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ABSTRACT 

 

Grounded in feminist and sociocultural theories, the purpose of this study was to 

expand the focus of research in the field of learning disabilities to include descriptions 

from insiders’ perspectives as to what it is like to be an adolescent girl identified with a 

learning disability in writing. This research sought to answer the following questions: 

How do the participants describe the various experiences with and purposes of writing 

both in and out of school? How do they describe the (non) efficacy of their in-school 

instructional and special education support service experiences? How do they describe 

their learning disability diagnosis? What meaning do they make of these experiences? 

This research took place on the campus of a large southwestern urban high school. 

Eleven adolescent girls identified with learning disabilities in writing participated in this 

study. Six of the participants were Mexican-American, three European-American, one 

African-American, and one Native-American. Data were collected over a six-month 

period and included in-depth phenomenological interviews, focus groups, field notes and 

official school record reviews.  These were analyzed using a phenomenological 

framework.  

Three major themes emerged across findings: the importance of relationships, the 

emotive component of writing, labeling and learning, and the strategic thinking of the 

participants. Most significantly, the findings emphasized the essential theme of visibility 

as a major concern for the participants. The study concluded with a discussion of 

implications for classroom instruction, teacher education programs and future research. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

           Description of Problem 

The political fever surrounding statewide accountability and assessments for 

writing has reached a level, nationwide, where threats of sanctions for schools that fail to 

meet state goals are commonplace. Increasingly, an individual student's future is tied to 

his or her ability to demonstrate proficiency in writing. Failing to do so may result in the 

withholding of high school certification for those individuals (Hillocks, 2002; Sloane & 

Kelly, 2003). The current revamping of the college entrance SAT exam also includes a 

new writing test. Given these pressures, teachers understandably are seeking more 

formulaic approaches to the teaching of writing, approaches that are quick and easy and 

that also possess the potential for raising standardized test scores (Hillocks, 2002; Wiley, 

2000). Unfortunately, this focus on assessment and formulaic writing instruction appears 

to create a coerced environment that does little to address the complexity of what we 

have come to know about the sociocultural aspects of writing and the multifaceted 

subjectivities and literacies of secondary students (Alvermann, Hinchman, Moore, 

Phelps, & Waff, 1998, 2006; Moje, 2002b). We are coming to understand that teenagers 

use text and literacy practices, such as writing, to make sense of their everyday lives 

within their discourse communities and to shape and maintain social roles (Finders, 

1997). 

Within the field of special education, the inclusion of an ever-increasing number 

of students diagnosed with learning disabilities (LD) in selected general education classes 
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places them in the challenging and often overwhelming position of being required to 

demonstrate writing competency, as well as pass the aforementioned state-mandated 

writing requirements. Difficulties expressing themselves in writing, monitoring surface 

features such as spelling, punctuation and usage, taking notes, copying off the board 

efficiently and organizing their ideas for writing an essay, all remain daily cognitive, 

social and emotional realities for students with writing disabilities. If they cannot keep up 

with other students, cannot complete assigned work, cannot pass mandated testing for 

graduation, might they not appear less intelligent and capable to themselves and to 

others? In fact, as (Garmezy & Masten, 1991) point out, "In a society where literacy and 

numerical skills are highly valued, children with learning disabilities may be vulnerable 

to emotional and social failures . . ." (p 45). Quantifying the writing process for students 

with writing disabilities does little to examine the social and emotional ramifications of 

first, having difficulty with writing and secondly, being labeled as a disabled student.  

The bottom line, however, suggests that these mandated assessments are unable to 

capture the multiple roles and functions of literacies (Alvermann et al., 1998; Bean, Bean, 

& Bean, 1999) in the lives of adolescents, including those with disabilities.  

Research methods employed within the learning disability field are rooted in a 

reductionist paradigm (Poplin, 1988) translated into practice through the use of task 

analysis, isolated skill training, behavioral objectives, programmed materials and mastery 

learning (Poplin, Wiest, & Thorson, 1996). Several researchers have critiqued this 

paradigm (Heshusius, 1989a, 1989b, 1995; Iano, 1989; Poplin, 1988, 1995; Poplin et al., 

1996), finding the underlying assumptions inadequate to explain the nature and 
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complexity of students’ individual and social behavior, the ways in which they think and 

the ways in which they come to know (or unable to do so), and consequently, avoid an 

understanding of schooling and learning within the "real world".   As (Heshusius, 1995) 

 notes, a reductionist approach and quantitative methods do little to, “ . . . address the 

question of how students actually construct the meaning of their school situation and 

therefore they can't tell us anything about what really motivates students (p. 411). 

. In fact, there is an arrogance associated with the notion that only through pure 

observation and manipulation of variables are we able to identify what practices work 

best for our students.  Commonly, as (Erickson & Shultz, 1996) note:  

If the student is visible at all in a research study he is usually viewed from the 

perspective of adult educators' interest and ways of seeing, that is, as failing, 

succeeding, motivated, mastering, unmotivated, responding, or having a 

misconception. (p. 467) 

In educational research, attempting to understand the “experienced curriculum” 

from students' perspectives is frequently viewed, at best, as “. . . a nuisance, a distraction” 

(p. 467).  Specifically, as Erickson and Shultz (1996) explain: 

We appear reluctant, for example, to consider that different students, together 

with their teachers and fellow students, might be inhabiting and constructing 

profoundly differing subjective worlds as they encounter what the school presents 

as a standardized curriculum with intendedly standardized methods of instruction 

and assessment. (p. 467) 
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Rarely in the learning disabilities field are the perspectives of the student explored 

(Vaughn & Bos, 1987).  Certainly, this is not surprising as, “ . . . people with disabilities 

and their families have historically belonged to those groups of people without much 

voice..." (Ferguson, Ferguson, & Taylor, 1992).  

The same observation may be even truer for girls who have been diagnosed with 

LD. One does not have to be deeply involved in the learning disability field to observe 

that the students identified and served under this category are overwhelmingly male 

(Young, Kim, & Gerber, 1999). This proves problematic since most research conducted 

in the field of learning disability centers on those students already identified and placed, 

resulting in research results and conclusions that have been male centered (Vogel, 1990). 

Even works by women-centered disability scholars such as Fine and Asch (Fine & Asch, 

1988a, 1988b) are virtually silent when it comes to acknowledging the lives of adolescent 

girls diagnosed with LD.  All the while, a flourish of publications that focuses on 

adolescent girls’ cultures has been capturing the nation’s attention (Apter & Ruthellen, 

1998; Brown, 1998; Brown & Gilligan, 1992; Brumberg, 1997; Eder, Evans, & Parker, 

1995; Griffiths, 1995; Johnson, Roberts, & Worell, 1999; Leadbeater & Way, 1996; 

Orenstein, 1994; Phillips, 1998; Pipher, 1994; Simmons, 2002). More recently, the actual 

voices of adolescent girls across class and race are beginning to be heard (Carroll, 1997; 

Edut, 2000; Nam, 2001; Shandler, 1999; Shehyn, 2000). Sadly, what are missing are the 

representations, experiences, and voices of girls with disabilities. Little is actually known 

about these girls and their experiences with and perceptions of writing. 

Statement of Purpose 
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The purpose of this study was twofold: first, to acquire insight into the 

experiences of adolescent girls diagnosed with writing disabilities: and, second, to gain 

entry into the meanings they made of these experiences.  In a collaborative effort between 

and among researcher and participants, we sought to understand what it was like to be an 

adolescent girl with a diagnosed writing disability. 

Research Questions 

The following research questions guided this study: 

1. How do the participants describe their various experiences and purposes of 

writing both in and out of school? 

2. How do they perceive their learning disability diagnosis? 

3. How do they perceive the (non)efficacy of their  in- school instructional and 

special education support service experiences as these pertain to writing?   

4. What meaning do they make of their experiences and perceptions? 

Significance of Study 

Broadly speaking, this line of inquiry was conducted in the hope that as we begin to 

uncover and gain insight into the writing practices in the lives of adolescent girls with 

learning disabilities, we may, in turn, create the potential for more democratic classroom 

practices that truly represent the best pedagogical methods to hear the voices, meet the 

needs and promote the optimal personal growth of not only these young women, but for 

all our students.  The significance of this research endeavor lies in its potential to create 

additive knowledge for both classroom practitioners and for these adolescent girls 

themselves. Following is a brief discussion of these two interrelated possibilities.  
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Theory, research, and practice in the field of LD have been rooted in a reductionist 

paradigm characterized by the collection of observable, quantifiable, and verifiable data. 

Often, this research does little to inform the real-lived realities and authentic experiences 

of both practitioners and their students. While this study did not seek definitive answers, 

it did seek to create a space where meaningful and critical questions raised by the 

participants in this study could be generated. By listening to the voices of these 

adolescent young women, this study’s significance lay in its potential to create 

understanding for high school teachers of the writing experiences of “disabled” writers, 

insight for curricular improvement, and knowledge of the multiple literacy practices of a 

heretofore unresearched population. 

Additionally, in a field dedicated to the individualization of goals, objectives and 

assessment for all students who receive services under the category of learning 

disabilities, it is somewhat unnerving that the individual voices of these students are 

seldom heard. Given the aforementioned publications that focus on adolescent girl 

cultures and literacy experiences, this current study attempts to create a space for this 

body of knowledge to be extended by including the voices, experiences and 

representations of girls with disabilities.  Not only does this research create the potential 

to inform the academic community, it also provided the opportunity for girls in this study 

to theorize and contextualize the role of writing and disability in their individual lives. 

Assumptions 

The central theme of this research endeavor was based on six assumptions. First 

and foremost, I assumed that every act we take in the educational research process has 
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political implication; nothing is neutral. It is with this understanding that I approached 

this project, as a feminist researcher, with the stance that adolescent girls' real-life 

experiences are important and in need of understanding, description, and articulation. The 

methodologies and methods I employed were based in inclusive, interpersonal and 

reciprocal relationships. The goal of this project was to better the lives of girls.   

The second assumption, based on my personal life experiences, professional 

activities, observations and research data, simply states that girls may not necessarily 

benefit from an educational system that neither speaks to them directly as girls nor asks 

them to speak about and interact with the realities of their education and their disabilities. 

The third assumption deals with the supposition that most of us feel the need to 

share our thoughts, experiences and feelings. Whether we are encouraged or even 

allowed to do so and to do so in our own way with our own words, or are simply destined 

to act out what we cannot voice, may well make a critical difference in how we proceed 

through our lives. At least, half of the population is at a definite disadvantage in this 

arena.  Females have been mostly the silent players of history.  As "his story" has been 

the dominant force, "her story" has remained largely untold. 

The fourth assumption, which I will further explore in chapter 2, emerged from 

my prior research efforts, readings and classroom experiences.  Simply stated, notions of 

gender, writing and disability are socially constructed, are fluid and in flux, and are 

context specific.  

Fifth, research requires analysis of the phenomenon under investigation, but the 

fact that people socially construct multiple realities necessitates that they be studied 
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holistically (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  Thus, an intention to maintain and portray the 

wholeness and integrity of each participant, as a person became an important aspect of 

this research.   

Finally, human experiences are mediated through the meaning-making process.  

While these girls’ perceptions may not have been objective; they were their own unique 

perceptions.  These perceptions impacted the meaning they make of their experiences 

and, consequently, influenced the manner in which they engaged in various forms of 

literacies at the time of the study and potentially in the future.  Hence, it is through the 

understanding of these perceptions that we may provide other teachers and other young 

women new insights regarding the complex role of writing. 

Definition of Terms 

 Learning Disabilities (LD):  

 The field of learning disabilities is a growing and evolving discipline.  So too are 

the conceptual and operational definitions that guide the field’s quest to best support 

students with SLD (Kavale & Forness, 2000; Siegal, 2003; Vaughn & Fuchs, 2003). For 

this study, the approach I chose to define LD focused on both conceptual and orperational 

definitions.  

It should be noted that changes in federal guidelines have recently been issued 

(2004) under the acronym IDEIA (Individuals With Disabilities Education Improvement 

Act). Since the identification and placement of my sample group occurred at least five 

years ago, these new guidelines did not apply to my participants’ educational 

experiences.  Therefore, the conceptual and operational definitions used for this study 
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best reflected the frameworks used for my age groups’ experiences with referrals, 

diagnosis, placement and instruction. 

 For the purposes of this study, I used the conceptual definition of LD proposed by 

the 1990/1994 National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD) as cited in 

the 1998 issue of Learning Disabilities Quarterly ("Operationalizing the NJCLD 

definition of learning disabilities for ongoing assessment in schools," 1998): 

1. Learning disabilities is a general term that refers to a heterogeneous group of 

disorders manifested by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use of 

listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, or mathematical skills. 

2. These disorders are intrinsic to the individual, presumed to be due to central 

nervous system dysfunction, and may occur across the life span. Problems in self-

regulatory behaviors, social perception, and social interaction may exist with 

learning disabilities but do not, by themselves, constitute a learning disability. 

3. Although learning disabilities may occur concomitantly with other disabilities 

(e.g., sensory impairment, mental retardation, serious emotional disturbance), or 

with extrinsic influences (such as cultural differences, insufficient or 

inappropriate instruction), they are not the result of those conditions or influences. 

(p.186) 

Across the United States, operational definitions of LD are geographically- bound and 

varied. This needs to be considered for clarity’s sake as it creates the potential for making 

a significant difference in the nature of a given sampling group. For this study, I used the 
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official definition of the state department of education that guides placement and services 

within the school district of this study.  

According to the revised statute, Specific learning disability: 

 

1. Means a specific learning disorder in one or more of the basic psychological 

processes involved in understanding or in using language, spoken or written, 

which may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, 

write, spell or do mathematical calculations. 

2. Includes such conditions as perceptual disabilities, minimal brain dysfunction, 

dyslexia and aphasia. 

3. Does not include learning problems which are primarily the result of visual, 

hearing, motor or emotional disabilities, of mental retardation or of 

environmental, cultural or economic disadvantage. 

The school district that was the setting for this study extends this definition through 

explicit operational guidelines:  

1. The student must demonstrate a significant discrepancy in one or more of the 

following areas: oral expression, written expression, listening comprehension, 

basic reading skills, reading comprehension, math calculation and math reasoning. 

2. Learning problems are not the result of: visual, hearing or emotional disabilities 

or mental retardation. 

3. Learning problems are not the result of environmental, cultural, educational or 

economic disadvantages. 

4. Educational performance is adversely affected. 
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5. There is a documented processing deficit. 

504 Plan 

 504 refers to Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act (1973) in which no one may be 

excluded from federally funded programs or activities because of a disability, physical 

impairment, illness, injuries, communicable disease, or a chronic condition such as 

asthma or diabetes.  A “504 plan” delineates the accommodations and modifications 

necessary for an individual student to perform in a general education setting at the same 

level as that student’s peers. 

Reductionist Paradigm 

Related to the philosophical principles of logical positivism (attempts to 

systematize knowledge with the aid of logic and mathematics) and the scientific method’s 

underlying beliefs of “certainty, objectivity, prediction and control, separation of fact and 

value. . . .” (Heshusius, 1989a, p.408), this worldview asserts that complexity can be 

broken down into components, that the whole may be understood by understanding its 

parts and valid knowledge claims are characterized by the collection of observable, 

quantifiable and verifiable data. Thus, assigning numbers to people, to activities and to 

relations through measuring and ranking became preferred ways of knowing within the 

field (Heshusius, 1989). 

Voice 

One of the main goals of this study was to provide an opportunity to hear the 

voices of adolescent girls with disabilities. I have come to understand the meaning of 



 24 

voice as it applies to adolescent girls from Brown and Gilligan (1992) who define voice 

as:  

. . . our channel of connection, a pathway that brings the inner psyche world of 

feelings and thoughts out into the open air of relationship where it can be heard by 

oneself and by other people. (p. 20) 

Gilligan (1993) warns of the danger for individual girls whose voices have been 

secluded from the public world. Gilligan explains: 

This dissociation of girls’ voices from girls’ experiences in adolescence, so that 

girls are not saying what they know and eventually not knowing it as well, is a 

prefiguring of many women’s sense of having the rug of experience pulled out 

from under them, or of coming to experience their feelings and thoughts not as 

real but as a fabrication. (p. 12) 

Multiple Subjectivity and Occupying Subject Positions 

For the purpose of this study, the term multiple subjectivity refers to 

1. The notion that adolescent girls are not objects but acting subjects who engage in 

multiple social, cultural, institutional practices that are context specific.  

2. It is within these social, cultural and institutional practices, specifically discourses 

(Gee, 1990) that adolescent girls receive messages as to who and how they should 

be (Dillon & Moje, 1998). 

My understanding of the term occupying subject positions comes from the following 

description by Dillon and Moje (1998): 
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We use the phrase occupying subject positions to evoke the sense that these 

positions are temporary, fluid and context dependent. In addition, the word 

position keeps us focused on how people position themselves or are positioned by 

others as a result of asymmetrical power relationships. (p. 194) 

 “On-stage”/ “Public transcripts”; ’Off-stage” / “Hidden transcripts”; “Underground 

literacies” ; Sub-rosa literacies 

Another focus of this study was to look at the multiple ways in which participants 

engaged in writing. The term sub-rosa literacy refers to “those skills owned and 

demonstrated in peer contexts” (Gilmore, 1986). Within this study I also used the terms 

hidden transcripts (Scott, 1990), or underground literacies (Finders, 1997) to refer to 

those writing practices that took place beyond and, oftentimes, in resistance to the direct 

observation of power holders who, in this study, are school representatives. Additionally, 

I used the term off-stage, a term used by Scott (1990) to denote those places that 

discourse occurs away from powerholders. However, my use of this term is more in line 

with Erving Goffman’s (1959) earlier notions of backstage and frontstage in which 

backstage refers to those encounters that are informal and where there exists a sense of 

ease and intimacy. Therefore, I used the term sub-rosa when referring to those literacy 

engagements that happened with peers and were not intentionally a response to power. 

The terms off-stage and sub-rosa were often used together, with off-stage also including 

those practices that occurred away from classroom expectations such as private and 

career writing practices,  
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My use of the term on-stage is connected to Goffman’s (1959) frontstage and 

denotes those social interactions that occur in formal spaces with expectation of how one 

is required to perform. Therefore, the terms on-stage or public transcripts refer to those 

public interactions that took place in more formal settings where there was oftentimes a 

discrepancy of purposes between those who were in a dominant position and those who 

played subordinate roles.   

Border Crossing 

In her 1999 book Borderlands/La Frontera, Gloria Anzaldua describes  

borderland as,  

. . . a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an 

unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition. The prohibited and 

forbidden are its inhabitants. . .  in short, those who cross over, pass over, or go 

through the confines of the “normal” (p. 25).  

For Anzaldua, these borderlands include not only the geographical borders, but 

psychological, linguistic, spiritual, gender and sexual borders as well. These borders are 

constructed through and embedded within historical, institutional, political, cultural and 

social forces. In this study I employ the term border crossing to include those times when 

the participants crossed borders such as social, literacy, and/or ability. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to expand the current body of writing research in 

the field of learning disabilities to include insiders’ perspectives of what it is like to be an 

adolescent girl with a diagnosed learning disability in writing. To that end, research 
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questions focused on descriptions of their writing practices, disability diagnosis, and 

instructional and special education support services. The next chapter lays the theoretical 

and methodological groundwork for this study and provides a review of relevant research 

literature. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction 

To situate this study within the broader research focus of writing, gender, and 

learning disabilities (LD), it is important to present the theoretical paradigm that has 

historically driven learning disability instructional and research methods. To that end, the 

first section of this chapter begins with an historical overview and analysis of 

instructional and research paradigms in the LD field from the early 1900s to the present, 

followed by a critique of problems inherent in this focus with special attention to 

adolescent girls with LD.   

The second section of this chapter describes the theoretical underpinnings of this 

study.  This project was grounded in and driven by sociocultural and feminist 

epistemologies, framed by an interpretive research paradigm,  and guided by feminist and 

phenomenlogical methodologies; therefore, I begin with an overview of sociocultural 

theory and its relevance to our current understandings of language, writing, adolescence, 

disability and gender. Second, feminism(s) is defined and the concepts of  multiple 

subjectivities and voice are explored. This is followed by a brief discussion of feminism 

in education.  Third, an understanding of interpretivist research paradigm as it applies to 

disabilities studies will be discussed.  Finally, the basic tenets of feminist and 

phenomenological methodologies as they apply to this study are presented.  

In the final section of this chapter I provide a literature review of research in areas 

that informed this study: history of writing research in education; writing research models 
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in the field of learning disabilities; writing challenges of students with LD; 

comprehensive writing program for struggling writers; social and emotional difficulties 

of students with LD and gender differences of students with LD. 

Research Paradigm in the Field of Learning Disabilities: A History 

The field of learning disabilities, a relatively young and growing specialty, is 

currently the largest special education category in the United States. Interpretations by 

scholars such as Hallahan and Cruickshank (1973) of the field’s emergence have been 

offered and widely accepted within education textbooks (Sleeter, 1987). According to 

this view, learning disability’s beginnings were rooted in the 1900s when European 

physicians documented the behavioral and language patterns of individual males with 

known brain damage. By the 1930s and 1940s two German researchers, Heinz Werner 

and Alfred Strauss, had settled in the United States where they engaged in research on 

neurological foundations of perceptual-motor dysfunction, along with brain injured and 

mentally retarded children.  This line of research was extended by the efforts of 

physicians, psychologists and educators such as Cruickshank, Kephart, Getman, Frostig, 

Orton, Mykelbust and Kirk (Hallahan & Cruickshank, 1973). The work of these scholars, 

couched in a medical model, laid the groundwork, for a “data base about neurological 

impairment and its effects on learning behavior” (Sleeter, 1987, p. 211).  Thus, the 1950s 

were characterized by the medical model which was defined by the testing and treating of 

neurological symptoms, and the borrowing of scientific terminology (Poplin, 1988). 

Naturally, in a quest to establish academic and professional credibility, theories and 

practices grounded in the widely accepted modernist notion of truth represented in the 



 30 

established reputation of the medical field, had much to offer (Denti & Kantz, 1995). By 

1963, learning disabilities achieved national status when the Association for Children 

with Learning Disabilities was founded, and gradually, the education of these students 

became the public school’s responsibility with the focus naturally shifting from the 

medical brain damage approach to a greater emphasis on skills needed for school 

success.  During the 1960s the psychological process model emerged which emphasized 

sensory integration and/or modality training, and during the late 1960s and early 1970s 

the behavioral model became established with its focus on lower-level academic skills 

(Poplin, 1988). The emphasis now centered on such basic skills as decoding, word 

recognition accuracy, the acquisition of math facts and computation skills (Bos, 1988), 

along with writing issues such as spelling, punctuation and grammatical errors (Wong, 

Butler, Ficzere, & Kuperis, 1996). Because of problems of poor generalization and 

maintenance of skills taught, a new model, the cognitive/learning strategies model 

emerged in the hope of alleviating these problems.  This new model, based on the 

theoretical principles of cognitive psychology, cognitive behavior modification, and 

cognitive/metacognitive processing, focused on higher-level academic tasks such as 

reading comprehension and verbal math problems solving (Bos, 1988), and the writing 

process, including planning, writing and revising (Wong et al, 1996). 

Poplin (1988) proposes that while the models have changed, the basic paradigm, 

rooted in “reductionist” learning theory and methods, actually did not change as 

demonstrated by the following underlying assumptions common to all models: 
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• The most effective and efficient instruction is that which is teacher directed and 

controlled. 

• The teacher has the knowledge and the student’s task is to receive the 

information.  

• Learning and instruction can be segmented into minuscule parts. 

• There is a right way and a wrong way to learn. 

• There is important information to be learned to the exclusion of other information 

that is not important. (p. 390)  

Consequently, research methods employed within the field are directly impacted by this 

reductionistic approach. This paradigm has directly underpinned and informed our 

conception of theory, research methods, identification and diagnosis, the role of teacher 

and learner, and instructional and assessment practices.  

Broadening Our Lenses 

 The title of this section comes from Poplin’s (1995) call to those in the field of 

learning disabilities to “broaden our lenses” and to think more divergently than she 

believed, at the time, the field’s reductionist focus afforded researchers and practitioners.  

I want to preface this section with an acknowledgement of Mary Poplin’s more recent 

article, co-authored with Sharon Rogers, entitled “Recollections, Apologies, and 

Possibilities,” (Poplin & Rogers, 2005) where she (Poplin) apologizes for her previous 

discounting of reductionist pedagogies. Not that Poplin felt she was in error to present 

alternatives to the reductionist paradigm, but rather that she did so in such a 

“dogmatically ideological” manner (p. 159).  In the same light, this present study’s 

critique of the reductionist paradigm is in no way an indictment of these practices, but 

rather an attempt to move away from a narrow and oftentimes naïve view of the 
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complexities and nuances involved in educating adolescents with disabilities, and to 

expand the purview of possible research focus to include their off-stage literacy 

engagements. At the same time, I agree with Poplin and Rogers’ assessment that, 

“Ideologies are useful theoretically to help us devise strategies and practices, but lethal 

when they become prisons to our thinking and acting with children” (p.159).  It is in this 

spirit that I now present a brief history of scholars’ critique of the reductionist model 

followed by implications for research with girls. 

As early as 1967, some scholars began pointing to the dangers inherent in the over 

reliance on and imitation of the natural sciences (Mann & Phillips, 1967).  By the 1980s 

and through the 1990s, several researchers began critiquing the reductionist model 

(Heshusius, 1989a, 1989b; Iano, 1989; Poplin, 1984, 1988, 1995; Poplin et al., 1996; 

Skrtic, 1995), finding the underlying assumptions inadequate to explain the nature and 

complexity of students’ lives, the ways in which they think and the ways in which they 

come to know (or fail to do so).  Quantitative methods may well describe isolated and 

controlled tasks, yet the narrow focus of objectivity, the emphasis on fragmentation, the 

belief of learning as mastery of segmented pieces of the whole, the preoccupation with 

quantification and measurement, as well as, the insistence on finding direct relationships 

between variables and the ranking mode of viewing differences seemed inadequate in 

understanding the nature of individual and social behavior and, consequently, an 

understanding of schooling and learning within the “real world.”  As Heshusius, (1989a) 

notes, quantitative researchers: 
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. . . . do not address the question of how students actually construct the meaning 

of their school situation and therefore they can’t tell us anything about what really 

motivates students.  They do not inform us about the impact the relationship 

between teacher and student as persons has on the student’s learning.  They have 

nothing to say about the ethical and moral dimensions of all we do (p. 411).  

Because the tradition within the learning disabilities field has been grounded in 

the reduction of the individual person to his or her particular cognitive and academic 

deficits, it has been difficult for researchers and practitioners to address the personal, 

social, cultural, and political purposes and interpretations each learner brings to the 

classroom. For young women, this imbalance is further complicated when it is 

contextualized within the general history of educational research in this country.  

Positivism has guided the field of education in the United States since the late 

nineteenth century.  By the turn of the twentieth century, with the advent of scientific 

advances in medicine and agriculture, faith in modernism filtered into schools and the 

search for the most efficient and effective processes that might transmit knowledge to 

students was underway.  Contributions to this effort were made by the rise of 

behaviorism in psychology, the focus on process-product research, and the advent of 

teaching effectiveness research.  Embedded within this structure was a paradigm that 

resulted in an underlying differential in schools.  Most research was conducted from a 

quantitative positivistic framework, with the use of null-hypothesis, which searches for 

differences. The implication for gender is that conclusions of this type of research 

reinforced the concept of “opposite sex” (Campbell & Greenberg, 1993; Gilligan, 1982). 
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This research demonstrated cultural roles available to girls to be that of a good girl or a 

bad girl (Fine & Macpherson, 1993), victim or rebel, and selfish or selfless (Gilligan, 

1982, 1993).  Gilligan (1982) asserts that ”. . . . this construction reveals the limitation in 

an account which measures women’s development against a male and ignores the 

possibility of a different truth” (p. 170).  Within this positivist framework of educational 

research, it appears that who researches, what is researched, who is researched, how the 

research is conducted and what conclusions are drawn have been historically male 

dominated (Campbell & Greenburg, 1993).  Until recently, research models did not even 

address the question of gender (Campbell, 1989), and paid even less attention to the 

experiences of adolescent girls.  This presents an especially troublesome challenge for 

educators who work with adolescent girls with disabilities, as well as the girls 

themselves, who may be doubly handicapped and ignored, once by disability and again 

by being female (Fine & Asch, 1988a, 1988b).  

 The exclusive use of the reductionist or positivistic approaches inhibits the search 

for more meaningful and critical questions raised by the experiences of girls and women. 

Their realities require those of us in the business of working with adolescent girls to 

branch out, to “broaden our lenses” (Poplin, 1995), and to think more divergently in order 

to authentically address the intersections and interactions among factors such as gender, 

disability, and literacy.  

 This study was grounded first in the sociocultural notion that gender, writing and 

disability are socially constructed, are fluid and in flux, and are context specific, and 

second, in the feminist stance that adolescent girls' real-life experiences are important and 
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in need of understanding, description, and articulation. To follow is an overview of the 

sociocultural and feminist epistemologies that underpin this study. 

Theoretical Framework 

Sociocultural Theory 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into the writing experiences and 

perceptions of adolescent girls with a diagnosed LD and the meaning they made of those 

experiences.  From sociocultural perspectives, the experiences and the meaning made of 

those experiences do not occur in a vacuum, but rather are constructed through language, 

whether written or oral, and relationships (dialogue) with others (Wertsch, 1980). We not 

only interact with others, we adopt others’ words to represent our own meanings.  

Quoting a frequently used citation from Bakhtin, (Dyson, 1995b) states, words do not 

come from dictionaries; they come from “other peoples’ mouths, in other peoples’ 

contexts” (p. 8).  For Gee (1990) this use of language includes not only talk but all the 

specific behaviors, attitudes, beliefs and values, ways of presenting oneself, ways of 

learning, and ways of expressing what we know along with ways of acting and 

interacting. He uses the term Discourses as a description of an identity kit that tells us 

how to act and how to talk and who we can be and who we cannot be within a given 

community. Who we are as individuals develops through our shared activities with 

others; it is within the complex weave of social relations that we learn not only how to 

participate as community members but also who we are and who we can be within our 

community (Dyson, 1995a). 

 While a relatively recent concept, adolescence may be defined as a period of life 

during which individuals are expected to bridge childhood behaviors to more culturally 
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acceptable adult behaviors. From sociocultural perspectives, adolescents are multifaceted 

social and cultural beings whose development are not simply a series of linear 

transformations, but dependent on and situated in their ways of participating in culturally 

and socially valued activities.  For adolescents, negotiating the question, "Who am I?" is 

of critical importance as they engage with a variety of discourse communities and 'play' 

at more adult roles, “ . . . to explore identities through roles and to find a place in the 

world" (Neilsen, 1998). This construction of social, cultural, and political identities is 

mediated through cultural tools, such as literacy practices, that are socially situated in 

specific contexts within multiple relations of power. Our understanding of literacy has 

expanded from the historical notion that limited literacy to reading and writing and the 

cognitive consequences of those acts to a sociocultural view that sees literacy as socially 

based and culturally specific.  Recent works on the multiple literacies of adolescents 

(Alvermann et al., 1998, 2006; Bean et al., 1999) have served to expand our 

understanding of the roles and functions of literacies in the lives of adolescents. When 

students write in meaningful ways, ways in which they connect and feel invested, not 

only are they able to explore who they are, they are able to construct who they are 

(O'Brien, 1998). Writing provides the potential for empowering students’ perceptions of 

themselves (Egan-Robertson, 1998) and of their places in the world (Blake, 1997). Not 

only does writing provide a tool for personal identity and agency but it also serves as a 

tool for shaping and maintaining social roles in and outside the classroom (Finders, 

1997).  
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We are also coming to understand that writing, as a social practice, shapes and is 

shaped by gender identities (Guzzetti, Young, Gritsavage, Fyfe, & Harderbrook, 2002) 

where students learn to "do gender appropriately" (p. 90) as they compose and share their 

writing inside and outside the "official" classroom curriculum. From a sociocultural 

perspective, the gendered sense of self is viewed as a social, cultural construct, a process 

that begins in childhood and is constructed and reconstructed throughout one's life. 

 Gender differences in virtually every culture “ . . . is a pivotal way in which 

humans identify themselves as persons, organize social relations, and symbolize 

meaningful natural and social events and processes" (Harding, 2000, p. 390). Cultural 

notions of gender tell us what it means to be a man versus a woman in a specific 

sociocultural context (Osmond & Thorne, 1993). It involves the implications of what it 

means in different contexts to be a girl or to be a boy; it has to do with the mannerisms 

taught or learned, and expectations that are internalized.  In essence, it plays a pivotal role 

in how we perceive others and how we are perceived (Greene, 1993). This process 

changes and transforms the individual depending on context and purposes:  in marriage, 

parenting, aging, work, political settings and even in leisure and play activities  (Osmond 

& Thorne, 1993).  These “gender arrangements” are so much a part of our belief systems, 

social arrangements and institutional foundations that they seem natural and sound 

(Goffman, 1979). 

Feminist Theories  

A natural affinity exists between sociocultural and feminist theories.  Both argue 

against the notion that individual development and identities are stable or monolithic, but 
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rather constructed in language and social practices that are historically, politically and 

culturally situated.  For the purpose of this study, an understanding and use of feminist 

epistemologies and methodologies, and their focus on gender provide justification as to 

why we need to study the literacy experiences of adolescent girls with LD and guidance 

as to how we can go about doing so. I will begin this section by defining feminism and 

exploring the concepts of subjectivities and voice, and will then provide an overview on 

gender-related research in education.  

I have chosen to define feminism broadly and open-endedly, attempting to present 

an encompassing feminist description while at the same time understanding that I am 

unable to give attention to the varied individual, distinct, and often contradictory 

discursive communities that call themselves feminist.  "Feminism" is a movement, as 

well as a set of beliefs, whose, ". . . .  political, social and cultural stance is prowoman" 

(Warhol, 1995) and whose goal is to end sexism (hooks, 2000) by decentering the 

masculine standard and its, ". . . . widespread expressions across the canvas of cultural 

life. . . . " (Harding, 1991, p. 13). To that end, feminist scholars' theoretical foundations 

problematize gender inequality in an attempt to improve women and girls' lives. 

Feminists assert all women and girls,  " . . . can be free from essentializing, naturalizing, 

constraining and oppressive identifications " (Bloom, 1998, p. 39). Deceiving in its 

simplicity, Devault (1999) describes feminism 's core practice as one of "speaking truth" 

(p. 1-2). Devault (1999) continues:   

The aim of much feminist research has been to “bring women in,” that is, to find 

what has been ignored, censored, and suppressed, and to reveal both the diversity 
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of actual women's lives and the ideological mechanisms that have made so many 

of those lives invisible. (p.30)   

In the United States, mainstream feminist theories and scholarship grew out of the 

political struggles of the women's liberation movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which 

sprang from the suffragette movement of the mid-nineteenth century.  With varying 

ideologies and agendas, the women's liberation movement was ". . . . rooted in middle-

class political liberalism" (Castaneda, 1992, p.504), which placed center stage white, 

middle and upper-class and heterosexual women, ignoring women’s mutltiple 

subjectivities and the ways in which gender intersects with sexual orientation, ability, 

race, class and so on. Inheriting this legacy of alienation from the women's movement, 

women of color looked elsewhere for relevant ideologies more suited to their struggles. 

The Third World liberation movement emerged and as (Castaneda, 1992) explains: 

. . . .  focused on the race and class oppression of African Americans, Chicanos, 

Native Americans, Puerto Ricans, and Asian Americans in the U.S. and identified 

with global struggles of third-world peoples for economic and political freedoms. 

(p. 505)  

Using Marxist and neo-Marxist perspectives, oppression was viewed as an extension of 

global colonialism, thereby, becoming transnational in general.  Women of color 

critiqued, ". . .assumptions and universalizing tendencies, and lack of consciousness 

about the dynamics of power and privilege rooted in race and class that informed white 

feminist scholarship (Castanda, 1992, p. 507). From this critique, along with the scholarly 

works of Queer theorists ((Butler, 1990/1999; Rubin, 1975) and with disability feminist 
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scholars (e.g., Fine & Asch, 1988a, 1988b), we are beginning to recognize that race, 

class, geographical and historical location, sexual identity, age, and physical/ 

mental/emotional ability contribute in multiple and often contradictory ways to the 

essence of any woman or girl's subjectivity and the nature of their practices (Flax, 1995).  

 Feminist scholars do not view women as passive victims but as cultural creators 

and historical participants, and therefore, seek to analyze and articulate women's 

experiences and voices by gaining a greater understanding of the realities of daily lives 

for women and girls, while at the same time deconstructing those foundations (historical, 

social, political, cultural) in which the gendered self is constructed and experienced.  

Feminist standpoint epistemology is based on two aspects. First, the notion of standpoint, 

derived from Marxism’s focus on economic disparity, states that the positions occupied 

in a given society by differing groups gives people distinct perspectives of social reality 

and relations.  Secondly, that inquiry and research grounded in the standpoints of 

marginalized groups are more objective and complete than research from a privileged 

position. By starting with and focusing on the experiences of women, and in this case, 

adolescent girls, it is possible to expose those aspects of society that would be invisible 

using other research approaches (Bloom, 1998; DeVault, 1999; Harding, 1986, 1987, 

2000; Harstock, 1983; Smith, 1979; Tanesini, 1999). 

Within the field of education, the progression of gendered-centered research has 

documented the existence of inequality in the education of girls compared to that of boys. 

These inequalities include curriculum, text and test bias, classroom interactions among 

students and teachers, as well as, official policies (Sadker & Sadker, 1994), Research 
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assumed that girls would become more successful in the academic environment if only 

they were treated equally in schools as they currently existed. Schools as political, 

reproductive, value laden institutions were neither recognized nor defined as a possible 

problem (Roman & Apple, 1990). Also, discussions about the artificial nature of these 

settings, which allowed only certain topics to be discussed in approved ways, were 

largely ignored (Fine, 1993; Fine & McClelland, 2006). 

Interest in research that addresses the existing power structures in schools and 

their impact on the experiences of young women and girls has grown, as has greater 

emphasis on their psychological and social development. Furthermore, recent feminist 

and poststructuralist research of gender and schooling has identified: the ways in which 

various individuals interpret experiences and construct meanings of official knowledge; 

the ways in which identities are constructed and reconstructed through schooling 

practices; and the ways in which social, economic, historical and cultural forces 

influence, frame and construct individuals’ interpretations and experiences of education 

(Miller, 1993). 

For the purpose of this study, it is important to differentiate between two feminist 

research focuses and how they apply to the field of education.  The first type of research, 

gender centered, analyzes how gender is an organizing factor in students’ school 

experience and interactions. The second type of research, women and girl centered 

focuses specifically on the real-lived school experiences of women and girls (Folley, 

Bradley, & Hurtig, 2001). This study’s focus was the latter, seeking to fill a void in both 

special education research and general composition research by providing documentation 
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and analysis of adolescent girls’ with LD’s distinct educational experiences and 

perspectives. 

Methodology 

Interpretivist Research Paradigm 

Given the positivist tradition used in learning disability research, it has been 

difficult for researchers and practitioners to gain knowledge of the personal, political, 

social, and cultural aspects of our students learning and literacies. This research project 

was framed within an interpretivist paradigm in order to gain an understanding of what it 

was like to be an adolescent girl with a diagnosed LD within the real world.  

Interpretivism is a collection of research genres, which has in common the 

assumption that, a) as social actors, people construct the reality or truth of a given 

situation; b) knowledge and meaning are subjective; (c) facts and values are inseparable; 

and, d) the goal of research is to describe, interpret and understand (Ferguson et al., 

1992). Guided, in part, by the work of Alfred Shutz (1967), interpretivists believe that  

“. . . social scientific research must not only observe human action, but must also unravel 

the meanings that social actors assign to their actions” (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2004). For 

the purpose of this study, I draw on disability scholars (Bogdan & Lutfiyya, 1996; 

Fergusen & Fergusen, 1995; Ferguson et al., 1992; Heshusius, 1989a, 1989b, 1995; 

Skrtic, 1995) for a more in-depth and focused understanding of how an interpretivist 

paradigm informs disability research.  As Ferguson and Ferguson (1995) summarize: 

The interpretivist paradigm not only urges us to ask different questions, but also 

prompts us to ask questions differently.  The very epistemology of the 
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interpretivist paradigm assumes that we humans are agents in the social 

interpretation of our world, rather than mere reactors to our confrontations with an 

unchanging world of facts that are ‘out there’, in the ‘real world’. (p. 113) 

Interpretivist disability scholars focus on the social construction and social 

application of disability. From this perspective, disability is not a fact; it is a social 

construction of varied experience yearning to be revealed.  For our students, this view 

allows us to problematize the notion that a diagnosis of a disability changes the subjective 

life and schooling of the individual student. To paraphrase Ferguson and Ferguson 

(1995), What it means to be a ‘student’ is different from what it means to be a ‘learning 

disabled student’ (p. 297). Instead of asking, “What is disability?” interpretivists are more 

likely to ask, “ What is the experience of disability?” 

The power of the interpretivist paradigm lies in its ability to discover the multiple 

perspectives of all the “players” within a given social setting, including those who have 

been historically marginalized (Ferguson et al., 1992). As Ferguson et al. (1992) note, 

“Certainly people with disabilities and their families have historically belonged to those 

groups of devalued people without much voice in what was done to and for them by more 

powerful groups within society” (p.7). 

Additionally, from feminist perspectives one of the tools used to oppress women 

and girls has been a silencing of their voices (Olson, 1978), which in turn has created an 

environment where they are uncertain about the validity and the power of their ideas but 

certain of the inhospitable climate of the world, including institutions of learning 
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(Hesford, 1989). It is through the use an interpretive paradigm that adolescent girls’ real-

lived experiences, insights and understandings may be given voice. 

Feminist and Phenomenological Methodologies 

To address the research purpose and to answer the specific research questions 

posed, I chose feminist and phenomenological methodologies to guide the research 

design structure and the methods used.  

Feminist Methodologies 

Like feminism itself, there do not exist stable, monolithic feminist methods, but 

instead composites of a diverse range of perspectives. Across and within disciplines, 

feminist scholars continue to engage in a spirited and evolving dialogue critiquing, 

informing and adapting standard research tools. In fact, as Harding (1987) suggests, it is 

not really feminist methods that feminists bring to the table; rather, it is their 

methodology, or ways of thinking of methods, that is distinctive.  

My current understanding of feminist research methodologies has been gleaned 

from the works of several feminist theoreticians (Bloom, 1998; DeVault, 1999; Fine & 

Gordon, 1992; Harding, 1986, 1987, 2004; D. E. Smith, 1979). From these scholars I 

understand that the overarching characteristics of feminist methodologies include: 1) a 

methodology that seeks to minimize harm and control by breaking down researcher-

researched divisions, 2) creating a sociology for women and girls, and 3) starting from 

the perspective of girls and women. 

1) Feminists seek a methodology that minimizes harm and control in the research 

process.  The methods chosen for this study were rooted in the feminist notion of an 
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equal, inclusive, interpersonal, and reciprocal relationship between researchers and those 

who are researched. Also, as Harding (1987) suggests, this breaking down of researcher-

researched divisions means not only giving voice to the researched, but also allowing 

space for the disclosure of the values and assumptions of the researcher.  The researcher 

thus,  ". . . appears to us not as an invisible, anonymous voice of authority, but as a real, 

historical individual with concrete, specific desires and interests" (p. 9).  

2) It is incumbent upon feminist researchers to commit to social activism to better 

the lives of women and girls. Feminists seek a methodology that may prove of value to 

women and girls, lead to social change or action beneficial to women and girls, and will 

have a consciousness raising effect on the women and girls taking part.  As Bloom (1998) 

suggests, 

For feminist researchers, the need to know is based on a need to understand the 

forces that shape women's lives and a need to discover ways for women to 

transform and have authority over their own lives. (p. 147) 

 3) Adolescent girls' real-life experiences are important and in need of 

understanding, description and articulation.  Feminist seek a methodology that shifts the 

historical and existing standards of practice that have privileged and continue to privilege 

men's perspectives and concerns to a standard that privileges the standpoint (Harding, 

2004; Harstock, 1983; D. E. Smith, 1979) of women’s perspectives, experiences, and 

concerns. Within our schools, the everyday lives of adolescent girls with disabilities are 

uniquely situated, in need of their own language, and worthy of scholarly attention. In 
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order to investigate these lived experiences, I turn to phenomenology to provide the 

methodological structure for this study. 

The complex philosophy of phenomenology as put forth by Edmund Husserl 

focuses on the “experiential underpinnings of knowledge” (Holstein & Gubrium, 2005). 

In his philosophical reflections, Husserl argues that the act of perception is not passive. 

As Holstein and Gubrium (2005) explain, human consciousness, 

. . . is always consciousness-of-something. It does not stand alone, over and above  

experience, more of less immaculately perceiving and conceiving objects and 

events, but, instead, exists always ready – from the start – as a constitutive part of 

what it is conscious of. (p. 484) 

Thus, Husserl believed that it is through a description of consciousness that one 

can begin to understand the empirical world. 

Alfred Schutz (1967) extends Husserl’s thoughts by bringing his philosophy into 

the everyday lives of ordinary people.  Schutz argues that scientific observations are 

insufficient to our understanding the true essence of behavior.  Rather, one must find a 

way to put behavior into context (Seidman, 2006). It is through an understanding of the 

conscious experience through subjective, first person perspectives that we may gain an 

understanding of a given phenomenon. For the purpose of this study, my understanding 

of phenomenology was gleaned from the discussion of several scholars (Holstein & 

Gubrium, 2005; Karlsson, 1993; Seidman, 1991, 1998, 2006; van Manen, 1990) and is 

defined as a method of acquiring knowledge by listening to first-person experiences and 

gaining an understanding of subjective worlds.  
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van Manen’s (1990) describes the basic characteristics of methodological 

structure used in phenomenological research.  The researcher must begin by turning to a 

phenomenon in which she is seriously interested. The research is then actualized through 

investigation of the experience as it is lived and a reflection on essential themes, followed 

by a description of the phenomenon through the art of writing and rewriting, all the while 

maintaining of a strong and oriented pedagogical relation to the phenomenon. More 

succinctly, “ . . .the phenomenologist affirms the life-world experience and proceeds by 

critically examining it, in order to describe its essence, structure and character” 

(Karlsson, 1993).  

Phenomenology is an excellent feminist methodology (Nelson, 1989). Both 

methodologies advocate knowledge of everyday lives as experienced from the subjective, 

first person point of view. Also, both seek an equal, inclusive, interpersonal, and 

reciprocal relationship between researchers and those who are researched,  

Literature Review 

 Several bodies of research inform this study. I begin with a brief history of 

writing research that has informed writing instruction, followed by a description of three 

major writing instruction models that have guided much of writing research in the field of 

learning disabilities.  Next, I present a compilation of the salient features of an effective 

writing instruction program for struggling writers followed by an overview of what 

research suggests about the writing challenges faced by children and adolescents with 

LD. 
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 The next section focuses on the social and emotional challenges faced by students 

with LD. Finally, given this study’s focus on gender and disability, I conclude this 

literature review with a review of gender differences of students with LD. 

History of Writing Research in Education 

 Until the early 1970s, discourse about writing focused, in part, on a prescriptive 

concern for text features and grammar (Nystrand & Duffy, 2003).  Beginning in the early 

1970s, studies in writing research shifted focus away from prescriptive viewpoints to 

descriptive ones. The seminal contributions of Janet Emig (1971), Peter Elbow (1981), 

Donald Graves (1973), Donald Murray (1985), and Mina (Shaughnessy, 1977) lay the 

groundwork for understanding writing as a process as they focused on real writers, 

looking both at how they write and at their works in progress (Pritchard & Honeycutt, 

2005).  

Building on these works, cognitive researchers such as Flower and Hayes (Flower 

& Hayes, 1980, 1981; Hayes & Flower, 1980) and Bereiter and Scardamalia (1987) 

began analyzing individual cognitive writing processes and documenting writing not as a 

linear enterprise, but a complex and recursive process comprised of, “. . .  a set of 

distinctive thinking processes which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of 

composing” (Flower & Hayes, 1981, p. 366).  

In the late 1980s and early 1990s researchers such as Hull and Rose (1989) and 

researchers at the Center for the Study of Writing (Freedman, Dyson, Flower, & Chafe, 

1987) sought to extend the individual cognitive process of writing to include the ways in 

which writing is a social act embedded within one’s membership in the social lives of  
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school, home and community. This sociocognitive approach focused on not only on the 

ways individuals proceed through the various stages of the composing process, but also 

highlighted the diversity of knowledge and understandings individuals bring to the 

composing process.  Also, in the early 1980s, drawing on the work of sociolinguist and 

anthropologist Dell Hymes, researchers in fields of anthropology and sociolinguistics 

were looking at social contexts of oral and written language and documenting writing and 

literacy practices of children in communities (Heath, 1983) and at the intersection of 

communities and schools (Gilmore, 1983). 

Drawing on the work of philosopher and semiotician Mikhail Bakhtin, Nystrand’s 

(1989) social- interactive model of writing offered a view of writing where meaning 

resided not in the text, but was constructed between the reciprocal interest and purposes 

of the writer and the reader. Also, during this time, grounded in works of Lev Vygotsky, 

Luis Moll and his colleagues (Moll & Diaz, 1987; Moll & Greenberg, 1990) explored the 

“funds of knowledge,” the expertise and language students bring to the classroom from 

their community practices. Moll and colleagues were able to document the positive 

impact on students’ classroom writing once teachers responded to students’ community 

expertise and language.  

During the 1980s and 1990s literacy research began to take a “social turn” (Gee, 

2000) away from the view of literacy as a technical, neutral, and individual cognitive 

endeavor as a group of scholars began to explore the ways literacies are used for varied 

purposes and consequences in different social settings, and thus intimately connected to 

language, power and social identities (Gee, 1996, 2000; S. B. Heath, 1983; Luke & 
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Elkins, 1998; Street, 1995), including the mutltiple roles and functions of literacies in the 

lives of adolescents (Alvermann et al., 1998; Bean et al., 1999). 

Writing Research Models in the Learning Disability Field: 

Writing research in the field of learning disabilities is a well-defined area of study 

culminating in an extensive database across three decades (Wong, 2000). In the 1970s 

research focused on the mechanical aspects of writing such as spelling and punctuation 

errors. Reflecting the influence of behavioral and cognitive psychology of the 1980s, 

research focus shifted to the cognitive and meta-cognitive domains of writing. During 

this time researchers at Kansas University’s Institute for Research in Learning 

Disabilities (KU-IRLD) developed the Learning Strategies Model consisting of cognitive 

and metacognitive intervention strategies for adolescents with LD, as well as providing a 

range of general strategies to be used across content areas and specific content-related 

strategies  (Alley & Deshler, 1979; Schumaker & Deshler, 1992).  The goals of this 

model were the acquisition and generalization of these strategies through intensive, 

extensive and explicit instruction.  

Another research group spearheaded by Steve Graham and Karen Harris (Graham 

& Harris, 1997a; Harris & Graham, 1996, 1999), was influenced by the writing process 

research of cognitive psychology (Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981; Hayes & Flower, 1980) 

and in their development of the model Self-Regulated Strategy Development (SRSD) 

(Graham & Harris, 2003; Harris & Graham, 1992).  The SRSD model was designed to 

support and enhance students’ strategic behaviors, self-regulation skills (goal setting, 
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self-monitoring, self-instructions, and/or self reinforcement), content knowledge and 

motivation (Graham & Harris, 2003). 

The research group of Carol Sue Englert and her colleagues at Michigan State 

University developed the Cognitive Strategies Instruction in Writing (CSIW) model 

(Englert, Raphael, Anderson, Anthony, & Stevens, 1991).  A melding of direct 

instruction and cognitive strategy instruction with sociocultural principles, this model 

focuses on collaborative and dialogic exchanges between teacher and student where the 

teacher models her inner dialogue while composing and provides scaffolding support to 

the student in the form of collaborative construction of text, procedural facilitators such 

as mnenonic devices, and “think-sheets” to support and prompt students’ progress 

through the planning, composing and revising of their own text.  

These researchers among others have contributed an extensive body of work that 

informs our understanding of the writing challenges faced by children and adolescents 

with learning disabilities, as well as the instructional practices that seek to support 

struggling writers.  Next, I provide a brief overview of current research focusing on the 

difficulties students with LD face when writing along with a summary of best 

instructional practices to support them.   

Writing Difficulties of Students With Learning Disabilities 

From several decades of research, we have come to accept that generally, students 

with LD lag behind other students in writing (Gersten & Baker, 2001; Graham, Harris, 

MacArthur, & Schwartz, 1991; Troia, 2006).  Many lack the metacognitive knowledge of 

good writing (Englert, Anderson, Gregg, & Anthony, 1989; Graham, Schwartz, & 
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MacArthur, 1993) as well as an awareness of audience (MacArthur, Graham, Schwartz, 

& Schafer, 1995).  Students with LD have difficulty generating ideas and lack important 

knowledge of the writing process (Graham et al., 1991; Wong et al., 1996; Wong, Butler, 

Ficzere, & Kuperis, 1997), viewing the process as a "writing dump” in which they simply 

deposit their ideas on a page without a thoughtful consideration of how these ideas could 

be structured, expanded or eliminated (Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 1992), all the 

while, relying on a knowledge-telling approach where content is generated in an 

associative linear fashion (Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Graham & Harris, 2003). 

Students with LD tend to write less and include more nonrelevant material.  Oftentimes, 

they employ less sophisticated strategies than more adept peers when composing 

(Graham, Harris, & MacArthur, 1995), and demonstrate a limited knowledge of strategies 

for managing the myriad cognitive processes involved in monitoring their writing as well 

as coordinating processes for revision (Englert et al., 1989; Graham et al., 1991).  While 

the compositions of students with LD are fraught with more punctuation, capitalization 

and spelling errors than their nonLD peers (Fulk & Stormont-Spurgin, 1995), most of the 

their time spent on the editing focuses solely on these mechanical errors, an effort that 

provides little substantive changes (Graham, 1997c). 

Comprehensive Writing Program for Struggling Writers 

The comprehensive writing program for poor writers set forth by Troia (2006) and 

the summary by Baker, Gersten, and Graham (2003) of findings from a meta-analysis of 

research on improving the content of expressive writing for students with learning 
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disabilities (LD) (Gersten & Baker, 2001) guided the following description of the salient 

components of strong and effective writing programs for struggling writers.  

First, writing assignments should be authentic, of interest to the student, 

meaningful, purposeful and challenging. Assignments should also be grounded in 

knowledge of audience (Nystrand, 1982, 1986).  

Second, writing instruction in specific text structures or genres such as persuasive 

essays or narratives should include explicit models, examples, and prompts (Baker, 

Gersten, & Graham, 2003; Englert et al., 1991; Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard, 2000). 

Writing strategies should be embedded within the writing process and taught explicitly 

(Harris & Graham, 1999; Wong, 1997).  

Third, teachers must engage in frequent assessments to determine the areas within 

the writing process model (Flower & Hayes, 1980, 1981; Hayes, 1996) most problematic 

for the individual student and explicitly teach the strategies and skills necessary through 

student-teacher conferences, minilessons (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983), 

differentiated teacher feedback (Beach & Friedrich, 2006) and/or peer feedback (Englert 

et al., 1991; Wong, et al., 1997) 

Social and Emotional Challenges of Students With LD 

While experiencing obstacles, challenges and failures may well be a normal part 

of every person’s changing and evolving life, the ways in which we cope and adapt to 

normal and not so normal transitions may vary. Students with learning disabilities are not 

immune, and perhaps, even more susceptible to societal pressures, obligated not only to 

navigate their way through these obstacles, but also challenged by the consequences of 
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their disabilities. A growing body of quantitative and qualitative research focuses on the 

behavioral and emotional experiences of children and adolescents with LDs.  From this 

body of research we are coming to understand that youngsters with LDs may experience 

serious intra- and interpersonal problems. In fact, Kavale and Forness (1996) suggested 

that approximately 75% of students with LDs may exhibit some sort of social skills 

deficit. When compared to their nonLD peers, children and adolescents with LDs may be 

less likely to be socially accepted by peers (Kavale & Forness, 1996; Kuhne & Wiener, 

2000), at increased risk for victimization such as bullying and teasing (Mishna, 2003), 

more likely to experience social alienation (LaGreca & Stone, 1990; Seidal & Vaughn, 

1991; Toro, Weissberg, Guare, & Liebenstein, 1990), loneliness (Margalit & Al-Yagon, 

2002), and low self- esteem (La Greca & Stone, 1990) specifically in academic self-

concept and self-perception of competence (Bear, Juvonen, & McInerney, 1993; N. L. 

Heath, 1995; D. S. Smith & Nagle, 1995).  Additionally, these students may be more at 

risk for substance abuse (Karacsotas, Demetra, & Fisher, 1993; Kress, 1993), 

delinquency (Brier, 1989), depression (N. L. Heath & Ross, 2000; N. L. Heath & Wiener, 

1996; Huntington & Bender, 1993; Maag & Reid, 2006; Wright-Strawderman & Watson, 

1992), dropping out of school (Scanlon & Mellard, 2002), and suicide (Huntington & 

Bender, 1993; (Svataz, Ireland, & Blum, 2000). Many elementary students with LD 

received low social ratings from their peers (Seidal & Vaughn, 1991), and have fewer 

alternatives for social problem solving, showed less tolerance for frustration and less 

adaptive assertiveness, and had more overall classroom behavior problems and less 

personal and social competence in a variety of areas than did their nonLD peers (Toro et 
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al., 1990). This body of research reinforces the findings of the previous decade delineated 

in a review by LaGreca and Stone (1990), which concluded that within the social context 

of school, students with LDs were involved in more negative interactions, were ignored 

more frequently by teachers and peers, and were perceived as being less socially skilled.  

Students Identified With Disabilities: Gender Differences 

One does not have to be involved in the field of learning disabilities for long to 

observe that the students identified and served as having learning disabilities are 

overwhelmingly male (Young, Kim, & Gerber, 1999).  Reports of this demographic 

phenomenon vary.  The U. S. Department of Education reports that 72% of the learning 

disabled population is male, while other research estimates are as high as fifteen to one, 

male to female (Anderson, 1997). Since research suggests that boys are at no greater 

statistical risk of being identified than girls when system initiated referrals (teachers, 

administrators, and other school officials) are removed from the process (Shaywitz, 

Shaywitz, Fletcher, & Escobar, 1990), how might we explain this phenomenon?  

One theory attributes the preponderance of males to differences in biological 

factors (Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 2001).  This hypothesis contends that boys are more 

genetically predisposed to some specific learning disabilities such as those related to 

reading disorders, accounting for the overwhelming ratio of five boys to one girl.  

Furthermore, when the metabolic activity of the brain is monitored by magnetic 

resonance imaging (MRI) while performing various cognitive tasks, gender differences in 

brain organization are revealed (Shaywitz, 1996). The fact that a female’s brain is able to 

more readily activate both sides of the brain while a male’s brain activates one side may 
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explain why females are able to compensate more efficiently for certain cognitive 

disabilities. In addition, Anderson (1997) suggests that the underrepresentation of females 

may be explained by a gender (female)-based propensity for language development.  

Since teachers are the primary source of referrals for special education (Anderson, 

1997). Young, Kim and Gerber (1997), in their review of gender bias and learning 

disabilities, note that studies have documented the propensity of teachers to make 

referrals in order to maintain an environment of instructional homogeneity. Young et al. 

(1997) conclude “. . . . that teachers refer to special education those students who are 

outside the range of tolerance” (p. 110), rather than for purely academic deficits.   

Whether of a physiological or cultural etiology, boys are more often rated higher by 

teachers on scales of conduct problems, hyperactivity, and poor attention spans  

(Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 2001), and therefore, challenge teacher tolerance and classroom 

homogeneity.  On the other hand, girls are “. . . .  encouraged to behave in more inhibited 

ways, passive, quiet, obedient, and pleasant” (p. 274). Even though the rate of learning 

difficulties may be comparable between males and females, the combination of behavior 

problems and low academic achievement may lead to a disproportion of male referrals. 

A third theory proposes that gender expectations, stereotyping, and bias may lead 

to fewer referrals of girls than boys.  Those girls who are referred and diagnosed as LD 

are significantly lower in intelligence, have a greater aptitude- achievement discrepancy, 

and are more severely impacted by their disability than their male peers (Vogel, 1990, 

1998).  Thus, girls, who are not as likely to exhibit acting-out behaviors, but who may 

have comparable learning difficulties, are not as likely to be identified, referred and 
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placed. The question arises, Are there implicit higher expectations for boys than for girls? 

(Froschl, Rubin, & Sprung, 1999; Young et al., 1999) 

Since most research conducted in the field of learning disabilities centers on those 

students already identified and placed, it is not surprising that research results and 

conclusions have been male centered  (Vogel, 1990).  Even today, much of recent focus 

highlights the overrepresentation of boys, especially African-American and Hispanic 

boys (Milloy, 2003), while little attention focuses on the ramifications for girls. We know 

from recent research that such underindentification and subsequent lack of intervention 

may increase greatly the incidence of school failure, as well as teen pregnancy and 

motherhood (Giovengo, Young, & Moore, 1994; Levine & Edgar, 1995). Girls with 

learning disabilities appear at greater risk for severe depression (Heath & Ross, 2000) 

than either non-learning disabled females or males with learning disabilities.  

Furthermore, males with learning disabilities have been employed in higher numbers and 

for higher wages than were their female counterparts (Levine & Edgar, 1995). 

Summary 

This chapter began with a review of the theoretical paradigm that has historically 

informed research in the field of learning disabilities and the problems inherent in this 

approach as regard to adolescent girls with LD, followed by an overview of the 

epistemologies that grounded this study: sociocultural and feminist perspectives. I then 

presented an overview of interpretivist research paradigm that framed this study with 

particular attention to the works of scholars in the field of learning disabilities. The 

significance and relevancy of the basic tenets of feminist and phenomenological 
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methodologies were outlined and discussed. In the third section of this chapter I provided 

a literature review of research in areas that informed this study: history of writing 

research in education, writing research models in the field of learning disabilities, writing 

challenges of students with LD, comprehensive writing program for struggling writers, 

social and emotional difficulties of students with LD, and finally, gender differences of 

students with LD. 
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CHAPTER 3  

METHOD OF INVESTIGATION 

The major purpose of the present study was to explore, identify and analyze the 

themes that describe the perceptions adolescent girls with diagnosed learning disabilities 

(LDs) have of their writing experiences as well as their disability diagnosis. The study 

also explored the meanings the participants have made of those experiences. Rooted in 

feminist and sociocultural theories, this qualitative study is framed by an interpretivist 

research paradigm and actualized conceptually through feminist and phenomenological 

methodologies (Fig.1). For the purpose of this study, qualitative research creates 

knowledge by looking more fully at the individual participant rather than concentrating 

solely on specific aspects such as her deficits. Multiple data sources were employed, 

which included: in-depth phenomenological interviews, written artifacts, official record 

reviews, focus groups, and researcher’s field and interpretive notes (see Fig. 1).  Since all 

data were filtered through my unique interpretive lenses, it is important that I make 

known my history, experiences and beliefs I brought to this study. To that end, I begin 

this chapter with a section entitled “Role of Researcher.” The second section describes 

the city, district, neighborhood, school and hallways in which this study took place.  This 

is followed by a description of the criterion used for the selection and recruitment process 

along with steps taken to protect the participants’ rights.  Next, I describe the data 

sources: indepth interviews, focus groups, written artifacts, official school records and 

researcher’s field notes and journal. Finally, an explanation of the four stages of data 

analysis and a summary of the steps taken to maintain trustworthiness are presented. 
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The Role of Researcher 

I came to this study with the understanding that as a feminist researcher I was not 

an “. . . all-knowing, unified, distanced, and context-free seeker of objectified knowledge 

whose very gender guarantees access to womens’ lives and knowledges” (Olesen, 2005), 

but rather an individual who held multiple subject positions that informed the 

interpretative lenses I brought to this study. Given the emergent and interpretive nature of 

qualitative research, my history of growing up female in a working class neighborhood in 

the South, living with grandparents who were blind, choosing to become a special 

education teacher and struggling with my own writing voice naturally informed and 

influenced my ongoing decisions and interpretations within this study. Even during this 

study’s embryonic stages, which took place during my years of classroom observations, 

my personal history influenced my ongoing interests in adolescent girls with diagnosed 

learning disabilities (LDs) and their writings. 

I grew up in the South during the 1950's and like bell hook's remembrance of her 

family lesson, what I knew was,  ". . .(T)hat what I was supposed to learn was how to be 

like everyone else” (hooks, 1997); it was expected by my extended family that I live in 

line with the Southern Baptist notions around “femaleness.” At church each Sunday, I 

watched as men stumbled over their wives when rising to say a prayer or collect the 

offering, knowing these were acts not allowed by women. My girlhood exemplified that 

which Gilligan (1993) documented years later - the notion that given an environment 

where girls' voices are given little or no encouragement there ensues a dissociation 

between experiences and voices,  ". . . .  so that girls are not saying what they know and 
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eventually not knowing it as well (p. 12). Fortunately, my mother was somewhat of an 

outcast and not your typical “Southern lady”: she refused to attend Sunday school classes 

with women she considered hypocrites; and, along with my father, actively encouraged 

me to welcome into my life people of differing races, classes and/or religions.  

On the other hand, spending much of my time and life at my grandmother’s home, 

I was aware that it was not as open or accepting.  There, it was explicitly stated that girls 

were not as important as boys. Given the gendered divide between the nurturing climate 

of my home and the rigid expectations of other members of my family, I quickly became 

a ‘border crosser” (Anzaldua, 1999) navigating across gender, spiritual and psychological 

lines. Years later, when the Chicanas in my class shared with me their frustrations at 

having more restrictive choices for their futures than their brothers, I identified with them 

and admired their abilities to voice their frustrations, all the while aware of others who sat 

quietly or who unquestioningly accepted their family’s dictates of their prescribed fate. 

During my years in the classroom, I came to understand that while notions of 

gender are culturally embedded and that my experiences as an Anglo-Southern woman 

born in the 1950s were vastly different from those of the young women in my classroom 

(and each of them from one another), common threads connected us all: family and 

community expectations, crossing of “borders” (Anzaldua, 1999),  and issues inherent in 

being silenced and searching for our own “voice.”   

 My connection with the young women in my classroom came not just by virtue of 

our gendered experiences but also because of our membership in the marginalized world 

of special education. I began my career in a basement classroom that had iron bars on the 
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window, a window that gave an ant’s eye-view onto the playground.  For most of the day, 

my students and I were entertained and annoyed by the disembodied tennis shoes running 

to and fro.  Perhaps the bars were meant to protect the classroom window from 

destruction.  Yet, for me, this basement window provided an apt metaphor for the 

position for those of us involved in special education. While legally and physically we 

were part of the faculty as our students physically and legally were part of the student 

body, the bars on the basement window represented the invisible truth: we were tolerated 

but not actually accepted as the norm; we were psychologically as separated and stratified 

in that basement classroom with its iron bars as we were physically kept apart from the 

“general” population. 

Through the years and with the help of federal court decisions and disability laws, 

those of us in special education were brought out of the basement into the mainstream 

light.  Yet the residual isolation remained.  It raised its ugly head occasionally in the 

smallest of ways.  Colleagues joked when a special education teacher raised his or her 

hand at faculty meetings and asked an ill-conceived or uninformed question. “What do 

you expect?” became the familiar refrain, “she’s special ed?”  From comments such as 

these, we in special education came to understand that the general perception of our 

colleagues that the “dumb” teachers worked with the “dumb” students.  Simultaneously. 

we in the field tended to perpetuate the discourse by laughingly mocking ourselves in 

similar fashion. 

For me, working with students with disabilities came naturally, an interest rooted 

in the early 1900s when, on a brisk autumn day, my grandfather, then only twelve-years 
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old, was blinded in a hunting accident.  Reared with eleven siblings and living in a 

remote area in the mountains of North Carolina, his mother made the difficult decision to 

put him on a train and send him to the state school for the blind where he later met the 

girl who was to become my grandmother, also blind. 

 Fifty years later, as a young child, I came to know my grandparents as two 

remarkable, accomplished, and individually unique people. By that time, they had reared 

seven children, the men all college graduates and the women graduates of vocational 

training.  They had started the first phone company in their region and my grandfather 

had already served a term as mayor and a stint in the state legislature.  As a child, I was 

aware, of course, of their blindness, but I was only aware of their “disable-ness” during 

those times when I watched others watch them, sometimes with respect, oftentimes with 

pity, but always with a sense of their “different-ness”.    

 One of the many gifts given to me by my grandparents was a love of reading.  I 

celebrated with them in the weekly arrival of their audio books and was entranced as they 

wrote and read Braille. I became an avid reader, spending hours curled up on the couch 

reading The Bobbsey Twins, Little Women and Nancy Drew and other "acceptable" 

stories.  But like the girls in my classrooms, I too engaged in “underground” literacy 

practices; I was a stealth reader, reading stories that were forbidden: Candy, Fanny Hill 

and romance magazines. My literacy literally went "undercover" as I read by flashlight 

under my quilts. From this, I came to understand that there is a certain amount of power, 

agency and thrill associated with these hidden practices.  Years late, while writing my 

“literacy memoir” for an assignment in a doctoral class, I came to a realization that these 
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reading engagements had been far more compelling and enduring than my school 

assignments.  

  However, writing was an entirely different experience, something I dared not do: 

too physical, too permanent, too intimidating. Ironically, during my twenty-three year 

tenure at Anzaldua High Magnet School (AHMS) I taught English, first as a teacher in a 

self-contained program for students with emotional disabilities, next as a resource teacher 

of students with writing disabilities and most recently in general English classes, co-

teaching with English teaching partners in classes containing both general education 

students and students with diagnosed disabilities, including those with writing 

disabilities. Not surprisingly, given my love of reading, for years my class focused on 

literature.  Students were assigned short stories that served as a springboard to narratives, 

essays and research.  They wrote the papers, which I edited and returned to them copy 

their now “improved” papers recopied.  End of project. Fortunately, during the mid- to- 

late 1980’s, two events altered the way in which I came to think about writing and 

writing instruction. First, along with other English teachers at the school, I became 

involved in our region’s Writing Project, an offshoot of the National Writing Project, 

rooted in the 1970’s collaboration between the University of California, Berkley and Bay 

Area schools.  Second, I joined a cross-disciplinary reading group that read Nancie 

Atwell’s book In the Middle: Writing, Reading and Learning With Adolescents (1987). 

Slowly, I chose to put away all my very creative and very clever materials.  Becoming 

increasingly a facilitator, I began encouraging my students to write in more meaningful 

ways. Our classroom soon became a workshop where students brainstormed, wrote 
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“shitty first drafts” (Lamott, 1995), engaged in peer reviews and shared their writing with 

the class as a whole  

It was during this time that I became increasingly aware that many of the 

adolescent girls in my classes appeared braver than I had been at their age. They passed 

notes in class, wrote in diaries at home and shared their poetry in our after- school poetry 

club. I marveled at their creativity and frankness. Yet, even as I admired them, I worried 

about them. They continued to struggle with their writing and when they became seniors 

and began their journeys away from high school I was left with a gnawing anxiety that I 

had failed them, that perhaps their life goals might prove beyond their reach. Nor was I 

alone in these fears.  When it came to preparing our inner-city girls with learning 

disabilities for their postsecondary journey, my colleagues and I agreed that our current 

institutional and pedagogical understandings and approaches fell short. Current research 

reported in our field's professional journals, which seemed far removed from our realities, 

provided us with few realistic answers to our concerns.  

After twenty-seven years in the classroom, I still found myself grappling with the 

disconnect between the writing difficulties of my students with learning disabilities 

within the academic arena and their love of writing in their social lives, and the ways in 

which these practices were portrayed and/or mostly ignored within the professional 

journals. I brought to this study a commitment to help students and educators realize and 

understand the power, complexity, and richness of adolescent literacies. I came to this 

research as a child- observer of “disability culture”, an experience that brought with it an 

understanding that my students were more, much more, than their deficits.  As a feminist 
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I believed that in making the world a better place for girls, we will be making it so for all 

our students. Finally, I came to this research with an understanding that all my students 

cross daily linguistic, cultural, racial, gender, literacy, and (dis)ability borders.  The 

intersections of my life history, my years of classroom experiences and observations and 

my feminist viewpoint have influenced and informed every step along the way in this 

research endeavor. 

Setting 

This study took place in a rapidly growing southwestern city rooted in Native 

American, Mexican and Spanish histories and cultures. According to U.S. Census 2000 

data, one-half of the county’s million residents live within the city limits with the 

racial/ethnic demographics of the city as follow: 36% Hispanic; 35% Anglo; 4.3% Black; 

2.5% Asian; 2.3% Native American. 

While there have been trends in population growth and shifts, for the most part 

the city’s residential patterns remain socially and economically stratified (Moll & 

Greenberg, 1990) with a majority of Native Americans living below the poverty line on 

three reservations and most Mexican Americans residing in barrios in the city’s south and 

west sides.  

The school district in which this study took place was the largest of a dozen 

districts within the county. The site for this research was Anzaldua High Magnet School 

(AHMS), an urban school and the largest high school in a district of 60,000 students.  I 

choose “Anzaldua” as a pseudonym for this school to honor feminist Gloria Anzaldua 
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whose work on “borderlands” speaks to the multiple linguistic, psychological, cultural, 

cognitive, literacy and social borders that the participants in the study navigated daily.   

The attendance area for AHMS occupied a diagonal band across the city starting 

in midtown, running through an urban Indian reservation, incorporating several historic 

barrios and ending in the city’s more suburban neighborhoods.  

 Located midtown and nestled between the downtown area and a state university, 

the neighborhoods surrounding AHMS were diverse, including some of the oldest, some 

of the poorest, as well as some of the richest areas of the city.  Brought about, in part, by 

the rapidly growing university and the revitalized downtown area, the demographics of 

these neighborhoods were in flux. For example, at one time the majority of 

neighborhoods near the university were occupied by individual homeowners. Today, to 

accommodate and take economic advantage of the demand for student housing, many 

homes (as high as 85% in some in some neighborhoods) became rentals. This trend 

coupled with the increased land value of the downtown area has pressured many in the 

area to sell homes that had been in their families for generations and to move to 

surrounding areas.  

 During the time of the study, approximately 3,000 students were enrolled at 

AHMS with an ethnic membership as follow: Hispanic 60%, Anglo 28%, African 

Americans 6%, Native Americans 4% and Asian/Pacific 2%.  Sixty percent of the 

students qualified for reduced or free lunch. The Exceptional Education program 

provided support for approximately 300 students, one tenth of the student body.  
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As part of a court-ordered desegregation settlement in the early 1980s, AHMS 

became a magnet school in order to attract Anglo students from other parts of the district 

while at the same time improving the educational opportunities for neighborhood 

students.  As a result, the school functioned as a state-of-the-art science/technology and 

fine arts magnet school where approximately one-third of the school’s population was 

enrolled as magnet students. 

While efforts have been made to create a more racial/ethnic balance of the 

school’s student body, within the individual programs and courses echoed the city’s 

racial/ethnic and economic divide.  For example, honors and advanced placement classes 

were comprised of 58% Anglo who represented only 28% of the student body. Housed on 

an eighteen-acre campus consisting of five buildings, the school had undergone multiple 

physical changes within the past fifteen years as a result, in part, of an anti-discrimination 

suit filed by several parents in the early 1990s, alleging substandard facilities and 

curriculum.  Monies from the lawsuit’s settlement have allowed upgrading of the 

facilities as well as programs offered.  

At the turn of the century, (the 1999-2000 school year), heeding the national 

political call for accountability and more stringent high school graduation requirements a 

state-mandated test was implemented.  The test was (and continues to be) composed of 

one test for math, one for reading and a third for writing.   The writing of five-paragraph 

persuasive and expository essays quickly became the focus of classroom instruction and 

the 6-trait rubric became the instrument to quantify student writing and to reward 

teachers monetarily. During this time, a discernible shift in the focus of professional 
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development meetings became apparent. Previously, teachers had input as to the focus of 

these sessions, choosing to work on issues such as content area reading and writing, 

diversity, and student empowerment.  Now, given the pressures surrounding the state-

mandated testing, district and site administrators placed more constraints on the focus and  

structure professional development meetings, many of which reviewed test scores and the 

best methods and strategies to help raise them.  These meetings became less collaborative 

in nature and more “top down.” 

As mentioned earlier, the special education program at AHMS provided support 

for approximately 340 students who received services under these categories: learning 

disabilities, bilingual learning disabilities, emotional disabilities, mild mentally retarded, 

hearing disabilities, and visual disabilities.  

During the time of the study, 204 students were receiving services under the 

category of learning disabilities: 151 male and 53 female. The racial/ ethnic 

representation was 71% Hispanic, 117% Anglo, 5% African American, 7% Native 

American, and .05% Asian American. A “continuum of services” model characterized the 

overall delivery system for the department: a) separate self-contained classes for the 

mildly mentally retarded, emotionally disabled and bilingual learning disabled, b) 

resource services for those students enrolled in special education classes for content area 

instruction, c) co-op classes (general education classes with both a special education and 

a general education teacher), and d) consultation for fully mainstreamed students. For 

most students in the department, the focus of instruction shifted from a more life/job 

skills curriculum to one that parallels general content area coursework.   
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Following state and federal guidelines, at least once a year each student, her/his 

parents/guardians, teachers, and case manager meet for an Individual Educational 

Program (IEP) conference where progress toward goals and objectives are discussed and 

new goals and objectives were developed. Additionally, every three years, the entire team 

(student, parents/guardians, psychologist, social worker, diagnostician, district 

representative(s), and teachers) meets to review placement and consider the ongoing 

benefits of the special education placement.  Records of these meetings along with 

psychological and educational reports are securely stored in the department’s office.  

Access to these records are monitored and limited to the special education staff.  

During my twenty-three years at AHMS I oftentimes found myself mesmerized 

by student activity in the hallways before and after school and during passing periods. 

The following is a description of a hallway scene gleaned from my field notes: 

It is Monday morning, a few minutes before the final bell signals the start of the 

first period class.  As I have done every morning for the past twenty-three years, I 

am standing outside my classroom door, marveling at the "mescla" (mixture) of 

students who congregate in the halls, many appear more interested in socializing 

with friends than going to class. A few solitary students rush through the halls 

looking straight ahead, avoiding eye contact with those around them as if heading 

into a New York City subway.  Some young men greet each other with 

complicated, ritualistic handshakes.  Others jab at each other or play at wrestling, 

all in a subdued and reserved manner.  Several young women are animated and 

outwardly affectionate in their greetings of one another, hugging and holding 
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hands. 

Times have changed.  With the threat of school violence and drug abuse, 

student lockers are a thing of the past.  Limited school funding provides restricted 

numbers of textbooks for home use so only a few are carried to or from school in 

students' backpacks.  Considering the diversity of students here, a surprising 

number of the students dress in very similar styles.  Today's weather being rainy 

and cold, sweatshirts with sports logos are common.  Through the years, a 

growing trend toward a more androgynous look has become evident.  Both boys 

and girls sport tattoos and earrings.  For both, blue jeans or khaki pants with 

tennis shoes are common.   A relatively few students appear to make special 

attempts to express themselves stylistically: 

Every morning I watch as Cesar, a young Chicano male, swaggers slowly 

and sternly into the class next to mine.  And every day he wears his 

standard attire: a very loose fitting and khaki- colored pants with matching 

shirt buttoned all the way to his neck.  On his shaved head he dons a pair 

of sunglasses and around his neck are anchored his ever-present 

earphones, the discman carried in his right hand.  The slippers he wears 

look extremely comfortable but not very durable.  

A black and purple- haired girl meanders down the hall. Alone and 

aloof; nose pierced; black-lined eyes match her black-lined lips, all serve 

to accent her powdered and pasty white face.  Skirt, blouse and boots are 

all silky black and she has chosen today to accessorize these with a coffin 
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purse and a headless purple teddy bear swinging from a hip chain. 

(McArthur, Penland, Spencer, & Anders, 2007)  

Participants 

Criterion-based Selection Considerations 

Before beginning the recruitment process for this study it proved invaluable to 

first develop the following conceptual and logistical selection guidelines.  My 

commitment to gathering perspectives from young women of diverse educational 

experiences and subjectivities remained in the forefront of participant selection.  Several 

factors guided this process.  First, I was cognizant of the fact that as researchers and 

practitioners in the field of learning disabilities we spend scant time addressing issues of 

gender and disability and even less time addressing such factors as age, race, ethnicity, 

class and sexual orientation. Consideration of diversity was paramount to the selection 

process.  To that end, I sought to recruit young women who represented the racial/ethnic 

demographics of AHMS. 

Second, care was taken to assure that girls were chosen from differing “strands” 

of the continuum of services: resource, co-op, or consultation.  Thirdly, it was my hope 

that girls from the different grade levels would be part of this study: freshman, 

sophomore, junior and senior, along with young women who were currently enrolled as 

either a freshman or sophomore at a postsecondary educational institution.  

Additional selection decisions were based on the following criteria: 

• Participants had been identified with specific learning disabilities per IDEA and 

the procedures and criteria developed by the state.  
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• Participants had received or were currently receiving special education services at 

AHMS. 

• As per official school records, written artifacts and observation, a documented 

significant discrepancy between aptitude and achievement in written language 

(the mechanics of written language and/or expressive written language) was 

mandatory. 

• For practical reasons, the participants needed a history of reasonable attendance. 

• Students who were currently being graded by me were not considered for 

inclusion in this study. 

Because of my awareness that many students with LD have receptive and expressive 

language difficulties, it was tempting to exclude those girls from this study since they 

might not have the communication skills necessary to make for a “good” interview. 

However, I did not want to fall into the trap of excluding girls who were some of the 

most marginalized students in our classrooms.   Despite potential miscommunications 

and/or misunderstandings, it was important that their stories be heard.  Consequently, 

girls who met the above criteria were not excluded solely because of the communication 

challenges they might present.   

Recruitment 

My position as the school’s diagnostician afforded me the opportunity to observe girls 

with diagnosed writing disabilities in a variety of situations: during classroom 

observations, in the hallways with their friends, during one-on-one tutoring and 

diagnostic evaluation sessions, as well as through Individual Educational Plans (IEP) 
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conferences. During those observations, I came to know a great number of girls who fit 

the above criteria. It would have been tempting to stop the process at this stage and 

recruit those girls I already knew or had observed. However, there was the potential that 

those girls who are “invisible” or who had not come to my attention for a myriad of 

reasons – including being one of the incoming freshmen or new transfers - would be 

eliminated before even being considered. To avoid this trap, I began by thinking more 

broadly (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992).  Using the criteria already mentioned, in the spring of 

2006 I started the process of identifying the names of all girls enrolled in AHMS who had 

a diagnosed writing disability through: 

• Informal interviews with the special education department’s English teachers, 

department chairperson, and psychologist. 

• Informal interviews with general education English teachers 

• Follow-up official record reviews 

Once a broad list of potential participants was generated, I engaged in a more detailed 

review of records to determine which of them appeared to satisfy the aforementioned 

requirements.  Next, I met with the identified girls to assess their interest in this research 

topic. Once a participant expressed an interest, I contacted parent(s) or guardian(s) to 

review with them the research purposes of this research. Letters were sent home (See 

Appendix B), as well. Since diagnostic scores for most of these girls indicated difficulties 

in their auditory processing and short-term memory, I created a visual outline of the 

study’s purposes, procedures, and safeguards and presented these materials in an 

individual meeting with each prospective participant. If at this stage the girl indicated a 
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strong interest, I then met with her parent of guardian to review their daughter’s 

involvement and then obtain their required signatures on the informed consent documents 

(see Appendix B).  

 The identical process was used to recruit participants from postsecondary schools.  

The special education department at AHMS had an active transition team of three 

members, of which I was one. The purpose of this team was twofold: first, to identify 

those students who would be attending a postsecondary educational institution; and, 

second, to remain in contact with them through the transition process.  I met with the 

team to generate a list of potential postsecondary participants. Since official records 

remained at the school for two years I was able to review them and eliminate those who 

did not meet the above criteria.  Potential participants were contacted and the same 

procedures were used as with the high school girls. While I expressed a willingness to 

meet with their parents, there was no legal requirement for me to do so and these 

participants felt it to be unnecessary.  

Challenges in the Field 

At the time of this study, nineteen freshman girls were receiving services in the 

special education department under the LD category.  While a concerted effort was made 

on my part to recruit at least two ninth graders, it became apparent that the young women 

I approached were hesitant to participate.  In my field notes, I speculated that perhaps 

they were still transitioning from middle school and felt vulnerable and unsure of 

themselves.  At that point, I shifted my initial selection parameters to include participants 

only from sophomore through college years.  
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 Another problem of note was difficulty recruiting African American participants.  

At the time of the study, eleven African American girls were enrolled under the LD 

category.  Of those, three met the criteria for inclusion into the study. I met with each of 

them and while one was definitely uninterested, the remaining two expressed some 

interest in the project.  However, follow-up calls to each of their mothers elicited adamant 

discomfort with their daughter’s participation.  I then approached one of the school’s 

assistant principals, an African American woman with deep roots to the school and its 

African American community. She suggested Kool-Aid, a young woman who graduated 

the year before and during this time was taking classes part time at the local community 

college and working part time in a nursing home.  Kool Aid was very much interested in 

this project; however, neither the school nor the district could locate her special education 

records. This fact necessitated a more in-depth interview with both the school 

psychologist and Kool-Aid’s high school teachers. These interviews consistently depicted 

a young woman who had average intelligence and who demonstrated a weakness in 

auditory processing and achievement within the below average range in math, writing 

and reading with a relative weakness in the mechanics of written language (spelling, 

punctuation and work usage).  Following these reports, I was satisfied that Kool-Aid did, 

indeed, qualify for inclusion in this study. 

 Finally, with the help of my journaling during this recruitment stage, I came to 

realize that limiting my recruitment criteria for graduates to only those attending college 

failed to properly represent the experiences of most of our graduates who leave high 

school and enter the job market. With input from the two other members of the transition 
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team, I decided to recruit Ximena, a young woman with whom we had worked two years 

before.  She was bilingual; she was pregnant during her senior year; she was determined 

and tenacious and during the time of this study was employed as an administrative 

secretary for the government.  I wanted to include her voice. 

Ultimately, eleven participants from ages 15-20 were selected (See Table 1) 

closely representing the racial/ethnic demographics of AHMS and the differing services 

models provided.  

One of the main purposes of this research project was to hear the voices of the 

participants as they describe their experiences with writing and issues around their 

disability label. However, it was an assumption from this project’s inception that these 

participants were more than their disability label or their writing practices.  Naturally, 

during the data analysis process, it became apparent that the participants had much to 

share about themselves, their interests, their dreams, and their sorrows.  Given the goal of 

this project, it seemed antithetical to rely solely on a demographic table such as that 

presented in Table 1. At the same time, I was hesitant to abridge their voices so they 

might fit into the confines of one section of one chapter, or to relegate their profiles to an 

appendix.  Ultimately, I chose an unorthodox approach by devoting an entire chapter 

(Chapter 4) to a full profile of each participant that included her description of herself, in 

her own voice and the “official” voice of her special education records. 
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Table 1 

Participants 

Name (in 

alphabetical 

order) 

Race/Ethnicity Age/Grade Service Model 

(in high 

school) 

Other 

Ana EA 17 /11 Co-op  

Arianna EA 18 /12 Consultation ESL 

Betty EA 20 /College 

sophomore 

Consultation  

Frida MA 20 /College 

sophomore 

Consultation  

Kool Aid AA 19 /College 

freshman 

Resource  

Mari NA 16 /10 Resource  

Michelle MA 18 /12 Resource Pregnant 

during senior 

year 

Nevaeh MA 17 /11 Co-op  

Susanna MA 15 /10 Co-op  

Tati MA 16 /10 Co-op ESL 

Pregnant 

sophomore 

year 

Ximena MA 20 / fulltime 

employed 

Co-op ESL/Pregnant 

during senior 

year /now a 

working 

mother 

Racial/Ethnic: 

MA Mexican- American 

EA  European-American 

NA  Native-American 

AA  African-American 

ESL  English as a Second Language 

 

Service Models: 

Mainstream  All classes are in a general education setting; special education consulting 

available. 

Co-op Participant is one or more mainstream class with two teachers: one special 

educator and one general educator 

Resource  Content area classes are provided by the special education program with a 

special education teacher. 
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Protection of Human Subjects 

Numerous steps were taken to protect the participants in this study. After I 

successfully passed the Institutional Review Board Test (IRB), the proposal for this study 

was then submitted and approved by the University of Arizona’s Department of 

Language, Reading and Culture’s review process, by the district in which the study took  

place, by the principal of AHMS and by the Human Subjects Protection Program of the 

University of Arizona. A letter was sent home to parents of participants under the age of 

eighteen (see Appendix B). An informed consent document was created and reviewed 

and signed by the participants and when necessary, their parent(s) or guardian(s) (see 

Appendix C ).  Participants selected pseudonyms and all documents and tapes as well as 

all artifacts were labeled with these pseudonyms. During the writing of the report, care 

was taken to protect their confidentiality by not disclosing the names of the state, city, 

school district and school in this study.  When participants talked about teachers or 

friends, pseudonyms were assigned to them as well. 

Data Collection 

In-depth Phenomenological Interviews 

For the purpose of this study, my understanding of phenomenology is gleaned 

from the works of several scholars (Holstein & Gubrium, 2005; Seidman, 1998/2006) and 

is defined as a method of acquiring knowledge by listening to the first-person experiences 

and gaining an understanding of their subjective worlds. As Seidman (2006) explains, 

through in-depth interviews, ”. . . we can come to understand the details of people’s 

experiences from their point of view” (p. 139).  By using phenomenological interviews, 
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the researcher creates the opportunity to elicit narrative that may be analyzed and 

translated into themes.  Phenomenological interviewing is also an excellent feminist 

method in its ability to create a space where the girls may speak for themselves rather 

than being “spoken for”, to honor their real-lived, internal and subjective experiences. 

and to provide a structure wherein the participants are viewed as the expert of their own 

experiences and the interviewer becomes the active learner 

Influenced by the works of sociologist and philosopher Alfred Schutz (1967), 

Seidman (1998) uses the three- interview model developed by Dolbeare and Schuman 

(Schuman, 1982) to operationalize a phenomenological in-depth interview approach.  

This form of interviewing is based on several assumptions (Seidman, 1998):  

(1) The meaning people make of an experience affects how they carry out that 

experience (p. 4) 

(2) Understanding the individual experiences of other people and the meaning 

they make of those experiences are not only of interest, but of worth (p.3) 

(3) The ability of people to symbolize their experiences through language is at 

the heart of what makes us human (p.2) 

(4) “People’s behavior becomes meaningful and understandable when placed 

in the context of their lives and the lives of those around them” (p.11) 

Built on these assumptions, Seidman advocates three separate interview sessions.  The 

first session is designed to help the participant contextualize her experiences by asking 

her to talk about herself (and for this study, the topic of writing) from the time she 

remembers her first experiences until the present.  The second session concentrates on the 

actual details of her current experiences.  The last interview focuses on the meaning the 

participant makes of her experiences.  
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The in-depth phenomenological interview model put forth by Seidman 

(1991,1998,2006) and adapted by Cleary (1991), as described above, became the primary 

data source for this project.  As this model features a series of three interviews with each 

participant, I utilized specific interview questions (see Appendix D), which were 

designed to elicit detailed information and to provide a focus and structure for the 

participants:  

The first interview focused on the broad overall questions: “What has writing 

been like for you since you can first remember through middle school?” (Cleary, 1991)  

and “What were your experiences with special education?”  

The second interview focused on: “What has writing been like for you from your 

freshman year until now?” and “What were/are your experiences with a special 

education placement?”  

And the third, “What meaning do you make of these experiences?”” Specifically, 

what sense do you make of your experiences with writing? What meaning do you make of 

the role of a disability in your life?” 

While every interview has a structure, differences develop as to how that structure 

is negotiated.  While I entered the interview sessions with a predetermined set of 

questions, I allowed the interviewees to shape the direction of the interview, although at 

times, gently nudging them back to the research topic.  All the while, I kept in mind 

Seidman’s (1991) advice, “If interviewers decide to use an interviewing guide, they must 

avoid manipulating their participants to respond to it” (p. 69).  Thus, when the interview 

topic veered astray for a considerable time, I was very upfront with the participants about 
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my interest in their writing experiences and that my interest prompted my nudging them 

back to that particular topic. 

Bogdan and Biklen (1992) describe one type of interview as being like “ a 

conversation between friends” (p 96). This is the perspective I brought to this project. 

The participants were the experts and I wanted to hear what they had to say and so 

purposely attempted to create a collaborative environment.  In a perfect world, I would 

have conducted the interviews at an off-campus site since it was my feeling that the 

participants might feel then freer to talk about their school experiences, producing a more 

collaborative environment.  Potentially, this also could have diminished their view of my 

role as a teacher and diagnostician. However, the review board for the school district 

questioned the liability issues inherent in meeting off campus and I agreed to meet with 

the students at school, instead. 

From a feminist stance, and informed by the work of (Hollingsworth, 1994) 

“collaborative conversation” model, it was important to strive for a dismantling of the 

traditional interviewer/interviewee relationship where the researcher is in charge and the 

interviewee merely a resource to be mined. I wanted to structure a process that met the 

needs of this inquiry while at the same time created an environment that did not put the 

participants “on the spot.”  To that end, one week before their initial interviews, 

participants were provided a copy of the first set of interview questions along with 

encouragement to bring notes, drawings or writings to the session.  This allowed them 

time to reflect on their experiences. Participants were also made aware that they needed 

to create a pseudonym, preferably one that had some meaning in their lives. 
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All interview sessions but one were held in a private, little-used social studies 

office.  The room proved to be a perfect space for the interview: books lining the walls, 

comfortable chairs, a small table, microwave and refrigerator.  In order to create a more 

relaxing and natural environment, I brought to each session an array of snacks: chips, 

nuts and sodas. As the interviews progressed, we experimented with more non-traditional 

foods, foods I thought would be unusual, “daring” and even comical: cumquats, white 

chocolate-covered strawberries, and wasabi-covered peanuts.  Purposely, and with the 

goal of underscoring the collaborative nature of this inquiry, I did not set-up the interview 

equipment ahead of time. When the participants and I met in the room, we unpacked the 

food, drink and equipment working together to make sure everything was in order before 

beginning the actual interview.  During these interviews I used a small (and unobtrusive) 

Panasonic tape player with binaural microphones that clipped onto the front of our 

clothing. Ninety-minute tapes were labeled with pseudonyms and dates of interviews. 

This process became a natural ritual where either one of us could make suggestions as to 

how to best “streamline” the process.  Once we were set up, we would eat and talk 

conversationally with one another for five to ten minutes.  

During the actual interview, I was mindful of my body language, oftentimes 

leaning back in my chair in a relaxed manner.  In fact, the use of the clip-on, binaural 

microphones allowed us both to relax to the point that on several occasions and with 

different participants, I later noted that we both had spent much of the interviews leaning 

back in out chairs and at times even had out feet up. 
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As I wanted the interview to be more like a conversation, I chose to take very few 

notes.  Once we covered all of the interview questions, the participant was given a list of 

interview questions for the following week.  

Since the recounting of experiences is an ongoing process that does not occur 

only within the confines of an hour-long session. after the completion of all three 

interviews, each participant was provided the printed transcripts and encouraged to 

modify the content, by adding, deleting or reconstructing their responses so as to confirm 

or to better represent their experiences and understandings. 

Challenges in the Field 

As Olesen (2005) reminds us, “ Relationships with participants lie at the heart of 

feminist ethical concerns (p.255).  Throughout this process I grappled with the balance 

between, on the one hand, making this research as collaborative as possible and, on the 

other hand, maintaining some distance as a researcher. As one can see in the next section, 

the strength of this study’s credibility lies, in part, to efforts made to solicit input from the 

participants in order to best represent their voices, experiences and understandings. 

However, my journals at the time reflected my struggle to remain somewhat distant.  For 

example, when participants voiced real anger, humiliation and vulnerability during 

discussions of the stigma associated with “being special ed,” I too felt angry and 

frustrated; at times, it became a somewhat daunting task to reign in my overly empathetic 

responses and a challenge to bring myself back to a “researcher stance” that asks the 

basic question, “What is going on here?”  
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Focus Groups.  

Within the past century, focus groups have existed in many forms and have served 

a variety of purposes: market research, emancipatory pedagogy, first, second and third- 

wave feminism (Kamberelis & Dimitriadis, 2005), therapy, organizing and decision 

making (Morgan, 2004).  For this study, I define a focus group as “. . . a research 

technique that collects data through group interaction on a topic determined by the 

researcher” (Morgan, 2004, p. 263).  This method was used because it had the potential 

of being more than a data gathering process; these groups created a “collective 

consciousness” (Fine & McPherson, 1993), a collaborative, mutually beneficial creation 

of knowledge for both researcher and participants, and provided the opportunity for me to 

ask participants and for them to ask each other for their reactions to and insights and 

understandings of the topic at hand.  

After the completion of all the interviews and the generation of preliminary 

trends, I set up four separate focus groups: a group who met to talk about their poetry 

practices; one group who talked about their text-messaging practices; another group who 

met to discuss the disability label, and a group where the college participants met with 

those high school participants who expressed an interest in college (see Table 2). During 

the course of the individual interviews, I noted time and time again the shifts in demeanor 

when many of the participants talked about their text-messaging practices and when they 

used writing in creative ways such as poetry, music or art.  In those moments, they 

appeared more animated, enthusiastic and proud.  From my years of teaching and 

research I was well aware of the “off-stage” (Scott, 1996) writing practices of my 
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students. Yet, I was not prepared for their intense, emotive responses.  I wanted to 

explore these areas in more depth and decided to schedule the poetry and texting focus 

groups.  Similarly, I noted the vulnerability, frustration and anger that presented itself 

when the participants talked about their thoughts regarding the disability label.  On some 

level, all the participants were “closeted” when it came to letting people know they were 

(or had been) in the special education program.  I wanted to explore this topic in greater 

depth and thus scheduled a focus group. These three focus groups were comprised of 

those participants who best informed these observations.  The purpose for the fourth 

group that talked about college was different.  While all of the high school participants 

(however tentatively, for some) expressed interest in seeking some postsecondary 

education, and while I was interested in pursuing their understandings as to how they 

anticipated that their writing difficulties and disability labels may impact this goal, I 

made the decision not to run a focus group on that aspect because I felt satisfied from the 

individual interviews and the focus group on disability label that I already had sufficient 

data on this topic. Given the fact that three of the participants had spent at least one year 

in college, I wanted to create a space and to provide the opportunity for the high school 

participants to meet with them to ask questions, quell fears, and reach out for potential 

support.  Consequently, during the summer of 2006, two of the college participants met 

with three of the high school participants.  

As with the individual interviews, I would have liked to have conducted these 

sessions in a “safe” and “neutral” venue (Madriz, 1998), preferably off campus.  
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However, as mentioned previously, legal constraints from the school district dictated that 

we meet on campus.  

A guide was developed for each focus group session (see Appendix E) and shared 

with the participants before the session. These questions were open-ended and 

constructed in a manner to elicit participants’ perspectives.   As with the individual 

interviews, I wanted to create a relaxed and familial environment. Once again, I provided 

snacks and sodas and before each session, the participants and I chatted for 5-10 minutes.   

During each session, I acted as the moderator. Since participants had a high involvement 

with and were experts about a given topic, I limited the number of participants in a given 

group (Morgan, 1998). These small groups also served to give ample time to hear the 

individual voices during the 90 minutes allocated for each session.  Each sessions was 

recorded on an audiocassette recorder using a Radio Shack omnidirectional “boundary 

microphone.”  

Challenges in the field 

During the course of this study it became apparent that for many of the 

participants, their involvement in this research project became rather important.  I was 

amazed as Nevaeh left her summer job during her lunch hour and had her mother drive 

her to AHMS for the college focus group.   

Betty and Kool-Aid made room in their very hectic college and work schedules to 

participate and while Frida was unable to participate in the college group, she did take 

part in the poetry and disability label groups.  Others juggled rides home or social 

engagements in order to be available to participate in one of the groups.  Yet it also 
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should be noted that three of the participants were unwilling or unable to participate.  

When asked to participate in the college group, Arianna appeared reluctant and we agreed 

that she would be involved if she felt it would be beneficial for her; however, she 

declined the opportunity.  Ximena was working fulltime and then coming home every 

evening to her one-year-old daughter.  It had literally taken us months to set up the 

individual interviews and I knew her time was at a premium.  Consequently, I did not 

urge her to participate in a group although I missed her voice in the college and in the 

disability label groups.  The same was true with Michelle. During the time when the 

focus groups were meeting, Michelle attended school part time and worked part time, all 

while approaching the ninth month of her pregnancy.   

 Incidentally, I now regret not having run a focus group with the three participants 

in this study who became pregnant during high school.  However, the realities of their 

lives precluded the scheduling of such a meeting and I rationalize this loss with the 

knowledge that pregnancy and high school girls with LDs were not part of this study’s 

research focus. 

  One of the findings of Finders (1997) year-long study focusing on the role of 

literacy in the development of middle school girls was that social relationships and roles 

beyond the classroom directly impact those within. During the college group session, I 

realized that Ana, a somewhat gregarious young woman who had been most enthusiastic 

about joining this group, unexpectedly sat in silence for most of the session.  When I later 

checked in with her, she shared with me that she was somewhat afraid of one of the other 

participants.  
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Our students bring to the classroom and participants brought to these focus groups 

their own personal problems that may enhance or inhibit their personal involvement in 

that setting. During the disability label session, Tati remained very quiet for the first half 

of the session. Earlier in the day, she had learned she was pregnant.   

Table 2 

Focus Groups 

Focus Group Topic Participants Date Length of 

Session 

Disability Label Tati, Frida, Mari, 

Nevaeh 

05/03/2006 1 hour 

 

Text-messaging Mari, Susanna, 

Nevaeh, Tati 

05/12/2006 70 minutes 

Poetry Ana, Frida 06/14/2006 1 hour 

 

College Kool-Aid, Nevaeh, 

Ana, Betty, Mari 

06/15/2006 90 minutes 

 

 

Written Artifacts 

It was never the intention that these artifacts would be subjected to error analysis 

of literary criticism, but rather to contextualize individual participant’s writing strengths, 

weaknesses and interests.  

It should be noted that the English department at AHMS mandated documentation 

of students’ writing progress through writing portfolios; The types of writing samples in 

student portfolios varied depending on coursework and grade level.  However, by their 

senior year most student portfolios contain research papers, personal narratives, resumes, 

essays, and poetry. Before reviewing and copying writing samples from their portfolios, I 
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gained permission from each participant to utilize their writing portfolios to review and 

copy writing samples.   

Also, since one of the purposes of this research is to gain entry into the “off stage 

writing practices such as text messaging, email, poetry and diaries, I encouraged 

participants to contribute samples of these practices to the interview. Some participants 

brought in manuscripts of their poetry, artwork and journals, while others proved more 

hesitant. After several unproductive attempts to encourage their contribution, I abandoned 

the effort.  In the end, seven of the participants shared samples of their “off-stage” 

writing.  When these artifacts were collected, care was taken to maintain the 

confidentiality of the participants by blacking out their names 

Official Record Reviews 

As the school’s special education diagnostician for seventeen years, I had ample 

experience in reviewing students’ psychological and educational evaluation reports.  

During the recruitment stage, records were reviewed to identify participants who met or 

did not meet the selection criteria. After the participants had been selected I reviewed 

these records more thoroughly (see Appendix F) to document reasons for placement, 

specific writing difficulties, and progress toward stated goals and objectives of each 

participant.  

Researcher’s Journal 

During the course of this research I kept two journals.  The first was used in a 

very conventional and pragmatic way: describing interviews with participants; 

documenting “member checks” discussions; detailing of the organizing and categorizing 
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of data, and so forth.  The second journal was a more personal musing space where I 

could externalize my thoughts.  I used it as a place where I could voice my own 

perspectives, where I could think, analyze, speculate, and interpret. It was a place where I 

could brood and vent, a place where I could make connections and generate new 

questions.  Both journals had “law margins”, which made it possible for me to write my 

thoughts and then later come back and dialogue with myself in the 2” margin. 

Challenges in the Field 

At the time of this study’s conception and through the proposal, approval and data 

collection phases, I remained a full-time teacher at AHMS.  While this afforded me the 

opportunity to spend many hours in the field where I was able to talk and speculate 

informally with colleagues about my initial findings (always maintaining participant 

confidentiality), observe informally the participants and remain immersed in the culture 

of the school, there were also concerns and challenges.  First and foremost, I struggled to 

keep up with the writing of my journals.  The structure of the interview sessions included 

time to pause and reflect, but there were times when a colleague or parent might need to 

meet about a student, or the janitor would want to clean the room, or the fire alarm would 

go off, or any of a myriad other demands would literally come knocking at the door. 

Occasionally, it would be late in the night, or the following afternoon before I could sit 

down and write.  I imagine this is not uncommon for a teacher-researcher and I was 

comforted by words I had read years before by Temple University sociologist Annette 

Lareau that seemed particularly apropos: 

 Researchers are human- we get sick; we have an extra glass of wine; we get  
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 into fights with our spouses; we have papers to grade, due the next day or we  

 simply don’t fell like writing up fieldnotes immediately after an interview or a  

 participant- observation session. (Lareau, 1996). 

During the time of the study, none of the participants were on my class roster. However, 

while in high school, both Betty and Frida had been members of my co-op English class, 

and I had spent time tutoring Mari for her Native American literature class the semester 

before. As the diagnostician, I conducted all educational diagnostic evaluations for many 

of the participants during their high school tenure.  Given these circumstances, I was 

aware that the participants brought to the table their own preconceptions and 

understandings associated with my position as a member of the faculty. This heightened 

my concern that participants’ agreement to be part of the study stemmed from a need for 

social contact or from the perceived prestige of hanging out with a teacher.  However, as 

the project evolved, I understood that for these participants, their motivations were based 

on at least two genuine needs.  First, they were excited that someone wanted to hear their 

perspectives. For some, the interviews became a safe, yet official, venue to talk about 

oftentimes humiliating experiences. This was epitomized during an interview with 

Arianna when she told of an episode with an assistant principal who was unwilling to 

honor her side of a story since she was in special education.  Arianna confessed that she 

never had been able to talk about this incident and felt relieved to do so during the 

interview.  Second, all the participants expressed hope that if future teachers read about 

their (the participants’) experiences, maybe those teachers would be in a better position to 

help other girls.  
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Data Analysis 

Since the purpose of this study was to gain an insight into the experiences of 

adolescent girls with diagnosed writing disabilities and to access the meanings they made 

of those experiences, the challenge was to find the best analytic procedures to capture, 

interpret and represent the responses of the participants. In order to clarify and make 

explicit the structure of these experiences and interpretations of the participants, I 

engaged in a thematic analysis of the individual interviews, focus groups and field notes.  

Several researchers informed the overall framework for analysis.  Seidman 

(1998/2006) was instrumental in describing an overall, common-sense structure to the 

analysis of data, while Karlsson (1993) provided a more concrete explanation of the 

stages of phenomenological analysis. The work of Strauss and Corbin (1998) informed 

the analytical tools used. vanManen (1990) informed my writing and reflections as I 

strove to move beyond the reporting of categories to a more in-depth understanding of the 

“essential” themes of the participants’ descriptions of their experiences. 

From a phenomenological stance, the process of making sense of the data was an 

interpretive endeavor that took place throughout the course of the research, from the 

crafting of research questions through the last paragraph written. The threads of the 

analysis were woven over time in overlapping and often recursive stages. However, my 

journeying in varying geographical settings helps delineate, for clarity’s sake, four phases 

of the analysis: early desert analysis, on-the-road analysis, forest immersion analysis, and 

back-to-the desert analysis. 
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In the following description of the analysis of data, I give examples from my 

analysis log that describe the process.  For the sake of continuity, I use examples from 

Frida to represent the process used for all the participants. 

Early Desert Analysis 

What makes the desert beautiful is that somewhere it hides a well. 

Antoine de Saint-Exupery 

 

 I chose to follow Seidman’s (2006) advice not to engage in any in-depth analysis of 

the data until all the interviews had been completed.  However, this is not to say that there 

was no analysis. In fact, from the first interview I began interpreting and speculating 

about the participant’s descriptions of her experiences and what they could mean.   

 The transcribing of the tapes was also an interpretive act.  First, using a 

transcription machine I made an initial transcription of the tapes and began informally 

noting comparisons within each participant’s set of interviews and across all participant 

interviews.  Next, with the rough draft of the transcript in front of me, I listened once 

more to the audiotapes and corrected the transcriptions.  This editing process was also 

interpretive as I found myself making decisions as to whether or not it was necessary to 

embed some descriptive phrases (“both laughing”, “someone knocks on the door”), or 

note a particularly impassioned segment within the text.  

 It should be noted that the interviews with both Kool Aid and Ximena took place 

late in the data collection cycle and it became necessary for me to contract out the 

transcribing of their interviews.  
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During the process of interviewing and transcribing, I began speculating as to 

what might be going on for these participants.   Given the collaborative nature of this 

project, I conducted member checks, which involved discussions with individual 

participants to see if initial interpretations and understandings of their individual 

experiences ‘rang true.” Or at other times, I would get bogged down in a line of thought 

and would meet informally with one of the participants for clarification and/or 

redirection. These discussions took place at the convenience of the participant and 

included: telephone conversations, e-mail, or informal meetings before school, during 

lunch, during conference periods or after school and were documented in my journal. 

vanManen (1990) describes this process as follows: 

Both the researcher and the interviewee weigh the appropriateness of each 

category by asking: ‘Is this what the experience is really like?’ And thus the 

interview turns indeed into an interpretive conversation wherein both partners 

self-reflectively orient themselves to the interpersonal or collective ground that 

brings the significance of the phenomenological question into view. (p.99) 

On-the- Road Analysis 

I see my path, but I don’t know where it leads.  Not knowing where I’m going is what 

inspires me to travel it.  Rosalia de Castro 

After twenty-seven years of teaching, twenty-three at AHMS, I retired, stored all 

my household items, packed my car with all my research data, said good-bye to friends 

and family and began the journey east.  It was on this 2000-mile trek that I had the 

opportunity to listen carefully to the focus group audio tapes. 
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 One morning while having breakfast at a Hampton Inn near Oklahoma City a 

young man walked in wearing a t-shirt that said, “The Journey Not the Arrival Matters -

T.S. Elliot.”  I thought this a fitting metaphor not only for my physical journey across the 

country, but for the struggle I was having in thinking about the analysis of my data.  The 

night before, I had written this in my journal:  

I need to keep reminding myself to let their voices emerge rather than trying to 

figure everything out from the get go. Remember- the purpose of this research is 

to let the voices of these young women come to light from the shadows so to 

speak. How can that happen if I’m unwilling to take the time to truly listen?  I 

have to trust that this will evolve over time.  

As I drove across the country, this phase of the analysis brought with it a realization that I 

was fortunate to literally have the time and space to relax and just listen to these young 

women’s stories, their experiences, and their explanations. Of particular interest were the 

focus group tapes that had yet to be transcribed.  Only at each day’s end and after 

checking in that night’s hotel did I journal my impressions. During this time, I marveled 

at the emotional nature of their stories: of both Ximena and Betty’s feelings of pride at 

being able to successfully write memos and edit other’s work while on the job; of Tati’s 

physical reaction to the stress of having to read her writing in public; of Frida, Ana and 

Tati’s love of the creative nature of writing; and of Mari’s anger at being considered 

“disabled.”  By allowing myself the time to truly “journey” through the data, I began 

tapping into one of the major themes of this project: the emotive component of writing, 

learning and being labeled “disabled.” 
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Forest Analysis 

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the essential facts 

of life, and see if I could not learn what it had to teach.  Henry David Thoreau 

Soon after settling in my new home in the woods by a lake in the mountains of 

North Carolina, I transcribed the focus group tapes and began the more intense and 

detailed in-depth analysis of the primary data sources: the interviews and focus group 

transcripts and my field notes. To this process, I brought my years of experience as the 

school’s diagnostician, a role that required my objective analysis of statistical data while 

at the same time incorporating the lived experiences and challenges of the student I was 

evaluating.  

I should make note of the fact that I considered using computer-aided qualitative 

data analysis software such as HyperResearch to code and manage the data. I even spent 

considerable time investigating its potential. I must admit that the diagnostician part of 

me, the part that loved to read students’ statistical diagnostic profiles, was drawn to the 

neat-and-tidy, streamlined management of data afforded by analysis software.  However, 

since this research is, in part, a response to the reductionist paradigm that has historically 

guided much of learning disability research, I came to fear that employing a more 

mechanistic approach to the coding process might compromise the fluidity and 

changeability of the analysis process, might even overshadow the complexity of the data 

and the participants’ “voices.” I feared that it might also distance my interaction with the 

data, which had the potential to undermine the interpretive nature of this project.   

Consequently, I choose to classify and sort the data manually. 
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Instead of entering this phase of the analysis with preconceived categories or 

codes, I wanted the voices of the participants to speak for themselves and to guide the 

direction of the development of concepts, categories and codes. To that end, I used the 

open coding process prescribed by Strauss and Corbin (1998) where “. . .  data are broken 

down into discrete parts, closely examined, and compared for similarities and 

differences” (p.102). 

To facilitate this phase of the analysis, all transcripts were printed with a 2” 

margin for my annotations. During this initial “marking up” of the data, I often played the 

tapes as I read the transcripts. I began the process of identifying and labeling  “meaning 

units” (Ely, 1991) that denoted shifts in meaning in the participants’ answers. These units 

were summarized and transformed from participants “every-day language . . . into the 

researcher’s language” (Karlsson, 1993, p. 98) by paraphrasing the literal words of the 

participants into more concise summary and description of the content. Borrowing from 

Strauss and Corbin (1998), I use the term “concept” to denote the label given these units 

(phenomenon) and employ their (Strauss and Corbin) description of the term as an 

abstract and culturally embedded representation of “. . . an event, object or 

action/interaction that a researcher identifies as being significant in the data” (p.103). 

For each participant’s interview, a list of concepts was generated. For example, a 

list of seventy-seven concepts from Frida’s three interviews was printed out. These 

concepts were then sorted as to their relevancy to the four research questions: 

1. How do the participants perceive the various experiences and purposes 

of writing in their lives both in and out of school? 
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2. How do they perceive the (non)efficacy of their in-school instructional 

and special education support service experiences as these pertain to 

writing?   

3. How do they perceive their learning disability diagnosis? 

4. What meaning do they make of their experiences and perceptions? 

Some concepts spoke specifically to one research question, while others were 

sorted under multiple questions.  For example, a concept from Frida’s interviews such as 

“helpful classroom instruction” was sorted into question #2; whereas, a concept such as 

“emotional aspect of special ed placement” spoke to both the process of being diagnosed 

and placed in special education and at the same time expressed concerns about being 

labeled as "special ed” and was sorted under both questions #2 and #3. At the end of this 

initial sorting phase, there were concepts that did not appear relevant to any of the 

research questions. Mindful of Seidman’s (2006) warning not to become locked into 

categories too early, I maintained a separate “Leftover” section for these. 

The next step called for a “. . synthesizing of the transformed meaning units into a 

so-called ‘situated structure’, presented in the form of a synopsis” ( Karlsson, 1993, 

p.106).  Through comparing, aggregating and ordering the initial concepts, those that 

were found to be conceptually similar or related were grouped under more abstract 

concepts called “categories” and “subcategories”.  For example, Frida’s groupings 

included the initial category of “multiple writing practices” and had as subcategories: 

“personal”, “social”, “academic” and “political”.   



 101 

Once this process was completed for each of the four research questions, I wrote a 

summarative report.  This process was similar for each of the eleven participants. Next, 

from the above analysis and synthesis of individual interviews, I began to compare 

categories across participants looking for commonalities and uniquenesses. Multiple 

matrices were developed to aid in this process. Care was taken to alternate between the 

original texts and the categories in order to make sure the categories were representative 

of the participants experience and were connected (or failed to connect) with those of 

other participants. It was during this time that Lareau’s (1996) words seemed particularly 

apropos: 

As I have discovered, using qualitative methods means learning to live with 

uncertainty, ambiguity, and confusion, sometimes for weeks at a time.  It also 

means carving a path by making many decisions with only the vaguest guideposts 

and no one to give you gold stars and good grades along the way (Lareau, p. 198) 

I began to identify the “properties” (characteristics or attributes) and “dimensions” 

(range, location along a continuum) of the categories (Strauss & Corbin, 1998).  For 

example, when I began to develop the category of “multiple writing practices”, I wrote:  

Multiple writing practices incorporate all incidents of writing the participants 

describe.  This should also include academic writing in the classroom and at 

home. Should not be limited to those times when the participant literally takes 

“pen to paper”, but should include those times when the participant is “sharing” 

the task of composing (Frida with poetry and political banners; Kool-Aid writing 

song lyrics with her sister) or internet engagements such as e-mail and Myspace.  
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It seems that I should not only attend to types of writing but purposes and context, 

along with strategies used to hide difficulties with spelling. 

Once this stage was completed a template of overarching categories and subcategories 

across participants was developed and a coding system was created. Each participant’s 

transcripts were coded and text was manually sorted into the template of category 

headings. This produced an organization that allowed for an easily accessible summary of 

each participant’s experiences within a given category as well as an ability to compare 

across participants category by category. It was also during this time that flow charts 

were used to help create a visual of possible characteristics and dimensions of a category 

across participants.  

Next, as the researcher, along with Whyte (1996), 

. . .I am convinced that the actual evolution of research ideas does not take place 

in accord with the formal statements we read on research methods.  The ideas 

grow up in part out of our immersion in the data and out of the whole process of 

living.  Since so much of this process of analysis proceeds on the unconscious 

level, I am sure that we can never present a full account of it (Whyte, 1996) 

To achieve the ability to “liberate” myself “. . .from the empirical data (protocols) 

in order to reflect on a more abstract (higher) level” (Karlsson, 1993, p. 108), my 

journaling became an integral part of research methods, a notion supported by Elizabeth 

St. Pierre (Richardson & St Pierre, 2005): 
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I used writing as a method of data analysis by using writing to think; that is, I 

wrote my way into particular spaces I could not have occupied by sorting data 

with a computer program or by analytic induction. (p. 970) 

It was during this phase of analysis that my writing led me past the mere classification of 

the data to a more in-depth understanding of these young women’s experiences. My 

writing allowed me to make connections between and among my research questions.  

Here is an excerpt from my journal where I grapple with Frida’s anxieties: 

8/21/06 

I am struck by Frida’s passion for writing. There is a certain amount of irony that 

the very thing that causes her anxiety is the very tool she uses for “therapy”—

writing. For Frida, there seems to be a disregard (not sure if that’s the right word) 

for the fact that she has difficulty with spelling and sentence construction.  She 

plows ahead. Why? Now after rereading her transcripts I’m beginning to 

understand that her anxiety was never about her difficulties with writing, but very 

much a reaction to the public’s reaction to her difficulties.  Because it’s not the 

difficulty in writing that concerns or stymies her, it is the discrimination—

institutional and cultural.  It’s the label!! And how this label makes her feel 

vulnerable.  That’s the word Ana used in her interview. And they both feel 

vulnerable because of the stigma surrounding the disability? Could this be the 

reason for Mari’s anger?    

 

  



 104 

Back to the Desert 

The desert will still be here . . . and then comes another thought.   When I return will it be 

the same?  Will I be the same?  Will anything ever be quite the same again? Edward 

Abbey, Desert Solitaire 

 

In the late fall of 2006, I returned to the desert and met with all but two of the 

participants.  During this visit I had difficulty in contacting Arianna, and Michelle was 

too busy with her new baby to meet with me.  I met with each of the other participants, 

some at coffee shops, but most at a restaurant where we would have lunch or dinner.  

There, the participant and I talked about the themes that were emerging from the data. 

We talked about how a specific theme may or may not resonate with her experiences. 

During this process, themes were more fully,  “examined, articulated, re-interpreted, 

omitted, added or reformulated (vanManen, 1990, p.100). 

During the meeting, I also gave each participant a hard copy of her “profile” (that 

will be presented later in chapter 4). I watched as she read intently her own words that 

told her own story, so intently that I later noted that Betty, Ana and Ximena each seemed 

genuinely annoyed at their waitresses when asked to place an order. 

Once the essential themes were generated, these were used as guides for 

individual chapters of the study. According to vanManen (1990), phenomenological 

themes, “ are not objects or generalizations; metaphorically speaking they are more like 

knots in the webs of our experiences, around which certain lived experiences are  

spun .. . “ (p.90).  
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Credibility of Study 

A number of strategies were implemented to ensure the credibility or 

“trustworthiness” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of this study’s findings. 

1. I used multiple sources (eleven participants) and different sources (interviews, 

focus groups, record reviews, written artifacts and researcher’s field and 

interpretive notes) to form the categories and themes in this study. 

2. I employed several layers of “member check” in this study.  Once the tapes from 

each participant’s three interview sessions were transcribed, I would give the 

participant the transcripts and asked that she add, delete or and/or revise the 

content so as to confirm or to better represent her experiences and understandings. 

I requested that she not change those parts of the text that represented typical 

conversational patterns such as pauses, repetitions of utterances (such as “huh”) or 

words (such as “well”). Finally, I also met with each participant after the final 

analysis phase to receive feedback regarding their individual profiles presented in 

Chapter 4. 

3. I solicited feedback not only from my dissertation advisor, but from several other 

knowledgeable and respected educators who read through transcripts, listened to 

my concerns and questions, and frequently helped me reframe, confirm and 

extend my ideas. Throughout the entire research process, they were instrumental 

in answering the fundamental question, “Does this make sense?” Many of these 

conversations occurred in the throes of data analysis when I could not see the 

proverbial forest for the trees as I struggled with the sorting and development of 
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categories as well as during the synthesis of data and the development of structure 

for the reporting of findings. 

4. By disclosing my own experiences with gender, disability and writing, I 

acknowledged the biases, assumptions and beliefs that shaped the interpretive 

lenses I brought to this research endeavor. 

5. Transcribing interviews and focus group sessions verbatim as well as my ongoing 

use of journaling made possible a rich, “thick” (Geertz, 1973) description as we 

hear the voices of the participants as well as descriptions of the setting and 

circumstances. 

6. Throughout the analysis and reporting phases, I was aware of those participants 

whose experiences were different or in opposition to the experiences of many of 

the participants. I included those voices in the findings as well. 

7. Siedman (1998) argues that . . . “the very nature of the three-interview structure 

incorporates features that enhance the accomplishment of validity” (p.17). Two of 

these processes were incorporated in this study. First, in this study each 

participant was interviewed over the course of a three-week period to accounts for 

idiosyncratic days and to check for consistency within one participant’s 

descriptions. Secondly, by interviewing eleven participants there was the potential 

to connect their experiences and check one participant’s experience with the 

others.  Seidman (1998) sums up the search for what he terms “validity”: 

. . . the goal of the process is to understand how our participants understand 

and make meaning of their experience.  If the interview structure works to 
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allow them to make sense to themselves as well as to the interviewer, then it 

has gone a long way toward validity (p.17). 

Summary 

 This chapter began with a depiction of the overall qualitative research design, 

methods and data analysis, which was grounded in feminist and sociocultural theory, 

framed by an interpretivist paradigm and actualized through feminist and 

phenomenological methodologies and methods.  As a feminist researcher, it is important 

that I make known my experiences assumptions, biases and beliefs that informed and 

influenced this study, which I did in the section entitled “The Role of the Researcher.” 

Next, in the section entitled Setting, this study was contextualized within the city, 

attendance area, neighborhoods, school and hallways in which it took place.  The 

participant selection criteria and recruitment processes were described.  Eleven 

participants were selected and this chapter provided the general demographic information 

of race/ethnicity, age, grade and special education service model.  Individual profiles of 

participants, in their own words will be presented in Chapter 4. Multiple data sources 

(interviews, focus groups, record reviews and researcher’s field and interpretive notes) 

were utilized.  Phenomenological methods informed the stages of data analysis, which 

were marked by my differing geographical locations. Finally, the steps taken to ensure 

credibility were delineated.  

Overview of the Findings Chapters 

As mentioned earlier in the chapter, I choose to devote chapter 4 of this project to the 

introduction of each of the eleven participants.  Each participant introduces herself in her 
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own words. Following each participant’s description I present the official voice of the 

special education records. 

In chapters that follow chapter 4, I present a brief overview of what scholars have 

come to know about a given topic.  For example, chapter 5 focuses on writing and 

students with LD. Therefore, this section will include an overview of what we know 

about the cognitive writing difficulties of students with LD.  

The second section of each chapter reports the findings and what the participants have 

to tell and teach us about the topic at hand. Next a discussion of the emerging themes 

within the chapter will be presented.  

Since chapter 5 focuses on the writing practices and experiences of the participants, it 

begins with a synopsis of “What We Know From Research” about the writing difficulties 

faced by students with LD.  Next, the participants tell us about their own experiences 

with writing beginning with their school literacy practices followed by a sampling of 

their rich and varied “off-stage” practices. In the third section of this chapter, a dialogue 

is presented between two participants, Ana and Frida, who represent the experiences of 

the other participants. Finally, a discussion of the emerging themes of the importance of 

relationships, the emotive component of writing and multiple literacies and identity is 

presented followed by a summary of the chapter..  

 Chapter 6 continues to look at the experiences reported by the participants by 

examining their descriptions of their disability. This chapter begins with a synopsis of 

“What We Know From Research” in the areas of social and emotional risk factors of 

students with LD. Next, the participants take center stage as they share their knowledge 
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about the category of LD and about their own disability in particular.  Participants then 

talk about the label of LD and the stigma associated with it. Next the participants talk 

about the emotive nature of being a member of a stigmatized group and the techniques 

they employ to control public information about their disability and at the same time 

ways in which they create support with their difficulties with writing.  Finally, a 

discussion of the emerging themes is provided. 

 From both chapter 5 and 6, we come to understand that the participants struggle 

with the challenges of the official classroom writing curriculum all the while confidently 

navigating through myriad personal, social and career writing practices. At the same 

time, participants describe an ever-present and threatening reality they were members of 

a stigmatized group.  Chapter 7 narrows the focus to look more closely at how the 

participants described their classroom and special education support services as these 

related to their writing.  This chapter begins with a synopsis of what researchers have to 

tell us about the salient features of an effective writing program for students with LD. 

Participants then talk about the types of writing assignments that work for them and those 

less satisfying, followed by descriptions of what teachers do in the classroom that helps 

them as writers and those that hinder them.  

 The second part of chapter 7 presents the participants descriptions of their 

experiences with the referral, evaluation and placement process and their involvement in 

Individual Education Program (IEP) conferences. Participants then share their transition 

experiences as they moved from elementary to middle school, from middle school to high 
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school, and from high school to their postsecondary lives.  These findings are then 

discussed. 

 Chapter 8 begins with a brief summary of the study and also includes an overview 

of the findings as they relate to the research questions.  This is followed by an in depth 

look at the themes that emerged across the findings as will as a detailed discussion of the 

core theme of visibility. Chapter 8’s next section delineates the implications of this 

study’s findings as they apply to classroom instruction, teacher education programs and 

future research.  This chapter ends with a section entitled, “What We Want Teachers to 

Know.” Participants’ voices take center stage as they share their insights and suggestions 

regarding what teachers should know in order to provide supportive and effective 

learning environments for future students identified as LD. 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE PARTICIPANTS 

While undoubtedly useful and even necessary to discuss students within broad 

categories (such as “students with learning disabilities”) or to depict them through 

demographic profiles (age, ethnicity/race, class), the thrust of this feminist research, 

however, lies in its focus on the individual voices of the participants and their right to tell 

their own story.  Doing so with these participants provides much- needed nuance and 

complexity seldom considered in the field of learning disabilities. With this perspective 

in mind, this chapter introduces a profile of each participant from two very different 

perspectives. 

 The first half of the profile is presented by the participant herself, in her own 

words, an approach very much inspired by Oscar Lewis’ (Lewis, 1961) The Children of 

Sanchez: Autobiography of a Mexican Family and Linda Miller Cleary’s (1991) From the 

Other Side of the Desk: Students Speak Out About Writing.  Both these studies were 

designed to allow the reader to come to know a participant through his or her individual 

voice and experiences. In order to construct this profile, my analysis involved the 

extrapolation of text from individual interviews in which the participant described 

herself, her family, her hobbies, her interests, and other aspects of her life.  These texts 

were then read and reread to select the main categories of descriptions to be used in a 

personal profile. For example, on differing occasions, Ana discussed the importance of 

art in her life. These separate discussions were then brought together to become a more 

cohesive portrayal of Ana’s love of art. As a last step, I met with each participant and 
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received input for the final draft of the profile. Participants were encouraged to make 

changes by adding and/or eliminating sections of their profile.  

Second, I provide an overview of each participant from the perspective of her 

official special education record. In order to assist the reader, I have provided, in 

Appendix G, a brief description of the assessment tools cited in these reports. 

Furthermore, in the summaries below, I choose to use the same language and descriptions 

used in the records so as to stay true to the “official voice.” At times, this means poor 

continuity in the reporting of assessment scores across the time of a participant’s school 

tenure.  For example, early in a participant’s school career a diagnostician or psychologist 

may report test results as standard scores and then years later during the next round of 

assessment for the same participant, test results may be reported as grade-equivalent 

scores.  Additionally, at times, there were progress reports from the classroom teacher, 

which more often than not, focused on the behavioral domain (cooperative, mature 

behavior, gets along with peers, attendance, etc), rather than concerns about writing or 

academic progress.  This fact became even more pronounced as the student progressed 

through middle and high school, providing a somewhat inadequate overall understanding 

of a participant’s writing progress.   

 It is my hope, that for the reader, this juxtaposition of the participant’s voice with 

the school’s voice communicates the oftentimes vast divide between how those of us in 

the learning disabilities field narrowly view and/or portray our students as contrasted with 

how the participants themselves view the richness and complexities of their lives. 
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Ana: I’m a real confident person. 

I chose the name “Ana” because it’s a play on my real name.  I love to play with 

words and use them in a way that only I understand and those around me don’t.  I can 

conceal parts of myself, like in my poetry and in my art. 

I’m a real confident person.  I’m motivated to go to school, to choose goals and to 

succeed at them.  In my classes, for the most part, I’m calm, good mannered and mature 

for my age.  Probably, I’m like that because I’m an only child.  That makes me more 

mature than other kids. My dad left when I was one-and-a-half-years old and my mom 

and me didn’t have anything.  She was a housewife and didn’t finish college so when she 

got divorced, she decided to go to college.  So we went to Berkeley and we lived in like a 

ghetto in student housing. My mom worked in restaurants and stuff and we were on food 

stamps. She pushed herself to support me and she graduated at the top of her class and I 

walked across the stage with her. That was so cool. She wanted to be an architect.  But 

that changed, and now she is in the marketing industry so she designs labels and things 

like that. And she’s LD. I want to graduate from high school and go to college and I want 

to understand and conquer my disability, like my mom.  My grandmother has a disability 

too and she’s an artist.  

So, that’s where I get my liking for art and I’ve been doing probably hundreds of 

museums, just throughout my life.  You know, each year I probably go through 30 or 40 

museums.  When we move, you know, my grandparents come down and we go to all the 

different museums in one day.  We probably hit 10 museums. I love art. I think art has 

meaning to it.  Salvador Dali is incredible, in the way he uses the clocks and the ants to 
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represent places in his life and things that have happened..  Vincent van Gogh, Edward 

Munch, a few like that. I think it’s just incredible. I think those are great artists. That’s 

where some of my work comes from.  It has meaning to me. Most of my work actually 

symbolizes things in my life.  In school, I’ve done everything from commercial art, 

welding, drawing, and painting, just everything.   

I can be real silly and outgoing.  I like to try new things.  I’m great at swing 

dancing and love to jitterbug.  You can just cut loose; it clears your mind and gives you 

something to focus on to get better at.  I love to bowl, hike, shop, hang out with my family 

and friends. 

I love to travel and a couple of summers ago I went with a school group to 

Greece. The art there was more historical, more old-fashioned and I liked it, but it wasn’t 

like my style.  But I understood the Greek gods and the castle architecture was just 

amazing.  That trip was incredible, it was almost unbelievable, To be traveling on a 

cruise ship with a pool, I might add.  Ah, to be traveling through all these different little 

towns, seeing all these different islands and the ocean.  Just everything.  It was 

incredible, and the people there were so nice. In Greece, I swam with the island children 

that didn’t speak English.   I liked the donkey ride at Santurini, up the big mountain. I 

also went to Turkey on that trip for, I think it was two days.  And we went to a rug place 

where they explained how the weaving was and what was a good quality by the knots they 

put in the carpet.  Those were just amazing.  They were so expensive. The clothing they 

had in Turkey was just incredible, with all the bead work and. . .  Just, the whole trip was 

quite amazing. I would love to travel more. If I could, I’d like to find a job that I could 
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travel more.  But, I know that’s hard to find something because you’re kind of alone by 

yourself if you’re traveling around the world doing things.  I wanted to be a, I think it’s 

called a herpetologist.  They go and they find the species of frogs in the rain forest.  But, 

you know, if I got married no husband would want to walk around the rain forest looking 

for frogs.  

One of my main goals is finishing high school, finishing community college, 

getting through college, and, you know, getting good grades and a good education. I 

think that school goes on it’s going to get harder and harder, because the teachers are 

going to grade harder and the projects are going to get harder.  I want to be one of those 

people who thinks about what they want and achieves it. I actually want to fulfill my 

dream.  

Ana was referred for evaluation during the fall of second grade “due to concern 

over her below grade level progress in reading and written language.”  At that time, it 

was noted that Ana had a history, from kindergarten on, of difficulty with the acquisition 

of basic reading skills.  The teacher observed her weakness in letter/sound identification, 

decoding, word recognition reading rate and sight vocabulary.  These same teachers felt 

that Ana had some visual processing difficulty.  At the time of the referral, it was noted 

that she appeared to be making steady improvement in her ability to focus and attend 

when verbal instructions were given to the group. It was also noted that she was a very 

social, well-motivated child, one who was creative and artistic and who was eager to 

please adults.   
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Scores from the Wechsler Intelligence Scale for Children (WISC-III) indicated 

overall average intellectual ability though her profile was marked by a significant 

difference between her high average verbal ability (Percentile: 88) and her below average 

(Percentile:19) non-verbal ability.  Her strengths were in her superior verbal-

comprehension skills (Percentile: 93) such as reasoning, oral vocabulary and 

comprehension.  Significant weaknesses were noted in some perceptual skills such as 

attention to detail, sequencing and spatial relations.  In addition, it was reported that her 

short-term auditory memory, as measured by memory of digits, was weak and that her 

visual-motor skills were reported delayed by one year. 

It was also reported that she had a recent academic achievement assessment (the 

instrument used was not cited).  Results from this assessment indicated that Ana had 

average math skills and below average reading and writing skills with a note of an 

“especial weakness in the areas of spelling, proofing and written language mechanics.” 

Given this profile she qualified for special education services under the category of 

specific learning disability. Her processing deficits were identified in the areas of 

“perceptual organization (sequencing, part-whole relations), short-term auditory memory 

and visual-motor integration”. 

From second grade through her junior year in high school (when she was 

interviewed for this project), she continued to qualify for special education services and 

her records note a yearly Individualized Educational Program (IEP) with written 

language goals and objectives.  Throughout the years, these documents recorded a 
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continued weakness in spelling and grammar.  In her sophomore year, Ana successfully 

passed the state-mandated assessment in the area of writing.    

During her sophomore and junior year, Ana received services in the co-op 

program for English.  Teacher reports indicate a young woman who worked hard, was 

organized and able to self-advocate by letting teachers know she had difficulty with 

spelling.  Teachers used various forms of accommodations: not counting spelling on tests, 

extended time, and alternate assignments. 

Arianna:  

You can believe in whatever you want as long as you have harmony and peace. 

I choose the name Arianna because it’s my sister’s name. She and I are so close; 

we feel each other’s pain and happiness. She’s helped me so much.   

In my family, there are three kids.  I have a twin sister and I have an older 

brother.  He’s 21 and at the university where he’s studying to be a physical therapist.  Me 

and my sister are really close. I use to wish I was her because she’s so smart.  She’s 

always been very supportive.  I think it was harder for her because she had to see like me 

struggling all the time.  She didn’t have to go to tutoring but I did and I use to hate it, so 

long and boring. We’re so close.  When she cries, I cry.  She use to go, “ I have a 

learning disability too” and I’d go, “No, you don’t”.  When we were in classes together, 

we’d help each other a lot.  I’m sure she helps me more than I help her.  But say, 

sometimes this year for like government class she’ll come home and I’ll remind her about 

the homework.  And if I need help in how do I write this and do I answer this question, 

then she’ll help me. 
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When I graduate, I wanted to do photography but I don’t know.  I’m really 

interested in religious studies, but that might be a little much for me to take on. I grew up 

where my parents would occasionally take me to church.  My aunt, my cousins, and uncle 

they’re Jewish, and so I grew up more in the temple and I was always thinking of 

converting over to Judaism and then last year I actually saw the Dali Lama and he 

turned me on to Buddhism. I believe you can believe in whatever you want as long as you 

have harmony and peace. 

 I’m interested in reading like about Judas. Like Judas not being the bad guy. I 

was reading about how they now think he was not bad, but doing what God wanted him 

to do, what Jesus wanted him to do. I’m like interested in like what’s this going to do to 

people because this is how they grew up knowing and all of a sudden it’s changing.  They 

grew up hating this man because of what he did to Jesus and when Jesus really wanted 

him to do that and so, yeah. 

 Last year, I applied to the National Honor Society and I wrote a letter that says so 

much about what I believe: 

Life is 10% what happen, and 90% how I react to it 

“Life is 10% what happen, and 90% how I react to it.” I guess that’s what it is. 

Life throws many obstacles at you and it’s your job to overcome them. And how you over 

come them is one of the biggest changes you have to face. Yea it can be hard but like they 

say “live with it.” 

In my life I have had to struggle since day one.  Being diagnosed with a learning 

disability was hard for me.  I use to break out in tears every time I had to struggle with a 
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hard word in reading.  For me no one understood, even though there were people who 

said they did, but it just wasn’t the same, they weren’t in my shoes, they didn’t know. 

Up to the end of fourth grade I thought it would go away if I read enough and learned 

enough I could go past it. To tell you the truth, I didn’t really know it was a learning 

disability.  I truly thought it was me; it was my fault I had a hard time reading and 

learning.  But then it came time to take the state test, and my teachers said I didn’t have 

to take it because of what I am and if I needed any help they would help me.  I didn’t even 

know they knew, I just thought my mom and I knew about it. 

I was helped, I was tutored, and though I have grown so much I still struggle. I 

use to think I was the only one like me, but as I have gone though school I meet people 

that had to experience the same thing I had to and they didn’t give up.  So I shouldn’t 

either.  I use to think that my disability was the only thing about me, but I have found out 

there so much more. 

“Life is 10% what happen, and 90% how I react to it.” I could have given up, 

when I was little and to tell you the truth I wanted to sometimes but I didn’t.  I over came 

it. 10% of my life was the disability and the 90% is how I grew as a person.  Life is not 

over yet and there still are lot more obstacles to overcome but I know what doesn’t’ kill 

you only makes you stronger 

Records indicate that Arianna’s mother noticed a general lag in Arianna’s speech 

capabilities when she was around 3-years-old and had her evaluated.  From this 

evaluation, it was determined that she had a deficit in verbal skills and a “word retrieval 

issue.”  When she entered school, she was initially placed under a speech and language 
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impairment label.  While in second grade, she was re-evaluated due to classroom teacher 

concerns about Arianna’s apparent difficulty remembering specific reading strategies and 

letter sounds. 

 Results from the (WISC-III) indicated ability within the average range in Verbal 

IQ (VIQ), Performance IQ (PIQ) and Full Scale IQ (FIQ).  Closer examination of the 

scores revealed a weakness in Processing Speed.  Scores on the Woodcock-Johnson- 

Revised (WJ-R) Tests of Achievement indicated that at that time, Arianna was achieving 

within the average range in Broad Mathematics and within the severely deficient range in 

both Broad Reading and Broad Writing. Scores on the WJ-R Tests of Cognitive Ability 

indicated relative and significant weakness in Auditory Processing.   

Subsequent test scores indicated a steady increase in both Broad Written 

Language and Broad Reading.  For instance, standard scores for written language were as 

follow:  

 Grade 2(WJ-R)     Grade 5(WJ-R)     Grade 8(WJ-R)     Grade 12 (WIAT-II) 

             55         65                        75                            88 

Teacher reports throughout her school years were consistent in describing Arianna 

as a cooperative and friendly student who at times easily lost interest in a given task and 

continued to demonstrate difficulties in writing, particularly spelling. 

During her tenure at AHMS, Arianna received services on a consultation level, 

which in essence put her in all mainstream classes with support from the special 

education department upon request.   
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Betty:  I needed to try harder. 

I chose the name Betty because I have such big boobs and everyone always calls 

me Betty Boobs (laughter).   

When I was real young, I didn’t have confidence, so, I mean, I guess that is where 

my shyness came from, cause I was really shy.  But I don’t really remember  

thinking that I was dumb, until middle school. I was just shy. But once middle school 

came around, I became a very talkative person. I was usually so talkative that Mr. Becker 

moved me to the back of the class.  There was tables up front, cause it was a science class 

and he had those lab tables, and there was enough room for everyone to sit at the tables, 

but he moved me back to one in the back cause I was too talkative.  So, I guess I kind of 

got over my shyness somewhat. In math, I was excelling.  People would say, “You’re so 

good in math.”.  But, yeah, doing math felt great.  I felt like, normal.  Better than normal! 

It was l something I could be proud of.  

Back then, I don’t think I worked that hard.  I just did what I had to.  But, I didn’t 

really start striving to be a good student until high school. I was scared going to high 

school. I just felt like I needed to do something.  I needed to try harder. God, it was really 

stressful, the stress I put upon myself.  At first it came so easy, then I had to get the "A".  

It was like if I couldn't get the "A" in honors pre-calculus, then how could I get an "A" in 

anything else.  So, I put the pressure on myself.  I would call in and would actually be 

sick and stay at home until my math class and drag my butt here just to go to that class. 

Both my parents really never went to college.  My dad had some college but my mom did 

not really have any. They always told me to go to college, even though now I know that 
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back then with my such bad learning disabilities and my being four grade levels behind 

or something, I actually never thought I was actually going to go to college.  

My dad has been out of work. Almost twenty years ago that he got into his 

accident. And, even so taking a shower is difficult for him. He's been going through a lot 

lately.  He had a morphine pump to his back; it puts pains medicine directly into his spine 

and the pump stopped working.  He's had it for a few years and it stopped working, so 

they had to replace it and the first time he got it put in he stayed there a for a couple days 

in the hospital to keep an eye out on him.  Well this time they treated him as an out-

patient, so he came home that same day.  Two days later he had to go to the hospital.  He 

had a clot in his lung, so they had to put a chest tube in him so it is stressful on him, and I 

mainly feel sorry for my mom. She's got stress with my brother who’s in jail and all of 

this stuff so my mom is under all of this stress and I mainly have so much compassion for 

her.  You know she feels that she has to be the glue, she has to hold everything together. 

I hope that she can de-stress and find her own ways to let go and things like that but it's 

hard for her.  

I think about what I’m going to do in the future and I've just kind of been 

struggling, just exploring all these different kind of things because I like to help people.  I 

like to volunteer.  I worked on the Making Strides for Breast Cancer Walk and I belong to 

the Red Dress Society to raise awareness of heart disease.  I like to have connections 

with people so it’s like there is so many careers that I can do but my strengths are math 

and numbers. I found out that my generation is gonna have an average of 5 completely 

different career fields.  So, I'm like... okay.  Then I can do accounting, I can do that now.  
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That would be  #1, you know. I can get money and after I get some assets built up and if I 

decide I want to do something else I will always be set so I don't have to worry about 

that.  

Betty was referred for a diagnostic evaluation during third grade due to “extreme 

difficulty in reading and writing”.  Scores on the WISC-III place her in the average range 

of intelligence with her Performance IQ (PIQ) significantly higher than her Verbal IQ 

(VIQ).  It was noted that results from subtests suggest that Betty learns best using her 

well developed logical, step-by-step thinking.  Scores on the WJ-R Tests of Cognitive 

Ability indicated a weakness in Visual Processing.  On the WJ-R Tests of Achievement, 

scores indicated achievement within the high average range for Broad Math, within the 

low-average range for Broad Written Language and within the below-average range in 

Broad Reading. 

In the ensuing years, reports indicate that Betty continued to qualify for special 

education services; however, there was no documentation that she was evaluated again 

until her senior year as part of her transition plan.  The results from this evaluation 

indicated that on the WISC-III, she performed well within the average range of 

intellectual functioning and the previous gap between her PIQ and VIQ had been closed. 

It was noted that she scored above average on subtests involving mathematical reasoning. 

Scores from the WJ-R Test of Achievement indicated achievement within the high 

average-to-superior range in Broad Mathematics, within the average range in Broad 

Reading and expressive written language and within the below average-to average range 

in the mechanics of written language.  
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As a student at AHMS, Betty received services in mostly mainstream classes with 

support, at times in co-op English classes.  After graduation, she enrolled in a local 

community college were she required and received the accommodations of note takers 

and extended time. More recently, she was accepted in the local university’s school of 

business. 

Frida: I feel like a really strong person. 

I chose the name Frida to honor the Mexican artist Frida Kalho because I just 

love her.  Her art speaks to me. It’s not only art, it’s poetry that tells a story. Like the 

painting she did after she had her abortion.  Or the painting when she cut her hair.  She 

speaks her own truth. I love that Salma Hayek promoted Frida in her movie.  Both of 

them are true to themselves and to their Mexican culture. They’re strong independent 

women who are outspoken and political. 

 My family has always been into politics and has encouraged me to be active. I’ve 

been doing volunteer work ever since I can remember cause my mom is a nurse.  So, 

we’d go to like nursing homes, but I also got into a group called Volunteer Center 

Tucson. We would go out, clean the desert, you know, pick up trash, write letters to the 

council members, write letters to the president, you know, saying what we wanted to 

make a difference in.  

          I’ve always loved politics and being around people with different ways of thinking. 

I love acting and I love writing and I love expressing my opinion. I have a lot of friends 

who are very open who are artists, a lot of friends who are writers,. I have a friend who’s 

a poet and she’s just amazing. So I’m being inspired by so many people.  I’m hanging out 
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with such a big diverse group of people.  I mean, I have friends that are bisexual, gay, 

lesbians, straight, who are like Christian to the bone, who are like Catholic to the bone. I 

mean I have a range of friends Republicans, Liberals. I’m really like absorbing all of it 

and understanding them all at their own level and getting to know my faults too. And my 

long-term goal is to go to all these women's groups and like, donate money and get 

women involved. I think just because mainly I am a woman and I know how it is to be 

sexually profiled.  

 I obviously lean more towards helping women out and doing stuff for women than 

men. Because I just feel that we're more oppressed than men.  So, I definitely would be 

doing more stuff with females. I’ve always been a counselor ever since I was a little girl.  

People just really feel comfortable, coming up to me and saying how they feel and what’s 

going on in their life.  It would just be like, “I really need to talk to you,” and we’d go to 

the restroom and they would just start crying and show me stuff on their neck or on their 

body or scratch marks.   

 My mom would write a lot of letters like to the government and stuff like that.  My 

dad was more like the editor of my mom’s letters, cause my mom is also really horrible at 

spelling.  She’s really horrible at spelling. And so, my mom would write it and then my 

dad would come in and write the rest and go through and change things, and put even 

like, you know, she’d put some kind of word that wasn’t as smart-sounding, my dad 

would put in a different word and it was sounded even better and just fix the letter up.  

She wrote a lot of letters to the government and she wrote to Mexico, the Mexican 

government, too.  My mom and dad speak Spanish and they both speak sign language 
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‘cause my older sister is deaf. I’m really mad at myself that I don’t speak Spanish a lot. 

My sign language is getting better and better all the time.  I’m taking some classes now at 

the community college too, so, hopefully I’ll be better at it. 

          When I first went to Germany as a student, I learned a lot about myself.  As far as 

education went, traveling made me a better student.  The Germans are a stubborn people 

who know all about what’s going on in the world and think education is important.  To 

tell you the truth, I didn’t want to look dumb.  So I read a lot of novels and wrote a lot in 

my poetry book.  I was an all-together better student. I just felt like a whole person. When 

I went back to Europe this summer, I went to London and to Italy and this time I took the 

time to sit on trains, just sit back and enjoy the trip.  

Frida was referred by parents and teachers for a diagnostic evaluation during the 

spring semester of her sixth grade year due to “difficulty in written language.” Test 

results from the administration of the WISC-III indicated she was “functioning in the 

average range of intelligence (30
th

 percentile rank).  Scores on the WJ-R indicated 

average reading skills with the noted exception of the Word Attack test, which indicated 

achievement at 2.0.  In the area of Broad Written Language, evaluation of the content of 

writing samples indicated average content, “immaturity” and mechanics of 3.0.  Low 

scores on both the WJ-R (Sound Blending) and WISC-III (Digit Span and Arithmetic) 

“show an auditory processing weakness that may interfere with the acquisition of 

encoding and decoding skills.” 

Frida qualified for special education services under the category of Specific 

Learning Disability and records indicated that for the next two years, she made some 
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progress in her written language although level and types of progress were sketchy.  Her 

entry into high school appears to have been challenging for her.  Frida was placed in all 

mainstream classes her freshman year with the exception of a math class with a resource 

teacher. Teachers commented on her lack of effort, poor study habits, lack of preparation, 

poor attendance, and difficulty staying on task  (“Cannot stay on task at times; as far as 

concentration has some attention deficit” – science teacher).  

Following her freshman year and for the next three years, Frida received services 

for English in the school’s Co-op English program. Records indicate that this delivery 

service was very beneficial for Frida and that she became more successful (her 

attendance improved, her on-task behavior increased and a positive change in attitude 

were noted).  During her junior year, Frida was an exchange student in Germany where 

records indicate she passed all her classes with Cs or above. 

During her senior year, and as part of her transition plan,  Frida was given an 

updated educational (achievement) evaluation.  When compared with age-equivalent 

peers on the WJ-R Test of Achievement, Frida’s  scores indicated achievement within the 

low average range in Broad Mathematics (SS: 85), Broad Reading (SS:84) and Broad 

Written Language (SS:84).  Interestingly, her achievement score on the Writing Samples 

Test was her relative overall area of strength (SS: 104) while her score on the Dictation 

Test (spelling, punctuation and usage) was her relative overall area of weakness (SS:72). 

 Frida was interviewed as she completed her second year at the local community 

college.  
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Kool-Aid: With music, I can express how I feel. 

I chose the name Kool-Aid because that’s what all my friends always called me.  

Kool-Aid. I am my name  

I have one sister and one stepsister and one brother and one stepbrother and with 

my mom, stepfather and cousins, our house is always packed. When we were little me and 

my sister and a lot of my cousins, they used to live like next to us, we’d just have like fun 

activities like we’d listen to music and dance and play tag, like that. 

My mom worked a full-time job.  She was barely at the house.  So that’s why I didn’t do 

my homework and also because I just didn’t want to do it. When I was in elementary 

school she was working full time.  She’s a nurse in a retirement home.  She’s in the 

medical field.  When I was in like middle school, that’s when she started going to school,. 

And my mom always liked going to school. She just likes learning new things. During my 

sophomore year she went for a long time. Right now I’m going part time to the 

community college and taking classes in fashion design, reading and writing. Sometimes 

my mom has more thoughts for me than I do. She wants me to go into  fashion and 

design, but I don’t know 

 And I’m working for a healthcare service with disability people.  Like one house 

could be babies, another could be elderly, and one house could be both.  I’m working 

2:00 to 10:00 Monday through Friday.  It’s better than my last job. I was a crew leader 

at Sonic’s.  I hated it.  I hated the damn job so much.  

           My goal in life is first I just want to get out of this city because I hate this bastard-

ass town.  It’s too damn hot; everybody’s just stupid out here to me.  I don’t know.  I 
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think it would be better for my family. I’d probably go to Oklahoma because that’s where 

most of my family is at. We’re going to Oklahoma in June or next month, actually. Me 

and my mom, my sister, and I’m also going to invite a couple of friends. There’s usually 

like a lot of tornadoes and stuff, it’s like open fields, like it’s not that hot out there, like a 

lot of green everywhere you go. There’s a lot of black folks where we’re at; it’s like every 

corner you turn there’s a lot of black folks. A lot more blacks than there are here in this 

city. My family is all separated like always.  I have some in Georgia, some in New York, 

like everywhere.  

 I have a good personality.  I’m good at talking with people, having a 

conversation. I like helping people sometimes, like I can sit there and talk to people, help 

them with their problems and stuff. People come to me for a lot of stuff if they’re having 

problems or whatever. 

           I love music cause I think you can express what you feel.  Kind of like dancing and 

the song you pick, or singing like a song you pick.  That’s what I love about it. With 

music, I can express how I feel without really talking, Sometimes I’ll sit with my sister on 

the couch and we’ll write songs.  She’ll have an idea and then I’ll have one and we just 

go back and forth like that.  And I belong to a dance group, like Hip-Hop and everyone 

comes to my house to practice.  Music, like dancing, singing, whatever it’s important for 

me. 

 As discussed more fully in Chapter 3, Kool-Aid’s special education records could 

not be located.   
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Mari: I love riding horses and going to rodeos. 

I chose the name Mari because it is part of my name that few people know about. 

It’s personal. 

 I’m the youngest in my family. I have one sister and two brothers. When I was 

little I was always with my brothers.  I remember they would come home and have all 

kinds of school stuff and I would say, ‘I want to try.’ And they’d always say, ‘You’re so 

little, you’re still in kindergarten you know you can’t do this stuff.’  ‘But I want to look at 

it, I want to see what you could do.’  They would never let me see their work. They’d 

always say,  ‘You’re so little, you’re small.’ But they’d always have me outside doing all 

kinds of stuff, climb trees, go jump fences, you know, play basketball, wrestle with each 

other, ride the horses.  We would play tag on the horses. My sister always said that she 

didn’t have two brothers, she had three ‘ cause I was such a tomboy.  

My family’s really close.  I’m with them a lot and we love to do things outside 

together.  We cook out, camp, and go to rodeos.  When I was a little girl we would leave 

town every other weekend and go to our ranch.  My family owns one piece of land and 

my tata and tio own the other. We use to have twenty-five cows, but now we only have 

around six.  And we have four horses now. Use to have six, too many.  

I was six the first time I galloped a horse.  I would never forget that time because 

we had a big old empty lot like an empty area next to my house, I rode him into a corner 

and my dad said, ‘ Kick em.’ I was scared.   I was little and my dad was all, ‘ Kick em, 

kick em.  He knows you, you know him. He knows you’re on him, you know Gunsmoke.’ 

His name was Gunsmoke.  We still have him too. I don’t know how old he was.  But he 
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was a big horse, like tall and my dad roped off of him. So he goes,  ‘Kick em and go out 

on the two little trees.  Go all the way around it and all the way back where you started 

and start slowing down till you get to like the car.’ 

I like could remember, like I’m scared and dad would say , ‘Don’t be scared, 

don’t  be scared.  You can do it.’   

‘All right, right, count dad count one, two, three.’ 

I like kick em, oh that was so fun.  I just remember him going around the trees.  I 

thought cool dad, I was so happy that I did it.  You know, my dad started patting me on 

my back, you know cause that was my first that I galloped a horse. 

My mom was like cooking chicken. I ran inside and said,  ‘Mom, mom, mom guess 

what?  I rode Gunsmoke; come and see me.’ So she wiped the flour off her hands and she 

went outside and I said,  ‘Are you ready mom?’ 

‘You better be careful!’ You know she was all scared, all paranoid.  So I ran and 

she covered her eyes but like had her fingers open.   It was so fun. 

I love riding horses and going to rodeos.  I love going to the mall, to the movies, 

hanging out with my friends. I love to text ‘cause you can communicate with everybody. 

You can have five conversations going at the same time.  While you’re waiting for 

someone to answer, you can text someone else.  I love to dance, hip-hop, cumbia, 

country.  I dance with my niece around the livingroom.  She’s two, but she’s as big as a 

four-year-old.   

My mom works at night.  So in the mornings I take care of my niece. I wait for my 

mom to call me at 8:00 to let me know that she's leaving work for me to be ready.  So I 
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start putting my clothes on, start getting dressed and then I text some of my friends. Like 

today, my mom calls me,  ‘ Are you ready?’  So I went into the room I kiss my niece tell 

her good bye, I see you when I get home from school and that I love her and then I leave 

with my mom and she brings me to school.  I’m always late.  Some teachers understand 

and some don’t.  But school is important to me.  When I graduate, I want to go to the 

community college and maybe be a police officer or probation officer.  I’m tiny, but I’m 

strong. I can pick up tires like they’re nothing.  So I think I can do it. 

I’m also very outgoing; I make people laugh.  All us kids are funny. We like to joke 

around.  We get that from our dad.  I care about people’s feelings and I’m friendly. 

During the fall of her freshman year, Mari’s mother, concerned with Mari’s 

struggle in her core classes, made a formal request for a comprehensive evaluation.  

Scores on the WISC-IV indicate average intellectual ability when non-verbal tasks were 

used. Verbal skills were within the borderline range.  Scores on the WJ-R Tests of 

Cognitive Ability indicate abilities indicated very superior abilities on the Visual 

Processing Test (SS:132) and within the below average range in Auditory Processing.  

On the Tests of Achievement scores in both Broad Reading and Broad Mathematics were 

within the low-average range and in the severely deficient range in Broad Writing. 

 Scores on the state-mandated test report that Mari is approaching mastery of the 

standards in reading and writing and falls far below mastery of the standards in math. 

 Mari was enrolled in special education resource classes for her core subjects: 

English, history and math.  
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Michelle: My baby is the most important thing. 

 I chose the name Michelle because that’s my mom’s name. My mom has always 

been there for me.  She’s so important in my life. 

When I was in elementary school, reading was hard for me.  Like I never wanted 

to read out loud and when I did I would stutter and it was really scary. I remember 

getting all shaky and all nervous and people would start laughing and it was just real 

emotional time, I guess.  And then after that, you know, they would say. ‘Answer these 

questions out-of-the book,’ and I get to that point and say, ‘Oh my God.’ I don’t know 

what to do. For a while I just didn’t want to go to school. I hated school. And at the 

middle of 8
th

 grade year, I was a very, very social person and I don’t know what was the 

problem with the girls there not liking me. But I was struggling with reading and with 

writing and with this social thing.  I remember telling my mom I didn’t want to finish 

school. It just piled all up. But my mom got me some tutoring and that helped.  My 

stepdad, when he was in school he had problems, so he knew how it was and he helped 

me a lot.  So, now it’s better. 

Now, I’m going to graduate and go to Western Community College and study 

physical therapy. I want to get my own business for physical therapy. I just like helping 

people and stuff, you know, it just interests me. I’m kinda scared because I don’t know 

what to expect. I think it’ll be okay, but I don’t know if it’s the same over there, you 

know?  I’m kinda scared, like I’m gonna fall back, you know. I think of me going into 

Western and getting my life straightened out and stuff.  
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Right now, it’s hard because I’m working at Dillard’s and to be in school in the 

mornings and then working, sometimes they give me 25 hours a week.  It’s hard because 

I’m nine-months pregnant; my due date is our graduation day. I’m in one of those 

pregnancy classes at the hospital.  I go every two weeks, so it’s interesting.  There’s 

about ten other girls there, sometimes there’s less or sometimes there’s more.  It’s 

interesting because they actually sit you down with other teen pregnants and we all talk.  

How we’re doing and we laugh. We talk about babies. We keep journals. It’s anonymous, 

so we just put whatever what we think or whatever.  And I found out there was even more 

girls pregnant here at school and I don’t feel so isolated anymore, because I’m not the 

only one.  I don’t care anymore if I’m going down the hall somewhere and they’re all 

staring at me; like I’m happy.  

Right now, my baby’s the most important thing for me. After the baby comes I’ll 

live with my parents until I’m stable.  Right now, I’m feeling stress, but you gotta do what 

you’ve gotta do.  When everything is settled, I’ll be able to go to Western. I’ve already 

put in for a summer thing, so I’m all ready for the semester.  My parents are willing to 

take care of the baby during the night, so everything works.  I’ll go to night classes. 

Before enrolling at AHMS as a freshman, Michelle attended a private Catholic 

school.  There, she struggled with academic work and received no accommodations. 

During her freshman year she was placed on a 504 plan due to severe migraines. 

Michelle was a tenth grader at AHMS where she attended a self-paced learning 

lab for students who were lagging in credits as a result of failing grades.  Her teachers 
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reported minimal progress over a 10-week interval.  An evaluation was requested by both 

teachers and her parents to address potential learning delays. 

Scores on the WISC-IV indicated average intellectual ability.  Significant delays 

were noted on the Working Memory factor indicating delays in auditory memory skills, 

mental manipulation and sequencing skills.  Relative strengths were noted on the 

Processing Speed factor indicating good visual motor coordination, visual scanning 

ability and good visual and sequencing processing ability. 

Evaluation results from the WJ-R Test of Cognitive Ability indicated abilities 

within the average range on both Visual Processing and Processing Speed tests, within 

below average to severely deficient range on the Short-Term Memory test and within the 

severely deficient range (SS:52) on the Auditory Processing test.  On the WJ-R Test of 

Achievement scores indicated achievement in the low average range in Broad Reading, 

within the below average range in Broad Math and within the severely deficient range in 

Broad Written Language (SS:67).  

 At the time of the study, scores on the state-mandated test indicated that Michelle 

fell far below mastery of the standards in math and was approaching mastery of the 

standards in both reading and writing.  She received services in the resource program 

where she was enrolled in a resource class for both English and social studies. 

Nevaeh: I want my education. 

I choose the name Nevaeh because it’s “heaven” spelled backwards.  It’s 

different and special.   
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My mom is a wonderful woman.  She raised three girls by herself, taking the city 

bus everyday to work, taking us with her on the city bus to daycare and everything like 

that; she’s a wonderful woman. I remember when I was young like my mom took like 

college night classes and she worked, so there wasn’t always somebody home to help me 

with my homework and help me with my writing and stuff like that so it kind of made it a 

little more difficult for me. Sometimes my mom would help me, and I think that’s more 

when I use to get frustrated.  She would say, ‘Sound the words out, sound them out; you 

can do it.’ And, I tried and tried and I remember I couldn’t do it and I just kept crying 

until I would yell at her and say, ‘I can't do it; just tell me what the word is!’ My stepdad 

is probably the smartest and he would help me with my homework. 

 The Boys’ and Girls’ Club has been very important in my life. They set in kinda 

the middle class to the lower poor class communities and neighborhoods and they’re just 

there to keep kids from joining gangs and keeping them out of trouble.  They’re open 

until 9:00 at night everyday except for Fridays, cause Fridays we have movie day, so it’s 

truly awesome.  It’s neat! And, it’s a positive place for kids. I started there after school 

when I was nine-years-old because my mom was working and that’s how you meet a lot 

friends. They’re just there to help you to coach you in your life and make sure you stay on 

the right path.  If you stick with the Boys and Girls Club like I have, you’re set.  You 

know you have people that’s always going to be there for you, to help you up. They help 

me with everything, with my problems or my homework and things just like that.  They’d 

be there to help me.  I know when I go to college that I’m still going to be able to use my 

Boys and Girls Club. The director is Daniel Cruz. He is the greatest man in the world.  
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He is really like my second dad; he’s there for me like when I need the help. I just won 

Youth of the Year Award and now I have a two-year scholarship for college. Everything’s 

paid. 

I’ve always been taught that the number one thing is suppose to get my education 

and schooling has always been like number one for me; it sort of has to be, cause my 

mom she graduated from high school and took some college night classes and my stepdad 

never even really finished high school.  I think he had his GED and my real dad is not the 

greatest in the world.  Yeah he got his diploma in prison. So, I mean like for my mom and 

for myself, I have learned with education it’s going to take me where I want to go and 

make me the person that I’m going to grow up to be. I don’t want to be one of the 

freshmen that drop out because they can’t hack it.  I don’t want to be like that at all. High 

school is kinda really where you find out who you are, who you want to be surrounded 

with and what you want to make yourself.  And, it’s a big priority for me.  I just want to 

finish high school to show people who always looked down on my family, like my mom, 

who always looked down on my mom and my dad because they never made it to college.  

I just want to prove them wrong.  I’m not going to turn out like them. but I want to be 

able to be single and be able to travel places and go to college and not have to worry 

about having kids at a young age and their needs and what am I going to do about it, how 

am I gonna go about feeding them and what am I going to do without a college education 

and stuff.  I want my education. 



 138 

Nevaeh’s records indicated she was referred for evaluation while in fourth grade 

due to teacher observations that she appeared to lag in decoding, encoding, word 

recognition and fine motor development. 

 Scores on the WJ-R Test of Cognitive Ability indicated Nevaeh’s abilities were 

well within the average range in all areas with a noted weakness in Auditory Processing 

and Fluid Reasoning.  Scores on the WJ-R Tests of Achievement indicated achievement 

within the below average range in Broad Reading and Broad Written Language with low-

average scores in expressive written language and a severe deficiency in the mechanics of 

written language (spelling, usage and punctuation). Scores on the Wide Range 

Assessment of Memory and Learning (WRAML) where she scored within the average 

range on Verbal memory, Visual Memory, Learning and General Learning Indices. 

During the ensuing years, teacher reports are consistent in noting a continued lag when 

compared to age-equivalent peers in the mechanics of written language.   

 At the time of this study Nevaeh was a junior receiving support services in a co-

op English and history class. During the year, Nevaeh was administered the Wechsler 

Individual Achievement Test- Second Edition (WIAT-II), in which scores indicated 

achievement within the average range in expressive written language and within the low-

to-below average range in spelling.  Spelling errors were phonetic and did not appear to 

hinder her efforts to get her ideas down on paper; however, it was noted that the essay she 

produced for the assessment was very brief. 
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Susanna:  I’m fixing up my dad’s car, a ’74 Camaro. 

I choose the name Susanna because it’s my favorite cousin’s name. She’s always 

been my role model and I like spending time with her. 

 My mom and dad had two girls, and my dad has another girl and I was the middle 

one.  I was always around him so I was kind of like the tomboy out of my sisters. When I 

was little, I did like normal things like go to school and come home and me and some of 

the other kids would play freeze tag or regular tag.  We would just run around and then 

come in and watch TV.   

 When my dad had something on his mind, he was determined to do it right away, 

he just did it.  He was stubborn and I’m a lot like him. I helped him with the cars and 

helping him fix up things. When I was in 6
th

 grade he got cancer through his whole body 

and he died when I was 13. And now I’m actually fixing my dad’s car- it’s a ’74 Camaro, 

you know, so I can drive it.  I always wanted to be a mechanic, but my dad didn’t want 

me to because he said it’s not really a job for girls and it’s really dirty.  Like you get 

really dirty. He wanted me to be a mechanical engineer because you get paid better; it’s 

like you can design cars or the exterior or whatever.  My mom thinks that being a 

mechanic it’s good cause I won’t have to rely on a guy to help me fix my car.  I can fix 

my car myself. I’ll probably go somewhere like ITT Tech or the university here. You’ve 

gotta take calculus and all that.   

 My favorite thing to do is to be out and about, like go to the mall with my friends.  

My friends are very important. I spend more time with them than I do at home. The other 

thing I love to do is sing but not in front of people.  When I was little, my mom use to sing 
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to me like how to learn my name and stuff.  Now I like back- in- the -day kind of oldies or 

R and B or something. I very much like all music except for like techno and classic.  Last 

year I took choir and that’s not scary because it’s group singing.  

During the fall of Susanna’s sixth-grade year, concerned teachers referred to her 

to the school’s child study team.  Her reading and writing levels appeared to be within a 

third to fourth grade range and scores on  the Stanford 9 were significantly below both 

district and national averages.  Of concern was the mother’s report that Susanna 

expressed “feeling dumb” and frustrated with the length of time it took to complete 

assignments.  Following the child study team’s recommendation a diagnostic evaluation 

took place during the spring of her sixth grade year.  

Scores on the WISC-III indicated low- average Verbal IQ, average Performance 

IQ and an average Full Scale IQ.  Scores on the Woodcock-Johnson III (WJ-III) Tests of 

Cognitive Ability indicated average ability in all areas with the noted exception of scores 

within the low average range in Processing Speed (SS: 84).  Scores from the WJ-III Tests 

of Achievement indicated achievement in the average range in Broad Math (SS:93),  

within the low-average range in Broad Written Language (SS:82), and within the below 

average range in Broad Reading (SS:76).  Records indicated that there was no processing 

deficit and, consequently, Susanna failed to qualify for special education services under 

the category of specific learning disabilities (SLD).  Because of this, there are no records 

of her progress in middle school. 

During the course of her freshman year in high school, it came to the attention of 

the special education department that Susanna was enrolled in special education classes, 
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but was not qualified to receive those services.  At the request of her mother, Susanna 

was referred for another comprehensive evaluation. At that time, she was administered 

the Wechsler Individual Achievement Test (WIAT) where scores indicated average 

achievement in mathematics and “significant delays” in reading skills and writing 

mechanics (punctuation and spelling).  This time, Susanna was placed in the special 

education program under the category of LD. At the time of this study, Susanna was 

enrolled in a co-op English and world history, general education algebra and resource 

science.   

Tati:  I’m a very artistic person. 

 I chose the name Tati because it’s my tia’s name and she has taught me so much 

of my art. She has always been in my life. 

 Most of my family is in Mexico. I don’t really have family here.  We’re the only 

ones, me my mom and my sister. But my mom, since I was like very little, she sent us to 

Mexico cause she wanted us to know my dad’s family.  So we’ll go like for two months 

and then they’ll bring us back. I love going to Mexico.  I love being here.  I mean, I'm 

thankful that I'm valued for two people, not one.  I can speak Spanish and English. In 

Ciudad Obregon, it's like down south and a lot of tourists go, and when we're shopping, 

we're at the mall, the workers will be all nervous.  They'll be like, "Oh, there's some 

gueros here.  We do not speak English, what are we going to do?"  "You need help?  I 

speak English," and I'll be translating or my sister and my mom, too. 

          Mexico is where I learned to do my art.  My mom’s sister used to sew up our 

Barbie clothes.  She does cakes.  I do cakes, too.  She does like flowers, when you make 
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them in a vase.  She also makes some cortinas, curtains, she knows how to sew and 

everything.  So, in our family like there’s a lot of art things, cause my tias got cans, they 

put little rocks in them, and they decorate them like candies. So they made little things for 

your head, with the horns, El Mono Colorado, the red bow, and she made red bows.  

There’s a lot of that in my family. My dad made a baile del venado, the dance of the deer. 

         Well, I’m a very artistic person. Sometimes I express myself by drawing. I like 

anything about art. I like using my hands a lot, that’s why I like doing people’s hair.  It's 

in my genes- my doing hair, my family does that. So I'll be making my friend's hair for a 

party and then I did her friend’s hair for New Year’s and she liked it.  Now she wants me 

to do that for her Quinceanera pictures. It's fun.  I like doing it, it's not like, "Oh, my 

God, I have to do this girl's hair.  I don't feel like it."   I'm excited and like I do a hairstyle 

that I invent on my own.  And they pay me, cause I don't have a job and I need money to 

help out my mom.  She has suffered a lot through life and I want my mom to be proud of 

me. 

I want to be a success all my life. I always wanted to be like my dad, to be a 

hairstylist.  And I plan to like study it and open my own salon and everything.  Have my 

own little business. Or I want to go to college cause I like art and my other dream was to 

become an art teacher and open like a type of Boys and Girls Club, but only about art 

and about kids that want to express themselves.  Instead of tagging in the walls, they 

could come in my class, tag up the walls, do their art work, That's what I wanted to do.  I 

still want to do that; that's my Plan B. 
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Perhaps because Tati attended schools in both Mexico and in a border city in the 

United States during her elementary school years, records describing her referral and 

placement process were not available. However, it may be deduced that she began 

receiving services in the district in which this study took place during the fall of her sixth-

grade year. Scores from the WJ-R administered that year indicated average achievement 

in Broad Mathematics (SS: 103), within the below average range in Broad Written 

language (SS: 76), and within the severely deficient range in Broad Reading (SS:66). 

Scores on the state-mandated assessment indicated that she was falling far below mastery 

of the standards in math, reading and writing. 

 From informal teacher interviews, Tati appeared to be a young woman who was 

bright, but who had difficulty generating and organizing ideas for writing assignments 

and who had difficulty with spelling, grammar and punctuation. 

 During the time of this study, Tati was receiving services in co-op program for 

both English and social studies. 

Ximena: I’m extremely proud of myself. 

I choose the name Ximena because it’s the name of my daughter. She has changed 

my life in so many ways. Her name means ‘a gift from heaven” in Hebrew. 

          My mom came from Mexico when she was 22.  My dad as well.  They were friends 

back over there in Agua Prieta, but they got together here. They both were in their 

twenties when they came.  And then they had my older sister, who’s two years older, and 

then it was me… and then my younger sister six years later. 



 144 

          My mom divorced my dad when I was six-years old and my sister was only three-

months and I remember it was such a relief when he left.  We never got child support and 

we never went on food stamps.  My mom had two jobs. She cleaned houses and did 

commercial cleaning. Her religion made her strong. Never complained even when about 

ten years ago when I was in middle school she was the first person diagnosed with Lyme 

disease here in this city and she was paralyzed for a year and had four surgeries.  The 

university paid for her.  

          At home I can remember my mom writing stories and the alphabet and numbers 

and then going back and review them with me. The only reading that I remember is when 

my mom would read with me at night.  She’d read stories.  And my sister.  In English. Or 

she would take us to the library. Ah, I checked out books.  Kids’ books.  I used to like 

Baby Sitters’ Club.  I’d try to read that.  I wasn’t a good reader, but I’d pretend that I 

knew what I was reading.   And I would always see her do grocery lists to see what she 

was going to buy. 

My mom’s whole family lives her in the U.S. and we’re close mostly. When I was 

little all the kids wanted to sleep over at our house even though it was only two 

bedrooms, but we had a trampoline. In the summer we’d go with my grandmother and go 

to her hometown in Mexico for the summer. I can remember going to the little store to 

buy candy and me and cousin would make perfume out of water and flowers and sell 

(laughter) it.  We only spoke Spanish there. 

  In high school I had a year when I was crazy.  I’d take my mom’s car and go out 

with friends to parties with guys and everything. Didn’t think about issues or 
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consequences. I got pregnant my senior year and it was hard because it was half of my 

senior year.  It was a mistake I did, but I wasn’t going to fall back on it or do something 

stupid about it.  

 In May I graduated.  I took two weeks off and I started going to college and I was 

going to be a medical assistant.  I went there for, until August.  In all my classes I was 

actually doing good.  I passed with a B, with a C, and then I passed with an A with two of 

my courses.  I was still pregnant.  So I left with maternity leave then, and that’s when I 

made a decision not to go back, which I regret now.  

Ah, at that point, my husband was working.  We were making it with him just 

working.  We had our own place, we had our own car, we had…..  It was good, you know.  

We made it through living.  The baby had what she needed and we didn’t need support 

from nobody else or food stamps or nothing like that.  So I stayed home for a bit with my 

daughter and then I decided that I wanted to start working.  So, two months after I told 

the school that I wasn’t gonna go back, I started working at a preschool. 

I stayed there for eight months.  I stopped working for three or four months.  So I 

was a stay-home mom and wife.  Did all my mother and wife chores.   So, I was being a 

wife at age 18 and a mom at age 18. So it was stressful, you know.  I was thinking, 

“Where is my fun?  “Where is me going out with my friends like I used to.  Where is me 

thinking about myself, my school, my time,” you know?  It was all gone.  So, I stopped 

and realized that that’s life.     

We moved out from where we were living.  We got a bigger place and I wasn’t 

working at the time.  Our bills were going up higher, so my aunt decided to apply for me 
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for the state online.  So I was like, “Okay, whatever.”  So I got this interview at the 

Department of Corrections the day after I turned 19, or before I turned 19. So they called 

me up for the interview and I tell them what I was really willing to do and learn and how 

some skills I had could help them. It really helps that I am bilingual. So that was A plus.    

When I left the interview and I was like, “Okay, they’re not going to call me, so 

whatever.”  So if I get it, I get it. So about two hours later, they call me and they tell me if 

I am still interested in this job.  So they told me, “You’re going to get paid this much 

money, you’re going to be full-time, so are you willing to take it?”  So in a heartbeat I 

said yes.  I wasn’t gonna say no. They have so good benefits, retirement, benefit 

insurance, everything. Insurance for a family package.  So it’s really great, you know.  It 

pays good, I’m getting good money.  I’m extremely proud of myself, to where I’ve gotten.  

I wasn’t doing good for a bit, but then I got to hang in there. 

Records indicated that Ximena began receiving special education services during 

her fourth-grade year, but these records were unclear regarding the referral and placement 

processes.  During the ensuing years, new IEP objectives were written yearly for both 

reading and writing. 

Spanish was her first language and scores on state language assessments indicate 

that by sixth grade she had passed the Spanish reading and writing tests and the English 

oral test.  The last available language assessment data were from tenth grade where she 

failed both English reading and writing tests. 

During her senior year, as part of her transition plan, a complete diagnostic 

evaluation was given. Scores on the Wechsler Adult Intelligence Scale (WAIS-III) 
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indicated average intellectual abilities when non-verbal measures were used.  

Weaknesses were noted in short-term auditory memory.  Scores on the WJ-R Test of 

Achievement indicated achievement within the average range in both Broad Reading and 

Broad Mathematics and within the severely deficient range in Broad Written Language 

(SS:63). 

 While at AHMS, Ximena received services within the co-op program. 

Summary 

This chapter introduced each of the participants in her own voice, in her own 

words, followed by a review of her official special education record.  While all these 

participants shared the LD label along with significant difficulties with writing, the 

differences among them were truly remarkable.  Like night and day, many differed 

fundamentally in their background experiences, their self-images, their personalities, and 

their aspirations.  Here we see young women who are capably talking about sophisticated 

knowledge(s) they have acquired, about ways of thinking and imagining, and who have 

created and transformed social networks for political, artistic, and social purposes. They 

talk of their deep passions for and engagements with music, painting, political and social 

activism, religion, equestrian life, travel and much more. I found myself time and time 

again running to my computer to check on topics foreign to me: Salvador Dali’s paintings 

of ants or the intricacies of stepping and hip-hop.  

So too, academic records painted a picture of differing referral, placement and 

service delivery histories as well as inter- and intra strengths and weaknesses. The seeds 

of this study began during years of classroom observations of and interactions with 
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students diagnosed with disabilities. During that time I became increasingly aware of and 

frustrated with the disconnect between what I had come to know about the richness of my 

students’ lives and their literacies and the narrow accounting of their learning described 

by psycho-educational assessments as well as within scholarly journals. Given the 

differences demonstrated above, within and across different participants’ stories, the 

focus of this study becomes even more enticing as it seeks to describe the commonalities 

and differences of participants’ experiences with their writing practices, their LD label, 

and their academic programs. 

Questions abound. How does this juxtaposition of the participants’ view of 

themselves and the clinical depictions of them in their official records actually mesh in 

their lives? What can we, as educators, learn from their experiences that might inform 

and expand our current understandings of writing, disabilities and instruction?  

Specifically, in what ways do their experiences, interests and aspirations connect with 

their writing practices? In what way can these young women inform and expand our 

current knowledge regarding struggling writers?  How do these girls perceive their 

experiences of being in special education and being labeled disabled?  The following 

chapters give voice to these young women as they help us discover some answers to these 

questions and others. 
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CHAPTER 5 

PARTICIPANTS AND THEIR WRITING 

Frida:  I mean writing, being creative and using language and playing around with 

words is stronger than . . .  

Ana:  Than a put-down or spelling or anything. 

Introduction 

A major purpose of this study was to gain an insider’s perspective into what it is 

like to be an adolescent girl diagnosed with a writing disability. Specifically, one 

question this study sought to answer was: How did the participants describe their various 

experiences with writing both in and out of school?  This chapter presents the themes 

emanating from research related to this question. First, in order to fully understand the 

underpinnings of writing difficulties faced by students diagnosed with LD and to situate 

this study’s findings, I begin with a synopsis from chapter 2 of what research has to tell 

us about the writing characteristics of students with LD. Next, to provide context for the 

findings in this chapter, I set the stage by presenting a brief overview of the writing 

standards set forth by the State Department of Education and school district in which this 

study took place. This is followed by a description of the writing focus at Anzaldua High 

Magnet School (AHMS). Next the participants take center stage as they describe their 

various experiences and motivations for writing both inside and outside the official 

school curriculum.  
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What Previous Research Suggests 

The substantial body of research on writing in the field of learning disabilities has 

much to tell us of the cognitive difficulties faced by students with LD. To follow, a 

synopsis gleaned from chapter 2 of these challenges is presented. When compared to 

nonLD peers, students with LD 

• lack the knowledge of good writing (Englert et. al, 1989; Graham, Schwartz and 

MacArthur, 1993; MacArthur, Graham & Schwartz, 1991).  

• lack an awareness of audience (MacArthur, Graham, Schwartz & Schafer, 1995). 

• have difficulty generating ideas and lack important awareness of the writing 

process (Graham, Harris, MacArthur & Schwartz, 1991). 

• view that process as a "writing dump” in which they simply deposit their ideas on 

a page without a thoughtful consideration of how these ideas could be structured, 

expanded or eliminated (Englert, Raphael & Anderson, 1992). 

• rely on a knowledge-telling approach where content is generated in an associative 

linear fashion (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987; Troia, Graham, & Harris, 1999). 

employ less sophisticated strategies when composing (Graham et al., 1995). 

• demonstrate a limited knowledge of strategies for managing the myriad cognitive 

processes involved in monitoring their writing as well as coordinating processes 

for revision (Englert et al., 1989; Graham et al., 1991). 

• produce papers with more capitalization, punctuation and spelling errors (Fulk & 

Storrmont-Spurgin, 1995). 
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• spend most of their time editing the more mechanical errors, an effort that 

provides little substantive changes (Graham, 1997). 

These research results provide useful information about the cognitive and performance 

challenges faced by students identified as learning disabled. The strength of this present 

qualitative study resides in its ability to examine the nuance and interpretations that 

provide new insights of the lived experiences of young women identified as learning 

disabled. To set the stage for these interpretations, I provide the following summary of 

writing related curriculum offered the participants in this study.  

Setting the Stage 

To provide context for the findings, I begin with a brief overview of the writing 

standards set forth by the State Department of Education, district and school in which this 

study took place. 

State and Local Standards 

During the spring and summer of 2006, when this study took place, the 

nationwide political climate surrounding writing standards and accountability had 

reached a level where threats of school sanctions and the withholding of high school 

diplomas became commonplace  (Hillocks, 2002; Sloane & Kelly, 2003).  During the 

1999-2000 school year, the state in which this study took place implemented a state-

mandated series of tests comprised of one test for math, one for reading and one for 

writing to assess whether or not students were mastering the state standards. This yearly 

assessment of writing was comprised of a prompt in which the student was expected to 

write an essay and demonstrate an understanding of the writing process through the 
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generation of a prewrite, rough draft, and final draft.  These essays were then assessed by 

a six-trait rubric (ideas and content, voice, organization, word choice, conventions, 

fluency). 

According to the state standards, five steps comprised the writing process: 

prewriting, drafting, revising, editing and publishing. Following is a description of these 

steps provided by the state’s department of education: 

Prewriting includes the generation of ideas, determination of ideas and audience, 

establishment of a controlling idea, organization of ideas, and finally, setting a 

time for completion. Drafting incorporates prewriting activities to create the first 

draft.  Included in this step are knowledge of main idea, supporting details and 

sequence of ideas. Revising focuses on the “clarity and effectiveness” of the rough 

draft.  This process includes the evaluation of the draft for content and ideas, 

organization, voice, word choice and sentence fluency. Revising also includes 

deleting irrelevant and/or redundant information, rearrangement of words, 

sentences and paragraphs for clarity, using transitional words, and differing 

sentence structures.  In order to accomplish these objectives, a student should 

know how to apply appropriate tools or strategies to refine a draft and how to use 

resource and reference materials. Editing includes proofreading and correcting the 

draft for conventions and the tools, strategies, and resources needed to accomplish 

this. Publishing involves formatting and presenting a final product. 
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Writing Focus at Anzaldua High Magnet School 

Given the high-stakes nature of the state and district assessments, writing of five-

paragraph essays quickly became the focus of classroom instruction (including special 

education classroom) and the six-trait rubric became the instrument to quantify student 

writing. To help students prepare for this test, the school district was one of the first in 

the nation to implement quarterly writing assessments in which every three months 

students were given a topic and expected to write an essay in the manner prescribed by 

the state test. For example, the following writing prompt was given to the sophomore 

English class during the time this study took place: 

Your school principal is considering how much money to allocate in next year’s 

budget for new computers for your school. You have been asked to help him 

gather the information he will need to make his decision. Write on the invention of 

the computer and explain its impact on education.  

Students with learning disabilities (LD) were not exempted from either the district 

or state assessments, a situation that could be especially challenging for students with 

writing disabilities since, in the academic arena, they have difficulty generating ideas 

(Graham, Harris, MacArthur & Schwartz, 1991) and demonstrate poor composing 

(Graham et al., 1995), and revision (Englert et al., 1989; Graham et al., 1991) strategies.  

Given these difficulties, special education teachers at AHMS began to utilize a 

formulaic approach to writing instructions. For example, students were taught to write 

paragraphs with the “Power Writing” approach. Using this approach, students decided on 

the main idea (“school lunches are bad”, for example) of a paragraph (this is labeled “1”) 
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along with a fact about the main idea (this is labeled “2”) and then a detail about the fact 

(this is labeled “3”).  Students were then asked to write, for example, a 1,2,3,2,3 

paragraph about school lunches.  Once students mastered the writing of one paragraph, 

teachers built on this success to guide students to write longer and more complex papers 

with the ultimate goal of the production of a five-paragraph essay. 

Unfortunately, this focus on assessment and formulaic instruction considered 

necessary does little to address the complexity of what we know about the sociocultural 

aspects of writing (Lee & Smagorinsky, 2000; Nystrand & Duffy, 2003) and youth 

literacies (Moje, 2002).  

Methods 

The primary data sources analyzed to answer the question: How did the 

participants describe their various experiences with writing both in and out of school?   

were individual interviews and two focus groups. During individual interviews (See 

Appendix D for the interview protocol) participants were encouraged to talk about their 

experiences with writing through prompts such as:  

• Tell me about a typical day and how writing fits in that day. Start from the time 

you get up in the morning until you go to bed at night.  

• How do you go about writing a paper for school from the time you get the 

assignment until you hand in the finished paper?  Give as many details as 

possible. 

• What are all kinds of writing you do inside and outside of school? Talk about the 

types of writing you engaged in that were not part of the “official” classroom 
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assignments. In what way are these practices hindered by your writing 

difficulties? When is difficulty with writing not a factor? 

• What strengths do you have in writing? What difficulties? 

During these interviews that I became aware of a noticeable shift in demeanor when 

participants talked about text-messaging.  Their voices became more animated and their 

responses longer, more complex and detailed. Given the pervasiveness of this practice, I 

realized a focus group was warranted. In the spring of 2006, ten days before the end of 

the year, I met with four of the participants (Mari, Susanna, Nevaeh and Tati) to discuss 

their text-messaging practices (See Appendix E for focus group protocols).  I also 

scheduled a focus group with four other participants who during individual interviews 

talked passionately about their love of poetry.  However, only two of them were able to 

attend. Ana, Frida and I met for a little over an hour and talked about poetry and read the 

poetry samples they had brought with them.   

The categories and subcategories of findings presented in the sections of this 

chapter are a result of my selection of basic concepts and the categorizations and 

interpretations of these from individual interviews and from the two focus groups. I 

brought to this process the interpretive lenses of a career high school teacher, of a 

researcher in the areas of adolescent and gendered literacies, and of a hidden literacy 

participant, one who stealthily wrote notes to friends during doctoral classes and who hid 

personal journals under her desk at work. These lenses provided an ongoing awareness, 

interest and sensitivity to the importance of the multiple, social, and often hidden ways in 

which these adolescent girls engaged in writing. 
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During the deep analysis phase of this study, I identified and closely examined 

basic concepts. I used my journal notes of observations and reflections that I wrote during 

data collection to interpret and transform participants’ literal words into conceptual 

explanations. These basic concepts were then sorted and compared within and across 

participant interviews, along with analysis of focus groups, then aggregated and ordered 

with the help of multiple matrices. The broad, overarching categories resulting from this 

analysis provide the outline for the main sections of this chapter:  School Literacy 

Practices; “Off Stage” Writing Practices; Emotive Component of Writing. Within these 

sections, I present samples of the participants’ descriptions that exemplify the 

commonalities, uniqueness, and range of their experiences. 

To follow, participants share their official classroom writing experiences, in 

particular their descriptions of their own writing process and their assessments of their 

own writing strengths and weaknesses. The next section focuses on the off-stage, and 

sub-rosa (Gilmore, 1986) writing of participants that includes their personal, social and 

career writing practices. Finally, a dialogue between Ana and Frida represents the 

findings of this research for all the participants; writing was an emotive act. Concluding 

this chapter I present a summary of the findings and a discussion of notions of 

competency. 

Participants Talk About Their School Literacy Writing Practices 

This section focuses on the participants’ engagements in on-stage, school literacy 

practices. These practices occur within the academic/school context for particular 

purposes, embedded within specific social/institutional relationships and can be 
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witnessed in both classroom and nonclassroom spaces. As Bloome and colleagues 

explain:    

We define school literacy practices as uses of written language that are 

undertaken to display competence with a particular form and register of written 

language.  That is, written language is used to display the skill of the user (and to 

be evaluated) rather than to accomplish a purpose such as communications, 

entertainment, personal expression and so forth (although those objectives may be 

superficial rationale for engagement in school literacy practices). (Bloome, Katz, 

Solsken, Willett, & Wilson-Keenan, 2000) 

Writing Process 

Sitting in her third period English class, Tati listened and then panicked as her 

teacher assigned a five-paragraph essay, “Oh, my God, how am I going to do this?”   She 

was not alone.  When participants were asked, “How do you go about writing a paper for 

school from the time you get the assignment until you hand in the finished paper?  Give 

as many details as possible.” few described what the state, district and school agreed were 

the overarching steps in the writing process (as delineated above: prewriting/planning, 

drafting, revising and editing).  In fact, for the most part, the findings of this project 

echoed those of previous researchers who have found that for many students with LD, 

school writing practices involve a) little attention to planning (Graham & Harris, 1997; 

Thomas, Englert, & Gregg, 1987), b) relying on a “knowledge-telling” approach 

(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987; Troia, Graham, & Harris, 1999), and c) focusing 

primarily on the management of surface features such as spelling (Graham, 1997).       
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While I am cognizant of the changes in terminology and conceptualization more 

recently put forth by Hayes and his colleagues (Chenoweth & Hayes, 2001; Hayes, 1996) 

I choose to use the same major writing process terms used by the state, district and 

AHMS teachers (pre-writing, drafting, revising and editing) to provide continuity (and at 

the same time, the disconnect) between the experiences of the participants and the school 

context in which they occurred.  

Even though planning is an important part of skillful writing (Flower & Hayes, 

1980), participants in this study reported minimum awareness, strategies and skills 

necessary to set goals, generate content and organize that content. When asked her 

approach for a writing assignment, Susanna shared the following: 

It’s just like I read the assignment first and I’ll keep reading, reading and reading 

over and over again until I get an idea in my head.  And then I write the idea 

down and I’ll just keep thinking of ideas and eventually it’ll just like come out.  

It's just whatever thoughts in my mind I'll write down. 

Like Susanna, the other participants in this study reported limited awareness of the 

importance of prewriting or preplanning, but instead depended on some form of the 

“retrieve- and–write” tactic in which they wrote down any idea that connected to the 

assigned topic and this idea served as the springboard for the next idea and so on.  

 Five of the participants described some aspect of prewriting/planning. Ana talked 

about her activation of prior knowledge, “First, I think about what I know on the subject 

and then I work towards finding more information.”   
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Both Frida and Mari discussed their use of webbing. Frida described how 

webbing assisted her in generating and organizing ideas, “ You do the bubble in the 

middle, do the main subject, and then from there I’d recall things and connect it on the 

web.”  

Mari, on the other hand, used a web for generating ideas, but then became frozen 

on how to prioritize and organize those ideas, relying on her instructor to guide her 

through this process, 

I would make a web like I always make a web. After I made my web it’s like 

why’s it that way? So my teacher will help me you know.  Miss Rider would help 

me. She’d look at my web and go “Write this in the beginning.”  And then she’ll 

say “Put this in the middle and this in the end.” 

Two of the participants discussed outlining as a planning device but only as an 

exercise of appearance to fulfill the assignment requirements, as explained by Betty: 

I would do the story, then the outline because I had to do one. I could never do the 

outline first. The outline seemed to never help me start the beginning paragraph or 

even write the paper ‘cause everything changed when I’d write. 

As evident above and within the next section, the participants in this study 

generally skipped the fashioning of a prewriting plan that would have organized their 

ideas. 

It is of interest to note at this point and it will be discussed more fully in the next 

section that during the individual interviews when participants were prompted to describe 

the writing process used for a classroom writing assignment from the time it was assigned 
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until turned in, seven participants in this study did not mention the drafting process, 

focusing solely on the editing and showing great concern for the management of their 

spelling errors.  In fact, only four of the participants described the actual drafting of an 

assignment. Two (Betty and Ana) described their use of a inner strategic dialogue, while 

the other two (Mari and Susanna) appeared to rely more on a “writing dump” tactic in 

which ideas were written without consideration for structure (Englert, et al., 1992). 

Betty, one of the oldest and more verbal of the participants, alluded to an inner 

dialogue during the drafting process, “Like, if I'm there and talking to myself in my head 

and writing down what I'm saying about the story, or a research paper, or whatever, then 

it's so easy.” She also talked about three of the six components of good writing espoused 

through the six-trait rubric used by the state, the district and AHMS: voice, fluency, and 

vocabulary.  Her discussions about her personal writing process demonstrated an 

awareness of “voice” (“I'm very talkative so making it sound like it's me telling the story 

was easy. My writing voice is my strength.”), fluency (“Like I would have to get it 

organized in my head. . . You're changing from one kind of part of the story to the next, 

you have to make sure you have a nice flow to it. . . “), and vocabulary ( “I think that 

once my vocabulary grew, it really helped, because I wanted to sound more articulate 

when I wrote).  

Anna also reported an inner, strategizing dialogue: 

Oh, I’m writing and taking notes on the side and I put stars next to things. I can 

put a one at the top and put a one next to what I want to move and, like, if I stop 
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the sentence, and I’m like, Why should I put this up there?, What should I put 

next? I’m always asking myself questions.  

As mentioned earlier, Mari was one of two participants who reported using 

webbing as a prewriting strategy but then had difficulty organizing and prioritizing her 

ideas.  This difficulty continued into the drafting phase where she appeared to lose her 

way, relying on teacher help at several points. 

Once I get help with the introduction in the beginning on how I'm 

going to do it I can go off and write, but sometimes I will get really 

frustrated. I'll do a couple of paragraphs and put my work away 

and I won't do it until I get to school and ask the teacher or Mrs. 

Rabin and she'll help me with it. 

Susanna described a process in which a spontaneous, free flow approach played a 

major role: 

I think what’s going to be first and then second and I’ll write it real quick. And 

then I’ll go to the next one. Like I’ll start writing all fast.  It’s just like the way it 

comes out is the way it’s going to come out.  

Drafting is complex and, in part, a cognitive endeavor, one that requires the ability 

to engage in and manage the interplay among several levels of tasks.  A majority of the 

participants divulged, mostly through omission and a few through descriptions such as 

Mari and Susanna’s above, that they possessed limited or misinformed understandings of 

what it means to be an effective and strategic writer in the academic domain. 



 162 

 Finally, while the following participants did not specifically discuss the actual 

drafting of a paper, they did allude to some coping tactics used while drafting. One tactic 

was “bullshit” writing reported by two participants. As Arianna explained, “ Like I can 

kind of draw things out and make them longer. I think usually, excuse my language, I put 

“bullshit” through it. I mean, I’m pretty good at that.” 

Also, four participants talked about what Graham (qtd in Wong, 2000) describes 

as “stepping down,” choosing to write more simply because of limited vocabulary and/or 

spelling considerations. As Betty explained: 

I’d want to say something, and all of a sudden I realized I couldn’t spell the word 

or I wasn’t sure about it, so I’d try to think of something else to write that would 

get the same point across. 

Tati described her use of simpler vocabulary words than what others use or what 

was expected of her, “So I stayed simple. Very simple. Short and simple.  Some people 

write long, long sentences all complex.  I write simple words.  I don’t write with big 

words, all complex.  I just write simple.” 

 When asked to describe how they went about writing a school-assigned paper 

from the moment they received the assignment until it was handed in, participants, for the 

most part, provided very little description of either the planning or drafting process, with 

only two of the participants sharing effective drafting strategies. Since all the participants 

have significant difficulties with spelling, perhaps their focus on editing of spelling 

makes sense when one considers that during the complex tasks involved in writing, 

cognitive processes compete for resources with working memory (McCutchen, 2000). 
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Perhaps when lower level tasks such as spelling consumes an inordinate amount of 

working memory, other higher level processes do not get their due. 

In my experiences working with students with LD, the revision process can be 

especially challenging. The revision process involves multiple cognitive processes such 

as critical reading, problem solving, topic knowledge, working memory, and audience 

awareness. Students with LDs face particular difficulties in each of these higher-order 

composing behaviors, focusing instead on word and phrase changes and editing of 

surface concerns such as spelling (Graham, 1997).  For example, as Susanna explained,  “ 

Like I try to put more words in like different words.  Like if I have the same word too 

many times I change that one and try to make the sentence different.” 

Only three of the participants talked about the revision of content either during the 

drafting process or as part of peer review sessions. Since peer reviews had become 

mainstays for the revision of writing assignments in the English department at AHMS, 

they provided another hurdle for students with LD to jump. Betty talked about the 

complexities of participating in a peer review when you are a slower reader and writer 

than your partner: 

I'm also nervous because I'm a slower reader and I'm not very good at writing, so 

they're going to be finished reviewing my paper and giving me feedback in half 

the time it's going to take me.  It's going to take me a while to read through all 

their stuff and try and come up with some feedback.  So it was just like nerve-

racking on what are they going to say about my work, you know about something 
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about my spelling or something personal and then also how am I going to hurry 

up and finish theirs and give them some good feedback on theirs. 

Revising, for skilled writers, involves an awareness of audience and the necessity for the 

writer to construct a text that makes sense on a conceptual level for their reader.  

However, many unskilled writers have a mistaken “revision task schema” (Wallace & 

Hayes, 1991) that leads them to focus on surface features like spelling rather than on 

concepts.  

For all the participants, the editing process was their primary focus, with spelling 

heading the list.  Participants reported the use of two different tactics for editing: a) help 

from a “trusted other,” and b) resource books and technology. As will be discussed more 

fully in chapters 6 and 7, all of the participants reported seeking the support of a “trusted 

other”, soliciting help from family members (Tati: “I ask my mom or my sister or 

somebody to correct it.”); six also depended on help from friends or classmates (Kool 

Aid: “When I’m checking my paper, if I don’t know how to spell a word I’ll ask one of 

my friends who is working next to me.”). Nevaeh attended after- school tutoring at the 

Boys and Girls’ Club for extra help with her writing. On the other hand, Mari depended 

on almost daily support for spelling and punctuation from one of her special education 

teachers who was also her case manager (“She’ll come and sit down with me and tell me 

where you put your period. This is where you capitalize it. This is not spelled right”). 

 In addition to help from others, four of the participants reported using resources 

such as dictionaries, thesauri, and spell checkers.  As Ana described: 
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It’s hard to do your best when you are getting graded for every little mistake, so I 

get out my electronic speller and my dictionary, my Thesaurus, and all those 

different things. When I do trust people in class, I ask them for spelling words, 

then I go home and type it and the computer catches it and I can correct it.  And I 

have my mom check it.  

From the participants’ description, it would appear that the road to completion of 

a classroom writing assignment was oftentimes a daunting task, one filled with obstacles 

and detours. By definition, students with LD come to our classrooms with years of 

difficulties and failures, along with knowledge that they lag behind their peers. How, 

then, did the participants in this study assess their actual writing capabilities?  

Writing Capabilities 

One of the basic assumptions of this research was the notion that our perceptions 

of experiences impact the meaning we make of those experiences and, in turn, those 

meanings affect how we approach and engage in similar tasks.  In talking about writing, 

these beliefs include how students perceive and judge their own writing competencies. 

These, in turn, inform the writing choices they make and the effort they exert (Hidi & 

Boscolo, 2006; Pajares & Johnson, 1996; Pajares & Valiante, 2006). All the participants 

described their weaknesses with spelling. Two also perceived themselves having poor 

penmanship (Mari: “My writing is awful, just like my brothers;” Susanna: “I have like 

the ugliest handwriting ever”), one reported difficulty with grammar (Betty: “Definitely 

grammar was not my strength, that was my weakness. I never understood all the different 

verbs”), and two with letter and word reversals (Betty:  I’d get letters mixed up.  I always 
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wrote my d’s and b’s backwards.  I still do it today;” Frida: “You know, I’d just mix up 

the words.; I would have a perfect sentence in my head and I would write it down, and 

it’d be nothing at all what I wanted to write, at all.”). Mari was the only participant to talk 

about difficulty taking notes in class. (“Like I know how to take notes but its kind of hard 

to take them when they’re talking so fast”). 

When talking about their school literacy practices, the participants had very little 

to say about their writing strengths with only three describing an area of competency.  

Betty talked about her writing voice and her ability to pad papers with a lot of “BS” as 

her strengths.  Arianna felt she was “brilliant” when it came to generating new ideas for 

an assigned paper and Mari talked about her strength when it came to writing personal 

narratives.  

While the research in the field of learning disabilities tends to focus on students’ 

with learning disabilities’ writing within the academic arena, this study endeavors to 

broaden this focus to extend to other kinds of writing that may prove to be more relevant 

to the lives of students with LD. 

Participants Talk About Their “Off-Stage” Writing Practices 

The following scenario was constructed using my fieldnotes written during and 

after an informal classroom observation, along with several member checks with Tati. 

The mood of the class is relaxed, and yet, abuzz with productivity.  These 

sophomores love to work together in small groups.  In fact, the present groups 

have been working together during the last month and there is an air of familiarity 

and congeniality.  Tati and Susanna are in the same group, something they try to 
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arrange whenever possible.  Having known each other since middle school, where 

they were in the same special education resource room, they have grown to trust 

in and depend on one another. 

As part of the sophomore English curriculum, the students have read 

literature from around the world. Today, the assignment asks them to choose a 

character from the Egyptian novel Midaq Alley, and make a drawing of one of the 

characters, citing from the text descriptions to justify their depiction.  Tati loves 

this assignment because she adores being creative, especially if it involves 

drawing.  Susanna, on the other hand, is not so thrilled. A deal is struck.  Tati will 

do Susanna’s drawing if Susanna finds and copies the quotes for Tati.  Later in the 

class, I return to find both girls quietly working; Tati is very much engrossed in 

her art and Susanna is reading and copying (with her right hand) from the text.  

From time to time, she glances under the table at her cell phone in her left hand as 

she surreptitiously text-messages a friend, an act so commonplace that those 

sitting with her did not even seem to notice this underground activity. 

These moments in the day exemplify the complex and multifaceted nature of 

adolescent literacy practices.  As Susanna used her relationship with Tati to cope with the 

demands of the official classroom assignment, she simultaneously engaged in an all-too-

common unofficial literacy practice with her friend at another school, sitting in some 

other classroom.  

Our students live in exciting times. The participants in the study were not solely 

their disability “self;” they were young women with multiple “selves,” selves that were 
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social, fluid and dynamic. So too, were their literacies. As noted by McArthur, Penland, 

Spencer and Anders (2007): 

. . . each student enters our classroom with a deep reservoir of rich and varied 

literacy experiences, literacy experiences that expand beyond the processes 

involved in acquiring functional skills of decoding and encoding printed materials 

to those that have played and continued to play (in multiple ways) a critical role in 

constructing and representing identities and positioning oneself in the world 

(p.57). 

Like Susanna, students are now able to instantly communicate with someone 

halfway around the world or a friend down the hall. This occurs every day, many times 

outside of school, oftentimes in the hallway and sometimes in the classroom right under 

our noses. In this environment it is only natural that our understandings of what it means 

to be literate and to engage in literacy practices have shifted.  No longer does being 

literate mean just being able to read and write traditional print text; it has broadened to 

include being literate in multiple ways. The participants of this study reported 

engagements in a rich and varied array of writing practices, some of which have failed to 

be adequately acknowledged or studied in the field of learning disabilities. 

The following sections describe these “off-stage” practice in three areas: a) 

private writing, b) social writing, and c) writing on the job. 

Private Writing Practices 

For most people, a considerable amount of words are written for and/or with 

others.  However, there are times when people write words with the intention and 
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expectation of privacy. Following Peter Elbow’s lead, I refer to this type of writing as 

private writing, where “the writer does not intend the words for the eyes of others” 

(Elbow, 1999). In no way does this term indicate private writing happens only in a 

vacuum or the writer is aloof to the prospect of some unforeseen, future audience. Rather, 

the notion of private writing in this study denotes those engagements in which the 

participants intended at the time of composing not to share that writing with others. 

While reports of private writing practices were not as prevalent as their social 

writing (those writings practices with and for others), the participants in this study were 

no different than the population at large.  Some reported making lists to organize their 

day, to buy groceries and/or to maintain a list of newly-learned vocabulary words.  Some 

wrote in diaries and journals, created poetry or composed unsent letters.  This section 

discusses in more detail the findings of this research beginning with a description of how 

participants used private writing as a tool to express emotions and to solve problems.  

Next, the participants discuss private writing as an organizational tool.  Finally, the use of 

private writing as a tool to document life events is presented.  

Ten of the eleven participants described one or more forms of private writing 

practices. For seven of the participants, writing served as tool to express anger, sadness, 

loneliness, and to “just get it out,” and for three of these seven, writing also assisted them 

to systematically face and solve personal problems and challenges.  While these seven 

had common purposes in writing, the genres they chose varied as four wrote in diaries or 

journals, two wrote unsent letters and two wrote poetry.   
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Along with Michelle, Kool Aid and Frida, Tati used her diary as a space to 

express pent-up emotions.  At the age of three, Tati’s parents divorced and her father left 

town, and that left Tati devastated: 

I felt so bad.  My mom says I had fevers cause I missed him so much right there.  

And when I got older, I started writing in a diary about that, to like take it out. I 

like writing about how I feel, but in a poetry kind of way.  Like, when I'm very 

sad, I would just write it.  

Writing in a journal also served to stave off “aloneness” and gave her a space to 

explore her feelings and experiences: 

I have the journal where I just write.  Like at lunch if my friend doesn't come or 

something.  I'm alone.  Cause I don't really have a lot of friends.  I don't have a 

human diary. A human diary is like a person you tell everything to and they don't 

say nothing.  My sister does.  She has a human diary. She has a friend that she 

tells everything to. And I just go outside, sit out somewhere, just write.  Just write 

how my day has been or how I feel, or if I've had an argument with somebody I'll 

write it down.  I'm not a person that keeps it all inside.  I don't like being 

frustrated. 

Three of the participants explicitly stated that they had never used a diary.  

Arianna told of her intention to write in a diary but found that she would rather just talk 

to friends instead; Ana felt her life was “pretty straightforward” so there was little she 

needed to write; and, finally, Betty simple stated, “ I’m not really a diary type of person.” 
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That is not to say that Betty did not use writing to work out personal problems.  As she 

explained: 

Sometimes it helped when I was in a very bad mood, I'd just take out my 

notebook for a class usually and just write down I was mad at my dad, or my 

boyfriend or whoever and let it all out and say everything that upset met, or 

whatever.  I would just want to crawl into a cave. Or in my room at home. Turn 

on some music and just let it all out. He pissed me off so bad today; he'll never 

understand me. 

Mari chose a different genre for “letting her emotions out”, the unsent letter:  

If I'm at home and I'm mad I'll write down like a notebook and after I write down 

all my feelings and like I'll say that I'm writing a letter to a person. I write down 

all my feelings and I feel better cause I let it out.  And after I crumble it or rip it 

and throw it.   

Betty, too used the unsent letter to vent, but she also used this form to think through and 

solve the issue at hand.  

I mean I do still write when I get upset, but usually I don't do anything with those 

writing; it's usually directed towards that one person.  Sometimes I’ll write like a 

pretend letter and it will help me work out what I want to say. It helps me 

organize what I want to tell them. 

Nevaeh also used writing as a problem- solving tool, choosing poetry as her 

medium:  
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That was like the time that me and my stepdad argued a whole bunch and I’d just 

be so mad.  That would be the way I could get it out.  And be like, oh my God 

today was just like a horrible day. And poetry can help you to go back and think 

about, I did make a mistake. And poetry can help you figure it out. 

Another purpose for private writing was organization.  Three of the participants 

described their dependence on calendars and “to do” lists as an organizational tool. As 

Betty explained, “Well, I have to be so much more organized, so I have to use a planner 

and write down a ‘what to do list.’  I have to write down what assignments are due and 

stuff like that.” 

 And finally, three of the participants reported using writing to document life 

events.  Kool-Aid wrote about her day-to-day happenings (“Yeah, just like a little 

notebook.   I’d just write in notebooks.  Like, ‘Today I was late.  My detention starts,’ 

stuff like that.”), while both Frida and Ana documented their observations and thoughts 

as they traveled through Europe. 

Susanna was the only participant to report not engaging in private writing. When 

asked if she engaged in writing just for herself, her answer reflected some degree of 

frustration: 

No, it's more like that my handwriting, the letters won't come out sometimes and 

it's like a whole different word and I have to read the sentence over a couple of 

times so I can get what I was talking about. It just doesn’t work for me. 

However, as will be seen in the next section on social writing, Susanna found a 

way around her difficulties in reading her own writing: text messaging. 



 173 

Social Writing Practices 

Sociocultural theorists see literacy not as an isolated cognitive process, but as a social 

act (Vygotsky, 1978), an act in which people make sense of their everyday lives within 

their discourse communities (Gee, 1992). Literacies, such as writing, provide teens a tool 

to establish, define, shape, and maintain social affiliations and hierarchies in and outside 

the classroom (Finders, 1997). These engagements are influential in identity construction 

and, therefore, personal autonomy and agency.  When asked to, “Tell me about the kinds 

of writing you do from the time you get up in the morning until you go to bed at night,” 

all of the participants reported engagements in writing practices in which there was an 

explicit recognition of and interaction with an audience other than themselves, practices 

that for this report will be called social writing practices. Although these engagements 

occurred in spaces where academic and/or career writing were the official practices, the 

term social writing practices denotes the unofficial, off-stage, sub-rosa, and often hidden 

writings of the participants with and/or for others.  To follow is a brief summary of the 

differing social writing practices in which the participants reported engagements. 

•  All of the participants reported having signed yearbooks.   

• All but one of the participants sent and received text messages.  

• Ten the participants engaged or have engaged in notepassing during and/or 

between classes. 

• All but one of the participants used e-mail to communicate with friends.  

• Six participants reported having a myspace.com account.  

• Five reported sending letters through the mail to friends and/or pen pals. 
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• Five participants reported using writing within a creative genre such as music, art, 

poetry and performances.  

• Two reported using writing for political purposes.  

These practices have at least three elements in common.  First of all, each of these 

practices was learned, shared, and engaged in informal ways.  As participants described 

these engagements, they painted a picture of a certain amount of fluidity- of give and 

take. Kool-Aid sat with her sister on the sofa at home as they bounced ideas around while 

writing lyrics for a song, Frida and her friends brainstormed as they designed banners and 

flyers for political events, and all the participants reported the bustling quality in the end-

of-the year ritual of passing yearbooks around to one another for signing. 

Another aspect of the informality of these practices resided in the lessened focus on 

traditional and formal constraints and expectations.  Participants were able to be more 

creative with spelling and grammar than when writing for formal classroom assignments 

by abbreviating words and/or using slang. (This aspect will be explored more fully in the 

upcoming section on text-messaging.) 

Secondly, for the most part, but not exclusively, the above practices involved 

interactions with other females: Ximena text-messaged her mother and aunt every day on 

the way home from work, Nevaeh passed notes during class to her female peers, and 

Frida wrote and performed poetry with other feminist activists.  However, Ana wrote 

letters to a male friend in jail while some participants reported boys on their text-

messaging list, and Tati talked about creating her Myspace account with her boyfriend.  

Nevertheless, the above practices by- in- large occurred in gendered spaces. 
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Third, for each of these practices, participants reported a repertoire of management 

strategies.  Since spelling was problematic for all of them, they reported differing 

strategies used to manage spelling difficulties: Arianna masked spelling problems while 

writing in yearbooks by “writing it messy,” while in the same situation, Tati quickly 

checked out what others had written and then gleaned words and phrases from their 

writings.  

Furthermore, participants also reported strategies for keeping their practices 

undercover. For instance, Ana did not want her mother to know the extent of her 

correspondence with a friend in jail, and therefore had that mail sent to a second site; 

participants talked of elaborate strategies for hiding notes passed during class, strategies 

such as pretending to loan a friend a notebook or a pen, all the while hiding the fact that 

the note was on the last page or snuggly wrapped inside the gutted pen; and Betty told of 

the coded messages she passed to her best friend so that even were they caught, the 

teacher would have been unable to decipher it. 

For the participants, text-messaging was by far the most pervasive, engaging and 

ubiquitous of all the different practices listed above. With ten of the eleven participants 

reporting text-messaging every day with friends, this practice had a central place in the 

social lives of the participants. As will be demonstrated in this section, participants in this 

study text-messaged throughout their day, for various purposes, across differing contexts 

and often with multiple contacts at a time.  Of these ten, five reported texting daily with 

family members, while three reported doing so during class.  The six high school 

participants who engaged in texting reported doing so on a regular basis during class, 
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while the three participants who were attending college reported that they would not text 

in a classroom environment.  Ximena, the only participant who had a full-time job 

reported not text-messaging during her work hours, primarily because cell phones were 

not allowed on her government job at a correctional facility. However, she did report 

texting her family members before and after work, checking in with them about their 

days and their future plans. 

But first, before delving into the texting world of these ten participants, I want to 

give voice to Ana, the only participant who did not text.  For Ana there were three 

reasons she chose not to do so.  First, her difficulties with spelling oftentimes put her in a 

position where the recipient of the message could not read it,  

I don’t have text-messaging. It’s very hard because my spelling is so bad I don’t 

even put effort into it anymore because people are just like, “What?  I’m 

confused.”  It’s just a scary thought that people don’t understand me. 

Secondly, the size of the cell phone screen became problematic,“The screen is so much 

smaller than the computer and the lettering and the keys and everything. I want to be able 

to read my writing through completely and see what the differences are.” 

And her third reason, “. . . it’s expensive.” 

For continuity and ease of reading, Nevaeh’s voice represents the remaining 

participants’ text-messaging practices.  For five of the participants, checking for text-

messages first thing in the morning was a daily ritual, one that was a continuation of last 

night’s before- bedtime communications.  As Neveah explained, 
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Before I’ll go to bed I might text some of my friends. When I get up I check. Then 

I text about every single one of them cause like the phones have a toy you can put 

more than one phone number in at a time. About 20 and that’s not all of them but 

it’s just ones that I’m close to. 

Messages sent back and forth were short and dealt with immediate situations, or 

making social plans: 

Sometimes some of my friends will like watch the news and they will tell 

everybody the temperature for today, and stuff like that and they’ll like put good 

morning and have a nice day and stuff like that. And sometimes some of friends 

will be going to school and I’ll ask where they’re at, where they going to meet. 

With anticipation of meeting friends or checking-in with boyfriends at another 

school, seven of the participants text while riding to school on the bus or in the car, an 

experience that on some mornings was fraught with tension for Nevaeh: 

And then on the way to school like sometimes I text and sometimes I don’t 

because my mom will be a little upset cause it’s constantly the phone, the phone, 

the phone.  

For the ten participants who text, the beginning of class in no way indicated the 

end of texting. In fact, all ten participants reported text-messaging during, at least, some 

of their classes. As Nevaeh explained, texting may be used to entertain oneself during 

boring and unengaging classes, 

Sometimes I’ll text message and like the person will be right next to me and we’ll 

just look at each other we’ll laugh because, like in a classroom, like one of us 
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catches somebody picking their nose or doing just something funny and we’ll text 

like, “Did you see that?” and look at each other and laugh. 

All of the texting participants reported communications with friends in other 

classrooms or in other schools.  Sometimes, Nevaeh received a message from a friend in 

another part of the school: 

Or something happens at lunch and they really need to talk to you about it and 

there’s things like that,  “Can you come over cause I need help with my 

homework,” or cause they’re going to have some party and want to go out or 

something like that. 

Cell phone usage during class was banned by the school’s administration. So it 

may be assumed that at least for some of the participants of this study, the deliberate 

challenge to this edict may well have had some other significance. Erving Goffman 

studied and mapped the role of resistance of patients in mental hospitals and concluded 

that whenever we look at a social establishment, we find participants decline in some way 

to accept the official view of what they should be putting into and getting out of the 

organization (Goffman, 1961) . Building on Goffman’s work, my earlier research 

suggested that adolescent girls (with and without LD) often engaged in underground 

literacy practices to resist oppression, relieve boredom, engage creatively with the 

curriculum and with peers, and build social communities (Penland, 1998, 1999). 

Undaunted, hiding their text-messaging became tactical part of participants’ texting 

practices. All of the participants described some strategy for hiding their text-messaging 

activities in certain classes: hiding their cell phones in their backpack on their desk, 
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asking to go to the restroom, or using one hand to hide the phone under their desk.  

Keeping her communications underground, Nevaeh became an adept strategist.  Should 

she text during class or should she pass notes?  

It all depends on like the type of class you’re in.  If you’re in a class where you 

have to take a lot of notes, then writing notes and passing them to your friends is 

going to be a lot easier than text messaging, or if you’re in a class where you’re 

reading out of a book and stuff like that, it’s easier to do text messaging, and 

you’ll smile at the teacher and she won’t know what you’re doing because you 

have your phone under the desk and pretend like you’re looking and you continue 

text messaging. 

Not surprisingly, the participants identified those classes in which they would 

never text-message or pass notes. As mentioned earlier, the four participants who were in 

college or at work did not text-message during their class or on the worksite.  The 

remaining participants talked about classes in which they would not want to disrespect 

the teacher, or like in Nevaeh’s case, being so interested and focused that they could not 

afford the distraction of texting, “Not in my American History class because my teacher 

is giving lectures and you kinda have to really have your ears and eyes wide open. You 

have to stay focused.” 

Those who text must manage their spelling concerns, but unlike writing for a 

formal classroom assignment, texting afforded an informal, creative and linguistically 

nonconventional environment, one that incorporated what Nevaeh calls “short spelling”, 
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It kinda like I get stuck on a word I’d either think of a different word to put into 

what I’m writing or a lot of that is knowing the short spelling for it, like “what” is 

“wat” instead of “what” and stuff like that.  It’s just easier like that way cause you 

can shorten everything up and you know you don’t have to spell it right and write 

the whole word out and it makes it easier that way.  

And one that may have impacted her more traditional school literacy practices, 

“Sometimes you kind’a get confused if you’re writing a school essay and you start 

shortening your words up without really realizing it and you go back and say, oh my 

God.” 

Since spelling presented difficulty for all the participants, another tactic used by 

participants to manage spelling issues was choosing the best fit in the texting mode: 

either ABC or T9Word.  The ABC choice involved multiple key presses for each letter. 

For example, to type the word “if” requires the user to press the “4” key three times for 

the “i” and the “3” key three times for the “f”.  On the other hand, T9Word , also called 

predictive text, requires one key press for each letter.  Thus, in this mode in order to 

generate the same word (“if”) the user is only required to press the “4” key one time and 

the “3” key one time.  At this point the user is given a fast-access dictionary of all 

possible words from a given series of keypresses.  For example, the keypresses used for 

“if” are the same as for “he”, “go” or “id”.  The user then chooses the correct word from 

the dictionary and then proceeds.   All the participants have preferences and reasons for 

their choice. For some, T9Word helped them with spelling since it gave them choices of 
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words, while for others, the ABC mode was better when they were writing using codes. 

However, Nevaeh explained that she used both, depending on circumstances: 

I use both.  It depends, like sometimes I use ABC because it’s a little bit faster 

and you don’t have to go through every single word and I just spell it like the way 

you spell things. But after awhile, T9 learns your slang and then you can use that. 

Say I get stuck on something I don’t know how to spell it, I’ll kinda just spell it 

like I think it should be spelled using T9 and if that’s not it then I know that’s not 

the word or sometimes it will spell it for me as I’m spelling it.  It’s kinda like a 

dictionary.  After the first three letters it actually finds it for you. It kind’uv goes 

through the words and stuff like that. 

During the course of the focus group on texting, the participants were asked to 

generate on a large piece of butcher paper a list of the “short spellings.” These are 

presented in Appendix H. While generating the list, Nevaeh, Susanna, Tati and Mari 

began talking about the different “voices” one can take on while texting. Interestingly, for 

Nevaeh and the other participants in this focus group, these “voices” were tied to certain 

racial/ethnic groups.  As Nevaeh explained: 

Everyone has their own style, there own voice, their own way of spelling. When 

Mari texts me it’s Black slang, like  ‘Wuteva’ or  ‘u wuzn’t payin.’  I’ll use all 

different kinds of things, like I’ll use ‘awesome’ or ‘oh my god.’ which is like 

White or Preppie. It all depends on who you’re texting. Like there’s the Spanish 

slang, like ‘jaja’ for ‘haha’ or just ‘ay.’ 
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Career Writing Practices 

 

At the time of this study, six of the participants either had a job or were currently 

working in an office at school. Of these six, four reported having to write as part of their 

job. Reports of writing engagements included, writing call slips as an office aide, keeping 

the financial books for a small business, inputting computer data, writing memos and 

letters at a government job, and placing orders for a large department store.  

I chose to include “career writing” within this section merely as an example of the 

“off-stage” (in this case, away from the academic expectations of the classroom) writing 

practices of which the participants reported.  This does not indicate that I am unaware of 

the fact that for participants such as Ximena, writing on the job was embedded within the 

official and on-stage requirements.  

Ximena was the only participant working fulltime at a job where she was recently 

hired at a local state correctional facility as a secretary. Her job consisted of multiple 

duties that required writing: inputting data on the computer, writing letters and memos, 

and preparing the payroll. However, her day began with taking care of her daughter, 

Jimena.  As Ximena described, 

I get up around 6 am and get ready for work and take Jimena to my sister’s. It’s 

about a thirty-five-minute drive.  They get really mad if you’re late, but you can’t 

park near the building you have to park far away and take a bus in. Everybody has 

to do that. And sometimes the bus is late cause of the inmates.  But they don’t 

care. They still get mad if you’re late. The first thing I do is check mail and sort 

my boss’s. Every other week I do payroll.  So like if it’s Monday, I might have to 
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check e-mail to see if central technicians write about payroll corrections, if there’s 

a problem.  I write back and say I corrected it or it’s not my job or something like 

that.  Sometimes the inmates write letters to my boss, like on a form.  Like “I 

don’t have hot water,” or  “One of the guards took my personal property.” And 

then my boss’ll write on sticky notes and I’ll type it and send it back, like “The 

water was taken care of” or “We’ll look into the property matter.” If it’s 

Wednesday I might have to get the timesheets together and input them on the 

computer.  There’s a special computer program.  If I can’t spell something or I 

need help, there’s a woman there who helps me.  It’s nothing.  I like my work, 

I’ve got great benefits and everything.  It’s just that I need to have more money 

for me and Jimena.  

In the preceding three sections, participants described their private, social, and 

career writing practices.  These descriptions provide a glimpse into the complex, rich and 

varied writing practices and the multifaceted subjectivities of the participants. Here, we 

see young women as writers who are technically savvy, creatively motivated and 

emotionally engaged, and as strategist who are social network managers, voice 

appropriators, and tactical and organizational planners. These findings create potential to 

broaden our knowledge beyond the academic focus of research primarily embraced in the 

field of learning disabilities.  

Additionally, research in the learning disabilities field has historically been 

concerned with the cognitive aspect of writing, with less focus on the affective domain. 

In the next section, the participants in this study extend current understandings by 
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providing a description of the ways in which writing practices act to relieve pent up 

emotions, to provide a medium for creativity, and to evoke feelings of pride or 

embarrassment. 

Emotive Component of Writing 

. . .this kid with disabilities obviously has stuff built up inside, has stuff to express. 

Frida 

The uneasy tension between reason and emotion has been the topic of philosophy 

for centuries with philosophers such as Socrates emphasizing the pursuit of reason and 

placing emotion in an inferior and bothersome role (Shutz & Decuir, 2002). 

Similarly, during the last century, behavioral psychologists shunned internal states 

and were suspicious of that which could not be observed and quantified (Davidson & 

Cacioppo, 1992). Cognitive psychologists focused on internal mental processes such as 

thinking, intellect and reasoning, envisioning humans as problem-solving computers 

(McLeod, 1991). 

Some psychologist, however, voiced uneasiness with this focus on cognition to 

the exclusion of emotions.  Piaget himself a cognitive psychologist, observed that 

“. . . at no level, at no state, even in the adult, can we find a behavior or a state which is 

purely cognitive without affect nor a purely affective state without a cognitive element 

involved” (Piaget, 1962) 

Vygotsky (1986) added his own observation that: 

When we approach the problem of the interrelation between thought and language 

and other aspects of mind, the first question that arises is that of intellect and 



 185 

affect.  Their separation as subjects of study is a major weakness of traditional 

psychology, since it makes the thought process appear as an autonomous flow of 

“thoughts thinking themselves,” segregated from the fullness of life, from the 

personal needs and interests, the inclinations and impulses, of the thinker. 

(Vygotsky, 1996) 

The field of learning disabilities being rooted within a reductionist, medical model, and 

the overall educational environment focusing on skill instruction, standards and 

assessment, scant attention is being paid to the interaction of emotions, cognition and 

literacy practices beyond research that studies motivation in the academic arena. While 

discussions of how to define terms such as emotion, mood, feeling and affect abound, for 

the purpose of this study I have chosen to use the term emotions to represent the writing 

experiences participants reported such as passion, creativity, self-worth, embarrassment, 

and anger. 

Emotions are complex, dynamic, situated and in the words of Frida  “a roller 

coaster.” We have all laughed and cried in the same moment, in the same instant. We can 

feel pride in one moment and a split second later, shame. Oftentimes, we are at a loss as 

how to sort out our own emotions; however, for clarity’s sake, I have chosen to divide the 

findings for this section into the dichotomy of positive and negative emotions. I begin 

with a brief, overall description of the findings.  Since one of the main purposes of this 

project was to give voice to its participants, a dialogue between two of these participants 

is presented. 



 186 

Nine of the eleven participants talked about the positive emotional component of 

writing: pride, stress reliever, “feels brilliant,” and ‘a little form of therapy.”  This 

category breaks down into three subcategories. Participants reported positive emotional 

reactions when, 

• writing was a tool for creative expression, 

• writing was a tool for working out personal problems, 

• writing evoked feelings of pride and/or accomplishment. 

All of the participants reported negative emotional reactions to 

• having their writing difficulties made public,  

• the writing process itself  

To follow is a conversation between Frida and Ana.  In constructing this dialogue I 

selected sections from the poetry focus group in which Frida and Ana participated and 

integrated these with excerpts from their individual interview transcripts. It is important 

to note that Frida and Ana then met with me on separate occasions to provide feedback 

and to guide the final dialogue presented here. 

Positive Emotive Experiences 

 “It’s my little form of therapy” (Frida) 

“It’s a way to open up everything, everything” (Ana) 

Frida:  Writing really connects into my life in so many different ways.  I have a journal  

and that's like one of the biggest things in my life.  Like, everything I go through--

good, bad, happy, sad--it's in there.  And it’s one of my ways to express myself 

and to like kind of get rid of some emotions; it's my little form of therapy.  
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Ana:   I think in my life, writing is a way to open myself up to who I let in and for 

myself to kind of keep up with my changes.  Like when I change from one school 

to another, from one grade to another, from one friend to another, from one mood 

to another. Ah, like a stress reliever.  It’s something that calms me down; Here’s 

part of a poem I wrote: 

Release 

I have to type and release my stress 

Let my mind flow free 

Like the branches of a tree 

To create a poem, I must think, think, think 

Think of ways to help my soul. . . 

F:   For me it’s my journal and it’s poetry. And I think a lot of the reasons why I do 

love poetry is because of that calmness, and it’s because of like my aggression, 

it’s because of my frustration… like my inner frustration about things I see 

around me.  And a lot of like I have to write down. 

A:  Right. I think poetry is an easy way to express yourself. ‘ 

F:  Like for me, just give me a piece of paper and I’m like, ‘I’m really anxious,’ or 

‘I’m really mad right now, I have to write about it,’ or  ‘My boyfriend just broke 

up with me and I’m really hurt, and I want to write about it.’ 

A:  And when you write it, it’s almost like you can talk to them. It’s like talking to a 

person.   And oh, man, it’s exciting and it gives you a lot of energy to express 
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yourself and let yourself go and not hold back on anything. And it’s a way to open 

up everything, everything.  

F:   Yeah. I actually have a friend I knew who got into coke, got into meth, and then 

into heroin and then a prostitute.  It went on until my sophomore year in high 

school. 

A:   I had one of those, too. 

F:   And it’s just like…you know, I wrote a poem about her… when I was writing it I 

was like crying and I was upset, and I was just like so pissed off that it was even 

happening. I mean it was a roller coaster of emotions that happened.   

A:  I don’t think that my poems have gotten as deep as yours have, and I give you 

major props for that, cause I have not written anything close to yours or anything 

like that.  Mine is basically, you know, the hurt and pain between relationships 

and how you’re treated. 

F:  I have another friend that, ah, I’m very close to and we write poetry together all 

the time.  And it’s a very artsy, deep, personal. And, I mean, art, too.  Like there’s 

different ways to get it out. 

A:  Like with my art. Feelings come out in so many different ways, shapes and sizes, 

you know.   Lately, I’ve been using a lot of text and texture. I use my poems in 

my paintings and photo montages. I just hide my poems in it.  

F:  Doing your art, if you’re writing, then the number one thing is to express yourself. 

I have a little tape recorder that I sometimes, in the middle of the night….like I 

will have a dream or a nightmare or an idea and I’ll wake up and I’ll just record it 
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really quick.   The next morning, like ‘Oh my God,’ you know, ‘I almost forgot 

all about that.’ And I’ll write and write. I mean, this kid with disabilities 

obviously has stuff built up inside, has stuff to express. I mean writing, being 

creative and using language and playing around with words is stronger than….  

A:   Than a put-down or spelling or anything. 

I italicized these last comments to highlight one of the major insights the 

participants provided: the notion that the therapeutic and creative nature of writing was in 

Frida and Anna’s words, “stronger than a put-down or spelling or anything.”  However, 

during the interviews with all the participants, it became apparent that no matter how 

compelling a tool writing could be, there were very real and long-lasting emotional scars 

produced by the ways in which peers and teachers responded to their writing, made all 

the more difficult by the reality that for them the writing process itself could be 

overwhelming and frustrating. 

Negative Emotive Experiences 

And I was so embarrassed, I could’ve just started crying right there and just walked out 

of the class (Frida) 

You feel vulnerable. You feel trapped (Ana) 

Frida:  The first day in my college writing class the teacher said, ‘I want all you guys to 

take out a piece of paper and write about yourself.’  Well, that’s just not my style. 

And then she took the papers up at the end of class.  When we come back the next 

class, she pulls out all the papers and she made class copies of every single paper 

and she says, “Now we’re going to correct each other’s papers here in class.”  
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And that’s where I started panicking, because I was like honestly, I know I have a 

million misspelled words on the paper.  Honestly, I knew my grammar was out of 

control. There’s probably some sentences that don’t even make sense, you know.  

I was really embarrassed. And just my luck, of course, she picks my paper from 

the very top of the pile. And she passes out xeroxed copies of my paper to the 

whole class.  And so I was the first person to go. I could’ve just start crying right 

there and just walked out of the class.  I was so embarrassed, and she was like, 

“What the hell are you trying to mean right here?”  She’s a very blunt old woman. 

And just going on about everything I wrote, and I’m just like sitting there, like 

trying to explain myself, but she wasn’t understanding it.  So I was just like 

totally embarrassed 

A:  Embarrassing too, you know, when the teacher would like, “Okay kids pass your 

paper to another friend and they’ll grade your paper and check your spelling 

errors.”  It’s just kind’a embarrassing cause I know I’m a really horrible speller. 

And you feel vulnerable, cause you sometimes don’t know the people in class and 

they can be hurtful and they’d make comments about maybe spelling and stuff  

like “What are you talking about?” and things like that that was difficult. Cause 

you go from having such an open everything and then you go to something really 

close and uptight. 

F:   And in high school you have to sit in class.  You can’t leave class.  You just have 

to sit there and feel threatened; you can’t leave. So you can’t protect yourself. 
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A:   It’s kind of emotional, actually, because you want to accepted for you’re writing 

and the content of it and not the way it looks.  But the teacher, some of them 

don’t, they’ll just mark you wrong because of the words or the spacing or 

something like that. And it’s very hard, almost scary that you can’t write that 

easily without people noticing it completely.  

F:  Like I’m really good at verbally expressing myself. But when someone just 

focuses on my problems, on my weakness I feel that everything I had 

accomplished and was proud of was overlooked and that’s frustrating.  

A:   Ah, sometimes it’s nauseating, because you’re just constantly thinking, I want this 

to be so much better, but it can’t be any better because I just can’t give the quality 

I want and sometimes painful, as well. It’s kind of irritating, like I always want to 

write something, but if I write it down and it doesn’t look right or didn’t feel right, 

it’s not something I want to leave. Or you have an idea and you think about it one 

way, but when you write it, it doesn’t come out that way at all.  That’s really 

frustrating. You feel trapped. 

Summary of Findings 

This chapter began with a synopsis of what researchers suggest are the writing 

challenges faced by many students with LD. These studies reflected research in the 

learning disabilities field that has historically focused on the cognitive demands of 

writing, with the goal of seeking to enhance students’ writing performance through skill 

and strategy training. Following this summary, I presented an overview of how the 
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district and the specific school, in which this study took place, responded to the demands 

of high-stake testing as they framed writing instruction for classrooms. 

In order to position the contributions of the findings in this chapter within the 

field of learning disabilities, I begin with a brief and to-the-point summary of how these 

findings substantiate previous research followed by the ways in which these findings 

expand our current knowledge of writing and students with LD.   

Where Findings in this Study Substantiate Previous Research 

The study participants’ descriptions of their own writing processes for an in-

school assignment, for the most part, echo those found by previous researchers. For many 

students with LD, school writing practices involve a) little attention to planning (Graham 

& Harris, 1997; Thomas, Englert, & Gregg, 1987), b) relying on a “knowledge-telling” 

approach (Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1987; Troia, Graham, & Harris, 1999), and  c) 

focusing primarily on the management of surface features such as spelling (Graham, 

1997).  When participants described their writing process for a school assignment, they 

reported: 

• Little attention to prewriting/preplanning 

Previous research suggests that planning is a step that students with LD tend 

to minimize (Graham & Harris, 1997; Thomas, Englert, & Gregg, 1987). 

Participants’ descriptions substantiate these findings. Only one participant 

reported effective use of a prewriting strategy: mapping.  

• Ill-conceived drafting schema 
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Previous research suggests that students with LD appear to consider writing 

assignments as a “writing dump”, (Englert, Raphael & Anderson, 1992), 

relying on a knowledge-telling tactic (McCutchen, 1988; Scardamalia & 

Bereiter, 1987; Troia, Graham, & Harris, 1999).  When asked to describe their 

writing process for an assignment, for the most part, participants in this study 

omitted details about their drafting of text, relying, rather, on the writing 

dump approach documented in previous research.  

• Mistaken revision task schema 

Most research suggests that students with LD spend little time revising 

content, employing instead a mistaken revision task schema (Wallace & 

Hayes, 1991) that focuses on word and phrase changes and the editing of 

surface concerns such as spelling. The participants in this study spent an 

inordinate amount of time talking about the importance of editing for spelling 

where they recruited the help of others and used spell checkers and reference 

books. 

Where Findings in this Study Expand Previous Research 

 The findings presented in this chapter have the potential to broaden our current 

knowledge about the real-lived literacy experiences of students with LD and to expand 

the possibilities for research focus in the field of learning disabilities. For each topic 

below, I present a brief synopsis of what previous research suggests, followed a 

description of how this study’s finding inform and expand current knowledge.  

• Self-assessment of their own writing capabilities  
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Graham and Harris (1989) report that many students with LD show an 

unrealistically elevated judgment of their writing capabilities and have 

difficulty assessing their problems and performances. However, the findings 

outlined in this chapter indicate that there is a gender component that may 

contribute to the equation. For the most part, researchers have reported that, at 

least through middle school, girls report stronger confidence in their writing 

capabilities than do their age-equivalent boys (Pajares, Miller & Johnson, 

1999; Pajares & Valiante, 2001), a situation that oftentimes diminishes and 

even reverses as girls reach their high school years (Pajares & Johnson, 1996).  

This fact was supported by the answers given by the participants in this study 

who talked more comfortably, openly and candidly about their weaknesses 

and difficulties than their strengths and was in contradiction to the Graham 

and Harris’ (1989) report. 

• Motivation 

 A common notion in the field of learning disabilities is that students with LD  

 lack motivation and, “. . .  demonstrate a lack of will and effort to  

  tackle the demands of challenging tasks such as writing” (Troia, 2006, p. 328). 

The results from this present study suggest that for these participants, 

motivation depends on the context of such writing, its purpose  meaning, since 

they reported high motivation to write creatively, socially and artistically.  

• Awareness of Audience  
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Previous research has documented that students with LD lack an awareness of 

audience when writing (MacArthur, Graham, Schwartz & Schafer, 1995). 

This present study suggests that participants in this study were all too aware of 

audience during writing practices that were relevant in their lives. They 

reported ability to shift to different writing voices and style depending on their 

audiences and purposes: assignments from their bosses at work, connections 

with others through texting, poetry, lyrics, and art, persuasion through 

political banners, and presenting an image of themselves on myspace.com. 

• Generation of Ideas 

From previous we know that student with LD have difficulty generating ideas 

for writing (Graham, Harris, MacArthur & Schwartz, 1991). While this study 

substantiates this finding when the focus is solely on official, in-school 

writing tasks, it discovered, however that when participants report in regard to 

their unofficial writing practices, they appear to have little difficulty 

generating text whether for a diary,  in a text-message to their friends, or as 

part of the lyrics to a new song.  

• Strategic awareness 

Students with LD demonstrate limited awareness of strategies for managing of 

the myriad cognitive processes involved in monitoring their writing as well as 

coordinating processes for revision (Englert et al., 1989; Graham et al., 1991). 

Participants’ descriptions of their school writing tasks substantiate previous 

research findings indicating that participants’ ideas for planning, generating 
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and revising text occurred in a free flow and non-strategic manner. At the 

same time, participants reported successful and ongoing engagements in a 

myriad writing practices such as creations of myspace.com sites, text-

messaging, art, poetry among others, activities that demand complex 

metacognitive and cognitive strategies. 

• Multiple Literacies 

Most research in the field of learning disabilities focuses on  writing 

performances as they occur in classrooms in response to assigned classroom 

tasks. The findings presented in this chapter demonstrate a vast and rich 

repertoire of writing practices away from the official curriculum.  Participants 

reported engagements in private writing, social writing and career writing. 

They kept diaries, wrote poetry, text-messages and memos. They wrote for 

varying purposes and employed various strategies to manage their spelling 

difficulties and to keep their writings hidden. 

• Emotive Component of Writing 

The findings in this study echoed Vygotsky’s observation that an attempt to 

separate out “intellect and affect . . .  

is a major weakness of traditional psychology, since it makes the thought 

process appear as an autonomous flow of ‘thoughts thinking themselves,’ 

segregated from the fullness of life, from the personal needs and interests, 

the inclinations and impulses, of the thinker. (Vygotsky, 1996) 

        Participants shared their feelings of pride in their writing where they felt    
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        “brilliant”; some used writing as a space to relieve pent-up emotions; and    

         some were embarrassed and felt vulnerable when their writing difficulties 

        became public 

Discussion 

During the spring semester when this study took place, I observed a sophomore 

English teacher announcing that students would begin the district writing assessment. 

Groans and moans issued forth as students cleared their desks to begin this two- day 

process.  From years of involvement in this ritual, they appeared all too familiar with the 

routine. Under test like conditions and with no resources other than dictionaries and 

thesauri, they would be given a prompt, provided the opportunity to clarify with the 

teacher any concerns, and then proceed to produce a pre-write, and a rough draft to be 

marked up and then copied into a final draft.  These final drafts would then be submitted 

and an anonymous teacher on staff who would evaluate the paper using the 6-trait rubric. 

As the students watched the teacher write the prompt on the board, their groans gave way 

to silent anticipation: 

Your school principal is considering how much money to allocate in next year’s 

budget for new computers for your school. You have been asked to help him 

gather the information he will need to make his decision. Write on the invention of 

the computer and explain its impact on education.  

Silence, as students read the prompt, followed by a discernible shift as looks of 

bewilderment and then frustration crossed their faces. Tati called me over to her desk and 

said, “ I don’t know anything about computers.”  I even noticed a look of perplexity on 
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the teacher’s face as she studied the prompt she had written on the board. (Later, she 

would confide that given the same prompt, she would be at a loss. She also wondered 

what person sitting in what office had thought this up?).  

 This imposed ritual stood in stark contrast to the stories I heard during individual 

interviews and focus groups.  During these moments, time and time again I took note of 

the excitement, the playfulness and the satisfaction in the voices of participants as they 

talked about text-messaging a friend, writing poetry for a public reading, solving math 

problems, and writing song lyrics.  When Ana described embedding poetry into her 

paintings, a sense of pride in discovering a new way to express herself filled the room. Or 

when Tati shared her love of art and the ways it connected her to her culture, I could 

sense a deep love for both.  Also, I noted after the focus group on text-messaging had 

gathered around a large piece of butcher paper generating a list of text-message 

abbreviations, I was observing four young women focusing intensely on the task, sharing 

and consulting with, learning from and helping one another, all the while priding 

themselves in their individual expertise. At times, I had difficulty understanding some of 

the codes and dialects they wrote and I was a little out of touch with the intricacies of 

mode options and recipient lists for my cell phone. They were patient with me. With 

good humor, they taught me these and much more.  In that moment, they formed an 

affinity group not just of recipients of information, but producers of knowledge.  All of us 

were engaged in learning and loving it. 

 A similar experience occurred during the poetry focus group. As Frida, Ana and I 

sat together, I marveled at their willingness to share intimate details of their lives as they 
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read their poetry to one another, even though that other was someone whom they had met 

only a few minutes before. The risk-taking aspect of that encounter has much to say to 

educators.  

In those spaces, as participants talked about text-messaging or poetry they were 

motivated, proud, trusting, open to new ideas and different ways of looking at the world, 

and were engaging in writing practices that mattered to them. Obviously, a deep chasm 

exists between participants’ engagements with writing that matters to them and the 

English classroom described above. Thus, the difference between Tati’s look of utter 

bewilderment and fear in that English class where she was mandated to write about the 

history of the computer and her excitement and engagement during the test-messaging 

focus group was remarkable.  In fact, the current assessment tools used by the state and 

district appeared, at times, so decontextualized from the lives of the students as to seem 

surreal. How would any of us cope if someone were to assess our capability as a writer on 

our ability to write, on the spur of the moment, for example, about the history of the 

invention of the computer? This notion that we can assess someone’s writing capability 

and competency through a mandated and contrived ritual, one that many students 

perceive as an exercise in appearance, is the notion that the findings in this chapter calls 

into question.  

There is also another line of thought that must be pursued. At the beginning of 

this chapter I provided a synopsis of what research in the field of learning disabilities 

suggests are the writing challenges faced by many students with LD. To the casual 

observer, it may appear this body of research is on track in its quest to enhance students’ 
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writing performance through a deeper understanding of the cognitive processes involved, 

and while it is not my purpose to throw the baby out with the bathwater, so to speak, by 

discounting this research that has taught us much, this narrow and almost tunnel-like 

focus on the cognitive domain that has dominated the field for some years provides only 

a one-dimensional view of students and learning.  In fact, this focus would only make 

sense if the cognitive aspect of learning were a benign, dispassionate endeavor that could 

be held analytically separate from the social and emotive domains of an individual’s 

experiences, or if students’ classroom lives took place in individual, unaudienced cells. 

(Erickson & Shultz, 1996).  

The state’s policy makers’ views of writing competency that focuses on printed 

text in narrow and particular ways and the focus of researchers on the cognitive domain 

of writing have in common a perspective of writing that attempts to separate the writer 

from the process. While the writing of a five-paragraph essay may be one way to 

demonstrate one’s ability to plan, generate and manage text, participants’ experiences tell 

us it is by far not the only way. It is from their descriptions that we gain a clearer picture 

of the difficulties with limiting our definition of writing competency to one that hardly 

takes into account the myriad ways the participants acquired, analyzed, organized and 

communicated knowledge off-stage school expectations. At the same time, it negates or 

suppresses their cultural, linguistic and intellectual strengths, as well as their emotions, 

their feelings of passion, excitement, vulnerability and frustration. Off-stage and away 

from the power holders, these young women reported engagements in practices that 

involved the use of different modes of text across social settings where they encountered 
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differing rules and expectations. They played with language and strategized through their 

writing difficulties. They used writing for personal and social purposes where they 

repositioned themselves from the school’s definition of not succeeding to a much 

preferred position of literacy experts where they learned and shared the unconventional 

spellings for text-messaging, embedded poetry into their artwork, and wrote memos on 

the job.  

Educators can learn from them and their multiple literacy practices. If researchers 

and practitioners look beyond the disability and the ways in which these young women 

struggle with and frequently fall short of classroom expectations, to more of a cup half-

full approach of looking at the ways in which they engage in writing off-stage, at their 

strategizing, multi-tasking practices, might not researchers and practitioners become 

more realistic, respectful and successful in the ways they analyze the potentials of 

students with disabilities? Might they not find a balance in writing instruction that 

validates the entire person and at the same time teaches them skills necessary for success? 

Perhaps such goals may be realized if those in the learning disability field broadened their 

lenses to examine the rich and varied off-stage writing practices that the participants in 

this study described. As McArthur, Penland, Spencer, and Anders (2007) remind us: 

. . .it is the realities of students’ multiple social contexts and experiences, along 

with the inherent conflicts, constraints, and possibilities that afford the greatest 

opportunities to understand the processes, power and potential of literacy in the 

lives of students.  If we focus on the real-lived and sophisticated literacy practices 
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of students, along with their uses of various texts to construct and represent their 

identities, we may, in turn, imagine new possibilities. (p..63) 

The participants in this study entered their classrooms as multi-faceted human beings, not 

only having already struggled with writing, but also officially labeled as disabled 

learners. To further explore this situation, the next chapter will answer the question: How 

did the participants in this study perceive and describe their experiences with a learning 

disability diagnosis and label?  
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CHAPTER 6 

HOW IT FEELS TO BE “DISABLED ME”: PARTICIPANTS AND THE DISABILITY 

LABEL 

The title of this chapter is a paraphrase of Zora Neale Hurston’s (Hurston, 1979) 

famous essay “How it Feels to be Colored Me”, in which she provides the reader with an 

insider’s optimistic and unapologetic accounting of her impressions and experiences with 

race. Reading her essay, I was struck by her adamant refusal to be defined by either the 

Black or the White community, a response, as we shall see later, echoed by the 

participants in this study when it came to being labeled learning disabled.  

Chapter 5 focused on the participants’ various experiences of and purposes for 

writing both inside and outside the official school curriculum. Another purpose of this 

qualitative study was to gain insight into the experiences of adolescent girls with learning 

disabilities (LD) as these pertained to their LD diagnosis and label. Specifically, this 

study sought to answer the question: How did the participants in this study perceive and 

describe their experiences with a learning disability diagnosis?   

What Previous Research Suggests 

As documented in chapter 5, many students with LD, including the participants in 

this study, oftentimes face complex cognitive and emotive challenges with writing, 

especially in the academic arena. There exists a growing body of research that suggests 

children and adolescents with LD also experience myriad social and emotional problems. 

In fact, Kavale and Forness (1996) suggest that approximately 75% of students diagnosed 

with LD exhibit social skill deficits. A substantial body of research focuses on the intra- 
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and interpersonal problems experienced by children and adolescents with learning 

disabilities (LD). A synopsis from chapter 2 of this research will follow. 

When compared to their nonLD peers, children and adolescents with LDs may be: 

• more likely to experience loneliness (Margalit & Al-Yagon, 2002), less likely to 

be socially accepted by peers ( Kavale & Forness, 1995; Kuhne & Wiener, 2000) 

and more likely to experience social alienation (LaGreca & Stone, 1990; Seidal 

& Vaughn, 1991; Toro et al., 1990), 

• at increased risk for victimization such as bullying and teasing (Mishna, 2003),  

• experiencing lower self- esteem (La Greca & Stone, 1990) specifically in 

academic self-concept and self-perception of competence (Bear et al., 1993; N. 

L. Heath, 1995; D. S. Smith & Nagle, 1995).   

Additionally, when compared to their nonLD peers, students with LDs may be more at 

risk for: 

• substance abuse (Karacsotas et al., 1993; Kress, 1993) 

• delinquency (Brier, 1989), 

• dropping out of school (Scanlon & Mellard, 2002) 

• depression (N. L. Heath & Ross, 2000; N. L. Heath & Wiener, 1996; Huntington 

& Bender, 1993; Maag & Reid, 2006; Wright-Strawderman & Watson, 1992) 

with girls diagnosed with LD at greater risk for severe depression (Heath & Ross, 

2000). 

• suicide (Huntington & Bender, 1993; (Svataz et al., 2000). 
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Methods 

The primary data sources used to answer this question were individual interviews 

and a focus group. During the individual interviews (see Appendix D for interview 

protocols), participants were encouraged to describe their experiences through prompts 

such as: 

When did you start receiving special education services? Talk about that 

experience. 

Describe your placement in special education. 

Talk about the term learning disability. Why did you qualify?  

Who knows about your disability? Who doesn’t? 

Throughout these individual interviews I was struck by the extraordinary 

importance, for better or worse, voiced by the participants regarding their experiences 

around their LD placement and the label that accompanied that placement. I was moved 

by their stories: Michelle’s relief, after years of feeling “dumb or something,” at finally 

being diagnosed and appropriately labeled; Mari’s quivering and angry voice as she 

adamantly declared, “I hate the word disability”; and Nevaeh’s constant fear of being 

“outed” as “special ed”. I knew this was a topic that warranted more in-depth discussion 

and thus created a focus group (see Appendix E), in which four participants (Tati, Frida, 

Nevaeh and Mari) shared their thoughts about and experiences regarding their LD label.  

The categories and subcategories of findings presented in this chapter resulted 

from interpretive, phenomenological analysis (Karlsson, 1993) of the individual 

interviews and focus group. My childhood experiences living within the disability culture 
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of my grandparents, my years as a classroom teacher of students in special education, and 

my research with other participants with learning disabilities brought particular interests 

and sensitivities to the ongoing analysis and interpretation of data. It was through these 

interpretive lenses that I found myself especially tuned into the stories of the hidden 

undercurrents of fear, vulnerability and anger, and at the same time pride, strength and 

perseverance. 

 During that analysis process, concepts were identified within and across 

individual interviews and focus group transcripts that related to the participants’ 

experiences with the LD label. These concepts were then sorted, compared, aggregated, 

and ordered.  The broad categories resulting from this analysis provide the outline for the 

main sections of this chapter: Self-awareness of Disability, Labeling, Stigma, Emotive 

Response to Stigmatization and Coping. Within each of these broad categories I present, 

in the participants’ own words, the commonalities, uniquenesses, properties (range of 

attributes) and dimensions (range, location along a continuum) of their experiences.  

Next, participants’ voices take center stage as they first discuss their self-

awareness of learning disabilities, what they have come to know (or not know) about the 

category of LD and about their own disability. The second section deals with 

participants’ perspectives of the learning disability label followed by a section exploring 

the stigma associated with being in special education and labeled as learning disabled. 

Next, participants discuss the emotive component to being a member of a stigmatized 

group and finally, the techniques they employ to control public information about their 

disability.  
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Participants’ Self-Awareness of Their Leaning Disability 

All the participants received services in the special education program at 

Anzaldua High Magnet School (AHMS) under the category of LD.  Only three 

participants, Mari, Michelle and Susanna, began receiving services in the special 

education program during high school, with the remainder qualifying for services during 

their elementary or middle school years.  As part of the selection criteria, comprehensive 

psychoeducatonal evaluations indicated a significant discrepancy between aptitude and 

achievement in written language (the mechanics of written language and/or expressive 

written language) for all participants. 

When asked what they remembered about their special education placement or 

services and to describe why they qualified, participants demonstrated very little 

knowledge of what was entailed in qualifying for services under the LD category and/or 

why they, in particular, qualified for placement. This is not to say that the participants 

were oblivious to their writing difficulties; in fact, as demonstrated in chapter 5, the 

participants were candid and forthright in discussing their difficulties with writing. They 

appeared to have a rudimentary understanding of the how of their writing difficulties, but 

lacked insight into the what and the why. 

 Of the eleven participants, only Betty was able to connect a processing weakness 

with her classroom challenges, “I’ve learned a little bit about this now, that how certain 

people learn in certain ways, so I was an audio learner, is what I figured.”   

When it came to talking about their disability diagnosis, Frida’s response 

represents the remaining participants when she said, “To tell you the truth, I really don’t 
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even know exactly what my disability is.”  What participants did know was that 

compared with other people in the academic arena, they, the participants, fell short, a 

sentiment expressed by Kool-Aid, “I paid attention in school, it’s just that I get stuff 

slower.  I understand stuff like slower than most people.” 

While the participants in this study reported little knowledge of the definition of 

learning disabilities or their own processing difficulties, the following sections in this 

chapter describe more fully what participants did know about being diagnosed with a 

learning disability and the ramifications of being labeled as such. 

Participants’ Perceptions of Labeling 

From a sociological perspective, Goffman (1963) posits that society establishes 

the means of categorizing persons and decides the attributes one possesses within a given 

category that are ordinary and natural. One comes to anticipate that in a given social 

setting a certain category of person is likely to be encountered; and, therefore, “ . . . the 

routine of social intercourse in established settings allows us to deal with the anticipated 

other without special attention or thought” (p.2).  For example, in a public school setting 

one would anticipate not only certain categories of people, such as teachers, students and 

administrators, but would also anticipate the acceptable attributes they would possess. 

The importance given to attributes certain categories of people possess is institutionally 

embedded.  A case in point, in the United States’ public school system, attributes such as 

gender, IQ, race/ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and, more recently, the passing or 

failing of state-mandated tests are routinely documented and scrutinized, making these 

more salient within the institution of schooling than other attributes students may possess.  
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This allows breaking down the category of student into sub categories such as those who 

are successful within the institution and those who are not. In fact, as McDermott and 

Varenne (1995) explain, “American education has numerous made-to-order general 

categories for describing children in trouble, for example: deprived, different, 

disadvantaged, at-risk, disabled” (p.331). Not only are students categorized, for example, 

LD, but are also then labeled as such. 

For the purpose of this study, the term labeling is defined as “anything 

functioning as a means of identification or as a descriptive term, formal or informal 

(Barga, 1993, p.414). Informed by the work of Link and Phelan (2001), I choose to use 

the term label, instead of attribute or category not merely because this is the more 

commonly used term when talking about LD, but also to highlight the fact that being 

labeled LD is a product of a social process in which the label is affixed to the individual.  

When it came to describing their thoughts and experiences with having a LD 

diagnosis and label, participants’ descriptions did not fall into a neat dichotomy of 

positive or negative. For example, during the course of the study Betty described time 

and time again her belief that having a learning disability made her into a strong and 

tenacious person. However, being labeled with a disability brought with it very 

exasperating and degrading experiences. During the course of her first interview she 

recounted an experience during middle school, a story that she repeated during her 

second interview. In both interviews, Betty acknowledged that she struggled with reading 

and writing assignments in middle school; however, she described math as her strength, 

an objective evaluation as reflected in her “A” average in Algebra I in middle school. 
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Yet, as is detailed in the following section, as Betty transitioned from middle school to 

high school her math teacher did not recommend her for the advanced class she had 

wanted, a slight that left Betty with feelings of having been stereotyped as a disabled 

person. Thus, when she talked about the meaning she made of her writing disability, she 

appeared to accept and even celebrate that aspect of herself; but, at the same time, she 

remained suspicious as to how others viewed her because of it. 

To follow, I provide examples of the ways in which the LD label was viewed by 

the participants as contributing positively to their circumstances, and then the ways in 

which the label complicated their lives.  

Two of the participants were relieved to finally have a name placed on their 

experiences and to get the help they needed.  Michelle, had spent years struggling in her 

classes feeling “dumb or something.” When during her sophomore year, she was 

diagnosed and placed in the special education program she was “happy”.   

I was happy. I just felt like I was needing more help.  It was weird because I was 

kinda waiting for someone.  I knew something was wrong with me but I couldn’t 

figure it out; I was feeling stupid. 

Also, Ximena stated that, “. . . being LD really didn’t bother me because I knew 

what I was there for and what I was learning.” 

For both Frida and Arianna, the learning disability label proved useful in helping 

them, as Arianna said, “get away with things.”  Arianna, she was able to “play the game” 

by using the “LD card” to get out of assignments she really just did not want to do.  
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  Frida reported that after 9/11 she became more and more politically active 

spending much of her time organizing demonstrations at school and felt that her special 

education status protected her from administrative discipline: 

There's a lot of things I would have been in a lot of trouble, if I, you know, wasn't 

helped by the Special Ed Department.  For example, like every time I did 

something like, political, you know, they always wanted to expel me and suspend 

me and like, get rid of me.  There were so many times where they wanted to expel 

me here, and I was just like, "Oh, great.  Not again." It was really like, "Okay, this 

kid is really a problem and she's in special ed so we can’t just expel her. 

While Frida and Arianna described the benefits of being labeled LD, they also 

joined the other participants in describing the downsides. As Ana explained:  

I kind of feel like a fish out of water, sometimes.  Like I should be in a jar with a 

label on me because that’s what I am. . . sometimes I wanna just stay in my little 

hidden place and not have people around to judge me and see things that I don’t 

want them to see. 

For four of the participants (Frida, Mari, Nevaeh, Tati), discussions about the 

label of disability were fraught with quivering voices and feelings of frustration, anger 

and unfairness. These feelings became apparent during my first informal meeting with 

Mari when trying to schedule a time for out first interview together. The following is an 

excerpt from my field notes from that encounter: 

Oh my gosh!! That was intense. Met with Mari this morning in my office so we 

could start mapping out our interviews together. She walked in, cheery and 
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friendly. I was struck with her personable demeanor and ease in which she sat 

next to me at my desk. After some small chit-chat we began talking about the first 

interview. I gave her a copy of the first interview questions and started going over 

them with her. Then it happened. This is a no- holds- barred kind of girl who took 

me on right away. Quivering voice and all but wagging her finger in my face as 

she let me know right away she was not pleased with my use of the word 

disability,  “Why do you keep saying disability?  I hate the word disability and so 

does my mother. I’m not blind; I can see. I’m not disabled. I hate that word” So 

emotionally charged, that I’m still shaking. 

Tati voiced frustration at the unfairness of being labeled LD when she felt that 

everyone (including her sister) had weaknesses, “Well, sometimes I get frustrated cause 

I'll be like, it's just that I get a little bit more help.  That's it.  Just like she, she needs help 

in math. Everybody has something that they're not good at. 

 Earlier in this chapter, the participants reported little knowledge of learning 

disabilities in general and their own in particular.  This section presented the ways in 

which the label of LD contributed in a positive manner to participants’ circumstances 

and, even at the same time, created feelings of frustration, unfairness and vulnerability. In 

the following sections, we delve more deeply into the participants’ experiences with 

stereotyping, physical separation, and loss of status, all contributing to the stigma 

associated with being labeled disabled. 
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Participants and Stigma 

According to Goffman (1963), within a given social context there are normative 

expectations that then become assumptions as to, “. . . what the person before us ought to 

be” (p.2). These characterizations translate into a virtual social identity (p.2). When there 

is a discrepancy between the virtual social identity and the actual social identity in which 

a person possesses an attribute of a less desirable kind, she is “. . .  reduced in our minds 

from and whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one.  Such an attribute is a 

stigma” (Goffman, 1963, p. 3). Goffman stresses that stigma should be seen as “ a 

language of relationships” (p.3), in which an attribute may be stigmatizing in one context 

but not in another.  

The labels of special education and LD are not in themselves stigmatizing; it is 

the relationship between the label and negative stereotyping connotations that, in part 

produces the stigmatizing affect (Goffman, 1963). For example, Frida distinguished 

between being labeled “a liberal woman” and being labeled “special ed”: 

I mean, it's one thing to be labeled as like liberal.  It would be good to be labeled 

that. But I'm just saying like, that's different being labeled retarded or special ed.  

That is not a positive label.  That's a horrible label.  And, you know, I don't think 

it's ever going to change.  I don't think anyone ever is going to be like, "Oh, being 

in special ed is okay.  It's a good label, really, it is."  You know, no one is going to 

change that. 
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Stereotyping 

Wright and Taylor (2003), define term stereotype as, “the belief, shared by 

members of one group, about the shared characteristics of another group” (p.433). Using 

this definition, the target of the stereotype is the group within a given social category, in 

this case, the social categories of learning disabled and special education. Inherently, 

stereotyping involves the depersonalization of members of the target group, thus 

relegating these members to the role of, “. . . interchangeable exemplars of the category” 

(p. 433).  For example, as one can see from the profiles presented in chapter 4, there were 

vast differences among the life experiences, interests, aspirations, and the psycho-

educational profiles of the participants in this study even though all were categorized 

under the general label LD. Whether or not an individual participant perceived her 

placement in special education and the label LD as a positive, negative or mixed 

experience, all participants expressed an awareness that being in special education made 

them a member of a stereotyped group, and that being in special education or being LD 

was perceived by others as synonymous with “retarded”(Kool-Aid), “stupid”(Tati), or 

“lazy” (Michelle). How did these participants come to this awareness? While ultimately 

stereotyping resides in and is enacted by individuals, findings from the analysis of 

individual interviews and focus group transcripts revealed that the stereotyping 

experiences reported by the participants occurred across time and social spaces and were 

transferred through several common socialization channels: 1) within the popular culture, 

2) by their peers, 3) by family members, and 4) by teachers and administrators. 
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Popular culture. The following scenario was constructed from analysis from both 

my field notes of an informal classroom observation and from a personal interview with 

Nevaeh. 

It was the end of the school year and all the students in Nevaeh’s junior English 

class had turned in their final research projects.  To celebrate, the teacher encouraged 

students to bring snacks to class as they watched a for-fun film Never Been Kissed.  

Students were relaxed as they passed around yearbooks, shared food and watched the 

movie.  Nevaeh described what happened next: 

We were watching this movie called Never Been Kissed with Drew Barrymore, 

Basically, she's a reporter.  She's going back to high school but she's like 30 and 

trying to play like she's 17. And she's dressed up like the '80s bizarre, like a 

different world.  And I remember a part of this scene where one of the popular 

boys just looked at her and was just like, "What's your problem?  Are you like in 

special ed?" I just remember like that part of the scene, just making me so pissed 

off, like I was just so mad.  I was like infuriated. And exactly at that point, 

everybody was like, "Oh, my God.  Ha ha, special ed.  That's so funny."  Like 

laughing about it.  And I was just sitting there, in my chair, and I was probably the 

only person who wasn't laughing, but like just to hide it, I was like, "Heh, heh," 

you know, like, just whatever.  

Peers. While Nevaeh was aware of being stereotyped in the media, participants 

often faced the stereotyping by their peers including their best friends. All the participants 

reported awareness of the potential for put downs and/or more subtle and general 
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negative assumptions about those who are in special education. Eight of the participants 

reported that at one time or another they have experienced explicit put-downs by peers as 

a direct result of their knowledge of participants’ placement in special education. For 

Ana, the experience of being judged as she moved from elementary school to middle and 

high school was part of the transition process: 

Elementary wasn’t bad, but when you get into middle school and get into high 

school, people notice a lot quicker, they judge a lot.  They’re just like, “You’re in 

a special ed class, you’re some stranger, your like an alien. When me and my 

friends talk about it, they ask, “Isn’t that for like stupid people?”  

For Mari, knowing that her friends were not intending to hurt her, that they were 

just teasing did little to quell her hurt feelings, They’d say, ‘She doesn’t know how to 

spell, you know, she’s special ed, she’s you know she’s stupid.’   I know they are trying 

to play but sometimes I would take it serious.  It would hurt my feelings.” 

Nevaeh did not let anyone know she was receiving special education services, so 

was not faced with direct comments, but she often heard others talk about and put down 

other students who were in special education, “I mean, they’ve never said it to me 

because they don’t know but I hear them talk about other kids and stuff like that and kind 

of just making fun of them.”  

Family. Tati was the only participant to report acts of stereotyping directly linked 

to her special education placement from a family member: 

A lot of people don't even know, but my sister, she teases me a lot about it. She’ll 

say ‘you're just special ed,’ and like that. ‘You’re retarded’.  She’ll be like, ‘Oh, 
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my God.  You’re so dumb.’ She does that a lot. There was one occasion when I 

threw some of my writings away, and then I stopped trying. And I stopped 

reading for a while.  I started doing other things cause she would call me stupid 

all the time.  “So stupid,” like that.  And I would be like, “Whatever.” 

Teachers and administrators. As a student enters the classroom as a multifaceted 

and complex human being, so too a teacher or an administrator arrives with preconceived 

notions and beliefs about his or her role as a teacher, the value of the content, and notions 

about the students. In a perfect world, all teachers and administrators would enter school 

with solid knowledge and desire to advocate for children and adolescents with 

disabilities. Sadly, according to the participants this was not the case. In fact, participants 

reported that there had been enough negative experiences with teachers and 

administrators that participants were oftentimes wary about whether or not to disclose 

their learning disability status when seeking help with an assignment. All the participants, 

at some time in their school career, have experienced and/or perceived stereotyping from 

school officials.  Arianna told of a situation during her freshman year when she reported 

to an assistant principal that she felt she was being sexually harassed by another student. 

The assistant principal met with Arianna and a member of the school security team where 

both made it clear that because Arianna was “special ed” they were not sure she was 

credible.  The lesson for Arianna became, “. . .  when I saw an adult doing this 

(stereotyping) I knew kids will be a hundred times worse.” 

As mentioned earlier, Betty was undisputedly a whiz at math.  When compared 

with her age-equivalent peers, scores from a recent psychoeducational assessment placed 
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her well within the high-average to superior range in mathematics.  Official records 

indicated she had successfully passed Algebra 1 with an “A” while in middle school and 

graduated from high school with an “A” in honors pre-calculus.  At the time of this 

report, she is entering her junior year in a prestigious business school at the local 

university where she plans to major in accounting.  Yet, her strength in math did little to 

stave off the all-too- typical generalization and essentialization that if a student is labeled 

LD, that label then becomes all that is seen by others. For Betty, this became all too 

apparent when transitioning from middle to high school where she felt that both the 

middle school and high school teachers looked at her “disability” self and not her 

mathematical-star self. 

And actually, I felt really, like, I was really upset about it because Mr. Becker 

didn’t actually recommend me for the advanced math class.  I was so good in this 

class and I was just like, why didn’t he?  I just didn’t understand it, cause I was 

like, I was so good in his class.  You know, like I did great with the math stuff.  I 

think it was because he knew I was in special ed. 

 And when she transitioned into high school, Betty continued to suspect that 

perhaps because of her placement in special education, she continued to be stereotyped as 

someone incapable of handling the challenges of math, 

But when I came here, they insisted that I had to take it again, even though I had 

an “A” in it.    And the teacher made a comment about how she’d looked into my 

records and she felt that it would be better if I took it again, instead of putting me 

into a higher level class.  And I felt like, she thought that I was in special ed for 
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reading and writing and is holding me back. And I was pissed.  I thought that was 

really unfair, so I just felt that these teachers who knew I had a disability in one 

area that I wouldn’t be able to handle the challenge in math when I was good at it.  

All participants experienced or perceived being judged negatively by teachers at 

some point in their lives due to the participants’ special education placement. Frida 

speculated that when some teachers realized they had a special education student in their 

class they were not pleased, “Yeah, great.  I have this kid who is gonna be like really on 

like bottom of the barrel, like take forever, you know, this kind of situation. “ 

Michelle echoed this sentiment: 

Because some teachers are out there, they back away from us, you know, they 

have the “Oh, wow, this is gonna be harder than, you know.”  I think they give up 

kinda easy.  They do that.  I think they think it’s going to create more work for 

them because they have to go out of their way helping this other student more 

than other students. 

For the participants, this awareness created a dilemma of not wanting the teacher 

to know that they were categorized as having a disability, and at the same time, needing 

the teacher to provide accommodations. This situation was confounded, as Neveah 

explained, by the fact that if you do not tell the teacher you have a learning disability, she 

or he may think you are just not trying: 

I don’t know who to come to cause the teacher that I have doesn’t know I am 

what I am or that I’m categorized as having a disability.  And, it just makes it 

harder because that teacher looks at you and thinks of you as somebody that 
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doesn’t want to put any effort into who they’re doing when in fact that you’re just 

having difficulties and you’re not picking it up as fast as other kids in the class. 

     In this section the participants shared their experiences with stereotyping in the media 

and by their friends, family and school officials. However, participants also reported 

being treated differently was by the physical separation of special education classrooms 

and support service offices from other classes and offices, and other spatial separations.  

Physical Separation 

Due to their placement in special education, all the participants at one time or 

another and in one way or another experienced being physically separated from their 

mainstream peers, whether into a self-contained room, a resource room, or into the back 

of the classroom for tutoring. This physical separation is a phenomenon described by 

Reid and Valle (2004): 

Once the child is characterized as having “special needs,” the scientific, medical 

and psychological discourses reposition the child who fails to learn as a child who 

requires and education that is, by definition, special – so special that it may mean 

an education apart from children without a “special” designation. (p. 471)  

Frida described her awareness in middle school, before she was referred for a 

special education diagnostic evaluation, of the way in which the students in special 

education were separated from other students,  “There was a room at Carrasco Middle 

School, one special room, one big, blue, dark room that all stupid kids would go to, and 

that was special ed.  That’s how I knew special ed students.”  
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For Tati, being separated in her self-contained class was preferable to separation 

in a mainstream class, 

Like, when I was in middle school our special ed teacher took us to a regular 

history class, and they all had us in a separate group and I was just like,  This is 

wrong.  I'd rather go back to my little class.  Why am I going to be here separated 

from everybody else?  And everybody else thinking we're dumb, we're stupid, we 

don't know how to do it. 

Two decades before, all the special education classes at AHMS were held in the 

basement and few students participated in extra-curricular activities.  At the time of this 

study, offices and classrooms had emerged from the basement and were located in close 

proximity to other offices and classrooms.  However, the special education office at 

AHMS was physically separated on another floor from other offices and many resource 

and self-contained classrooms were clustered in a few halls.  As Frida observed, “I just 

remember like knowing that certain halls were like special-like halls.” 

There were more subtle ways in which students and teachers were separated. For 

example, the district, of which AHMS was a part, paid substitute teachers more for 

working in special education classes than in mainstream classes. Another example 

occurred during the spring reporting of state-mandated assessment results in which scores 

of special education students were extrapolated and reported to the faculty in order to 

explain their effect on the low over-all test results.  
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Loss of Status  

Not only did participants report experiences with separation, they reported 

awareness of not being equal. These young women were “border crossers” (Anzaldua, 

1999) who navigated within and across social structures that had complex layers of 

multiple and overlapping social hierarchies. The participants in this study were aware of 

the fact that being in special education placed them in a lower social strata. As Frida 

asked, “I mean, would you rather walk into a special ed resource room or be with gifted 

intelligent students?” An almost immediate consequence of successful negative labeling, 

stereotyping and physical separation is a general downward placement of a person’s 

status within the social hierarchy. As Nevaeh observed, the perceived threat of being 

“outed” as “special ed” could mean the loss of status among her friends and the potential 

loss of their friendships, as well. 

I would kinda be really embarrassed for them to know about it because I know 

they accept me for who I am now, but if they knew that I was like that; would 

they really be hanging out with me.  Would they want to be seen with somebody 

who is in “special ed”? 

 Nevaeh’s concerns were not without merit. As Goffman (1963) explains, those 

persons who might otherwise have been accepted easily in ordinary social intercourses 

are now deemed to possess a trait that negatively imposes upon other’s attention.  Based 

on the stigmatized person’s failure to meet normative expectations and his or her 

possession of “undesired differentness from what we had anticipated, “ . . . acceptance is 
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denied and the stigmatized is then viewed as “not quite human” (p.5) and treated 

accordingly.  

Appropriation of Stereotyping Language 

Finally, throughout the process of analyzing the individual and focus group 

transcripts, it became apparent that not only did participants report stigmatizing 

experiences, they themselves used language, often in the subtlest of ways, that indicated 

an appropriation of the distinction, even one that they resisted, between normal or 

regular and special education. In the following examples, I use italics to highlight the 

words that demonstrate this point.  

 When talking with friends, Susanna corrected their grammar, “. . . if they say it 

wrong then I'll tell them that they said it wrong.  So they think that I don't have nothing, 

like I'm just normal.  None of them know. 

And when Ana came out to her friends,  

When me and my friends talk about it, they ask, “Isn’t that for like stupid 

people?” and I get very much offended because I am in normal classes.  

And later, Ana described how others were unaware of the stresses involved in 

being in the closet, “Normal people, they don’t even think about people that are going to 

be in the classrooms and how they need to hide their disabilities, or whatever.” 

Ximena described the experience of being in a self-contained class during middle 

school and being brought into a regular class for some activities and her awareness of the 

fact that she was not a member of the smart group but was special ed, “I went into a 
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regular class, which was good, but it wasn’t good at all sometimes because there’s kids 

that are pretty smart, and then there was us special ed kids.” 

Participants’ Emotive Responses to Stigmatization 

Persons with LD become discredited (stigmatized) on the basis of their academic 

deficits (Higgins, et al 2002). In chapter 5 participants shared the embarrassment and 

vulnerability they felt when their writing difficulties were made public. The findings of 

this present chapter expand those of chapter 5 by providing a broader picture of the 

emotive experiences described by the participants who not only faced challenges with the 

technical realities of their struggles with writing in the academic environment, but with 

the social/emotional ramifications of being labeled as such.  

Earlier in this chapter, we saw that ten of the eleven participants appeared to 

possess little knowledge of the term learning disability in general and for them in 

particular. However being labeled as disabled and/or being placed in special education 

placed them in a position of being identified as a member of a stigmatized group. For the 

participants, the stigmatizing process manifested itself through experiences of 

stereotyping, physical separation, loss of status and their own appropriation of the 

distinction between normal and special education. With these experiences came 

emotional responses of frustration, fear, anger, and most pervasively, embarrassment. 

Tati was the only participant to report being teased by a family member- her 

sister- for being in special education. In all three of her interviews Tati talked of the 

frustration these episodes evoked, “Well, sometimes I get so frustrated” and “. . .that 

really feels awful”.  
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For Susanna, just the anticipation that others might find out she was in special 

education created fear,  “. . . like I’m really scared to tell them like what's wrong with me 

because I’m afraid of what they’re going to think of me. It’s really scary.  So I just keep it 

to myself instead of causing all kinds of trouble,  

Betty suspected that when she was not allowed to enroll in a higher level math 

class, it had something to do with being a special education student and she was “upset” 

and “pissed”.  

And I felt like, she thought that I was in special ed for reading and writing and is 

holding me back. And I was pissed.  I thought that was really unfair, so I just felt 

that these teachers who knew I had a disability in one area that I wouldn’t be able 

to handle the challenge in math when I was good at it.  So I was just real upset. 

In the previous section of this chapter, Nevaeh described her memory of sitting in 

her junior English class with peers as they watch a movie in which a popular boy puts 

down a not-so-popular girl by saying, "What's your problem?  Are you like in special 

ed?". Nevaeh describes her reaction: 

I just remember like that part of the scene, just making me so pissed off, like I 

was just so mad.  I was like infuriated first of all, because I mean, why do you say 

that in a movie?, "What are you, dumb?  You're in special ed."   But it was just 

like, to me it was so like embarrassing, just like embarrassed, you know, just like 

regretment, all this like, anger comes up. 
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Nevaeh was not only angry because this stereotypical put-down was depicted in a 

movie, but was additionally embarrassed because it occurred while she was sitting with 

her peers.  

From a sociocultural perspective, the self is social and constructed through 

relationships with others. As Goffman (1967b) explains, during these social interactions 

the individual, “. . . is expected to possess certain attributes, capacities, and information 

which, taken together, fit together into a self that is at once coherently unified and 

appropriate for the occasion” (p.105). It is within these social encounters and 

relationships with others that the individual engages in what Goffman (1967a) calls face-

work, where the term face is defined as,  

. . . the positive social value a person effectively claims for himself by the line 

others assume he has taken during a particular contact. Face is an image of self 

delineated in terms of approved social attributes- albeit an image that others may 

share. . . . (p.5) 

For the participants, it was when events occurred, whether experienced, perceived 

or anticipated, that “. . .(threw) doubt upon or discredit(ed) these claims ” (p.106), that 

the participants experienced embarrassment. For the participants, at the heart of their 

feelings of embarrassment appeared to be loss, or possible loss, of face. When asked what 

she felt when her peers realized she was in special education, Mari responded, 

Um, embarrassed.  The number one thing was embarrassed, just because when 

you think of special ed, it’s like dumb, stupid, you know, like retarded.  And I felt 

really embarrassed and really just like, kind of, and then I felt like outcasted. 
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For Nevaeh and seven other participants, feelings of embarrassment were reported 

when they were physically separated from their peers in order to receive special 

education services such as tutoring, IEP conferences, or resource support.  In the 

following example, Nevaeh and her friend Cristal have to go to a resource room and 

another students in the class wants to know why.  

I remember one of my good friends saying, “Where are you and Cristal going?”  

You know, “Why are you always going to that teacher?” “Why do you always 

have to be there?”  And me and Cristal just be like, “Well, you know, we’re doing 

this assignment.  It’s extra credit.”  You know, making up lies.  And I remember 

us walking the hall alone and going down the hall and she’s like, “Do you get 

embarrassed?”  And I would, like, “Yeah, dude.  I get embarrassed.  Yea, it 

sucks.”  

And when having to enter the Disability Resource Service Center office located in a very 

public space in the Student Union at the local community college, Frida was 

overwhelmed with embarrassment. As she reported,  “I cry, and I almost freak out every 

time I had to go in there. It was embarrassing. It was really embarrassing.” 

As the participants described these scenarios where they felt vulnerable, 

frustrated, fearful, angry and/or embarrassed, I was struck by the sharpness and 

extensiveness of their recall. It was obvious that not only did these experiences occur in a 

temporal sense, but remained part of what Garfinkel (1967) describes as “ . . .  the ‘inner 

time’ of recollection, remembrance, anticipation and expectancy” (p.166). 
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At its core, stigma conveys a devalued social identity embedded within a given 

relational contexts (Goffman, 1963).  From participants’ reports, this devaluation was 

enacted through stereotyping, physical separation and loss of status, experiences that led 

to feelings of vulnerability, frustration, fear, anger and/or embarrassment. Not only did 

these feelings emerge during real and immediate social engagements, they additionally 

occurred when participants speculated and/or anticipated they might be stigmatized by 

others. As Ana explained, these concerns could be stressful:  

There’s a layer of just pressure, you know, stress. Normal people, they don’t even 

think about people that are going to be in the classrooms and how they need to 

hide their disabilities, or whatever.  But people who have just like dyslexia and 

whatever else, they think really hard about, “How can I protect myself?”  It’s 

almost like having a gun to your head in some ways. You have to figure out some 

way to kind of keep yourself to yourself and not let everyone know and gradually 

do it at your own pace. 

Three of the participants (Betty, Ximena, Michelle) reported little stress while in 

school concerning the public disclosure of their disability or membership in special 

education, employing the “don’t ask; don’t tell” tactic described by Ximena, “It never 

came up, so it was never mentioned. But if there had been a situation where they would 

ask, I would admit it because its something not out of common and something I needed 

help with.” However, even though these three were not worried about disclosure in high 

school, they expressed concern as to what their employers might say or do if it 
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participants’ disability status were discovered. As Betty reasoned, “I've really never told 

anybody at my jobs because I don't want them treating me any differently.” 

Participants and Coping 

The confluence of being labeled as a member of a stigmatized group, experiences 

of stereotyping, loss of status and physical separation, the emotional ramifications of 

these and the stress of their uncertain identity, provided impetus for the participants to 

employ coping strategies to assist them in maintaining a high level of satisfaction with 

their lives. They reported employment of the five coping strategies: implementation of 

managed and improvisational techniques for information control, theorizing, resistance, 

creation of support systems, and bonding with others diagnosed with LD. 

First, in order to manage the amount of information about themselves that is made 

public, the participants employed strategies that Goffman (1963) terms techniques of 

information control (p.91) in which the stigmatized person manages information about 

herself and how much is disclosed and not disclosed. Garfinkel’s (1967) extension of 

Goffman’s work to include those presentations that are more improvisational in nature 

provides a more accurate accounting of the spontaneous and in-the-moment repertoire of 

techniques reported by the participants for use in information control. In this study, the 

term passing is used to include the numerous and varying techniques participants 

reported using in bypassing potential loss of face and effectively presenting themselves as 

non-disabled. In this study, they reported employing several passing techniques: humor, 

white lies, hiding, and avoidance. 
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For two of the participants, Frida and Kool-Aid, humor played a part in masking 

their difficulties with writing. As Kool-Aid explained, “I’ll laugh with my friends about 

not going to class, so when I don’t know how to spell a word we’ll just dick around and 

we’ll say, ‘Oh, you don’t know that word cause you didn’t go to class.’  Stuff like that.” 

Six of the participants reported telling white lies in situations where disclosure 

appeared imminent. For example, Arianna was put on the spot when she was excused 

from testing and her peers wanted to know how she managed to do that, “And I’d say, 

like make it up, ‘No, I did do it, just not right now.  I did it before.’  Cause I didn’t want 

them to know.” 

 Participants also reported situations where they could subtly deflect questions. For 

example, to avoid her friends knowing that her next class was in a special education 

classroom, Susanna reported casually indicating to her friends that her class was on the 

other side of the campus. When Kool-Aid’s friends wondered why her classes were 

smaller, she responded, “Yeah, I don’t know. I think it’s like a leftover class.” 

Not all techniques were as improvisational in nature as these. For example, there 

were times when Frida had to go to the special education office to pick up or return 

paperwork.  Hiding the fact that she was receiving services in special education required 

preplanning, strategizing and the art of surveillance: 

I got real smart about it.  I found out ways to, you know, walk around the hall and 

check both hallways, and like perfect times to go to the special education office, if 

I had to go to the office.  You know, like lunchtime was like for me, the best time 

to go because nobody was in the building, And that for me was like, ‘Okay, run as 
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fast as I can to the office, get what I needed , and then run out.’  Like I’d plan 

everything out.  Everything was planned.  It really was.  I was like very sneaky 

about me going to see certain people and I’d plan it out really well.  

Another passing technique was avoidance.  Six of the participants reported 

ditching class, asking to go to the restroom or to see their counselor during times they 

anticipated their disability might be disclosed, for example if they had to read their 

writing aloud.  The most dramatic account of avoidance was provided by Frida who 

reported that upon realizing she was assigned to a special education math class, panicked: 

I just remember not even going in.  I remember walking through, in the doorway, 

literally in the doorway, looked around, and said, “Whoops, this is the wrong 

class,” and walked out.  I ditched for a month and a half.  And I stayed in the 

restroom, on the toilet, with my feet up- crying.  And it was the worse experience.  

It was so horrible, and I don’t know why I didn’t just say anything and why I 

didn’t just, be like “I can’t be there.  I can’t be in there.” 

A second strategy employed by the participants to cope with the stigma of 

disability was what I will call theorizing. Six of the participants came up with 

speculations (theories) about disability. For Ximena and Michelle, a disability diagnosis 

accounted for their struggles and allowed them access to support services they might not 

have otherwise. Both felt that there was a greater force at work and that having to 

struggle with a disability was meant to be and served a greater purpose.  Betty and Ana 

took this perspective in another direction by speculating, in Betty’s case, that her 

struggles with reading and writing made her into a very different person, stronger and 
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more tenacious, than she would have been without those struggles. For Ana, a disability 

in writing was an opportunity to develop new strategies, as she asserted, “. . .  to me the 

disability is not really a disability.  It is something to me to try to strategize on and work 

up to newer and higher levels.” 

Another strategy was to compare themselves with others. In social comparison 

theory (Festinger, 1954) an individual learns about and assesses herself through relative 

comparisons with others, in which the selection of the referent for comparison is 

motivated by the purpose of the evaluation. For example, as in the case of Mari, an 

individual may select a referent for self-enhancement (Gruder, 1977) and/or for closer 

alignment to what is viewed as normal. As Mari theorized,  

To have that label on me they’re practically saying that I can’t walk, I can’t you 

know I can’t do things. To be called that.  It’s to me their saying to me that’s what 

the disability means.  You know I might have a problem in writing I might need a 

little bit more help in writing and maybe reading, but I’m not like a person that 

can’t see or can’t walk. I’m not handicapped.  

For Tati, the act of comparing herself with others, particularly her sister, helped Tati 

gather evidence to prove the uniformity of abilities and disabilities.  As she posited, 

I don't think it's pretty good to tell people that, "Oh, you're in special ed."  It's not 

really that, cause they might be not good in math.  Like me and my sister.  I'm 

good at math, art, I like using my hands.  I'm very good at those things, and she's 

not good in math.  I mean, so what's the whole point, if I'm not good in writing 

and she's not good in math?  Isn't it the same thing?  Why do they tell us, "Oh, 
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you guys are special ed."  It's not really true, everybody is, cause somebody is not 

good at something, like nobody's perfect like.... That’s saying that everybody has 

a disability.  Cause everybody has problems in writing, even teachers have 

problems in writing sometimes.  

Thirdly, while Mari compared herself to the physically handicapped in an attempt 

to move her social standing more toward the norm, and while Tati compared and ranked 

herself in relation to others’ strengths and weaknesses, at the heart of both was a 

resistance to the stigma of disability. Their resistance was contemplative and speculative 

in nature. Frida, on the other hand, reported a more explicit and adamant resistance to the 

stigma of disability. While in high school, Frida was asked by the special education 

department to be a member of a university panel of students talking with their faculty 

about disabilities:  

And I was just like, you know, “Look, you know, I’m in special ed, they’re in 

special ed, they’re in college, you know?  I’m in high school.  We’re still in 

school.  We’re obviously like standing up here. We’re talking to you like normal 

people.  We’re expressing ourselves.  I mean, we’re not stupid.”  I just remember 

always emphasizing we’re not dumb.  You know, like we’re challenged in some 

areas, but we’re not dumb.  

A fourth strategy used by the participants to cope was creating an effective 

support system. All the participants sought help for their writing from a “trusted other.” 

This person knew that the participant struggled with writing and was willing to assist her 

without reproachment.  Case managers, teachers, parents, siblings, friends and 
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community representatives such as a Native American advisor or a tutor at the Boys and 

Girls’ Club provided these supports. Description of these support engagements portrayed 

them as informal and both spontaneous (Kool-Aid: “ I’ll just call her and bring the stuff 

over”) and routine (Nevaeh: “I go every afternoon to the Boys and Girls Club for 

tutoring”).  

Creating these support systems could be a risk-taking endeavor and one that 

served the purpose of providing more than logistical writing support. As Ana described, 

“It’s almost like you don’t want to tell the teacher that you have a learning disability 

because you don’t want them to treat you differently. Part of the reason that I tell them is 

because I want someone to understand what I’m going through, and kind of look into 

how I’m feeling.” 

Finally, ten of the participants reported coping by forming friendships with other 

students with LD, some that had existed from elementary school through graduation from 

high school. These friendships provided them with a safe and, as Betty described, 

“comforting” relationships: 

That’s why it was comforting to write notes to her because she knew what 

problems I was having and I knew what problems she was having.  If we didn’t 

understand what each other was trying to say in the note, we’d ask each other 

during lunch. For the most part, we’d understand each other.    

 Coping strategies are utilized in order to maintain a reasonably high level of 

satisfaction with one’s circumstances while at the same time finding a way to respond to 

stress.  In this section participants described various adaptive strategies employed as a 
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response to the stressors of the stigma of the disability label and to the logistics of 

managing a disability in writing. The participants described a series of coping strategies 

that included implementation of managed and improvisational techniques of information 

control, theorizing, resistance, creation of support systems and bonding with others 

diagnosed with LD. 

Summary of Findings 

 The goal of this chapter was to answer the question: How did the participants in 

this study perceive and describe their experiences with a learning disability diagnosis?   

To follow, I present a brief summary of the findings.  

• Self-awareness of learning disability  

Participants in this study appeared to possess little knowledge of the term 

learning disability and the criteria used to qualify them. They also 

expressed limited awareness of why they had difficulties with writing. 

• Perception of learning disability label 

Four of the participants described the ways that the learning disability 

label contributed positively to their school experiences: it put a name to 

their struggles, helped them play the system by avoiding certain 

assignments, and protected them from disciplinary action.  All participants 

expressed awareness that the LD and special education labels positioned 

them as members of a stigmatized group. 

• Experiences with stigma 
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All participants reported stigmatizing experiences that occurred through 

stereotyping, physical separation and loss of status. Additionally, analysis 

of transcripts revealed subtle appropriation of stereotyping language by 

the participants. 

• Emotive responses 

In response to their experiences with stereotyping, physical separation and 

loss of status, participants reported feelings of frustration, anger, 

embarrassment, vulnerability and fear. 

• Coping responses 

Participants reported five coping strategies: information management 

techniques such as humor, white lies, hiding and avoidance, theorizing 

about the meaning of disability, resistance, creation of support systems 

and bonding with other students with LD.  

The young women in this study came from diverse backgrounds and possessed 

differing personalities, interests, and aspirations; their official school records documented 

differing referral, placement and service delivery histories. What they had in common 

was their learning disability diagnosis. During individual interviews, when participants 

were asked questions such as: What is a learning disability? Why did you qualify? Why 

do you have difficulties with writing? these young women possessed little or no 

knowledge of what the term learning disability meant or why they struggled with writing, 

and why, specifically, they qualified for placement in special education.. Their 

perceptions of the LD label varied, with some feeling a sense of relief at finally putting a 
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name to their struggle, while others were outraged at the perceived unfairness of being 

labeled disabled.  While these perceptions differed, they all agreed that being labeled 

disabled positioned them within a stigmatized group, a position that elicited emotive, and 

thus, coping responses.   

Discussion 

It’s Friday night and the end of another work week. As I wandered around 

Blockbuster, I found myself thinking about the participants and their sense of 

frustration and unfairness at being labeled “special ed.” And serendipitously, at that 

very moment, I overheard a young couple try to agree on a movie. After several failed 

attempts, they laughed hysterically, hugged one another as the young woman giggled, 

“Oh my god, we must be special ed.” (Journal entry, 4/21/2006)  

 

Indeed, the privileged act of naming often affords those in power access to modes of 

communication and enables them to project an interpretation, a definition, a 

description of their work and actions that may not be accurate, that may obscure 

what is really taking place (hooks, 1994) 

 

This chapter began with a synopsis gleaned from a rigorous and substantial focus 

by researchers in the learning disability field on the intra- and interpersonal problems of 

children and adolescents with LD: low self-esteem, depression, suicide ideation, 

substance abuse, and victims of bullying and teasing. The reasons for these difficulties 

have created much speculation with cognitive researchers positing numerous and often 

contradictory hypotheses as possible explanations: 
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• Poor language and communication skills 

• Difficulty recognizing and understanding others’ emotions 

• Cognitive processing and social-emotional problem-solving difficulties 

• Central nervous dysfunction 

• Comorbid psychiatric disorders 

• Academic problems and educational isolation that produce social-emotional 

problems as a side effect 

• History of repeated failure and low self esteem (Elksnin & Elksnin, 2004, p.3) 

Rooted in a psychology and medical model, research focus in the learning 

disability field has historically focused on causes, diagnosis and treatment of cognitive, 

social and emotional problems as they reside within the individual. Additionally, research 

in the field of learning disabilities often portrays persons with LD to be at fault when 

social acceptance eludes them (Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, & Herman, 2002). 

However, the findings in this study indicate that this focus may actually “obscure 

what is really going on.” (hooks, 1994, p.62). In this section, I propose that a coming 

together of researchers’ focus on the cognitive, social and emotional difficulties as they 

reside within the individual, the stigmatizing nature of the label, and participants’ lack of 

knowledge about the logistics of being labeled LD have the makings of a perfect storm.  I 

begin with a discussion of the implications of the institutional process in which 

participants (and for that matter, all students) may become labeled LD.   

Participants in this study described differing histories as regard their referral, 

identification and placement. With the exception of Arianna, participants who were 
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placed in special education during elementary school had only vague memories of the 

process. Those who were placed in middle or high school had clearer memories and 

reported experiences that varied from relief to those fraught with confusion.  No matter 

their experiences, from a review of their special education records, each of them came to 

be labeled LD through procedures mandated by federal and state legal guidelines.  

First, parents, teachers or others identified the individual as being unable to meet 

the expectations of what was considered within a normal range of performance. The child 

or adolescent then became the focus of much scrutiny in the forms of interventions, 

observations and assessments.  Through these, it was then determined that the individual 

demonstrated a significant deficit as defined by law and an Individual Educational 

Program (IEP) was developed and “the acquisition of a child by a learning disability” 

took place (McDermott, 1993). In this medical model of diagnosis and treatment, the 

problem, whether cognitive, social or emotional became located within the child, 

“beneath (her) skin, between (her) ears” (Mehan, 1996). 

Once an individual was officially diagnosed as having a learning disability by the 

psychological and educational institutions, that label itself ensured that the individual 

would be viewed and categorized in certain ways and not in others, ways that may be 

depersonalizing, marginalizing and essentializing. To paraphrase Ferguson and Ferguson 

(1995): What it means to be a ‘student’ is different from what it means to be a ‘learning 

disabled student’ (p. 297).  The participants in this study voiced awareness that their 

disability diagnosis placed them in a position where their individual characteristics were 

ignored in favor of a focus on a failing status, in which all those with the same failings 
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came to be lumped together regardless of how accomplished or complex they might have 

been as individuals. From participants stories we gain insight into how they became 

aware of this failing and stigmatized status: stereotyping, physical separation and loss of 

status. Nevaeh’s story of sitting in her English class as students watched a movie that 

made the field of special education the butt of a joke, as well as my experience in 

Blockbuster described in the epigraph to this section speak to the pervasive nature of how 

special education is positioned within the cultural discourse. Several participants 

described situations where they felt they received differential and even degrading 

treatment by peers, family members and/or school representatives because of their special 

education placement. They told stories of embarrassment at being physically separated 

from “normal” students and a life of constant apprehension that if others would learn they 

were “special ed” they would lose ground in the social hierarchy. In response to these 

situations, participants expressed feelings of anger, frustration, embarrassment, 

vulnerability and fear. I am still haunted by Mari’s determined denial that she was 

disabled, Tati’s intense hurt at being degraded by her sister, Frida’s expended energy in 

her quest to stay in the closet, and Nevaeh’s constant apprehension that she might be 

outted.  

Given the intense emotive reactions and resistance to this label, one can assume 

that there were powerful constraining forces at work in the lives of the participants. I was 

especially drawn to these emotive responses and spent many hours checking back with 

participants to gain a deeper understanding of what might be going on. At first, given the 

pervasive nature of the stigmatization and participants’ intense emotional responses, it 
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seemed only natural to deduce that many of the participants were experiencing shame. 

But this was not the case.  Instead, from participants’ descriptions, while there emerged 

voices of vulnerability, anger, and embarrassment, these were not powerless voices, these 

were not self-blaming voices; these were voices of resistors, strategists, and theoreticians, 

voices of fighters who resisted against being defined as flawed and problematic 

individuals. Ana described the meaning she made of the stigmatizing nature of the label:  

It’s like you’re an egg, you’re still very vulnerable. But when you’re a tadpole, 

you’re out in the world, and as you grow older, you actually gain strength and 

you’re still vulnerable, but you find ways to gain more strength than you had 

before. 

Thus far, we see that the paradigm in which the learning disability field operates places 

the disability squarely within the individual who is labeled and assigned to special 

education where she is then positioned within a stigmatized group.  For the participants, 

they not only had to manage the intellectual task of writing, but at the same time manage 

their identities:  

It is reasonable to assume that students with learning disabilities base a least some 

of their beliefs about themselves on their understanding (or lack of understanding) 

of their learning disabilities (Reiff, 2004 p.186). 

In my journal, I often speculated about the energy these young women appeared to exert 

in coping with these various forces. The participants seemed especially vulnerable in 

their day-to-day social encounters. This makes sense when one considers that: 
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‘. . .  learning disabilities cannot be described solely as either an outward 

manisfestation of an underlying trait or a label simply attached to a child by 

people in positions of instructional authority; they are actively constituted in 

social interactions with different people in different contexts (Dudley- Marling, 

2004) 

However, even while participants appeared particularly vulnerable in the context of 

school, they possessed little or no information as to what, exactly, the term learning 

disability meant or why they qualified. They seemed to be operating in the dark and at the 

whim of the stigmatizing forces at play. They resisted the perception of themselves as 

being problematic, flawed or less than, but all the while possessed little tangible 

knowledge that might explain their difficulties with writing. The only participant in this 

study, Betty, who was able to explain her processing weaknesses along with knowledge 

of her writing strengths and weaknesses, was also one of only two participants who 

appeared to have integrated her disability identity by explaining that her disability had 

contributed to the strong and tenacious woman she had become. As Reiff (2004) 

suggests, “It may seem counterintuitive that learning about one’s learning disabilities 

may make one feel less like a ‘learning disabled person” (p.194).  

For others, like Ana and Ximena,,  however, this confluence of the institutional 

perspective of the problem residing within the individual, the social view that positioned 

students with LD within a stigmatized group, along with their lack of knowledge as to 

why they qualified was an annoying and blustery wind from which they had to protect 

themselves, but were able to do so with minimal effort.  However, for others, like Frida 
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and Mari, this convergence of forces became cyclonic in nature and required a battle for 

survival that required much energy and strategizing.  

Obviously, these young women, as well as others in similar circumstances, would 

benefit greatly from a concerted effort by school representatives to provide a foundation 

of knowledge: what exactly is a learning disability?  What are the criteria for 

qualification? What are students’ specific processing strengths and weaknesses? It would 

be a start. 

Chapter 5 focused on participants’ writing experiences both inside and outside the 

official school curriculum.  This chapter expanded our knowledge by providing insight 

into how students perceived their disability. The ways in which these young women 

responded to stigmatizing forces have implications for educators. Participants reported 

various information management techniques that demonstrated metacognitive awareness 

and strategic problem solving capabilities (Rueda & Mehan, 1986). In passing, 

participants reported an awareness of their environment that involved the processing of 

visual and auditory clues, the need to monitor and evaluate potential disclosure, and the 

ability to problem solve and respond in plausible ways. They developed hypotheses, 

gathered relevant evidence and then formulated an argument. Given what we have 

learned from their experiences, what is it that educators do that helps or hinders their 

efforts? The next chapter will seek to answer the following two questions:  

• How did participants describe the (non)efficacy of their in-school instructional 

experiences as these pertain to writing? 
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• How did the participants perceive the (non)efficacy of their special education 

support service experiences? 
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CHAPTER 7 

PARTICIPANTS, INSTRUCTION, AND SPECIAL EDUCATION SUPPORT 

SERVICES 

“To me, good teaching is paying attention to the students. . . . teachers are like a second 

parent for the student” Mari 

Introduction 

In the previous two chapters, the participants’ descriptions of their experiences 

with writing and the disability label presented a picture of adolescent girls who struggled 

within the official classroom writing curriculum as they reported only rudimentary 

knowledge of the writing process and their ill-conceived and relatively ineffective 

notions of strategic writing.  However, these were not girls totally stifled by their 

classroom writing difficulties, but girls who reported lively engagements in myriad 

writing practices off-stage of the school’s curricular expectations. In this unofficial 

curricular world, participants reported utilization of a vast repertoire of strategies to 

manage the cognitive challenges of their personal, social and career writings. They 

created and managed complex social writing networks, and delved head-on, passionately 

and creatively, into writing that spoke to them personally.  

All the while, the all too real undercurrent of the ever-present awareness that they 

were diagnosed with a learning disability (LD) and were receiving special education 

support services positioned them within a stigmatized group. Undaunted, these young 

women employed various coping strategies to manage the stigmatizing nature of their 

disability label including passing, theorizing, and support systems. Given this 
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information, it is imperative that educators ask, what can we as teachers do to further 

support and guide young women such as these with their writing efforts within the 

classroom?  

This chapter seeks to both extend and narrow the findings of the previous two 

chapters to now look at the participants’ perspectives on classroom writing instruction 

and their special education support services. In order to address these, this chapter is 

divided into two distinct core sections: Instruction and Special Education Support 

Services.   

In regard to classroom instruction, the question,  “How did participants describe 

the (non)efficacy of their in-school instructional experiences as these pertain to writing?” 

will be answered in the first part of this chapter. I begin this section with brief synopsis 

from chapter 2 of what research has to tell us of the salient features of an effective 

instructional writing program for students with learning disabilities (LD), followed by an 

overview of writing instruction focus at Anzaldua High Magnet School (AHMS). I then 

provide a summary of the methods used that resulted in the findings reported in this 

chapter. Experiences of the participants are then given voice as they describe the types of 

classroom writing assignments that spoke to them and/or enhanced their writing 

performances, as well as those writing assignments that were less satisfying.  This is 

followed by the participants’ descriptions of what teachers do that support or hinder them 

as writers.  

 Instruction: What Previous Research Suggests 
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The comprehensive writing program for poor writers set forth by Troia (2006), 

the summary by Baker, Gersten, and Graham (2003) of findings from a meta-analysis of 

research on improving the content of expressive writing for students with learning 

disabilities (LD) (Gersten & Baker, 2001), and two meta- analyses by Graham & Perin 

(2007a, 2007b) guided the following synopsis of the salient components of strong and 

effective writing programs for struggling writers. While the following are listed as 

separate instructional elements, in practice these elements overlap, inform and build on 

one another.  

� Writing assignments should be authentic and 

o of interest to the student, meaningful and challenging,  

o and grounded in knowledge of audience (Nystrand, 1982, 1989) and 

purpose. 

• Instruction in specific text structures or genres such as persuasive essays or 

narratives should include explicit models, examples, and prompts (Baker, Gersten 

& Graham, 2003; Englert, Raphael, Anderson, Anthony, & Stevens, 1991; 

Vaughn, Gersten & Chad, 2000). 

• Strategies should be embedded within the writing process and taught explicitly 

(Harris & Graham, 1999; Wong, 1997) . 

• Teachers must engage in assessments to determine the areas within the writing 

process model (Flower & Hayes, 1980; Harris & Graham, 1999; Wong, 1997) 

most problematic for the individual student and explicitly teach the strategies and 

skills necessary through  
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o student-teacher conferences, minilessons (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; 

Graves, 1983),  

o differentiated teacher feedback (Beach & Friedrich, 2006) and/or peer 

feedback (Englert et al., 1991; Wong, Butler, Ficzere & Kuperis, 1997). 

Setting the Stage: 

Writing Instruction at Anzaldua High Magnet School (AHMS). 

 I began teaching in the early 1970s and during the ensuing years witnessed the 

evolution of writing instruction models in the field of learning disabilities from diagnosis 

and remediation techniques that focused on sensory integration to modality training to a 

more recent focus on skill and strategy training. In the early 1980s, when I began my 

tenure at AHMS as an English teacher of students with emotional and learning 

disabilities, mainstream English teachers and special education English teachers operated 

as if in separate universes. Mainstream teachers had their expertise, we had ours; and 

never the twain shall meet.  The school district’s special education curriculum specialists 

were trained in the University of Kansas’ Strategic Instruction Model (SIM) that focused 

on the cognitive and meta-cognitive domains of writing and offered professional 

development workshops in which special education teachers were in-serviced in these 

strategies.  Those of us in the business of teaching students to write spent many hours in 

workshops where we learned techniques to help students memorize mnemonic strategies 

such as the paraphrasing RAP strategy (Read, Ask what is going on, Put in your own 

words).  Back in the classroom, various assessment tools helped us evaluate individual 

student’s progress with specific skills, which in turn provided quantitative data to 
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document a student’s progress toward meeting goals and objectives for their Individual 

Educational Program (IEP).   

 In the mid- 1980s two events occurred at AHMS that brought mainstream and 

special education teachers together. First, along with mainstream English teachers at the 

school, several of the teachers in the special education department became involved in 

our region’s Writing Project, an off-shoot of the National Writing Project, which was 

rooted in the 1970’s collaboration between the University of California, Berkley and Bay 

Area schools.  Second, a colleague, who was also a doctoral student at the local 

university, formed a cross-disciplinary reading group where, among other works, we read 

Nancie Atwell’s In the Middle: Writing, Reading and Learning With Adolescents (1987).  

Spirited on by their beliefs that all students could benefit in a writer’s workshop 

environment, a core group of energetic and determined teachers began in-servicing the 

faculty on the importance of writing across the curriculum. Many classrooms including 

math, science and art, became workshops where students brainstormed, wrote “shitty first 

drafts” (Lamott, 1994, p.21), engaged in peer reviews and shared their writing to the 

class, and even the school as a whole.  For the teachers involved, discussions and sharing 

of ideas for mini-lessons, effective peer reviews, teacher feedback along with strategies 

for brainstorming, organizing and editing became commonplace. 

The following decade at Anzaldua High School brought with it a need for 

teachers and students to communicate with one another about writing. The 6-trait rubric 

from Oregon provided common language among staff and students.  
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At the turn of the century, (the 1999-2000 school year), heeding the national 

political call for accountability and more stringent high school graduation requirements 

the state-mandated test was implemented.  The test was composed of one test each for 

math, reading and writing. The writing of five-paragraph persuasive and expository 

essays quickly became the focus of classroom instruction and the 6-trait rubric morphed 

into an instrument to quantify student writing and to reward teachers monetarily. For 

those of us in the field of learning disabilities, this shift in focus brought us full circle; 

back to a time where writing instruction was a prescriptive endeavor. Teachers were 

expected to break down all instruction into measurable performance objectives aligned to 

the state standards and post these daily in their classrooms; professional development 

sessions focused solely on “evidenced–based research;” and teachers sat in mass scoring 

sessions to assess and assign numerical scores to the student body’s quarterly writing 

assessment essays.   

Methods 

In order to answer the question about their in-school instructional experiences, during 

individual interviews, participants were encouraged to respond to prompts such as: 

• Tell me about a time when writing was really good/bad for you both in school and 

out of school. 

• Tell me about a class that supports you as a writer.  What does the teacher do that 

helps you?   
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• Describe a class where writing is frustrating and/or difficult.  How is that class 

different from the supportive class? What does a teacher do that hinders your 

writing? 

At the time of the recruitment phase of this study, when I met with potential participants 

and their parents, one of the overriding messages to them and one of the main goals of 

this study was the hope that by understanding what it was like to be an adolescent girl 

diagnosed with a learning disability we, as teachers, may learn how best to help all of our 

students.  After the participants had signed up, they contributed many hours during 

interviews, focus groups and member checks in order to make a difference for other girls 

such as themselves; they wanted teachers to know what worked in the classroom and 

what did not.  During these interviews, I was moved by their insights, their vulnerabilities 

and their determination to succeed. The sections in the first half of this chapter are a 

result of an interpretive, phenomenological (Karlsson, 1993) analysis of the transcripts 

from the individual interviews. I brought to this interpretative process the lenses of a 

career teacher who has worked with struggling writers for more than two decades, who 

has resisted prescriptive, reductionist approaches to the teaching of writing, and who 

comes from the humble perspective that we have much to learn from our students.   Each 

individual participant’s three-interview transcripts were analyzed for basic concepts. 

Once these concepts were identified they were closely examined, sorted, and compared 

within and across all participants’ interview transcripts, then with the help of multiple 

matrices concepts were aggregated and grouped into categories and subcategories. The 

themes resulting from this analysis provide the outline for the main sections of the first 
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half of this chapter dealing with instruction: Writing Assignments: What Works; Writing 

Assignments: What Does Not Work; Supportive Teachers; Teachers Who Hinder Writing 

Efforts. 

Participants Talk About Instruction 

Students with LD need to be encouraged to write frequently and for extended 

periods of time (Graham & Harris, 1988). Yet, while frequent and extended writing 

opportunities are important in promoting writing development, it may not be sufficient – 

may even be undermined if students do not value or are not invested in the writing topic 

or purpose. In fact, “When children do not value writing or what they write, they are less 

likely to pursue a needed strategic remedy or use self-regulatory strategies such as 

planning and revising” (Graham & Harris, 1997b). In the following two sections, 

participants share their experiences and perceptions of the writing assignments in their 

various classes. After the participants talk about writing assignments that spoke to them 

in meaningful ways, they then describe those assignments that, in the words of Kool-Aid, 

“suck.” 

Writing Assignments: What Works 

When participants were asked to describe classroom assignments that spoke to 

them, that engaged them as writers, and/or enhanced their writing performance, all the 

participants described assignments that connected to a topic in which they were interested 

and/or familiar, and ten of the eleven participants talked about their love of personal 

narratives, and/or creative stories. 
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Ana summed up the descriptions of the other participants when she observed, 

“Ah, writing is good when I’m interested in the subject; that’s definitely a plus,” and the 

flip-side was also true as Susanna explained, “If its something that I don't want to write 

about then it'll just take me forever cause I don't want to write about it.” 

For all the participants, being interested in a topic meant writing about their 

personal experiences, especially topics connected to their family and culture. It should be 

noted that during the course of the personal interviews, when talking about these writing 

projects, participants’ affects became especially animated and their speech became 

increasingly rapid and excited, a quality not readily apparent from the following text.  

Writing about family members was a common response of participants when they 

talked of topics that interested them. Mari described her comfort with writing about 

herself and her family, “I have fun with assignments writing about myself, and the 

experience that we had with my brothers, how we have horses and how we ride em. 

‘Cause I would write, write everything down.” 

Nevaeh had just completed a writing assignment in her junior English class where 

she was able to pay tribute to her grandmother: 

I had an assignment this year in my English class when we had to write about an 

icon, or an object that was important to us. Mine wasn’t an object; it was a person, 

my grandmother, my Nana Hilda just because she’s such a strong woman. That 

was a good assignment.  

Another means for increasing interest in writing is to allow students to work on 

projects of their own choosing (Atwell, 1987; Graham & Harris, 1997b).  When students 
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are given tasks within their range of competence in which they are interested, not only 

may motivation be enhanced, but also students may be more invested in self-regulatory 

behavior (Graham & Harris 1997b). A case in point was Michelle’s experience during a 

social studies research assignment. For years, Michelle had heard stories from family 

members that they were related to Billy the Kid.  When her history teacher gave her the 

opportunity to choose the focus of her research project, she jumped at the opportunity to 

write about this topic. 

I was into that because one of my great grandfather’s father told my grandpa that 

we’re related to Billy the Kid somehow. We tried to trace it and there might be 

something there. So in class we could choose to do research on something and I 

was like, that’s cool. That day I went home and started doing research on the 

computer and stuff and I found out tons of stuff on there and I remember taking 

notes.  I don’t think nobody really helped me either. I was all happy because I 

actually did something. 

For both Kool-Aid and Tati, writing was good when they could choose topics that were 

of cultural interest. Kool-Aid’s history teacher gave her a choice of a topic for a research 

project.   

He gave me a project on a tribe, any tribe or any culture and I picked a tribe in 

Africa and that was real good.  I liked to do that one. If other teachers gave a 

paper that I would like to do, I’d really do it.  Like I’ll write from my heart. 

Or when Tati wrote a report about Mexican art: 
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I did a report on like the Mexican culture, how they use masks.  It depends where 

in Mexico you are. Like Sonora has los venados.  En el Dia de los Venados 

people go on the streets with heads of deer and they dance. So so interesting.  

Having the opportunity to write creatively was another subcategory that emerged from 

ten of the participants’ descriptions of when writing assignments worked for them. For 

Nevaeh, writing in her journal as part of the daily routine in her English class provided an 

opportunity to not only write about her family, but to do so in an introspective and 

creative fashion: 

Like in my English class, I kind’a got comfortable talking about my childhood so 

I could write about that; like things that went on, how my dad used to beat my 

mom and it was like an easier way of getting things outward without actually 

having to speak to someone about it, like face-to-face.  I wrote about it both in 

poetry and in kind’a like a journal-type. 

History was never Arianna’s favorite subject, but when the teacher added poetry to the 

mix, Arianna’s writing became “awesome”. 

I mean, notes weren’t fun.  Like on World War I or whatever and stuff like that.  

That was pretty boring.  But then when you got to take those notes and form them 

into poems and haikus, like we did in Mr. Price’s class, I remember just, on a roll, 

my writing was awesome. 

These participants appeared to be in their comfort zone when they are able to write 

personal narratives with many choices and few restrictions. In fact, when Ana was asked 
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what she was thinking as a teacher assigned a paper with precise and specific guidelines, 

Ana described a somewhat despondent reaction: 

Ah, almost like it’s a little depression because you want to write about what you 

want to write about, and when they give you a form and an outline and specific 

words, you kind of lose interest.  You don’t feel the kind of words in your brain. 

It’s really hard to explain.  It’s completely different than writing your own poetry.  

It’s not as personal anymore, it’s almost as if someone’s watching over you as 

you write and looking into everything you’re doing, so it’s a little strange. 

Betty, the participant who loved math, stood alone in her dislike of personal narratives or 

creative genres, opting rather on the more fact-oriented genres of writing.  As she 

explained: 

For me all writing is hard.  I’m just not that creative and not that articulate on 

paper.  The best is when I’ve done research and have a bunch of facts or if I know 

the facts, then writing about that is like putting a puzzle together and that’s what 

works best for me. 

For these participants, writing assignments they found engaging were those that spoke to 

them personally, that connected to their lives and were of topics familiar to them and/or 

topics that they were interested in learning more. 

Writing Assignments: What Does Not Work 

 When participants were asked to describe classroom writing assignments that 

were frustrating, unhelpful and/or not very satisfying, their descriptions sorted into the 

following subcategories. For the participants, writing was unsatisfying when a) they did 
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not understand the assignment, c) when assignments were rushed, d) writing weaknesses 

such as handwriting and spelling stalled efforts, and/or e) people judged the surface and 

not the content of their writing. 

For all the participants, not grasping the basic concepts and information that laid 

the groundwork for a writing assignment and /or not understanding the teacher’s 

directions and expectations were problematic and frustrating. As Kool-Aid explained, 

It sucks to me if I don’t get it and I didn’t understand what the fucking book is 

talking about.  That’s what really sucks about it and how you’re going to write 

like a essay or paragraph or something you don’t understand?  So, that’s what I 

hate mostly in high school.   

Frida explained that the level of frustration with not understanding the basic 

concepts and information necessary for the writing assignment was only compounded 

when she did not understand the teacher’s expectation for the format of the final paper: 

You know, in science class, I remember always being like hypothesis, you know.  

I’d try like, to think about these things and try to like, think what I was supposed 

to write, and like writing things down.  And then the teacher would be, “That’s 

not even what I’m asking for.”  And kind of me like, “Well what the hell are you 

asking for then? Can you give me an idea?” And she would explain it, but she 

wouldn’t explain it to like the point that I needed.  You know, when you’re given 

like a real strict essay, when they want it a certain way you honestly do get stuck. 

And then like, you’re actually just doing a BS paper because you don’t know 

what the hell you’re even writing about or how your suppose the write it. 
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The participants were also in agreement that when assignments were to be 

completed during one class period they felt at a disadvantage, especially when they did 

not have access to a computer and/or a trusted other to assist in editing. Classroom 

environments that were distracting also hindered participants.  As Betty explained: 

Well, I remember sometimes little assignments we'd have to work on them in 

class.  That would be hard for me. When it was an in-class assignment it just felt 

like it was rushed. Like I already have so much problems that it wouldn't be up to 

my best ability as if I was given over night when I could use my computer.  And 

things in class, just people - the slightest little whisper or whatever would get me 

off track and I'd have to sit there for five minutes and try and get back into the 

focus and get back into the moment in order to finish, just to finish a sentence.  

Participants reported additional frustration when weaknesses such as handwriting and 

spelling stalled efforts. There is a strong relation between the fluency and quality of 

children’s writing and their proficiency with skills such as spelling and handwriting 

(Graham & Harris, 2003) For example, having to figure out how to spell a word while 

composing may lead a student to forget writing plans or ideas being held in working 

memory.  All the participants reported spelling difficulties and Mari and Susanna 

reported additional problems with their handwriting. Mari’s account below exemplified 

not only the experiences of all participants with spelling, but Susanna and her difficulty 

reading their own writing: 

I remember when writing was bad for me when I would sit there and like spell, 

sound out the words cause I suck at spelling, I hate writing because I didn’t know 
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how to spell.  If we had to write it and turn it in I was struggling, I’d ask my 

friend how do you spell this and they would help me and then they make fun of 

me cause I didn’t know how to spell it. And like my handwriting is just like my 

brothers and sometimes when I’d try to read it and I couldn’t even know what I 

wrote. 

In the foregoing sections, participants described the times when they were frustrated with 

assignments of no interest to them or concepts and formats they did not understand, 

oftentimes leading to coping strategies such as disengagement or “BS” writing. However, 

there were other times when the participants talked about assignments and their love of 

writing creatively, of writing “from their hearts,” writing to find out about themselves 

and their cultures, and writing to be a successful student. For these assignments, writing 

became personal and the paper turned in became an accomplishment and an extension of 

themselves.  It was in those moments that participants found themselves particularly 

vulnerable to criticisms, as Ana explained, 

And then, spelling came in and people were like, “What are you talking about?” 

and things like that, that was difficult.  It was just strange, it hurt.  Cause you go 

from having such an open everything and then you go to something really close 

and uptight. They just look at the outer shell of it. Then they are not reading what 

you have to say.  

In this section participants shared their experiences with writing assignments that were 

frustrating, and, for differing reasons, problematic. These were assignments in which they 

lacked understanding of the basic concepts and information necessary to fulfill the 
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requirements, where they were unclear of the required format, when they felt rushed and 

put on the spot, and where difficulties such as spelling and handwriting stalled their 

efforts. 

Supportive Teachers 

Given what we now know participants’ perceptions of classroom writing 

assignments, how did they describe the ways in which educators helped or hindered their 

writing practices? When asked to describe teachers who supported them as writers in the 

classroom, analysis of the interview transcripts revealed two categories: a positive 

personal relationship with a teacher and effective instructional practices.  When 

participants were asked to describe ways in which educators were not supportive or 

hindered participants’ writing progress, results from an analysis of the interviews also 

sorted into the same two categories: an negative personal relationship with the teacher 

and ineffective instructional practices. 

Before beginning the reporting of the findings in this section, I must report an 

interesting but not surprising finding.  In the over forty hours of one-on-one interviews 

and the six hours of focus groups, not one participant mentioned objectives, rubrics or 

state/district writing assessments as something that was helpful in writing support. In fact, 

objectives and rubrics were not mentioned at all and the state and district writing 

assessments were mentioned only as examples of when writing was “bad” or “not 

helpful.”  
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Instead, all of the girls talked about the importance of the personal relationship 

between teachers and themselves. To the point, Mari summed up the descriptions of all 

the participants when she said,  

To me, good teaching is paying attention to the students. What makes a good 

teacher for me is listening to students.  Talk to them. To me a good teacher is 

practically being there for the students.  To me teachers are like a second parent 

for the student. They’re there every day and they see us more than our parents do 

at home.  

For Frida, this meant seeing past her “trouble-maker” exterior, “He understood 

me and it helped me a lot. Like he would just laugh and say, “Just shut up Frida,” you 

know. He was so funny.” 

And for Michelle it was a teacher who created a comfortable and understanding 

environment, “Like, I struggled but I talked to him and he was really easy going and 

stuff.  He'd laugh at me and joked around and stuff, so he helped me out a lot.” 

From the participants’ descriptions, getting to know you as an individual entailed 

more than joking and palling around in class, it also manifested itself in the time and 

effort a teacher took in working with them and understanding them as learners. When 

teachers understood Ana’s individual learning style - her strengths and weaknesses- and 

were willing to put in the extra time to work with her one-on-one, she noticed: 

They pay more attention to you, they take time to look deeper into your work and 

what you’re saying and, they get used to reading your writing, so when you write 

something, they know you have spelling problems but they know what you mean 
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and they get used to your handwriting so it’s not as difficult for them to read it 

and find mistakes. 

And for Kool-Aid, a teacher who took the time to work with her individually 

made the difference as to whether or not she would attend class or roam the halls: 

She always used to go over and over with me until I really understood it.  Not just 

like go over it and then leave.  So that made it very easy for me.  And she’d just 

sit there like, and I’d do the answer and if I did it wrong she’ll tell me it’s wrong, 

so I’d at least know it’s wrong so I can try to fix it. She was always there when I 

raised my hand to help me and make sure I understood it before she left and go sit 

down or something. I’d go to that class. 

Not only did Kool-Aid attend class but lingered after the bell 

I could stay after class and she would help me for a long time, or she would sit 

next to me and make sure that I did the answers.  And she’d tell me if it’s wrong 

or not. And she would help me do the first three questions and let me do the next 

two, and then tell me what I’m doing wrong at each step. That’s why I loved that 

class so much.  I wanted to keep going back.   

However, student-teacher relationships that the participants viewed as being supportive 

for them as writers moved beyond understanding them, joking around and working with 

them one-on-one, to an awareness that the teacher cared for them and empathized with 

their personal struggles. Ximena described the sentiments of all the participants 
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Ah, she focused a lot on teaching us one- by- one with the students.  She was 

there when I had difficulties and when I had personal issues.  She was there to 

guide me through and like just being there. 

Participants were aware that while a positive relationship with the teacher laid the 

groundwork for success, it was not enough. For participants, teachers who provided the 

instructional support they needed, as writers, were those teachers who bridged new 

knowledge linguistically, who employed multimodal techniques and who provided clear 

and explicit directions.  

In order to prepare students for upcoming writing assignments, participants 

described supportive teachers as those who bridged linguistically the information and 

concepts necessary for understanding. For Susanna, Mr Rubio did this in a couple of 

ways: 

Mr. Rubio like he tries to make it all interesting and just like the way he'd like do 

a paragraph he did it like a hamburger kind of thing and I was tripping out but I 

still remember it.  And when he was reading the Romeo and Juliet like you know 

its in a different language kind of thing, like the way they put the words.  He 

would read and then after he would explain it to us even more like in our words. 

The participants described teachers who presented material that tapped into 

multimodalities as a style of instruction that was helpful. Betty was aware that her 

learning was enhanced when the teacher, “ . . . talked about it, wrote it on the board while 

I wrote my notes. It makes you remember it so much more than just reading it and writing 
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it myself, or just hearing it. All at the same time somehow just clicks in my head.  It's so 

much better.” 

Participants also described supportive teachers as those who were clear and 

explicit in their expectations. As Betty explained, “ . . . she kind of gave me a format to 

follow and she explained it to me step-by-step.” 

Teachers were also described as supportive when they were willing to give an 

alternate assignment specifically when the class assignment tapped into the participants’ 

areas of weakness. For example, Ana’s history teacher realized that Ana was a weak test 

taker and speller and therefore proposed a choice of alternate assignments, writing an 

essay not graded for spelling or taking the test orally. Ana accepted his offer, “ , , .  I do 

that a lot whenever he gives me the opportunity… a big test, I automatically ask for 

questions to start the essay.” 

  Participants reported that supportive teachers were those who checked in with 

them often while they were writing and provided them with enough feedback to move 

them forward. All the participants described supportive teachers as those who moved 

away from their desks and walked around the room continually assessing individual 

student progress.  Ana described one of her more supportive teachers, 

She checked in with you a lot to make sure that you’re doing okay and that 

everything is going the way it should be. I think teachers should look at all of 

their students individually and assess what they need. The teachers that just give 

you work and then walk away, it’s very different compared to teachers who 
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always walk around and come and check on you and ask you, “Need help?  

How’re you doing?  What’s your answer for this? “ 

For Michelle, this also meant that the teacher guided her, but did not do the assignment 

for her, “He would like help us out but he wouldn't tell us the whole answer.  He was 

helping us but he was like making ourselves help ourselves.” 

Above, participants described supportive teachers as those who saw them as 

individuals, took time to build individual personal and caring relationships, who 

implemented supportive and effective instructional procedures, and who created 

individualized, pleasant, and non-threatening learning environments. 

Teachers Who Hinder Writing Efforts 

While participants reported that a positive relationship with teachers was the 

underlying and most important aspect of a supportive learning environment, the reverse 

was also true. When teachers were not approachable or interested in you individually, as 

Ana explained, “You just don’t get as much help as you would when teachers are close to 

you.” Ten of the participants described experiences where teachers were not supportive 

of them as writers, where participants were pitied, ignored, actively humiliated and 

treated as the problem. 

 Arianna reported experiences vastly different from the other ten participants. In 

her experience, classroom teachers were always attentive and supportive:  

My teachers all knew I had some problems and like they were understanding with 

it, but I never had a teacher be mean about it. I mean, I know some kids had bad 
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experiences and I feel very lucky cause I can’t think of a problem with any of my 

teachers.  

Ana described her hesitancy in letting teachers know she had a diagnosed learning 

disability simply because she was never sure how they might respond. One common 

situation she found uncomfortable and baffling was when teachers treated her differently 

when they realized she was in special education: 

Well, first of all, I don’t go in unless my grade is dropping. And then I mention it 

to them, and it’s so strange how my grade goes up.  It’s almost like a pity grade. I 

don’t want it to be like that. 

Participants also talked about teachers who were too busy to provide the one-on- one help 

they needed, or other teachers who ignored their request for support. Michelle recalled 

her frustration, a year before her placement in special education, with a freshman English 

teacher who,  “ . . .just didn’t care because basically, cause it was my grade, you know, I 

could see why, but she never really offered to help. I did go in a couple of times, but it 

was just like in class.  She was too busy to help me.” 

However, while descriptions of being given a pity grade or ignored were 

troublesome, ten of the participants described interactions with teachers in which the 

participant was actively humiliated. For Nevaeh this occurred during English class where 

a teacher insisted on Nevaeh reading aloud a paper she had written.  What made this 

particularly memorable for Nevaeh was the fact that a few days earlier she had shared 

with this teacher her unease with reading her own writing in public: 
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Last year, my English teacher called on me and I said I don’t want to read it and 

that I didn’t feel comfortable reading and she said, “You have to everybody else is 

reading it, and I got all teary-eyed and got mad and frustrated.  You could hear it 

in my voice, my voice got shaky and I said like I don’t want to do this any more 

and I cut out of class and walked outside and I was just embarrassed.” 

Another situation that participants described was when teachers became frustrated 

when the participant did not catch on to an assignment quickly as described by Frida, 

But, I’m always the type if I don’t understand something I’ll raise my hand.  I’d 

be like, “I don’t get it,” you know, or “What are you talking about?  What are we 

supposed to do here?” A lot of times I remember a lot of the teachers just being 

like, “Frida, listen.”  You know, “Frida, this is what we’re trying to say.  If you 

would only listen, Frida, you would get it.  You have to listen.”  But if I did ask, 

it’s cause I genuinely wanted to know.  It wasn’t because I was, you know, it 

wasn’t because I was fooling around.   I wanted to know what was going on.  

Kool-Aid described teachers who were unable to get past her rough exterior and who 

judged her as being a lost cause: 

Some teachers always thought I was bad and said that I was really all going to get 

Fs and stuff, which I really didn’t.  And like….  I don’t know.   It’s like they 

really didn’t pay much attention to how I was doing, you know, how was the 

work that I needed help on it.  They just paid attention to, like their favorites.  

That’s why I thought they were bitches. 
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In addition to ways in which poor student - teacher relationships hindered their 

writing practices in the classroom, participants described instructional practices that 

hindered their writing performances.  Two common problems described by ten of the 

participants were teachers who handed out worksheets and said, as Ana explained, “ Here 

do it.  Have it by the end of class.’ That’s it,” and teachers who sat at their desks and 

offered no help with the worksheets.  Kool-Aid unambiguously offered her thoughts 

about these situations,  “They go, ‘Okay, try to do the questions.’ Then they go sit down 

at their desk. I’m thinking in my head,  ‘Lazy ass teachers.” This lack of support left the 

participants bewildered. As Susanna reported,  “And we'd like struggle all crazy like 

how, how you supposed to do this like if we don't how we're doing it?”  

As mentioned in the previous section, teachers who were viewed as being 

supportive were those who bridged linguistically the information and concepts so the 

participants possessed the basic knowledge necessary to carry out the assignment. 

Teachers who used vocabulary unfamiliar to the participants with no support stymied any 

progress the participants could make on a given assignment as described by Tati: 

And it’s like I’m thinking and thinking and thinking and I don’t know what to do 

and I’m just sitting there. Translate it into words that students would understand.  

Cause I have a lot of teachers who spoke like that and it’s like, what are you 

talking about? I didn’t understand the words, the words. I didn’t understand. 

Given the information-processing difficulties evidenced by students with LD, 

unstructured situations are especially problematic for them (Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard, 

2000).  Participants’ difficulties in the classroom with writing tasks due to lack of 
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understanding of the assignments and support from the teachers were further 

compounded when the participants felt rushed or the classroom environment was 

distracting. During her senior year, Michelle found herself in an especially untenable 

situation when her teacher could not control the class: 

The kids in there, they make it hard to concentrate in there. She let’s them step on 

her a lot and she doesn’t take care of it and if she does it’s just blaming one 

person when she should get the whole group. Like she accused me of stealing her 

popcorn. I didn’t steal her popcorn. 

In this section, the participants described their experiences and interpretations of the ways 

in which teachers hindered writing performance and progress.  These included 

observations that some teachers were too busy to help individual students, were 

unconcerned or uncaring about students’ needs, were impatient and blamed students for 

not understanding an assignment, and/or were unable to maintain classroom discipline.  

Special Education Support Services 

‘I hope you fuckers ain’t talking about me.  I don’t understand none of the words you’re 

saying.” Kool-Aid 

The second part of this chapter focuses on the special education support services 

received by the participants and answers the research questions: How did the participants 

perceive the (non)efficacy of their special education support service experiences?  To 

situate the findings of this part in the chapter, I begin with a description of what previous 

research has to tell us of the salient features of effective service delivery models, student-

centered Individualized Educational Programs (IEP), and transition planning, followed by 
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a description of the special education department at AHMS. Next, the voices of the 

participants take center stage as they describe their experiences with, first, the referral, 

evaluation and placement process, and secondly, their involvement in Individual 

Educational Program (IEP) conferences.  Finally, participants describe their transitions 

experiences from elementary to middle school, from middle school to high school and , 

where applicable, from high school to a post-secondary setting, including those incidents 

when participants were placed in classes they found either too hard or too easy.  

What Previous Research Suggests 

Service Delivery Models 

Vaughn and Schumm (1995) define responsible inclusion as, “. . . the 

development of a school-based education model that is student centered and that bases 

educational placement and service provision on each student’s needs” (p.265). Gleaned 

from their (Vaughn & Schumm, 1995) outline of the key features of a service delivery 

model these are the components that speak to the purposes of this study:  

• Appropriate services are determined through ongoing assessment, monitoring of 

individual student’s needs. 

• Ongoing evaluation and fine-tuning of delivery model to meet the academic and 

social needs of the student. 

• On-going professional development  

• Appropriate curricula and instructional practices for all students 

• Adequate resources  

Student-centered Individual Educational Program Conferences 
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In their 1994 study, (Van Reusen & Bos, 1994) found that when high school students 

with LD were taught an IEP participation strategy they fared better than students with LD 

who were not taught the strategy by, 

• Contributing more information in general, and suggesting more specific goals for 

themselves, and 

• Providing more information about their own individual learning strengths and 

weaknesses  

Students with disabilities benefit from active participation in their IEP conferences, in 

which the key components for increasing student participation and enhancing student 

performance are,  

• Direct instruction prior to meeting in the form of visual, verbal of physical 

prompts and strategies  

• Facilitators at conferences increase student participation by asking questions 

directly to student, avoiding jargon, and using language and vocabulary 

understood by student (Test et al., 2004). 

Effective Transition Planning 

Research from the last decade reports six practices that are at the core of effective 

transition support for secondary students with special needs:  

• Promoting self-determination, 

• Implementing person-centered planning,  

• Inclusion in general education program,  

• Anchoring curriculum and instruction to the demands of adulthood,  
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• Providing comprehensive career awareness and preparation programs,  

• Developing social competence (McDonnell, Hardman, & McGuire, 2007) 

Setting the Stage 

To assure responsible inclusion options and in accordance Individuals With 

Disabilities Act (IDEA), AMHS provided a continuum of services for students in special 

education wherein students were placed in the Least Restricted Environment (LRE) 

depending on their individual educational needs. A student’s placement in a particular 

strand of the continuum was not static. For example, during her junior year Frida was 

enrolled in two co-op classes, one for English and one for American history. During her 

senior year upon her return from her junior year foreign exchange experience in 

Germany, she enrolled in all mainstream classes and consequently received services 

under the consultation model. The following were the relevant components of AHMS’s 

service delivery model as they reflected the services received by the participants in this 

study.  Consultation For all classes, these students were enrolled in the general education 

setting with special education support services available.  For example, if a student were 

to need help advocating for accommodations, the student’s case manager would assist her 

in that effort. Co-op Program. This program was a cooperative teaching program where 

one general education teacher and one special education teacher co-taught the class 

comprised of one-third of the students in the special education program with two-thirds 

of the students not receiving services. Resource: Students considered resource students 

received support in special education classrooms for one or more of their content area 

classes. 
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 The Special Education Department at AHMS organized, generated, and managed 

the legally required IEPs to assess and address the needs of the individual student in a 

cooperative effort with parents and/or guardians, student, teacher(s), educational 

specialists, and a special education representative. These plans included the legal 

requirements of the child’s present level of educational performance, annual goals and 

objectives, specific program and related services to be provided, the amount of time the 

child would participate in mainstream settings, the duration of services, provisions for 

evaluating student performance and effectiveness of the program, and a transition plan 

for students 14 years and older.  

As part of the IEP requirement, students over the age of 14 must have a transition 

plan that included the student’s interests and aptitudes, current levels of performance, 

postschool goals, current activities (e.g., coursework, vocational counseling, job 

opportunities), and designation of responsible persons.  At the time of this study, the 

special education department was in flux. Their longtime vocational counselor had 

resigned and the position was not advertised. For the classroom teacher, in addition to 

their full-time course loads in oftentimes crowded classrooms with no support in the form 

of teacher aids, teachers in the special education department were also case managers for 

twenty-one students (not necessarily students in their class or students they knew), a job 

that entailed arranging the IEP conference and managing the paperwork involved. Given 

their hectic all-consuming teaching schedules, the filling out of this paperwork oftentimes 

became an exercise in appearance where careful programmatic considerations were 

impossibilities.  
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Methods 

This second half of this chapter focuses on the participants’ descriptions of the special 

education support services they received and answers the question: “How did participants 

describe the (non)efficacy of their special education support service experiences?”  In 

order to address this question, participants were encouraged to describe their experiences 

with special education support services by responding to the prompts such as, 

• When did you start receiving special education services? What do you remember 

about your placement?  

• Why did you qualify for special education services? 

• What is helpful about being in special education?  What is not helpful?  

During the course of the individual interviews, all of the high school participants 

(however tentatively, for some) expressed interest in seeking some postsecondary 

education. Given the fact that three of the participants had spent at least one year in 

college, I wanted to create a space and to provide the opportunity for the high school 

participants to meet with the college participants to ask questions, quell fears, and reach 

out for potential support.  Consequently, during the summer of 2006, two of the college 

participants met with three of the high school participants. The transcript from this focus 

group informed the findings in this section, with particular emphasis on transitioning 

from high school to college. 

Therefore, the primary data sources for the findings presented below were 

transcripts of the participants’ individual interviews, college focus group and my journal. 

These findings are a result of interpretive, phenomenological analysis in which basic 
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concepts in transcripts of the individual interviews were identified and compared, 

aggregated and grouped within and across participant interviews, along with the focus 

group transcripts. The interpretative lenses I brought to this process were those of a 

career classroom teacher and special education diagnostician who through the years had 

witnessed the vast disconnect between the assessments and paperwork involved in 

student’s Individualized Educational Program (IEP) paperwork and the realities of the 

classroom.  The themes generated from this analysis provide the outline for the sections 

to follow: Referral, Evaluation and Placement; IEP Conferences; Transitions.  

Participants Talk About Special Education Support Service  

Referral, Evaluation and Placement 

Seven of the participants were referred, evaluated for special education services 

and subsequently placed while in elementary school.  For six of these participants, there 

appeared limited recollection of this process.  In fact, for Ximena there was a discrepancy 

between her recollections of when she was placed in special education and 

documentation in her official records. Ximena reported meeting once a week for reading 

and writing with a teacher during fourth grade, but was only aware of receiving special 

education services when entering seventh grade, “ I started being in special education at 

Clay Middle School when I was in seventh grade. I didn’t really know about it until I 

actually got there the first day of school; I had no idea.”  However, records indicated that 

she qualified and was placed in special education during the course of her fourth-grade 

year.  
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On the other hand, Arianna was the only participant who clearly remembered the 

being diagnosed in elementary school,  “In fourth grade I started learning that I had a 

learning disability and that’s when I got extra help at school.”  

Frida was the only participant who was referred, evaluated and placed in special 

education while in middle school, an experience she remembered as being confusing and 

fraught with emotions.  

The gifted program was, in her words, “a sanctuary”, a place where she could be 

challenged academically. This made failing a science test on plants in sixth grade 

especially difficult, “I got an F and I was really bummed out.  I remember just crying and 

being really upset and being just really sad.” One of Frida’s friends was just as shocked 

because they had studied together earlier; she knew Frida was familiar with the material. 

Unbeknownst to Frida, her friend talked with the teacher. Frida explained what happened 

next,  

I was really upset about it.  I felt so stupid.  I felt dumb, and I felt really, like, just 

low.  You know, this is a gifted class and gifted is usually for smarter people. And 

so, she went ahead and talked to the teacher, and then the teacher confronted me 

afterwards. And then she decided to go ahead and test me orally.  So, she tested 

me orally and I aced it, like, aced the whole test and got no answers wrong at all.  

A few day later her teacher approached with the suggestion that Frida needed “to 

go through some testing,” At first, Frida was excited, “ . . . and me being like, at first, 

like, excited, like, is it because I’m smarter, you know, kind of like Albert Einstein?” Her 

“Albert Einstein” interpretation made even more sense to her during the diagnostic 
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evaluation. As Frida explained,  “ . . .and I remember doing the testing, answering the 

questions, and I remember the lady being like, ‘Good, good, good, good,’ and I’m 

thinking I’m so smart.” 

It was only during the follow-up meeting that the reality of the situation started to 

set in,  

. .  and then everything was,  ‘special, special, special.”  Everything was  

“special.”  And I just remember leaving, and just freaking out, just crying, beyond 

words, just freaking out, and going like, “Mom, I don’t want to be with them.  I 

don’t want to be with them.  I don’t want to be with them.”  Yeah, and so, I’m 

like freaking out and I just remember crying and my mom was actually very 

emotional about it.  

 The remaining three participants, Michelle, Susanna and Mari, were referred, 

evaluated and placed in special education while in high school.  All expressed relief that 

they were finally receiving much-needed support.  As Michelle explained, “I was really 

happy that there was somebody out there to help me and that I wasn’t the only one that 

had a problems. There’s actually a lot.”  

It should be noted that while Mari shared Michelle’s relief at receiving extra 

support, at the same time she was extremely adamant about not being a disabled person 

and hating being labeled as such.  

Transitions 

Transitions for anyone can be fraught with feelings of vulnerability, anxiety and 

fear, but as Ana pointed out, “ . . . it’s harder for a special ed student.”  For all the 
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participants, transitioning from elementary school to middle school was difficult because, 

“ . . . you’re going from such confined space to a more open space.” (Ana). In fact, Betty 

described her assessment of herself as she transitioned into middle school, “ . . .  

But I don’t really remember thinking that I was dumb, until middle school.  That’s 

when I really noticed it.  Cause then, you know, teachers there would call on you 

to read in front of the class, to do things in front of the class. In elementary school 

it wouldn’t be very hard cause they’d help me out, but middle school was when, 

when I really felt self-conscious about reading and writing skills. 

This type self-awareness and self-consciousness were confounded when participants 

found themselves in classroom environments that were less than supportive.  As Ana 

explained,  “When they put you in a rowdy class and everyone is rooting and you 

misspell something and then they make fun of you, that’s an automatic put-down, an 

automatic, you know, killer right there.” 

 When describing their transition from middle school to high school, one area of 

concern voiced by seven of the participants was the process used for helping them 

develop their freshman course schedule at the end of eight grade and the classes in which 

they were enrolled for their first year in high school. During the spring semester, 

AHMS’s special education department chair and counselor, along with two teachers went 

to the middle school and helped incoming special education students design their 

freshman course schedule.  Susanna’s description was representative of  the seven 

participants. 
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Ah, I just remember first registering for my freshman classes at Carrasco Middle 

School.  And the special ed teacher being like, “This is what you’re going to take.  

This is what you need.  This were you should be placed.”  And me not even 

questioning, just being like, “Okay, sure, fine, whatever.”  I don’t care kind of 

situation.  

Unbeknownst to the participants at the time, this process became critical as to 

whether or not they began their high school careers in well-suited classes.  Five of the 

participants voiced frustration at being scheduled into classes that were either too hard or 

too easy. As Tati described her placement in a mainstream science class that was too 

hard, her frustration was apparent: 

They put me in a regular science class.  How do I know what the crap's going on? 

I didn’t know what was happening. People like me that they just throw in like 

that, like I was like in a little pond, right?  And they just threw me into the ocean. 

Yeah, no support at all.  I didn't even know what was going on.  Ah, I got a lot of 

homework and I opened that book at home and I'm like, "What is this?"  So I just 

close it. And some of those tests, I just guessed on them.  I just circled whatever. 

On the other hand, while Betty questioned her placement in a much- too- easy English 

resource class, and while this placement influenced negatively her desire to do well in her 

other classes, she remained philosophical,  

It felt like a free period.  I knew, like, I wasn't this dumb.  Why am I placed in 

here? And it was just annoying a little bit. And that made me kind of laxed on the 

rest of my grades.  Freshman year was the only one I didn't work hard on my 
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grades.  Whatever. As long as I got good enough grades and my dad wasn't 

yelling at me, I was happy. 

At the time of this study, two of the participants were in the spring semester of their 

senior year and four participants had graduated from high school and were either 

attending the local community college, or employed full-time. 

 Experiences for those at the community college varied. From their descriptions, 

during their senior year at AHMS Frida and Betty took advantage of the community 

college representative’s weekly visit to connect with the school’s Disabled Student 

Services (DSS) and to set-up accommodations. For Arianna, Kool-Aid and Michelle, 

their mothers were instrumental in guiding them through the application and enrollment 

process. 

Kool-Aid’s description indicated she appeared somewhat ill-prepared and thrown 

off by the lack of support in the college classroom, and at the same time resistant to 

seeking help from a tutor.  

There’s not really nothing. I found out they put you in a regular class.  You don’t 

get special attention or special work.  The only thing you probably get is an extra 

day with your work.  So that ain’t really nothing to me.  My advisor, she just puts 

you with a tutor or something.  I don’t want a damn tutor.  I want my own tutor 

that I know, not just a stranger.  

Individual Educational Program Conferences 

For participants in this study, Individual Educational Program (IEP) conferences 

were described as not particularly important in their school eperiences.  While all 
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remember going to at least one meeting in their school careers, most walked away with 

only vague impressions of whom was in attendance and what was discussed.  Ana 

remembered her most recent one-year IEP meeting simply because her case manager, a 

teacher she had never met, wanted to drop her from the program because of her good 

grades.  As Ana shared,  

It was strange, because you sit down at a table and you don’t even know this 

person, and they come up to you and they’re talking about you, but they don’t 

know what they’re talking about.  And it’s very strange to have someone feel like 

they know you, and they know what’s good for you, when they haven’t taught 

you, been around you, not even met you. I had never seen this man before, and he 

was like, “We’re going to drop you from the special ed program.  You don’t need 

to be here any longer.”  And it was kind of scary having that person, like trying to 

get inside your head and do what’s best for you, but they have no clue. And if he 

just bases it on the grade, he has no clue what’s going and that could be ruining 

my chance at getting help, or it could make me vulnerable.   

Six of the participants appeared to have very little buy into or knowledge of the IEP 

process. Kool-Aid remembered going to meetings where she either felt she was portrayed 

in a negative light, “I didn’t like it because they always like said negative things, like I’m 

not doing my work. Just stupid things.” At other times, she had difficulty understanding 

what was being said, “I didn’t understand a word they were saying and I’m thinking, ‘I 

hope you fuckers ain’t talking about me.  I don’t understand none of the words you’re 

saying.” 
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For Arianna and four of the other participants, the IEP conference could be 

positive and helpful: 

They’re all taking notes and they’re all, you know, “How can we help?  How can 

we make these things better? You know, stuff like that. Yeah, and they go pretty 

quick and they don’t really have any put-downs and they always try to make you 

feel comfortable. My teachers are honest at my IEP and they’ll tell me what I 

need to do, how I’m doing, and where I’m lacking.  Because if they don’t, it’s not 

helping me at all.  

Summary of Findings 

 This chapter was divided into two core sections Instruction and Special Education 

Support Services.  The goal of the first section was to answer the questions; “How did 

participants describe the (non)efficacy of their in-school instructional experiences as 

these pertained to writing?”  To follow, I present a brief summary of the findings in this 

section. 

• Writing assignments that were helpful 

Participants reported that classroom writing assignments that were 

engaging, that spoke to them and that supported them, as writers were 

those that connected to topics in which they were interested or familiar. 

Personal narratives were by far the genre of choice. Writing creatively was 

also important. 

• Writing assignments that were not helpful 
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Participants described situations when writing assignments became 

problematic: when they did not understand the assignment, when their 

weaknesses such as spelling stalled their efforts, and when people judged 

the surface of their efforts and not the content. 

• Teachers who supported writing efforts 

All the participants talked of their relationships with the teacher as one the 

most important components of writing support.  Teachers who were 

supportive took the time to know them as individuals, to know their 

individual learning styles, their life circumstances, and who worked with 

them one-on-one. These teachers were those who participants felt 

empathized and cared for them individually. 

 Another component of supportive teaching practices were effective 

instructional strategies. Teachers who bridged vocabulary and knowledge 

into students’ words, who presented materials in multimodal ways, and 

who gave clear and explicit directions were viewed as those who most 

supported the participants in their writing efforts. 

• Teachers who hindered writing efforts 

When participants talked of teachers who hindered their progress as 

writers that described situations where they (the participants) were treated 

differently, were ignored, actively humiliated and treated as if the problem 

resided in them. 
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Instructional practices that hindered writing efforts included 

teachers who depended solely on worksheets with little or no explicit 

directions or support and/or teachers who used unfamiliar vocabulary 

 The goal of the second section was to answer the question: How did the 

participants perceive the (non) efficacy of their special education support service 

experiences? To follow, I present a summary of the findings: 

• Referral, evaluation and placement 

Participants who were referred, evaluated and placed in special education 

during elementary school had limited and even erroneous recollections of 

this process. The only participant placed during middle school 

remembered the process to be confusing, and fraught with negative 

emotions.  The four participants who were placed while in high school 

remember a sense of relief in receiving much-needed support. 

• Transitions 

For all the participants, transitions between elementary and middle school, 

between middle and high school, and between high school and a post-

secondary setting were problematic and difficult.  

• IEP conferences 

For the most part, participants appeared to have very little buy in or 

interest in the IEP process; for some these conferences were simply not on 

their radar. A small number acknowledged that these conferences provided 
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a safety net and a space to talk about their progress and to make plans for 

the future. 

When asked to describe those classroom writing assignments that spoke to them and that 

supported them as writers, there were similarities across participants’ responses: topics 

that were of interest and/or familiar, personal narratives, and a space to be creative.  Only 

one participant, Betty, felt more engaged with writing assignments that required analysis 

and synthesis of factual information. However, interesting topics or genres were not 

enough to provide a sustaining writing environment; effective instructional approaches 

and positive student-teacher relationships were also necessary. 

 Regarding special education support services, participants’ memories of their 

referral, evaluation and placement process were related to their age at the time of 

placement, with those placed in elementary school possessing limited or even erroneous 

recollections. Transitions, for all the participants, could be fraught with anxieties and 

mishaps at a time they felt particularly vulnerable. From participants who had been in 

special education since elementary school, the special education support services 

provided by school representatives appeared to be less hands-on by these officials as the 

participants became older.  

Discussion 

It is not simply a matter of teaching students topics and skills associated with 

social-emotional learning.  It is essentially a matter of showing, by our own acts 

and attitudes, that we care about what our students are going through and that we 

are partners in the search for meaning. (Noddings, 2006) 
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It’s like they really didn’t pay much attention to how I was doing, you know, how 

was the work that I needed help on.  They just paid attention to, like their 

favorites.  That’s why I thought they were bitches. (Kool-Aid) 

This chapter began with a synopsis of what researchers suggest are the salient 

components of an effective writing program for struggling writers: authentic writing 

assignments, explicit modeling, examples and prompts for specific genres, strategies that 

are embedded within the writing process, continuous assessment, and frequent 

constructive feedback. When participants in this study were prompted to describe 

teachers who supported them as writers, their responses both substantiated the importance 

of the above instructional components and also added additional components. 

Participants talked about authentic writing assignments as those where they had choices 

of topics that were of interest and/or were familiar. Clear and explicit descriptions of 

content and expectations were also important, as were teachers’ abilities to bridge 

students’ language with the language of the assigned text. Teachers who presented 

materials in multimodal ways and who allowed students the opportunity to write 

creatively and/or in narrative form were viewed as supportive. Yet, these components in 

and of themselves were not sufficient.  

In this discussion, I seek to represent participants’ experiences and perceptions by 

delineating the ways in which these instructional components were interwoven with the 

participants’ individual relationships with individual teachers. I come to this discussion as 

a veteran classroom teacher, one who through the years attempted to create a balance 
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between caring student-teacher relationships and an academically challenging 

environment. Oftentimes, I suspected this balance was out of kilter, that relationships 

with individual students compromised instructional goals, and vice versa, that my 

determination to teach a certain lesson a certain way placed my relationships with 

students on the back burner. However, this “balancing” paradigm was called into 

question by participants’ descriptions that saw these situations from a slightly different 

viewpoint; for these young women, it appeared that supportive teaching was not a 

balancing act between instruction and relationships, but a gestalt of the two.  

Participants brought to this study varying backgrounds, experiences, abilities, 

needs, temperaments and goals.  As they differed individually one from another, so too 

their descriptions of supportive teachers varied; however, I would propose that at the core 

of each individual description was the notion that for them a teacher's quest for and 

implementation of effective instructional practices were caring actions; and caring 

relationships involved the quest for and implementation of effective instructional 

practices.  The gestalt of these two components provided the heart of what participants 

described as teachers who supported writing success 

The following discussion is grounded in the experiences and perceptions of the 

participants and draws on the works of scholars from education, psychology and 

philosophy (L. S. Goldstein, 1999; Noddings, 1984, 2003; Tharp, Estrada, Dalton, & 

Yamauchi, 2000; Vygotsky, 1978). From a sociocultural perspective, all learning is 

socially mediated in relations with others; all higher functions originate as relations 

between individuals. It is within this space of interpersonal interaction, in the zone of 
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proximal development (ZPD) that learning and development take place. Vygotsky (1978) 

defines the zone of proximal (ZPD) development as: “. . . the distance between the actual 

developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers” (p. 86). Most sociocultural research in education, 

including those in special education (Englert et al., 1992; Englert, Zhao, Dunsmore, 

Collings, & Wolbers, 2007) focus on the ZPD as it pertains to the cognitive aspect of 

learning.  Goldstein (1999), however, posits that the ZPD closely resembles a caring 

relationship as described in feminist philosopher and educator Nell Noddings' (1984) 

model of the ethics of care.  Here, caring is not an attribute or personality trait, but an 

action motivated by the ". . .  welfare, protection and enhancement of the cared-for" 

(Noddings, 2003, p.23). For the one-caring, caring involves "feeling with" the other but 

not in an empathetic manner. In fact, Noddings distinguishes between empathy and what 

she terms receptivity.  For Noddings, empathy involves an attempt to analyze someone's 

situation and then project how one might feel in the same situation.  The notion of 

receptivity involves a move toward duality, where " I receive the other into myself, and I 

see and feel with the other" (p. 30).  

Another component of Noddings' model is motivational displacement where the 

one-caring is willing, even momentarily, to give primacy to the goals and needs of the 

cared-for. And finally, in order for the caring encounter to be fulfilled, there must be 

reciprocity, where the cared-for acknowledges, overtly or subtly, that care has been 

received.  
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The discussion of the continuum of participants' experiences to follow is 

grounded in the coming together of the ZPD and feminist ethics of care. On the one end 

of the continuum were those descriptions of experiences where teachers took care to 

provide individual and supportive instruction. While experiences on this end of the 

continuum involved little exchange of personal information, they did involve interactions 

that participants perceived as indications that the teacher cared about students and their 

learning. These were teachers who got up from their desks, moved around the classroom, 

and checked in with individual students, answering their questions and guiding them 

forward. Also, participants described supportive teachers as those who presented 

materials in multimodal ways or who provided linguistic bridges between new texts, 

information and concepts and students' everyday language as being supportive.  

Participants were all too aware of teachers who sat at their desks and were not interested 

in engaging with their students individually. Kool-Aid described these particular teachers 

as “bitches” and “lazy- ass;” others participants used the time in these classes to catch-up 

on their text-messaging or note passing. A case in point, one day as I was walking down 

the hall, my cell phone vibrated and there was a text-message from Mari who was bored 

in her health class: “waz up miss its me mari.”   

On the other end of the continuum were experiences such as Mari's where the 

focus of the description was more on care and to a lesser extent academic learning. Mari 

described her most supportive teacher, Ms Rae (who by chance was also her special 

education case manager) as a person who not only was willing to put in the extra time to 

work with her one-on-one, but someone who took the time to find out about her interests, 



 290 

her challenges, her culture, and her particular circumstances. For example, mornings 

were hectic at Mari’s home. Her mother was just coming off the graveyard shift and her 

older sister had to leave for her job earlier in the morning. This created a time that 

required someone who would take care of the older sister’s baby. The job fell to Mari, a 

situation that guaranteed Mari’s tardiness every morning, circumstances understood by 

Ms. Rae who approached the situation in a non-punitive and supportive manner. Mari 

trusted this teacher and felt she had her best interests front and center.  

In the middle of the continuum were experiences such as Michelle's description of 

her social studies teacher. Mr. James, He created a very inviting, informal and disciplined 

environment, in which Michelle felt comfortable.  He talked with students about their 

aspirations and provided a classroom structure conducive to learning. It was his way of 

helping students with their work that resonated with Michelle, “He would like help us out 

but he wouldn't tell us the whole answer. He was helping us but he was like making 

ourselves help ourselves.”  

  I would propose that this paradigm of the gestalt of relationship and instructional 

practices would also benefit the school’s case-manager model. At the time of the study, 

teachers were assigned to manage up to twenty-three students’ IEPs. More likely than 

not, these assignments were made quickly and with little thought of the relationships 

between specific teachers and individual students. Thus, a system was created where 

over-worked teachers may also be asked to generate paperwork, organize conferences 

and even become involved in disciplinary actions while carrying a full teaching load. It 

was of little wonder that the participants in this study described very little buy-in to or 
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peripheral knowledge of the IEP process. Only two participants, Mari and Ximena, felt 

close to their case manager. On the other hand, Ana described a situation where she 

arrived at the IEP conference and found her case manager to be someone she had never 

met. How much easier and more effective might this process become if teachers were 

permitted to select students to be on their list, students known to them, past or present. 

There exists a disconnect between what researchers such as van Reusen and Bos  (1994) 

have come to document as effective and beneficial ways in which special education 

students can contribute to their own IEPs and the ways in which this process was enacted 

at AHMS. Interestingly, in chapter 6 we saw that participants had very little awareness of 

the criteria for placement in special education under the category of LD. In this present 

chapter, we learn that the apparatus that could provide the information necessary for 

enhanced awareness was not in place.  

  The concept of teaching as put forth by No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and 

mandated across the country harkens back to a time when learning took place within a 

linear framework based on a technical transmission model that educators dismissed more 

than two decades ago and are now viewed by most as decidedly out of keeping with 

contemporary understandings of learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006). The 

participants’ descriptions also challenge this narrow perspective by providing insights 

into the importance of including caring student-teacher relationships within the equation 

for truly effective learning to take place. Self-image and personal expectations that 

students develop and upon which they make many choices during each day is influenced 

significantly by how others see them and respond to them The participants of this study 
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received messages throughout their school day about themselves, not only about their 

performance competency, but also about their worthiness as individuals. Teachers were a 

crucial source of this information. 
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CHAPTER 8 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

Adolescence is a journey, a search for self in every dimension of being. It is about 

dreams, fears, and hopes, as much as about hormones, SAT scores, and fashion It is 

about endless possibilities as well as dead ends. It is searching, testing, experimentation. 

It is growth.  

 Hersch, 1998, A Tribe Apart: 

        A Journey Into the Heart of American 

Adolescence, (p 365) 

  

Summary of the Study 

The seeds of this project were given life during years of classroom observations 

of and interactions with high school students identified as learning disabled (LD). During 

that time I became aware of and frustrated with the disconnect between what I had come 

to know about the richness of my students’ lives and their literacies, and the portrayal of 

these students within scholarly journals.  This disconnect was not unfamiliar to me.  

Having grown up in the “disability blind culture” of my two grandparents, I knew that, as 

I had recognized in my blind grandparents, students diagnosed with LD were more than 

the sum of their deficits. 

My history as a special education teacher has afforded me theoretical and 

practical knowledges of the field’s history. Rooted in a reductionist paradigm, research 

focus in the learning disability field has privileged quantitative methods, focused on 

objectivity, believed in learning as mastery of segmented parts of the whole, emphasized 

quantified assessment, as well as insisted on finding direct relationships between 

variables and the ranking of differences. More recently, power holders within political 

and educational institutions have appropriated this paradigm and used it to implement a 
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movement that perceives learning within a linear and technical transmission model, and 

in which competency could be quantified through frequent testing, a model that had been 

dismissed by educators more than two decades earlier as being out of step with more 

contemporary understandings of learning (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006).  

 Furthermore, during my years in the classroom, I witnessed a whirlwind of 

research addressing the impact of gender informed general education practices. At 

Anzaldua Magnet High School (AHMS), the works of scholars such as Sadker and 

Sadker (1994) prompted many teacher in-services about gender inequality in our 

classrooms. Yet, for those of us in the learning disability field, business went on as usual. 

In fact, when it came to issues surrounding gender, we appeared to be working within a 

vacuum where even works by women-centered disability scholars (e.g., Fine & Asch 

1988a, 1988b) were virtually silent when it came to acknowledging the lives of 

adolescent girls with LD.  

Thus, the confluence of general education and special education’s narrow focus 

on the cognitive aspect of writing along with feminist researchers’ failure to acknowledge 

the experiences and voices of girls with LD has resulted in scant knowledge of the real-

lived experiences of girls with LD and their writing. Furthermore, a cognitive approach 

does little to recognize the complexities of the sociocultural nature of writing (Lee & 

Smagorinsky, 2000; Nystrad and Duffy, 2003), contemporary youth literacies (Moje, 

2002a, 2002b), the multifaceted subjectivities and literacies of secondary students 

(Alvermann et al., 1998, 2006; Moje, 2002b), as well as the socially constructed and 

enacted nature of disabilities ( McDermott, 1993; McDermott & Varenne, 1995). 
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In this study, with the help of eleven adolescent girls with diagnosed LD, I sought 

to give voice and representation to what it was like to be an adolescent girl identified with 

a disability in writing. Specifically, the following research questions guided this study: 

5. How did the participants describe their various experiences and purposes of 

writing both in and out of school? 

6. How did they perceive their learning disability diagnosis? 

7. How did they perceive the (non)efficacy of their  in- school instructional and 

special education support service experiences as these pertain to writing?   

8. What meaning did they make of their experiences and perceptions? 

This study was grounded in both sociocultural and feminist perspectives. From 

sociocultural perspectives, the participants’ experiences with and perceptions of their 

writing, disability, and instruction, along with the meanings they developed were 

constructed through language and in relationships with others (Wertsch, 1980). When 

these young women wrote in meaningful ways, ways in which they connected and felt 

invested, not only were they able to explore who they were, they were able to construct 

who they were (O’Brian, 1998). At the same time, however, these young women had 

significant difficulties in school with their writing and, oftentimes, fell short of 

institutional expectations.  

McDermott and Varenne (1995) note that culture “ . . . teaches people what to 

aspire to and hope for and marks those who are to be noticed, handled, mistreated, and 

remediated as falling short" (p. 336).  The culture of American education is such that 

students are expected to perform a given set of tasks and, when apparently unable to do 
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so, are labeled LD “ . . . because there is something wrong with them; (they) cannot 

perform the tasks as quickly or as well as others" (p. 338). Because the tradition within 

the learning disabilities field has been grounded in the reduction of the individual person 

to his or her particular cognitive deficit, it has been difficult for researchers and 

practitioners to address the personal, social, cultural and political purposes and 

interpretations each learner brings to the classroom.  

 There exists a natural affinity between sociocultural and feminist theories.  For 

the purpose of this study, the use of feminist epistemologies and methodologies provided 

bases for why a study of adolescent girls with LD was important and how to go about 

doing so.  Feminist standpoint epistemology, derived from Marxism’s focus on economic 

disparity, states that the positions occupied in a given society by differing groups 

provides people distinct perspectives of social reality and relations.  Research grounded 

from the standpoints of marginalized groups such as girls identified as LD provides a 

more objective and complete picture than research grounded in the perspectives of those 

in privileged positions.  It is through the study of the everyday experiences of these 

adolescent girls, their multiple literacies and multi-faceted subjectivities that we broaden 

our data base by both altering and enhancing the set to topics and questions raised within 

the field of education.  Furthermore, giving voice to their experiences not only helps us 

know more about them, important as that may be, but to provide a richer, more authentic 

and more accurate understanding of society by their inclusion. 

This study took place on the campus of Anzaldua High Magnet School (AHMS) a 

large, urban school of 3,000 students located in the southwestern United States. The 
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student body was comprised of a diverse population with a majority being classified as 

Hispanic. The special education department provided support for approximately 300 

students. AHMS was typical in many ways.  Like other schools across the country, state-

mandated testing had become ubiquitous. District mandated quarterly writing 

assessments produced moans of frustration and boredom within the classroom; state 

mandated reading, writing and math assessments brought with them a sense of fear and 

dread. Not only did students with LD take part in these high-stake rituals, but also by 

definition of their placements in special education were also held under a microscope, so 

to speak, in a series of psychological and educational assessments.   

The participants recruited and selected for this study met specific criteria:  

• They received or were receiving special education services at AHMS 

• They had been identified using federal, state and district guidelines as having a 

learning disability in, but not limited to, writing. 

• They demonstrated reasonable attendance 

Additionally, I sought to recruit participants who, as a group, represented the racial/ 

ethnic demographics of the school and also the different strands of services (resource, co-

op, and consultation) offered at AHMS. Ultimately, eleven participants ages 15-20 were 

selected. To gain insight into their experiences and perceptions, I used phenomenological 

and feminist methodologies and five data sources: in-depth individual interviews, focus 

groups, official record reviews, researcher’s journal including field notes and written 

artifacts. Data were collected during the spring semester of 2005. Individual in-depth 

phenomenological interviews (Seidman, 1991,1998,2206), informed by Hollingsworth’s 
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(1994) “collaborative conversation” model were the primary data source. After all 

interviews were completed, four focus groups were conducted on the following topics: 

disability label, text-messaging, poetry and college.  Participants’ official special 

education records were reviewed as they applied to writing and writing artifacts were 

collected from willing participants. My journals provided a space for me to document 

member checks, detailing and organizing of data and documenting the steps of data 

collection and analysis. I also maintained a second journal for my more personal musings 

where I could externalize my thoughts, where I could brood, vent make connections and 

generate new questions.  

Analysis of data occurred in four stages. The first phase of analysis began during 

the actual collection of data when I began interpreting and speculating about each 

individual participant’s descriptions of her experiences and what they might mean.  This 

phase also included the transcription of audiotapes and editing of these transcripts, also 

interpretive in nature. Given the collaborative foundation of this project, I conducted 

member checks to see whether my initial speculations and interpretations rang true with 

the participants. The second phase of analysis took place as I drove across the United 

States.  During this phase, I listened to both the individual interview and focus group 

audiotapes. At the end of each day I journaled my impressions and began focusing on the 

emotive quality of participants’ stories. The third phase of analysis took place in the 

mountains of North Carolina where I engaged in an in-depth analysis over a six month 

period, using the stages of phenomenological analysis provided by Karlsson (1993) and 

analytical tools described by Strauss and Corbin (1998). The fourth phase occurred in the 
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late fall of 2006 when I returned to the southwest and met once again with all but two of 

the participants.  During those individual meetings we talked about emerging themes and 

individual profiles. The results of this analysis provided the general outline for the three 

findings chapters: Participants and Their Writing, How it Feels to be “Disabled Me:” 

Participants and Their Disability Label, and Participants, Instruction and Special 

Education Services. 

To follow, I present a brief overview of findings as they relate to this study’s 

research questions, followed by a more in-depth look at the themes that emerged across 

the findings.  Next, I provide a discussion of the core theme, the theme of visibility that 

permeated participants’ descriptions of their experiences and perspectives. I then 

delineate the implications of this study’s findings as they apply to classroom instruction, 

teacher education programs and future research. Finally, in the section entitled “What we 

Want Teachers to Know,” the participants’ voices once again take center stage as they 

share their insights into what teachers should know in order to provide a more effective 

and supportive learning environment for future students identified as LD. 

Research Questions: Coming Full Circle 

Research Question #1 

 

 The broad, overarching themes resulting from analysis of interview and focus 

group transcripts provided the outline for chapter 5 as it sought to answer the question, 

How did the participants describe their various experiences and purposes of writing both 

in and out of school? These chapter sections were: School Literacy Practices, “Off Stage” 

Writing Practices, and Emotive Component of Writing.  
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School literacy practices occurred in official and on-stage spaces where 

participants described very few really effective strategies on the road to the completion of 

an assigned writing task. Additionally, participants reported that these practices evoked 

feelings of vulnerability, frustration and embarrassment in environments where, “. . .  you 

feel trapped” (Ana), and “. . . you can’t protect yourself” (Frida).  However, when away 

from official curricular expectations, participants reported that they engaged in myriad 

writing practices, practices that occurred in solitude, with networks of friends and also as 

part of job expectations, as well as practices that evoked passion, creativity, and 

playfulness. Apparently, these practices surpassed “a put-down or spelling or anything” 

(Ana).  

 The differences between participants’ descriptions of their in-school, official 

practices and their off-stage and sub-rosa practices were remarkable. From their 

descriptions and my observations of their engagements with official classroom 

assignments, it would appear that participants possessed planning, drafting, editing and 

revising schemas that were limited and in ill-conceived. Oftentimes, their descriptions of 

writing for a classroom were those of students trying to survive, to produce a paper that 

might help them get by.  This was an emotional enterprise that produced feelings of 

vulnerability, embarrassment, and frustration most often evoked by ways in which peers 

and teachers responded to their writing, but also by the realities that the inauthentic and 

unengaging writing assignments required a process that could be overwhelming and 

frustrating. Listening carefully to these girls as they talk of their official writing 

experiences carefully one hears timid, unsure and fearful voices.  
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 On the other hand, during individual and focus group interviews, I noted time and 

time again the excitement, playfulness, and satisfaction in the voices of the participants as 

they talked about their writing practices away from official curricular expectations: 

writing poetry about a recent heartbreak or for a public political event; text-messaging a 

friend during unengaging and boring classes; solving a particularly challenging math 

problem; or sitting on the couch with a family member and writing song lyrics. In focus 

groups, I witnessed as voices poured forth pride in one’s creativity, expertise and culture. 

These were risk-taking, confident, engaged and motivated voices. 

Research Question #2 

The broad, overarching themes resulting from analysis of interview and focus 

group transcripts provided the outline for chapter 6 as it sought to answer the question, 

How did the participants perceive their learning disability diagnosis?  These chapter 

sections were: Participants’ Perceptions of Labeling, Participants and Stigma, 

Participants’ Emotive Responses to Stigmatization, Participants and Coping.  

The participants described the ways in which an LD label contributed positively 

to their school experiences, giving them a sense of relief when it put a name to their 

struggles, providing them with much needed support, helping them avoid certain 

assignments, and protecting them from disciplinary action. However, participants 

appeared to possess limited knowledge of what was actually entailed in the definition of 

the term learning disability and the criteria used to qualify their receiving services under 

that category.  Furthermore, they demonstrated little awareness of why they had 

difficulties with writing. At the same time, all the participants expressed awareness that 



 302 

the LD and special education labels positioned them as members of a stigmatized group. 

This awareness occurred through their experiences with stereotyping, physical separation 

and loss of status.  For the participants, these experiences evoked feelings of frustration, 

anger, embarrassment, vulnerability and fear.  In order to cope with the stigmatizing 

nature of the disability label and the feelings it induced, participants reported five coping 

strategies: information management techniques such as humor, white lies and avoidance, 

theorizing about the meaning of disability, resistance, creation of support systems and 

bonding with other students with LD. 

Rooted in the medical model, research focus in the learning disability field has 

historically focused on the causes, diagnosis, and treatment of the cognitive, social, and 

emotional difficulties as they reside within the individual identified as LD, and even 

portray these individuals, at times, to be at fault (Higgins, Raskind, Goldberg, & Herman, 

2002). The findings presented in this chapter suggested that there may be the makings of 

a “perfect storm” by the confluence of the field’s research focus, the stigmatizing nature 

of the LD label, along with participants’ limited tangible knowledge about the criteria for 

special education placement and the logistics of being labeled LD.  

Participants shared stories of embarrassment, vulnerability, and fear especially in 

the context of school.  Given these reactions, one could assume that there were powerful, 

constraining forces at work in the lives of the participants. At first, I speculated that these 

young women were experiencing shame. But this was not the case.  These were not 

powerless, self-blaming voices; these were voices of resistors, strategists, and 

theoreticians who refused to be defined as flawed and problematic individuals.  
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Research Question #3 

Chapter 7 grew out of the broad themes evidenced in the analysis of interview and 

focus group transcripts as that chapter sought to answer the question, How did the 

participants perceive the (non)efficacy of their  in- school instructional and special 

education support service experiences as these pertain to writing?  These chapter 

sections were: Participants Talk About Instruction (Writing Assignments and Effective 

Instruction), Participants Talk About Special Education Support Services (Referral, 

Evaluation and Placement, Transitions, Individual Educational Program (IEP) 

Conferences). 

The participants in this study provided explicit descriptions of writing 

assignments they felt were supportive of them as writers: assignments that connected, 

were of interest, and/or ones that were familiar. Personal narratives were by far the genre 

of choice. Having a space to write creatively was also viewed as important.  However, 

writing assignments became problematic for the participants when they did not 

understand or lacked sufficient information about the task or the assignment 

requirements. Difficulties also arose when their writing weaknesses such as spelling 

stalled their efforts and when others judged the superficial aspects of their efforts rather 

than the content of their ideas. Participants described effective instructional practices by 

referencing interpersonal relationships with specific teachers. These teachers took time to 

know them as individuals, to know their individual learning styles, their life 

circumstances, and who worked with them one-on-one. These were teachers who were 

seen by the participants as empathetic and who cared for them individually. It must be 
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noted that a caring relationship was not sufficient in and of itself.  A critical component 

of supportive teaching was the implementation of effective instructional practices such as 

bridging vocabulary and knowledge linguistically, presenting new information and ideas 

in multimodal ways, and providing clear and explicit directions.  On the other hand, 

participants also described teachers who hindered writing progress. They felt that those 

teachers treated them differentially, ignored them, actively humiliated them, and acted as 

if the problem resided within the individual student.  Also seen as teachers who hindered 

writing progress were those teachers who relied on worksheets, provided little or not 

directions and used unfamiliar vocabulary. 

The second part of this chapter focused on participants’ perspectives of special 

education support services. Participants’ memories of their referral, evaluation and 

placement process were related to their age at the time of placement, with those placed 

during elementary school possessing the more limited or even erroneous recollections.  

For all the participants, transitions could be fraught with anxieties and mishaps and 

occurred at times when they appeared to be especially vulnerable.  From the perspectives 

of those who had been in special education since elementary school, special education 

support services, including IEP conferences, appeared to be less hands-on and less 

supportive as participants became older. 

From participants descriptions of effective and supportive instructional practices, 

one sees that a caring teacher and effective instructional practices were two sides of the 

same coin; the teachers quest for and implementation of effective instructional practices 

was a caring act as was developing a caring student- teacher relationship (one that 
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involved knowing individual learning styles, providing a comfortable and understanding 

classroom environment, taking time to work with students one-on-one, empathizing with 

individual students’ personal struggles). These factors provided an environment where 

participants were motivated to learn. From participants’ descriptions, it was this gestalt of 

effective instructional practices and caring student-teacher relationships that provided 

them the most effective and supportive writing environment.  

The same could be said of the special education’s case manager model. At the 

time of the study, in addition to a full teaching load, special education teachers were 

assigned to manage up to twenty-three students IEP. More likely than not, these 

assignments were made quickly and with little thought of the relationships between 

specific teachers and individual students. It would seem reasonable to ask whether the 

process might not become more effective if teachers were permitted and encouraged to 

select students for their list, and perhaps, vice versa. 

Research Question #4 

The fourth research question asked, What meaning did the participants make of 

their experiences and perceptions?  The answer to this question will be presented in the 

last section of this chapter as participants share their insights as to what teachers should 

know in order to be supportive and effective instructors.  

Discussion: Themes Across Findings 

The purpose of this study was to gain insight into what it is like to be an 

adolescent girl with a diagnosed disability in writing.  Three themes emerged across 

findings and provide the titles for the following sections: Importance of Relationships, 
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Emotive Components of Writing, Labeling and Learning, and Participants as Strategic 

Thinkers. 

The Importance of Relationships 

One could write volumes on the topic of relationships- their definitions, their 

purposes, their failures, and how to make them better.  For the purpose of this discussion, 

I define relationships as the beliefs, feelings, actions and interactions between and among 

individuals. Across findings, whether during social writing practices, managing the 

stigmatizing nature of disability, seeking help from supportive and trusted others, and 

bonding with peers who were also labeled disabled, participants referenced social and 

interpersonal relationships as important,  

From their descriptions, writing was a social act embedded within relationships 

with others, whether for a classroom assignment, on the job, or with friends. In fact, it 

was during those engagements, such as text-messaging, note-passing and e-mailing, that 

occurred in social spaces with friends, that these participants appeared most engaged, 

motivated and confident.  

Across participant descriptions, also emerged a resounding affirmation of the 

importance of relationships as participants attempted to manage the stigmatizing nature 

of their LD label and their special education placement.  For them, acceptance by others 

was vitally important and they expended considerable energy to obtain and maintain this 

acceptance.  The theme of relationships emerged from all the participants’ descriptions in 

another way. They all emphasized the importance of supportive relationships with others 

whom they trusted.  Ten of the participants reported coping with stigma by creating 
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friendship bonds with other students with LD.  For some, these important relationships 

existed from elementary school to beyond graduation from high school.  

Finally, when participants were asked to describe teachers who supported them as 

writers, their answers emphasized their individual relationships with individual teachers. 

In fact, one is left with the sense that when an individual teacher failed in some way to 

demonstrate their care for students, participants found it difficult to persevere in that 

environment.  Positive student-teacher relationships appeared at the core of effective 

writing support.    

Emotive Component of Writing, Labeling, and Learning 

An uneasy tension exists between those schools of thought that see mental 

processes as purely cognitive in nature, and those that involve the role of emotion.  

However, psychologists such as Piaget (1962) and Vygotsky (1996) suggest an 

interrelation of the two.  One of the themes emerging from participants descriptions 

across findings was that very interrelationship as they reported on the importance of the 

emotive component involved in writing, labeling and learning. 

Across interviews and focus groups, participants shared that writing was more 

than a cognitive act but was deeply entwined with their emotions.  For example, certain 

writing engagements, such as writing creatively, produced feelings such as pride and that 

writing occasionally helped them resolve personal problems and served to quell emotions 

such as anxiety and anger. As could be expected, another commonality across all 

participants’ experiences was their struggles with various aspects of the writing process. 

The times during which these struggles were disclosed publicly and/or involved 
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situations where their difficulties stalled their writing efforts, participants seemed 

particularly frustrated, embarrassed, and vulnerable. 

Not only were these feelings evoked when their writing difficulties were made 

public, but also because of the social ramifications of being labeled as disabled. The 

participants in this study reported, to varying degrees, strong emotional responses to the 

stigmatizing nature of being labeled: frustration, fear, anger, and most pervasively 

embarrassment. 

As mentioned earlier, at the core of effective writing support, participants 

described positive individual relationships with teachers.  Those occasions when 

participants felt teachers stereotyped, ignored, pitied, and/or actively humiliated them 

proved to be especially stressful for participants, evoking feelings of anger, 

embarrassment, confusion, frustration, and bewilderment. 

Participants as Strategic Thinkers 

In the learning disability field, most research of strategic thinking has been 

limited to those cognitive processes involved in monitoring and coordinating school- 

assigned writing tasks. This study expanded this focus by documenting the various 

strategies used by participants in writing outside the curriculum and in managing 

information about their disability label. 

Participants described elaborate strategies employed to keep certain writing 

practices, such as note passing, undercover. They also reported strategies in hiding their 

writing difficulties from those around them.  Not only did participants describe the ways 

in which they attempted to avoid public disclosure of their writing difficulties, they 
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additionally felt the need to hide, sometimes on the spur of the moment, their special 

education membership. Given their descriptions, one may deduce that strategic thinking 

occurred as participants needed to be aware of their environment and utilize sensory 

processing of cues in order to monitor and evaluate potential disclosure, to gather 

relevant evidence, and to problem solve, formulate and respond in plausible ways.  These 

were not young women void of a strategic repertoire, as they described sophisticated 

awareness and competencies. 

 These themes of relationships, emotions and strategic thinking emerged across 

these research findings and serve to expand our knowledge of what it is like to be an 

adolescent girl with a diagnosed writing disability.  They are of particular importance 

when we consider the current focus of political power holders who view learning as a 

linear, technical and purely objective acquisition of skills and who view writing 

competency as something to be quantified, ranked, and ordered. These findings demand 

that those of us in the LD field must broaden our lenses in order to authentically study the 

real-lived relational, emotional and strategic components of learning not merely for the 

students like the participants of this study, but of all our students..  

A deeper core theme common to all the participants, one that wove all experience 

and themes into intricate patterns, emerged from the findings of this research.  To follow 

is a discussion of the theme of visibility. 

Discussion: The Essential Theme of Visibility 

A major purpose of this study was to gain insight into what it is like to be an 

adolescent girl with a diagnosed disability in writing.  While all the participants in this 
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study shared the LD label along with significant difficulties in writing, they differed 

dramatically in their background experiences, their interests, their personalities, and their 

aspirations. From individual interviews and focus group transcripts there emerged a core, 

essential theme over which all other themes were spun. Whether talking about their 

placement in special education, their relationships with peers, family and school officials, 

or about a writing assignment, at the heart of their descriptions was an underlying 

yearning and striving to be visible.  For them, being visible entailed being recognized, 

appreciated and acknowledged as a whole, multifaceted individual.  Very much to the 

point, I think Ana’s description of writing for a classroom assignment provides us with an 

apt metaphor for this perceived yearning and striving across time and contexts. While this 

insight was gleaned from Ana’s individual interviews, I have opted to present it in second 

person in a move to bring the reader into the experience and at the same time demonstrate 

the fact that this experience occurred not solely in the literal sense, but metaphorically as 

an allegory of the powerful forces at play.   

Imagine, if you will, that like Ana, you see yourself as a highly goal-oriented and 

confident person, someone who wants to succeed in school, which you define as 

obtaining good grades and positive recognition from your teachers.  Therefore, when a 

teacher assigns a written project you spend hours learning about the topic and thinking 

through what you want to say and, perhaps, even more time going over your written 

product; you employ a spell checker and elicit your mother’s help.  Yet, throughout the 

entire process you are aware of a deep gnawing anxiety inside because you know from 

experience that due to your struggles with spelling and grammar, the possibility remains 
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that your paper will not be perfect.  At the same time, you feel a sense of confidence and 

pride that the content of this paper resulting from your research and your ideas, is 

basically sound.  Now, imagine having this very paper returned with marks and remarks 

that focused only on the spelling and grammar mistakes. How might any of us feel if our 

“flaws” were constantly examined, judged and assessed? Ana shared, “. . .  It’s just 

strange, it hurts‘cause you go from having such an open everything and then you go to 

something really close and uptight. They just look at the outer shell of it. Then they are 

not reading what you have to say.” For the participants in this study, the essence of this 

scenario, of being evaluated and judged by the “outer shell” and not by the content of 

who you are and “what you have to say” permeated this study. Participants wanted to be 

seen; they wanted their efforts, strengths and accomplishments recognized. 

Not only did institutional forces impact participants’ experiences with official 

writing practices through the limited, one-dimensional, and inauthentic ways in which 

their competencies in writing were assessed, but also by the very fact that their 

difficulties positioned them within a stigmatized group, a move that also created a 

situation where only one aspect of the “self” was visible to others. In order to 

demonstrate with more clarity the participants’ experiences, I provide the following 

example.  

Since the history of LD is rooted within a medical model, it seems appropriate to 

provide a medical analogy to further expand what appears to be at the core of the 

experiences of the participants. Again I chose to write in second person for the same 

reasons above.  
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Imagine your doctor has diagnosed you with a condition, one that that is 

accompanied by a stigmatizing status within your community.  For example, let us say 

you are a well-respected and highly accomplished teacher. Not only is your professional 

life successful, but just this past weekend you ran a marathon and then also found 

yourself additionally overjoyed when a sculpture on which you had been working for 

several years was juried into an upcoming prestigious art show. You are beaming with 

pride; life is good. There is just one glitch.  Today, like every Wednesday, you must visit 

your doctor for your weekly treatment for genital warts.  You know the routine; upon 

entering the doctor’s office, you must sit in the “genital warts” section (you know where 

to sit because there is a sign posted on the wall designating your area).  As you sit there, 

feelings of vulnerability, unfairness and frustration abound.  Yet, what choice do you 

have? Only if you agree to sit in this section will you be given treatment. All the while, 

the other patients in the office, some whom are your colleagues, remain cordial; but, deep 

inside you suspect that none of them are thinking of you as a star athlete or as an 

accomplished artist. 

The participants in this study faced a similar reality every day.  They knew they 

needed “treatment,” as they acknowledged their difficulties with writing. Yet, perhaps 

because they themselves were not really clear about the dynamics of their writing 

difficulties, and because the stigma of being “retarded,” “lazy,” and “stupid” was woven 

into their equally unenlightened community’s view of learning disabilities, the official 

and oftentimes public disclosure of their membership within a stigmatized group 
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complicated and thwarted their efforts to be viewed by others (and by themselves) as the 

multifaceted, creative, accomplished and aspiring young women that they were.   

At the end of this investigation one is left with the gnawing suspicion that their 

quests to be visible as who they really were, was a daily time and energy consuming 

struggle, superimposed on the struggle to meet standards of competency within the 

school. Their efforts to fend off the stigma of a disability made their difficulties with, 

oftentimes, inaccessible and/or decontextualized instructional practices and special ed 

services even more momentous.   Yet, at the same time, these were young women who 

struggled within the academic milieu and resisted; they refused to give up. They strove to 

be seen and it was with optimism that they wrote creatively, strategically, emotionally 

and from their hearts; it was through pure perseverance that they wrote in ways that 

mattered to them, in ways that connected them to their personal lives, their community 

and to the world at large.  

Implications for Instruction 

This study was informed by the notion that what schools set out to teach – the 

official curriculum- and what students experience and learn may be vastly different. It is 

through a more in-depth understanding of the experienced curriculum (Erickson & 

Shultz, 1996) that we, as educators, may be able to gain knowledge and insights for 

curricular improvement to enable our students to feel a sense of ownership and to more 

fully participate in the teaching/learning partnership. Such a partnership changes the 

challenge of a lesson to be learned to a genuine growth experience involving their total 

being, their sense of identity as well as their meaningful place in their social world, thus 
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promoting the transfer of the learning experience into other areas of their lives. The 

reverse process would also become more likely as students bring their real world into the 

classroom learning process. 

Writing is not simply a cognitive act that can be broken down into discrete and 

self-contained segments and then miraculously put back together like so many puzzle 

pieces. In fact, the participants’ experiences and perspectives teach us that you cannot 

coldly extract the process of writing from the writer. For them writing was not solely a 

cognitive act but a social and personal act, as well; one that depended on relations with 

others, and one that was intricately interwoven with their emotive lives.   

Educators need to ask the tough questions. Do we demean the power of writing by 

making it into a mechanical and quantitative enterprise?  Why was writing for most of 

these girls so compelling and so much a part of their identity that no matter the obstacles, 

they still continued to engage in the practice? In fact, off-stage and away from power 

holders, the participants in this study reported engagements in writing that involved the 

use of different modes of text across social settings, and were able to shift among varying 

rules and expectations. As they played with language and strategized through writing 

difficulties, they experienced real and intense emotions.  They wrote creatively, 

therapeutically and for purposes that mattered to them.  Educators can learn from them 

and their multiple literacy practices.  Our understandings of our students’ “funds of 

knowledge” (Moll, Amanti, Neff & Gonzales, 1992; Vélez-Ibáñez & Greenberg, 1992) 

afford us the greatest opportunities to understand the processes, power and potential of 
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literacy in the lives of students, as well as the more tangible skills and strategies that they 

possess and use. 

However, this study’s focus on participants’ off-stage practices does not suggest 

that we discount the very real and necessary struggles described by the participants in 

regard to the assigned writing tasks that challenged them in new ways and for which they 

possessed limited strategies for success. From ten of the participants’ descriptions, a 

certain ease and familiarity accompanied narrative forms of writing. But, given the fact 

that writing stories about their experiences requires limited cognitive demands as these 

stories have probably been recounted by the writer often with well-defined beginning, 

middle and endings, they also need to be challenged cognitively and supported as they 

expand their writing repertoire.  

Such challenges are important and even necessary. A balanced curriculum would 

provide students explicit instruction in skills and strategies necessary for successful 

progress while at the same time acknowledging and utilizing the myriad ways in which 

students engage in their off stage writing practices. If teachers learned more about these 

practices and incorporated elements of them into classroom practices along with the 

explicit teaching of skills, might not they create new possibilities for all students? 

Another way to support young women would be the creation of supportive 

gendered spaces. Writing practices shape and are shaped by gender identities where 

students learn to “do gender appropriately” (Guzzetti, Young, Gritsavage, Fyfe, & 

Harderbrook, 2002, p. 90).  One way in which schools such as AHMS could support 

young women like those in this study would be to create a gendered space, perhaps 
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before or after school, in which young women could support one another and their 

writing endeavors. Like the women’s reading circles of the nineteenth century or 

consciousness raising groups of the mid-twentieth century in the United States, these 

types of spaces might create a place to communicate and openly share with one another 

in honest and supportive ways.  

Additionally, participants’ experiences with the LD label provide insight for 

instructors and special education support personnel. Today's youth are often portrayed in 

the media as no more than "raging hormones" (Finders, 1998,1999, 2002a), perpetuating 

the view of adolescence as a period of ""storm and stress" (Hall, 1904).  This view has 

proven problematic for educators since it locates difficulties between our students' 

learning and school practices squarely within the individual student. For the participants 

in this study, this notion was further complicated by the learning disability field’s view of 

students’ disability also residing solely within each of them.  The findings from this study 

suggest that given the emotive responses of the participants to the LD label, powerful, 

constraining, and external forces were at play. The participants were attempting to not 

only manage the realities of their difficulties with writing, but were, at the same time, 

exerting much energy managing their own “flawed” identities.  Some suggestions for 

educators: 

• Participants wanted to be seen as the multi-talented, creative and aspiring 

young women they are.  Teachers must make a concerted effort to see 

beyond the disability label. 
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•  In order for truly effective learning to take place, teachers must expand 

their roles to include caring student-teacher relationships.  

• Special education teachers and case managers need to implement 

curriculum that would assist each of their students to understand her or his 

own particular academic strengths and weaknesses and techniques that 

might possibly help circumvent and compensate for those weaknesses. 

• Participants described individual and caring relationships between 

students and their teachers and/or case managers as at the core of a 

supportive program.  Implementing a structure that would ensure these 

relationships, such as pairing case managers with students they know, 

would be a major start,   

• Students must be prepared to be active participants in their IEP.  Not only 

do these students need to fully understand their particular learning 

challenges and implications thereof, but also their special educators must 

familiarize themselves with available programs designed with this in 

mind. 

The findings in this study have implications for teachers already in the field, as well as 

for teacher education programs across the country. 

Implications for Teacher Education 

 Just as students enter classrooms as multi-faceted human beings possessing 

differing and often contradictory sets of ideas, beliefs and aspirations, so do teachers 

stand in front of classrooms with beliefs, philosophies and goals that influence their 
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notions of the roles of themselves as teachers, of their students, and of the curriculum. It 

is within teacher education programs that pre-service teachers may begin to challenge, 

expand and construct these beliefs that may, in turn, enable them to effectively guide and 

support diverse learners. The results of this present study lead us to consider the 

importance of particular components of any teacher education program:  

• Pre-service teachers must be taught the importance of students’ diverse 

backgrounds, experiences, interests, abilities, cultures, literacies and languages, as 

well as the different and multimodal ways in which students process information. 

• Gender is an important aspect of identity, an identity that shapes and is shaped 

through literacy practices such as writing. Participants in this study brought to the 

classroom a wealth of knowledge and skills that were developed in social 

networks with others.  Pre-service teachers must be taught the importance of 

incorporating the wealth of knowledge and skills that their students have 

developed in social networks with others. 

• These prior knowledges must be utilized and integrated with new knowledges 

• Pre-service teachers must have the tools to assess students’ differing abilities in 

reading, writing and language. 

• Planning for these differences means that teachers must not only develop lessons 

that help students connect information conceptually (Anders & Guzzetti, 1996), 

but also teaches explicit strategies and skills necessary so that all students, 

including those who have difficulty with writing, may better manage the cognitive 

demands of writing. 
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• Along with a vast repertoire of strategies and skills, pre-service teachers must be 

taught the importance of the unique reading, writing and language demands of 

their specific content area. 

• Pre-service teachers must be given experiences that include intricate knowledge 

of not only the cognitive difficulties faced by students with disabilities, but the 

emotive component as well (including the stigmatizing aspect). 

• It is this stigmatizing aspect of being labeled disabled that demands teacher 

education programs help pre-service teachers identify and acknowledge pre-

conceived stereotypes of persons with disabilities and to assist them to develop 

knowledges and beliefs that seek to more fully understand and appreciate persons 

identified as disabled as being more than the label officially attached to them. 

• A very important aspect of the findings in this study points to the importance of 

caring student-teacher relationships. Even with the considerable pressure that their 

students realize high scores on mandated tests, pre-service teachers need time to 

reflect on “teaching as a moral activity” (Hansen, 2001) and the ways caring 

relationships (Nodding, 1984, 2003) may be an integral part of their beliefs about 

who they are as teachers. 

While the results of this study may well document certain basic principles involved in 

the teaching of writing to girls diagnosed with LD, these findings are not meant to be 

the final word.  In the next section specific areas of future research efforts will be 

suggested. 

Implications for Future Research 
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To reach the end of this project with neat and tidy answers was never the intention 

of this project. Nor is it my purpose here to map out some grandiose research plan.  

Rather, it remains my hope that this project may be used as a springboard to more 

narrowly focused and in-depth research endeavors.  

This study was grounded in feminist notions that the experiences of adolescent 

girls with LD were important and of value, that these young women were not passive 

victims, but rather active cultural participants and creators. I found myself time and time 

again speculating about the gendered borders the participants crossed as they engaged in 

more female practices such as writing in diaries or passing notes in class. Academic 

writing has been historically rooted in male domains of politics, business and the pulpit. 

As Brody (1993 ) states, “To write well in Western culture is to write like a man” (p.3).  

Perhaps by broadening the lenses of research focus in the learning disability field to 

include feminist epistemologies and methodologies we might gain a clear picture of the 

struggles faced by girls with LD as they attempt to cross gendered borders in their writing 

practices. 

This study advocated for a more authentic and explicit examination of the multi-

subjectivities of our students diagnosed with LD and the pervasive, complex and multiple 

literacies in which they engaged. The findings of this present study suggest that 

adolescent girls with LDs possess a rich repertoire of “off-stage” writing practices.   

The participants of this study described off-stage writing practices that required 

strategic planning, awareness of audience, appropriation of writing voices, multi-tasking, 

motivation and more. These are the very expertise we in the field of LD bemoan our 
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students lack. Viewing writing as part of social practices shifts the research focus away 

from a deficit model and from isolated cognitive skills, toward the rich and varied 

everyday and real-lived practices, practices under-researched in the field of learning 

disabilities. Traditionally, the research models used to study the writing capabilities of 

students with LD have compared these students to more skillful writers that included 

their nonLD peers. Inevitably, students with LD come up short. The findings from this 

study suggest another approach.  Should we not look more closely at the cognitive and 

meta-cognitive processes utilized by students with LD across official and unofficial 

practices? Future research into students’ writing practices that occur away from the 

curricular expectation would serve to expand our knowledge of how students with LD 

manage cognitive processing demands and implement strategic thinking into their 

writing.  In fact, perhaps an in-depth task analysis of how students like those in this study 

approach off-stage writing tasks may prove invaluable in our knowledge not only of 

struggling writers, but of all writers. For example, text-messaging was ubiquitous and all 

but one of the participants were competent users. Would not a task analysis of this 

practice, the creation and use of coded texts, the concealment of the practice, and the 

appropriation of different voices, help us gain a more authentic picture of the cognitive 

and metacognitive processes employed by our students with LD? 

 Additionally, the findings in this study also suggest that more research into the 

social aspect of writing would benefit classroom instruction. For the participants, writing 

groups and imposed peer review sessions, which are commonplace in most schools, were 

anxiety producing for the participants, not only because they were slower in responding 
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to others’ works, but also because of the potential that their writing difficulties could be 

made public and the potential to be outted as LD increased. These experiences stood in 

stark contrast to participants’ description of writing engagements off-stage, engagements 

that appeared to be spontaneous, free-flowing, engaging, and less threatening. Could not 

a more in-depth inquiry into both the pressures experienced by struggling writers in the 

classroom and the off-stage social nature of their writing practices inform how teachers 

approach the implementation of peer writing groups within the classroom? 

In conclusion, within our schools, the "everyday lives" of adolescent girls with 

disabilities are uniquely situated, in need of their own language, and worthy of scholarly 

attention. By taking into account adolescent girls and their experiences, their multiple 

literacies, and their multiple subjectivities, we broaden our database by both altering and 

enhancing the set of topics and questions raised within our field. Researchers are in a 

unique position to support teachers by engaging in authentic research that might inform 

teachers’ day-to-day practices as they endeavor to support and guide young women in 

their classes who struggle with writing. 

The Last Word: What Participants Want Teachers to Know 

The fourth research question asked, What meaning did participants make of their 

experiences and perceptions?  For participants, making sense of their experiences and 

perceptions were linked to their initial purpose for participating in this study; they wanted 

to make a difference in the educational experience for future girls in similar 

circumstances. During individual interviews, participants were asked questions such as, 

“What is important in your life? What would you like teachers to know? What insights do 
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you have about disabilities?”   Their answers to these questions were extrapolated from 

the transcripts and then sorted into categories. I then identified key representative words 

and phrases that I present below as a poem. I choose this format because it allowed 

participants’ voices to be woven together as they speak on behalf of future unknown 

young women such as themselves. At the core of the meanings they made of their 

experiences lay their notion that they wanted teachers to know they were complex, 

interesting and social beings, and that teachers needed to establish personal, caring 

relationships with individual students. 

What Teachers Need to Know 

I know I have a problem with writing 

But there’s more to me than just that. 

I want teachers to know 

I’m not stupid 

Or dumb 

Or lazy 

I understand what’s happening 

I want to succeed 

Sometimes teacher see just the academic side of you 

But students are different 

Some are shy 

Some are easily embarrassed 

Some are disrespectful, really out of control, angry 
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But a lot of it is like a plea for help 

So give them a lifeline 

Get closer with them 

Be sensitive 

Don’t embarrass them 

Look at the ideas 

Look at their visions 

Students learn differently 

Know your students 

Challenge them 

But don’t pressure them; don’t rush them 

Have an environment where students are not afraid to raise their hands 

Don’t be afraid to say, “I’m willing to sit here and help you” 

Figure out what is going on 

Stay longer and make sure they understand 

Students just want someone to motivate them to learn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 325 

APPENDIX A 

 

HUMAN SUBJECTS APPROVAL 
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APPENDIX B 
LETTER TO PARENTS 

 

 
Dear Parent(s)/Guardian(s), 

For the past twenty-three years I have been a special education teacher at Anzaldua High Magnet School.  During 

most of those years I have taught English both in resource classrooms and in general education classrooms.  It has 

been during these years, that I have had the opportunity to engage in conversations with my students regarding the 

experiences, both positive and negative, they have had with writing. During one such conversation with a senior, I 

explained my belief, “That we as teachers can learn from our students how to become better teachers, but in order to 

do that we have to listen to what they have to say”.  

  

“It’s about time”, she replied, “because usually teachers don’t like to listen to their students, especially, you know, 

those with, huh, problems” 

 

I’ve never forgotten that conversation, and now, as a doctoral candidate in the department of Language, Reading and 

Culture at the University of Arizona I am conducting a research project whose main focus is to listen to students 

with “problems.”  Specifically, this project will explore the writing experiences of high school girls diagnosed with 

specific learning disabilities (SLD). 

 

I will be recruiting eight high school girls who have been diagnosed with SLD in the area of writing.  Your daughter 

will be asked to participate in 3 interviews of sixty to ninety minutes each and one follow-up focus group meeting. 

The interview schedule will be negotiated with your daughter and will in no way interfere with her instructional 

time. The interview questions will be given to your daughter a week before the actual interview so that she may have 

time to reflect on and organize her thoughts.  All interviews will be audio recorded and transcribed. This is not a 

test, but rather a collaborative effort in which your daughter is the expert on this subject. As such, she will be 

encouraged to actively read the transcripts and make any clarifying changes deemed necessary.  Once all 

participants in this study have been interviewed, I will study the transcripts to look for themes. Then your daughter 

will be asked to meet with other participants in a focus group in order to discuss the findings. 

 

In addition to the interviews and focus groups, I will need to review school records as regard your daughter’s 

learning disability (assessments, placement, IEP goals and objectives) and other academic experiences (state 

mandated testing, report cards and transcripts).   

 

Confidentiality is an important part of this process and something that I take seriously.    Before the first 

interview, your daughter will be asked to choose a pseudonym and I will assign an identity code to ensure 

anonymity. Audiotapes, transcriptions and written artifacts will be kept secure in my home.   

 

I am excited to have the opportunity to learn from you daughter.  It is my hope that understanding what it is 

like to be an adolescent girl diagnosed with a learning disability, we as teachers may learn how to best help 

all our students. 

 

Please feel free to contact me.  If for some reason I am unavailable, please leave a message and I will return 

your call promptly.   Thank you for you support. 

 

Sincerely,  

 

Terry Penland  

penlandt@aol.com 

1.520.733.6923 

1.520.591.1424 
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APPENDIX C 

INFORMED CONSENT 

 

LISTENING TO THE VOICES OF 

ADOLESCENT GIRLS WITH DIAGNOSED WRITING DISABILITIES: 

Terry Penland, Investigator 

 

A Research Project to be Submitted as Partial Fulfillment  for the Requirements  for 

Doctoral Dissertation 

Department  of Language, Reading and Culture 

College  of Education 

The University of Arizona  

Dr. Patty Anders, advisor 

 

Consent Form 

I am being asked to read the following material to ensure that I am informed of 

the natureof this research study and how I will participate in it. If I consent to do so, 

signing this form will indicate that I have been so informed and that I give my consent.  

Federal regulations require written informed consent prior to participation in this research 

study so that I can know the nature and risks of my participation and can decide to 

participate or not participate in a free and informed manner 

 

PURPOSE 
 I, _____________________, am being invited to participate in the above titled 

research project.  The purposes of the project are: 1) to gain knowledge and 

understanding regarding the writing experiences of adolescent girls with diagnosed 

writing disabilities; and 2) gain an understanding of the meaning they make of those 

experiences. 

 

SELECTION CRITERIA 

 I am being invited to participate in this project because:  1) I am an adolescent 

girl; 2) I am between the age 15-20; 3) I am currently receiving special education services 

under the category of specific learning disability; and 4) standardized test results indicate 

a relative and significant weakness in expressive written language and/or in the 

mechanics of written language;  

 

 

 

 

 

Version date:                            Page 1 of 3                Participant’s Initials ___________ 

 

                                                                                     Parent or Guardian’s Initials ______ 
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APPENDIX C- continued 

 

 

PROCEDURES 

If I agree to participate, I will be asked to agree to the following: 

• Before the interview process, I will be asked to select a pseudonym 

• I will participate in three one- hour interview sessions. Ms Penland and I will 

negotiate a schedule.  I understand that these interviews will in no way interfere 

with my instructional time. 

• Ms. Penland will audiotape these sessions and transcribe them.  I will be 

encouraged to review all transcripts and clarify meaning. 

• I will attend one approximate 3-hour focus group meeting with other participants.  

During this session, Ms. Penland will discuss themes that have emerged from 

interviews and participants will discuss the accuracy and meanings of the themes. 

 

RISKS 
 • I understand that no discomforts, stresses, or risks are foreseen. 

 • I understand my name will not be used. 

 • I understand that my participation or nonparticipation will not affect my grade. 

 

BENEFITS 
 The benefits that I may expect from participating in this research are:   

• I will have the opportunity to become more aware and insightful regarding the 

role of writing in my life. 

• I will have the opportunity to become more aware and insightful regarding the 

role of a disability diagnosis in my life. 

• I will have the opportunity to help educators and others working with 

adolescents to understand what it is like to be a student who is diagnosed with 

a writing disability. 

 

CONFIDENTIALITY 
 I understand that my name will not be used in this report and that I will be given 

the opportunity to choose a pseudonym.  All documents will be labeled with identity 

codes. All documents and audiotapes will be stored securely.  I understand that the final 

manuscript will maintain my anonymity. .  No one will have access to the data collected 

in this project with the noted exceptions of Dr. Patty Anders, Doctoral Advisor, and other 

members of Ms. Penland’s doctoral committee at the University of Arizona.  This sharing 

of data is solely for evaluation of program requirements. 

 

Version date:                 Page 2 of 3                                Participant’s Initial’s         

                                                                                 Parent or Guardian’s Initials  
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APPENDIX C- continued 

 

PARTICIPATION COSTS AND SUBJECT COMPENSATIONS 

There is no cost to you nor will you receive any compensation for your participation 

 

CONTACTS 
 If you have any questions or desire further information with respect to this study, 

you may contact me at school by calling 225.5034 or at my home 733.6923.  If you have 

any questions concerning your rights as a research participant, you may call the 

University of Arizona Human Subjects Protection Program office at (520) 626.6721. 

 

LIABILITY 
 I do not give up any of my legal rights by signing this form.  

 

Authorization 
 BEFORE GIVING MY CONSENT BY SIGNING THIS FORM, THE 

METHODS, INCONVENIENCES, RISKS, AND BENEFITS HAVE BEEN 

EXPLAINED TO ME AND MY QUESTIONS HAVE BEEN ANSWERED.  I 

UNDERSTAND THAT I MAY ASK QUESTIONS AT ANY TIME AND THAT I AM 

FREE TO WITHDRAW FROM THIS PROJECT AT ANY TIME WITHOUT 

CAUSING BAD FEELINGS OF AFFECTING MY STANDING IN THE CLASS.  MY 

PARTICIPATION IN THIS PROJECT MAY BE ENDED BY THE INVESTIGATOR 

FOR REASONS THAT WOULD BE EXPLAINED.  NEW INFORMATION 

DEVELOPED DURING THE COURSE OF THIS STUDY WHICH MAY AFFECT 

MY WILLINGNESS TO CONTINUE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT WILL BE 

GIVEN TO ME AS IT BECOMES AVAILABLE. THIS CONSENT FORM WILL BE 

FILED IN THE AREA DESIGNATED BY TH PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR, TERRY 

PENLAND. I DO NOT GIVE UP ANY OF MY LEGAL RIGHTS BY SIGNING THIS 

FORM.  A COPY OF THIS SIGNED CONSENT FORM WILL BE GIVEN TO ME. 

 

 

 

_________________________                           ________________________ 

Participant’s Signature                                                Date 

 

_________________________                           ________________________ 

Parent. Guardian’s Signature                                       Date 

 

 

Version date:                                           Page 3 of 3 
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APPENDIX D 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 “What has writing been like for you since you can first remember through middle 

school?” (Cleary, 1991) and “What were your experiences with special education?” 

• What do you remember about writing before you began school?  

• Did your parent(s) help you with writing?.  Who else helped you with writing 

(neighbors, grandparents, siblings, peers?) When was the help useful?  When was 

it not so useful? 

• What kind of writing did you see your parent(s)/siblings do? 

• How did you learn to write? 

• Tell me where you lived and what the schools were like.  

• What was writing like for you in elementary school?   Middle school? 

• Describe your writing difficulties. 

• When did you start receiving special education services? . What do you remember 

about your placement?  

• Why did qualify for special education services? 

• What was it like to go to the resource room?  Positive aspects? Negative aspects? 

• How did your writing difficulties affect your social life? / How do you feel you 

were perceived by your peers?  Tell me the story of an event (or several events) 

that you remember?   

• What was helpful about being in special education?  What was not helpful?  

• Talk about the types of writing you engaged in that were not part of the “official” 

classroom assignments.   Notepassing? Yearbooks?  

• How were these affected by your writing difficulties? How were they not 

affected? 

• What other questions do you think should be asked? 

 

“What has writing been like for you from your freshman year until now?” and “What 

were/are your experiences with a special education placement?”  

• Give me some examples of how writing is like for you now. 

• Tell me about a typical day and how writing fits in that day. Start from the time 

you get up in the morning until you go to bed at night. 

• What makes writing easy for you?  What gives you a problem with writing?    

• What strengths do you have in writing? What difficulties? 

• How do you go about writing a paper for school from the time you get the 

assignment until you hand in the finished paper?  Give as many details as 

possible. 

• Tell me about a class that supports you as a writer.  What does the teacher do that 

helps you?   
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APPENDIX D- continued 

 

• Tell me about a class where writing is frustrating and/or difficult.  How is that 

class different from the supportive class? What does a teacher do that hinders 

your writing? 

• What are all kinds of writing you do inside and outside of school? Talk about the 

types of writing you engaged in that were not part of the “official” classroom 

assignments.   Notepassing? Yearbooks? (In what way are these practices 

hindered by your writing difficulties?/  When is difficulty with writing not a 

factor? 

• What does having a writing disability mean for you socially?  

• Describe how your special education support has been helpful? What is not 

helpful? 

 

“What meaning do you make of these experiences?”; “ Specifically, what sense do you 

make of your experiences with writing?”; “ What meaning do you make of the role of a 

disability in your life?” 

• What things are important to you in your life?  How does writing connect with 

these? 

• Thinking about you past experiences with writing and with placement in 

exceptional education.  What would you like teachers to know? 

• From these interviews, what meaning or insights do you have about the place 

writing has in your life?  

•  From these interviews, what meaning or insights do you have about the place 

disability has in your life?  

• What type of accommodations might you need in a future job or school? 

• What other questions should we consider? 
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APPENDIX E 

FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS 

College Focus Group Questions 

 

I’m so excited that we are getting together to talk with each other about issues dealing 

with graduating from high school and moving on to college. 

Here are some questions I’d like for us to address. These are just suggestions.  If you 

have any others, please bring them with you. 

 

1. What do high school students need to do their senior year to get ready for college? 

2. Talk about the differences between high school and college (homework, 

attendance, exams, what else?) 

3. What kind of support services are available? 

4. What concerns (fears) do the high school students have? 

5. What are your goals and how does college fit into those? 

 

 

 

Texting Focus Group Questions 

 

I’m excited that we’re getting together to talk about texting.  As you know, I have so 

much to learn. 

Here are some questions I’d like for us to cover.  

 

1. Talk about your daily texting activities. Who do you text? Who would you never 

text?  What do you say?  

2. What are your concerns about spelling when you are texting? 

3. What are the codes you use? 

4. When do you use T9-Word? ABC? 

5. In class, when do you pass notes and when do you text? 

6. A couple of you have lost your access to a cell phone for a month or more.  Talk 

about that experience. 

7. Are there negative aspects to having a cell phone? 
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APPENDIX E - continued 

Poetry Focus Group Questions 

 

You have been asked to be a part of this group because in individual interviews you 

talked about your love of poetry.  I would love to learn more from you about your 

experiences. Feel free to bring copies of your poems to share if you’d like. Of course, 

you’re the expert and I’m learning from you.  If you have any other topics you think 

would be helpful, please feel free to bring them to our group. 

 

1. What turned you on to poetry? 

2. In the course of your day or week, what motivates or prompts you to write a 

poem? 

3. What are the topics/purpose of your poems? 

4. What is it about poetry that makes it good for you?   

5. Who knows about your poetry?  Who do you share it with?  Who would you 

not share it with? 

6. What do you do with your poems? 

7. I have a theory that poetry is fun because there are few rules- what do you 

think? 

 

 

Disability Label Focus Group Questions 

 

You have been asked to be part of this group because during your individual interviews 

expressed in one way or another concerns about being labeled as disabled. 

 

1. Talk about your concerns with the learning disability label. 

2. Talk about how you think others perceive a disability. 

3. When teachers know you have been diagnosed with a learning disability, how do 

they respond? 

4. Who knows you are in the special education department? (consider people in and 

out of school) 

a. Who would you not want to know?  Why? 

b. Who do you trust? Why? 

c. In what ways has the label impacted your life? Positive? Negative? 

5. What do you want others to know about how it feels to be labeled disabled? 
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APPENDIX F 

 

RECORD REVIEW PROTOCOL 

 

• This Review of Records form will at no time note identifying 

demographic information that may jeopardize the anonymity of the 

participant.   

• All information gathered will focus specifically on the participant’s 

writing history 

Identity code_________________ 

Racial/Ethnic Code ___________________ 

 

Elementary  
 

 Identification and Placement 

  Grade/age 

  Noted reason(s) for referral 

 

  Placement summary (placed after first or subsequent evaluations?) 

 

 Education and Psychological Assessments 

  Overall strengths and weaknesses 

 

  Specific data as regards writing 

 

 IEP information  

  Writing goal and objectives 

 

 Noted Accommodations 

 

Delivery System 

 

Teacher Observations 

 

Writing Information 

  State Testing 

 

  Other Standardized Testing 
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Notes:  

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX F - continued 

 

Page 2 of 4 

 

Identity code_________________ 

Racial/Ethnic Code ___________________ 

 

Middle School 
 

 Identification and Placement 

  Grade/age 

  Noted reason(s) for referral 

 

  Placement summary (placed after first or subsequent evaluations?) 

 

 Education and Psychological Assessments 

  Overall strengths and weaknesses 

 

  Specific data as regards writing 

 

 IEP information  

  Writing goal and objectives 

 

 Noted Accommodations 

 

Delivery System 

 

Teacher Observations 

 

Writing Information 

  State Testing 

 

  Other Standardized Testing 

 

Notes: 
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APPENDIX F - continued 

 

Page 3 of 4 

 

Identity code_________________ 

Racial/Ethnic Code ___________________ 

 

High School 
 

 Identification and Placement 

  Grade/age 

 

  Noted reason(s) for referral 

 

  Placement summary (placed after first or subsequent evaluations?) 

 

 Education and Psychological Assessments 

  Overall strengths and weaknesses 

 

  Specific data as regards writing 

 

 IEP information  

  Writing goal and objectives 

 

 Noted Accommodations 

 

Delivery System 

Teacher Observations 

 

Writing Information 

  State Testing 

 

  Other Standardized Testing 

Vocational Evaluation 

 

 Transcript 

 

 Postsecondary Transition  

Notes: 
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APPENDIX F - continued 

 

Page 4 of 4 

 

Postsecondary School 

 

Coursework, Schedules and Transcripts 

 

Accommodations 

 

Notes: 

 

 

Codes for Record Review 

 

Psycho-Educational Testing (WJ-R) 

 

SS   Category 

131+   Very Superior 

121-130 Superior 

111-120 High Average 

90-110 Average 

80-89 Low Average 

70-79 Below Average 

0-69   Severely Deficient 

 

 

Delivery System Code:  

Self-contained     SC 

Resource     Res 

Full Inclusion/ Consultation   FI 

Cooperative teaching classroom 

(two teacher: 1 general ed& 1 special ed 

support)     Co-op 

Elective Class     EC 
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APPENDIX G 

ASSESSMENT TOOLS 

 

Assessment 

Tool 

Acronym Purpose Ages Scores 

Wechsler 

Intelligence 

Scale for 

Children-

Third Edition 

 

 

WISC-III 

To assess 

intellectual ability 

in children 

 

 

6-16 

Verbal IQ, Performance IQ 

and Full Scale IQ 

Wechsler 

Intelligence 

Scale for 

Children-

Fourth 

Edition 

 

 

WISC-IV 

To assess the 

cognitive ability of 

children 

 

6-to 

16-

11 

Verbal Comprehension, 

Perceptual Reasoning, 

Working Memory,Processing 

Speed, Full Scale 

Wechsler 

Adult 

Intelligence 

Scale- 

Revised 

 

WAIS-R 

To assess 

intelligence in 

adolescents and 

adults 

16 

and 

older 

Verbal IQ, Performance IQ, 

Full Scale IQ 

Wechsler 

Adult 

Intelligence 

Scale- Third 

Edition 

 

WAIS-III 

To measure the 

intellectual ability 

of adults 

 

16-

89 

Verbal Comprehension, 

Perceptual Organization, 

Working Memory, Processing 

Speed Indices; Verbal, 

Performance and Full Scale 

IQs 

Woodcock-

Johnson- 

Revised 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WJ-R 

To assess cognitive 

abilities, aptitudes, 

and oral language. 

To provide a 

comprehensive 

assessment of 

academic 

achievement 

 

 

2-

90+ 

Tests of Achievement: Broad 

Reading, Math Written 

Language and Skills, and 

Mathematical Reasoning 

Tests of Cognitive Abilities: 

Long-term Retrieval, Short-

term memory, Processing 

Speed, Auditory Processing, 

Comprehension Knowledge, 

Fluid Reasoning 
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APPENDIX G - continued 

 

  

Assessment 

Tools 

Acronym Purpose Ages Scores 

Woodcock-

Johnson- 

Third Edition 

 

 

WJ-III 

To measure 

general intellectual 

ability, specific 

cognitive abilities, 

scholastic aptitude, 

oral language, and 

academic 

achievement 

 

 

2-

90+ 

Tests of Achievement:     

Broad Reading, Math and 

Written Language, Oral 

Language, Math Calculation 

Skills, Written Expression 

Test of Cognitive Abilities: 

Verbal Ability, Thinking 

Ability, Cognitive Efficiency 

Wechsler 

Individual 

Achievement 

Test- 2
nd

 

Edition 

WIAT-II Designed to assess 

individual 

achievement skills 

4-85 Reading, Mathematics, 

Written and Oral Language 

Wide Range 

Assessment of 

Memory and 

Leaning 

WRAML Designed to 

evaluate a child’s 

ability for learning 

and memorizing 

information 

5-17 Verbal Memory Index, 

Learning Index. General 

Memory Index 

 

(G. Goldstein & Beers, 2004; Maddox, 2003; Murphy, Spies, & Plake, 2006; Sweetland 

& Keyser, 1986) 
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APPENDIX G 

TEXT-MESSAGE ABBREVIATONS 

r  are       

2  to, two, too 

c  see 

y  why 

ur  you are 

cuz  because 

cnt  can’t 

luv  love  

bt  but 

daz  that’s 

dnt  don’t 

etn  eating 

fk  fuck 

fkn  fucking 

g2g  got to go 

gona  going to 

gr8  great 

kno  know 

nufin  nothing 

lol  laugh out loud 

omg  oh my god 

ovr  over 

ppl  people 

rite  right, write 

skool  school 

sum1  someone 

tel  tell 

txt  text 

w8  wait 

wat  what 

wit  with 

w/bf  with my boyfriend 

w/gf  with my girlfriend 

w/e  whatever 

w/o  without 

wtf  what the fuck 

wuteva  whatever 

neways anyways 
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