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Taking a standpoint: teacher agency and education for the least advantaged

The Myth of Equality

A great deal has changed in Australian education since the publication of ‘The Myth of Equality’ (Roper 1972) a student union 
polemic on the state of Australian schooling.  Roper’s charting of the appalling physical conditions of Australia’s urban schools 
immediately prior to the social democracy of the Whitlam government expressed the hope that the distribution of educational 
resources would never again be the cause of failure and misery.  If the crowded, dilapidated and unhygienic state of urban schools 
described by Roper is no longer experienced by young people and their teachers, what is depressingly similar is the inequality in the 
distribution of the rewards of schooling.  Despite nearly 40 years of determined policy and reform programs, the condition of 
education is the enduring connection between wealth and participation and outcomes.  In relative terms the situation may even be 
worse now than in the 1970s.  At a time when international studies point to a lessening, in many countries, of the links between 
socioeconomic power and educational outcomes, in Australia they are increasing.  Equality in education in Australia, it seems, 
continues to go mything!

With the passing of social democracy, governments have few strategies for the orientation of educational institutions to socially just 
practices and outcomes, apart from neo-liberal bureaucratically defined effectiveness and accountability mechanisms.   The centre-
periphery governance and administration of education, especially in places like Victoria, have denuded the teaching profession and 
local schools of much of their creative agency.  Schools have a one-sided choice to make.  It is to get with the success associated 
with high achievement in measurements of educational outcomes or risk becoming residualised, ‘failing schools’.  In such an 
environment, teachers have little say on how they will practice their professional responsibilities.  

The Standpoint Project∗, an initiative of Good Shepherd Youth and Family Services Inc and the Victoria University School of 
Education has sought to provide space for small teams of teachers, working within the highly surveilled and controlled geography of 
the local school to inquire into their experiences in working with students from low income families.  Project funds are providing 
limited resources for the teacher teams to follow through their insights in small-scale innovations in the spirit of action research. 

Standpoint is the first of an envisaged two-stage investigation.  It asks teachers to reflect on their own practices within the structural 
setting of the school and school system through a simple questioning strategy by which they may be able to take the standpoint of 
students in framing their curriculum and pedagogical decisions and practices.  Following this initial investigation, a second study 
might find a means of involving students and their families in the articulation of their own standpoint in the curriculum and 
pedagogical discourses of the local school. 

Taking a Standpoint

The shift to effectiveness in educational administration has been associated with a muting of focus on the impact of students’ 
socioeconomic conditions (and of their families and communities) on learning.  But schooling continues to deliver socially divided 
outcomes, despite efforts to enhance teacher and school effectiveness (Reynolds, Creemers, Stringfield, Teddlie and Schaffer 2002). 
As Teese and Polesel (2003) have shown, educational achievement is related to the wealth (or lack of wealth) of students’ families 
and local communities.  The Teese and Polesel research also indicates that the outcomes of schooling are associated with the 
learning preferences of students. In the language of Kolb (1984) students from poorer families are likely to take subjects with an 
experiential character in the post-compulsory years, whereas students from the wealthy fraction of society study subjects which 
demand abstract conceptualisation.  

If the proposition (Taylor 2006) is correct that social background is the best predictor of the learning achievement of school students, 
then effectiveness-only strategies will be found wanting as the only means of enhancing the participation and educational outcomes 
of students, especially of those who come from low-income families.  For such students, effective education, expressed as an 
attribute of the quality of classroom practice and the resultant student learning outcomes, demands that the individual teacher and 
teams of teachers in each school take into account, somehow, the lived experiences of students from low income families and 
communities.  

In some schools the work of Ruby Payne and colleagues (eg Payne, DeVol and Smith 2005) has been taken to present a helpful 
means of framing the effect of poverty/low income on student participation and learning.   Payne’s work does fit the demands of 
effectiveness-driven educational priorities.  The strength of her recommendations is that they provide teachers with locally specific 
techniques for working with students from low income families in ways consistent with effective curriculum, pedagogical and 
assessment practices.  Where Payne’s work is deficient is that it locates the cause of the weak education achievement of students 
from low income families in their inability to relate constructively to the demands of the school.  Payne’s strategy is that teachers 
must sculpt students to fit the structural and procedural forms of schools.  It assumes that students won’t be able to calculate the 
costs of acquiescence, an assumption difficult to imagine for anyone who has read the ethnography of education since Willis (1979). 
The reaction prompted by Payne’s prescription is the re-visiting of a ‘blame the victim’ ethos of an earlier era of educational thinking. 

*∗funded for one year by the Victorian Department of Education and Early Childhood Development.



Another way of looking at the inequality which is the condition of education is to ‘share a sense of anger at the ways in which not 
only schools, but nearly all of society’s institutions are organised to maintain massive inequalities’ (Apple in Anyon 2005: ix). 
Anyon’s answer to Apple’s question ‘What is to be done?’ is to locate agency for change in ‘new social movements’.   If Ruby 
Payne’s approach erases students’ agency from the consideration of educational practices, Anyon’s presents a depressing picture of 
the potential of teachers to achieve much.  

Payne and Anyon work from theoretical bases which, for all their divergences, have similarities in their truncated recognition of the 
agency of students and teachers.  Payne’s welfarism reduces teacher’s intelligent practice and their students’ responses to recipe 
following, whereas Anyon’s social critique portrays unruly students needing teachers who are ineffective without the guidance of 
externally generated and theoretically informed solutions.   In this era of individualised accountability, Ruby Payne communicates a 
narrow authenticity to teachers committed to the learning of their students.  The cost is that the teacher must take on the identity of 
an educational technician.  Anyon’s way may be socially grounded but its discourse is tangential to teachers’ authentic interests in its 
relegation of classroom practices and teachers’ relationships with students to a second order of importance by an analysis based on 
the theoretical power of political economy.

The contention of the Standpoint Project is that curriculum formation and pedagogical development, which are both socially 
grounded and authentic for students and teachers, are possible if teachers are given the intellectual space and organisational 
resources to inquire into their experiences in working with young people from low income families and communities.   Cochran-
Smyth and Lytle (2000) have used the expression ‘inquiry as stance’.   That is, the act of inquiry itself is a social practice which 
teachers will need to adopt.  

Active and informed responses from teachers to their students’ circumstances will be personalised and localised practice in the first 
instance. Informed indirectly by a reflection on an earlier generation of education policy this research project conceives that the first 
step in generating such responses is that the teacher – better, teams of teachers – see the world from what Connell (1993) has 
termed the standpoint of the least advantaged.  Arguably from this perspective, teachers will be able to see how young people 
struggle to make sense of the complexities of schools and formal education.  But also, they will be able to recognise how schools 
and formal education fail to take account of the social and economic circumstances of students from low income families.

The idea that teachers take the standpoint of the least advantaged in their educational planning and practices does prompt the 
question how they might adopt such a stance.  Connell (1993) suggests some broad strategies, but they are pointers only and not 
much help in assisting teachers in self-managed schools to express commitment to their least advantaged students.  What appears 
to be needed is what Bauman (2000) has argued are the 'tools' needed to re-connect the social domain with the individualised 
experience of teachers and students within the existing neo-liberal ethos and practice of schooling.  

It is clear that the tools by which a teacher might connect personal pedagogy, curriculum and assessment practices to the interests 
and experiences of students from low income families are not readily available.    If its reception in the literature is any indication a 
standpoint curriculum has as much purchase on the curriculum and pedagogy project on which teachers are engaged as critical 
action research.   Few references to it exist in the literature.  But it would seem to have a practical intent.  After all, the expression 
‘taking a standpoint’ directly signifies a power-aware social practice.
 
Practitioners, whether in schools or universities for that matter, need some assistance in finding Bauman’s socially connected inquiry 
tools.   We have recognised one such tool in the Good Shepherd Low Income Awareness Checklist (see Appendix 1).  To us, it 
seems to be a useful aid for teachers and teacher educators to see the education institution through the eyes of students from low 
income families.   At this time the checklist is oriented to the effects of financial resources – ie economic capital.  The purpose of the 
Standpoint Project is to use the Low Income Awareness Checklist to generate tools with deeper curriculum and pedagogical 
moment: with scope inclusive of cultural and social capital too.

Practice from the Standpoint of the Low Income Awareness Checklist

Two quite different descriptions of practice provide an opportunity to show how the Low Income Awareness Checklist can allow an 
interpretation from the standpoint of students and their families.  Appendix 2 presents an exemplar of poverty and education in a 
recent Ruby Payne publication.  The second description (Appendix 3) is an extract of Anyon’s (1997) ethnographic account of her 
work in an urban school in the United States.  

Payne’s narrative is artfully but simply presented and takes the reader directly to the prescription the authors intend.  Sally just does 
not get the rules that organisations demand of their workers.  Applying the Low Income Awareness Checklist, even to such a 
strategically written case of practice, reveals an alternative interpretive result.  Payne asks what resources Sally has.  The Checklist 
would ask why the organisations with which she is involved demand such high levels of resources for her successful participation. 
Why, for example, did she have to travel 20 km from her home to college?  Why is transport so difficult for her?  Where are the 
supports in her workplace or community for a mother experiencing family difficulties – her workplace is a hospital after all?   For 
Payne, the answer is yet more control, which the school and its teachers are well-placed to offer – as if Payne’s narrative displays an 



absence of control.  As if!

On the other hand, Anyon’s description is messier and not at all written with a functional intent. It reads as an authentic and natural 
observation. Indeed, the reader could be forgiven for responding with a sense of hopelessness to the situations described.  In one 
sense, that is incongruous, given that Anyon’s work has been committed to ‘radical possibilities’ (Anyon 2005) for nearly three 
decades.  Informed by the idea of the standpoint of the least advantaged, however, Anyon’s narrative can be seen to turn away from 
the students who otherwise clearly are the primary interest of her writing.  At first glance the Low Income Awareness Checklist 
doesn’t seem to give much of a purchase on Anyon’s description.  One would suspect that she would be as critical as anyone of a 
society in which people living in poverty have to resort to drug dealing to earn money to live. 

But taking the standpoint of the least advantaged does lead the reader to a consideration of how Anyon represents students and 
their families.  Mostly they are written as ‘outside’.  In one element of the description, outsiders are locked out!  Clearly the teachers 
are finding the unremitting social breakdown they confront beyond tolerance.  And yet, Anyon takes the teachers back to the 
cooperative learning professional development task her university has contracted to provide.  Teachers, encouraged to see through 
the eyes of the students and their families, may have sought quite different professional learning.

A Methodology for taking a Standpoint

If the theme of the Standpoint Project is that teachers in schools with a high enrolment of students from low income families are to 
see the schooling experience from the perspective of the students, then practitioners’ practices and discourses are the data for the 
research.  More importantly, the application of the Low Income Awareness Checklist impels the research to consider the changes in 
practice and discourse which occur when the participating teachers reflect on their experiences, and particularly when that reflection 
has been prompted by a tool which connects personal practice with the social conditions experienced by students and their teachers. 
Connell (1993:114), whose work is the progenitor of the Project, dismisses conventional research in favour of a method he describes 
as a ‘knowledge-production process that is reflexively integrated into the practice of teaching.  Teachers discover and produce 
relevant knowledge in an ongoing way in the course of their labour process’.  

The frustration of Connell’s writing is that a practitioner has few clues about what taking a standpoint might look like. Taking a 
standpoint must be more than having a commitment to what Connell has termed ‘curricular justice’.  The words imply action.  Taking 
a standpoint should be an observable social practice. What people say to each other, the words they use, the contexts in which they 
communicate, the resources they have and deploy and the rules to which they adhere:  these are the attributes of social action. If 
teachers take the standpoint of the least advantaged then they will take on new practices – changed language, new work contexts 
which they have constructed, concerns about resource distribution and, most importantly, recognition of the power relationships in 
which they are embedded.  What is needed in a ‘standpoint methodology’ is a way in which social practice in all its complexity is 
made evident.

Let there be no surprise, then, that the Standpoint Project has adopted case writing (Shulman 1992) as the initial data production 
strategy in the research and that the analytical method adopted is one which acknowledges teachers as the principal agents of 
interpretation and understanding.  Connell (1993: 119) refers to such methodological practices as ‘the methods of reflexive 
community research’.  For the VU research team, the Standpoint methodology is an example of collaborative practitioner research in 
which teachers are active in the analysis of their own insights and the application of the analytical findings in practice 
(Cherednichenko et al 1991).  That is, the principal audience for Standpoint’s teacher-produced knowledge are colleague teachers.   

Figure 1 summarises the research methodology. That action research has prompted it is obvious. It is also related to the Praxis 
Inquiry methodology which guides VU’s preservice teacher education programs (Kruger and Cherednichenko 2006).  But the 
research approach deviates from the usual action research exhortations in its application of a defined analytical framework. Figure 1 
illustrates how the Low Income Awareness Checklist adds a new inquiry probe for practitioner researchers.  The Checklist can be the 
basis for the examination by teachers of their personal practices and discourses.  That would be insufficient.  The strength of the 
Checklist is that it demands references to the school’s organisational and financial choices and as a result to the systemic conditions 
for action in schools.  One hope for the application of the Checklist is that the participating teachers will be able to reflect on the ways 
in which their personal discourses and practices are associated with the structural conditions in which they work.

The challenge for the Standpoint Project is to find a strategy as accessible as the Low Income Awareness Checklist to support 
practitioners’ inquiry into and active engagement with the curriculum and pedagogical relationships in which teachers and students 
are embedded.  Perhaps this inquiry will not dispel the myth of equality in education.  Our hope is that it might enable teachers, 
hopefully preservice teachers and teacher educators too to acknowledge how unequal educational outcomes are produced and what 
practical steps might be taken personally, but also institutionally, to challenge the discourses and practices which perpetuate the 
myth.
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Appendix 1: The Good Shepherd Low Income Awareness Checklist

Below are listed a series of statements which are indicators of areas where schools may need heightened awareness of the needs of 
low-income families and students. How many of these match your school’s policies and practices?

1. Special Provision /Advocacy/Internal Policy Development
a. Has developed special funds which are available to support the needs of low income students.
b. Has developed special provision for students who are homeless.
c. Has developed special fee policies/concessions for students who are self-supporting and for families in crisis.
d. Has  developed  a  special  grocery/necessities  supply  procedure  for  students  and families  who  are  on  a  low income or 

homeless.
e. Has approached local traders and businesses to make arrangements for discounts for low income students on school-related 

purchases (e.g. shoes, stationery, etc.).
f. Provides active support and advocacy on behalf of students who have received transit or other fines.
g. Has developed links with agencies and organisations in the local area so that specialist support and assistance can be 

provided for students and families in financial crisis.
h. Has developed mechanisms (e.g. via school council, etc.) for researching and monitoring the impact of government social 

policies on low income families and students, or has developed links with community agencies that are able to carry out such 
monitoring, leading to possible submissions to government for changes in policies.

i.Has  developed  a  policy  regarding  fundraising  within  the  school,  ensuring  that  low  income  families  are  not  pressured  or 
embarrassed in any way. 

j.Has developed practices to ensure that staff are regularly reminded of the needs of low income families and students
i. Has policies available in languages evident in the community
j. Has access to or provides interpreters. 

2. Accessing eligible services

a. Make every effort to ensure that low income families are aware of their social security and government 

concession entitlements, including publicising the closing dates for Education Maintenance Allowance 

applications. This could include: information sessions, regular bulletins about updates and changes; input 

at parents & friends meetings, display of appropriate information. in school foyers, etc.

b. Has taken special initiatives or developed specific support roles so that students and families can receive advice and support 
in the event of over-payment situations involving Youth Allowance (a not uncommon occurrence) or is able to direct students 
to agencies who can provide such support.

3. School Fees 
a. Has clear and fair arrangements for people to pay fees by instalments, on a basis which conforms to their capacity to pay. 
b.Has policies which ensure that students are not penalised or humiliated by their family’s non-payment of school fees or levies 

(e.g. there are NO practices such as non-delivery of annual 
student magazine, report cover, food products for home 
economics classes, resulting from fee defaults).

4. Booklists/Equipment 

a. Monitors booklists to ensure that unnecessary items are not added as “compulsory” purchase items.
b. Monitors booklists to ensure that expensive items are not included without sound educational reasons being provided in a 

structured school forum.
c. Monitors booklists to ensure that textbooks are not changed from year to year without sound reasons being explored in an 

appropriate forum.
d. Has developed procedures to ensure that second hand textbooks can be purchased by students.
e. Has developed provision for access to graphic calculators for students on low-income (e.g. school-owned class sets; sale of 

second-hand calculators).

5. Uniforms 
a. Has a low cost uniform and has defined what is meant by “low- cost”.



b.Has a policy regarding maintaining a low-cost uniform 
(i.e. ensuring that any changes are carefully managed and widely consulted).

c. Has a second-hand uniform shop/supply available for all parents.
d. Provides uniforms through more than one supplier to keep costs down.
e. Ensures that as many uniform items as possible, such as socks, sports gear etc, can be sourced at low-cost clothing stores.
f. Provides patterns and access to material so that families can make their own uniform items, such as girls’ dresses.

g. Will provide uniform at no cost, when necessary, via a dignified and discreet process.
h.Has eliminated unnecessary compulsory uniform items such a special monogrammed school bags and sports bags.

 6. Excursions/socials 
a.Has policies to ensure that excursion costs are monitored to ensure that costs are kept to a minimum at each year level 
b. Makes dignified and discreet provision for families who cannot afford even low-cost excursions for students to participate at 

no cost.
c. Ensures that students who miss excursions are followed up discreetly; did they ring in “sick” because the family could not 

afford the excursion, etc.?

d. Ensure that excursions do not include lunch stop overs at fast food “restaurants” where students on low 
income could be embarrassed.

e. Has developed a policy regarding trips, camps and large-scale excursions to ensure that costs are kept as low as possible 
and that provision is made to subsidise or totally cover costs of low income students if necessary.

f. Has developed policies regarding end of term and end of year “socials” to ensure that venues are accessible in terms of cost, 
and that dress codes involved do not require students to purchase expensive clothing as a matter of course.

7. Homework
a. Has developed approaches for the use of computer and other information technology which does not assume students have 

access to one in their own homes (e.g. a special computer lab set aside for non-teaching, student use).
b. Has developed an approach to the setting of homework that does not assume that every student has a quiet, dedicated 

space to study at home, or has made provision for a homework space/program at school for students.

8. Nutrition
a. Has developed a canteen policy which enables the dignified provision of nutritious food supply to needy students when 

necessary.
b. Has developed a “breakfast club” providing basic breakfast food for students at nominal cost on a daily basis.

 Appendix 2: Ruby Payne

SCENARIO #1: SALLY AND HER SUPERVISOR Background

Sally recently graduated with an LPN from a community college 20 miles from her home. Her education was 

paid for by the Home Health Aides Program at the local Department of Human Services. Because of her com-

plex home life it took Sally twice as long as usual to get through the course. The head of the Nursing Department 

took a special interest in Sally and supported her determination to make it. Sally made friends with others in 

the nursing program, but none of them lives in her county. She was hired at the rural community hospital three 

months ago. While going through school she lived with her mother who looked after her children. Since getting a 

job she has moved in with her boyfriend who insulted Sally's mother, and now Sally and her mother aren't 

talking. Sally depends on her boyfriend to provide her with rides. He works construction and is laid off in the 

winter. He has agreed to look after her three children. Sally and her boyfriend fight often over his drinking, and 

she suspects that he is fooling around with another woman. Sally has gotten into trouble with her supervisor 

for taking and making a lot of personal phone calls to resolve family crises that occur almost on a daily basis. In 

the last three months she has used all of her sick days and has been late several times.

Current Situation

You've just gotten a call from your kids. Your boyfriend was meant to pick them up after your son's basketball 



practice, but he didn't show up. The two girls went to the gym to wait like you told them. You've talked to the 

coach but he can't take them home today like he has done in the past. The other two LPNs on the unit have 

agreed to cover for you, but your supervisor has said you can't leave. She says there are three hours left on 

your shift, and you have been missing too much work over family problems. You can't understand what the 

problem is if the others are willing to cover for you. You thought that when you got a degree you would be 

treated with more respect, not like at the factory and fast-food places where you’ve worked for short periods 

of time in the past.



Appendix 3:  Revisiting Marcy School: Lessons from History and a New Vision of Reform (Anyon 1997: 151-154)

The morning of my first cooperative learning workshop at Marcy School arrived, and there were coffee and bagels provided by the 
principal. We sat in the library, its wooden shelves built 131 years ago, and began to discuss cooperative classroom techniques. De-
spite the noise in the halls, fire alarms being set off by the children, the intercom blaring, and students running outside the library 
door, the teachers were attentive and involved.

What they liked, they said, was that we took time to acknowledge the reality of what one called "the situation we have here!" Most 
workshops, they alleged, are "useless" because "they never get to the discipline part. They say, `we'll come back to that,' but they 
never do." "The [workshop] presenters say, `here it is - go do it.' But we can't! There's too much going on here." The teachers said 
that they were referring to violence (for example, recent experiences with a gun in the school, where third graders were "shaking 
down" younger children for money), ongoing tumult caused by caustic relations with the principal, and what teachers felt were ex-
cessive demands of the numerous reforms. (Field notes, March 2, 1992)

When I arrived for the fourth day of workshops, the air in the school smelled acrid and foul. There had been a fire in the basement 
woodshop 5 days before. The fire had spread because the fire department, used to false alarms from the building, had not 
responded at first. My field notes from that afternoon's workshop read:

I couldn't focus the teachers. They were preoccupied, anxious, and unfocused. There was a tension in the air that you could cut with 
a knife. When I expressed this to Susan, an eighth-grade teacher, she grimaced and said, "Yes, I feel it too."  Twelve of the 25 class-
room teachers (48%) were out, which is not unusual for a Monday, but five of the subs did not show up and did not call to say they 
weren't coming. The noise in the hall was overwhelming, with kids running, shouting, and doors slamming. Where we sat around a 
table with the doors closed we had trouble hearing each other. The intercom, which you could not turn off, was blaring, "Teachers - 
lock your doors! They're supposed to be locked! [to keep unauthorized children and adults from entering the rooms]."

I attempted to start the workshop. It was already a half-hour late. I was going to use a video, but I could not get the VCR to work; a 
teacher told me that it had broken late last week. I felt immobilized by the chaos in the school.

We began to talk about what was going on. Some teachers expressed despair and frustration: "You can't teach here! It's got to be 
better somewhere else." "You can't teach! Every day it's something [some problem or interruption]." "Mornings the kids come in, 
there's been a shooting or something, and that's all they're thinking about. It doesn't matter what techniques you use, it doesn't make 
any difference." "It's because the community is dysfunctional; the parents are dysfunctional, and so are their kids." "The kids have so 
many problems." "Nobody cares! The parents don't care, the kids don't care; and nobody does their job. People [teachers] `get over,' 
and take off whenever they feel like it." "It's so much worse now - they're so poor!" An older black teacher said, "You can't blame it on 
poverty. When I was coming up we were poor, but we had rules. There are no rules now."

A white teacher said, "These kids have major problems! Incest, drugs, the girls go from boyfriend to boyfriend. You look at them and 
say `what's the matter,' and they can't tell you. I have a little boy [in first grade] who's wondering where his mother went. No one 
knows. No wonder things go in one ear and out the other [when you're trying to teach them]." Another white teacher said with what 
appeared to be an embarrassed laugh, "We think, `they're only going to sweep floors'- why teach them science?" A third concurred, 
adding, "When you realize who they [the students] are, you laugh, and you can't take it [teaching] seriously."

I persevered, and led the discussion back to teaching the children social skills that are required for cooperative 
student groups -   for example, sharing ideas and praising each other's contributions. I felt somewhat 
ridiculous: with all the problems that the children and teachers had in this school, why was I even bothering 
with something so trivial as "cooperative learning." I felt that at times the teachers thought it was ridiculous too.

Later I expressed my frustration to a male teacher and he said to me, "You know, some of the kids in this 
school run drugs for the dealers in the evening. They're young, they're unprosecutable. They do it just to put 
food on the table for their families. That's cooperation!" (Field notes, March 9, 1992)

The following is from my field notes of the last workshop of the series:

While we were working today, the counselor came in to ask if Tom Russo, a white eighth-grade teacher, could be excused for a few 
minutes to talk to his class. I said yes, and asked why. The counselor stated that one of the seventh-grade girls had been raped the 
previous evening, and some of the boys in Tom's class had been circling and taunting her at lunchtime. The rapist's cousin was in 
the class, and he was threatening the girl. The teachers and I exchanged glances, and shook our heads. Tom left to talk to his class, 
and we continued the workshop without missing a beat. One more brutality, too many to react to.

We had been discussing the difficulties they were having using cooperative learning with special education 



students (children with learning or other disabilities who are either put in a special class or "mainstreamed" for 
part or all of the day into regular classes). One teacher with a special education class said, "Some kid in my 
class pulled down his pants to his knees, turned around and said `kiss my ass!' They wouldn't suspend him, 
so I quit. The principal told me to take the rest of the day off. Finally, they suspended him." When trying to 
explain why the student did that to her, the teacher said, "I think he got beat up [by the non-special-education 
kids] once too often." We talked about how the special education children often get hit by the others, and 
about how some of the mainstreamed students have been running out of the building and leaving the area. 
"They don't want to be mainstreamed. It's too dangerous!" one teacher said.

We discussed on what bases the teachers had been pairing their students for cooperative groups. Several teachers discussed the 
problems they were having. They mentioned those of their children who had been "crack babies" and those who had been "alcohol 
babies," and the difficulties of pairing some of these children with other students. A third-grade teacher said Charles, a boy "born to 
crack," is supposed to have glasses, but he hasn't been wearing them this year and "won't do anything." The social worker told me 
later that last year, when he was in second grade, this boy attempted suicide twice. The teacher continued, "He lives in a garage with 
his father, and comes in dirty with grease and God, does he smell. Nobody will sit near him." The teacher keeps soap and a towel in 
her class, but "he won't use them, and anyway, he needs a shower! Besides - he's always falling asleep" [she thought Charles's 
father was giving him drugs]. We agreed she should start the cooperative groups without Charles.

I turned on the VCR (which was supposed to have been fixed) to show a last segment of tape, and there was no sound. We could 
not fix it. There was one other VCR in the school, on another floor, and it also was broken. We continued without the video, working 
on their activity plans for my classroom visit. At 2:00, I noticed one of the teachers begin to nod and close his eyes. It was clear he 
would fall asleep if we were quiet. One other teacher said, "I can't do this now. I can't think." We talked about what the fatigue was 
from. They said, "Don't take it personally, Jean!" They agreed that because they were sitting down, and relaxed, the fatigue hit them. 
They said they are tense and watchful all day, on alert every moment. They become exhausted from the constant tension. When 
they get out of the classroom like this and start to relax, "it's all over," as one teacher put it, "and I collapse."

I relinquished my attempts to get them to finish their lesson plans. This was the last session before I began going into their class-
rooms to help them practice the new pedagogical skill, and we chatted until it was time to dismiss their classes. (Field notes, March 
18, 1992)

 


