
Chapter 2  Relationships in and out of the Classroom 
 

"Who Am I to Them?" 
 
 
 
 

I loved my children and worked hard for them, lay awake at night worrying about them, spent my Sundays making word 
cards, tape recording stories for them to listen to, planning the week ahead. My back ached as I pinned their paintings to 

the wall, wrote the labels with a felt-tip pen, a good round hand, knowing even then the irony with which I would 
recall in later years the beacon light of the martyr's classroom shining into the winter's evening, the cleaner's broom 

moving through the corridor of the deserted schoolhouse. 
 
C.  Steedman,  Past  Tenses  
 
 
 

Writing about her experiences as an urban teacher, historian Carolyn Steedman captures the 
way in which children occupy our imaginations and our time. Moreover, we too referred to the potential 
isolation of the teacher, institutionally slotted into her own room, responsible for her "own" children, a 
kind of "martyr" behind closed doors. Still, many of us have little opportunity to work in the peace of 
abandoned rooms, against the rhythm of "the cleaner's broom." Most important, we have no desire to be 
martyrs, and we see our satisfaction, indeed, our happiness, as teachers—and our ability to exploit the 
resources of our children—as dependent upon relationships with other adults. 

In fact, in our very first discussions about diversity and children, varied adults made their 
appearance. When Andrea introduced herself, for example, she described her students as those often 
deemed ungovernable by other teachers. Judy talked about how intertwined her teaching day was with 
that of her colleagues, how they shared children of different ages and different language proficiencies. 
Linda talked about her desire to use familiar words from her kindergartners' physical surroundings to 
introduce them to school literacy, to show them that they could read—and she also talked about 
pressure from colleagues who expected not environmental print like McDonald's but "the letter of the 
week." 

Other teachers, in fact, were our most consistent source of support and, also, of tension—it 
all depended. And what it depended on, in part, was how successfully we were able to overcome 
institutional separation, those closed classroom doors, and foster a sense of joint responsibility and 
mutual respect. Such a sense was dramatically lacking in a story Andrea told one evening about the 
troubled school discussed in the newspaper (a school in which she had once worked): 
 

Andrea:  There was a sub there, a young girl just out of college. And she said, "I cannot stand it" and walked out 

the door in the middle of class. She was gone. The kids were screaming and hollering. Then they called me 

to go over and take the class because "we have no one to take the class. . . " So I go in there, and I am like, 

"What am I going to do? Who am I to them?" 



 
"Who am I to them?" indeed. Underlying many of our discussions was a desire for the sort 

of urban schools described by Lightfoot (1978, p. 202), schools where children "belonged" to all the 
teachers, where they could "embrace" the entire building. Moreover, we desired space and time for the 
sort of collegial interaction that keeps institutional structures flexible, that both fosters and is fostered 
by a sense of connection that extends beyond the classroom to the school and, indeed, to the 
community. 

In the sections below, then, we ask: What aspects of our teaching experiences suggest 
institutional flexibility or rigidity, opportunities lost or gained, to jointly meet the needs and exploit the 
resources of our diverse students? Which aspects influence whether or not vertical and horizontal 
differences become problems or resources, part of the expected texture of a school community or 
disruptions in the smooth operation of institutional life? In answer to these questions, we consider 
grade-level designations, instructional planning, language program placements, working hours, parent 
communication, and, interwoven throughout, the place of children in the school itself. We begin by 
highlighting this last aspect of institutional life; that is, we consider, to whom do the children belong? 

Throughout our discussion, we refer to literacy and to writing in particular; these literacy 
threads will be part of the fabric of our experiences in this second chapter of our document and brought 
to the foreground for closer examination in the third and fourth chapters. 
 
Reputations, Expectations, and the "Hall" Children 
All of us, to varied degrees, thought of our classrooms as "homes," as kinds of "families"—but our 
feelings about our schools were more varied. In Linda's words, "If you just talk about inside the 
classroom, your teaching, there are wonderful stories. But if you get a little bit farther outside the   
door. . . ." 

Outside the door we experienced schoolwide cohesiveness, or its lack, in the ways children 
themselves figured into both informal and formal collegial talk. Most revealing were "difficult" 
children, children who stretched the school's social and academic norms. Children so perceived could 
be included, or excluded, jointly embraced, or blamed on particular teachers or family stereotypes. 
Indeed, such children could sometimes be perceived in our school halls—in these temporary holding 
zones for children—as interfering with the work of the school, rather than as the work of the school. 

Andrea's Patsy was one such child: 
 

Andrea: This is [Patsy's] second year with me, but she came to me last year because she was in another class and 
the teacher could not deal with her any longer, so we swapped children. . .  So when she came back the 
first day of school she walked up to me and she said, "I was really surprised when I saw my name on your 
list." I asked why and she said, "Because I thought you didn't like me last year, and you let me in your 
class again so that must mean you like me." And I said, "Yes, Patsy, I like you.". . .  No [other teacher] 
will take her. They tell me all the time, "Do not give her to me. I'm glad I didn't get her." 

 
Anne: That's interesting, too. Children who get reputations. 
 
Judy:       Especially bad ones. 
 
Linda: Andrea has a reputation for taking all those kids. 
 
Anne: Ah, the reputation of the teacher. 
 
Andrea: But I have a sense of humor with them.... I had the whole class, as a matter of fact, assess themselves. It 

was interesting, the things that she wrote about herself. 
 



An interest in what children had to say about themselves seemed to pervade a school that 
Linda had visited. The school had inspired her, she said, because "it was completely supportive of the 
child." 

 
Linda: Whatever adult was nearby . . .  sat down with that child and talked to that child about whatever issue it 

was, and [the children] had to write what they had to do differently. The whole thing was problem 

solving, not punitive. It was not, "OK, you're getting expelled" or "we're getting your parents in here.". .  

But the whole staff totally supported this model, so the resource teachers, the librarian, the custodian, the 

secretary— 

Judi: The principal 

Linda: I mean the whole school was moving together. . . It was beautiful, so inspiring to see this positive 

environment. 

Carolyn: You know, I'm listening, and all of this relates. At our site . . .  I hear celebrations when certain children 

leave [my] school. It's almost as though that's what we work towards: making life miserable for their 

folks. And so then their folks finally say, "I've had it. Call me one more time at my job and we're out of 

here." And people say, "Call them; let's get them out." Then when they go it's like, "Good luck to School 

X because now they have them." It's not the answer. That's what I find that bothers me. 

 
This bothered all of us, and we often chose for study children who defied their own 

"reputations." Jill, for example, found second-grader Katherine much more complex, much more 
interesting than her reputation had suggested: 

 
Jill: [Katherine] started at our school last year in first grade. Her first-grade teacher shared with me, saying 

"Katherine's very inattentive." She classified her as an Attention Deficit child. "She can't sit still, and 

she's all over the place. . .  She can't focus on any specific activity for longer than five minutes. She can't 

read. She can't write." So I got this long list of "she can'ts." I said, "Can you give me some of her 

strengths?" "Well, she's sweet." "Give me more." "She's very loving, and she likes to draw." So she felt 

like those were her only strengths. So Katherine came this year to second grade. . . and it was hard for her 

to pay attention but we found different ways. We'd move her every ten or fifteen minutes. "Sit over here 

with somebody," and then, "OK, now you're ready to come up and move." But what I came to find out is 

that she . . . really was anxious to write, and to learn how to write. Well, I felt like she already knew how 

to write, so it was acknowledging her skills that she already had that really helped her to gain some 

confidence and self-esteem. 



 
In our experiences, children with "reputations" could be 

blamed on parents with reputations, stereotypical ones. 
Indeed, some of us were reluctant to discuss children's 
backgrounds with colleagues—and others, like Elise and 
Judi, felt no such reluctance. Still, Judi remembered feeling 
differently: 
 
Judi: [Our] whole school was founded on the basis of making 

education accessible to Latino families in Oakland. . . I think that their 

sensitivity to meeting the needs of Spanish-speaking children extends 

to meeting the needs of all . . . groups. So if someone were to make 

remarks that were stereotypic or that reflected insensitivity, they know 

that these would not be accepted by other members of the faculty. . . I 

think that, in reading what the kids write, you can see that . . . because of the freeness the kids feel to write 

about what they write about and also in the way that they write. But I have been in other schools where it 

wasn't like that. . . People will say. . . "What do you expect? Mexican families don't value education. No 

wonder." 

 

Anne:    Well, when the Secretary of Education said that not too long ago.... 

 

Judi: He's only reflecting what some of his colleagues surely think if they don't say. . . Sometimes, I think teachers 

make remarks like that because it sort of excuses them. It is a frustration. . . Because there are challenges in 

teaching. When a teacher is working with children who are not from his cultural or linguistic experience, it is 

still more challenging. . . 

 

Carolyn: I guess I am the opposite of Judi. I was at a school where we talked about problems with children. Because 

this school was so small, we knew a lot of the families. . . I felt comfortable discussing background 

information and knowing that it was going to be used for instructional purposes and the kids weren't going to 

be judged on any negative information [e.g., about family breakups, economic strains, substance abuse or the 

like]. 

 

Where I am now . . . I don't feel that comfortable. . . This year in September, one of the second-grade teachers 

came up to me in the hall and asked if I had had this particular child. I said, "Yes." Then she said, "What's 

wrong with her?" That was how she greeted me. I was really taken aback. I said, "Well she was fine when I 

had her. What exactly do you mean?" Then she went on to speak particularly about the child's skills in 

writing. This was like the second week in school. . . I gave her no information. . . I didn't feel comfortable 

because of the way that I was approached. The teacher had already assumed that there had to be something 

wrong with this child. 
 

For us, then, a pervasive feeling of collegiality is linked to a feeling of joint responsibility for 
the school's children. When each teacher "owns" her own children, when her reputation depends upon 
their behavior (for her alone, not necessarily for others) and upon their "readiness," as it were, for the 
next teacher's class, then children perceived as too different can be threats, children whose words, 

 



actions, and behaviors grind against the edges of their assigned place in the system. When the children 
belong to all of us, then new possibilities emerge, possibilities born of child respect and teacher 
collaboration—stories like many of those we will share in the pages ahead. 
 

Designated Grade Levels, Retention, and the "Tall" Children 

"He was almost a hall child," said Judy one day about second-grader Alberto, a child who, she felt, had 
"really [been] in danger of losing himself." 

Judy: Alberto always wants to argue with me about everything, and he's very good at it. . . He's fun to talk to, but 

he's one of those kids who makes you want to say, "I love what you're saying, but could you go away for a 

minute because you're driving me crazy?". . . I had him in kindergarten, but he went to another teacher 

for first grade last year, and I used to see him sitting out [in the hall] a lot. . . When he came back to me 

this year, I could tell that he had lost some of his sense of who he was. . . His teacher focused on [the 

sound/symbol skills Alberto did need help with but] didn't really see what Alberto had learned already, 

how bright he was. . . Today Alberto [who is Spanish dominant] . . . fixed [the computer] all by himself. 

And he was so excited, he lay on the floor, shouting, "Voila!" He wouldn't stop, and I looked down at him 

finally and said, "You better get up, you're starting to speak French!" 

Like his first-grade teacher, Judy found Alberto talkative, argumentative, and still grappling 
with the nature of the alphabetic system, but she also found him interested in ideas, a sound reasoner, 
and a fine poser and solver of problems. Alberto would not fit comfortably in a slot designed for the 
"normal" second grader—he's "too smart" as an oral debater, "too slow" as a reader and writer, and he 
has technological skills that "don't count" in the second grade. 

More than any other aspect of institutional life, these grade-level "norms" mediate our sense 
of ourselves and our students and, more over, students' sense of their own competence, as Carolyn 
remarked: 

 
Carolyn: [S]ometimes we really have to take a look at the system. An example is we have kindergarten checklists, and 

we need to take a look at what's on there to see if those are things we really want children to know before they 

can go on to first grade. Other things need to be taken into consideration. I've seen children who are as tall as 

I am in third grade, who really feel like the oddballs. 

And so Carolyn paved the way for Allen, one of Carol's case-study children. Allen was a sweet-
tempered child—a tall child, who loomed over his peers, and who also had overcome enormous 
difficulties to be there, everyday, working hard, in Carol's class. 

 

Carol: I guess this all kind of fits in relation to the person that I have. His name is Allen. He's a kid whose mother 

was on drugs for a while, and this poor little kid had to be on his own. He was not in school for like a year and 

a half, and he was moving from place to place. He was one of those kids that lost a whole year. So he came to 

my school last January. It's his second year. He was one of those kids who did not know his ABC's, nothing. 

He could barely write his name, literally. . . [To add to the difficulties] the kid's not been able to sleep because 

of the [new] baby. He sleeps in the same room with the baby ... and he comes everyday. He tries hard. . . What 



he's doing now, which I feel really good about, is. . . this is the first story that he's initiated. . . But I just feel 

so frustrated that it's a little tiny step. 
 

Louise: Is your biggest worry what's going to happen next year [in fourth grade]? 
 
Carol: Yes. 

Louise: That would scare me. 

Carol: I worry that someone will see him and think, "Oh he can't do it.... " 
 
Carolyn: Is there any way that you can talk to the fourth-grade teacher? 
 

Carol: Yes. . . In fact, there are at least seven kids in other classes who are going on [and are in a similar situation as 

Allen]. 
 
Carolyn: And this is where I feel the system fails the kids. Why should he have to fit into the system? 
 
Carol:  Right. 
 
Carolyn: How do we make [the system] work to fit kids? 
 
Carol: How do you have these kids have a place? 
 

Louise: And how could you keep him next year and have him be in fourth grade? Why couldn't he continue in your 

class and be in fourth grade? 

Evident in our discussion is the way in which grade levels mediate the space allowed both 
teachers and children for negotiating vertical differences. To renegotiate this space, Carol needed the 
cooperation, and the collegial support, of teachers at her site. Indeed, her "biggest worry" was that 
Allen's progress will be disrupted and, potentially, discounted. 

For all of us, possibilities for negotiating grade-level boundaries were linked to the interest of 
colleagues occupying the other side of the borders. At Judy's school, teachers were collaboratively 
exploring multiage classrooms designed to eliminate, or at least reduce, grade-level labeling—
something that does not necessarily happen when, for example, "first" and "second" graders are 
combined to meet the exigencies of the moment, to "even out the numbers" of children in each teacher's 
slot. Moreover, many of us were keeping children across two or more years, as Carol had done with 
Allen. Andrea's comments below typify our feelings. 

 

Andrea: I wish I had [my kids] for third, fourth, and fifth. One year I had a fourth, fifth, and sixth, and it was 

beautiful. I kept some students for two years. Some didn't blossom 'til the end of the second year, so it was 

really nice. 

And whatever the grade or level designation, we were concerned that "other things be taken 
into consideration" in defining the competence of individual children. As evidenced by our 
constructions of case histories, we were interested in the "whole child," in holistic assessments that 
attempted to catch what too often "fell between the cracks" of report cards and standardized tests. That 



stuff in the crevices may be just the artistic or social skills, the "funds of cultural knowledge" (Moll, 
Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez,1992), or the critical perspective on the taken-for-granted that allows us new 
visions of individual children's resources and new ways to engage children in our classrooms. 
 
Open Doors and Opening Minds in Instructional Planning 

As we finished our extended discussion of Carol's Allen, and our consideration of the ways grade levels 
could be negotiated, Linda had a suggestion: 

Linda: I just wanted to share what Andrea and I have started doing. She has 3rd/4th combination, and I have 

kindergarten, and we've started a cross-age tutoring program.... And then today I did a "100 day" project with 

my kids where they had to bring 100 of something to count. So I said "Andrea, I need four kids," and she sent 

me her students, and they helped my kindergartners count. It was so nice in the classroom, having these older 

kids there.... So it's really nice.... The kids that need so much attention have somebody giving them attention.... 

So that was what I was thinking, even as far-fetched as it may sound, if he could become a tutor? 

When collegial relationships existed, we as teachers were more able to exploit the resources 
of, and meet the needs of, the school's children. Instructional planning need not be confined to "grade-
level" curricula or, even, individual teachers' lesson plan books. Thus Linda made the not–at–all "far–
fetched" suggestion that Allen become a tutor, developing his literacy abilities by sharing them with 
younger children. Her relationship with Andrea allowed both teachers to take advantage of the value 
the older children placed on helping the young, a value evident in many of our working-class and 
minority neighborhoods. 

Judi, who literally described her school as a "family," spoke with pride about the school 
literary magazine, which included the drawing and writing of children from kindergarten through sixth 
grade. During one of our teas, she read us the "Dear Readers" letter written by two fifth-grade members 
of the Literary Magazine Board: 

Judi: "Dear Reader. Welcome to the literary magazine. This here magazine will make you want to jump up and 

down with joy.... We spent a lot of time to make this book just so you could read [it]. . . Please don't throw this 

book into a trash can. . . We got a lot of different cultures writing. Some of the writing was hard to read and 

understand because students wrote their own way of writing English. . . Thanks for your support. . ." 

After listening to these stories of collaborative support among teachers and children, 
Carolyn remarked that her school was "more of an individual classroom with your own door," both 
literally and figuratively, which she regretted. In one teaching story in particular, she illustrated the 
value of opening those doors: 

Carolyn: It was the week of St. Patrick's Day and in my lesson plans I decided I was going to talk about . . . leprechauns. 

[But] when I mentioned leprechauns, my class went berserk. They said, "We know leprechauns. They are mean 

and ugly.". . . Then they started to talk about this movie that was on HBO. I went home and I looked in the TV 

guide, and my sister and I talked about it. . . It was very violent. . . 



I tried to counteract what they were saying. . . There is a teacher with fourth graders, who had a bulletin board 

up with leprechaun stories that they had written, and they were quite good, with pictures. So I took [my 

children] down, and [we] looked at their bulletin board. Then about four of the students from [that] fourth-

grade class came down to our classroom, and they read their stories to us. They talked to the children about 

some of the things that they had learned, like leprechauns were tricksters and if you caught [one], then they had 

to grant you three wishes. . . 

 

One of the kindergarten teachers said that she knew a woman who was from Ireland . . . and I relayed [that to 

my children]. So I said, "There are people who think that they really believe in leprechauns. . . I told them that 

this was a part of their culture, and they know how they feel about things that are important to their family and 

who they are. 
 
Carolyn's story highlighted informal, spontaneous collaborations, rather than more formally 

planned ones, and, like Judi's, it illustrated the value of extending, in addition to tapping, common 
experiences and values. There is a connection between opening classroom doors and opening children's 
minds. When all of us, children or adults, interact with people who have different experiences, different 
values, we have the potential for experiencing "culture," for understanding differences by finding 
similarities: "You know how you feel about things important to your family," Carolyn told her children. 
"We got a lot of different cultures," wrote Judi's Board Members, and they all were writing "English." Both 
informal collaborations and more formally planned ones, both exploiting cultural differences and tapping 
common values, depend on dialogue among school "family" members, upon knowing what each other is do-
ing. 

Of course, we ourselves were a collegial group. And it is not surprising, perhaps, that a 
collaborative endeavor, involving difference as resource, arose from our group. One day, in the midst of a 
class discussion of a child's "Bruce Lee" story (based on the film about the karate expert and movie star), 
Kristin's third grader, Letty, asked why there was no "Africatown," given that there was a "Chinatown." The 
ensuing discussion (which gave rise to many more) revealed misconceptions about Chinese Americans—
including that they were not "Americans." Since there were very few children of Chinese heritage at 
Kristin's school, she took advantage of Elise's invitation to the group to come visit at her school, to meet her 
kindergartners: 

Kristin: Elise met [my children and me] . . . and walked us through Chinatown to her school, and we did a lesson 

with her kids. We made a red envelope for [Chinese] New Year, and it was really fun. 
 
Elise: The kids were polite; they all played so well! 

 

Kristin then explains that one of her children, Sammy, who is African American, would not sit down with 

Elise's children at first. 

Kristin:      He said, "Those kids aren't going to like me because I'm Black. They only like white kids." 

Judi:          Oh my gosh. 



Kristin: I went to Elise, and she picked out with great care a Black boy and his best friend, who is Chinese, and we 

walked him over, and I said, "Sammy, Elise has someone who she wants you to meet." And we introduced 

[Sammy to the other Black child]. And I saw Sammy's face! [Kristin beams]. . . And then I said, "And this 

is his best friend." And then he went over and sat down with them. And then afterwards, the next day, we 

wrote about the field trip . . . and Sammy shared that he had first been scared. 

This is, of course, a story with a happy ending—but learning about (and living in) a world of 
differences does not have a "then-they-lived-happy-ever-after" ending. Whether we are teachers trying 
to figure who needs what, or children trying to figure out who plays with whom, negotiating differences 
is an ongoing aspect of everyday life. But stories, like Linda's, Judi's, Carolyn's, and Elise and Kristin's, 
allowed us to articulate those moments when we were positively and collaboratively managing 
institutional structures (e.g., individual classrooms, grade levels, and even school populations) to make 
a difference amidst differences. 

Language Placements and Ethnic Circles 
In many of our schools there is another sort of institutional structure to be negotiated, that of 
institutionalized language placements or programs. As our child populations have become increasingly 
linguistically diverse, our efforts to take advantage of, and meet the needs of, our children have been 
both supported and made complex by state- and districtwide efforts. As financially strapped urban 
districts work to meet changing guidelines, as certification requirements and, indeed, the names of 
those requirements come in and out of fashion, collegial tensions may arise. Teachers designated 
“monolingual” or “bilingual,” “Sheltered English" or “Language Development Specialists” “Spanish 
reading” teachers or “Cantonese literacy” people may feel that their responsibilities for their “own” 
children pit them against the teachers of the “others.” 

Moreover, these faculty divisions may exacerbate children's own divisions, an observation 
also made by the ethnographer Grace Guthrie (1992). Out on some of our playgrounds the children 
themselves clique together within racial and ethnic circles, a phenomenon that seems to increase as 
children move through the grades. That young children find comfort with familiar faces, voices, and 
experiences is not a problem. But when those faces, voices, and experiences are not contributing to a 
larger school world, when children's social and intellectual worlds are not contributing to each other's 
expanding world view—their cultural "happening" so to speak—and when the school itself seems to 
contribute to the children's distance from each other and, perhaps, from the school itself, then we do 
find this a problem, a troubling one. As Elise said, the children become "stifled in their knowledge of 
other people." 

We have no magic answers to these dilemmas, but we do know that bringing teachers 
together in dialogue is key in building joint responsibility for all children, whatever one's own special 
contributions, as Judy's experiences illustrate. Judy felt very comfortable at her school, as if she 
"belonged" there. But still there were tensions between bilingual and monolingual teachers, tensions 
that contributed to racial tensions among the teachers themselves. While these tensions were not fully 
resolved, her faculty did develop a plan that incorporated the talents of all their teachers for all their 
children: 

Judy: We didn't have enough bilingual teachers, so some of our staff would have had to leave. So instead of 
leaving, they split up the groups and intermingled them in the afternoons. So in the morning actually I'm 
two bilingual teachers because I have a totally bilingual class or a totally primary language instruction 



class. But in the afternoon, because I did that, the other teacher who is not bilingual will have half of my 
kids. So it [this combining and recombining of children] was a way to keep all the staff and not to hire new 
people. 

Through collaborative engagement in projects, like managing a classroom store or exploring 
those computers Alberto was so fond of, children themselves made new connections. Moreover, Judy 
herself came to "belong" to diverse children—as Elizabeth and Anne noticed when they visited her 
school. Out on the playground, children from first through sixth grade, of varied colors and language 
rhythms, came by to drape themselves around Judy, a cross-cultural elementary schoolchild kind of 
hug. 

 
Working Hours, Door Keys, and Paperwork 
Informal interactions, collegial projects, schoolwide planning—all involve not only institutional 
flexibility but also time and trust, as we reiterated time and again. Our narratives of classroom life often 
revealed a lack of time for each other, and even for the sort of mundane tasks Carolyn Steedman 
reminisces about in the opening epigraph—rummaging among materials, finding a special book, 
recording stories, planning displays, rethinking the placement of desks and of children—an ongoing list 
of never-ending tasks. 

On discouraging days the regulated environment of urban schools can feel overwhelmingly 
stiff; we are to sign in and sign out, get there on time, and leave on time, and, in the middle, follow the 
directions. Through these daily actions, we form our sense of how we figure into the social order of 
schools, of the limits on our professional decision-making power: 

 
Carolyn: If we have three days without students, we are not trusted to organize our time . . .  So if I decide to 

change our bulletin board, the [the administrative staff] wouldn’t consider that to be productive. If I 

decide to listen to some records to decide which one to use with my kids, then that is not a good use of 

time. But if you give me some forms and I have to turn them in, then you’ll know that I really did 

attend to something  that had to do with education. . . [And] I get kicked out at four. Our custodian 

leaves and the building has to be locked up. . . 

 
Judy: In our school. . . they set the alarm system before they make us leave. There’s not even an alarm on my 

[portable] and I stay there after [hours] all the time. [The custodian is] always kicking me out. . . 

[Someone mentions a teacher who has a key  to her suburban school.] I don’t think any of us have [a 

key]. Because there are some safety issues. . . 

 
Linda: And we begged our principal to at least let us come in on a  Saturday so we can work in our rooms when 

there’s no kids around. . . 

  

Carolyn: A sad story is another teacher and I, one Friday, really wanted to stay after school. We had things we 

were working on we needed to finish, and we stayed in my room, turned off the lights, and let them lock 

the building up so that we could then stay and do our work.... I can see the hazard also if we got hurt, or 

someone came in and assaulted us in some way. But I mean, we're two adults; we're not going to let 

someone in the door who we don't know.... And I thought, how ironic, that I'm hovering in the room, in 

the dark, waiting for someone to leave, so that I can work overtime. 



 

Linda: That you're not getting paid for.... Just think, a boss who has a worker that wants to do extra work, that 

wants to do the job better, and you get punished for being like that. It's crazy. 
 
Elise: That's why I have [parent conferences] at 7:30 before school ... whenever I can get them in. 

 
In the main, we have little time allotted during 

the day for individual or joint planning. Moreover, our 
schools are not, overall, community centers; they are 
locked up after hours, and we are to lock our individual 
doors and go home. It can be hard not only to interact with 
each other but also to interact with our parents, as Elise's 
comments illustrate. While some of our schools have days 
reserved for parent conferences, others do not; teachers 
squeeze parents in as they can at the beginning of the day 
or the end-times when most parents are working.  

"Can you 
imagine," asked Carolyn, "you start at 7:30, and then 
you go through your teaching day, and then you end the 
teaching day and hurry the kids out because you've got 
someone else coming at 3:15 and you've got to be out of 

the building by 4:00?" "No wonder people do dittoes," said Marty. "I don't have time to run 
dittoes," replied Judi. And we all laughed.  

But we all took quite seriously the way in which the institution of the school mediated 
our relationship with our parents, as we discuss below. 

 
Conferences, Chats, and Eating Soup 

When Elizabeth and Anne visited Judy's primary classroom, they met Dahlia, a soft-spoken, 
bright-eyed six-year-old. Judy had asked her children to write about themselves, and they were 
circulating, chatting with the children about their work. Dahlia had drawn a Nicaraguan flag on 
the top of her paper and, then, a Mexican one. When Anne knelt down beside her, Dahlia talked 
animatedly about people and places in Mexico and Latin America—and Anne was completely 
lost within seconds. Her difficulty wasn't due to Dahlia's Spanish dominance; it was due to 
differences in their cultural and personal field of reference. It would have taken many 
conversations, not a quick interaction, to figure out her life spaces and significant others. 

Anne's experience with Dahlia emphasizes the importance of interaction between 
parents and teachers, of knowing something of young children's lives outside the classroom. It is 
hard to share language when experiences are not shared and, strangers, for whom loved ones' 
names and familiar places sound odd and distant, are likely to remain strangers. All of our 
presented case studies illustrated the potential value of knowing about children's lives outside 
school. 

And yet, such interaction seemed increasingly hard to achieve. When we talked about 
variation in our experiences as teachers, both over time and across schools, the most consistently 



mentioned change was the nature of the relationship between home and school. As urban schools have 
become more financially stressed, the wealth of neighborhood parents—and the involvement of those 
parents in local public schools—have had an impact on our daily teaching experiences. 

At one of Carolyn's former schools, for example, "the 
parent group. . . raised lots of money, and teachers got 
individual stipends from the parent group to purchase 
materials.... [At my most recent school], we felt like it was 
principal, teachers, kids, and basically that was it." In Kristin's 
school, which served socioeconomically and culturally very 
different neighborhoods, Kristin experienced pressure from 
the more affluent parents, who tended to closely monitor the 
curriculum and instruction offered their children (and who, if 
unhappy, could and did withdraw to private schools); and she 
felt distanced from the less affluent parents, who tended to 

live further away from the school and whose lives and resources (e.g., transportation, time, and money) 
made such involvement more problematic. 

Moreover, fewer parents were home during the day. For Elise, this had been the biggest 
change in her teaching experience— "the mothers going out to work. The Chinese mother not being at 
home. . . They have this conflict between being at home and then wanting to take part in the Western 
culture," a culture itself in conflict, with schools dependent on mothers who do not work outside the 
home and who are able to contribute time and money, and socioeconomic and cultural circumstances 
that make those dependencies often unrealistic. 

Indeed, our schools sometimes function as poorly staffed social service centers for 
economically troubled neighborhoods. Written forms go home for one service or another, forms that are 
often hard to read, invasive, or potentially insulting — a "communication" strategy that seems designed 
to increase the distance between home and school. 

 
Carolyn: [Parents could be receiving Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) but not] submit the applications 

for their children to receive the free/reduced lunch. . .  So a lot of that paperwork that goes home, those forms, 

they don't fill that stuff out because they feel as though their child is going to be categorized. . .  And then 

sometimes . . .  if it's a custodial parent instead of a biological parent, they don't know how to fill these forms 

out, or they just don't. So it's sometimes negligence that these kids are hungry and they're not getting food 

because no one will fill out the forms for them. 

Jill: The forms are also intimidating. They're very, you know, small print, four copies, and the carbon copies. . . 

Carolyn: [And then] it doesn't appear to be very confidential. . .  And it has all of their personal business on it: how many 

kids they have, the ages of those kids, what their income is, and all of that. 

Added to increased socioeconomic stresses—and the bureaucratic means of addressing some 
of those stresses—was the ever increasing linguistic and cultural diversity of our parents. For example, 
many of Elise's students did not live in the neighborhood but were cared for by varied extended family 
members who did reside there. Elise found it challenging to remember the different family members 
who might come for a child. Further, in a number of cases, the children's families spoke neither 



Cantonese nor English, Elise's own languages, and she needed the assistance of children's older 
siblings, or instructional aides, to talk with them. 

To add to the complexity (and the cultural richness), the children's families sometimes had 
assumptions about the teacher's role that differed from mainstream expectations; they expected Elise to 
help them discipline the child at home (rather than the more typical teacher request for parental help 
with school discipline). 

Elise: Phi Long [who is Vietnamese] is taken care of by a lot of adults. The grandmother brings him, the mother 

comes in, the father comes in, his older sisters pop in. . .  And the mother wanted me to tell him not to play with 

video games every night. She said, "He really listens to you. You tell him to only play with video games on 

Friday." And then, "Tell him to eat his soup.". . .  So I told him for her. I said, "You bring me the soup if you don't 

want it, because I like soup." And then I asked her if he eats soup now, and she said, "Oh, yes. Oh, yes." And we 

talked about the video games on Fridays. 
 

Despite the apparent need for opportunities to come to know and appreciate children's out-
of-school lives, as a group we found little institutional support for such opportunities. As we discussed 
above, parent-teacher conferences were not institutionally provided for in all of our schools, unless 
teachers themselves used personal leave days for such conferences, or squeezed them in at the 
beginning or end of the day. Indeed, one of Carolyn's parents reported that, when she mentioned to "her 
cousin who had a child at the school for six years that she was coming to a parent conference, she said, 
`When did they start doing that?' I nearly died." 

Given this lack of support, informal contacts seemed especially important. Such contacts 
were most available to kindergarten teachers, whose parents more often accompanied their children to 
and from school. It was this sort of regular, informal contact (combined with her years of service at the 
same school) that helped Judi come to know the complex home situation of kindergartner Anita, whose 
stories were as complex as Judy's Dahlia. 

 

Judi: In kindergarten the parents drop the kids off, they're right there, and so I got to know [Anita's father] because I 

had [one brother] for two years, and I had the other son. So I got to know him. We'd talk in the mornings when 

he'd bring them. When his wife died I tried to express sympathy as best as I could. It was so hard for him. Anita 

was a baby, and he had to go back and forth to the hospital and try to get the boys to school on time. . .  

[On the tape I brought today, Anita is telling stories about her family.] I f you notice, she'll get confused if she's 

talking about her dead mom or the mom who lives now. Because the mother who lives now is from El Salvador, 

but her other mom is from Mexico. She talks about how she has a sister in El Salvador, but this is really the 

daughter of her mother now. . . 
 

While we did not all enjoy such close and easy relationships with parents, all enjoyed and, 
moreover, found important affirmation in such relationships, as the narratives below suggest: 

 
Linda: [For me as a kindergarten teacher, the parents are] right there. When I see them, everyday, those little 

one-minute comments [are great]. 
 



Carolyn: I totally agree. Just the fact that some of the parents that you're talking about, like the drop-in today. I 

had the chance to have a thirty-minute conversation, and how rich and how validating. . .  I needed to 

know how the interview went when [the children] had to go find out what [their] parent did as a child 

for Halloween. I needed to know that that was something the parent enjoyed doing with their child. . .  I 

let her ask the questions, I interacted with her, I gave her as much information as I could, I let her give 

me information about her child, and it was wonderful. . . 

Louise: And don't you think you'll feel differently about the child? 

Carolyn:     Absolutely. 

Louise: You have such a different feeling about a child who you know in those ways. 
 

For most of us, such feelings came from our own reaching out, a particularly necessary 
action when teachers hope to form bonds with children whose families differ from their own in 
socioeconomic circumstance, race or ethnicity, language, and culture. As Andrea and Louise pointed 
out, 

 
Andrea: Sometimes I'll hear teachers say, and I'm thinking of other cultures [of teachers who work with children 

of cultures other than their own]—I'll say, "Well did you call home?" And they'll say, "No." "A whole 

year and you haven't called the home? Did you send a letter?" "No." "You have to. . .  

Louise: If you can't be friendly with the kids' parents, it's awfully hard for the kids then. Why should the kid 

trust you if you can't be nice to the parents? 

Working toward such trust—interacting with families from diverse socioeconomic, cultural, 
and linguistic backgrounds—could be the source of rich information about children and, indeed, a 
source of our own continual cultural happening, our own learning, and it could also be the source of 
frustration. The degree to which it was one or the other depended, in part, on the ways in which schools 
provided institutional support for our efforts, or the ways in which we were able, nonetheless, to 
circumvent institutional rigidity. 
 
Summary: "Who Am I to Them?" 

In each of our classrooms, our relationships to our own students are mediated by our 
relationships with adults outside our classroom doors. Within the institutional structure of schools, each 
teacher, each child, each child's family has their designated slot, their place in the system. The 
flexibility or rigidity of that system is realized in, or countered by, our own actions, our own efforts to 
negotiate these slots and thereby better meet the needs of, and exploit the resources of, our children. 

In our experiences, joint instructional planning, both formal and informal, and the grouping 
of children across traditional grade levels or language placements were ways in which instructional 
and interactional spaces were opened up: vertical differences in children's learning could be more easily 
allowed for, horizontal differences in personal, cultural, and linguistic knowledge and experience could 
be more easily transformed into school resources. 

Conversely, the tight regulation of our weekly work hours—the lack of time for professional 
reflection and decision making—made us feel like cogs in the system, overwhelmed and, sometimes, 
alone. Those tight hours could make it difficult to reach out, not only beyond classroom doors, but 
beyond school walls, to children's families. Current institutional structures can make it too easy to 



remain strangers to children's social and cultural frames of reference, to their caregivers and siblings, to 
significant family events. 

"Who am I to them?", Andrea asked in telling her story about unruly children and teachers 
who abruptly entered and left their lives. In a similar way, we have collectively asked, Who are we to 
the children in our schools? In sharing responsibility, in not being strangers to each other, to students, 
or to caregivers, we help construct flexible institutions that belong to us all. 
 

Issues We Reflect On 

1. What is "a school community"? 

a. What evidence exists at your school site that teachers and students feel as if they are 
members of a "community"? 

b. What evidence exists that families are a part of a school "community"? 
 
 

2. What does a collegial school look like? What does it feel like? 

a. What qualities of a school culture make it "safe" for teachers to openly communicate? 
b. What kinds of formal and informal practices or ways of doing things contribute 

positively to open relations? What practices work against open relations? 
c. What sorts of issues related to sociocultural difference, language, and literacy should 

be discussed by school faculty and staff? 
d. How is time for talk structured? How do people learn to talk collegially? 
e. Is it necessary, reasonable, or desirable for teachers to have a stake in all of the children at a school,  

regardless of separate programs and placements? If so, what school practices further such a sense of 
responsibility? 

 
3. How do educators negotiate hierarchical institutional structures for children who fall 

between the cracks? 

a. In what ways do educators work within or stretch the boundaries of set instructional programs, 
assessment tools, and student placement decisions to meet the language and literacy needs of 
particular children? 

b. What kinds of collaborations among educators contribute to these practices? 

 

4. What is the nature of the ideal home/school relationship? 

a. What obstacles do educators and parents face in negotiating an "ideal" relationship? 
b. How do educators become informed about their children's communities, including their resources 

and culture(s)? What opportunities are available for such learning? 



c. What should be the nature of communication between parents and teachers and, more broadly, 
community members? What school practices support this communication? Are there any specific 
practices that help create bridges across socioeconomic, cultural, and linguistic differences between 
school and community? 

 
5. What kinds of practices contribute to children's sense of ownership of and pride in their 
school? 
a. In your school site, do children participate in activities with those outside their own classrooms? Is 

such participation educationally important? Why? 
b. Are there any specific school practices that help create bridges across socioeconomic, linguistic, or 

cultural differences? 
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