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Abstract

Thisstudy drew aportrait of an actual classroomstrivingtoinitiate
atransformative educational experience in an urban elementary
school among studentsof different socioeconomicstatus, cultures,
andlanguages. Thisparticipatory researchdesign (Ada, Beutel, &
Gottesman, 1991; Kieffer, 1981; Park, 1989) described the
transformative process that a first-grade two-way Spanish
immersion classroom underwent to build acommunity of learners.
Theresearcher analyzed how, withintheprocessof atransformative
classroom, the teacher provided daily opportunities to engage
young students in dialogue to develop their voices, created a
literacy rich environment that serves multiple purposesincluding
becoming literate, and fostered a strong sense of community.

The following research questions were posed: How is critical
pedagogy applied to alower primary-grade classroom? Through
the teacher’s own reconceptualization of voice, how can
opportunities be provided for young children to develop voice?
How doesliteracy function asameans of empowerment for first-
grade students?

Research Problem

In thisstudy atransformative classroom environment is characterized by
ateacher who is grounded in a socially conscious philosophy, which guides
her perception of the teaching/learning process. Instructional practices
promote critical thinking processes and recognizethat student voiceis central
to socia and learning interactions. High social and academic expectations
create acaring and challenging classroom community for all its members.

Statement of the Problem

Somecultural structureswithin aschool are easily identified (e.g., parents
organizations, school councils, student study teams) while others remain
unacknowledged, such as the philosophical beliefs teachers use to guide
their practice. ldentifying the philosophical foundations present within a
school’s structure is critical to understanding the role of these belief systems
in the teaching/learning process. Without this analysis, educators cannot
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easily determine if their practice is actually having the intended effect upon
students.

Studentsare not obliviousto philosophical structures. They often appear
to accept the structureswithin their school community; however, their resistance
takesvariousforms. Six-year-old children question the many rulesin aschool
and can actually feel frustrated because schoal is so restrictive. Children
realize they are told to be creative, but few opportunities exist for them to
develop creativity.

Teacher behavior isthe most proximate structureto the children. Teachers
can give or deprive children opportunities for gaining intellectual and social
skills that can be applied to many situations in and out of the classroom.
When curriculum and instruction do not match the needs of students, learning
becomes a series of disparate exercises. Walsh (1991) provides an excellent
analysis of the importance of an inclusive pedagogy, i.e., one that includes
students in decision-making:

Whenever power and knowledge come together, politics not only

functionsto position people differently with respect to the access of

wealth and power, it also provides the conditions for the production

and acquisition of learning. (p. xv)

This condition should impel educatorsto look for aternative philosophies.

Learning is deeply connected to the realities of the students’ lives, their
families, and their communities. Individuals can only begin to determinetheir
futureif they areinlearning environments that address the social issuesthey
face, while at the sametime prepare them with academic skills. Asan example,
the illusory success of suburban, middle, and upper-class schoolsis at least
partly attributable to the accuracy with which their pedagogical structure
mirrorstheir communities.

Acknowledging, then identifying, the links between a student’s social
reality and the classroom can be an educator’s most challenging task. However,
until students' voices are heard, and the lessons educators learn about
students' livesareintegrated into the classroom, there will be discord between
students and the school. Education without the students’ contribution is
education for the passive and powerless. Freire (1990) defines transmission
education as a means to keep students in a submissive role, eventually
disabling them to make decisions about their lives. The curriculum in a
transmission model is never neutral, because it reveals how a teacher
determines what is important to learn and transmits it to students.

Background and Need for the Study

Previous research studies describing progressive classroom practices
have focused on only one or two conditions, such as: prosocial education,
which emphasizes cooperative learning and building a caring community
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(Development Studies Center, 1994); whole language theory and classroom
practices (Freeman & Freeman, 1997; Goodman, Goodman, & Flores, 1979);
learning conditions (Cambourne, 1988); and bilingualism and language
acquisition (Collier & Ovando, 1985; Krashen & |ber, 1988). Although these
and other scholars have contributed to our understanding of the potential for
dynamic holistic learning environments, thereis aneed for more research on
critical pedagogy and elementary school practices. Few studies are available
(Hudelson, 1994; Mall, 1990; Pérez & Torres-Guzman, 1996; Whitmore &
Crowell, 1994) that demonstrate the application of critical pedagogy as it
relates to elementary school bilingual students. These studies address
guestions of student learning, whole language instruction, and relationships
between schooling and the sociocultural processes.

Research Questions

This study examines how a first-grade teacher in a two-way Spanish
immersion classroom created atransformative environment through reflection
on critical philosophy guiding her practice. The research questions were:

1. How iscritical pedagogy applied to alower primary-grade classroom?

2. Through the teacher’s own reconceptualization of voice, how can
opportunities be provided for young children to develop voice?

3. How does literacy function as a means of empowerment for first-grade
students?

M ethodology

Research Design

This participatory research used dialogic retrospection (Keiffer, 1981)
and an ethnographic method of observation (Wolcott, 1988) to describe
existing classroom conditions. The intent of participatory research differs
from ethnography. Participatory research seeksto transform social conditions,
while the latter documents the way things exist (Ada, Beutel, & Gottesman,
1991; Kieffer, 1981; Park, 1989).

Park, Brydon-Miller, Hall, and Jackson (1993) define participatory research
asaself-consciousway of empowering peopleto take effective actionstoward
improving conditionsin their lives. These organized rational efforts have an
explicitly libratory goal to effect social changes (p. 1). The functions of this
research design are both cognitive and transformative, producing knowledge
that islinked simultaneously with, and intimately to social action (Park et al .,
1993, p. 3). This differs from traditional research methods where the
researcher, as the expert, controls the knowledge. In a participatory setting,
the researcher presents the research problem and initially provides guiding
guestions to the participants. However, through the interactive process the
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researcher gradually becomesafacilitator while the community of participants
becomes expert. In this study, the researcher guided and collaborated with a
classroom teacher who previously did not have abackground in critical theory
or progressive educational philosophies. However, theteacher had adesireto
learn about participatory research because she knew there were problems
with her teaching and the students’ academic success. Shewas also frustrated
with the structure of the school in general. The researcher initially had
conversations with the teacher on elements of critical pedagogy, such asthe
analysis of the transmission teaching model and its impact upon students’
learning. These conversations were the basis for the researcher’s model of
interactive teaching and learning lessonsthat inspired the teacher to participate
in the research study. Both the researcher and the participating teacher were
clear that their focus wasto apply critical pedagogy to theinstruction and the
classroom environment.

Through this interactive process the researcher gradually became a
facilitator, while the teacher, asaparticipant in the study, became apartner in
learning. Inthisalternative design thereisapartnership in sharing knowledge
and educational beliefs, and in collectively taking responsibility for action.

Central to participatory methodology is the use of dialogue as away to
facilitate the emergence of voice and the construction of new knowledge.
Dialogue ultimately leads to gaining a critical perspective that becomes
emancipatory for the researcher and the participants (Freire, 1990, p. 75).

Another major element of participatory research isthe concept of voice,
which is an avenue for the dominated or subordinated to articulate personal
perspective. Participatory research is fundamentally about the right to speak
(Hall, 1993, p. xvii).

Recent studies explain how participatory research can contribute to a
transformative process in contexts other than those characterized by conflict
or struggle (Ada& Beutel, 1993; Park, et al., 1993). Inan attempt to develop a
transformative education classroom, both the teacher and the researcher
embraced the concept that the rel ationship between transformative education
and participatory research isamutual one with each implying the other.

Collection of the Data

The dataincluded the following: the researcher’s observational notes of
the classroom, portfolios of students' academic work and assessments,
observation of theteachers’ instructional delivery, direct instructional support
provided by the researcher, several dialogue transcriptions, collaborative
meetings with the teacher, and analyses of the students’ literacy activities.

Profile of the Students as Participants

The participants were twentyfive 6- and 7-year-old students. Fifteen of
the 25 were L atinosborn inthe United States, but their parentswereimmigrants.
All the Latino children except one lived in a Latino community in northern
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Cdliforniawhere Spanish isthe predominant language. M ost of the students’
parents worked in service jobs, and several of the mothers worked at home
during the day.

The other five Latino children were third and fourth generation, native
born in the United States. Three of the five students had parents who earned
college degrees; the other two had parents who had some college education.
Their parents chose to enroll their children in atwo-way Spanish immersion
program. Only one of the studentswas fully bilingual; the others knew some
Spanish phrases.

Theremaining five students were European American boyswhose parents
were all college educated. These families lived in the surrounding
neighborhoods and had chosen a two-way Spanish immersion program.

Findings and Discussion?

Critical Pedagogy in the Classroom

The teacher became deeply committed to becoming a transformative
educator, evolving from being agood teacher to becoming acritical educator.
Prior to this study her teaching methods were based on atransmission model.
Studentswere never part of the process of constructing collective knowledge.
Her literacy program focused on reading aloud, using children’s literature,
non-authentic journals (children copying from the board), and basic
comprehension questions, and teaching Spanish vocabulary through the
syllabic method. She did not know how to use children’sliterature asameans
to critically analyze social conditions. In addition, shedid not have atheoretical
framework from which to guide her practice. Darder (1991) asserts that if
teachersareto fully evaluatetheir practicesthey must explore the fundamental
theoretical dimensions of critical education (p. 75). This participatory study
provided the teacher with opportunities to examine her beliefs and practices
and move toward acritical theory of education.

Although the teacher claimed to value her students' home culture, she
did not know how to integrate it effectively into the curriculum beyond
honoring home festivities and sharing some family stories. In the process of
applying critical pedagogy, one of the early stepstaken by the teacher wasto
reevaluate the role of the students’ home culture and to integrate it into the
social studies curriculum. She selected atheme on home shelters asaway to
recognizethe diversity of the children’shomelife. Shewanted the childrento
critically reflect on the kindness, love, and responsibility that most families
give each other within their home environments. The classroom community
spent many days studying shelters and how these met their physical and
emotional needs. After much discussion, brainstorming, researching, and
writing, they began to chart acomparison of shelters, highlighting similarities
and differences.
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The children started with their own experiences in their homes. They
extended their knowledge to examine shelters around the world. This global
study included research on factorsinfluencing architectural styles of shelters,
such as weather, geography, topography, economy, and other available
resources. To gain afuller understanding of the buildingsin acommunity, the
students built their own shelters in the classroom. They designed shelters
through collaborative activities, decided how to identify rooms in their
buildings, and brought items from their homes to furnish the shelters. These
sheltersbecameliving experiences. Theteacher described how the unit evolved
from guiding the students to completely letting the students decide how they
would develop their community. She stated:

The children decided what to put in each room, where to place the
furnishings. If astranger walked into the classroom it would appear
that the children were simply playing [to be interpreted as wasting
time]. [sic] they pretended watching television, pretended they were
sleeping inthelittle doll beds, cooking, eating together, or combing
each other’s hair. The children sat and read bedtime stories to each
other, dressed up, and had great conversations. This unit was really
about caring for each other. . . . Wetook care of our needs, and cared
for each other just likewewould in our own families.

The students demonstrated what they had experienced in their own homes
and communities and transferred this knowledge to anew learning situation.
They resolved problems through negotiations and added new perspectives
to the dynamics of communal living. One of the most significant characteristics
was the constant emphasis on creating meaning through their interactions.
This classroom reflects Moll’s (1990, p. 13) description of classrooms that
teach to children’s zone of proximal development as places where teaching
and learning do not emphasize learning skills, but focus on the emphasis of
creating meaning.

Thethematic cycle on home shelterswasasignificant curriculum decision
by the teacher based on understanding how critical pedagogy is manifested
inaclassroom. Inthissocial studiesunit she relinquished some control of the
learning process, and by doing so allowed students to take over the
interpretation of the home shelters. For practical purposesthisactivity could
have been atwo-week unit, but it turned into atwo-month, thoroughly engaging
learning experience. Theteacher’ sreflection on how the unit evolved from her
direction to students' ownership displayed her growing confidence asateacher
who was comfortable enough to follow the interests of her students. She
watched as they role-played as responsible and caring citizens in their
classroom-situated “homes.”

Thisclassroom was abusy community where one heard aconstant buzzing
of voices. Students worked independently in small groups of two, three, or
four, while the adults (researcher, teacher, Spanish- and English-speaking
parentswho volunteered during different language blocks) worked with groups
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or individuals. My teaching focus as the researcher was to guide children in
acquiring early literacy strategies. Several native Spanish-speaking parents
assisted during the language arts time block. Throughout the day children
were allowed to talk. Sometimesthey needed to be reminded to talk about the
task at hand, but they were rarely asked to stop talking. The teacher shared
that this type of learning environment required scaffolding community
discussionsin order to learn social skills needed to participatein ademocratic
classroom. She pointed out that thisrequired amajor shift in her philosophical
beliefs since the creation of such a community required relinquishing some
control of all aspectsin the classroom events.

Developing Voices
Analysisof the devel opment of voice occurred at two levels: theteacher’s

reconceptualization of voice and itsrelation to power, and the devel opment of
student voice in the classroom community.

The teacher’s reconceptualization of voice and its
relationship to power

In the beginning of the research study, the teacher and researcher
discussed voice as aform of self-identity. The teacher was intrigued by this
concept. Initially she did not quite understand how voice was a form of
empowerment. She was aware that her own voice was silenced in the school
community but did not know how it affected her self-identity. Walsh (1991b)
describes the multi-dimensional role of voice and how its empowerment
depends on the social and political context. Voice can be silenced in different
environments where power relationships exist beyond the control of the
individual. This teacher felt that her colleagues were silenced due to these
power relationships. For example, they did not feel recognized by the
administrator. Staff decisions were eventually changed by the principal or at
ahigher level of administration. She thought teachers were unhappy in their
jobs, and some who she knew well were also dissatisfied in their personal
lives. In her perception, teachers received little recognition at the district
level and felt disrespected by society at large. These teachers constantly had
to adapt to changes in current educational trends without being given the
opportunity to understand the rationale for those changes.

Development of students' voices

During the course of her own reconceptualization of voice, the teacher
was committed to creating opportunities for students to develop voice. She
began to create an atmosphere of emotional safety where children would be
encouraged to speak out.

In her view, the school curriculum was so fragmented that learning
activitiesoften resulted in giving children bits and pieces of information. This
fragmentation hampered the interaction between teachers and their students.
Shewas unsure how she would resolve the problem of fragmentation, but she
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was unwilling to compromise some activities she used which supported
interpersonal relationships (i.e., interactive group writing, reflective writing,
community building).

Theteacher’sreflections stated unequivocally that children develop voice
when given opportunities to discuss their feelings and their opinions of
situationsin the classroom, their homes, and communities. Theteacher created
an ongoing dialogue about universal issues such as friendship, empathy,
kindness, and helpfulness. The topics of discussion extended beyond the
lower comprehension level that identifies characters, time, and place. She
raised questions to provoke curiosity, empathy, and social consciousness.

An exampleof ahigher level question was presented to the children after
they heard El Camino de Amdlia (Amelia’'sRoad). Inthisstory the protagonist,
Amelia, isan 8- or 9-year-old child who migrateswith the agricultural harvests
in California. Amelialonged to establish roots. The character places special
mementosin asmall box that she buries, and she hopes that one day she can
return to find someroots. The teacher asked the children to describe how they
would feel if they were moving every few weeks. She also asked studentsto
explain why some families have to move and how it might feel not to have
choices about where to live and attend school. She asked them to describe
how they would feel if they werein Amelia’s place, and what they would put
intheir treasure boxes. The oral and written responses of the students showed
how deeply affected they were and the breadth of emotions conjured by their
empathy for acharacter inliterature.

They wrote stories about Amelia' s situation. They used critical thinking
to channel their inherent empathy into creative activity. They understood that
some children haveless control of their livesand realized the benefit resulting
from a sense of being rooted. The culminating reflection came in analyzing
why Ameliaburied apersonal treasure box filled with mementos. The students
decided that all people need ahome. In their innocence, they hoped Amelia
would some day return to dig up her treasure box.

This exercise in empathy and concern for others evolved into an
empowering act of raised social consciousness. Critical theoristsurgeteachers
to create opportunities for themselves and their students to gain an
understanding of power inal itsmanifestations (Darder, 1991; McLaren, 1989;
Nieto, 1992). It is through this analysis of power that children can develop
into critical thinkers and active citizens. For example, these first-grade
students understood on a very personal level that not all families have the
same economic opportunities and that it is a great misfortune when people
cannot establish roots.

Conclusion

By entering into a dialogic process and critical reflection, this teacher
took stepsto change her pedagogy. Critical consciousness emerged from this
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teacher’s desire to become a transformative educator. The teacher
demonstrated in her choice of theoretically grounded instructional practices
that a classroom could undergo an emancipatory process approaching, if not
achieving, critical consciousness.

Shor (1993) defined four qualitiesthat contributeto critical consciousness.
First, the awareness that people make up and sometimes seek changein their
communities. This evolution of community life was evident in the unit on
home environments where students replicated a micro community. Through
role-playing, students saw themselves empowered to decide how to establish
norms and negotiate change. Thisrole-playing set in motion aprocessthrough
which students began seeing themselves shaping their redlities.

Second, therolethat critical literacy can havein atransformative classroom
goes beyond the function of becoming literate, becoming instead aprofoundly
socia phenomena affording people accessto power and resource knowledge.
Literacy, as viewed by the teacher and the researcher, acts as a path toward
empowerment and self-actualization (Freire, 1973, p. 48; Walsh, 19914, p.
6). Literacy became an avenue to emancipation rather than an end in itself.

Third, the teacher’s choice of demanding instructional activities and
collaborative socia structures within the classroom challenged the myths
harbored by the dominant culture, which views minority and lower
socioeconomic students as underachievers (Nieto, 1992, pp. 24-25, Darder,
1991, pp. 111-112). The participating teacher consciously selected
instructional activities that supported acceptance of diversity, because even
young children can have biases about others who are different from them. A
major challenge for this group was acceptance of language diversity. In
particular, the English-speaking children went through a period of academic
and socia adjustments. They learned to seek help from their Spani sh-speaking
classmates, and this placed Spanish-speaking children in the role of experts,
thus empowering themselves.

An added element for this study was the role of acquiring a second
language for language minority and majority students. Learning alanguageis
a long-term process, but along with linguistic development there exists an
extensive social dimension. The perception of a language being acquired
must be considered an additive attribute. In this classroom, both Spanish and
English had equal status. In fact, Spanish was the language of instruction for
90% of the day. Spanish-speaking parents observed that their children were
treated with respect and had equal access to a rigorous academic program.
English-speaking parents witnessed their children gaining as much from this
immersion program as the Spanish-speaking students. Initial apprehensions
dissolved as parents observed the classroom dynamics and their children’s
rapid development.

Fourth, Shor (1993) identifies self-organization and self-education as a
quality for critical consciousness. Theteacher took theinitiativeto challenge
the unfounded school perception that Latino students from lower economic
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backgrounds were underachi evers (perceptions derived from staff biases and
low test scores). Realizing that she could not wait for the entire school to
embrace a vision of transformative education, she devoted her energy to
formingavisionfor her classroom community. The classroom wasamicrocosm
of the entire school, but it was hers and the researcher’s dream to create an
emancipatory environment where children and adults could be empowered.

Through a qualitative analysis of the pedagogy used by a teacher that
directly affected students' engagement and academic achievement, the
researcher examined an unfolding transformative processthat offered arigorous
curriculum and allowed students to discover their learning potential.

Ashilingual educators, it isincumbent upon usto reeval uate the pedagogy
guiding instruction. It is not enough to be bilingual teachers with extensive
knowledge of bilingual theory or language instruction. If we are to assist
studentsin becoming socially responsible critical thinkers, we must engagein
continual dialoguewith our colleaguesto critically reflect and actively address
issues about educational changein the United States. In addition to the many
available modelsfor educational restructuring, the dialogic method can serve
asavehicleto redefine education asasocia, cultural, and intellectual institution.
The fundamental value of that redefined institution could then become the
cultivation of students who view themselves as agents of change and
advocates of a more equitable society.

This study contributes significantly to the implementation of a
transformative educational theory. It specifically has implications for
bilingual education astwo-way immersion programsarereplicated. Whilethe
nature of bilingual education programsisto advocate for access to equitable
educational experiences for language-minority students, most programs are
not grounded in critical pedagogy. Intheir research study, Ramirez, Yuen, and
Ramey (1991) examined three bilingual program models, each containing
instructional strategies that perpetuate docile learning styles not likely to
address the needs of language minority students. In contrast, the
transformative model incorporates constructivist learning theory (discovery,
interaction, and problem solving) to guide instructional strategies, and a
socially constructed critical theory that uses voice to develop self-identity.
The transformative model has the goal of building humane and democratic
classroom and school communities. It is not an add-on program. It is an
alternative view of how to achieve a democratic education for children. As
two-way language immersion programs expand, the challenge will beto draw
fromaliberatory philosophy of education to guide our instructional practices,
rather than continue to be satisfied with the lesser accomplishments of
superficial change.
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Endnote

Thereview of theliterature addressed two research fields: critical pedagogy and early
literacy. Theinterdependence between critical pedagogy and early literacy development
was significant to this study. However, for the purpose of this article the author did
not include the sections on literacy theories and early literacy instructional practices,
nor the students’ Spanish writing samplesfrom both first- and second-language learners.
For a more complete discussion of early literacy, refer to the dissertation.

2Thefindingsreflect the process of change that occurred in one academic year (1995—
1996).
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