or may alternatively be realized as a cross-cultural clash between a 
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White, monocultural teaching staff and a student population which is 

predominantly Mexican American (Dana, 1991; Fuller, 1992; Garcia, 1995). 

Fuller asserts that the last of these perspectives may be of greatest concern. 

"Students In teacher education classrooms are more often White (92 percent), 

female (75 percent), and middle-class (80 percent). They have also spent their 

childhood lives in suburbs, small cities or rural areas (80 percent)" (Fuller, 1992, 

p. 87). Therefore, Fuller has argued that this complexion of public school 

teacher populations contrasts markedly with the increasingly diverse character of 

public school student populations. Accordingly, just as American student 

populations are becoming increasingly diverse from a cultural standpoint, or 

increasingly Mexican American in the case of many states, our public school 

teacher populations are becoming increasingly White monocultural as delineated 

by Fuller (1992). 

More importantly, a review of the literature indicates that the cultural 

perspective, as well as each of the other perspectives, is limited In its 

explanatory power to the extent that research is absent on teachers' 

interpretations of their day-to-day experiences with their culturally different 

students (Chen & Goldring. 1992; Ernst. 1993; Gonzalez. 1993a. Koehler, 

1988; Oakes, 1988). 
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Theoretical Framework of the Research 

In the development of transformation theory, Mezirow (1975, 1989, 1990, 

1991) has described a theoretical framework for adult learning through critical 

reflection. Concomitantly, he has described a paradigm for understanding which 

is applicable to an apprehension of teachers' interpretations and perceptions in 

context, especially their interpretations of their interactions with their culturally 

different students. According to transformation theory, the key to such 

understanding is discovery, inference, and interpretation with respect to 

teachers' meaning perspectives. In this way. meaning systems which may be 

transformed to enable a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrative 

understanding of experience. For Mezlrow (1991). meaning perspectives are 

rule systems of habitual expectation (orientations, prototypes, personal 

paradigms). Meaning schemes, as the manifestations of these meaning 

perspectives, are particular habits of expectation (knowledge, value judgments, 

beliefs, and feelings) that make up a specific interpretation. Since, "meaning 

perspectives generate meaning schemes" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 67), both 

influence the way we define, understand, and act upon our experience. 

As discussed in Chapter il, transformation theory (Mezirow, 1975,1981, 

1990, 1991) holds that meaning perspectives determine meaning schemes 

which are evidenced in actions and discourse. The term meaning perspective 

refers to the "structure of assumptions within which one's past experience 

assimilates and transforms new experience" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 42). Meaning 
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perspectives constitute an habitual set of expectations so as to provide an 

orienting frame of reference which operates as a perceptual filter on 

experiences. Mezirow (1990) reports that meaning perspectives as habits of 

expectation have been variously analyzed by other authors as, for example, 

personal constructs (Candy, 1990). perceptual filters (Roth. 1990). 

theories-of-actlon (Schon. 1983). conceptual maps (Deshler. 1990). and 

personal Ideologies (Kennedy. 1990). A meaning scheme is the "particular 

knowledge, beliefs, value judgments, and feelings that become articulated in an 

interpretation" (Mezirow. 1991. p. 44). For example, if ethnocentrism is central 

to the formation of a meaning perspective, it is possible to recognize certain 

negative racial and cultural stereotypes as meaning schemes within that 

perspective which prepare an individual for specific actions such as shunning 

another who is of a certain race or culture. 

Transformation theory (Mezlrow. 1975. 1981. 1990. 1991) holds that our 

meaning perspectives often constitute uncritically assimilated presuppositions 

involving epistemic, sociocultural, or psychological distortions of premise and 

assumption. In his groundbreaking work with women in college re-entry 

programs, Mezirow (1975,1981) found that the reflective and transformative 

process of overcoming limited, distorted, and arbitrarily selective modes of 

perception and thinking processes through reflection on taken-for-granted 

assumptions is central to personal development in adulthood. 
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A single, qualitative, research question guided this ethnographic case 

study. This research question may be stated as follows. 

Research Question 

The following research question guided this ethnographic case study: 

• What meaning perspectives are indicated by teachers' discourse 
regarding their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican 
American junior high school students? 

Organization of the Research 

This research was conceptualized as an ethnographic case study. The 

organization of this research may be summarized as follows. 

Pilot Studv 

The purpose, research question, site, and methodologies for this case 

study were indicated by a prior, ten-month, pilot study conducted at a junior high 

school in the state of Texas. This pilot provided public school teachers with 

opportunities for interaction, dialogue, inquiry and reflection on issues taking 

place in this school. Through this reflection group arrangement, it was possible 

for the researcher to gain familiarity with the site and site-based gatekeepers, 

field test participant observation strategies, and test audiotaping and videotaping 

equipment. 
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The pilot study Indicated that transformation theory (Mezirow, 1975, 1981, 

1990, 1991) would provide a purposeful and substantive theoretical framework 

for a case study which sought discovery and understanding regarding teachers' 

interpretations of their daily interactions with their Mexican American students. 

Additionally, the pilot study indicated relevant etic coding families (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1982) with which to initiate data analysis. Certain etic coding categories 

taken from the substantive theoretical framework were also indicated by the pilot. 

The design of the research was an important concern to the researcher as well. 

Summarization of this topic follows. 

Design of the Research 

This research was conceptualized as an ethnographic case study. The 

design of this research is summarized as follows and includes the following 

design components: development of field relationships, site and sample 

selection, data collection and data analysis. 

Development of Field Relationships 

Field relationships in qualitative research depend upon ethics, exchange, 

and negotiation. Strategies utilized in the development and perpetuation of field 

relationships and necessary over the course of the study, are summarized in the 

passages to follow. 
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Ethics. The ethical conduct of this case study was reflected in the 

following actions taken by the researcher. Specifically, (a) all records generated 

by participants were kept confidential to the researcher except where research 

participants asked to share them with the reflection group or agreed to have 

them shared, and (b) the researcher assured the anonymity of research 

participants through the use of assigned numbers (such as 9090) used as 

pseudonyms, in all documentation arising from data collection, data analysis, 

and the thick description of the case study. In records generated by the 

participants to the study, these participants were further encouraged to use 

pseudonyms (such as the pseudonym Gloria used in place of the student's 

actual name) in referring to students, cohorts, landmarks, and the site. Finally, 

teachers who participated in this case study were assured that others not 

involved with the research project or designated as a peer debriefer would not 

have access to the data collected. 

Reciprocitv. The researcher in this case study reciprocated site access 

by arranging meetings or information sharing between certain university 

specialists and field practitioners, providing access to literature resources at the 

university upon request, by offering occasional sen/ices at the site such as 

making copies, tutoring students and grading papers. 

Entrv. Permission to enter the field was negotiated with the principal at 

the site who was provided information as to the nature of the study, the 
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participants, and the data that would be collected. At his request, the principal 

outlined the study for, and secured the approval of district officials. 

Site Selection 

The pilot study indicated this junior high school in Texas as an appropriate 

site for a reflection group of practicing educators. This site was appropriate 

because its teacher and student populations were typical of current demographic 

trends at the state and national level. That is, at this site, the teaching staff of 

the school was greater than 85 percent White, monocultural while the student 

population of the school was approximately 75 percent Mexican American. 

Sample Selection 

Based on the pilot study, a reflection group of teachers at a junior high 

school in Texas was purposively (Chein, 1981) selected as the bounded system 

and unit of analysis for the study. A reflection group is a group established for 

the purpose of dialogue, inquiry, and reflection and has proven an effective 

format for meaningful adult discourse and personal growth (Mezirow, 1975, 

1981). The reflection group was consistent with the goal of purposive sampling 

since the group provided a format for discovery, understanding, and insight 

related to teachers' perspectives on Mexican American students. 
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Data Collection 

Participant observation and the collection of participant generated records 

constituted the primary data collection methods in this ethnographic case study. 

All meetings of the reflection group were audiotaped and videotaped. The 

recording of field notes taken by the researcher accompanied each session of 

participant observation. 

Participant Observation. The researcher's level of participation in this 

case study varied according to the emergent demands of research situations 

and the setting of the research. The researcher In this ethnographic case study 

recorded descriptive field notes as a written account of activities and events 

observed in the reflection group during participant obsen/ation. Field notes 

generated as a result of participant observation complemented data collected 

from the audiotaping and videotaping of reflection group meetings and records 

produced by the members of the reflection group. Transcriptions of the 

audiotapes recorded at reflection group meetings sen/ed as one unit of data for 

qualitative analysis; reviews of the videotapes served as another. 

Records. The records produced by members of the reflection group in 

conjunction with group activities initiated to foster discussion, reflection, and 

thoughtful analysis of important site related issues were also collected as data 

for analysis in this case study. The records collected in this case study included: 

critical incident analyses, concept maps, reaction papers, reflective progress 

reports, cross-cultural platforms, daily reflective journals prepared by the 
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teachers of the reflection group, reaction papers, and various other records 

arising from teachers' discretionary projects inside and outside the reflection 

group. 

Data Analysis 

Analysis of records collected from reflection group participants, the 

researcher's fieldnotes, and transcriptions of audiotapes was initiated as 

frequently as the records and transcriptions were received, although most data 

analysis was undertaken at the completion of data collection. Data analysis 

began with coding procedures and ended with the identification of themes, 

etically identified as meaning perspectives and emically titled according to 

constant comparative analysis of the nature of teachers' shared interpretations 

and meaning schemes. These meaning perspectives were then compared to 

the substantive theoretical framework and etically interpreted as epistemic, 

psychological, or sociocultural. 
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Summary of Findings 

This case study sought discovery and understanding with respect to the 

meaning perspectives teachers hold concerning their day-to-day interactions 

with their Mexican American students. Transformation theory (Mezirow, 1975, 

1981, 1990, 1991) provided a useful and purposeful, substantive theoretical 

framework through which such discovery and interpretation might be facilitated. 

The transferability of the findings of this research, as with all qualitative research, 

rests with the reader (Lincoln & Guba. 1985) as a potential applier of these 

findings. A thick description (Geertz. 1973) of the research, the findings, and the 

conclusions has been provided as a basis for such applications. At the same 

time, the trustworthiness of the findings and the research methodologies which 

generated them has provided the foundation upon which research judgments 

were made in the conduct of this ethnographic case study. 

The findings of this ethnographic case study embody five meaning 

perspectives which teachers hold in their day-to-day Interactions with Mexican 

American students. Two of these meaning perspectives are epistemic. one is 

psychological and two are sociocultural. 

Two epistemic meaning perspectives identified in this case study are 

reification and reductionistic prescriptivism. Epistemic meaning perspectives are 

the ways in which we come to know, what we know, and the uses that we make 
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of that knowledge. The epistemic meaning perspective of reification was 

Indicated by three meaning schemes: resignation, scapegoating, and 

prebounded parental contact. The epistemic meaning perspective of 

reductionistic prescriptivism was indicated by two Important meaning schemes; 

learning stylistics and overgeneralization. Each of these epistemic meaning 

perspectives, reification and reductionistic prescriptivism are (according to the 

Mezirow's [1990. 1991] conceptualization of the term) distorted. That is. these 

distorted meaning perspectives filter what participants know and their ways of 

knowing in ways that are personally constraining and/or interactively self 

defeating. 

The findings of this ethnographic case study also identified a 

psychological meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial. This 

psychological meaning perspective was indicated by two interrelated meaning 

schemes: colorblindness and no accommodation. Although this psychological 

meaning perspective of colorblind nonaccommodative denial was not (according 

to Mezirow's [1990, 1991] conceptualization of the term) distorted per se, a 

discussion of the findings related to this meaning perspective indicated how each 

of the meaning schemes through which it was manifested were limiting and 

sometimes internally contradictory. 
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Lastly, two sociocultural meaning perspectives were identified in this 

case study: the ideology of the benevolent autocrat and the ideology of the 

manana conflict. An ideology is best understood as a complex, limiting and or 

contradictory system of representations (such images, discourse, or myths) 

through which we experience ourselves in relation to each other and to the social 

structures which surround us (Newton & Rosenfelt, 1985). The ideology of the 

benevolent autocrat was indicated by three meaning schemes: family rut, 

surrogate parent, and preparation for the real world. The ideology of the 

manana conflict was indicated by two meaning schemes: manana mindset and 

us versus them. A discussion of findings related to each of these sociocultural 

meaning perspectives demonstrated how each was consistent with the definition 

of an ideology utilized in this case study. Since each of these sociocultural 

meaning perspectives constituted an ideology, transformation theory (Mezirow, 

1975, 1981, 1990, 1991) maintains that each is distorted according to the 

substantive theoretical conceptualization of the term Ideology. These distorted, 

collectively held, meaning perspectives reflect prior personal and cultural 

socialization and their limiting and contradictory characteristics come to sen/e as 

a filter through which individuals interpret their sociocultural experiences in ways 

that may be constraining and self-defeating. 
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Because four of the five meaning perspectives identified in this case study 

are distorted, according to the transformation theoretical conceptualization of the 

term, this substantive theoretical framework for the research would propose that 

critical reflection is the appropriate way in which such distortions should be 

approached. This notion of critical reflection (Mezirow, 1991) indicates not only 

validity testing but also a challenging and confronting of presuppositions and 

assumptions in prior learning; especially assumptions and premises which are 

limited, contradictory, constraining, and/or self-defeating. 

Conclusions Based Upon Findings from the Study 

As discussion to follow will illustrate, the conclusions arising from this 

ethnographic case study are consistent with emergent criticisms of the 

psychological, sociological, and cultural perspectives (as detailed In Chapter II) 

on why schools in general, and teachers in particular, are failing to meet the 

needs of Mexican American students. This is particularly true with respect to 

the psychological perspective. Goldenberg's (1992) analysis of the limitations of 

the psychological perspective has shown that the primary focus of the 

perspective, expectancy effects, cannot be separated from the quality of 

instruction teachers provide their students. More specifically. Good and Brophy 

(1986) have concluded that at least one outstanding weakness of the 

perspective is the need for assessments of teacher perceptions related to the 

possibilities for student success. This case study argues that teachers' critical 
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reflections on their perceptions and interpretations as related to the possibilities 

for student success will be essential to their professional efficacy with culturally 

different students, especially their instructional prowess with their Mexican 

American students. 

Although not the focus of this ethnographic case study, the substantive 

theoretical framework for this study, transformation theory, holds that reflection, 

especially critical reflection, is the purposeful construct through which to 

approach distortions of premise and assumption of the type Identified in this 

research. Critical reflection, in particular, denotes not just validity testing with 

respect to epistemic, psychological, or sociocultural premises and assumptions. 

The notion of critical reflection also involves the challenging and confronting of 

premises and assumptions in prior learning which may influence the way we 

currently construe and interpret our experiences. More specifically, this study 

indicates that critical reflection on the way in which one's own assimilation and 

biography have come to act as a perceptual filter on the interpretation of 

experience is particularly important to monocultural teachers who must reach 

and positively influence the educational and personal growth of culturally 

different students, especially those students who are Mexican American. 

Drawing her conclusions from research within the sociological 

perspective, Oakes (1988) has argued that researchers and practitioners must 

rethink what has been taken-for-granted about school. Oakes has written: 

We must discover the extent to which turn-of-the-century beliefs 
about race and class differences continue to affect teachers' and 
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administrators' responses to poor and minority children. These are 
appropriate questions for research, and researchers can shed 
useful light on these . . . processes and effects. (1988. p. 13) 

This case study supports Oakes' concerns since it indicates that such 

monocultural and Americanized beliefs are involved in both teachers' reification 

of their interactions with their Mexican American students and the ideologies 

they hold concerning these students and their home environments, especially 

the ideology of the benevolent autocrat. 

Since the findings of this case study indicate distortions of premise and 

assumption at the epistemic level, this research argues that an examination of 

the relationship between mostly monocultural teaching populations and 

predominantly Mexican American student populations must concern Itself with 

more than sociocultural norms, roles, and those structures with which the 

sociological perspective Is principally concerned. Among other things, these 

distortions of premise and assumption at the epistemic level indicate that what 

teachers know (or do not know) about their Mexican American students 

(especially what these students bring to school from their home environment) 

and the uses they make of the knowledge may (if distorted) also prove 

personally constraining and interactively self defeating. When teachers, through 

reification, (a) resign themselves to the interpretation that Mexican American 

students cannot be successfully prepared for a college-bound educational track, 

(b) persist in the isolation of scapegoats for their own inadequacies as 

cross-cultural educators, (c) isolate their educative efforts from the potential 
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contribution of students' home socialization and parental support by prebounding 

contact with Mexican American parents, as well as their professional knowledge 

of those home environments, teachers effectively constrain their own 

professional efficacy, just as they render their teacher-student interactions, 

self-defeating. 

Additionally, this study argues that teachers' ineffectual perceptions and 

interpretations with respect to the home environments of culturally different 

students are further exacerbated by distorted sociocultural meaning perspectives 

such as the ideology of the benevolent autocrat. Such ideologies not only reflect 

uncritically assimilated distortions of premise and assumption grounded in a 

monocultural. biopsychocultural history, they also indicate that such distortions 

may form the foundation for a felt need to resocialize culturally different students 

according to personal paradigms which better reflect a monocultural viewpoint 

predicated in the Western Cultural Canon and teachers' constructed sense of the 

real world. Such efforts toward monocultural resocialization. not only fail to build 

upon the rich cultural heritage which students of color bring to the school, such 

efforts actively militate against the potential contribution of that heritage to a 

particular student's education. 

A review of emergent criticism regarding the cultural perspective reveals 

at least two notable concerns. For example, Contreras and Lee (1990) have 

argued that the differential treatment of students of color persists in schools 

today, but current research has done little to suggest whether this differential 
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treatment arises from active cultural discrimination or cultural ignorance. 

Although this case study does not propose to answer this question, this research 

does argue that researchers must be concerned, not only with the sociocultural 

aspect of these interactions, but also teachers' propensities toward denial of both 

diversity in student populations and the necessity of mutual accommodation 

when it comes to schools with mostly monocultural teaching staffs and student 

populations which are predominantly composed of culturally different students. 

More specifically this study argues that colorblindness among 

monocultural teachers is a noteworthy and persistent problem despite the 

Increasing diversity of student populations in American public schools. 

Concomitantly, the term colorblind Is in many ways an unfortunate choice of the 

current literature in multicultural education since the research undertaken here, 

like that of Sleeter (1994) and others, also indicates that those educators and 

those Institutions which have been identified as colorblind are usually also 

culture-blind In the sense that they remain oblivious to important culture 

differences, not only among students, but between teachers and their students, 

as well. ' 

The findings of this research are also consistent with Nieto's (1992) 

assertion that schools and their educational professionals persist in their failure 

to recognize and incorporate the need for mutual accommodation between what 

comes to reflect the shared culture of the school an6 the needs of culturally 

different students. In fact, teachers in this case study, based upon a body of 
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inadequately supported rationales, engaged in active denial of the need for such 

accommodation. 

Therefore, this research would argue that teachers' failures with their 

culturally different students tend to arise less from cultural ignorance, although 

the prebounding of parental contact contributes to this, than from cultural 

discrimination in the form of denial based in both a meaning scheme of 

colorblindness and a meaning scheme of no accommodation. The concern of 

Contreras and Lee (1990) that additional research in this area is needed are, 

according to the conclusions of this research, warranted. 

Finally, Noordhoff and Kleinfeld (1993) have also criticized research 

and implementation approaches undertaken within the cultural perspective. 

These authors have, in particular, argued that additive approaches to 

multicultural education improperly assume that the knowledge required for 

culturally sensitive teaching derives from common sense knowledge or that of 

subject matter. This case study tends to support the arguments of these authors 

by proposing that the knowledge required for sensitive multicultural or 

cross-cultural teaching must derive from critical reflection on the premises and 

assumptions teachers hold at the sociocultural, psychological, and epistemic 

levels. That is, the knowledge required must first encompass a critically 

evaluated sense of self and the influence of one's own biopsychocultural history 

upon the way that experience, especially professional experience with culturally 

different students, is perceived. Interpreted, and acted upon. That knowledge, 
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and the critical reflection upon uncritically assimilated premises and assumptions 

in prior learning which must precede it, can enable transformations of both 

currently held meaning schemes and long-standing meaning perspectives which 

may prove distorted; that is, distorted In the sense that they are personally 

constraining and Interactively self-defeating (Mezirow, 1990, 1991). Such 

transformations can effect more encompassing, discriminating, and integrative 

meaning perspectives which enrich a professional's capacity to establish a solid 

and purposeful foundation for culturally empathetic and reflectively-sound, 

professional practice. Consistent with arguments by Noordhoff and Kleinfeld 

(1993), this study argues that practicing professionals, and those who aspire to 

professionalism in practice, must discover the unexamined, taken-for-granted, 

ways in which their own meaning perspectives may limit their effectiveness In 

educating cultural different students. 

Having specified the conclusions of this case study and their relationship 

to the existing literature on why schools are failing to meet the needs of Mexican 

American and other culturally different students, an examination of the 

implications indicated by the research is purposeful. The section to follow 

examines the implications of the research for: preservice education, inservice 

education, cross-cultural education, and researchers in education 
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Implications of the Study 

The findings and conclusions of this ethnographic case study point 

to implications for preservice education, inservice education, cross-cultural 

education, and researchers in education. Initial discussion will begin with a 

summarization of Implications for presen/ice education. 

Preservice Education 

Given the increasingly White, monocultural character of presen/ice 

teacher populations and the increasingly multicultural complexion of public 

school classrooms, the findings of this research indicate the need for culturally 

sensitive, critically reflective, presen/ice education programs in which both of 

these Important elements are threads running throughout the curriculum. This 

case study indicates that such programs might build upon notions of a reflective 

practice orientation but must go beyond reflection toward critical discourse which 

confronts and challenges uncritically assimilated presuppositions and 

assumptions in prior learning. Such assumptions and premises may be distorted 

and ultimately limit the effectiveness of beginning teachers with culturally 

different children. 

To what extent are presen/ice teachers provided with opportunities for 

critical discourse and reflection as a regular part of their education and 

professional development? This case study suggests that such teachers are not 

provided with adequate opportunities for such discourse. This suggestion is 
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particularly disconcerting given the transformation theoretical argument that 

critical reflection and discourse are the most purposeful and proactive ways in 

which to address teachers' beliefs, attitudes, and values concerning their 

Mexican American students. 

Teachers who are participatively involved in critical discourse may be 

prompted to purposefully confront and challenge uncritically assimilated 

assumptions and premises in prior learning. Therefore, critical discourse as a 

fundamental element of teachers' preservice education sen/es as a purposive 

and proactive instructional method through which instructors and their students 

may examine those meaning perspectives formed as a result of one's personal 

biopsychocultural history and socialization in order to examine, challenge, and 

confront potential distortions of premise and assumption. 

In particular, the findings of this study indicate that a quality presen/ice 

teacher education program should deliberately emphasize critical reflection on 

teachers' biographies, prior socialization and education, so that potential 

distortions of premise and assumption, which are constraining and 

self-defeating, may be addressed prior to professional practice in increasingly 

multicultural school settings. 

Insen/ice Education 

In terms of implications for insen/ice practitioners and their continued 

education, two findings with respect to this case study should be noted: (a) the 
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findings of this case study indicate that teachers, irrespective of color, may hold 

distorted meaning perspectives regarding their daily interactions with their 

Mexican American students, especially epistemic and sociocultural distortions of 

premise and assumption; and (b) these findings also indicate that these 

meaning perspectives may have profound influences upon how teachers 

perceive and Interpret such important concerns as student potential, student 

behavior, certainty in practice, commitment to students and to practice, and 

levels of frustration experienced in practice. As student populations In public 

schools have become increasingly diverse, the trend has been toward add-on or 

additive programs In multicultural education thought to prepare insen/ice 

teachers for the rapidly changing character of these populations. Such 

programs range from ongoing, statewide curricula to, 30 minute, one-time 

workshops in isolated schools. The products of this case study are consistent 

with arguments by Noordhoff and Kleinfeld (1993), Gonzalez (1993b), DeCosta 

(1984) and others who have posited that such programs improperly assume that 

culturally sensitive and purposeful teaching derives from common sense 

knowledge of curriculum, student characteristics, cultural holidays, subject 

matter integration, multicultural literature and so forth. Instead, the findings of 

this case study indicate that critically reflective knowledge of self, personal 

biography, prior socialization, taken-for-granted assumptions and traditions 

constitutes a more useful sort of education for insen/ice teachers who practice in 

increasingly diverse school settings. Further, such education must not be 
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reserved for bilingual educators, ESL educators, or linguistic specialists as if 

such practitioners were the only educators to which such education was 

relevant. Furthermore, the findings of this case study caution that insen/ice 

educators should not be too quick to assume that teachers of color could not 

benefit from such education, even if one might othenÂ ise assume that their 

cultural background matches that of most of their students. 

Cross-Cultural Education 

Perhaps the most notable products of this case study indicate that those 

who implement cross-cultural education, especially cross-cultural education for 

insen/ice practitioners, must not assume that all building-level staffs, irrespective 

of the complexion of the school's student population, are ready for multicultural 

education. Many of these teachers will be facing large numbers of culturally 

different children for the first time in their careers. Others will be teaching in 

schools where the student populations are not so much multicultural as 

predominantly Mexican American or African American or Asian American. This 

case study indicates that teachers' meaning perspectives about their culturally 

different students may be such that they are unprepared to make useful and 

productive use of so-called multicultural education as typically implemented. 

Many of these teachers may first require opportunities and environments which 

encourage critical discourse and facilitated reflection on the assumptions, 

presuppositions, and myths these teachers may hold about their culturally 
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different students and. especially the home environments of those students. 

Other teachers may first require careful guidance in initiating meaningful parental 

contact with parents of their students in order to broaden their understanding of 

what their students bring to school. Still others may first require assurances as 

to district and administrative perspectives on how teachers should approach the 

education of culturally different students. 

Whatever the approach taken to cross-cultural education, the outcomes of 

this ethnographic case study argue that additive approaches to such education 

are unlikely to be effective unless preceded by. or undertaken in conjunction 

with, teachers' opportunities for critical reflection on the presuppositions, 

assumptions, and premises they hold about their culturally different students. 

This may hold no less true for bilingual educators than it does for mainstream, 

classroom teachers. The findings of this study may address a peculiar 

phenomena of interest and long-standing concern to researches and 

practitioners in bilingual education. As discussed in Chapter II, Sapiens (1982), 

Strong (1983) and Nystrom et al. (1984) have documented instances in practice 

where they found, that despite the label of the program, the majority of 

instruction in bilingual classes v^/as provided, not in Spanish, but In English. The 

findings of this case study argue that this may not be entirely an administrative or 

policy issue. Rather, the Ideologies which teachers hold regarding their bilingual 

students and such issues as Americanization may have a profound influence on 

the nature of instruction which these bilingual students receive, especially the 
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language of that instruction. Just as the findings of this case study have 

indicated that monocultural perspectives emphasizing the Western Cultural 

Canon are not specific to European American teachers, these findings may also 

indicate that bilingual teachers are no less in need of critical reflection on the 

presuppositions and assumptions they hold about their language minority 

students than are monocultural teachers in schools with multicultural student 

populations. 

Research in Education 

Although this research indicates that transformation theory (Mezirow, 

1975, 1981, 1990, 1991) provides a useful theoretical framework for 

understanding teachers' meaning perspectives with respect to their culturally 

different students, more than anything else, this ethnographic case study 

indicates the need for further research as to whether this theoretical 

framework also provides a purposeful foundation for teachers' critical 

reflection on: their own biographies, their prior socialization and education, and 

their professional approaches to students of color. Given the projected growth of 

the Mexican American, ethnic group, research is also needed on what other 

meaning perspectives teachers may hold with respect to Mexican American 

students both at the level of the public school and at the postsecondary level. 

This case study further reflects the need for research which more 

purposively examines both teachers' meaning perspectives regarding their 
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culturally different students and their students' perceptions of the teacher's 

cultural sensitivity in the classroom. Research by Sheets (1994) and the 

products of this study also indicate that research is need on the role of this 

cultural sensitivity (or lack thereof) in student-teacher conflicts. 

Finally, this case study indicates that research is needed as to the extent 

to which teachers' meaning perspectives about their language minority students 

influence bilingual teachers' approaches to these students, especially the use of 

each student's language in the classroom. It is likely that such research could 

yield important information concerning different approaches to the 

cross-culturally sensitive preparation of bilingual educators. 

Questions for Further Research 

• What meaning perspectives do Mexican American junior high school 
students hold about their teachers? 

• What meaning perspectives do students in preservice, teacher education 
programs hold about Mexican Americans? 

• What role does assimilation play in the meaning perspectives Mexican 
American teachers hold about Mexican American students? 

• In what ways do school administrators influence or reinforce the meaning 
perspectives teachers hold about their Mexican American students? 

• In what ways might regular home visits and increased parental involvement 
in the school's daily activities influence the meaning perspectives teachers 
hold about their Mexican American students? 
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Concluding Comments 

Ama a tu vecino y te amara 
Respect your neighbor and he will respect you. 

(Ballesteros, 1992, p. 33) 

Through the analysis of teachers' reflection group and related discourse, 

this ethnographic case study identified five meaning perspectives teachers hold 

regarding their day-to-day interactions with their Mexican American junior high 

school students. According to transformation theory, which sen/ed as the 

substantive theoretical framework for this case study, a meaning perspective 

refers to "the structure of assumptions within which one's past experience 

assimilates and transforms new experience" (Mezirow, 1991, p. 42). The 

structure of assumptions, at the same time, function as a belief system for the 

interpretation and evaluation of experience. 

These meaning systems are frequently an outcome of unreflective cultural 

assimilation. Mezirow (1991) has warned that the potential for the distortion of 

assumptions and premises is troublesome. This is particularly the case with the 

findings of this ethnographic study since four of the five meaning perspectives 

identified are, according to the transformation theoretical definition of the term, 

distorted. That is to say, these distorted meaning perspectives are those which 

prompt the learner to view reality in a manner that limits inclusion, differentiation, 

openness, or the integration of experience (Mezirow. 1991). 
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The identification of these meaning perspectives as distorted does not 

suggest perverse thinking. Instead this theoretical interpretation attempts to 

describe how taken-for-granted. unquestioned assumptions and limited, invalid, 

indiscriminate, or impermeable premises (the product of our biopsychocultural 

history) may filter the way in which experience is construed and interpreted in 

ways that are personally constraining and/or interactively self defeating. As 

discussed In Chapter IV. the following meaning perspectives identified in this 

case study are consistent with this substantive theoretical description of a 

distorted meaning perspective: (a) the epistemic meaning perspectives of 

reification and reductionistic prescriptivism, (b) the sociocultural meaning 

perspectives described and explained as the ideology of the benevolent autocrat 

and the ideology of the manana conflict. 

Since the findings of this case study indicate distortions of premise and 

assumption at both the sociocultural level and epistemic levels, what teachers 

believe about their Mexican American students and their intercultural 

relationships with those students are subject to interpretations which may be 

personally constraining and interactively self-defeating. Concomitantly, 

ideological, self limiting, and contradictory interpretations of the way in which 

teachers experience their own role and their roles In relation to each other and 

their students are also indicated. Accordingly, these findings argue that much 

more than the expectancy effects of the psychological perspective, or the ability 

grouping of the sociological perspective, or even the cultural gaps or cultural 
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clashes of the cultural perspective may be involved in these teachers' day-to-day 

Interactions with their culturally different. Mexican American, students. The 

frustration, perpetual negativity, and conflicts which these teachers experienced 

as a product of their meaning interpretations were evident in their discourse and 

provided noteworthy evidence of this Indication. 

Where teachers are resigned to a perception of circumscribed student 

potential, where students and parents become scapegoats for educational 

failures, where parental and community involvement in the school and in 

teachers' classrooms is prebounded; the education of Mexican American and 

other culturally different students becomes reified and teachers come to sense 

powerlessness. Where teachers tolerate, but do not accept and celebrate 

cultural differences, where the denial of the need for accommodation in 

classroom structures and curriculum necessary to meet the needs of culturally 

different students is grounded in colorblindness; teachers experience 

meaninglessness. Where the expected response of Mexican American and 

other culturally different students to monocultural teaching traditions of 

individualism, order, rules, safety, time-on-task, respect, and control is 

unexpected or even belligerent; teachers experience normlessness. Where 

White, monocultural value systems and sociocultural interpretations of an 

appropriate learning environment for Mexican American and other culturally 

different students meets with a cultural clash which becomes translated into 

conflict; teachers experience isolation and alienation from their primary sources 
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of potentially positive feedback. In a learning and instructional environment 

where teachers (and students) experience powerlessness, meaninglessness, 

normlessness, and alienation: What outcomes may we expect? According to 

LeCompte and Dworkin (1992), and their analysis of teacher-student 

relationships, we may expect student dropouts and teacher burnouts. Indeed, 

Dworkin (1987) has defined burnout In just these terms: 

Burnout Is an extreme form of role-specific alienation characterized 
by a sense that one's work is meaningless and that one is 
powerless to effect changes that could make the work more 
meaningful. Further, this sense of meaninglessness and 
poweriessness is heightened by a belief that the norms associated 
with the role and the setting are absent, conflicting, or inoperative, 
and that one is alone and isolated, (p. 28) 

Basically. Dworkin's description of teacher burnout, with the associated 

perceptions of meaninglessness. poweriessness. and alienation, describes a 

condition of teacher entrapment. In this case study, teachers were entrapped by 

their own biographies, their own prior socialization, their own monocultural 

ideologies and similar distortions. That their Mexican American students 

suffered the cultural clash of consequent interpretations arising from teachers' 

perceptions of student potential and behavior is evident in teachers' own 

discourse. That teachers suffered, as well, is evident in the frustration and 

perpetual negativity so recurrent in the same discourse. 

If we are to prepare teachers for the rapidly changing demographic and 

cultural complexion of the student populations which will characterize schools of 

the twenty-first century, teachers' presen/ice preparation and insen/ice. 
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professional development must begin and end with critical self-reflection on the 

epistemic, psychological, and sociocultural prisms that teachers bring to the 

classroom, as a means to the acceptance and celebration of what culturally 

different students bring to the school. Teachers need not suffer the trauma of 

burnout because their professional development has failed to account for the 

reality of a changing world and the increasing diversity of postmodern 

classrooms. 

As Nieto (1992) has reminded us, the notion of mutual accommodation Is 

a useful starting point for the reconceptualization of the teacher-student 

relationship. However, this case study argue that, for teachers, purposive, 

critical reflection on presuppositions, assumptions, and premises of prior learning 

must precede their culturally empathetic role in such accommodation. 
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APPENDIX 

SAMPLE FORMAT FOR RECORDS 

AS DATA COLLECTION: 

REFLECTIVE JOURNAL WRITING 
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REFLECTIVE JOURNAL WRITING 

The act of writing is a peculiarly powerful technique in reflective practice. At 
once, writing provides the reflective practitioner both immediate and long-term feedback 
(Yinger & Clark, 1981). The unique blend of process and product which we may 
associate with writing provides a closed loop leaming cycle. What has just been written is 
instantly available for review, evaluation, and/or revision. In fact, writing may be thought 
of as a cyclic process where rereading and reflection are important elements. Reviewing 
what has been written suggests whether the writer has communicated that which was 
intended. In the process, writers leam a lot about themselves as thinkers and learners. 
Ultimately, writing reflectively enables both a construction of meaning and an investigation 
and enlarging of our reality ~ feats that are, at best, difficult to achieve without written 
language (Olson, 1977). 

Writing is the backbone of systematic reflection (Yinger & Clark, 1981), a process 
not unlike what Mezirow (1991) describes as critical reflection. When attempted on an 
ongoing basis, systematic reflection involves: (a) regular writing in a reflective joumal, 
(b) rereading of and reflection on what was written, and (c) dialogue, even for a few 
minutes, with a colleague about one's joumal entry and one's feelings about it. Systematic 
reflection is a proven and powerful tool for: integrating leaming, self-knowledge, and 
classroom experience (Yinger & Clark, 1981). 

An effective framework for organizing one's thoughts in both discussion and 
joumal writing is the Leaming Wheel (The Circle Incorporated, 1991). You v l̂l be 
provided with a copy of the Leaming Wheel for your use in joumal writing. Although 
you are not limited to it in your joumal writing, you may find it a useful fi-amework or 
thought organizer. 

Important Notes about Reflective Journaling: 
• You are encouraged to reflect upon your daily classroom experiences, as well as 

what you leam in this group, in order to make at least one entry in your reflective 
joumal each weekday 

• Your joumal entries may include any thought, feeling, leaming, plan, record, or 
problem related to any aspect of experience in your classroom, the school, or this 
course 

• Although you are encouraged to use the Leaming Wheel to organize your thoughts 
related to any joumal entry, the important point is to reflect on what you experience 
as a professional and make a conscious effort to record your reflections in your 
joumal 

• Nonetheless, at least one joumal entry per week should include all the elements of 
the Leaming Wheel 

• Each group member will be assigned a confidential number for their joumal, known 
only by the facilitator, so that all entries will remain anonymous. 
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