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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to explore the roles and 

uses of multiple literacies in the lives of four Lakota and 

Dakota (sioux) young adolescents who live and attend school 

in a predominantly white community in southeastern South 

Dakota. significant to this research is a focus on the 

perceptions of the participants themselves about their 

literacy experiences both in and out of school. In addition 

to describing the participants' uses of reading and writing, 

this study examines the ways in which they construct meaning 

through other sign systems such as visual art, music, and 

movement or dance. 

As ethnographic case study research, this investigation 

employs data collection techniques such as participant and 

non-participant observation, use of fieldnotes, in-depth 

interviewing, and sampling of literacy artifacts. Also 

reflective of ethnographic research, this study is developed 

within historical and sociocultural frameworks. In the 

review of literature and in the collection of data, the 

influences of different cultures--American Indian cultures, 

mainstream culture, school culture, and popular culture--are 

examined to understand their impact on the participants' 

transactions with literacy. 
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The findings of this study indicate that the 

participants' uses of literacy reflect the needs and/or 

issues that are most central in their lives. Most 

significantly, the participants use literacy to explore and 

express their self-identity and to examine issues, such as 

prejudice, racism, and discrimination, that are critical to 

them. Another important finding of this study is that the 

participants possess literacy strengths and knowledge that 

are not fully revealed within the school setting. 



CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUC'rION 

12 

A group of American Indian adolescents is sitting 

around a table in the middle school library, absorbed in 

discussion. John, who has been listening quietly, suddenly 

joins the conversation. "So what are we saying? What does 

it mean to be Indian?" he asks the others. 

There is a pause, then Amy responds tentatively. "To 

know the Indian way, like the culture and traditions and--" 

"To me it's more than just knowing about it. I think 

it means to live it," says Sam. 

"Yeah," Brad agrees. "It's something you have inside, 

like who you are." 

"--and it's more than just how much Indian blood you 

have," adds Lance, referring to an earlier part of the 

discussion. 

"Hey! How about a DNA test to see who's really 

Indian?" jokes Marcos with a gleeful grin. 

Some of his peers look rather confused while others 

laugh and respond with quips of their own. The discussion 

shifts gears and moves on to other topics. Amy listens, 

glancing up occasionally, as she draws a picture with 

brightly colored pencils. Todd tips back in his chair and, 
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from the magazine rack behind him, pulls out an issue of Hot 

Rod. As he begins leafing through it, Daniel looks on. 

Soon both boys are engrossed in the magazine. 

There is a brief lull in the conversation and Tanya 

asks, "Aren't we going to use the computers today?" The 

response is immediate and enthusiastic as almost everyone 

jumps up and moves quickly into the nearby computer room. 

Todd and Daniel continue reading for a few more minutes then 

put away the magazine and hurry in to join the others. 

It's a Tuesday afternoon in December 1994, and these 

American Indian middle school students are gathered for 

another meeting of the "Title V Literary Club." Once a week 

since the beginning of September they have met after school 

to read, write, talk, draw, tell stories, and use computers. 

During this time, they have explored issues of importance to 

them and have developed a strong sense of community and a 

commitment to the club. 

Each week since September I have been at the meetings 

too, getting to know the members and observing their uses of 

literacy. Indeed, it was precisely for these two reasons 

that, in planning this research, I proposed the club to the 

Director of the Title V (American Indian Education) Program 

in this South Dakota public school district. Facilitating 

the Literary Club enabled me to gain, not only physical 

access to conduct my study, but also entry into the social 
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and conceptual worlds of these young adolescents. 

Throughout the semester the club served as an important and 

rich contextual backdrop for my in-depth investigation of 

the roles and uses of literacy in the lives of four Lakota 

and Dakota adolescents. 

Background 

Widespread perceptions about the literacy of American 

Indian adolescents are based on publicized reports of low 

standardized test scores and high dropout rates. It is 

reported, for example, that American Indian students score 

an average of 57 points lower than white Americans on the 

verbal section of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (Reyhner, 

1992) and that only 66 percent graduate from highschool 

(United States Bureau of the Census, 1993). However, these 

figures can be very misleading, and they offer no real 

understanding of the individuals' capabilities. As Y. 

Goodman (Goodman & Wilde, 1992) notes, 

Communities of parallel culture groups that are 
different from the mainstream and that represent ethnic 
and economic diversity often find that their children 
are viewed and defined by sets of numbers rather than 
by the experiences and activities of their daily lives 
(p. xiii). 

In this study, I explore the literacy experiences and 

activities of American Indian young adolescents (ages 11-14) 

who live in a small, predominately white community in South 

Dakota. These adolescents are representative of the vast 
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majority (78 percent) of all American Indians nationwide who 

live off of reservations and trust lands (United states 

Bureau of the Census, 1993). Drawing heavily on the 

adolescents' own accounts and perceptions of their 

experiences in and out of school, this research tells a 

story--or, perhaps more accurately, an intersecting ,cluster 

of stories. At the center are the individual literacy case 

studies of four Lakota and Dakota young adolescents. The 

Title V Literary Club, to which three of these adolescents 

and many of their Indian peers belong, comprises another 

story. Woven throughout is the story of my experiences as 

researcher. These experiences are shared to the extent that 

they provide a more complete understanding of the meaning of 

literacy in the lives of the adolescents. 

This research was conducted in the small, semi-rural 

town of Vermillion, South Dakota. Vermillion, home to the 

university of South Dakota, sits on a bluff overlooking the 

Missouri River and is surrounded by farmland. It is located 

in the southeastern corner of the state, nearly 100 miles 

from the closest of the seven Indian reservations in the 

state. The town has a population of nearly 11,000 people, 

well over half of whom are university students. The 

majority of residents in this town are Caucasian, and the 

largest minority, between 500-600 individuals or about five 

percent, are American Indian. Most are Lakota, Dakota, and 
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Nakota (or "Sioux"), but there are also Navajos, Senecas, 

Cherokees, and members of other tribes living in Vermillion. 

The town is mostly middle class and working class though 

there are individuals, some of them American Indian, living 

at or below the poverty level. 

Many of the American Indians living in Vermillion 

originally moved there, often with families, to attend the 

University of South Dakota. They, and other Indians who 

have no formal connection to the university, constitute a 

community within the larger community of Vermillion. 

Although they do not necessarily live in close proximity to 

one another, their sense of "community" is maintained 

through regular interactions, gatherings for social and 

cultural events, and support for one another. 

Many of the Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota Indians also 

maintain close contact with relatives and frIends on Pine 

Ridge, Rosebud, sisseton-Wahpeton and other reservations in 

the state. It is not uncommon for household configurations 

to change as family members travel back and forth between 

Vermillion and the reservations. Today, both on and off the 

reservations, few adults and even fewer young people 

(including those who are the focus of this study) know their 

native language, though many used to speak it exclusively 

prior to entering school. 
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Five schools in Vermillion serve approximately 1500 

children from the town and surrounding countryside: three 

elementary schools (two public and one parochial), a public 

middle school (grades 5-8), and a public high school (grades 

9-12). American Indian students make up seven to eight 

percent of the total student population. The figure is the 

same at the Vermillion Middle School where a sUbstantial 

amount of my research took place. 

My decision to study middle school-aged American Indian 

students, rather than high school or elementary school 

students, was based on three factors. First, I enjoy 

working with children of this age and, in fact, I had taught 

for many years at the Vermillion Middle School. Secondly, I 

felt fairly certain that my prior experience at this school 

would ease my initial access to conduct research and, later, 

would engender the cooperation of teachers, administrators, 

and support personnel. Finally, and most significantly, I 

had become aware of and concerned about the decline in 

academic performance of many American Indian adolescents in 

schools both on and off reservations. As they proceed 

through school, many students do as well as their white 

peers in the elementary grades, but by age ten or eleven 

they begin to lag behind, possibly due to beginning 

realizations of social class inequities (Voyat, 1983). By 

high school, both on and off of the reservation, many are 
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struggling academically and others have already dropped out 

of school. Although this phenomenon was not a focus of my 

research, I was interested in learning more about possible 

causes for the decline and how it relates to issues of 

literacy. 

My former experience teaching American Indian 

adolescents showed me that they are as varied as any other 

adolescents in their personalities, interests, and 

abilities. Though the stereotype of the "silent" Indian 

child with eyes cast downward did, in fact, describe certain 

students, it was not the norm. Some were lively and 

talkative, others sophisticated, and still others, troubled 

and angry. Likewise, the Indian students' interests and 

abilities covered a wide range. I remember Justin, a 

talented artist, who was respected by others for both his 

beautiful drawings and his modesty. Donna was an avid 

reader and an enthusiastic basketball player. Nicole was a 

natural leader whose open and outspoken manner in class was 

well-appreciated by her peers. 

Like all young adolescents, those I taught--both Indian 

and white--were going through tremendous physical, 

emotional, and intellectual changes. "Their sense of 

themselves, the world, and the relationship between the two 

[was] challenged every day by their own needs and the 

demands of new roles" (Atwell, 1987, p. 27). My students 
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struggled to make sense of the world around them and to 

establish their place in it. For the Indian students, who 

balanced their lives between two worlds--Indian and white-

this struggle was sometimes especially difficult. At an age 

when acceptance by peers is often very important, they were 

becoming more keenly aware of the differences between their 

culture and the mainstream white culture. 

In my teaching, I discovered the power of literature 

and writing to help my students generate understandings 

about the personal and social issues that were important to 

them. As they read and responded to literature, through 

both writing and discussion, they gained knowledge and 

developed new perspectives. Sometimes their experiences 

with literature extended beyond the walls of the classroom 

as they sought answers to their questions in the local 

community. Individually and in small groups, they read 

widely, talked, and wrote about a variety of problems that 

touched them personally. 

Since leaving the middle school classroom, I've 

realized that, as powerful as our classroom experiences with 

literature and writing were, however, they represented just 

one part of my students' total literacy experiences. I've 

asked myself: In what other contexts did those students--in 

particular, the American Indian students--use oral and 

written language and in what ways was it important to them? 



How did their uses of literacy support, constrain, and 

define their sense of who they were? 
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These questions guided my early planning for this 

research, and they were strongly influenced by my own 

literacy experiences as a doctoral student. Much of my 

reading in the past two or three years focused on issues of 

language, literacy, cultural identity, and power. For 

example, smith's (1993) portrayal of South African students 

in Whose Language. What Power? highlights the complex ways 

in which language and literacy can be used by some to gain 

voice and, by others, to suppress it. In Growing Up 

Literate: Learning from Inner-city Families (1988), Taylor 

and Dorsey-Gaines show that literacy can sometimes work 

against those whose roles in society have been margirialized. 

Studies by Heath (1983) and Philips (1983) examine 

children's experiences when there is a mismatch between the 

linguistic, interactional, and cognitive styles of their 

culture and the culture of school. And Goodman and Wilde's 

(1992) research in classrooms in the Tohono O'odham 

community explores the multiple ways in which children use 

writing to make meaning. 

Defining the Parameters 

The participants in this study are middle school 

American Indian students, ranging in age from 11 to 14. 
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They are entering the first stage of adolescence, sometimes 

called early or young adolescence. I often refer to the 

participants in my study as young adoleqcents, a term 

commonly found in the literature (e.g., Anders & Pritchard, 

1993~ Jackson & Hornbeck, 1989~ Thornberg, 1980). 

Another important distinction are the labels used to 

identify the participants on the basis of their racial, 

ethnic', and cultural backgrounds. I use American Indian or 

just lndian as an overarching term that includes Native 

people of different tribal affiliations. (American Indian 

and Alaska Native were the terms officially chosen by 

members of the nationally appointed Indian Nations at Risk 

Task Force in 1990 [Reyhner, 1992]). Both American Indian 

and Indian as well as Native American are used 

interchangeably by the participants in my study to broadly 

identify themselves. They also distinguish themselves by 

their tribal affiliation, such as Lakota and Dakota. 

Although less common, sometimes the term "sioux" is 

used by both Native and non-Native people, usually as a way 

of referring to all South Dakota Indians. In Indian Country 

Today, a weekly newspaper published in South Dakota and 

distributed nationally, editor Tim Giago writes: 

Most of the people once called "sioux" by the white man 
now call themselves by their traditional name, Lakota, 
Dakota, or Nakota, which means "allies" rather than 
"little snake." Many Indian tribes have gone back to 
using their traditional names because names given to 
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them by the invading spaniards and other Europeans were 
often erroneous or derogatory (1994, p. A4). 

In recent years, the word culture has become a catch-

all open to various interpretations and has sometimes been 

confused with ethnicity and race. In this research, I 

define culture as a shared system of values, beliefs, and 

knowledge among a particular group of people. Under this 

definition, the American Indian adolescents in my study may 

be viewed as members of and/or participants in a number of 

different cultures. Most obvious is their membership in or 

identification with their tribal culture. In also 

identifying themselves as ".Indian," they recognize the vast 

commonalities among many Native cultures. 

The four adolescents selected for the case studies all 

identify themselves as Lakota and/or Dakota. In addition, 

one is part Navajo and two are part white. But they all 

seem to agree with the sentiment expressed by Lance in the 

opening narrative of this chapter: that being Indian is 

"more than just how much Indian blood you have." They 

understand that culture and race are not synonymous. 

In addition to these cultural memberships, the 

adolescents studied are strongly influenced by other 

cultures. For example, by virtue of living in a 

predominantly white community where they also attend school, 

they participate in the mainstream culture and in school 

culture. School culture, which manifests itself in the 
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curriculum, teaching materials, forms of instruction, and 

physical environment, reflects the ideology of the 

mainstream culture. Both are based upon the knowledge and 

perspectives of the dominant class, which traditionally have 

been privileged over others (Williams, 1977). The terms 

parallel cultures and diverse cultures, also sometimes 

called minority cultures, refer to those cultures that are 

not included in or reflective of the dominant culture. 

Thus, the American Indian adolescents in my study would be 

considered members of a parallel culture. 

Finally, the adolescents are all active participants in 

the popular culture as well. Popular culture is evidenced 

through movies, television, newspapers, magazines, and 

advertising. All of these cultures--Indian, 

mainstream/school, and popular--are part of the adolescents' 

daily lives and influence their literacy experiences and 

means of expression. 

Perceptions and Conceptions of Literacy 

As I planned for and entered into this research, my 

conception of literacy was anchored in my knowledge of 

language learning. I viewed literacy as the personal and 

social construction of meaning through language. The terms 

computer literacy, cultural literacy (Hirsch, 1987), and 

even moral literacy (Bennett, 1988) were not new to me, but 
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I regarded the first as a technical competency and the other 

two as catchy jargon for political agendas. still, early in 

the course of this research, my understandings about the 

scope of literacy were challenged, both directly and 

indirectly. I was pushed to reconsider my own definition 

and eventually to broaden my conception of literacy. 

The first challenge came from the American Indian 

Education Parent Association, a powerful policy and 

decision-making organization of local Indian parents that 

manages the Title V/JOM (Johnson-O'Malley Act) Program. 

Although I had served as the teacher representative to this 

organization for a few years in the late 1980s when I taught 

at the Vermillion Middle School, both its directorship and 

parent membership had changed since then. At the 

Association's first meeting of the 1994-1995 school year, I 

presented my plans for what I was calling the Title V 

Literacy Club. To my way of thinking, the name, borrowed 

from Joining the Literacy Club (Smith, 1988), had very 

positive connotations. smith contends that literacy 

learning should be built upon meaningful, social, and 

collaborative engagements with reading and writing. 

considering the purpose of the club and the kinds of 

activities I expected to offer, "Literacy Club" seemed a 

fitting name. 
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To my surprise, some of the American Indian parents 

thought otherwise. They perceived the term "literacy" 

almost as a euphemism for "illiteracy." That is, in their 

experience, literacy and illiteracy have been used hand-in

hand whenever the public spotlight shines on the academic 

performance of American Indians. The concerns these parents 

expressed are addressed by Greene (1991) who points out, 

"Numerous questions remain as to the different ways persons 

experience literacy and illiteracy. How often is literacy 

defined in relation to illiteracy? How often does it 

actually signify academic literacy?" (p. 129). 

Based on their understandings of the negative meanings 

attached to the term "literacy," some of the parents 

wondered if my purpose for the club was to remediate their 

children's supposed deficiencies in reading and writing. 

Despite my assurances to the contrary, they still worried 

about assumptions others in the school might ma)<.e about the 

club and, by association, their children. As one member 

explained to me, their cautiousness was reinforced by my 

"outsider" status as a white researcher. They had felt 

exploited in the past by researchers whose studies on their 

children had sometimes resulted in conclusions they felt 

were inaccurate. I sought to address this concern by later 

asking the President of the organization as well as both the 
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Title V Director and Home-School Liaison to read and respond 

to my dissertation. 

The parents' negative experiences with previous 

researchers had left them understandably skeptical about my 

intentions. Although they did agree to the club, they asked 

that, in place of the term "literacy," I use "literary," 

which they perceived as sounding more academic. Even though 

the new name, the "Title V Literary Club," did not as 

accurately reflect my idea of the club, I readily agreed. 

(In fact, my consent was probably unnecessary; the name 

"Literary Club" was on the agenda prepared beforehand for 

the meeting.) Following this meeting, I sent a letter to 

the parents of Middle School Indian students, reiterating 

information pertinent to my research (see Appendix A). 

The parents' reaction to the term "literacy" made it 

clear to me that, however positively I might regard the 

term, their experiences had provided them with another, far 

different perception. This incident also helped me to 

recognize how my own assumptions could influence my 

research. As LeCompte (1993) notes, researchers often go 

into the field with certain assumptions about the accounts, 

or stories, they will hear. As a result, they "may fail to 

listen adequately to . • . stories which contradict their 

definitions. consequently, they may silence participants 



who are desperately trying to 'talk back,' contesting what 

researchers say or believe" (p. 13). 
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In a less direct but ultimately even more significant 

way, the young adolescents themselves challenged my 

definition of literacy. While the parents revealed to me a 

different perception of literacy, the adolescents 

inadvertently pushed at the parameters of my conception of 

the term. My purpose for this research was to understand 

how the adolescents used reading and writing--the basis of 

my definition of literacy--to construct meaning in their 

lives. To find out, I listened, asked questions, observed 

them in different settings, and collected writing samples. 

Despite the fact that, on the one hand, by late September 

the data collection stage of my research seemed to be moving 

according to plan, I had the nagging sense that I was 

missing the full picture. The ways in which the adolescents 

constructed meaning in their lives often seemed to extend 

beyond their interactions with both written and oral 

language. Besides sharing their reading and writing, they 

also discussed or demonstrated the ways in which art, dance, 

and music helped them to make sense of their worlds. 

This caused me to question and reconsider my conception 

of literacy. Evantually, after much thought and reading of 

the literature, I broadened my definition and, thus, the 

scope of my research. I carne to view literacy as the 
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construction of meaning through language and other sign 

systems or, as Eisner writes, as "the ability to encode or 

decode meaning in any of the forms of representation used in 

the culture to conveyor express meaning" (1994, p. x). 

In my study, then, I examined how the adolescents 

constructed meaning, not only through language, but through 

other sign systems--the visual arts, movement (dance), and 

music-~as well. Although my original focus on the 

adolescents' reading and writing remained a central part of 

my research, adopting this wider lens enabled me to develop 

a fuller understanding of the ways in which they "read the 

word and the world" (Freire, 1987) in a variety of contexts. 

Research Questions 

The key question that guided my study was: 

What are the roles and uses of literacy in the lives of 

Lakota and Dakota young adolescents? 

To support this inquiry, the following questions were 

explored: 

1) What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy in school? What are the adolescents' 

perceptions of their experiences? 

2) What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences 

with literacy outside of school? What are the 

adolescents' perceptions of their experiences? 
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3) How do others--teachers, parents, and peers-

interpret the adolescents' experiences with literacy? 

4) What is the influence of different cultures-

American Indian cultures, school culture, and popular 

culture--on the adolescents' transactions with 

literacy? How do these transactions inform their 

self-identity? 

To answer these questions I conducted ethnographic case 

study research that focused on four Lakota and Dakota young 

adolescents. I collected data primarily through interviews, 

participant and non-participant observation, fieldnotes, and 

examination of artifacts. A series of four in-depth 

interviews was conducted with each of the four participants. 

In addition, I interviewed the participants' teachers, 

parents, and peers to develop a fuller understanding of the 

participants and their literacy experiences. I also 

observed the participants in different contexts in and out 

of school. Finally, I studied samples of the participants' 

writing and drawing that they and their teachers provided 

me. 

My study began in the spring of 1994 with the laying of 

preliminary groundwork (e.g., contacting the Title V Program 

Director, gaining permission from school district 

superintendent to conduct the research, etc.). Most of my 

data collection took place over a period of approximately 
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five months, from the end of August 1994 to the middle of 

February 1995. Analysis of the data was continual 

throughout the study, and I wrote the report of my 

dissertation study between December and mid-March. A 

detailed description of my research methodology is presented 

in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

This research, which explores the roles and uses of 

literacy in the lives of Lakota and Dakota adolescents, is 

an ethnographic case study. The "literacy stories" of four 

adolescents are developed through ethnographic techniques of 

data gathering such as interviewing, participant 

observation, and examination of artifacts. In addition and 

fundamental to ethnographic research, the findings are 

situated and interpreted within a sociocultural framework 

(Wolcott, 1980). As Merriam (1988) notes, 

An ethnographic case study . . . is more than an 
intensive, holistic description and analysis of a 
social unit or phenomenon. It is a sociocultural 
analysis of the unit of study. Concern with the 
cultural context is what sets this type of study apart 
from other qualitative research" (p. 23). 

In this chapter, I describe the research methods that 

supported my field-based investigation. Table 2.1, below, 

provides an introductory framework for understanding the 

fuller description of my data collection methods and 

procedures which follows. Throughout the description I 

restate each of my research questions as they pertain to the 

particular methods and procedures. Also in this chapter I 

address my selection of participants for the case studies 
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and the process of gaining access. The chapter concludes 

with a description of my data analysis. 

DATA COLLECTION 

Table 2.1 
Methods and Sources of Data Collection 

Participant observation 
Afterschool Title V Literary Club 
Other non-classroom settings in school 
Settings outside of school 

Non-participant observation 
Classes of American Indian students 
Non-classroom settings in school 
Settings outside of school 

Semi-structured interviews (audio-taped) 
Case study participants 
Parents of case study participants 
Teachers of case study participants 
Peers of case study participants 
Title V Director and Home-School Liaison 

Formal and informal conversations 
Other students (non-case study participants) 
school principal and vice-principal 
School support staff 
Teachers/Librarian 
Members of local American Indian community 

Collection of fieldnotes 
Afterschool Title V Literary Club 
Classes of American Indian students 
Non-classroom settings in school 
settings outside of school 
Formal and informal conversations 

Collection of artifacts 
Afterschool Title V Literary Club 
Interviews with teachers 
Interviews with parents 

Burke Reading Interview (Goodman, Watson, & Burke, 
1987) 

Reflective research notes 
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sites of Data Collection 

As I described in Chapter One, this research was 

conducted in Vermillion, South Dakota, a semi-rural, 

university town in which American Indians make up about five 

percent of the predominately Caucasian population. The 

local middle school, called the Vermillion Middle School, is 

the site at which a major portion of my data was collected 

from late August 1994 to mid-February 1995. Thereafter, 

during the next two months, I occasionally met with 

participants at the Middle School for verification and 

augmentation of my initial findings as needed. My purpose 

for doing so was to ensure that, as I wrote my dissertation, 

I was accurately representing each of the participants. 

Because the Vermil,lion Middle School was my primary 

site of data collection, I will describe it in full and will 

follow with shorter descriptions of the other sites. The 

Middle School is housed in a large, single-level brick 

building surrounded by a park and playing fields and is 

located on the west end of town. Currently, it enrolls 

approximately 475 students, 35 of whom are American Indian. 

Built in the early 1970s as an lIopen school," by 1983 the 

physical structure had been renovated and the curriculum 

redesigned, reflecting a shift in local sentiment about the 

goal of education. Lack of community support for the 

school's emphasis on inquiry learning and flexible 
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grouping, perceived as being too "laissez fore," resulted in 

the construction of interior walls and the formation of 

self-contained classrooms for grades five and six and a 

traditional secondary arrangement for grades seven and 

eight. Several years later, school-wide interest in 

principles of middle school philosophy resulted in gradual 

curricular changes that reflected understandings of the 

intellectual, social, and emotional needs of early 

adolescents. For example, block scheduling, a daily "horne 

base" period, regular grade-level team planning time, and 

cross-disciplinary units were implemented schoolwide. 

Surrounding a large library in one half of the Middle 

School are the classrooms which line two hallways, one for 

fifth and sixth grades and the other for seventh and 'eighth 

grades. There are two computer rooms, a well-equipped art 

lab, and three special education rooms. On the other side 

of the building are the main office, a large Commons which 

serves as both a lunchroom and an auditorium, choral and 

instrumental music rooms, and a gymnasium. Hanging on walls 

throughout the school are posters, announcements, student 

projects, school and local news stories, and seasonal 

decorations. 

other sites of my data collection were the local public 

library, the Native American Cultural Center and the Center 

for continuing Education (both on the university of South 
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Dakota campus), the W. H. Over state Museum, Jolley 

Elementary School, local business establishments, and homes 

of two of the case study participants. Even my van became a 

fruitful "site" ·for data collection as, driving students 

home after the Title V Literary Club meetings and 

interviews, we chatted informally about a variety of topics. 

The Vermillion Public Library is located near the small 

downtown business district, about ten blocks from the Middle 

School. The library has a well-stocked children's section 

but a relatively limited selection of young adult fiction 

and nonfiction. There are several computers and an ample 

supply of entertainment software which patrons of any age 

can reserve or use on a walk-in basis. On week-day 

afternoons after school the computers are usually occupied 

by children of different ages. 

The Native American Cultural Center or, as it is also 

called, the Indian Center, is located on the southern edge 

of the university of South Dakota campus. It is a hub for 

activities planned by individuals and organizations 

associated with the university. In addition, and especially 

relevant to this research, it is used by the Title V/JOM 

Program for various purposes, such as the Indian Education 

Parent Association meetings, Indian taco fund-raisers, and a 

yearly Indian Arts and Crafts bazaar. 
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The center for continuing Education, located on the 

northern end of campus, has large meeting rooms and is 

sometimes used for lectures and social gatherings. It was 

the site of a community Halloween powwow. Nearby is the ~ 

H. Over state Museum, which houses displays of historical 

and cultural artifacts and has a large meeting room. 

dedicated to the work of Yanktonai (sioux) artist Oscar 

Howe. 

Jolley Elementary School in vermillion serves 

approximately 300 children in grades two through four. Each 

year the fourth grade teachers organize a day of cultural 

activities on the Friday after Native American Day (formerly 

Columbus Day) and invite members of the local Indian 

community to speak on various topics. 

On a few occasions I interacted with the adolescents in 

local business establishments such as a gas station and 

different restaurants. Usually this was with just one or 

two students, but I also arranged an end-of-the semester 

party for the entire Title V Literary Club which was held at 

a local pizza pub. 

Finally, I had visits inside or outside of the homes of 

two of the case study participants. In planning my 

research, I had expected the participants' homes to be a 

significant site of collection of data. It is significant 

that, throughout the period of data collection, I was 
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invited inside only one of the participants' homes. At 

another participant's home, I visited with the mother 

outside. otherwise, I came no closer than dropping the 

adolescents off in front of their homes after Literary Club 

meetings or interviews. 

Participant and Non-participant Observation 

As Table 2.1 suggests, participant observation and non

participant observation were two important methods of data 

collection in this study. They provided much of the data 

for answering the following research questions: 

* What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy in school? 

* What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy outside of school? 

For all of my observations, I took detailed fieldnotes 

either during the observation or soon after and later 

transcribed them into an expanded form. Following the 

advice offered by Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) that "every 

period of observation should result in both processed notes 

and reflexive monitoring of the research process" (p. 165), 

I included in my fieldnotes analytical insights, questions, 

concerns, and connections to data collected earlier. This 

processing of the data, typed in capital letters to separate 
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it from the fieldnotes, was important in helping me to make 

sense of my observations and to recognize emerging patterns. 

One site of participant observation was the afterschool 

Title V Literary Club that I organized and facilitated for 

American Indian students at the Middle School. The students 

and I met every Tuesday afternoon throughout the fall 1994 

semester from 3:15 p.m. (when the school day ended) to about 

5:00 p.m. To review, my primary purposes for organizing 

this club were: 1) to provide an informal, literacy 

(reading and writing) workshop setting in which I could 

conduct participant observation and gather written 

fieldnotes as the adolescents engaged in and discussed 

literacy events and 2) to get to know and develop rapport 

with the adolescents, some of whom I would eventually choose 

for my case studies. 

In addition to these two reasons, my decision to 

establish this club was also based on ethical considerations 

about conducting research. I believe that in any research, 

but especially in research such as this that seeks to learn 

from others about their experiences, it is important to 

offer something in return to the participants. This is 

especially true when working with members of a diverse 

culture who have had reason to feel "used" by researchers 

who are outsiders to their culture. Offering the Title V 

Literary Club for the American Indian students seemed a 
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equitable. 
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In collecting data at the club meetings, I focused on 

the young adolescents' experiences with literacy. I paid 

attention to their literacy likes and dislikes, the forms of 

expressions they chose, their talk about literacy and other 

issues, and the nature of their social interactions. 

Because of my active role in the club, I was rarely 

able to write fieldnotes until after each meeting. Early 

on, I realized that I was forgetting important details and 

students' verbatim comments by the time I sat down to 

recapture the events of the afternoon. Eventually I found 

that, by having on hand a small notepad, I could quickly jot 

down key words and phrases to later jog my memory of the 

events and conversation. 

Following my original plans, I facilitated the Title V 

Literary Club for just the first half of the 1994-1995 

school year so that I could focus more fully on writing my 

dissertation in the first few months of 1995. Not wanting 

to disappoint the students who were committed to the club, I 

found a person to assume the position of facilitator 

beginning in January. Thus, during the second semester, it 

was directed by a Cherokee woman known to many members of 

the local Indian community. 
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Classroom observations at the Middle School site were 

an important way in which I developed an understanding of 

some of the kinds of literacy experiences the American 

Indian adolescents had during the regular school day. 

Initially, these observations were also a way of becoming 

familiar with the students who were not members of the Title 

V Literary Club. As will be discussed later in this 

chapter, I wanted to consider all of the American Indian 

students at the Middle School for my eventual case studies, 

rather thln limiting the field to those who chose to join 

the club. 

Gradually, my observations focused on the classes of 

those adolescents I had chosen or was seriously considering 

for case studies. Assuming the role of non-participant 

observer, I took detailed fieldnotes on the case study 

participants (also referred to as "focal participants"), the 

physical environment of the classroom, the social 

interactions in the class, and the uses and roles of 

literacy. As I observed the students' engagements with 

literacy (and later when interviewing their teachers) I 

concentrated on the following: 

1) The different genres, themes, and topics the 

adolescents were assigned or chose to read 

2) The different genres, themes, and topics they were 

assigned or chose to use in their writing 



3) The adolescents' interactions with others, 

especially in their experiences with literature 

and/or writing 
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4) The ways, if any, in which they drew upon other 

sign systems (such as visual art, music, etc.) to 

make meaning 

The data I collected in classrooms later served as a common 

frame of reference in my interviews with the adolescents 

when we discussed their perceptions of literacy learning in 

school. 

My classroom observations were conducted at all four 

grade levels (fifth, sixth, seventh, and eighth) and in 

different disciplines: reading, English language arts, 

social studies and civics, math, and in an interdisciplinary 

course called Our First Nations. The observations generally 

lasted about 40 minutes, the length of most class periods, 

but a few were as long as 75 minutes or as short as 20 

minutes. When possible, I also shadowed, or followed, the 

students from one class to the next which gave me an 

opportunity to observe their social interactions and 

possible literacy uses in the hallway (e.g., passing of 

notes). 

In addition to observing the students between classes, 

I did a number of brief observations in other settings 

throughout the school. The settings included the locker 
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rooms, the lunchroom, the library, the main office, and 

outside the main entrance of the school. These observations 

gave me a fuller picture of the students' daily school 

experiences. 

I was also interested in understanding the role of 

literacy in the adolescents' out-of-school lives and so I 

observed them in a number of different settings, described 

earlier in this chapter. Following are brief descriptions 

of the types of observations conducted at each setting and 

the contexts in which the observations took place. 

At the Vermillion Public Library I was both a 

participant observer and a non-participant observer as I 

greeted and chatted with the Indian adolescents then quietly 

watched them interact with others as they played games on 

the computers. These observations occurred infrequently and 

were usually unplanned. The library was also a site of 

interviews, to be discussed in a later section of this 

chapter. 

At the Native American Cultural center (or Indian 

Center) I conducted participant observation in a few 

different contexts. For example, I attended Indian 

Education Parent Association meetings where issues 

pertaining to the children's schooling experiences were 

discussed. One of these meetings was for the Executive 

Committee only while the others were general meetings. 
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Another context for observation at the Indian Center 

was the Title V Thanksgiving Dinner/Awards Nigh't which was 

well attended by the students and their families. Here, 

following the meal, the students were recognized for good 

attendance, effort, scholastic achievement, and positive 

character attributes (e.g., helpfulness, politeness" etc.). 

In these and other contexts, I wrote rough fieldnotes as 

soon afterwards as possible to record as much as possible. 

At home later in the evening I developed the notes further 

as I transferred them to my computer. 

At the Center for continuing Education I participated 

in a Halloween powwow. While all of the events mentioned in 

this section were observed and interpreted from a 

sociocultural perspective, this one probably provided the 

richest data in that respect. Besides my participation with 

the eating and dancing at the powwow, I had an opportunity 

to speak informally with two longtime members of the Indian 

community about my research and to receive some helpful 

feedback. 

Another gathering that I attended was an American 

Indian cultural appreciation day at the W. H. Over Museum. 

This event, which occurred in January, consisted of an 

informal lecture by the father of a focal participant, 

singing by an Indian drum group comprised of young people 

(including another one of the focal participants), and a 
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the Title V Literary Club were present at this event. 
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The context of my observation at Jolley School, as 

mentioned earlier, was a day of presentations on the culture 

of American Indians planned for the fourth graders. 

Primarily in the role of non-participant observer, I spent 

the morning attending each of the presentations. Of 

particular interest was the performance by several members 

of the Literary Club who did traditional dancing and 

singing. 

As I looked for examples of literacy in these settings 

and contexts, I also paid careful attention to the 

adolescents' social interactions with others (e.g., 

siblings, peers, adult members of the Indian community, 

etc.). As in my classroom observations, I was curious about 

the social and cultural contexts and influences of the 

literacy events. My fieldnotes, usually written shortly 

after my observations, addressed these influences and helped 

to guide the kinds of questions I later asked the 

adolescents in our interviews and in informal conversations. 

Case Selection 

During the fall semester, as I got to know the 

adolescents in the club as well as some who were not 

members, I began to determine which ones might offer the 
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most compelling case studies. It was my aim to construct 

case studies that would be both contrasting and 

complementary. I was looking for students whose 

backgrounds, interests, and interactions with literacy 

differed and yet whose combined IIstories ll would provide a 

rich understanding of the common experiences of the.American 

Indian adolescents living in this town and attending this 

school. Determining participants on this basis, called 

purposive or purposeful sampling (Chein, 1981; Patton, 

1980), assumes IIthat one wants to discover, understand, gain 

insight; therefore one needs to select a sample from which 

one can learn the most ll (Merriam, 1988, p. 48). 

My choice of students was also based on important 

practical considerations, such as the adolescents' interest 

in participating in the research and their parents' consent. 

Closely related to these factors was the issue of attrition. 

Besides a loss of interest in participating in the study, 

there was the possibility that students might move away from 

the community during the year. In fact, two sisters who I 

was considering for possible case studies, moved away quite 

suddenly in the middle of the semester. In order for me to 

successfully conduct my study, it was essential that the 

students I chose be available for the duration of my 

research project. 
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As a safeguard, I continued to collect data on other 

students while I developed in-depth case studies on the four 

adolescents eventually chosen. My purposes for doing so 

were to provide protection against possible attrition of 

students as well as to develop a broader and fuller context 

in which to situate the case studies. The data I collected 

on other students provided the basis from which I could have 

constructed other case studies had it become unexpectedly 

necessary to make a substitution. 

The 16 students who participated in the Title V 

Literary Club during some or all of the fall semester 

represented somewhat less than half of the total number of 

Indian students in the school. Al though I could not malce 

assumptions about those who did not join the club, I 

recognized that their perspectives on literacy might be 

different than the members' and therefore important to 

include in my study. As a first step in learning about 

these other students, I arranged meetings with 

interdisciplinary teams of teachers at each grade level. 

There I discussed my research and elicited information about 

the American Indian students they taught. In addition, I 

learned about non-club members from the students who 

belonged to the club. The information I gathered was 

followed by classroom observations, which are discussed 

below. 
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As I mentioned earlier, the Title V Literary Club 

provided a context in which I could corne to know a group of 

American Indian adolescents as I interacted with them and 

observed their uses of literacy. From these students and 

from their peers who did not join the club I gathered many 

different perspectives on what it means to be an American 

Indian adolescent in this predominately white community and 

middle school and on the ways in which different literacies 

helped these adolescents make meaning in their worlds. 

Through careful observation, numerous conversations, 

completion of the Burke Reading Interview (Goodman, Watson, 

& Burke, 1987), and collection of fieldnotes in the club and 

in classrooms, I developed understandings of the Indian 

students that were both composite and particularistic. 

After developing a sense of their common experiences as well 

as diverse experiences, I determined which students might 

offer the richest case studies. 

From the Literary Club, whose weekly attendance rate 

ranged from about nine to 13 members, I eventually chose 

three students whose experiences with and perceptions about 

literacy I decided to explore in detail. Two of these 

students, Amy, a fifth grade girl, and Daniel, a seventh 

grade boy, were active, committed members of the club and 

both attended meetings regularly. The third student, a 

sixth grade boy named Brad, attended meetings erratically, 
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especially in the first half of the semester, when he often 

arrived late or left early. In addition to these three 

students, I selected Zonnie, an eighth grade girl who had no 

involvement at all in the club. At the conclusion of the 

study, I offered each of these four participants and their 

families the choice of having either their real names or 

pseudonyms appear in the final written document. Thus, 

Daniel and Zonnie (and the names of family members) are the 

participants' actual names whereas Amy and Brad (and the 

names of their family members) are pseudonyms. (The names 

of all other students are pseudonyms.) The literacy stories 

of all four of these adolescents are told in individual case 

studies in Chapter Four. 

Interviews with the Adolescents 

semi-structured interviews with each of these 

participants were an important means of data collection in 

my study. These interviews shared the same model and basic 

questions, described below, but were open-ended, thus the 

term "semi-structured." They addressed the following 

research questions: 

* What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy in school? What are the adolescents' 

perceptions of their experiences? 
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* What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy outside of school? What are the adolescents' 

perceptions of their experiences? 

Seidman (1991) writes that "at the root of in-depth 

interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience 

of other people and the meaning they make of that 

experience" (p. 3). To develop an understanding of the 

literacy experiences and perceptions of these four Lakota 

and Dakota adolescents, I used a model of in-depth, 

phenomenological interviewing (Schuman, 1982; Schutz, 1967; 

seidman, 1991) that utilizes a series of three focused 

interviews. 

The first of these interviews in this model centers on 

the participants' life histories within the context of the 

topic, in this case, literacy. The second interview 

concentrates on details of current experiences and the third 

on the participants' reflection on the meaning of the 

experiences for them. Although all of the interviews 

followed this model and had common overarching questions 

(see Table 2.2), some questions were specific to the 

participants' individual experiences. Much of what I 

learned from my observations in the classrooms, in the 

Literary Club, and elsewhere in the school and the community 

guided the focus of these interviews. 



Table 2.2 
Basic Ouestions Asked of the Adolescents 

Interview #1 

Interview #2 

Interview #3 

What are your first memories of books 
and reading? 
What are your first memories of writing? 
Describe learning to read and write in 
school. 
What other ways do you recall expressing 
yourself besides through reading and 
writing? 

How would you describe yourself as a 
reader? 
How would you describe yourself as a 
writer? 
How do you use reading and writing in 
school? 
How else do you express yourself besides 
through reading and writing? 

How would you describe the importance of 
reading in your life? 
Of writing? 
Of other forms of expression? 
Looking ahead, how important do you 
expect each of these forms of expres~ion 
to be in your life? 
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In addition to these three planned interviews, I later 

decided to conduct a fourth interview to verify and expand 

upon my initial understandings. This final interview took 

place during January or February after I completed the 

participant's case study report. It served as an 

opportunity to conduct a "member check" (Guba & Lincoln, 

1981; Merriam, 1988), allowing me to share with each 

participant my first draft of the written case study and to 

ask for feedback. 

All of the participant interviews were audio-taped and 

lasted forty-five minutes to one hour. They usually took 
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place after school in an empty classroom or at the public 

library, according to the participant's preference. I 

scheduled each of the participant's first three interviews 

approximately one to two weeks apart, thereby maintaining a 

sense of continuity for both the participant and me. This 

interviewing schedule also gave me time to listen to the 

interview tapes so I could follow up on key issues from one 

interview to the next. In addition to these interviews, I 

was able to verify information by speaking informally with 

the adolescents later (often at Literary Club meetings) as 

needed. 

Interviews with the Teachers. Parents, and Peers 

The data I collected in interviews with the 

participants' teachers and parents, as well as with their 

peers, provided answers to the following research question: 

* How do others--teachers, parents, and peers--interpret 

the adolescents' experiences with literacy? 

I interviewed between one and three teachers for each of the 

focal participants. The purpose of these semi-structured 

interviews was two-fold: to confirm and augment my 

understandings of the classroom observations and to discover 

the teachers' perceptions of the adolescents as students and 

literacy learners. The interviews also provided me an 

opportunity to collect written documents of the students' 
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writing and other school work. Each interview was scheduled 

during the teacher's planning period and lasted 

approximately 30 to 40 minutes. All of the interviews were 

audio-taped and later transcribed. 

In addition to these interviews, throughout the months 

of my data collection I had many short, informal 

conversations with teachers that added to my overall 

understanding of the students' schooling experiences. In 

addition, I conducted taped interviews with Mrs. Kathy 

Prasek, the Director of the Title V/JOM Program, and Ms. 

Marie Morgan, the Home-School Liaison for the program, each 

of which lasted about an hour and fifteen minutes. 

Interviewing the parents of the adolescents was another 

important means of data collection. The purpose of these 

semi-structured interviews was to develop an understanding 

of the adolescents from their parents' perspectives. The 

interviews focused on the history of each adolescent's 

reading and writing and other literacy experiences that took 

place in the home, community, and elsewhere. Some of the 

parents shared samples of their child's literacy interests 

and experiences preserved in scrapbooks and photo albilms. 

All of the parents except for Brad's mother chose to 

meet at the public library for their interviews, and Zonnie 

accompanied her parents. Brad's mother initially requested 

that her interview be conducted by telephone but later 
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invited me to her home. Each of the parent interviews 

lasted from an hour to an hour and a half and were audio

taped and later transcribed. I sought "respondent 

validation" (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983) by sending a copy 

of the transcribed interview to each of the parents and 

teachers so they could verify the accuracy and, if they 

wished, make additional and/or corrective comments. 

Finally, I interviewed peers of the focal participants 

and spoke with members of the local American Indian 

community to obtain yet other perspectives. The peers were 

chosen by the focal participants themselves as individuals 

whom they felt knew them well. Each peer interview lasted 

approximately 15 to 20 minutes and focused on the literacy 

uses of the focal participant. The peers' knowledge of and 

insights into the focal participants provided both contrast 

and corroboration of the data collected in the teacher and 

the parent interviews. As "eye witnesses" in the classroom 

and in other settings, the information they shared about 

their friends' schooling, social, and literacy experiences 

provided a valuable perspective. 

Conversations with school Staff and Adult Members of the 

American Indian Community 

Formal (planned) and informal (impromptu) conversations 

with members of both the school community and the local 
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American Indian community provided additional information 

and perspectives. Conversations with teachers, school 

administrators, and support personnel developed my 

understandings of individual American Indian students, of 

the school curriculum, and of interactions among various 

individuals and groups. sometimes these conversations were 

scheduled and had a specific purpose, as when I arranged to 

meet with the principal and the Title V Director about the 

Literary Club. At other times, the conversations occurred 

spontaneously, as when I encountered teachers in the hall 

after school. 

The purpose of my formal and informal conversations 

with members of the American Indian community was not to 

elicit information or perspectives about specific 

adolescents as much as it was to gain a fuller understanding 

of the community and of the ways in which its members 

support the adolescents. These conversations ranged in 

length from a few minutes to over an hour. Sometimes they 

were impromptu, as when I spoke with two adult members of a 

drum group during a break at n Halloween powwow. At other 

times the conversations were scheduled, such as when I spoke 

with Dr. Leonard Bruguier, the Director of the Institute of 

American Indian Studies, in his office at the university of 

South Dakota. 
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OBTAINING ACCESS 

In conducting this research I have corne to appreciate 

the importance of gaining access, not just prior to 

beginning a study, but at different stages throughout. As a 

white researcher seeking permission to study American Indian 

adolescents, the issue of access proved to be challenging at 

various stages. obtaining official permission from the 

school district beforehand to conduct my study was not a 

problem. Gaining the trust of the parents sometimes carne 

more slowly as their initial response to the Title V 

Literary Club, described in Chapter One, suggests. 

I recognized that "access is not simply a matter of 

physical presence or absence" (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983, 

p. 56) and that, for my research to be successful, it had to 

include the cooperation and trust of the adolescents I was 

interested in studying as well as of their parents. It was 

important for me "to gain entry into the conceptual world of 

[these] participants, to capture the meaning that they 

confer on what they [do] and on the way other people react 

to what they [do]" (Cleary, 1991, p. 23). Establishing the 

Title V Literary Club was instrumental in this respect, but 

even before then, during the spring and summer of 1994, I 

laid the groundwork to facilitate my entry. 

In April 1994 I contacted Mrs. Kathy Prasek, a Lakota 

woman and the Title V Director of the Vermillion School 
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District, to discuss my research (see Appendix B). I knew 

that having Kathy Prasek's support for my study was critical 

as she was regularly in contact with all of the American 

Indian students and their parents. She was very open and 

encouraging about my research topic and about my proposal 

for the Title V Literary Club (then called the Title V 

Literacy Club). In addition, I received verbal permission 

to conduct my research at the Middle School by the 

principal, Mr. Patrick Anderson, and written consent from 

the District superintendent, Dr. Leon swier, (see Appendix 

C). To all three individuals I sent a brief, preliminary 

description of my dissertation study (see Appendix D). 

Later, I also wrote to the South Dakota Secretary of 

Education and Cultural Affairs, Dr. John Bonaiuto, about my 

research and was awarded a small research grant fr6m the 

Department of Education and Cultural Affairs. On my behalf, 

John Bonaiuto contacted the South Dakota Director of Indian 

Education, Mr. Donald Scanador, who offered me access to 

records and reports on Indian education in the state. (All 

of the individuals referred to in this section have given 

permission for their names to be used.) 

Prior to the beginning of the 1994-95 school year, 

Kathy Prasek sent a newsletter to the parents of the 

American Indian students that included a description of the 

Title V Literary Club. In early September, I sent a letter 



57 

to and later met with the Indian students at the Middle 

School to introduce myself and describe the Literary Club 

(see Appendix E). As described in Chapter One, I also spoke 

about my research and the club to parents at the first 

American Indian Parent Education Association meeting and 

attended other general and executive committee meetings 

during the fall semester. 

Proposing the Title V Literary Club was a significant 

factor in my gaining access to the Middle School and the 

students and even, indirectly, to the students' parents. 

For Kathy Prasek, having a club of this sort was very much 

in keeping with the goals of the JOM (Johnson-O'Malley) 

Program. Thus, my research plans actually served her needs. 

Kathy, in turn, was fully supportive of my research ~nd of 

the club. Because of her positive reputation and 

relationship with the parents of the Indian students, her 

support for my research was invaluable. 

Gaining access also involved the teachers of the focal 

participants. As mentioned above, I met with 

interdisciplinary groups of teachers at each grade level to 

discuss my research, to request permission to observe 

students in their classrooms, and to elicit information 

about students, especially those whom I had not met through 

the Literary Club. without exception, the teachers were 

welcoming, interested, and supportive. Having previously 
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positive relationships with many of the teachers which 

facilitated my work greatly. 

ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 
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Merriam (1988) writes that, in qualitative research, 

"the process of data collection and analysis is recursive 

and dynamic" (p. 123). Analysis begins with the first data 

collected and continues--in fact, intensifies--after the 

data collection is completed. "Without ongoing analysis one 

runs the risk of ending up with data that are unfocused, 

repetitious, and overwhelming in the sheer volume of 

material that needs to be processed" (Merriam, p. 124). 

with this in mind, I carefully read and reread my data 

as I collected them to identify "sensitizing concepts" 

(Blumer, 1954). Sensitizing concepts are described by 

Hammersley and Atkinson (1983) as "the germ of the emerging 

theory ••. [that] provide[s] the focus for further data 

collection" (p. 180). As my research progressed, I searched 

for links between concepts, using the constant comparative 

method (Glaser & strauss, 1967), a strategy that leads to 

discovery of categories and patterns in the data. 

categories from my different data sources for each of the 

participants (e.g., interviews, observation fieldnotes, 

artifacts, etc.) were compared to develop the case studies 
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which appear in Chapter Four. Chapter Five is a case study 

of the Title V Literary Club that serves to provide another 

context for understanding the schooling and literacy 

experiences of the participants and their peers. Finally, I 

conducted a cross-case analysis of all the participant case 

studies. The results of this analysis appear in Chapter 

Five. 

As stated earlier, throughout my data collection I 

wrote "observer's comments" and memos to myself "to 

stimulate critical thinking" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, p. 149) 

about my observations and to understand how issues raised 

"relate to larger theoretical, methodological, and 

sUbstantive issues" (p. 149). After experimenting with a 

few different ways of organizing these reflective notes, I 

found the most natural and effective method was to 

incorporate them (in upper case type) within my fieldnotes. 

These reflective and analytical conments often helped me to 

make connections between the findings of my study and 

existing research literature. 

Shaw (1978) suggests that case study research is 

"interpretation in context" (p. 13). In this research, I 

examined and interpreted the participants' uses of literacy 

within different contexts. Furthermore, as ethnographic 

case study research, my study focused on the participants' 

literacy experiences within broader historical, social, and 
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cultural contexts. The focus on these contexts, which 

guided the data collection and analysis, is reflected in my 

final research questions: 

* What is the influence of different cultures--Arnerican 

Indian cultures, school culture, and popular culture-

on the adolescents' transactions with literacy? How do 

these transactions inform their self-identity? 

These issues are also addressed in my review of the 

literature, which I present in Chapter Three. 



CHAPTER THREE 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
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This ethnographic case study focuses on the roles and 

uses of literacy in the lives of Lakota and Dakota young 

adolescents. To guide the collection of data and to situate 

my findings within a broader framework, I conducted a review 

of literature in areas relevant to my study. In this 

chapter, I present a focused overview of those three fields 

of inquiry. They are: 

1) the forced cultural assimilation of American 

Indians; policies and practices in the formal 

education of American Indian children, past and 

present; 

2) adolescent development; significance to schooling, 

culture, and identity 

3) literacy and multiple sign systems; connections to 

schooling 

Cultural Assimilation and Educational Policies and Practices 

For many years much has been written about American 

Indians but, until recently, very little of the literature 

was by members of the Native cultures themselves. 

Typically, the accounts have presented descriptions of 

American Indian history, spiritualism, traditions, and 



values filtered through the Eurocentric lens of their 

authors. As Cash and Hoover (1970) explain: 

For centuries, Europeans and Americans have been 
writing histories of American Indians. They have 
studied them, invaded their privacy, and cast 
theoretical concepts about their image, their past, 
their future, and their psyche. Through all this 
activity, few thought to ask the Indians themselves 
about their past, and even fewer made any attempt to 
show the history of these great people through their 
own eyes (p. ix). 

Such accounts have typically portrayed patronizing and 

racist views about American Indians. For example, in the 

introduction to The Oglala sioux: Warriors in Transition 
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(Ruby, 1955), the author refers to the "primitive customs" 

of the sioux and, within one paragraph, typecasts them as 

both "a picturesque people" and "a confused people" (p. 13). 

The literature also reflects the strong efforts 

historically to assimilate American Indians into mainstream 

society. Ruby (1955) comments, "This is 1955. The Indians 

are American citizens who must be fitted into our 

contemporary society" (p. 10). And earlier in this century, 

Doane Robinson (1904), the Secretary of the South Dakota 

Department of History, wrote: 

The course of the sioux as a tribe is now completed. • 
.. His children are in school; he contributes to the 
support of the missionary who brings to him the 
comforts of the Christian gospel, and while he is in 
his present stage of transition which marks the 
revolution in his customs from those of the barbarian 
to those of civilization, it is probably the most 
propitious time to set down • . . the story of his past 
(p. 13). 



63 

Robinson and Ruby are but two examples of many writers 

and historians who have taken it upon themselves to be the 

voice for American Indians, to interpret and publish their 

"story," thereby redefining who they are and who they should 

become. This appropriation of American Indian cultural 

identities has been mirrored in educational policies that 

have sought to make children conform to the standards of the 

dominant, mainstream culture. Neola Walker, a Winnebago 

Indian, remembers her boarding school experiences during the 

1930s and 1940s: 

They whipped you if you didn' t spealc English. And some 
of the children who went to school up there couldn't 
speak a word of English. Say they were ten years old 
and they were just starting school; they would get 
whippings for talking Indian. And for anything Indian, 
you were beaten; they used big long rubber hoses, about 
two or three feet long. They would take heavy boards 
and crack them across the knuckles (Cash & Hoover, 
1970, p. 79). 

Historically, such abuse for doing "anything Indian" 

was typical of American Indian day schools and boarding 

schools, whose goal "was to 'civilize' and assimilate 

Indians into the mainstream of the dominant culture brought 

from Europe" (Reyhner, 1992, p. 35). In addition to abusive 

practices designed to exterminate' children's Native 

languages, the schools forced Indian students to dress and 

wear their hair like white children. These school-based 

efforts to enculturate American Indian students into the 

mainstream were governed by policies established at the 
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federal and state levels. For example, prior to the late 

1890s, the federal government went so far as to disregard 

laws governing the separation of church and state and 

subsidized religious missionary schools to further the 

process of assimilation (Hoover, 1988). And in South Dakota 

during the same time period, "suppressing the sioux language 

rated high among . • • the Indian Bureau's education 

priorities" (Lazarus, 1991, p. 103). 

The impact of these educational policies and practices 

and their "success" in destroying cultural traditions have 

influenced generations of Indian young people who are 

growing up without personal understandings of their culture. 

Although the blatant and brutal coercion Neola Walker 

experienced does not still take place today, schools' 

continue to serve as vehicles for the reproduction of 

mainstream cultural values and expectations. The curricula 

in schools attended by Indian children, in particular those 

living off of the reservation, seldom offer Native language 

instruction or reflect an understanding of Native cultures. 

These circumstances place American Indian children at a 

serious disadvantage academically and socially as they come 

to be judged in terms of their perceived deficiencies. As 

McCarty and Schaffer (1992) note, "low expectations and the 

devaluation of [Indian] students' experiences have reduced 

education to senseless drills aimed at ameliorating presumed 
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language "handicaps" while ignoring the tremendous 

competence children bring to the school situation" (p. 117). 

Since the 1960s, when Congress authorized funding for 

Indian education, many tribes have established their own 

school boards and have begun to manage their own schools. 

This trend has brought about some encouraging changes in the 

policies, curricula, and pedagogy of American Indian and 

Alaska'Native schools (Lipka & McCarty, 1994; Watahomigie & 

Yamamoto, 1992; Zepeda & Hill, 1993). However, in many 

schools on and off reservations, harmful assumptions about 

the nature and capabilities of American Indians continue to 

be perpetuated through both uninformed practices and 

instructional materials that do not reflect the indigenous 

cultures. 

Although there has been increasing attention to the 

importance of publishing and using materials that are 

"culturally conscious" (sims, 1982), much of what American 

Indian children read in the classroom does not reflect their 

lived reality outside of school. Consequently, they 

"mistakenly doubt their own perceptions of reality rather 

than doubt the authority of the text, the teacher, and the 

school" (Reyhner, 1992, p. 100). Passive acceptance of "the 

'canned' ]cnowledge of the dominant social group [produces] 

students [who] tend to become bored with school and 

[who] drop out either physically or mentally" (p. 103). 
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One explanation for the low achievement of American 

Indian students (and students of other parallel cultures) 

points to a mismatch between the students' culture and that 

of the teacher which is reflected in the different 

communication styles of each. As Erickson (1993) explains, 

the "communication process explanation," or "cuI tura.l 

difference approach" (Jacob & Jordon, 1993), is based on the 

belief that "when teachers and students differ in implicit 

expectations of appropriateness in behavior, they act in 

ways that each misinterprets" (Erickson, p. 29). 

One example of research that supports this theory is 

Philip's (1972, 1983) classroom and community study on the 

Warm Springs Indian Reservation. Philips found that 

cultural differences in the structuring of attention and the 

regulation of talk resulted in miscommunication between 

teachers and students. She explains that 

even where teachers are well-intentioned, 
minority students' efforts to communicate are often 
incomprehensible to the teacher and cannot be 
assimilated into the framework within which the teacher 
operates. The teacher, then, must be seen as 
uncomprehending, just as the students are. And it is 
primarily by virtue of the teacher's position and 
authority that the students and not the teacher corne to 
be defined as the ones who do not understand (p. 129). 

As a result of these interactions, the Warm Springs 

Indian children tended to withdraw from classroom 

interactions and were defined as being academically 

inadequate and behaviorally inappropriate. 
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cummins (1992), however, disagrees with this 

explanation for the difficulties experienced by American 

Indian students. He writes, "We cannot understand the 

causes of minority students' academic difficulties or plan 

effective ways of reversing these difficulties unless we see 

that the issues are more complex then just a mismatch 

between the language of home and that of the school" (pp. 3-

4). He contends that school failure is the result of 

. "bicultural ambivalence" caused by generations of overt 

racism which exists in more subtle ways within schools. 

cummins' beliefs are based on a theory put forth by 

Ogbu (1987).. ogbu's theory places the cause of school 

failure, not within the dynamics of the classroom, but 

rather within broader historical, economic, political, and 

social contexts. Referred to as the "perceived labor market 

explanation" (Erickson, 1993), or the "theory of structural 

inequality" (Au, 1993), this theory contends that minority 

students' failure is due to their recognition of the 

existing inequitable social power structure and their 

conviction that academic achievement will not change their 

status. 

The findings of Voyat (1983) in research conducted on 

the Pine Ridge Indian Reservation in South Dakota seem to 

support ogbu's theory. voyat discovered a marked decline in 

the academic performance of Lakota children as they neared 
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beginning realizations of the low status and opportunity 

accorded American Indians in society and their skepticism 

about their future. 
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Nationally, the average Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) 

verbal score for American Indian students is about 57 points 

lower than for white students (Reyhner, 1992). In addition, 

dropout figures for American Indians suggest that, at least 

in some communities, many students are leaving school before 

graduation. Recent studies place the national dropout rate 

for American Indian, Eskimo, and Aleut students attending 

school both on and off reservations at 34 percent. The 

figure rises considerably, to about 46 percent, when looking 

at American Indians (including Eskimos and Aleuts) living on 

reservations (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1993). In middle 

schools, junior high schools, and high schools across the 

state of South Dakota, the dropout rates span a wide range-

from zero percent to as high as 45 percent--with the 

majority of schools at the very low end. The schools with 

the highest dropout rates--20 percent to 45 percent--tend to 

enroll large numbers of American Indian students. In 

Vermillion, South Dakota, the town in which I conducted my 

study, the overall drop-out rate at the middle school is 0.4 

percent, and at the high school it is 2.0 percent (South 

Dakota Department of Education and Cultural Affairs, 1993). 
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According to Donald Scanador, state Director of Indian 

Education, the high figures attributed to school districts 

with high American Indian enrollment may be somewhat 

misleading. These figures may include students who have 

transferred to other schools but whose transcripts have not 

been forwarded, thereby giving the impression that those 

students have dropped out. Scanador explains that, at 

Flandreau Indian High School, for example, many of the 

students corne from out of state, and they go horne for the 

summer. Some don't return to Flandreau in the fall, and 

these students may be counted as dropouts. He adds that 

sometimes students have dropped out of school at the time of 

the census but later return. Information of this type is 

not included when the figures are reported (D. Scanador, 

personal communication, Sept. 28, 1994). 

This information and the figures are provided solely as 

background for my study which examines, not test scores and 

dropout rates of American Indians, but the students' 

literacy experiences in and out of school and the meaning 

they make from those experiences. The students in my study 

are at stage of life, often referred to as early or young 

adolescence, that is known to be especially tumultuous. 

Understanding the basic developmental characteristics of 

this stage is essential to fully comprehending the 
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significance of the participants' literacy experiences. The 

next section of my literature review addresses this topic. 

Young Adolescent Development 

"Confusion, bravado, restlessness, a preoccupation with 

peers, and the questioning of authority are not 

manifestations of poor attitude; they are the hallmarks of 

this particular time of life [known as adolescence]," notes 

Atwell (1987, p. 25). A stage in life usually associated 

with great turmoil, adolescence spans the ages of ten to 

nineteen. Early or young adolescence, the developmental 

stage of the participants in my study, extends from about 

age ten to age fourteen and has been described as a "vortex 

of change" (Jackson & Hornbeck, 1989, p. 833). 

Young adolescents undergo dramatic physical, social, 

intellectual, and psychological changes in just a few short 

years, and it can be a very confusing time. 

Emotionally, [they] experience wide swings of mood and 
deep extremes. When they like something, they love it; 
when they dislike something, they hate it .•.. 
They're trying to fit in, but the ground keeps 
shifting. with every mood swing, their whole world 
changes ...• They can feel connected to the whole 
world and utterly alone" (Atwell, 1987, pp. 30-31). 

Jackson and Hornbeck (1989) note that the internal 

turmoil and changes young adolescents' experience are 

accompanied and influenced by the changes going on in the 

different contexts of their lives: 
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Concurrent with individual transformations, youth often 
experience dramatic shifts in school environment, the 
peer group, and the family. How well young people cope 
with these changes and demands and how they deal 
with the tasks of adolescence will significantly 
influence the course of their lives (p. 833). 

According to Strahan and Van Hoose (1988), even 

students who had successful elementary school experiences 

may encounter academic difficulties in making the transition 

to middle school. The adjustment from a self-contained 

classroom, where learning between disciplines is more apt to 

be integrated, to a variety of classrooms, teachers, and 

expectations can be problematic for young adolescents. 

Anders and Pritchard (1993) contend that curriculum which is 

insensitive to the needs of young adolescents "may be 

exacerbating the infamous turmoil [associated with this age] 

rather than providing support for students through a 

potentially productive and creative time of their lives" (p. 

611). They suggest creating curriculum that is more 

reflective of the culture and language development of young 

adolescence. Similarly, Oldfather (1995) points to the 

importance of providing students in the middle grades 

opportunities for self-expression, but she has found that, 

in fact, their experiences become more teacher-centered at 

this level. She observes that when students are given 

authentic opportunities to express themselves "their 

learning processes become inherently connected to how they 

think, what they value, and who they are" (p. 421). 
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Middle schools with interdisciplinary teams of teachers 

are able to provide young adolescents with a curriculum that 

integrates learning across the different disciplines. 

According to AI~en (1988), such "an interdisciplinary 

approach leads to deeper understanding of important 

concepts, generalizations, skills, and values" (p.114). For 

all students, but especially for those such as American 

Indians who view the world holistically, an integrated 

curriculum is especially important. "The intertwining of 

subject matter not only reinforces what is taught, but also 

more closely resembles life outside the classroom where the 

subjects ... are not found in isolation, but, rather, are 

constantly interacting with and overlapping each other" 

(Maute, 1989, p.20). 

Much has been written about the importance of 

cooperative learning environments for American Indian 

students (e.g., Gilliland, 1992; McCarty & Schaffer, 1992; 

Philips, 1983; Swisher & Deyhle, 1992). For example, in 

their research with American Indian and Alaskan Native 

adolescents, Swisher and Deyhle (1989) found that the young 

people had attitudes towards cooperation and competition 

that differed from the cultural norms of the mainstream 

culture. Garcia and Ahler (1992) have found that 

cooperative learning approaches, which reflect American 

Indian students' family and tribal environments, support 
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their learning and achievement. They caution, however, that 

Indian students' socialization differs and that it would be 

erroneous to assume that all Indian students learn best in 

cooperative learning modalities. Gilliland (1992) supports 

a broader understanding of cooperative learning than one 

based on a specific teaching strategy. He contends ~hat 

cooperative learning is not a single method, or several 
methods. It is an attitude toward students, an 
attitude toward learning, a whole way of life within 
the classroom and, hopefully, throughout the school 
. • . . The cooperative way of thinking should permeate 
every hour and every part of the school day (p. 43). 

Bell (1986) writes, "Middle school students are in 

transition, seeking to make sense out of the world and find 

their place in it. . Each student is unique, not only in 

personal development but also in the learning style 

preferred" (~. 18). She believes that identifying and 

meeting students' individual learning styles directly impact 

the students' academic achievement, interest, and 

motivation. 

The emotional and academic needs of young adolescents 

are inextricably connected and influenced by their social 

needs. At an age when peers and belonging to a group become 

increasingly important, those who have no network of peers 

often have no "buy-in" to school. As children move into 

early adolescence, social interactions with peers takes on 

even greater importance. This is a time in which many begin 

to establish independence from their families and spend more 
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in peer groups. As Dorman, Lipsitz, and Verner (1985) point 

out, "Because of their changing relationships with adults, 

especially parents, and the increasing importance of peers, 

positive social interaction with these groups is extremely 

important to young adolescents" (p. 46). 

Likewise, Jackson and Hornbeck (1989) note that "the 

ability of young people to respond to new challenges [during 

early adolescence] depends [in part] on .•. the degree to 

which they are supported by a network of caring 

relationships" (p. 833). Developing such networks may be 

problematic for young people whose culture reflects 

different expectations, values, and standards for 

appropriate behavior than the culture of their peers. When 

individuals' cultural norms differ from those of their 

peers, they may corne to feel like outsiders. In a study on 

friendship patterns between young adolescents of different 

races, DuBois and Hirsch (1990) found that students tended 

to choose friends from their own race and that this 

inclination become more pronounced during grades 7-9. 

According to DuBois and Hirsch, when friendships between 

races do occur, they tend not to extend to the individuals' 

lives outside of school. 

Closely related to establishing friendships and a sense 

of belonging is the issue of identity. Phinney and Tarver 

(1988) contend that development of identity is of crucial 
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importance to young adolescents. Phinney (1989) studied 

several ethnic groups of young adolescents to determine the 

stages of ethnic identity development. He found a 

difference between white, Anglo American students 

(presumably reflecting the mainstream culture) and students 

of culturally diverse backgrounds. The white students 

typically did not identify with any particular ethnicity, 

whereas the others had a strong identification (both 

positive and negative) with their ethnicities. In addition, 

the students of culturally diverse backgrounds demonstrated 

a need to deal with their ethnicity in a predominately white 

society. similarly, Hirschfelder and Singer (1992) observe 

that 

Indian teenagers struggle with the same who-am-I 
questions and suffer the same turmoil as all young 
people. They, too, must find their personal identity, 
but their search is more complicated than that of their 
non-Indian peers. Indians must learn to operate in a 
world that constantly rejects and attacks their Native 
cultures (p. 3). 

During early adolescence, students "ask tough questions 

as they search for understanding and meaning in life," 

writes Allen (1988). He contends that 

this is an opportune time for challenging students with 
value-laden issues without inculcating a pre-determined 
set of values. . . . Exposure to value conflicts. . . . 
[and] open-ended discussions can help students 
determine direction in life while leading to increased 
self-understanding of their role in life and society 
(p. 114). 
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The importance of social issues to young adolescents has 

strong implications for their learning in school (Noll, 

1994). Wood (1988) suggests that their social needs can 

best be met through cooperative learning experiences. She 

offers a number of strategies for interactive learning in 

all disciplines, including dyadic learning and group 

communal writing. Instructional techniques such as these 

address the developmental needs of young adolescents and 

constitute one important way of making their uses of 

literacy enticing and authentic. The topic of literacy will 

be addressed next in this review of the literature. 

Literacy and Multiple sign Systems 

In Literacy: Reading the Word and the World (1987), 

Freire and Macedo write, "Literacy cannot be reduced to the 

treatment of letters and words as purely mechanical domain. 

We need to go beyond this rigid comprehension of literacy 

and begin to view it as the relationship of learners to the 

world" (p. viii). Though stated within the context of their 

work with adult learners, their words hold true for learners 

of all ages. Through literacy, individuals give meaning to 

the experiences in their lives at home, work, school, and 

community, and they can communicate those meanings to 

others. 



Reading is described by Rosenblatt as a transaction 

between the reader, the text, and the meaning that is 
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generated. In her view of reading as a social construction 

of meaning, Rosenblatt (1983) notes that 

through books, the reader may explore his own nature, 
become aware of potentialities for thought and feeling 
within himself, acquire clearer perspective, develop 
aims and a sense of direction. He may explore the 
outer world, other personalities, other ways of life 
(p. v). 

K. Goodman (1992) discusses Rosenblatt's concept of 

reading as a transaction when applied to writing. "The 

writer constructs a text in transaction with one in the 

writer's mind. In this written text the writer only makes 

explicit what is not inferable by the reader" (p. 358). 

Clark and Holquist (1984) note that "the architectonic 

activity of authorship, which is the building of a text, 

parallels the activity of human existence, which is the 

building of a self" (p. 64). More than a solitary process, 

however, the "building of a self" through writing is shaped 

by social and cultural forces. As Dyson (1993) explains, 

"The composing of written texts, like the composing of oral 

ones, is a distinctly sociocultural process that involves 

making decisions, conscious or otherwise, about how one 

figures into the social world at anyone point in time" (p. 

7) • 

The research of Heath (1983), Taylor (1983), and Taylor 

and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) examines the types and uses of 
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reading and writing in different social and cultural 

contexts. Their studies reveal differences in the kinds of 

literacy used in the home, in the community, and in school. 

Furthermore, they show that the literacy capabilities and 

strengths many children exhibit at home and in their 

communities are often not recognized in school where 

literacy tends to be much more narrowly defined. 

Expanding upon the categories of literacy established 

by Heath (1983), Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) offer a 

comparative frame of the literacy types and uses found in 

three separate studies (Heath, 1983; Taylor, 1983; Taylor & 

Dorsey-Gaines, 1983). This comparative frame presents the 

ways in which literacy is used in a wide range of contexts 

and for a variety of purposes. In 'l'able 3.1, below, 'I have 

summarized in two columns the types, or categories, of 

reading and writing: 
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Table 3.1 
Types of Reading and writing 

Types of Reading Types of Writing 

Instrumental Reinforcement/substitute 
for oral message 

Social-Interactional Social-Interactional 

News-Related Memory-Aids 

Recreational Financial 

Confirmational Public-Records 

Critical/Educational Expository 

sociohistorical Instrumental 

Financial Autobiographical 

Environmental Recreational 

Creative 

Educational 

Work-Related 

Environmental 

Although these types of literacy are an integral part 

of daily living, many of them either are absent or are not 

regarded as significant within the context of school. When 

schools do not recognize or accept the literacy experiences 

and strengths that children already possess, they deny them 

a full voice in the classroom. This is especially true for 

children of parallel cultures who often 

feel alienated from a system that appears inflexible, 
hostile, and unresponsive to their needs. . • . Who 
these students are, what they know, and what they have 
experienced is often seen as having no merit. Many 
educators view them, almost exclusively, in relation to 
their deficits (Gentile & McMillan, 1994, p. 50). 
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Similarly, as Moll (1988) has shown, when these 

students also speak languages other than English, they are 

presumed less capable than their peers whose first language 

is English. Rather than building on the students' 

capabilities in their first language, educators often 

prescribe skills-driven instruction that is designeQ to 

remediate presumed deficiencies. 

Both in school and in the larger society, these 

students and their families are typically considered 

illiterate and culturally deprived because their languages 

and background experiences differ from those of the 

mainstream culture. Giroux' (1987) notes that the term 

"illiteracy" acts as 

a cultural marker for naming forms of difference within 
the logic of cultural deprivation theory ..•. [which] 
serves to designate in the negative sense forms of 
cultural currency that appear disturbingly unfamiliar 
and threatening when measured against the dominant 
culture's ideological standard (p. 3). 

When schools instead recognize differences as 

strengths, celebrate cultural and linguistic diversity, and 

provide opportunities that encourage students to explore 

their worlds through literacy, they support the students as 

capable language users. K. Goodman (1986) writes that 

children tend to become literate and succeed in school 
in proportion to the amount of power to use their 
literacy they and their families possess. Helping 
pupils become literate will not in itself give them 
power if society denies them power. But helping them 
to achieve a sense of control and ownership over their 
own use of language and learning in school, over their 



own reading, writing, speaking, listening, and 
thinking, will help to give them a sense of their 
potential power (p. 10). 
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Children who are given opportunities to make choices of 

real consequence, are more apt to feel a sense of power and 

of ownership in their learning. In writing about literacy 

learning, Cambourne (1988) asserts that it is important for 

children to be allowed the "responsibility for deciding 

about what to learn, what to engage with, in what order to 

approach any given set of tasks and how to go about any 

particular task" (pp. 83-84). Cambourne's statement, though 

based on a language-centered definition of literacy, is 

especially relevant to understandings about learning based 

on multiple literacies or ways of knowing. 

other ways of knowing besides language, such as the 

visual arts, movement, music, and mathematics offer unique 

ways of creating meaning (Langer, 1942). Each of these 

forms of representation, or sign systems, supports certain 

ways of perceiving the world and communicating 

understandings that are different from expression through 

other forms. For example, the way in which music can be 

used to convey a particular emotion will necessarily be 

different than the way in which either language or visual 

art might be used to express it. As Short (1989) explains, 

"Sign systems are the devises we use to make public the 

conceptions that we hold privately" (unpaged). 
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Current research on the role of sign systems in 

children's learning grows out of the field of semiotics, or 

the study of signs (Suhor, 1984). The work of Ferdinand de 

Sausurre (1916) and of Charles Sanders Peirce (1932) earlier 

in this century have informed current educational research 

in sign systems that seeks to broaden understandings of 

meaning-making beyond those based on language. Peirce's 

theoretical model (in Sheriff, 1994) establishes the 

existence of a triadic relationship among the elements of a 

sign (the sign, or representamen, object, and interpretant). 

This model provided the foundation for transactional models 

of. the reading process years later. Both Peirce's model and 

transactional reading models are grounded on the belief that 

"meaning is not inherent in the material world"--or printed 

text--"but derives from the way humans orient themselves to 

that world" or text (Siegel, 1984 p. 5). 

Current researchers studying the role of sign systems 

in education argue against a purely verbocentric (Eco, 

1976), or language centered, approach to teaching and 

learning. Leland and Harste (1994) assert that, in schools, 

"language has been seen as the dominant way of knowing 

[and] oral or written language is thought to be the 

necessary precursor for acquiring knowledge" (p. 337). Most 

learning in school centers around reading and writing and 

talk, and alternative ways of developing understandings and 
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making connections are generally not an integral part of the 

curriculum. As Rowe, Harste, and Short (1988) point out, 

"If we encourage only those forms of communication that 

highlight language, many types of meaning will necessarily 

be neglected because they simply are not amenable to 

linguistic expression" (p.11). 

According to Eisner (1994), "no single form of 

representation can reveal all that can be experienced" (p. 

93). He explains that 

every form of representation neglects some aspect of 
the world. Just as perception itself must be selective 
in order to focus, so, too, must be the content that a 
form of representation can contain. Not everything can 
be said through anything. The selection of a form of 
representation is a selection of what can be used to 
transform a private experience into a public one (p. 
41). 

By form of representation, Eisner is referring to the 

sensory medium by which a conception is made public. The 

form may be visual, auditory, tactile, kinesthetic, 

gustatory, or olfactory, and representations reflecting 

combinations of two or more forms are common. Eisner 

explains that he intentionally chose these particular forms 

because they "reflect the nature of the vehicle" (p. 45) 

more clearly than would disciplines such as philosophy, 

biology, sociology, etc. or culturally defined means such as 

dance, music, and the visual arts. 

In this respect, the perspective of Eisner's work 

differs from that of researchers, (e.g., Rowe, Harste, & 
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Short, 1988; Harste, Short, & Burke, 1988; Siegel, 1984), 

who view dance, music, etc. as the vehicles or media of 

expression. These different perspectives, though more than 

just semantic, become less significant when translated into 

practice. That is, the beliefs of all these researchers 

about what forms of representation or sign systems mean for 

classroom curriculum support one another. 

Such is not the case with the work of Gardner (1991; 

1993) who developed a theory of multiple intelligences. 

Gardner contends that intelligence has been too narrowly 

defined and assessed in the past and that we need to broaden 

our conception to include seven separate intelligences. 

While Gardner (1991) believes that "it is important to 

underscore the potency of other symbol systems" (p. 56) 

besides language, his work and its widespread application in 

curriculum and assessment differ substantially from that of 

other researchers, such as those described above. He 

proposes "individual-centered schools" which would assess 

students' strengths and then match them with a curriculum 

and a style of instruction that best serves their type of 

intelligence. "After the first few grades, the school would 

also seek to match individuals with the various kinds of 

life and work options that are available in their culture" 

(1993, p. 10). Thus, like other researchers, Gardner argues 

for an expanded view of ways of knowing. Unlike others, 
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however, he believes that the educational goal is to match 

learners with their particular intelligences rather than to 

design curriculum around a palette of opportunities for 

learning through multiple sign systems. 

Curricula based on multiple ways of knowing offer 

children alternatives to language for constructing and 

expressing meaning. Providing children opportunities to 

learn through music, mathematics, movement/dance, and art, 

as well as through language, encourages exploration, 

expression, and validation of new and different perspectives 

(Leland & Harste, 1994). In the next chapter, case studies 

of the four participants in this study reveal the ways in 

which they make meaning of their worlds through multiple 

sign systems. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CASE STUDIES OF THE ADOLESCENTS 

This chapter presents individual case studies of the 

four participants introduced in Chapter Two. Each 

participant case study is divided into three sections. The 

first section introduces the participant. It describes the 

participant's family, interests, and personality as well as 

issues related to personal and cultural identity. The 

information presented is drawn from the data collected 

during observations and in interviews and informal 

conversations with the participant and with the 

participant's parent(s). 

The second and third sections of each case study focus 

on the participant's literacy experiences. The second 

section explores the participant's experiences at horne and 

in the community, and it responds to the following research 

questions: 

What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy at horne and in the community? What are the 

adolescents' perceptions of their experiences? 

This section presents data from interviews and informal 

conversations with the participant, interviews with the 

participant's parent(s), observations, and, when available, 

literacy artifacts. 
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The third section centers on the participant's literacy 

experiences in different settings and contexts within 

school. It responds to the following research questions: 

What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences with 

literacy in school? What are the adolescents' 

perceptions of their experiences? 

This section is based on interviews and informal 

conversations with the participant and with the 

participant's teachers, interviews with parents, interviews 

with peers, observations, collection of literacy artifacts, 

and responses on the Burke Reading Interview (Goodman, 

Watson, & Burke, 1987; [see' Appendix F]). 

Each direct quotation by the participants and their 

parents, teachers, and peers, is cited with the specific 

interview and transcription page number. For example, 

I#3.p22 refers to the third interview (1#3) conducted with 

the individual quoted, and p22 identifies the page number of 

the interview transcription. When only one interview was 

conducted with an individual, just the page number is given 

(e.g., I.p15). 

In Chapter Two I discussed the case selection process 

and provided an overview of the participants selected. To 

review briefly, the four young Lakota and Dakota adolescents 

described in the following case studies are all students at 

the Vermillion Middle School, and they represent each of the 
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four grades: Amy, fifth grade; Brad, sixth grade; Daniel, 

seventh grade; and Zonnie, eighth grade. with the exception 

of zonnie, all are members of the Title V Literary Club. 

Throughout the process of data collection, I sought to 

develop a full understanding of the participants' literacy 

experiences both in school and out. In interviews and 

informal conversations, I listened as they described the 

significance of reading, writing, art, music, and dance in 

their lives. I was particularly interested in knowing how 

their literacy experiences informed their identities as 

Lakota and Dakota young adolescents. The participants' 

descriptions, interpretations, and reflections about the 

roles and uses of literacy in their lives are integrated 

throughout each of their case studies. In addition, I draw 

upon the comments of others--the adolescents' parents, their 

teachers, and their peers--to develop fuller understandings 

of the different contexts and significant events described 

by the young adolescents themselves. 
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CASE STUDY OF AMY 

If I could have three wishes in the world, it would be 
to dance like a swan on the floor, be a witch (you 
could put hexes on your teachers--no-o-o!), and 
probably, not to be rich, but have a rainforest. I'd 
rather have a rainforest than court buildings. 
(I#1.p14) --Amy, age 11 

Introducing Amy 

The final bell of the school day has rung and students 

are slamming locker doors, calling to one another, and 

racing outside to catch the school bus or walk home. Amy, a 

fifth grader, maneuvers her way past clusters of students, 

her small frame bent under the weight of an unwieldy 

backpack and clarinet case. She walks slowly, absorbed in 

her own thoughts. Pushing open one of the heavy front 

doors, she steps outside and pauses to take a deep breath of 

fresh air. Then she sets off for home. 

Except on Tuesdays, when Amy stays after school for the 

Title V Literary Club, she usually goes home right after 

school. She lives with her mother in a white frame house 

about eight or nine blocks from school and close to downtown 

Vermillion. Her mother, Pamela, is a student at the 

University of South Dakota majoring in education. Pamela is 

white but grew up on a reservation in western South Dakota 

where she met and married Amy's father, who is half Lakota 

and half white. They divorced when Amy was a baby, and 

neither Pamela nor Amy has had contact with him since. 
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Yet Pamela has chosen to raise Amy with the knowledge 

and experience of the Lakota culture. "[Indian culture] has 

always been a part of [my life] so it's a natural for her," 

she explains. "Being Indian is a cultural thing. It's 

learned, it's environmental." (I.p9, p13) Allowing Amy to 

assume the lead, she has supported her daughter's interest 

in and identification with Lakota culture. When Amy asked 

to learn fancy dancing, for example, her mother arranged for 

her to take lessons from an Indian woman in·the community 

and later made her a costume to wear at pow-wows. Amy says, 

Before I started [dancing], I always saw fancy dancers 
and their shawls and I asked my morn one day, "Can I 
start dancing?" And she says, "First, you'll have to 
learn." And so I did. And Irene has been teaching me 
since last summer. We've learned about three new 
steps: the Crow Hop, the regular dancing, and a new 
step. (I#2.pp24-25) . 

Dancing is an important part of Amy's life. She says, 

"If I could do anything else, I'd still be doing the 

dancing." (I#2.p24) Indeed, even as Amy talks about 

dancing, she stands up to demonstrate a step or taps out the 

beat of a dance on the edge of the table. Well before she 

started fancy dancing, however, Amy was involved in other 

kinds of dance. Pamela notes that 

she's danced since she could walk. She's taken other 
dance classes besides Native American. And my mother 
was a dancer, I mean, there's just a lot of that .... 
Amy's taken some jazz and ballet and tap. She's got a 
good sense of rhythm, and she's good at what she does. 
(I. pplO-ll) 



Amy also enjoys acting in plays "big time," and has 

been in a couple of community plays organized by the 

University Fine Arts Department. In one, even though she 

spoke only two lines, she had fun playing the part of a 

"stuck-up and selfish" girl. She also enjoyed her singing 

and dancing roles in the play. 

Amy's interests reflect her creative and artistic 

personality. She is unusually articulate for a child her 

age, and her comments often reveal a highly reflective 

nature. She is also extremely sensitive to feelings, both 

her own and others'. She is easily hurt by careless and 

unkind comments, even when she is not the object of the 

criticism. She gives examples of what makes her "mad": 

If nobody wants to be friends with me . [or says] 
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"Those clothes don't look good on you" or "What are you 
doing here'?" That really makes me mad. They 'did that 
to me just today in the bandroom ••.. [Also], if 
there's a new kid and everybody says, like, "She is not 
nice. She's not a good person," and then I find out 
they were lying, that makes me really mad. (I#3.p4) 

Sometimes Amy is silenced by the hurts she feels so 

deeply. At other times, however, she is assertive and 

speaks her mind, especially when she senses injustice. Her 

mother tells of a time when Amy's teacher asked several boys 

to move some chairs in the classroom. Several girls wanted 

to help, and the boys responded that the job was better 

suited to boys' physical abilities. Pamela says that, 
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according to the teacher, "Amy stood right up and said, 

'Well, X can move chairs!'" (I.p15) 

Amy's physical appearance does not immediately suggest 

her American Indian background though she says that, in the 

summer when she has a tan, she looks "really Indian." She 

has dark brown eyes, and her thick dark brown hair, usually 

worn in a ponytail or braid, reaches her waist. In 

describing herself to me, Amy distinguishes between her 

racial and ethnic backgrounds and her cultural identity. 

A: I'd say I'm white because the only part of me 
that's Indian is probably this much--(measuring 
from her chest to the top of her head)--because 
I'm only a quarter. But I still participate in 
all the activities that a normal, full-blooded 
Indian would •... [and] I ~ like I'm 
Indian ••.. I'm actually seven things. Let's 
see, I'm Indian, French, German, Irish, English, 
Dutch and, hm-m, there was OP8 more but I can't 
remember it. 

E: So of all of those backgrounds, which do you feel 
most represents who you are? 

A: Probably I'd have to say two. Irish and Indian. 
Because I'm half Irish and I'm a quarter Indian. 
(I#2.p26) 

Literacy at Home and in the Community 

Amy loves poetry, especially poetry that rhymes. Her 

mother says that she "has been a poet since she could talk 

. . She's very poetic. • . . I used to write things down 

for her. She would make it up and I would write it down. 

And she used to tell really good stories, too." (I.p12) 
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Amy's writing at horne these days is usually done with 

pen or pencil and paper though she has used her mother's 

computer to write a letter to a friend. She says she would 

like to use the computer more, but her mother often needs it 

for her own writing. "I prefer using the computer because 

it's easier on my hands," Amy explains. "Usually if I write 

for a long period of time I get a cramp in my wrist." 

(I#2.p7) 

Sometimes Amy writes notes to Pamela, for example, "if 

I'm going to go ride my bike down to the park or somewhere." 

(I#2.p7) In addition, Amy uses writing as a tool to help 

her learn her lines in plays. She writes down the lines one 

by one, memorizing each as she writes it. 

It is important to Pamela to provide a horne environment 

for Amy in which there is time for writing and other forms 

of expression. Referring to her own busy schedule as a 

university student, she remarks, 

You know how you get so busy in school, if you get the 
schoolwork done, that's about it. And I haven't had 
time to do art or sit down and just enjoy writing. And 
I really need to create an atmosphere for her so that 
she's doing the same thing. (I.p13) 

In their horne, Pamela has a studio where she makes 

jewelry and dream catchers. Amy explains, dream catchers 

"keep the bad dreams away. If you look closely, . it 

looks like a spider. It catches your bad dreams and lets 

your good dreams go through so you have those, but you don't 
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have bad dreams. And it works!" (I#4.p3) There is a dream 

catcher in every room in their house, she adds. 

According to Amy, when she was younger, being read to 

by Pamela and later, reading aloud to her mother, was a 

special nightly ritual: 

Like, for bed, she'd always corne into my room and say, 
"Are you ready for your story?" And I'd say, "Yeah." 
Like, one night, she would read me Peter Pan ... One 
time she read me Little Boy Blue. Another time she 
read me Little Red Riding Hood. And that continued 
about 'til second grade. Then I started reading by 
myself to her .•.. "Little Miss Muffet," "Jack Be 
Nimble, Jack Be Quick," and My Little Pony. (I#1.ppl-2) 

Amy also has fond memories of experiences with books 

when she attended a daycare center as a pre-schooler and 

later. She recalls: 

There was this one book that I always loved. It was 
about a witch. And I'm not sure what it was called, 
but it was really coo--we1l, not really cool, but, you 
know, kind of fantasy-like. And I always used to have 
[the helper] read it to me. And then when I learned to 
read I used to go back to daycare and I just would sit 
in their little bathtub they have. They have a bathtub 
filled with pillows. And I used to sit back there and 
read that book like hundreds of times a day. (I#1.p2) 

Amy continues to enjoy books about witches. She is in 

the middle of a book called The Spell which she chose 

because, she says, "I love horror and fantasy ..•. I've 

liked it for a long time. Even in Kindergarten I loved it, 

especially [the video] Beetlejuice. That's my favorite." 

(I#1.p4) She also likes to read fairy tales with princesses 

and dragons, books of riddles, poetry, and stories about 

American Indians. currently, she is reading a book of 
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Lakota legends, and she also likes books by Paul Goble whom 

she points out "is not Native American .... I've read Her 

Seven Brothers, [The Girl Who Loved] wild Horses, •.. and 

I've seen [on video] Arrow to the Sun [by Gerald McDermott]. 

I've read it [too]." (I#2.p27) 

Amy reads widely and chooses a wide variety of genres. 

In her bedroom, she has a small bookcase of books. Several 

of the books are about caring for animals which she got, she 

says, "because I had gerbils [and] now I have birds." 

(I#4.p4). She also has a number of books from The Boxcar 

Children series, all of which she has read, as well as other 

books she has begun reading or plans to read, including 

Barbie Safari--"That's a really goofy book!" (I#4.p4)--and 

On the Banks of Plum Creek. In addition to her books, Amy 

has a gift subscription to the magazine, Highlights for 

Children, which she looks forward to reading each month when 

it arrives. 

One of Amy's sources for reading material is the public 

library, located near her home. She describes a book of 

poetry that she especially enjoyed: "Last year I checked 

out this one book. It had a bunch of poetry and • . . 

riddles in it .... It had Mother's Day poems, Father's Day 

poems, [and poems] about teddy bears. It was a really good 

book!" (I#l.pll) 



Besides reading poetry, Amy writes her own poems to 

express feelings and to create images. She explains that 

her ideas for poems, as well as for stories and even 
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inventions, come from a variety of sources. "It just seems 

that if I look at something, something just pops into my 

mind •.•. Like [looking at] a commercial, [or] maybe a 

movie or a drawing. Trees. Anything!" (I#2.p4) For 

example, from watching a television cOlnmercial about a 

shampoo cap for toddlers she got ideas for a similar 

"invention" of her own. 

Amy also describes how she recently combined ideas from 

two entirely different sources to create a poem. Looking 

out her bedroom window, she says she observed the scene 

below: "the garden in our backyard, a bees' nest, I'm sorry 

to say, [and] birds." (I#2.p2) As she observed the scene, 

she wrote this poem: 

Figure 4.1. "Out My Window" by Amy 
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Amy explains that both the decision to write a poem and 

the idea for this particular poem came, not only from her 

observation of the view from her bedroom window, but from 

watching a movie on cable television. 

My inspiration was actually a show on Nickelodeon. It 
was [the movie] Clarissa Explains It All. [Clarissa] 
needed to write a poem--but I did not copy this off, 
because she had a really different perspective--and she 
was also looking out her window. . . . That's how I 
just got inspirated. (I#2.p2) 

As Amy talks, it becomes clear,that getting 

"inspirated" often involves more than "something just 

popping into [her] mind~" (I#2.p4) She consciously stores 

ideas, words, and images for future use, knowing that 

someday they will be useful for inspiring new images and 

ideas. Sometimes, she says, when she is looking for 

inspiration, "If I can't think of anything else, like 

getting inspired by a t.v. show or something, I'll look back 

in my memory and try to find that word that I memorized. 

And then I'll remember what I put down for that that I 

memorized and then I'll kind of like do another idea on 

that, but a different one." (I#2.p3) 

As Amy reflects on how she stores an idea, she explains 

that whether she does so by memorizing it or writing it down 

may be dependent on no more than "whether I have a paper and 

a pencil handy, near me. If I don't [have a paper and a 

pencil], I'll just memorize it." (I#2.p2) Either way, she 

has discovered that saving large or complex ideas and images 
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usually requires additional thought and organization, as the 

following conversation between Amy and me reveals. 

A: Most of the time I just write [my idea] or 
memorize it, but sometimes I have to think before 
I write it or memorize it because if it's a really 
long idea, then I have to think [about it]. 
Like if it has a bunch of small details. 

E: So, if it has a lot of details, you say you have 
to think about it. What is it that you're doing 
when you think about it? 

A: Well, I'm thinking whether I should list all of 
the details or just a few of them. And, like 
maybe the colors, should I use the colors that 
appeared in my mind or should I pick different 
ones? And should I use this idea or not? 
(I#2.pp4-5) 

Throughout Amy's descriptions of the way in which she 

organizes and stores ideas there is evidence that it is a 

highly visual process. She says things such as, "I'll .J.QQ.k. 

~ in my memory" and "[I'll] see one of my other ideas" 

(I#2.p3), and she asks herself questions such as, "Should I 

use colors that aRReare...d in my mind?" (1#2. p5) 

That Amy perceives the world visually is revealed even 

more clearly in her interest in art. She reports, "My morn's 

an artist, so I guess I just inherited that." (I#3.p3) The 

two of them sometimes visit the art gallery located in the 

Department of Fine Arts at the University. Amy says, 

I usually go with my mother and I usually get to see 
the artwork. They have statues and they have really 
fun pictures--except for the naked men or women. Yuck. 
Not exactly my type. I rather like the animals that 
[Oscar Howe] draws. And [his] eagles I really like 
because they're like 3-D and they're really like square 



animals. They've got square figures and round beaks 
and they're really beautiful. (I#2.p28) 
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In Pamela and Amy's house are two prints by Oscar Howe, 

a well-known Yanktonai (Sioux) artist, whom Pamela had known 

before his death. One of these prints hangs in Amy's 

bedroom. She also has a large postcard of an Oscar Howe 

painting which she describes: "It is a picture of goats. 

And it's like a mountain, but not really a mountain, just 

spaces like a mountain and the goats are jumping off. And 

it's really pretty." (I#2.p28) 

Amy's conception of art is broader than just that which 

is painted on canvas. She describes the artwork on her 

fancy dancing costume: 

The artwork in the clothes, like the beading--I have a 
[beaded] necklace that is a sun, a white and gre"en sun. 
It's like a cream-colored green, greenish, milky-ish 
like you were describing in that book [read aloud in 
the Title V Literary Club]. It's lighter than like a 
mint green. It's beaded all the way down. It's made 
of leather. And I have another necklace made of beads, 
too. And it has three eagles, two small eagles right 
here (pointing to her chest)--they're like circles 

• And then it has eagles. (I#2.p29) 

Amy also wears a medicine wheel hair ornament when she 

dances, and later she explains the significance of the 

medicine wheel and its four colors: "It's supposed to 

represent four races of people: red, which would be for 

Indians; black, which would be for Black people; yellow, for 

Chinese and Japanese; and white, for White people ..•• And 
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it means that we're all equal and that we should not fight ... 

(I#4.pl) 

Besides appreciating art created by others, Amy likes 

to draw. Her favorite media are markers and colored 

pencils, and she likes drawing "skulls of cows like they do 

in many .•• Indian books." (I#2.p29) She also explains 

that drawing serves an important function for her, namely 

helping her to express her feelings: 

E: When you think about expressing yourself [or] 
sharing an idea that you have, what are some ways 
that you express that idea? 

A: By drawing how I feel. Like, if I feel happy, I 
draw a sunset or something that has to do with the 
earth. If I feel sad, sometimes I probably draw a 
lake. And usually when I'm angry, I usually just 
draw horror, wolves, witches. 

E: So that's a way of expressing anger? Drawing 
stuff? 

A: (Nods.) Mm-hm. 'Cause usually when you think of 
witches, you think of evil witches [like in] The 
Wizard of Oz (I#l.pll) 

Amy's classmates, Alicia and Mara, are well aware of 

Amy's interest in drawing. Mara says, "Amy likes to draw. 

She always draws faces," and Alicia adds, "She does it 

during class, too, like in social studies. She draws how 

she's feeling and sometimes she draws other people's faces." 

(I. p2) 

In a later conversation, Amy returns to the importance 

of drawing as a means of expressing herself: 
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If I'm angry, maybe I'll draw a swirl of colors, show 
what's happening. And usually I just draw a face, 
depends on what my expression is. So if I'm angry I'll 
have it really mad-looking, like the eyebrows pointing 
up, the ears pointing up. And [when] I'm happy, I'll 
just draw a face that curves up but not all the way. 
Depends on what I'm feeling. (I#3.p2) 

One day at a meeting of the Title V Literary Club, Amy 

used drawing as a way of helping her work through hu;rt 

feelings. She had been accidently knocked down in the hall 

by an older student on her way to the meeting and, even 

though she was physically unhurt, her feelings had been 

bruised. Unable to put the incident behind her, she asked 

to spend time alone to draw. As I drove her home after the 

meeting, she showed me one of her pictures and commented, "I 

feel better when I can draw my feelings." 

Just as Amy draws to express her feelings in a visual 

form, she also dances to express her feelings through 

movement and gesture. "[Dancing]," she says, "is a way of 

showing your feelings at pow-wows. Like if you're happy, 

you'll dance really fast and gracefully. But if you're sad, 

you'll just kind of [be] weakened with the steps and weak 

within your shawl." (I#2.p25) As Amy speaks, she 

demonstrates with bent knees and shoulders, creating an 

image of frail person. 

But Amy's expression through dance is not simply a 

reflection of her personal feelings. Like reading a printed 

text, meaning in dancing is constructed by Amy from an 



integration of different sources. It is an experience 

created from the interplay, or transaction, of what she 

brings to the event, her reflection of the music and drum 

102 

beat of the accompanying drum group, and her understanding 

of the existing cultural meaning of the story behind the 

dance and music. She says: 

In the Crow Hop, it's--it goes bum, bum, bum-burn-bum, 
bum-bum, bum-bum (tapping out the rhythm with her 
hand). Kind of like that but it's on the drum and they 
sing a crow sort of song. And it's actually imitated 
after a crow. And you hold your hands like a wing and 
then you go--you bend like that and you bend like that 
(demonstrating the step of the Crow Hop) like you're 
going to pick up a seed like a crow. And it's really 
pretty. It's a really pretty dance. (I#2.p25) 

Besides fancy dancing, which is usually lively, Amy 

sometimes performs more traditional dances to acknowledge a 

time of sadness. 

In sad times, like when someone dies, usually we'll 
hold a sad dance where instead of fancy dancing, we'll 
just dance very slow. We'll just walk maybe, kind of 
like, go traditional and bend our knees. And usually 
we'll kind of say a prayer while we're dancing. 
(I#1.p12) 

Amy's description is supported by poet and writer simon 

ortiz (1977) who observes, "You value the meaning of the 

song for its motion in the dance and the expression and 

perception it allows you. You realize its inherent quality 

by the feeling that a song gives you" (p. 6). 

Amy's description of herself dancing suggests that she 

is a "fluent" dancer. She no longer has to consciously 

thinlc about what she is doing or to concentrate on how she 
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is moving her feet. "I don't even have to look down. When 

I used to dance in the Native American Center for our 

practice, I always used to look at the ceiling so I wouldn't 

be looking at my feet." (I#3.p11) NOW, however, when she 

performs at pow-wows, "it just comes back to my mind. I can 

look around. I can actually breathe. • . . But sometimes I 

just gotta' stop and feel for a minute if the floor is still 

there." (I#3.pp10-11) 

Dancing is one important way in which Amy experiences 

the traditions of the Lakota culture. In addition, it 

serves to reinforce her present-day identity as a member of 

the Indian community. "It's an honor to have the elders 

tell you that you're very good," she says. "One of the 

elders even offered to take me to pow-wows if my mom 

couldn't drive that far . . . Dancing is real fun. Even 

though it's work, it doesn't seem like work. It just seems 

like dancing •... and it's beautiful." (I#2.p24) 

Literacy in School 

Amy's first memories of reading in school were reciting 

the alphabet and singing alphabet songs. Next, she recalls 

learning to read 

little folktales, like maybe Jack and the Beanstalk •• 
. • It was really fun because usually we got to spend 
about 30 minutes on it . . . Usually we could team up 
and practice reading to each other. In fourth grade I 
really liked it because then we could go in the hallway 
or something and just take turns reading. (I#1.p3) 
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She also enjoyed the rhymes and riddles she remembers 

her teachers reading aloud in the primary grades. Amy 

describes herself as a good reader because, she notes, "I 

have good expression" (response on Burke Reading Interview). 

Amy's first memories about learning to write center on 

negative experiences of trying to form the letters of the 

alphabet correctly. "I remember I could never, ever write 

an "a" like the teacher would. . . . I could never figure 

out how to do that •••. It's kind of because of the "d," 

you know .•. I'd get confused" (I#l.p5) between the "a" 

and the "d." 

She recalls that she used to write notes to take horne 

to her mother, "like maybe I'd go, 'Hi, Morn!' on a piece of 

paper. But I'd usually get it confused. Like put "i-h" 

instead of "h-i." (I#1.p7) Next in school, she says, the 

teacher "would have us write cat, dog, bat, boy, girl, child 

. . . just to exercise the letters that we do and get us 

into the habit of writing, which I'm still not in the habit 

[of doing]." (I#1.p7) 

In second grade, Amy began receiving Chapter I 

assistance. This federally funded program targets students 

of lower income families who are struggling academically but 

whose needs do not qualify them for placement in the special 

education program. Students used to be pulled out of the 

regular classroom several days a week for short, 



supplementary lessons in their areas of difficulty. More 

recently, the Chapter I teachers have be gUll working with 

students in the regular classroom. Amy says she received 

Chapter I help in reading and writing from second grade 

until fourth grade. 
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Now in fifth grade, forming some letters continues to 

be difficult for Amy which she attributes to being left

handed. She is trying to teach herself to write with her 

right hand "so I can learn to write faster then I'm writing. 

I write really slow. [Also], if I'm writing in marker 

or something, my arm will drag across or smear it and then 

it makes [the letters] all goofy-looking." (I#1.p5) Being a 

slow writer bothers Amy. She feels that it causes her to 

fall behind on assignments and on orally administered tests. 

Amy's friend, Alicia, also observes that "Amy's a slow 

writer" and believes that it is because "she has her mind on 

other things [so] it's hard to concentrate." (I.p1) She 

adds that, even though sometimes Amy forgets to do her work, 

she "writes good stories" (I.p1), and she cites one called 

"Brother Bald Eagle" that Amy is currently writing. 

The school district adopted 'a new integrated reading 

and language arts program when Amy was in third or fourth 

grade, and she says she has always disliked the tests in 

this program. "[There is] more writing involved with it and 

it has less • • . matching and stuff like that, that I 
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like," she explains. "And it has .•. more ••. writing 

stories, longer [writing] which takes up more test time. 

So, then you can't go back and fill in the answers that you 

missed because they're going too fast." (I#l.pB) 

Amy distinguishes between writing stories for tests and 

assignments and writing them "for fun." The difference 

seems to depend less on the setting than it does on the 

issue of time. When Amy feels rushed, any enjoyment in the 

writing experience is greatly diminished. She is animated 

as she begins telling about a story she wrote last year, but 

her voice drops off at the end. 

We could pick our own topic. . • . I did a different 
one that was called "The Three Little pigs and the Fox: 
A Different Version." And we got to write about it. 
We got to write our own story. And it was really fun 
except--it was an assignment, so, we had a limit~d time 
on it. (I#1.p9) 

Quoting her teacher, she adds, "'It has to be done by today, 

because we're going to read them, so you have to have it 

done by then.'" (I#1.p9) 

Amy comments that "English seems to be getting harder" 

(I#1.p9) and, in fact, her grades in the subject this year 

have been barely passing. According to her reading/language 

arts teacher, the new program "is quite whole language--

about as much as we would go with." (I.p2) Her description 

of it reveals the kinds of daily activities that Amy 

experiences: Each week a new grammar or mechanics skill and 

a spelling list are introduced. On Monday, Tuesday, and 
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Thursday the students correct sentences containing errors in 

usage of the skill, and they also study the spelling words. 

Wednesday is a writing day, but Amy's teacher admits that 

she rarely has her students write. She feels pressed to the 

limit with the expectations of the program as it is. Each 

Friday, the students are evaluated on their ability to 

correctly spell the words and use the grammar skill. The 

teacher' explains, 

Every Friday we do a paragraph. We edit the paragraph 
then for the same things--the same grammar rules and 
the five spelling words. So the grammar and the 
English and the reading and the spelling, it all goes 
together. We use all that from one book. (I.ppl-2) 

Below is a sample of Amy's work, showing the kinds of 

sentences she copies and corrects on Mondays, Tuesdays, and 

Thursdays. In this case, she was to demonstrate her 

understanding of punctuation in declarative and exclamatory 

sentences. 
. ... _. _._ ..... _. , ... --_. -
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Figure 4.~. Amy's language arts classwork 



At the end of each of the six units in the program, 

there is an assigned writing activity preceded by a mini-
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lesson. The second of these assignments is to write a "how-

to" paragraph. within the guidelines established in the 

lesson, the students are free to write on topics of their 

choice. Amy chose to write about how to get dressed for a 

pow-wow. 

Figure 4.3. Amy's "how-to" paragraph 
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Every Thursday Amy's reading/language arts teacher 

takes her class to the library for twenty minutes. An 

additional twenty minutes is set aside for silent reading. 

The teacher keeps track of the books each of her students 

reads and reports on. According to her records, during the 

first nine-week grading period, Amy read How I Survived my 

Summer Vacation, Jeremy Thatcher. Dragon Hatcher,and The 

Spell. During the second nine weeks she began reading witch 

Week, and in her desk is a book of Indian legends. 

Amy's teacher explains that "the reading grade is 

determined in three parts. One-third is [reading] three 

library books and [writing] one book report. . • • Then the 

reading program has a standardized test and I count that a 

third of the grade." (I.p7,p9) For the final third of their 

grade, the teacher evaluates the students' reading journals 

in which they are to record vocabulary words and complete 

vocabulary activities. The words come from the literature 

anthology which has many multicultural selections, including 

two on American Indian cultures. In addition to these 

activities, Amy's teacher reads aloud to her students on a 

fairly regular basis, and the class reads aloud novels. 

They are currently reading The Haymeadow by Gary Paulsen. 

According to the reading/language arts teacher, Amy is 

not an avid reader though she did meet the requirement for 

reading three books for the first grading period. She says, 
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"When [Amy] completes her work, I think she's really a 

pretty capable student . . . I had her sitting right beside 

me for quite awhile so that I could remind her to get her 

work out ... (I.pp10-11) She believes that Amy is often 

unhappy in her relationships with other students, and she 

wonders about the effect of this on her ability to focus on 

and complete her schoolwork. As a result, she plans to 

investigate how many of her students are uncomfortable with 

the classroom climate. 

Despite her difficulties with some of her peers, which 

she acknowledges, Amy generally seems positive when she 

refers to this class. She says she likes her teacher and 

enjoys being in the class, a reading/language arts block 

that meets every morning. Her favorite time of the school 

day is Home Base, a flexible twenty-minute period in the 

morning (also with her reading/language arts teacher) which, 

she says, gives her time to complete unfinished homework, 

read, and draw. "It's basically really fun," she says. 

(I#3.p19) 

Becoming better organized is one of the challenges Amy 

faces and, like many other fifth graders, she is still 

adjusting to class schedules, band lessons, and increased 

homework at the Middle School. One of her encore, or 

exploratory, classes is called Study Skills which meets 

daily for nine weeks. Amy explains, "[The teacher] shows us 
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how to use our folders, how to organize ourselves in a 

school year, and she's really a nice teacher ...• We do 

garnes, make maps of the school, [and do] little worksheets." 

(I#2.pp9-10) 

This course coincides with Pamela's desire for her 

daughter to develop both study skills and writing skills 

which she considers to be essential for future success: 

[Amy] needs to build more skills. I have relatives who 
are in medicine, and I'd like to see her do that. 
She's really good at [science] but she 'needs to develop 
those other skills as well. You know, to be a good 
writer is something you can always do. And her problem 
is, she has the creative skills, but you need to 
develop the technical skills to back those up . . . And 
that's where she's having problems. (I.p14) 

The class in which Amy feels she is having the most 

difficulty is social studies. Although she expresses 

enthusiasm about some of the "special projects" she has 

done, she finds it difficult to complete the assignments on 

time and worries about the teacher being upset with her for 

late work. If she were the teacher, she says, she would 

allow students extra time to complete late assignments. She 

would also have "more arts and crafts. Like more building 

ships, more special projects." (I#3.p18) 

Amy thinks the social studies book is far too thick and 

heavy. She doesn't find the reading especially difficult 

but is bothered by some of the pictures in the book, which 

she thinks look "fake" because of their lack of clarity and 

their depiction of humans as "little cartoon characters." 
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(I#3.p16) She likes the photographs and the illustrations 

that seem real and show people in action. Pointing to a 

picture of Indian artifacts, she comments, "This one I like • 

. . • We have some of those [Kachina dolls] in the Indian 

center, • but they're different. (I#3.p15) 

In the following conversation, Amy describes several of 

the activities she does in social studies: 

E: Tell me about the kinds of writing you do in 
social studies. 

A: "On This Day in History." We have to have little 
index cards. We have to write down the date, our 
name first and last, and what event is happening 
on this day but years ago. Like, maybe John 
Adams, twenty-first President. We'll abbreviate 
and we'll put where he was born and how he died. 

E: Where do you get that information from? 

A: We have a little calendar. 
calendar at the end of each 
month. And then we copy it 
Then we hand them in. 

She gives us a little 
month for the next 
off the calendar. 

E: And why is it that you do that? 

A: Because it's kind of like a project--we do it each 
day. And today we got free time because we got 
ten stars for being quiet ... I drew, other kids 
played garnes, and others played maps, like the 
games about maps. And some of them [chose] 
reading •... [Normally], we'll read out of our 
textbook. And we'll do quizzes which is usually 
two pages long. And once in awhile she'll let us 
pair up and do something like special projects. 
For special projects I made a Viking ship and a 
crossword puzzle. And, let's see, oh yes--like a 
diary part of a page • . . about John Cabot. 
(I#2.p13) 

Amy recites a poem that her teacher gave the class to 

memorize as part of their unit on the New World explorers: 



I love to play, 
That's why I'll keep Columbus Day. 
I'm glad you knew the world was round, 
I'm glad the good queen trusted you. 
I'm glad you were so wise, kind, and true. 
Columbus. 
Christopher Columbus. (I#2.p14) 
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Amy goes on to tell about Christopher Columbus' voyages 

in great detail, almost as though she is reciting from her 

texthook. I ask her whether the notion of Columbus 

discovering America seems at all strange to her, given that 

some of her ancestors were already living here. She 

replies: 

Yeah, it does kind of feel strange since Indians were 
already in America. So why don't they get credit for 
it, since they already knew about the New World? And, 
many explorers found it, but none of them accepted 
credit except Columbus and Magellan and Amerigo 
Vespucci. But why didn't the Indians get credit? 
(I#2.p16) 

Amy has no answers for her question. She remembers 

that the issue was discussed in class, "but not for very 

long. We just studied the explorers, we really didn't talk 

about the Indians." (I#2.p16) Distinct in her memory, 

however, are a section and a picture in her social studies 

textbook that describe the white settlement on Roanoke 

Island and the subsequent disappearance of the settlers. 

Amy is clearly bothered by the suggestion in her textbook 

that Indians might have killed the settlers when there is no 

evidence. "If they were killed by the Indians, wouldn't the 
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bodies be there? • [It] kind of makes me mad because it 

doesn't mean that all Indians are bad." (I#2.p17) 

In the next breath, Amy begins talking about the 

destruction of a sweat lodge in Vermillion the year before. 

On Halloween night three local high school boys, all white, 

repeatedly rammed a car into the sweat lodge, destroying it. 

"They thought [the sweat lodge] was for the devil. They 

thought it was bad," says Amy. "They didn't know. They 

should have found out what it was for instead of smashing 

it." (1#2.18) Amy talks on and on, sadly recalling the 

incident and the strong impact it had on her personally and 

on the Indian community. 

[When] they told me that someone had smashed one of the 
sweat lodges, ..• it really made me angry. Made me 
hurt. I heard it from one of the elders and my morn 
• • . Everyone was just crying because that happened 
• . . [The high school students] had no right to smash 
it, and they should have corne and seen the person who 
lived there [on the property] and asked them what it 
was all about or seen one of the members or the elders. 
(I#2.p22) 

Amy seems to be making a connection between this event 

and the textbook retelling of the incident at Roanoke Island 

many years ago. In both cases, assumptions were made based 

on insufficient information. Amy is firm in her conviction 

that, had the teen-aged boys known the building was a sacred 

Indian place of worship, they would not have destroyed it. 

The importance of this incident in Amy's life is 

reflected in the way she describes it. She seems to relive 
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the events following the discovery of the crime, and her 

voice and face express genuine sadness and hurt. She also 

brings it up again later in a somewhat different context 

during our third interview. 

E: Think for a moment about whether there are other 
ways in your life or other things that you do 
besides things that involve print--like re~ding 
and writing--where you're making some meaning. 

A: Like that march that we had at--for the smashed 
sweatlodge. 

E: Talk to me a little bit about that . . . What was 
it about that that helped you to create meaning or 
meant that you were making meaning in some way? 

A: Well, we were protesting, like about having 
something ceremonial destroyed. And we had signs, 
painted signs and'we marched across town with a 
lot of friends and family. 

E: What did some of the signs say? 

A: .... That it was wrong. 
you make false accusations. 
(I#3.ppl-2) 

And to find out before 
Stuff like that. 

Both this incident and Amy's participation in the 

protest march that followed informed and reinforced her 

sense of identity as an American Indian. Though many white 

people participated in the march to express both their 

support for the Indian community and outrage over the crime 

committed, Amy's role was clearly as a member of the Indian 

community. 

In school Amy does not hesitate to identify herself as 

being Indian. Her reading teacher notes that 
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she wants [other students] to know that [she is 
Indian]. She is very proud of what she does.. She 
dressed up in one of her pow-wow dresses to go over to 
Jolley [Elementary School] when they had a Native 
American Appreciation Day • and wore it to school 
and shared it with us • . • A lot of the children came 
up and asked her about it and she was just overcome 
with, "Oh, I just get nervous when everyone wants to 
know everything." But then [she] would tell where all 
the pieces came from and [was] very proud of it. And 
when they dressed up for Thanksgiving Day, she wore 
something that would let everyone know that she was 
Native American. [She] has told people about this 
[Title V Literary] Club that she belongs to. (I.p18) 

For the past few years the fourth grade teachers at 

Jolley Elementary School have planned a day of activities, 

speakers, and performances to celebrate Native American 

culture. A young people's drum group and middle-school-aged 

dancers as well as members of the Indian community have 

participated each year. The day is scheduled during the 

week in which Native American Day (formerly Columbus Day) 

falls. Amy remembers last year when, as a fourth grader, 

Daniel, [one of the drum group members], came to 
[Jolley School] and sang ..• in Dakota or Lakota 
. • . We just went like that (opening her mouth and 
eyes wide in amazement). And everybody was just like, 
"Oh, those drums hurt my ears," and I was just standing 
there straight. They didn't hurt mY ears, because even 
where there's no music, I can still hear it without 
having the drums going. 'Cause you just develop a 
rhythm that you can actually hear when they're not 
going. (1#1. p13) 

This year, as a middle school student, Amy will be one 

of the dancers going to her former school to perform. She 

is looking forward to the day with great enthusiasm, and her 

eyes shine as she describes the green shawl and tall 
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moccasins with Canadian beading of "beautiful blue and pink 

flowers" she will wear. (II1.p13) 

Amy expects both dancing and art to continue to be an 

important part of her life as she grows up. She plans on 

going to college "to learn more about art and Indian 

dancing.. [and] to take Lakota classes and Dakota 

classes." Amy says, "I want to keep dancing and doing my 

artwork .•• I'm a Taurus, which means that I have a bull

like determination, which means I'm not giving up. And that 

is true. I'm not." (II3.p12) 



118 

CASE STUDY OF BRAD 

Introducing Brad 

Brad stands behind a small table covered with brightly 

colored beads and pieces of wire, facing his classmates. On 

the students' desks are paper cups full of beads, and there 

is an excited hum in the room as they work in pairs, making 

Indian bonnets. Brad, a fellow sixth grader, is their 

teacher this period, and he calmly instructs the class in 

the art of beadwork. His manner is confident and he speaks 

calmly. 

"Okay, are you guys with me so far?" Brad asks at one 

point. A pause, then, "Is anyone listening?" He seems 

unconcerned when there is no response and, continuing to 

give directions, he moves out into the classroom to answer 

individual questions. A boy yelps when all of his beads 

slide off the wire and onto the floor, but Brad is 

unruffled. "That's one thing you need to be careful of," he 

observes as he bends down to help retrieve the scattered 

beads. Two pairs of students approach him with their nearly 

completed bonnets and ask what to do about the wire hanging 

off the ends. Brad pulls out a pair of wire clippers and, 

handing them to his teacher, asks her to cut the extra 

lengths of wire so he can attend to other questions. 

A few minutes before the period is to end, when the 
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materials are nearly put away, Brad's teacher suggests that 

he take questions from the class. "Where did you learn how 

to do this?" asks one classmate. 

"Oh, my mom and my cousins taught me," replies Brad 

easily. 

"What is the significance of Indian bonnets in your 

culture?" is the next question, and suddenly Brad becomes 

uncertain. 

"Well, I knew but I keep forgetting. It's sort of hard 

to remember." He adds, however, that they are usually hung 

on the rearview mirrors of cars or on a wall in one's home. 

The bell rings just then, and Brad thanks the class for 

their attention. He smiles appreciatively at the applause 

and, glancing at his teacher, he gives a huge sigh of 

relief. 

Brad's decision to teach his classmates how to make 

Indian bonnets for his English class demonstration speech 

reflects a recent change in his willingness to affirm his 

Indian identity in school. Earlier in the year, he was 

adamant that he did not want to draw attention to himself as 

an Indian. For example, he expla'ined why he would not 

consider writing in school about his participation at 

powwows: "Sometimes I'm embarrassed about that, like, some 

white people, they're prejudiced so I don't even want to-

Sometimes I would have to read it out loud, so I wouldn't 
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even want to write about that." (I#2.p5) Not long after, 

his reading teacher commented, "I can't imagine [Brad] 

volunteering a lot of information freely because he might be 

afraid of how other kids would react and worried that he 

might lose favor with other kids." (I.p7) 

Brad has discussed with his mother his concern about 

being singled out. She says, "He mentions every time--I 

forget which class--every time something about Indians [is 

said], everybody turns around and looks at [him]. He says, 

'Like I'm really supposed to get up and say something or do 

something.'" (I.pp7-B) Brad's mother, who also attended 

white schools as a child, understands. She views the world 

within school and the world outside of school as being "two 

separate things": 

To bring [Indian] culture into a school, I think people 
would make fun of it ••.. I'm speaking from my 
experience where I tried to fit in into a white school 
system and it was really hard. I couldn't, and it was 
just hard. Not only that--people would look at you 
differently and treat you differently and tell you they 
weren't prejudiced, but yet they were. Actions speak 
louder than words. I caught on to that. (I.p7) 

Brad's life outside of school is at horne with his 

mother, Mary, and his six-year-old sister, Chelsea. Healso 

has an eighteen-year-01d sister who lives in another state. 

Brad and his family moved to Vermillion a year and a half 

ago when his mother entered the nursing program at the 

university. Prior to that he has lived in different parts 

of South Dakota and in the state of Washington. On some 
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week-ends and holidays, he and his mother and Chelsea travel 

to Nebraska to visit relatives or to other places to attend 

powwows. Mary is enrolled with the Ponca tribe but, she 

says, "Actually ,we're more Yankton [Dakota] sioux than 

anything .•. My grandparents on both sides, my mother's 

side and my dad's side, is all Yankton sioux." (I.p5) 

Brad's parents are divorced, and his father is 

remarried and living in Western South Dakota, where he works 

at an Indian college. He is Lakota and, Brad believes, "one 

of the richest people in the state of South Dakota" 

(I#1.p5). Mary verifies that "he has money," adding, "I 

think that's where [Brad] gets his big ideas" (I.p4) to 

remodel his bedroom and buy expensive items. "And I [tell 

him], 'Okay, come down to Earth now. You're living with me 

now." (I.p4) Brad rarely sees or speaks with his father, 

but occasionally receives money from him. His last visit 

with his father, which was four years ago, ended early due 

to tension between Brad and his step-mother. 

At home in Vermillion, Brad has his own bedroom and, he 

adds with enthusiasm, his own stereo with large speakers. 

He says, "I listen to music whenever I go to bed. It helps 

me go to sleep better. I like rap [and] soul." (I#2.p7) 

Brad also likes country and rock and roll and the singers 

Bryan Adams, Tina Turner, and Janet Jackson. Sometimes he 

makes up his own lyrics to their music and sings it to 
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himself. "I like music that has feeling to it," he says. 

Brad also enjoys singing in chorus at school and, though he 

does not play a musical instrument, he would like to learn 

the trombone or the drums. 

Brad's identification with his Indian culture and his 

participation in Indian cultural events, particularly grass 

dancing at powwows, is an important part of his life. This 

has not always been the case, however. His mother explains 

that, up until four years ago, 

I was not into my culture. I didn't go to powwows. I 
didn't do anything Indian at all, you know. I didn't 
even speak it. . . . [Brad] did that all on his own. 
He asked his aunt to have a costume made for him and-
you know, I didn't eveh take it into consideration--he 
got a costume, and so I got him moccasins. It's so 
expensive to put the costume together, so I did the 
best I could. It's very important to him. He wants to 
get out there and dance or try to dance. And he did 
that all on his own. I did not influence him. 
Now it's like I'm hooked! I can't stop [going to 
powwows]. (I.pp5-6) 

Literacy at Home and in the Community 

Brad remembers Sesame Street being a part of his first 

literacy experiences. He says, "When I was somewhere around 

two, I would watch Sesame Street and sing along." (#1.p4) 

He also remembers having "Dr. Seuss [books]. I had a whole 

set of those. But once we moved to Washington, my mom put 

everything into storage [and] all our stuff got stolen. . . 

Who'd want my Dr. Seuss?!" (I#l.p4) 

When he was about five years old, Brad recalls, he 
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studied cartoons, such as Odie and Garfield, in the 

newspaper. "I learned how to write . . . [while] I learned 

how to read those. I learned how to read all the easy words 

[and] how to spell them." (I#1.p4) Brad also remembers 

learning to read "by the schools and by my morn and big 

sister" (response on the Burke Reading Interview). 

In my interview with Brad's mother, she focused 

initially on the problems Brad had had when he first learned 

to read. She seemed to blame herself for his problems, 

referring to her impatience with Brad. For example, she 

commented: 

He was· having a lot of problems learning to read and I 
really didn't have the patience to [read with him]. 
. . . The kids that read . . . it's because their 
parents teach them at a very early age, at birth. 
That's what I had read somewhere. If they're growing 
up in a literate environment, then they're more likely 
to do that, to read. (I.ppl-2) 

Mary believes the environment she created for Brad was 

not literate: "No, I don't think [it was]. I didn't read 

that much. If I did, it was magazines. And ... either 

movies or [videos]." (I.p2) She adds that Brad lived in an 

alcoholic environment when he was younger and she wonders if 

that also contributed to his beginning reading difficulties. 

But, as Mary describes her daughter Chelsea's beginning 

reading, she suddenly has other memories of Brad's early 

literacy experiences and her active role in those 

experiences: 



124 

with [Chelsea] I did a little different. I read a lot. 
(Pause.) Well, you know, I guess that's not true with 
Brad [that I didn't read] because I had the Dr. Seuss 
books and the book club. I had tons of books for him. 
I guess I would read them to him before he was in 
[kindergarten], because he had pre-school and Head 
start. So I guess I didn't take that into 
consideration. I did read to him when he was younger a 
lot 'cause he had a lot of books. All the Dr. Seuss 
books and then on to the next collection--what was it?
-I think Mickey Mouse or Sesame Street. (I.p3) 

Brad recalls reading The Mouse and the Motorcycle and 

The Boxcar Children when he was a few years older, and his 

reading choices now are mystery and adventure. But, by both 

his own and Mary's accounts, he has not become an 

enthusiastic reader. still, Brad notes, "My mom. 

encourages me to read more books." (I#1.p9) 

Writing is also not something Brad generally does 

outside of school though there have been exceptions. His 

mother describes Brad's writing as a "struggle," and recalls 

that, especially in years past, "when he did write, I 

couldn't understand it. . . . The words weren't spelled 

correctly. I mean, he would not know how to spell. To this 

day, I still say that--'Brad, you really need to study 

this.'" (I.p3) 

In the past year, Brad has become interested in writing 

letters to his cousins who live in distant states. "I 

hadn't been writing letters [before this year]. I used to 

have a cousin that lived in Boston and we'd write letters 

back and forth. But she moved back, so now I'm writing 
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another letter to my cousin in Oklahoma." (I#1.p7) Brad's 

mother confirms that he writes letters "maybe two or three 

times a year ••.• I'd say, 'Can I read it?' And he'd say, 

'NO!' I would let him have his privacy [and] mail it for 

him. II (r. p3 ) 

Brad says he enjoys spending time outside riding his 

bike, sledding in winter, and doing odd jobs for pocket 

money rather than staying inside to read or write. Although 

he rarely does any writing that is not required for school, 

he vividly recalls one story he wrote about four years ago. 

That story, written when Brad lived in Washington, was an 

account of an actual kidnapping attempt. A stranger offered 

Brad a dollar and, when Brad took it, the man grabbed him 

from his bike and carried him away down the street. Brad 

explains that he was eventually able to escape by kicking 

and hitting the man. He says that this scary incident 

prompted both him and his mother to write stories about it 

later. 

While Brad is not generally enthusiastic about most 

writing and reading, he is quite excited about and committed 

to dancing at powwows. He especially looks forward to week

ends when he will be able to dance. "Sometimes you get 

paid," he says, "but that's not one of my reasons [for doing 

it]. It's not just because you get paid. Back, way back, 

they would just do it for fun, and that's why I do it. I do 



it for fun." (I#2.p8) 

Because Brad has not grown up knowing about the 

traditions of Indian culture and specifically, the 

significance of the different dances, his mother is 
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concerned that he become knowledgeable if he wants to be a 

dancer. 

I told him, "Do you really know what those costumes 
mean and the significance of the grass dance?" He 
said, "Yeah," because once in awhile [at] exhibition 
dancing they tell about the dance so he did catch onto 
that story. So he knew a little bit and so he would 
tell me and I'd go, "Okay, you keep that in mind." I 
kind of stress that on him, to [understand] why he's 
dancing. (I.p7) 

Brad has been learning about the different kinds of 

dances and the historical meaning behind each. "There's 

traditional, grass, there's one that's just like 

traditional, there's fancy dance for boys and for girls, 

[and] there's jingle dress for girls. (I#2.p8) "I'm a grass 

dancer," he says with pride in his voice and explains: 

Back in the old days, they had [costumes of] grass, but 
now-a-days they use yarn. The thing about that is that 
whenever you see out in the field the tall weeds, you 
see the wind is blowing and you see the grass going 
back and forth. Well, that sort of represents the 
grass dance. To make it go back and forth, you have to 
•.• move [that way]. (I#1.p10) 

Brad enjoys the movement of the grass dance. "I'd be 

out dancing [and] sometimes the drums go up to a hundred 

miles an hour and it seems like the dancers can't keep up 

with it •. Whenever you hit the floor, your feet have 

to hit the beat. (I#1.p11) For Brad, being a grass dancer 
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is "important" and "exciting," and he says that, when he is 

dancing, "I just feel better. I like dancing, and it makes 

me happy." (I#3.p13) 

Literacy in School 

In school, Brad is sometimes not very happy. He has 

struggled academically ever since he was in first grade and, 

his social interactions with peers have not always been 

positive. Recalling his first schooling experiences with 

reading and writing, Brad says: "[When] I was in 

Kindergarten, I learned to read easy words.. [The 

teacher taught] the subject over and over until we learned 

how to start reading. She'd do • • . one book one week 

then another book the next week." (I#1.pp4-5) In first 

grade, Brad says, "we started to write the hard words. Not 

hard, but--whole, though, these, those. Like those kinds of 

words." (I#1.p7) 

It was during this year in school--first grade--that 

Brad's mother became concerned that her son was having 

trouble learning. 

So I talked with his teachers, and I would sit down and 
I would read to him and, you know, this was in first 
grade and he should be able to read a little bit. He 
did--a little bit, but he didn't read the whole little 
books that we were to read. • . . [His teacher] said 
she noticed he was having problems, and so that's when 
he was placed in ... special education. (I.p1) 

Brad recalls that, in second grade, he started writing 
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poems but later stopped because he believed he was not good 

at it. During third grade he wrote in a daily journal about 

topics of his choice, an assignment he feels was just 

"okay." About his reading at that point he says, "I wasn't 

the best, but I thought I was trying hard enough." (I#1.p9) 

Later, however, he started becoming frustrated whenever he 

read. 

Sometimes I would read and I would get too frustrated 
and [then] I couldn't read. I mean, it was mainly 
caused by stress .... I was stressed out that I 
couldn't read .•.. [Now] whenever I'm reading, I get 
so stressed out I don't even want to do it, do our 
assignment. (I#1.pp2-3) 

Favorite authors' names and titles do not come readily 

to mind for Brad though, after some thought, he mentions 

Gary Paulsen and Gary soto as authors he likes "pretty 

well," and Nightmare Before Christmas as an "okay book." He 

has also read the work of "this one Indian lady [who's] 93" 

(I#2.p4), but whose name he cannot immediately remember. In 

addition, Brad thinks magazines are "okay," and he says he 

occasionally reads Kids Illustrated and Motor Trend. 

Brad is sometimes frustrated by writing in school. 

Although he points to notetaking in math class as one 

activity he enjoys, he seems tense when describing writing 

assignments for other classes: 

If I start writing, I can't stop. Sometimes I get 
really mad because the bell [rings], so I don't even 
want to start because we'll only have about five 
minutes. . • . Sometimes we can like make up our own 
story. I'll make up a story and it'll be about two 
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pages long. And then all the corrections I'll have to 
make, urn, like, there's a whole bunch of corrections 
••. I get upset so I just write the whole thing'over. 
(I#2.pp4-5) 

Figure 4.4, below, is representative of Brad's writing 

in his reading journal, which suggests a lack of involvement 

in or ownership of the topic: 

Todo.lj I 

Figure 4.4. "Today I noticed" (Brad's journal) 

The special education teacher who works closely with 

Brad provides a similar picture. She notes that 
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[Brad] wants to have things done perfect and I think 
sometimes he doesn't do an assignment because he 
doesn't think it will be perfect. He will erase 
something 30,000 times so that it's spelled right and 
written neat. I keep telling him, "It's okay just the 
way it is. Let's move on to the next one." He likes 
to have things done neatly. But it doesn't follow 
through. (I.p4) 

The teacher's final comment is a reference to Brad's 

difficulty in completing his assignments. His assignment 

book is meticulously organized, but the actual assignments, 

she says, are often left undone. Similarly, his reading 

teacher comments, "He typically does not get work turned in 

on time. • • . although sometimes when he's been absent, 

he's really good about coming in and asking what he missed. 

But the follow through, getting it done, just isn't there." 

(I. 3) 

Brad receives special education help for reading and 

written language. Though he is labelled as learning 

disabled, as part of the "inclusion program" he is in 

regular (not special education) classes. There is always 

the same special education teacher present in all of his 

classes, and she assists any students who need help. 

However, this teacher does take the "inclusion kids" out of 

the room "to read tests to them. It's just easier because 

so many times it's the reading that they can't do or they 

don't understand the question so I can rephrase it for 

them," she notes. (I.pl) 

Earlier this year, Brad decided that he no longer 
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wanted the extra help on his tests. He feels he can stay in 

the classroom and do the tests "just fine if there are no 

distractions." (I#4.p1) While his teachers voice respect 

for his desire to be more independent, they are concerned 

about his failing test grades. "I feel badly that he is 

failing this quarter because he has exerted himself more 

and these [low test grades] are the result of that," 

notes his English teacher. "It's not that I don't want him 

to be independent, but he has to know where he needs help 

too and be able to accept it or know how to change his 

patterns so that it works." (I.p7) 

Considering Brad's struggles with reading and writing 

and his overall unenthusiastic attitude towards both, it is 

surprising that he chose to join the Title V Literary Club. 

He explains that he first started corning to meetings because 

of the opportunity to use computers but that it was the 

sense of belonging that eventually became an even more 

important part of the Clllb for him. This year in 

particular, his social life has been in a state of turmoil. 

He has had a number of conflicts with other students, the 

worst of which was a major "falling-out" with his best 

friend, Todd. Brad points to these troubles as the cause 

for his inability to concentrate on his studies during the 

first semester of sixth grade. 

For the last two [quarters] I haven't been doing really 
well because of all my troubles. But then today 
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[January 5], I started going back to my normal self and 
[am] starting to get more papers in. 'Cause with Todd, 
we had a whole bunch of troubles and that affected my 
work. I started getting Os. (I#3.p5) 

Brad's mother also observes the extent to which her 

son's broken friendship affects his sense of well-being: 

[Brad] feels like he doesn't survive if he doesn't have 
friends. So this deal with Todd, it was so depressing. 
Every day he would just come [home] and start talking 
about it .... "Todd's doing this, Todd's doing that." 
[I'd say], "Well, okay, don't look at him." And each 
week I would give him something different to do. And 
it didn't work. (I.p8) 

Because Brad and Todd have no classes together, one of 

the places that the conflict was played out during the fall 

semester was at the Title V Literary Club meetings. Both 

Brad and Todd were members, but since Brad's attendance was 

initially erratic and Todd did not join until well into the 

school year, the boys' paths seldom crossed there. During 

much of November and December when they both attended 

meetings regularly, however, their insults and criticism for 

each other began to increase in intensity. My efforts--and 

those of their fellow members--to mediate the situation were 

unsuccessful. 

Eventually, the situation became so volatile, both in 

the Literary Club and in other contexts, that I spoke with 

school personnel and insisted on formal intervention. (My 

involvement was also at the request of Brad's mother.) The 

guidance counsellors responded by facilitating a meeting 

with the two boys, their mothers, the principal, Kathy 
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Prasek, and Marie Morgan. This meeting did not completely 

resolve the situation, but it helped to clear the air and 

reduce the tension that both Brad and Todd were 

experiencing. 

Brad's teachers express concern about Brad's social 

interactions with his peers, too. The observations of the 

special education teacher, who works closely with Brad, are 

also voiced by his reading teacher: "I don't see him 

associate with peers very often. When he's in a group of 

people, working in a group, he kind of sets himself apart 

from the others by some of the things he does." (1.6) This 

observation is also corroborated by Brad who says, "Mostly I 

don't get along with other kids," then adds, "Adam, I really 

get along with. . I guess we just have everything in 

common." (I#3.p18) 

Adam, a fellow sixth grader who is white, comments that 

Brad is "kind of a friend" who sits with him and his other 

friends at lunch. He describes Brad as someone "who's 

pretty nice [and who] likes to jolce and talk." (1.1) 

Although the two boys do not see one another outside of 

school, Adam is aware that Brad's interests include riding 

his bike and rollerblading. 

In school, Brad and Adam are in many of the same 

classes. Adam observes that Brad does not like to write 

stories but does enjoy taking notes in math class and 
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drawing sports logos on his notepad. He also comments that 

Brad usually doesn't like to read, especially the stories in 

the sixth grade anthology. An exception, believes Adam, was 

the book, To Walk a Sky Path, which Brad read in a 

literature circle. 

Adam tells about Brad's recent sharing of current 

events in social studies class, which he says he found very 

interesting. Brad told the class about a white buffalo calf 

in Illinois and its significance to traditional Indian 

culture. Historically, Brad explained, the appearance of 

the White Buffalo Woman had signified life, and this calf, 

born last summer, was the first one to be sighted in 75 

years. NOw, the calf appeared to be turning brown, 

fulfilling a prediction of a medicine man. 

Adam can not remember an instance ever before in which 

Brad volunteered information about his culture. This 

observation is supported by Brad's social studies teacher. 

She comments that, although some of Brad's information about 

the event might have been inaccurate, she was pleased with 

his willingness to share news related to his culture. Brad 

tells me later that, as he spoke, he carefully watched his 

classmates' reactions. "I looked at their faces and watched 

the way they moved their bodies to see what they were 

thinking, to see if they'd make fun of this." (I#4) 

According to Brad, American Indian cultures are not a 
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strong focus in any ·of his classes. In reading class, he 

recalls, the students have watched a filmstrip or video and 

read about Indians. His reading teacher cites two 

selections on American Indian themes in the sixth grade 

literature anthology and mentions Brad's participation in 

the literature circle that read To Walk a Sky Path. She 

also shares an entry in his literary journal made after he 

finished reading the book. 

To 

Figure 4.5. Entry from Brad's reading journal 

Brad's reading teacher also describes a literature 

thematic study focusing on homelessness carried out more 

recently: "There wasn't a lot of literature on that, and we 

included South Dakota statistics on homelessness from a 

couple of years ago. Native American women and children 
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turned up in that and were quite high. We talked a little 

about that." (I.p5) 

During this literature study, his teacher recalls, Brad 

was really upset. • • • [because] I gave him his second 
choice book, Monkey Island. His first choice was 
Fastest Friends in the West . . • The three main 
characters in it are girls, and only girls had chosen 
that book so I didn't place him in there, assuming that 
he wouldn't want to be in there. He was pretty mad, 
and . . . he verbalized it to me in a pretty negative 
kind of way. (I.p3) 

This teacher's "sense of [Brad] is [of] a non-reader." 

(I.p5) She says that he rarely chooses to read books nor 

does he ask for suggestions of books he might read. During 

library time, "he'll typically read magazines" which, she 

adds, "is really typical for boys this age." (I.p3) She 

also observes that 

reading is difficult for him. . . . He often has a hard 
time comprehending what something's all about, you 
know, kind of a whole picture, main idea, •.. as well 
as the more detailed kind of things, like figures of 
speech or literary devices we might be working on-
those kinds of things. (I.p2) 

Brad's English teacher has similar observations of Brad 

in her class. She says, 

He doesn't really strike me as being someone that is 
really willing to write. It's not something that 
brings him a lot of pleasure. I'll ask the class to 
stop writing and others will have a page, page and a 
half, and he might have only his name and a title on 
the page. . . . I don't see him really willing to use 
his imagination, like he's not comfortable with it. 
(I.p1) 

This teacher recalls one piece of writing on which Brad 
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did work especially hard, with good results. It was an 

assignment for Martin Luther King, Jr. Day and, she says, "I 

wondered if it wasn't because it was related to a person 

being treated unfairly because of race that got him going on 

it." (I.pl) Her speculation was accurate. Brad later 

mentions that it was the issue of prejudice that drew him 

into this writing assignment. 

In addition to requiring the students to write on 

certain topics, this teacher sets aside about twenty to 

thirty minutes in class each week for them to write on 

topics of their own choice. During this time, called 

Authors in Action, they are free to share their writing with 

a friend, get help on revisions, and submit it for 

publication, if they so choose. They are not encouraged to 

incorporate art into their writing, however. The teacher 

explains, "I'm really careful with that because I have a lot 

of kids that . • • would never write. They would only do 

the drawing. So I really don't allow much drawing during 

Authors in Action. Just because it's hard to control." 

(I. p2) 

Although Brad's teachers do not see him as a student 

who is interested in drawing or doodling, Brad verifies 

Adam's observation that he enjoys drawing sports logos. In 

addition, the following exchange suggests that he uses art 

to meet a need. 
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s: When I'm in class and I don't feel right, I just 
start drawing like some stuff on the back sheet of 
my paper. And then I'll get it out of my mind and 
then I'll feel better. 

E: I'm not sure I understand. What do you mean, get 
it out of your mind? 

S: Like, it's in my mind and I have to do something 
that's in my mind or else it'll keep on bugging 
me. Like, I want to draw, I have to draw 
something, so ... 

E: And in your mind do you see the thing that you 
want to draw or is it just the feeling that [you] 
want to draw and it doesn't matter what J.t is? 

S: It's in my mind .... I draw my culture I 
draw teepees, sweatlodges .... Like, I picture 
how the teepees are. And I build [with] the 
sticks and make a whole bunch of teepees and 
sweatlodges. Me and my mom go to sweats. 
(I#1.p12) 

l( 

Figure 4.6. Drawing by Brad 
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Brad also enjoys designing things. He explains that he 

has redesigned the outside of his trailer and his bedroom, 

sometimes on paper and sometimes just in his head. "I'm a 

wisher," he says. "I like to wish stuff . There's this 

$200 game that I want . [and] I like designing my room 

in different ways. Since we don't have central air no more, 

I'd do my bedroom and the hall a different way." (I#3.p8) 

Brad's interest in designing things reflects the high 

value he places on appearances and organization. He 

explains that he keeps his room neat and each night lays out 

the clothes he plans to wear the next day. It is important 

to Brad to be well-dressed, and he explains that he 

sometimes spends his own money and monetary gifts from his 

father on special clothing, beyond what he really i'needs." 

Thinking about the future, Brad says, "I look at myself 

being rich and successful. Sort of like my dad. Sort of 

like a father-son thing. He is rich. He lives like that 

too. " ( 1#3 • p9 ) 

Brad has a few ideas about the kind of career he might 

like, the most appealing of which right now is a tribal 

lawyer. He says that, if he could learn about anything at 

all right now, it would be about lawyers--"what they do and 

how can I become a lawyer." (I#4.p1) He is trying to 

imagine how he might also be a designer: "I'm trying to 

think if I can be both. A designer and an attorney • . . 
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When I'm not at cases and stuff I can draw trailers." 

(I#3.p8) Brad is also considering a career in some kind of 

business. Finally, when Brad looks to the future, he 

expects to continue participating in powwows, and he hopes 

his children will dance just as he does now. 
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CASE STUDY OF DANIEL 

Introducing Daniel 

I've been driving in circles, making one wrong turn 

after another, in search of Daniel's house. Suddenly, a 

single tiny figure on a motor scooter appears directly 

ahead. As it shoots by me, I recognize Daniel's eight-year

old brother, Sammy. I drive on slowly, past a grain 

elevator, and there is Daniel standing at the edge of the 

road. He grins and waves, a bloody bandage dangling from 

his elbow. 

"What happened?" I ask as soon as I reach him. 

"Oh, it ain't nothin'," he replies nonchalantly, almost 

cheerfully. "I was riding the motor scooter kinda fast and 

didn't see this big pothole. I wiped out on the gravel." 

He laughs at my expression and reassures me that he's 

had worse accidents, pointing to several scars as proof. 

When Sammy returns, pushing the now broken-down motor 

scooter, Daniel and I head off to the public library for our 

interview. On the way, he rebandages his arm and entertains 

me with stories of other accidents and risky escapades. 

Daniel is an outwardly cheerful thirteen-year-old boy 

who can be silly and rambunctious one minute and serious and 

mature the next--a true adolescent. He has a husky build 

and thick, long black hair which he wears in a ponytail or a 

braid. A buffalo nickel or eagle feather earring usually 
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dangles from his pierced left ear. When not in school, 

Daniel often wears a maroon cap with lettering that names a 

powwow he and his family went to last summer. Recently, he 

has also started, wearing an AIM (American Indian Movement) 

badge, symbolizing Indian power, on the sleeve of his 

jacket. 

Daniel proudly describes his father, Parnell, as a 

full-blooded Yankton Dakota sioux. He lives with his father 

and his mother, Grace, who is white, his brother, Sammy, and 

his eleven-year-old sister, Martina. Their home is "on the 

Bottom," a neighborhood located on an old flood plain of the 

Missouri River and separated from the rest of Vermillion by 

a bluff that runs along the southern edge of town. This 

neighborhood is made up of about 30 small, wood-framed 

houses and mobile homes, a busy grain elevator and feed 

store, and further to the south, near the Vermillion River, 

a small park. Daniel's house is at the end of a narrow, 

unmarked dirt road that winds part way back up the steep 

bluff and is hidden in a cluster of trees. 

Daniel's family is exceptionally close, and his 

feelings for his mother are hinted at in some of his 

doodling, which integrates letters and a symbol: 

Figure 4.7. Daniel's doodling 



143 

Likewise, when Parnell and Grace speak about Daniel, it 

is with warmth and pride. They clearly delight in all three 

of their children and refer to each as a special and unique 

human being. They believe it is important to take time to 

talk and laugh together every day. Parnell comments, "I 

think communication in the home is important. We have 

family meetings, like, 'Okay, anybody can talk.' ... And we 

laugh and joke ..•. The Indian people, we have jokes." 

(I.p14,p43) 

Understanding and living "the Indian way" is important 

to Parnell and he is raising his children to have knowledge 

about and pride in their culture. For example, he says, 

Every year we go out and walk in the woods. I tell 
them about different trees and what [they're], used for. 
Berries and wild tea. You know, you find that down by 
the river. . . . And these trainings that I teach them, 
I say, "I hope you remember these because you could 
teach other children that want to learn. (I.pp18-19) 

Parnell has also shown Daniel, Martina, and Sammy the 

traditiona.l way to make buffalo jerky and is passing on his 

knowledge of constructing Indian drums. As he shares his 

practical skills, Parnell teaches his children, often 

through story, about underlying historical, cultural, and 

spiritual meanings. 

Daniel has been dancing at powwows since he was three 

years old, and he did his first sundance, which requires 

four days of fasting, at the unusually young age of four. 

For the past several years his participation in powwows has 
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been as a member of the Ihanktonwan Dakota Singers, a drum 

group of young people started by Parnell. Their large drum, 

made from buffalo hide and Douglas fir, was also built by 

Parnell who works to support his family by making and 

selling Indian drums. 

This drum group is central to Daniel's life. He and 

his brother and sister and the other young members are 

active at powwows in the area, and during the summer they 

travel to powwows in different states. They are excitedly 

making plans for their first trip outside of the country in 

May when they will spend two weeks performing in France. 

Daniel explains: 

People from France • • . heard us singing at a powwow 
in sioux city and they were looking for a young drum 
group. They said they heard us at a powwow. They 
said, "Man, you guys are the ones that we want to come 
over to Paris next year or whenever you can." ..• 
We're gonna' demonstrate singing [and] dancing. My 
little brother and Austin's going to perform eagle 
dancing. Martina and Nadine are going to [do] hoop 
dancing. And I'm gonna' play the flute. (I#2.pll) 

Daniel's strong sense of Indian identity, symbolized 

and communicated to others by his long hair, has not come 

without some problems. Since he was younger, he has endured 

taunts, name-calling, and physical assault. Parnell 

describes different incidents in which Daniel was dragged 

across the ground by his hair, had gum put in his ponytail, 

and was punched in the face by white children. After 

repeated attempts to resolve the problems by talking with 



school officials, parents, and finally a lawyer proved 

unsuccessful, Parnell says he reluctantly told his son to 
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fight back: "'You know, Daniel, I didn't want for this to 

happen, but starting tomorrow, you tell 'ern four times to 

leave you alone. If [they don't], you know what to do. '" 

(I.p30) 

Daniel followed his father's advice and on two 

different occasions put to use lessons he learned in a 

taekwondo class. He maintains that he has had very few 

problems in the past year. But it is clear in talking with 

Daniel that he continues to struggle internally with issues 

of racism and with his identity as a young Indian male 

navigating between two cultures. His uses of literacy play 

a significant role in this struggle, as the next two 

sections reveal. 

Literacy at Horne and in the Community 

Recalling some of his earliest experiences with books, 

Daniel says: 

sometimes. . • when it was about time for bed, my morn 
used to read some fairy tales. . . • She'd get to about 
the end of the book and then I went to sleep. The 
first time I opened a book was, like, a big 01' letter 
book that had the alphabet and stuff in it. [It] had 
like A:apple, B:banana, C: carrot , something like that. 
And I tried to write it with a pencil. (I#1.p1) 



Parnell also remembers reading aloud to Daniel and 

drawing pictures to help communicate the meaning of the 

text: 
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He used to like to read. "Me wanna read, Dad!" 
"Okay." I'd set him on my lap. Then, he'd say, "How 
come, Dad-a-doo?" You know, if he don't understand. 
So I thought, "Okay, we'll break it down into simple 
words." .•. And I'd try to draw pictures for him as 
I'm reading. (I.p25) 

As Daniel grew older and began to read on his own, he 

would check out books from the library and bring them home. 

He recalls that his choices covered a wide range of genres-

horror, fantasy, science fiction, and biography--yet he does 

not describe himself as having been an enthusiastic reader 

when he was younger. Given a choice among reading, watching 

television, and riding his bicycle, he says he wo~ld have 

chosen reading last. 

Reading is still not especially high on Daniel's list 

of priorities, a fact recognized by Ian, one of Daniel's 

classmates. Ian observes that Daniel reads "only when he 

has to" (I.p1) because his life is so busy with other 

things. Daniel also is not particularly interested in 

sports and, except for attending the Title V Literary Club 

on Tuesdays, he generally walks straight home after school 

or goes to the public library to play computer games. He 

refers to the library as his "favorite hangout place." 

(I#3.p7) At home he watches television and plays Nintendo 

in his spare time. Homework, he explains, is done before or 
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after supper "at a table in the washroom where it's quiet." 

(I#2.p18) At least two afternoons a week are spent 

practicing with the drum group. He also finds time to 

practice the saxophone for school band and on his own is 

learning to play the traditional Indian flute. 

Daniel enjoys reading the comics in Indian Country 

Today and he lists his favorites: "Around the Rez," "The 

Wannabee," "On the Ridge," and "The Redskins." Indian 

Country Today, formerly called Lakota Times, is published 

weekly in Rapid city, South Dakota and reports news, 

cultural events, and issues of interest to American Indians 

in the state. Its change in name reflects an expanded focus 

and geographic distribution to a broader Indian readership. 

Besides this newspaper, which his parents usually pick up at 

the grocery store newsstand, Daniel's family receives a 

local weekly shopper which is delivered to all homes free of 

charge. 

The kinds of writing Daniel describes doing at home 

falls into two categories: writing to communicate 

information to other family members and writing for school 

assignments. The first type includes jotting down telephone 

messages. He explains, "If somebody calls and it's 

important, I just write [the message] down: 'Important phone 

call. Call this number.' And then I write down the 

number." (I#2.p16) 
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If his parents are not home and Daniel wants to go out, 

he is expected to leave a note for them: 

Usually they say, "If you're gonna go anywhere when 
we're not home, please write a note, or tell us where 
you're going to be ahead of time" •.•. I just write 
[the note] on a piece of napkin or something else. 
(I#2.p16) 

Likewise, although both Grace and Parnell are generally 

at home when Daniel arrives there after school, they leave 

notes for him if they will be out. He explains, 

When I come home from school, they usually have a note 
taped on the door or something. When I go inside, 
there's a note on the table or on the counter or 
something ...• "I am at--". Like if they're washing, 
"I'm at the laundromat. Be home in a couple of hours 
..• Dad'll be home in a couple hours, too." Then I 
go, "Oh, yes! I have the house all to myself for a 
couple hours!" (I#2.p16) 

composing and revising stories for English class 

assignments is the other main reason Daniel writes at home, 

and often he uses the desktop computer Parnell and Grace 

bought for their three children. According to Parnell, 

Daniel enjoys sharing his rough drafts with his parents: 

"He always says, 'Dad, Mom, come here and listen!' So we 

sit down and he'll be reading it and he'll say, 'What do you 

think?' And I'll say, 'Well, yeah, sounds good.' And he'll 

say, 'Really?!'" (I.p36) 

Even more than the sharing of writing, making music is 

an important and regular shared event in Daniel's family. 

The singing Daniel does in his drum group, both practicing 

at home with his family and performing at powwows, is an 
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important expression and affirmation of his Indian identity. 

He says, "It teaches me my culture and [about] respecting 

the elders." (I#3.p12) 

Daniel knows the historical and cultural significance 

of the songs he sings which, he explains, are expressed 

through an integration of "the lyrics, the melody, and the 

drumbeat." (I#3.p12) The drumbeat, besides keeping time for 

the singers and dancers, also carries special meaning in 

certain songs. In veteran songs, for example, there are 

"honor beats [which] imitate gunshots [or] are like a 

lightning bolt coming to strike the ground." (I#3.p13) The 

songs he sings are in Dakota, and the melody and rhythm vary 

according to the meaning and purpose of the song. Singing 

the songs, Daniel says, is "like telling a story about 

something. Like a war, happy times, a family. Stuff like 

that." (I#3.p13) Later, making a connection between singing 

and writing, Daniel adds, "Both tell stories. The words 

tell a story, like of a battle. Like a veteran's song tells 

about warriors going off to war and then some coming back 

crying 'cause they lost or some got wounded." (I#4.p4) 

Some of the songs Daniel's group and other Indian drum 

groups sing are not made up of words but rather use 

vocables. Marie Morgan, a member of the local Indian 

community and also the Title V Home-School Laiason, 

comments, 
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To someone who doesn't know [these songs], they could 
be just gibberish, and there may not [seem to be] a 
beat. But there really is a specific beat and style to 
them, and every song has a meaning. You know, there 
are plenty of songs that are just general songs, but 
there are songs that are specific to a specific purpose 
and go with specific dances • . . which are danced for 
a specific reason. They've evolved over hundreds of 
years. . [Daniel] knows all that and it makes sense 
to him and it gives him a sense of place, of belonging. 
(I.p1 ) 

Also describing the songs sung by Indian drum groups, 

ortiz (1977) explains, 

A song really does not break down into separate 
elements. In the minds and views of the people singing 
it at my home or in a Navajo religious ceremony, for 
whatever purpose that a song is meant and used, whether 
it be for prayer, a dancing event, or as part of a 
story, the song does not break down. It is part of the 
complete voice of the 'person (p. 3). 

Daniel explains how he and the other young members of 

the Ihanktonwan Dakota Singers drum group learn new songs: 

[My dad] usually teaches us or we go to powwows and 
record songs that we may like to learn and try to learn 
[them]. Also if you hear a song that just keeps 
repeating and repeating on the tape [it] kinda' catches 
on. You know, like if you hear a certain song on the 
radio over and over. Kind of like, learn it. (I#3.p13) 

Daniel's playing of the saxophone and Indian flute are 

also important to him. He has been playing the saxophone 

since fifth grade when he started taking lessons offered at 

school and joined the school band. He has learned to read 

music which he says is "pretty easy," (I#3.p10) and he 

thinks the music selected for band is "pretty cool." 

(I#3.p10) At home, though, rather than reading sheet music 

to play the saxophone, he plays more by ear. "Sometimes," 
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he says, "when I feel like playing a song, I just put my sax 

together and play. Put my own feelings into it . 

Usually I play from the radio [but] play differently. The 

way that I feel it." (I#3.p10) 

Daniel is an Elvis Presley fan and he dreams of his 

drum group becoming as well-known as his favorite singer. 

On the saxophone he has taught himself to play his own 

versions of "Love Me Tender" and "Can't Help Falling in 

Love." He also knows how to play other songs such as 

"Amazing Grace" and "Do Wa Diddy" as well as "Mary Had a 

Little Lamb," "Three Blind Mice," and "Oh, Christmas Tree." 

He adds that he could probably play "Born To Be wild," too. 

"I haven't really tried that yet. But I have it in my head 

and I could prob~bly play it, but I don't bring my sax horne 

that much 'cause I'm usually busy." (I#3.p10) 

The flute Daniel is learning to play is the traditional 

Indian flute that is made of cedar wood and has just five or 

six holes. He is anxious to learn several Indian courting 

songs before he goes to France. He and his father took one 

lesson earlier in the fall, but now he is teaching himself, 

based on his knowledge of playing the saxophone. 

You know, like when I first started playing the sax, I 
just started experimenting with the keys and the sound. 
Couple of times it squeaked a little squawk, but--yeah, 
that's what I'm doing with the flute. It's kind of 
like the sax, but I don't have all those keys and all 
that. Just six holes. Six major holes. (I#3.p10) 
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Although Daniel sees some similarities between playing 

the saxophone and the flute, they do not extend to the type 

of music he chooses for each. The playing of both reflect 

personal interests and cultural influences. Whereas for the 

saxophone he plays mostly popular tunes and nursery rhymes, 

his choices for the flute will probably be more in keeping 

with the cultural significance of the instrument. 

Traditionally, the flute was played for courting songs and 

to depict the sounds of the wind and nature. Daniel says, 

"[I would] probably listen to the birds, the wind, try to 

imitate them. I think that's all [Kevin Locke] does-

imitates bird sounds, the sounds around him." (I#3.p11) 

Daniel's statement indicates that he is familiar with the 

music of Kevin Locke, a well-known Lakota flute player and 

hoop dancer who has revived many of the traditional songs, 

especially those used for courting. 

Parnell describes Daniel's playing of the flute after 

he recorded it on video camera and the fun that followed. 

[Daniel] played a Kiowa love song and a Lakota love 
song. Just beautiful. He put his own expressions 
[into it]. He had his eyes closed and it just, it kind 
of just flowed out to the camera. You could just 
visualize it • . . the trees behind him and he had his 
hair all out. He'd play, the wind was blowing, and it 
was supposed to be a courting song [from] a long time 
ago. So every now and then I'd grab [the flute] and 
he'd say, "What are you doing, Dad?" And I'd say, 
"Trying to court Mom. . Well, I'm trying to learn." 
So, things like that. We have fun at home. (I.p6) 
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Literacy at School 

Daniel remembers that his first writing was "words that 

nobody [understood]. I used to put sentences together, you 

know, sentences that didn't make sense." (I#1.p2) Then, he 

says, he learned "the basics--alphabet, easy words. Two

letter words: as, if. Sometimes fat, cat, hat, rat, bat." 

(I#l.p3 ) 

He also recalls that he learned to read by "sounding 

out letters to words" (response to Burke Reading Interview). 

He says that when he started reading in kindergarten and 

first grade "it was kind of hard at first. But I sort of 

got used to it. I just started flipping through the pages, 

looking at the pictures. I'd try to read some of the words 

• . • describing the picture." (I # 1 • p2 ) Daniel us'ed 

illustrations to help him make meaning of the printed text 

much as his father had sometimes drawn pictures for Daniel 

when he read to him. 

As he progressed in school, Daniel's experiences with 

reading gradually changed from stories with pictures to 

books with chapters. Sometimes the class would read a novel 

together in class or be read aloud to by the teacher. Often 

a lesson would follow. For example, Daniel explains, "[The 

teacher] would ask, after she got done reading, .•. to 

pick out the main idea." (I#1.p3-4) 
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In fifth grade Daniel started learning to play the 

saxophone and was taught to read music. comparing the 

reading of music to the reading of a text of print, Daniel 

says, "It's kind of the same .... Every note is like a 

letter or a word. And when you talk, like I'm talking now, 

[the music] is just like a phrase . like a sentence or 

something." (I#I.p5) In place of the punctuation used in 

written language, "there's like, certain dynamics [in 

music]. Like piano, pianissimo, mezzo-forte, fortissimo-

that's when it.'s really loud. Then there's like accents 

that makes it like short and loud." (I#I.p5) 

Daniel is now a seventh grader at the Vermillion Middle 

School and he continues to be in band. His academic core 

classes include reading, English language arts, science, 

math, and civics. Three additional class periods are set 

aside for band and/or study hall and two encore, or 

exploratory, classes such as art, home economics, industrial 

arts, etc., which change every nine week grading period. 

In school, unlike at home, Daniel seems to lack a sense 

of belonging. He is pleasant with his peers and teachers, 

but keeps to himself much of the 'time. His classmate, Ian, 

remarks that, while Daniel is "very kind and nice and loyal" 

(I.pl), he does not have many friends. "He usually keeps 

his thoughts and feelings to himself," observes Ian. (I.pl) 
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Daniel's teachers describe him with a mixture of warmth 

and frustration. They find him friendly, mature, and polite 

but often feel frustrated by his lack of organization and 

ability to complete assignments on time. He consistently 

leaves his books and bookbag behind in different classrooms 

and is often seen wandering from room to room in search of 

them. Although Daniel has a locker, his teachers suspect 

that he never uses it and that he rarely takes home books or 

homework. His English student teacher suggests that Daniel 

purposely leaves his work at school to keep his two worlds 

separate, adding: "It seems to me that he just likes to 

leave school at school." (I.p3) And the cooperating teacher 

agrees, "It's like a job. You know, an 8:30 to 3:15 job. 

He leaves it and he's done." (I.p3) 

It is in civics and reading, in particular, that Daniel 

often has trouble completing the assignments. His civics 

teacher comments that "his main problem is keeping up. He 

doesn't do his work. He waits to the end [but] then he 

actually does very good work. Grades are not something that 

he worries about." (I.p4) Because of his incomplete 

assignments, Daniel's grades usually fall between C's and 

D's. During the second marking period he raised them to C's 

and one B. 

civics is the class in which Daniel feels he has the 

most trouble. He attributes his low grade in the course 
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during the first quarter to incomplete current events 

assignments. He describes the assignments as being boring 

and the news as not being of importance to him. "[We] have 

to like watch t.v. or listen to the radio about something. 

Like what happened in Haiti or something. Or something here 

in South Dakota. Or now with the election issues." 

(I#3.p17) 

At· the time--late October--his class has been following 

the candidates and issues that will be voted on in the 

upcoming general elections. Daniel refers to this as "just 

some politics." He says, "I don't think they're that 

important to learn. What are politics anyway? . 

Politics, all that stuff, doesn't really go with the Indian 

ways, I don't think." (I#3.p18, 19) When I ask Daniel what 

he means by "the Indian ways," he replies, "Freedom. Like 

no rules that you have to follow." (I#3.p20) 

One day, feeling especially frustrated in his civics 

class because of mounting unfinished work, Daniel expressed 

his feelings by drawing. When he arrived at the Title V 

Literary Club that afternoon, he brought with him the 

drawing, which was a series of war weapons. Several days 

later during one of our interviews, he explained more about 

expressing himself through art and about his recent drawing. 

"Well, usually if I'm angry, I just like, draw mean pictures 

and if I'm happy, I draw peaceful pictures." (I#3.p 17) He 
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pulled out his drawing of weapons and explained that he had 

drawn it in civics class when he was feeling upset. 
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Figure 4.8. Daniel's drawings of weapons 

In describing what he might find interesting to learn 

in school, Daniel makes a connection to his life outside of 

school and his upcoming travel. "History might be important 

[to learn]. They might ask, in France [they] might ask us 

when it originated--like singing and dancing and the flute. 

Hoop dancing, grass dancing, traditional--all that stuff." 

(I#3.p18) Instead, according to Daniel, what he learns in 

his classes is "white man stuff. . Some stuff [that] 

don't include Indians." (I#3.p18-19) By way of example, he 
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refers to stories in language arts and reading that "tell 

about white men all the time . and then, about Indians--

very little about Indians .••. Like Chief Crazy Horse!" 

(I#3.p19) He also would like it if Indian Country Today, 

which is available in the school library, were used in his 

classes. 

Daniel's academic core teachers work together closely 

as a team, meeting daily to discuss student issues and 

concerns and to plan integrated curricula. They recognize 

the importance of encouraging critical thinking and 

expression of multiple perspectives and they plan their 

teaching accordingly. In civics, for example, when the 

class studied the French and Indian War, the teacher 

encouraged her students to examine the issues from different 

perspectives. She explained to her students that they could 

choose a colonial, British, or American Indian point of view 

and then were to write a letter to someone about this war. 

"They could present it in any format that they wanted to but 

they. had to tell the causes, the effects as they saw 

them." (Lp3) Daniel chose to write from the American 

Indian point of view but later misplaced his assignment. 

In reading and English Daniel's teachers offer their 

students choices on many of the assignments. One to two 

days each week in reading class are set aside for reading 

from tradebooks of the students' individual choice. The 
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teacher notes that Daniel barely completes the minimum 

requirements for reading and that he has read less than any 

other seventh grader. He recently read a book about Chief 

Crazy Horse and mentions having read books on Chief Red 

Cloud and Geronimo sometime in the past. Besides books 

about American Indian heroes, Daniel identifies horror 

stories as one genre he occasionally reads. 

Daniel's interests in reading carryover into his 

writing for English class. Although one focus of the course 

is on grammar, mechanics, word usage, and writing technique, 

the teacher also sets aside time for writing and often 

allows her students choice in the topics and genre. The 

constraints placed on the students' writing seem to be few. 

According to Daniel, the only limitations for a story 

assigned near Halloween were: "No blood, no guts, no swear 

words. Has to be clean." (I#2.p2) 

In English class one day Daniel is working on the first 

draft of a Halloween story. This draft was to have been 

completed at home the night before so, while most of the 

students follow the student teacher's instructions to 

proofread one another's stories for spelling and punctuation 

errors, Daniel writes. Despite the talking around him, he 

appears to be concentrating on his story. 

Near the end of the class period, his pencil lead 

breaks and he walks to the sharpener. His teacher notices 
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him and asks to see his story. He brings it to her and 

stands by her desk as she looks at his paper. Making marks 

with a pencil, she speaks softly to Daniel, "You tend to 

write with a lot of capitals. Don't." Then she adds, 

"write out 'and.' Don't use the symbol." After another 

minute, she hands Daniel his story. "There you gO.1I 

That afternoon Daniel and I meet at the public library 

for our second interview. In our discussion of writing, he 

refers to himself as a "smart and intelligent" writer who 

"like[s] to write." (I#3.p6) Daniel is enthusiastic about 

his Halloween story which he is still writing. The 

expression on his face as he prepares to read it aloud to me 

makes it clear that he is looking forward to sharing his 

work. He begins, 

Okay. I ain't got a title for this one, but it's: It 
was a dark, rainy Halloween night of '93. Kids were 
looking for a place to have a Halloween party with no 
parents or supervision of any grown-ups. The kids were 
between the ages of 10 and 16. They drove up to this 
joint of the old house of the .Satan's sisters. (I#2.p2) 

Here Daniel pauses, chuckles softly, and says, "Whatever 

that is," (I#2.p2) then continues reading. As he nears the 

end of this unfinished draft, it is clear from his faltering 

voice that he is no longer reading but telling the story 

already plotted out in his mind. He stops and looks up. 

That's all I got so far .... I got something better, 
though. I got something better to add, but that's just 
a start.. It's like, gonna be like [on] the spooky 
side. They're gonna, like, have a party and ..• and 
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then all of a sudden, there's gonna be loud music and 
then a bunch of wierdos corne down in crazy masks and 
try to haunt 'ern and kick 'ern out of the house. And 
they say, "Aw, corne on down and join the party, dudes!" 
And they're like, "Somebody already beat us to this 
joint." So they join the party. And the next night, 
the parents are wondering where the heck they were. 
And they don't get there 'til school time--they don't 
get out until school time. 'Cause, then the parents 
will be looking for them, starting to have search 
parties and all that. (I#2.p3) 

Knowing Daniel's love of horror and imagining a 

gruesome ending, I ask him what eventually will happen to 

the kids. Daniel has already decided to end this story, not 

with horror, but in the everyday realities of adolescence. 

He tells me matter of factly, "They'll get grounded." 

(I#2.p3) 

The next day Daniel brings his finished story, "The 

Halloween Spirit," to class. It is four pages long and 

typed. He has added a short introduction to the story that 

presents it to readers as "an unknown mystery that is yet 

being solved to this very day," and the story itself is now 

thick with description. It begins: "It was a night with a 

big old full moon that was riding in the sky with such 

happiness." 

The student teacher asks for volunteers to read their 

stories to the class. No one offers so she collects the 

stories and reads them aloud to the class. Daniel sits 

attentively each time she goes through the stack to chose 

one to read, and he slumps in his seat each time she passes 



162 

over his. Later he tells me that he was disappointed she 

didn't chose his. "I was like, 'Aw, man!' I wanted to hear 

how she read it." (I#3.p6) 

For another assignment Daniel wrote a science fiction 

story in which he included numerous names of chemicals. To 

get the information for his story, he referred to a chart in 

the back of a dictionary he has at home. His goal, he told 

me, was to include names of chemicals with the most letters. 

More recently, Daniel wrote about being in a car accident 

with his father as they were driving to the lumberyard to 

buy materials for an Indian drum. Daniel begins his 

personal narrative, "The Auto Accident:" 

Figure 4.9. Excerpt from "The Auto Accident" 
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(Daniel's English teacher later explains that the grade of 

58% written on his paper pertains, not to this narrative, 

but to his overall grade. It reflects several zeros for 

unfinished assignments.) 

Based on some of his teachers' accounts, this personal 

narrative appears to be one of the few times Daniel has 

chosen to reveal anything of his out-of-school experiences, 

in either writing or class discussion. Earlier, he chose 

not to enter an essay contest, announced in his English 

class and sponsored by the University Tiospaye council, on 

the destruction of the sweatlodge in Vermillion. On some of 

his school papers, however, he affirms his Indian identity 

with his signature: 

Figure 4.10. Daniel's signature 

. One important way that Daniel's writing meets his needs 

was revealed one Tuesday afternoon at the Title V Literary 

Club. He arrives, opens his three-ring binder, pulls out a 

piece of paper, and hands it to me to read. On the top half 

are the words setting, plot, characters in Daniel's 

handwriting, perhaps notes taken in a class for this 

assignment. On the bottom half is Daniel's paragraph about 

his experiences at lunch time. 
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Daniel's Time at Shool 

My days at school are a total bore. People call me 
names (racial), annoy me, cut in front of me during 
lunch and say, "All prairie niggers and niggers at the 
end with the charges." They do this to talk to my best 
friends, and leave me with a bunch of dweebs. 
Sometimes, I wish I can be like some of the white kids. 
They have short hare, girlfriends, a whole truck lode 
of friends, and they are all slim and good-looking. I 
wish they would just except me as a human being. 

Figure 4.11. "Daniel's Time at Shool" 

Because he explains that this was an assignment due the 

next day, I quickly copy it by hand exactly as he has 

written it. Later, it is unclear what has happened to the 

piece of writing. When I ask Daniel about it, he is vague. 

Perhaps he lost it, he says, or maybe he handed it in, but 

maybe not. None of the teachers I asked were aware of the 

assignment. 

In this paragraph Daniel not only describes a painful 

racial incident but also reveals internal conflict over his 

identity. His wish to "be like some of the white kids" 

indicates his identity with the Indian half of his ancestry. 

Yet, it also seems that, even though Daniel chooses to wear 

his hair long as a symbol of his Indianness, he perceives it 

as setting him apart from things he desires. He associates 

short hair with white kids and with having girlfriends and 

being popular and attractive--all of which are important to 

him as an adolescent. His final sentence: I wish they would 

just except (accept) me as a human being" seems reflective 
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of the beliefs he hears at home. Parnell says, "The way I 

was taught, the only race I know is the human race. I don't 

favor none of them, you know, like the red, black, white 

•. There's good and bad [in all of them]." (I.p38) 

Overall, Daniel's teachers see him as being pleasant, 

if not sometimes reserved, with both whites and other 

American Indians. But his civics teacher tells of one time 

that she spoke to him in private about using wasicu, the 

Lakota word for white people, in a negative way for a class 

assignment. 

I said to him .•. 'You know this is prejudice, this 
is racism, and it runs both ways and I want you to know 
that I,will not tolerate it on either side, not from 
you nor from anyone else. • . • You don't want people 
calling you things so why do you do this? Why do you 
do this in reverse?' (I.p2) 

Yet, Daniel's writing is more likely to include themes 

of harmony and reconciliation of racial conflict. This is 

revealed in another English assignment about which he is 

very proud. He was assigned to write and illustrate a 

picture book on any topic. Daniel's story grows out of an 

actual incident he experienced with an older white boy last 

year. He describes the incident: 

[Troy] kicked my butt last year. Just because I was 
telling him to quit cutting in front of me, quit 
cutting in front of the bus line when we get off the 
bus. He said, "Why the heck you tell me to ... to 
get out of my--[to] get back of the line?" I said, "I 
was there first." Then he start beatin' me up and I 
had to do some taekwondo moves on him, knocked him 
down. [I said], "Don't you ever touch me again!" [He 
said], "Okay, okay, I got it, I got it." (I#3.p4) 
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In Daniel's story, the main character, Benny B., a 

young American Indian boy, is challenged by a group of older 

white boys who are jealous of him. Like Daniel, Benny B. 

knows martial arts and puts them to use when attacked by the 

older boys, one of whom is named Troy. (Interestingly, 

Daniel gives Benny B. an Elvis Presley hairstyle. When I 

ask him about this, he laughs and tells me that Benny B. is 

"an Indian guy with a white 'do.'") The story, called "The 

struggle with the New Kid, Benny B.," begins: 

Onca, "'ere wD.S tAe,e IoIIlS q (iH It. 15'~ NMd, 'B~", 8. 
H~ ftlDVe4:en frtJt1I IUft.I"I1,'sst'Sfifli. /(e ~h'~At Mar I"f wo~/J 

134 a Coo ( iJ.td fo ,.,'111. +rol'l ~c/, ... ~, ~,.,f,'''''' s .... M -0 .. 4(11 .. + 
Jt..c. IoJItd.f it j\Jo..:; M .. c. in fit 'I'D t ... t, e6'1I'U'Ald .sWe. 

Figure 4.12. "The struggle with the New Kid, Benny B." 
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-'0;$ Y""j .f,1I., "'~~ • /"cri5 ,,,,, (,ok.) 0." U. wo., 5, Ira.",,,,,,, #,.t./I 
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so." i3 ,c "if h t h,: r • e.,,,,<- t.); ",5 "- 1h'f " .... 1" "~;J j"I •• , .". ,,"", n," 
IlA?r<- S~ jt!.b.(O(A.SI Tht..1" 1he.j tho"'9~t fhAI' fl1t.$ co""I/:sca,,.. ttp tl,t1T tf}'''-'I<:/-' 
r;.", "(uiel. in gof ",If 0/ fh~ r;,,~ 5".Iv g:rt, All tV r ..... ".,(v'" ""--/.'AJ 
{/if.:,. "rtdc.no- 1hlny /I rOfM/" /iffj-G. Aep~5.s J.5e /l1..:!.'.-Sc a,L"7'er scl.o(J/ 
1l1Af'Wo..>jr).$1 fAt. f'hll1J f/;~ "f'),'j tJf!.r'-3(J,o/ -ft:,~. . 

::]3/,(t TAe1ot..13o!j1 +h~ /Jere- JO.'''') fo 75,0.-1" ¥ ffl!."''lj dlJ~lf Anf1Qfh/s, 

~at He. lJo...5 a ]1f().c.k 73 ... /f 'in KarC{re,. he/ore- A~ (do{- ~do, SO" 

"hv' r < ..... ' -fA, .. ,/ d" k, Til,,, h. r 'V' fa 1/, c "J :r c lin< ;;, f h, Eu, 
(wi (1S~t.J k'M if he. could jJl"'.!) SOM<.- I'oofb,./I fJ/fh fh~ ~t J1.t.rl-l',J'R,./r.. .. 

50 15el'l'?j fho"'"!J hrt" e<bo/llrf fht- ti'U,1'r,'dn, 

Figure 4.13. Benny B. 

to be friendly to Benny B. and The older boys pretend 

The text continues, "Even though Benny lure him to a park. 
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didn't know the boys, he thought he was following the 

friends that he might have someday. As soon as they got to 

Prentis [Park], the boys carne toward Benny with looks of 

anger on their faces" (unpaged). 

Troy is the leader of the boys, and he tells Benny, "I 

seen you outside from the reading class window with all of 

those pretty girls when you were out for recess. I don't 

like it when I see new kids flirt with my girls. I am going 

to give you the worst beating that you will never forget." 

The story ends when Benny fights back and "wins," just 

as Daniel perceives of himself in the bus line incident. In 

Daniel's story, however, the fight is followed by 

reconciliation. Benny B.--who is now admired for his karate 

moves--is sincerely invited by the older boys to be friends 

and he accepts. 

Making a connection between this picture book and his 

future, Daniel sees reading and writing and art as 

continuing to be "pretty important" (I#3.p20) in his life. 

He thinks he might like to be an author, artist, or 

cartoonist because, he says, "I don't think they have very 

many Native American authors and 'artists, except for Oscar 

Howe. .[1] might write about . things I've gone 

through to Native American children and some non-Indian 

children •.•. [Like] prejudice in the schools." (I#3.pp21-

22) As Daniel continues to work through ways of handling 



169 

racial conflict in his own life, he seems to recognize the 

value of sharing his struggles with others. By telling the 

children of the future "what it was like back then when I 

was in school" (I#3.p22), he says he hopes to help all of 

them--Indian as well as "the American Caucasian, Black 

American, [and] Asian" (I#3.p23)--in their efforts to 

resolve their problems. 



CASE STUDY OF ZONNIE 

Introducing Zonnie 

"Dear Mom" 
I'm proud of the days I spent with you, 
Laughing and talking about every dream we had. 
Life is so kind to you but seems so mean to me. 
As you go on with your life 
Living to see me accomplish mine, 
I love you for being my mother 
Because you are the only one who treated me kind. 
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As long as you may live, I will be there when you die, 
And if I start to cry 
It is because I know you are in my heart. 
So please, Morn, don't leave 
For I don't know what to do when you are gone. 
But remember, I will always love you 
Even if you moved on with your life. 
Love, Me. 

--Zonnie, age 14 

zonnie sits next to her mother on a wooden bench 

against the back wall of a large room. Side by side, with 

elbows nearly touching, the two listen to Joe, Zonnie's 

father, who is speaking from behind a podium at the front of 

'the room. He is telling the audience about the hardships in 

his life--"I am living my life in hell on this Earth," he 

says--but he also speaks about the strength he draws from 

his family. Introducing his wife and daughter, he asks them 

both to stand. His wife, Kathy, smiles but doesn't move 

until Zonnie gives a gentle tug at her sleeve, then she 

stands up shyly. Zonnie stands next to her, a full head and 

shoulders taller than her mother. Sitting down again, they 

glance sideways at one another and giggle softly. 
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This gathering of local Indian and white residents in 

the Oscar Howe room at the W.H. Over state Museum is a mid

winter celebration of American Indian culture. Another 

reason for the event is to draw attention to the newly 

elected governor's plan to close this cultural and natural 

history museum because of state budgetary cutbacks. Daniel 

and his drum group are present, as is the eldest of the 

elders in the Indian community. She has been invited to 

offer a prayer before the meal. When Joe finishes speaking, 

he hands her a piece of sage and, laying it on a small dish 

of food, she says a prayer in Dakota. Then it is time to 

eat, and everyone lines up for steaming potato and cabbage 

soup, frybread, and a berry sauce called wojapi. 

Zonnie and her family often participate in local Indian 

cultural events such as this one, which occurred at the end 

of January 1995 in Vermillion. They regularly attend 

community powwows, and both Kathy and Joe were involved in 

the Native American Day activities at Jolley Elementary 

School in October. Kathy is well-known in Vermillion for 

her beautiful beadwork which is displayed and sold in the 

museum gift shop. Joe, a storyteller, has just recently 

returned horne after an absence of nearly twelve years, 

during which time he was in prison on a conviction of 

manslaughter. 
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Thus, Zonnie, who is fourteen years old, has lived most 

of her life without her father at horne. She says, "I never 

lived with my dad until he just carne back awhile back 

because he was in prison since I was two." (I#2.p4) Zonnie, 

her mother, and her four brothers sometimes visited Joe over 

the years but, because he was imprisoned in another state, 

it was difficult for them to make regular trips. Yet, 

despite the separation, the family remained close, and 

Zonnie and her mother developed an especially strong 

relationship. 

Zonnie's parents are full-blooded American Indians. 

Joe's background is Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota, and Kathy is 

Navajo. As children, they spoke their Native languages-

Lakota for Joe and Navajo (or Dine) for Kathy--but both were 

forced to learn English when they started school. When she 

was twelve, Kathy was sent from her horne in Winslow, Arizona 

to the Sherman Institute in Riverside, California, a 

boarding school for American Indian students. Joe, attended 

a Catholic missionary school near his horne on the Cheyenne 

River Indian Reservation, until he was forced to drop out in 

eleventh grade to care for his diabetic parents. He recalls 

the "very heavy child abuse" (I.p2) he endured from the 

priests and sisters at his school. "I got punished 

for talking Indian, even saying the Indian language. • 

That's what got me in trouble too many times." (I.pp1, 18) 
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zonnie has never learned to speak either Navajo or 

Lakota though her oldest brother, now 25, learned Navajo 

from Kathy when he was young, and he later learned Lakota. 

Both Joe and Kathy can still speak their first languages, 

but they have always spoken in English with one another. 

Joe says, "The only way we can communicate is English. I 

can't talk Navajo. She can't talk sioux to me." (I.p17) 

Zonnie enjoys spending time with her parents and three 

of her brothers, aged 12 to 22, who are still living at 

home. Unlike her small circle of friends, comprised of both 

Indian and white eighth grade girls, zonnie remains 

extremely close to her family. She says, 

[My friends] think I'm crazy because I like my family 
and I like my brothers and they say, "You like your 
brothers?! No way!" .... They don't understand me 
because they're, like, "Oh, I just want to go away 
because I don't like my family anymore." And, "I hate 
my parents because they always ground me." I grew up a 
little bit different. My mom never grounded me. We 
always just talked. . . . I just like to go home [after 
school] because I want to be with my family and stuff. 
I only have four more years before I graduate from high 
school. (Parent Interview: PI.pp15-I6) 

One of Zonnie's friends, Melanie, verifies that Zonnie 

likes to spend time at home and that it is rare for her to 

go to her friends' homes or invite them over to her home. 

"She won't start a thing, like getting together," (I.pl) 

says Melanie, adding that either she or one of their other 

friends initiates get-togethers. She describes Zonnie as 

"kind of a shy person" but says that "she's not shy with her 



friends. with us she is talkative about anything on her 

mind, [but] she hangs back and listens in social events." 

(I.p1) 
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Zonnie's relationships with both her friends and her 

family have influenced, at least in part, the roles of 

writing, art, and dance in her life. These relationships 

impact the ways in which she makes meaning of her world and 

the ways in which she chooses to share those personal 

meanings. Understanding those ways of meaning-making and 

expression is the focus of the next two sections of this 

case study. 

Literacy at Home and in the Community 

Zonnie remembers her mother reading to her from a wide 

variety of books when she was very young. They took trips 

to the public library together to read and check out books, 

and they also read from books the family owned. "My mom 

read to me, like rhymes.. The Three [Little] Kittens 

[Who Lost] Their Mittens. And curious George," (I#1.p1) she 

recalls. "She also read stories about • dolls coming to 

life. • . • [and] she read to me about the stories by this 

author [Paul Goble] that wrote Star Boy [and] one called The 

Girl Who Loved Wild Horses." (1#1.2) 

Zonnie's two oldest brothers were also active in her 

early literacy experiences. "Having older brothers, •.. 
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they would teach me about words and cursive and • . • 

writing and reading. So I actually learned from my mom and 

my older brothers." (I#1.p4) She recalls that "they started 

off with like, small books, [with] like, 'the rabbit runs,' 

and they would just teach me •.• how to sound [the words] 

out and stuff." (I#1.p4) 

zonnie traces her strong interest in poetry today to 

her early exposure to rhymes and books of poetry, and 

describing her gradual progression from beginning drawings 

to the writing of poetry, she says: "When I was little, I 

guess I started drawing first and after awhile I started 

thinking about writing. Then I started reading other poetry 

books and then I got into writing poems." (I#1.p4) 

Zonnie's interest in poetry continued to grow, and she 

remembers spending time on her own after school, re'reading 

the rhymes her mother had read to her when she was younger: 

After school I would probably get out those rhymes that 
my mom used to read to me and I would try to read them. 
• . • And when I got older and older I would just go 
back to reading those things to see if I could read 
them by myself instead of having the help of my mom 
around. ' Because I needed to learn to read on my own. 
(I#1.p13) 

She also recalls turning to other books, especially books 

about horses, rather than playing with her brothers after 

school. 

zonnie says that, during the years her father was in 

prison, the two of them wrote letters back and forth to one 
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another. "[I wrote] every now and then, whenever I had 

time." (I#2.p11) Zonnie also sent her father poems she had 

written: 

He likes them. He shows them to his inmates--prison 
inmates--because they hardly get anything from their 
families and stuff so he shows off what he gets from 
his family .•.• And they really like my poems because 
it reminds them of what love used to be . • . or what 
something means to them. (I#2.p10) 

zonnie has become a prolific poet who prefers writing 

alone and in quiet places, like in the bedroom she and her 

mother share. "[I like to be] by myself with no one around. 

I just listen to music and stuff. I write [my poems] by 

myself." (I#2.p2) Her favorite kinds of music to listen to 

while writing are country and ballad rock, and her favorite 

musicians are Brian Adams, Mariah Carey, and Whitney 

Houston. "I get my ideas of writing poems from music, from 

other people that write music, from what I listen to, from 

my other poetry, and [from] other books." (I#1.p1) 

The influence of music on Zonnie's poetry is marked 

and, as she looks to the future, she anticipates that 

expressing herself through both music and poetry will 

continue to be important to her. Reflecting on the role of 

poetry in her life, zonnie says, "I don't know what made me 

write poems more often. I guess I felt like they were 

important to me, and I just needed to have a career when I 

grow up. . I really want to be a singer when I grow up." 

(I#1.p5) She thinks she might like a career composing both 
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the lyrics and the music for "country [music] because it's 

easier •..• Anyone can sing to country music," she says. 

"It's just easy, so I'd like to do that." (I#3.p3) 

Her love of country music and an interest in composing 

original songs are two things that Zonnie shares with her 

father. "He writes music and the words with it sometimes" 

(I#3.p3), and Zonnie and her brothers have sometimes helped 

him compose music. But, unlike her father, when zonnie 

works alone on her own poetry, she does not write down the 

music with the lyrics. At this point, the music stays in 

her head. She says, "I just make up my own music, just sing 

it to myself" (I#1.p5) while writing the poetry. 

Many of Zonnie's poems, like much of country music, are 

about love and heartbreak. She explains that, in the 

following poem, "Give and Take," she is acknowledging the 

pain her mother still feels from the deaths of her own 

mother and her mother-in-law. 

"Give and Take" 
You lived with love, 
You lived with life. 
But love can be taken away by death. 
No one can bring back a love. 
No one can help the feelings inside, 
So don't be afraid of telling hard feelings out loud. 
Life is a pain and it could last forever 
until you do something about it. 
You will have life as a gift, 
But everyone has to die someday. 
Though don't take the pain so hard. 
Their soul is still alive, 
Because life may not give you forever, 
But love lasts forever. 
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The closeness that once existed between Zonnie's 

grandmothers and her mother also exists between Zonnie and 

her mother. This bond is brought out, not only in Zonnie's 

poetry, but also in the gentleness of her voice as she talks 

about her mother and about the knowledge her mother has 

passed on to her. Zonnie tells how her mother learn~d 

beadwork from Joe's mother and then later taught her how to 

do it. 

Before moving to vermillion when she was about two 

years old, Zonnie says, the family lived with Joe's family 

on the Cheyenne River Indian Reservation where Kathy learned 

to do beadwork. "My dad's mom taught her when she came here 

[from Arizona] ••.. My mom [knew] how to make rugs, but 

when she came to South Dakota she couldn't do that anymore 

[because] she didn't have the equipment." (I#2.p9) Kathy 

agrees, "[Joe's] mother is the one that taught me how to 

[do] beading," and adds, "[the] medallion is what she taught 

me first •.. [and others] of them I learned myself." 

(I.p8) She describes how to do beadwork, including the 

materials needed, such as paper or plastic and felt, and the 

importance of starting the design at the center and moving 

out. 

zonnie remembers being taught how to bead by her 

mother: 

She taught me when I was little. . .• She taught me 
everything, like buckles, earrings, keychains, and 
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bracelets .•.. And I got interested in it because it 
was something my friends never learned how to do. So 
they, like, were amazed that I learned how to do 
beadwork. (I#2.p9) 

Later she adds, 

My mom, she's a great beader . . • I know that. She's 
good at that and she used to say, "My mom [in-law] 
taught me this and she's the one that knows how to 
bead." And she's expressing the [Lakota] culture and 
what she is and what my dad is. (I#2.p21) 

Over the years, Kathy and Zonnie have sold their beadwork at 

powwows and other events. In early December, they rented a 

booth at the Title V Christmas Arts and Crafts Fair, held at 

the Native American Cultural Center on the University 

campus, where they sold beadwork and dreamcatchers to people 

from the Vermillion community. 

zonnie has also grown up knowing how to dance. "[I do] 

women's traditional dance," she says. "I wanted to learn to 

jingle dress, but I guess I'm just going to stick with 

[traditional dance).. (I#1.p8) Joe recalls when Zonnie was 

very young: 

We used to go to powwows, and my mom used to sing her 
Indian songs and have her dance. So she was an Indian 
dancer •••. That's part of her, a part that I'm proud 
of, too, you know. Keeping her heritage. And she's 
not going for the contests or the best dancer or 
nothing, but being part of it, you know. (I.p6) 

zonnie explains that, with her father in prison, her 

oldest brother was the one responsible for encouraging her 

to continue dancing at powwows. "My brother . . . made me 

get involved in stuff like that because he really liked my 
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dad a lot. He listened to my dad and stuff, so he kind of 

made me dance." (I#2.p7) She adds that when she was about 

seven or eight years old, she won a trophy for her dancing 

at a powwow at Red Scaffold on the Cheyenne River 

Reservation. 

About four years ago, Zonnie's oldest brother, his 

partner, and their young children moved back to the 

reservation, and Zonnie began to lose interest in dancing. 

She says, 

I liked [dancing] but, I mean, I didn't really want to 
do it all my life. • . . because I wasn't really having 
any fun that way. I wasn't with my friends, and some 
of them don't know how to dance. And they were, like, 
walking around and stuff and I like to go around with 
them. (I#2.p8) 

Indeed, at the community Halloween powwow sponsored by the 

University Tiospaye Council, Zonnie arrived with her mother 

and father, but she soon left the room where the powwow was 

being held and spent the evening in the large lobby of the 

building, talking with her friends. 

It is interesting that, while Zonnie says she "got 

interested in [beading] because it was something [her] 

friends never learned how to do" (I#2.p9), she attributes 

her loss of interest in dancing to the fact that her friends 

don't do it. As she explains, this apparent contradiction 

is actually a reflection of the extent to which the 

requirements of beading and dance interfere with her ability 

to spend time with her friends. 
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I can do beading anytime I want to. But dancing, I 
have to do it at certain times. And I just can't stop 
because I'm all dressed up and stuff and I can't go 
anywhere because I might ruin my costume. It's kind of 
annoying. (I#2.p9) 

Next to family, friends are very important to Zonnie. In 

school as well as out, the ways in which Zonnie expresses 

herself is influenced by different factors, not the least of 

which is her need for socializing with friends. 

Literacy in School 

Zonnie did not consider herself to be a reader when she 

entered Kindergarten. In fact, she says that it wasn't 

until she was in second or third grade that she felt she was 

really a reader. Her memories of those early years in 

school are not strong, but she recalls that learning to read 

meant doing worksheets, reading aloud, and, later, writing 

sentences and paragraphs. "I guess [the teachers] just had 

us read off of a book or something," she says. "It wasn't 

really too hard. It was really kind of easy reading." 

(I#1.p9) 

Yet, even though Zonnie found the reading to be easy, 

she felt that she was not considered a good reader by her 

teachers, nor does she consider herself to be a particularly 

good reader today. Her comments suggest that she defines a 

good reader as someone who likes to read broadly or "someone 

like my mom . • • someone that reads books that are about 
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real people" (response on Burke Reading Interview). Zonnie 

adds that her mother is currently working on her high school 

Graduation Equivalency Diploma (G.E.D.). 

Zonnie contrasts her image of a good reader with 

herself: "Not like what I read 'cause I don't really read 

appropriate stuff for like school. [I read] things that I 

don't really learn from. It's just stuff I want to know" 

(response on Burke Reading Inventory). The "stuff" Zonnie 

is referring to is popular magazines. She says she likes to 

read "Vanity Fair [and other] things a kid my age would like 

to read" (I#4.p3), such as Entertainment Weekly and Rolling 

Stone, two magazines to which her brothers subscribe. Most 

of her reading for pleasure is done at horne, a fact 

acknowledged by her friend, Melanie, who comments, "I never 

see her reading. I think she reads on her own time." (l.pl) 

Zonnie's interests in books are specific. She says, 

"When it comes to other books, I don't like to read. But 

when it comes to horror books, I would read it. But 

anything else, no." (I#1.plO) She explains that it is the 

graphic description in horror books that appeals to her. 

The description, she says, "just ~atches my eye. [I] just 

like to keep on reading and reading it. [Horror] describes 

more than other books." (I#l.plO) 

Zonnie enjoyed Alvin Schwartz's ghost stories in the 

middle elementary grades and, though she still reads these 
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occasionally, she moved on to novels by Stephen King in 

fifth or sixth grade. Now, in eighth grade, she reads 

little else unless it is required for school. Of King's 

books, It and Misery are two of her favorites. commenting 

on a horror story her reading class read aloud one day, she 

explains why it did not appeal to her. "[That story] isn't 

really interesting to me, I don't think. No, I'm interested 

in something more like, with a little bit more description 

or [where] they describe the words a little bit more." 

(I#1.p6) Descriptive writing, says Zonnie, "gives you a 

picture," (I#4.p2). She adds that she sees a similarity 

between King's writing and her own poetry in terms of the 

clear description in both. "It's what I like in my poetry," 

she says. (I#4.p2) 

As with her vague memories of learning to read in 

school, Zonnie also does not have a clear recollection of 

the kinds of writing that she did in earlier grades. By 

third or fourth grade, besides writing answers to questions 

in social studies and science and taking weekly spelling 

tests, she says that writing consisted of "probably like a 

paragraph on something that we read." (I#l.plO) Zonnie does 

recall that fifth grade was the year that she suddenly 

became much more interested in writing her own poetry. She 

is not entirely sure why she became so interested then but 
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says, "I guess it's just, [my teacher] taught us about poems 

and stuff." (I#1.p5) 

Since then, writing poetry has become an increasingly 

important part of Zonnie's life in school as well as at 

horne. She writes her poems in a colorful spiral notebook 

which she keeps close at hand in her bookbag. She explains 

that, before buying this notebook, she often misplaced her 

poems and that her mother finally organized her poetry in a 

folder to keep them safe. All of her poems are important to 

Zonnie, but some of them she considers more private than 

others: "Some of the poetry that I write is private because 

it's just my feelings and other poetry that I write is just 

for some kind of thing • . . that teachers tell me I should 

do." (I#4.p3) 

Most of the poetry zonnie writes in school is done not 

as part of the planned curriculum, however, but during her 

study period or in the final "free" minutes of class time. 

When I ask Zonnie about opportunities in her English classes 

over the years to write poetry, she explains that, most 

years there is a short unit in which "they just teach us how 

to write poems and stuff." (I#2.p12) She regards this 

instruction as helpful and notes: "You just learn more about 

writing poems and more about, like, putting words together 

better than you did before." (I#2.p12) In her reading 

classes, Zonnie says that there are generally not planned 
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opportunities to write poems but that the students read 

poetry whenever it appears in the literature book, which is 

typically following prose selections. 

Besides sharing her poetry with her mother and father, 

Zonnie says that she shares it with certain other adults 

such as her reading teacher and the guidance counse1~or. 

She also willingly reads it aloud to me during our 

interviews. with her friends, however, she is more 

cautious: 

Whenever I show it to my friends, they just want to 
show it off and stuff and they talk out loud and . • . 
read my poems out loud and stuff so everyone, like, 
looks at them. And then they start to read all my 
poems •••• It bothers me. I don't like it •... [My 
poems] are kind of private to me. I mean, they're 
just--they mean a lot to me ..• and I don't like them 
to read them aloud. (I#2.p10) 

Just as Zonnie's friends cannot understand her 

closeness to her family, they think she is too dedicated to 

her poetry. She has been feeling pressured by her friends 

to write less so that she will have more time for them. She 

describes what that has been like: "Like a week ago, they 

said, 'Oh, Zonnie, you write too much.' And they tease me 

about that, and they bother me about never having any fun 

and never doing anything that they want me to do." (PI.p10) 

Zonnie's friend, Melanie, remarks, "Poetry is part of 

[Zonnie]. It's more important [to her] than getting 

together with friends .... Poetry is her way of expressing 

herself to the world." (I.pl) Referring to Zonnie's 
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shyness, Melanie explains that she writes about things she 

cannot say: "She uses poems to express her feelings about 

friendships, her parents, and ways she looks at the world." 

(I.p1) 

One of Zonnie's favorite times to write poetry in 

school has been during study hall. Her friends beg her to 

slip out of the classroom and walk through the halls with 

them instead, but Zonnie prefers to write. She admits that 

another reason she has resisted joining her friends is the 

risk of getting caught wandering in the halls without a 

pass. "I just listen to my mom too much, I guess, because 

my mom didn't want me to get into trouble. • . . [and] I was 

just afraid of getting into trouble by the principal." 

(I#1.p15) 

In December, Zonnie announced that she was thinking 

about taking a break from writing poetry. It appeared that 

her friends' comments have finally convinced her. "I really 

do need my fun" (I#1.p15), she says. She doesn't intend to 

wander the halls but instead plans to do her homework during 

study hall rather than writing poems so that she will have 

time after school to spend with her friends. She adds that 

not long ago, for the first time ever, she went to a slumber 

party, and she reports having had a good time staying awake 

until 2:00 A.M. 
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Of all her classes, reading is Zonnie's favorite, and 

her reading teacher is also the teacher she enjoys the most. 

She says that this has been the case for her every year in 

school. "The reading teachers that I ever knew were very 

nice to me .•. If I show them my poems and stuff, they 

react in a good way. They like my poems. We end up being 

good friends." (I#2.p17) Zonnie explains that a "bad way" 

of responding to her poetry would be trying to "fix 

problems" and "mix around words." (I#2.pI7) 

This year she shares her poems with her reading teacher 

and sometimes stays after class to talk with her. With her 

other teachers, she is generally very quiet, both by her 

account and theirs. Speculating on why zonnie is especially 

comfortable with her, the reading teacher comments, "She 

knows that I love to read. And she certainly knows that I'm 

intelligent and • . • receptive, and I have more time. And 

I'm pretty non-threatening." (I.p6) In turn, the teacher 

describes Zonnie as "solid. She's conscientious. . . • She 

would never, never not read an assignment. I mean, I can 

always depend on her. . . • She's stable and assertive and a 

good role model" (I.p4,6) 

In reading class Zonnie and her classmates read 

selections independently from an anthology, play password, 

read plays aloud, and engage in choral reading. Each week 

they are responsible for learning 15 vocabulary words that 
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come from the stories they have read, and they are tested on 

these on Friday. For now, the students have no choice in 

what they read in class, but near the end of the year they 

will have several weeks of Reading Seminar in which they can 

choose from a wide selection of books. 

Most of the writing in this class is "less creative 

writing than response to reading," says the teacher. "And 

because the text has no comprehension check, I make my own 

questions out and we use those to make sure everyone reads, 

to make sure that everyone understands, and then for some 

thought." (I.p2) Progress tests are given at the end of 

each unit in the anthology, and the program offers both 

multiple choice tests and "more whole language, more whole 

literature oriented" (I.p2) tests in which the students 

write compositions. It was for one of these compositions 

that, early in the fall, Zonnie chose to write about her 

mother. Wit~ Zonnie's permission, the reading teacher 

submitted the essay to the school newsletter which is sent 

home to all the parents. Zonnie, describing the admiration 

she felt for her mother during the years her father was 

away, wrote in part: 
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Figure 4.14. Excerpt from Zonnie's essay about her mother 

Comparing reading and English, Zonnie says, "Reading's 

more fun than English. [We] like'read the story and then 

answer the questions instead of English where you have to 

make up your own stories and stuff." (I#2.p14) Her 

reasoning is rather surprising, given her interest in 

writing creatively, especially in light of a comment she 
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makes a moment later: "[At horne], I like to write. I mean, 

I enjoy writing because I can write what I want and not what 

someone tells me to write." (I#2.p14) 

In English, Zonnie explains, the writing assignments 

are usually written responses to different topics or skills 

the teacher has taught. These responses are to be stories 

in which the students are expected to use the skill. For 

example, Zonnie says, after teaching about cause and effect 

in literature, .. [the teacher] would just have us make up our 

own cause and effect story or think of one that we had 

[experienced]. (I#2.p13) It is not clear in talking with 

Zonnie whether she objects to what she perceives as a 

contrived basis for writing or to her difficulty in "making 

up" a story. For her, making up a story means telling about 

something she has not experienced, and she much prefers 

writing about her own real experiences and feelings. 

In this particular case, Zonnie comments, "I wrote 

about my dad and how he got in prison. Like cause and 

effect of what happened." [I#2.p13] Below is an excerpt 

from her narrative: 
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Figure 4.15. Cause-and-effect assignment 

Although Zonnie does not normally read poetry (other 

than her own) unless it is assigned in class, she points to 

Langston Hughes as a poet whose work she admires. In 

January, her English teacher planned a two-week unit in 

which the students read and listened to a variety of poems 

then wrote their own. Among the selections this teacher 

shared were poems by Mary Tallmountain, Gary Soto, and 

Langston Hughes from the book Braided Lives: An Anthology of 

Multicultural American writing (1991), which generated 



lively discussions about prejudice and racism in class. 

According to her English teacher, Zonnie was typically 

reserved in class during these discussions, but later she 

wrote in her journal: 

Figure 4.16. Zonnie's journal entry (1/12/95) 
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writing in the English journal is less prescriptive 

than other assignments which are assigned and later graded 

on a number of specific criteria. Like the pieces in Figure 

4.14 and Figure 4.15, Zonnie often writes about her personal 

feelings and experiences. 
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Figure 4.17. "1st Love" 

Although zonnie is not highly enthusiastic about doing 

schoolworJc--describing it as "okay" but "boring"--she 

accepts it as a job she has to do. She seems content with 

her grades--generally B's and C's--and her comments indicate 

that she finds her classes predictable and fairly easy. For 

example, she describes her history class as being comprised 

of taking notes on the teacher's lectures, reading in the 
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textbook, and answering questions on the mater~al. "[The 

questions] are like really easy ... because you just 

follow the paragraphs and [the answers] are in bold type, so 

it's not that hard." (I#2.p15) 

zonnie also recognizes a certain predictability in 

school from year to year, as the following exchange between 

the two of us illustrates: 

E: When you carne to the Middle School in fifth 
[grade] and [in] sixth [grade] and maybe even last 
year, did reading and writing change in terms of 
things that you did in class? 

Z: No, because they would just prepare us for next 
year and • . . next year and the next year after 
that. 

E: What do you think of that? 

Z: Well, I think that you don't really need it 
because then the next year, you don't really do 
that. But [the teachers] say that you need to. 

E: Why is it [do] you think that teachers say that? 

Z: I don't know. 

E: Can you think of an example . ? 

Z: I would say, when they make us do a lot of 
homework, they said that we [would] have to do 
that next year. In seventh grade they told us 
that. We had so much homework and they made us 
write big essays and stuff. And they said that. 
. . we'd have to do that this year. But we don't 
have to do too much of it. • . . I would say [we 
have] less homework. (I#1.ppll-12) 

Thus, Zonnie perceives the kind of work that is 

expected in school each year and the purpose of that work as 

a sort of perpetual preparation for the following year. She 
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thinks school would be better if classes were each only 

fifteen minutes long, allowing more time after school "to 

write poems and stuff. Or [to] just go around with 

friends,.. go to movies or walk around and just have 

some fun." (I#2.p19) As it is now, she continues, "after 

school, usually you have to do your homework and then you 

have supper, and then you have to get ready for bed and go 

to bed. You don't have that much time to do what you want 

to do." (I#2.p19) 

"I want my children to have the best education that 

they can have," says Joe. (I.p2) Referring to his and 

Kathy's schooling experiences, he adds, "We missed out. 

What we wished to have, but didn't have" (I.p19) they want 

for Zonnie and her brothers. "We're trying to express our 

feeling of helping them attain their goal . . • and setting 

a goal for themselves to reach." (I.p19) 

Joe would like to see Zonnie and his other children 

become doctors, perhaps of psychology or psychiatry, 

"because a lot of reservations • • . need a lot of 

psychologists and psychiatrists. . . . Whatever they could 

do to make people happy." (Lp3) Kathy wants zonnie to be 

"whatever she wants [to] be. A career of her own. If she 

wants to be a writer, she can be a writer. If she wants to 

do that." (Lp9) 
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At this point, Zonnie thinks she would like to be a 

composer and singer. "I like music and I like writing and 

[I could] put the two together ... and see what I can come 

up with. I like computers, [and] in music they have 

computers where you can write your own music." (PI.p9) 

Acknowledging that making a living as a singer is difficult 

she also says, "I might think of something else, because I 

might not become very famous. . . . I might not make very 

much money." (I.p12) She plans to go to college after high 

school and concludes, "I'll probably just pick my career 

then." (I#3.p2) 

Thinking further ahead, zonnie says she intends to 

support her own future children's forms of expression. "[I 

will] encourage them like my mom does to me to continue 

writing and do whatever they do. Like music comes into the 

family, like my grandmother used to really be into music and 

stuff. Probably encourage them in that." (I#3.p6) 

Zonnie also speaks about passing down her name to her 

daughter, following a family tradition. She explains that 

her mother's name is actually Zonnie, and that 14 years ago 

when she was born, Kathy took on'her middle name. Zonnie 

says she will do the same with her daughter if she has one 

and will use her middle name, Mary. As she explains the 

importance of this tradition, Zonnie seems to be speaking 

about more than just the passing on of a name but also to be 
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including other knowledge, such as beading, which she also 

intends to share with her children: 

If you don't pass it down, maybe the next children that 
they have won't know about it and they won't pass it 
down to their kids and have that knowledge of the past 
. • . . The past could get lost • • • [and] your future 
children couldn't have what you had. (I#3.p7) 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CASE STUDY OF THE TITLE V LITERARY CLUB 

Chapter One. began with a short vignette of the Title V 

Literary Club. The young American Indian members were 

seated around a table in their middle school library, 

discussing what it means to be Indian. Their conversation 

on that particular day was representative of other 

conversations that took place between September and December 

of 1994. During this time, the club members raised 

difficult questions about the complex issues of race, 

culture, discrimination, and identity. They also discussed 

the importance of the Literary Club in providing them a safe 

place to explore these issues, a place they could call their 

own. 

The purpose of this case study is to provide the reader 

with an understanding of certain roles the Title V Literary 

Club played in the lives of it members. Beginning with our 

first meeting in September 1994, I describe the evolution of 

this club during its first four months of existence. This 

chronological account of events reveals the ways in which 

the American Indian adolescents shaped the club to meet 

their needs and describes my dual role as facilitator and 

researcher in that process. 
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In one sense, this case study is an extension of the 

section on school literacy included in each of the 

participants' case studies. However, although the Literary 

Club met at the school, the experiences of its members 

differed significantly from their other schooling 

experiences. As mentioned above, this case study examines 

some critical issues that were raised by the members and 

that both directly and indirectly influence their literacy 

and their schooling experiences. 

The format of this case study is different than that 

used for the participant case studies. This case study 

draws heavily on the detailed fieldnotes I gathered and 

transcribed immediately following each of our sixteen weekly 

meetings (from September to December 1994). Following each 

direct quote from my fieldnotes, I cite the corresponding 

page number(s), (e.g., FN.p3). As with the participant case 

studies, drawing upon the comments of others--the 

adolescents' parents, their teachers, and their peers--were 

important in helping to develop this case study. Also 

included in this case study are samples of letters I wrote 

to the club members (presented as appendixes) and samples of 

their writing and artwork. 

Late August: I meet at the Vermillion Middle School 

with Kathy Prasek, the Director of the Title V/JOM Program, 
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and Marie Morgan, the Title V Home-School Liaison, to 

discuss my research and plans for the club. I have been in 

contact with Kathy for many months and have gained her 

support for my research and for the club. Though in 

contexts unrelated to our current roles, I have known Kathy 

for years and, to a lesser extent, Marie as well. Thus, our 

first meeting together is spent renewing old friendships as 

well as making final arrangements for the club. 

It has already been decided by Kathy and Pat Anderson, 

the principal, that the club meetings will be held in a 

sectioned-off corner of the school library. In addition, 

the adjacent computer room will be reserved for our use each 

week. I have already requested Tuesday afternoons from 3:15 

P.M. to 5:00 P.M. as the meeting day and time, and this 

poses no conflict with other school scheduling. Kathy, 

Marie, and I discuss ways of informing students about the 

club, and we agree that I will write a letter of invitation 

which Kathy will send to all 35 of the Title V (American 

Indian) Middle School students. 

I also want to meet with the students face to face to 

discuss the club and, after some discussion, Kathy agrees to 

sponsor a back-to-school pizza party for all Title V 

students which I will attend. Marie offers to pick up the 

pizza and soda and bring it back to the Middle School for 

the party. My letter is sent out just a few days after the 
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start of the new school year, inviting the students "to join 

the new afterschool Literacy club." In this letter I also 

announce the pizza party and urge the students to attend 

(see Appendix E). 

Thursday, September 8: Twelve students show up for the 

pizza party which is held outside at two picnic tables near 

the football field. The students arrive in high spirits and 

with large appetites. The pizzas and soda Marie has brought 

disappear within a very short time and, thus, a couple of 

students who are late miss out. I have trouble remembering 

the students' names, but a few of them later stand out in my 

mind. Daniel is one. He is the first to arrive and, taking 

a seat at one of the picnic tables, he assumes the role of 

host, greeting each of the other students as they arrive. 

Occasionally, he shakes hands with the boys or claps them 

playfully on the back. 

Marcos, his long black hair flying in all directions, 

talks, moves, and eats non-stop. Debi, an eighth grader, is 

there with her two younger sisters, and she sits quietly, 

taking in the conversation around her. Most of the girls 

are sitting together at one table, the boys at the other, 

but Trista, a lanky seventh grader, sits with the boys. 

When most of the students have finished eating, I speak 

about the club. Despite numerous interruptions, I manage to 
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describe my ideas for the club while also emphasizing that 

the members will help determine the kinds of activities they 

want to do. There are only a few questions but many of the 

students seem interested and indicate that they plan to 

attend the first meeting. As it turns out, all who are 

present at the pizza party do join the club. 

Tuesday, September~: The bell signalling the end of 

the school day rings at 3:18 PM and almost immediately three 

students arrive in our small corner of the library. I 

recognize Marcos, who still has all the exuberance I 

remembered from the pizza party. As more and more students 

arrive, I hand out a letter of welcome that I have prepared 

for them to read and pass around a pan of rice krispie bars. 

The snack is quickly devoured, but not so my carefully 

crafted letter of welcome which goes unread by most of the 

students. They are more interested in talking, which they 

all seem to do at once. 

Eleven students attend this first meeting, five girls 

and six boys--almost too many for the space assigned to us. 

I am convinced that the sense of confinement is contributing 

to the students' rambunctious behavior. I decide to tell 

them a little bit about myself as a way of moving into a 

discussion on ideas and plans for the club. But as soon as 

I mention this, three or four boys jump up from their seats, 
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saying they just remembered errands they need to run. And 

run they do, right out of the library. I might have found 

their spontaneous reaction almost funny were I not so 

frustrated by this time. 

Clearly, I am not controlling the situation, nor, I 

realize, am I even trying very hard to do so. I never 

experienced these kinds of problems as a teacher of 

adolescents and did not expect to have them now. But I 

hesitate--probably more than necessary--to assume a strong 

authority role. Quite practically speaking, for my research 

I need these students to continue attending meetings. If I 

seem overly strict, they could decide to quit. Also, I want 

to stay out of the role of "teacher" and keep this club from 

becoming like one more class added on to the end of the day. 

It is important to me that the students be allowed to assume 

some ownership over the direction of the club. So, when the 

boys eventually return, I talk with the group about their 

role in determining the focus of the club, and I stress the 

importance of our supporting one another by listening when 

either I or a student member is speaking. 

I drive horne that afternoon 'exhausted and discouraged. 

Later that evening I write in my fieldnotes: 

To say that this first meeting was lively would be an 
understatement. It was rather chaotic at times, and 
the kids were very talkative and active .... Lance passed 
gas which caused a disruption, Dan had a commentary on 
everything, Rose repeatedly got up to write my name on 



the chalkboard, and Marcos kept poking Sam with his 
large sword-shaped earring • 
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•••. The confusion bothered Debi and Kelly who 
asked at one point if the girls could sit by themselves 
somewhere else. Sam accused them of being racist. 
When Lance commented, "That's not being racist!", Sam 
changed the charge to "sexist." This brought forth 
comments by one or two other students about racist 
teachers, and Marcos said, "Yeah, like 'Mrs. Hitler./I' 
The others seemed to know whom he was referring to but 
I didn't ask. Am pretty sure I know. (FN.pp6-8) 

I am struck by the students' willingness--often, it 

seems, their need--to discuss the issue of racism. During 

our second and third meetings, at which the students are 

again very unsettled, I share several books that I think 

they might find interesting. They express interest in one 

of them, Dakota Dream by James Bennett, a new book I have 

not read. I read aloud part of the first chapter. Sam 

interrupts after I have read a few pages with the comment 

that the book is racist. First, he says, it is about a boy 

who wants to become Indian. The presumptuousness of a non-

Indian somehow becoming Indian bothers him. Also, he points 

out, the author uses the word sioux instead of Lakota or 

Dakota which, to Sam, is another indication of racism. 

There is a short discussion in which a few students 

argue about using the term Sioux, and someone suggests that 

it is the only word for referring to Lakota, Dakota, and 

Nakota together. Then attention turns back to the book, and 

I continue reading. This is typical of the way in which 

talk about culture and identity is woven into our meetings. 



For the most part, discussions on these issues are not 

planned but rather are sparked by a word or statement or 

sometimes an illustration or image. 

205 

At our first meeting, the students expressed strong 

interest in using the computers. So I have asked the 

computer teacher to help us get started on a program that 

integrates word processing, graphics, and drawing. The 

stUdents are thrilled and, by the time they leave on the 

afternoon of our third meeting, most have learned to use the 

program. Throughout the semester, the computer teacher 

generously offers her time and expertise to introduce the 

stUdents to several other programs as well. 

Tuesday, October 4: Using the computers becomes a 

regular and important part of our afternoons together. I 

have purchased diskettes so that the stUdents can save their 

work. Debi, who is the only eighth grader to join the club, 

writes letters--or perhaps the same continuous letter--each 

week. She is very private as she writes, covering her 

computer screen whenever anyone comes near. Her sister, 

Kelly, makes a large banner for a friend that reads: 

B.F.F.E. (Best Friends For Ever) and prints two copies of . 

it, one for her friend and one for herself. Marcos creates 

a futuristic car, and Daniel experiments with simulation 

software. 
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When we are in the computer room, the students are 

focused and involved, and rowdy behavior is rare. Some, 

like Debi and Robert, work quietly by themselves. A few sit 

together at one computer or chat from time to time with 

others sitting nearby. One day Lance is exploring the 

different graphics available in a program and comes ,across a 

rosebud. He calls Robert OVt;lr to his computer: "Hey, 

Robert, look here! This is the closest you'll get to 

Rosebud!" He laughs delightedly, clearly enjoying his play 

on the words rosebud, the flower, and Rosebud, the Indian 

Reservation. 

Both on computer and o'n paper, drawing and doodling 

interests many of the students. The club serves a need for 

members who sometimes choose to express ideas, images, and 

feelings through art. Sometimes drawing provided a way for 

students to "debrief" after a difficult day. For example, 

as I described in her case study, Amy draws to express her 

hurt feelings on the day she is knocked down in the hall by 

an older student. Her drawing is of herself with tears 

running down her face. Likewise, Daniel, who began drawing 

weapons during civics class as a way of expressing and 

releasing the anger he felt, completes his work later in the 

day when he arrives at the Literary Club. Other students 

create a mix of mythical creatures, popular cartoon 



207 

characters, designs, and action drawings, which reflect the 

influence of different cultures in their lives. 

Figure 5.1. "Souix indon rules" by Lance 

Figure 5.2. Mythical creature by Daniel 
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Figure 5.3. Cartoon characters by Robert 

Figure 5.4. Design by Kelly 
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Tuesday. October 18: Throughout the semester, I 

occasionally share both chapter books and picture books that 

I think the students might enjoy. Their level of interest 

and attention varies widely, but the ghost stories I bring 

in during the latter part of October are especially popular. 

This leads to telling of ghost stories as well. About this 

time, we begin reading aloud a book, Prisoners at the 

Kitchen Table which the students initially enjoy but, after 

three chapters, ask to quit. 

Another time, following up on a comment about the style 

of Paul Goble's illustrations, I compile a selection of his 

books for students to browse through. I often encourage the 

students to share books with the group but no one responds. 

I also discuss with them the possibility of starting a 

literature discussion group and only Trista expresses 

interest. I think perhaps developing oral histories might 

be of interest to some so I suggest the idea in one of my 

weekly letters (see Appendix G). Later, I share a book with 

examples of oral histories, but there is not much interest 

expressed. 

In my fieldnotes after one meeting I write: 

Sam asked about playing games on the computers. I told 
him we probably would not be doing that in the Lit 
Club. I think the point of this club is not entirely 
clear to them all and I have to admit that, so far, it 
is not as I'd imagined it. It's turning into a drawing 
session with little writing. Do I push for more 
writing or not? If, in fact, my purpose for this club 
is to build rapport with the kids, do I want to force 
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writing on to them? The fact that they choose NOT to 
write is saying something about their choices regarding 
literacy. I have to be careful not to overlook things 
that are staring me in the face. (FN.pp28-29) 

I am feeling a sense of disequilibrium. I'm torn 

between a need to fulfill my vision for this club and my 

conviction that the members should determine its direction 

and content. It had not occurred to me that the two would 

have so little in common. I continue to suggest ideas and 

to ask the students what they might like to do, but they 

make it clear time and again that they are content with the 

club as it is. And, indeed, aside from Sam's request to 

play computer garnes, the only other suggestion is that the 

club start meeting two times a week instead of one. 

An entry in my fieldnotes reads: 

I talked with the students about the club and where 
they'd like to see it go. My sense was that perhaps it 
wasn't meeting their needs and that we should be moving 
in new directions. I feel as though we could flounder 
if it continues as it is. The computer use is already 
getting old. The kids surprised me by saying that they 
like things just the way they are. (FN.p86) 

Tuesday. November 1: Other than the ongoing problems 

with unruly behavior, we have fallen into a comfortable 

routine. Most of the students arrive within minutes of the 

last bell of· the day, others appear later if they have had 

to stay after school for a teacher. We have a snack (often 

provided by a parent or by Marie Morgan), and we talk or 

read aloud or sometimes, especially around Halloween, tell 
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stories. The second half of our time together is open for 

computer room use, which most of the students choose, or for 

reading books, magazines, and newspapers and drawing in the 

library. At 4:45 PM we get ready to leave and by 5:00 PM we 

are heading out the door. Some students wait for rides or 

walk home, and Marie and I divide up the rest of the 

students and drive them home. 

There is a strong core group of about ten students who 

attend meetings regularly. In addition, each week there are 

always several other students who are more erratic in their 

attendance. Brad comes for the first time in late September 

and attends sporadically for several weeks but by the 

beginning of November, he is a committed member. Tanya, 

formerly a faithful member, stops attending meetings as 

regularly in November. I finally track her down and 

discover that she has begun meeting with a Big Sister on 

Tuesdays. She is eventually able to change the day of those 

meetings and resumes her involvement in the club. 

Rose, Kelly, and Debi arrive at the beginning of a 

meeting in late October to say that their father is in town 

for a visit and they can't stay. However, they don't return 

the next week or the week after, and I eventually find out 

that they moved away. By December, however, they are back 

in Vermillion, and Rose and Kelly attend the last meeting 

with their cousin who now lives with them. Another student, 
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Trista, drops out of the club because her mother has become 

concerned that I might ask Trista about Indian spirituality. 

I am perplexed and disappointed. I have not discussed 

Indian spirituality with any of the students, and I hate 

losing Trista who is a committed member of the club. 

The gender balance we started the year with has 

shifted. As described above, most of the students who leave 

the club are girls. When we gain new students, they tend to 

be boys. Thus, by late October, the club is comprised of 

far more boys then girls and for a time in November, Amy is 

the only girl attending regularly. 

Nonetheless, there is a strong and growing sense of 

cohesiveness in the group. This is not only obvious to the 

students and me, but to the parents as well. Sam's mother 

visits our club one week and later remarks on the almost 

tangible sense of belonging that emanates from the group. 

And at an Indian Education Parent Association meeting, 

Robert's mother comments that her normally serious son comes 

home with "sparkles in his eyes" after attending meetings of 

the Literary Club. 

Early November: A few of the students begin to share' 

some of their work aloud at the club. Amy recites her poem, 

"out My Window." (The text of this poem appears in Amy's 

case study, Figure 4.1). Another time, Daniel reads his 
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paragraph about his experiences in the lunch line (presented 

in Figure 4.11). He slows down as he nears the end and his 

voice becomes soft. Pausing, he skips the sentence: "They 

have short hare, girlfriends, a whole truck lode of friends, 

and they are all slim and good-looking." Perhaps, reading 

the paragraph has become too painful, or it may be ~hat 

Daniel is unsure of how the others will react to his desire 

to have what white kids have. When he finishes, the others 

are quiet. Some of them have had similar experiences. 

They, too, have been referred to as "prairie niggers." 

After a few moments, the conversation resumes on a different 

topic and, for a time, voices are more subdued than usual. 

Tuesday. November 15: It is nearly 5:00 P.M., and the 

computer room is a flurry of activity as everyone gets ready 

to depart. A few students have to be reminded more than 

once to exit their programs and hand me their diskettes. 

others are gathering their belonging or waiting to use the 

telephone. There is talk and laughter and some playful 

jostling between Marcos and John. I am trying to determine 

who needs rides horne when I feel an insistent tug on my arm. 

I turn and there is Amy, looking animated. Next to her is a 

girl I don't recognize, whom Amy introduces as her friend 

Alicia. 
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"She wants to know if she can join the Lit Club," Amy 

says. "Can she?" Both girls look at me expectantly. 

Before I can respond, Lance says, "No way!" 

"Yeah, she's not Indian," adds John. 

"Yeah," adds another voice. 

I stall for time, unsure of how to respond. It is late 

and the students are crowding at the doorway of the computer 

room, ready to leave. I tell Alicia that I'm glad she is 

interested and that she should check back with Amy or me 

after our next meeting. 

On my way home that evening, I consider Alicia's 

seemingly simple request. Although the club is called the 

Title V Literary Club and invitations to join had been sent 

out only to Indian students, at the beginning of the year 

Kathy Prasek, Marie Morgan, and I had agreed that it would 

be open to all students. until now, however, no white 

students have expressed interest in joining the club. 

I feel caught in a dilemma. Recently, Amy has been the 

only girl attending meetings and I sense that having another 

girl in the club is important to her. She is sometimes 

overwhelmed by the boys' exuberance and often keeps to 

herself. The boys' comments following Alicia's request to 

join, however, have strongly indicated that they regard the 

club as being only for Indians. (Neither then nor any time 

later do their comments suggest that they object to Alicia 
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due to her gender.) I wonder if the boys would speak as 

openly about sensitive issues such as discrimination if 

white students were present. It seems unlikely to me that 

Daniel would have read his piece about his experiences in 

the lunchline, for example. 

Tuesday. November 22: We end our time in the computer 

room early today and return to the library. I bring up 

Alicia's request and explain that, based on a few of the 

comments I heard from members of the club, I think we need 

to discuss the matter and come to a consensus. I am about 

to present what I view as the two issues at stake but stop 

myself and turn the discussion over to the students. 

Amy begins by explaining to the others that her friend 

Alicia very much wants to join because she thinks the club 

looks like fun. She adds that, even though Alicia is not 

Indian, she is very interested in Indian culture. 

Sam says, "But if we start letting white kids into the 

club, they'll take it over." 

"Yeah," agrees someone else. "Pretty soon it won't be 

ours anymore. If we let one in, pretty soon they'll all 

want to join." 

Daniel comments that African Americans used to be 

excluded from organizations that accepted only whites. "And 

that wasn't right," he says. 
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There is a pause while the others consider his point, 

then. Sam says, "Well, but it's different. The whites had 

all the power and here we're the ones that want to have 

something for ourselves and white kids could just take it 

over from us." 

"There's more of them than us," adds John. "If we let 

one in, pretty soon there will more of them than us in the 

club too." 

John's comment that "there's more of them than us" 

highlights an important point. The Indian stUdents at the 

middle school make up a small minority (about eight percent) 

of the largely white enrollment. In many of their classes 

there are only one or two other Indian students and 

sometimes none at all. The stUdents do not represent a 

critical mass in most contexts of their lives in school and 

in the local community. In the Literary Club, however, 

where the Indian students come together, they do create a 

critical mass, a sense of their collective being. 

Our discussion ends that day with no clear consensus. 

I tell the students that I believe the decision should come 

from them. Marie, who is present, suggests that the 

students go home and discuss the issue with their parents. 

We agree that a decision should not be rushed and that we 

will talk more about it the following week. 
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As it turns out, at the next meeting of the Literary 

Club the students are more anxious to use the computers than 

to continue our discussion. I decide not to insist that we 

talk. (We are no longer under pressure to give Alicia an 

answer as she now has another commitment on Tuesdays, but 

Kathy and Marie and I still feel the issue should be 

addressed by the students.) Later, I ask one of the 

parents, who is also the President of the Indian Parent 

Education Association, to facilitate a discussion with the 

students the following week. I have asked this particular 

parent, Beth, for two reasons. First, as an Indian woman, I 

believe her insights and personal understanding will be 

important in supporting the students. The other reason I 

ask Beth is that, as a mentor to the minority students in 

her department at the university, she has dealt with issues 

similar to those the Literary Club members are facing. 

Beth is somewhat hesitant but willing to facilitate the 

discussion. She agrees with me that the students should be 

allowed to reach their own consensus on this issue. Her 

hesitancy is due to her concern that, because she believes 

so strongly about the students having a club of their own, 

she will sway their minds. She adds that she believes most 

of the other Indian parents feel as she does, that is, that 

the club should be for Indian students only. 
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During the week, I also have conversations with Kathy 

Prasek and with both Kathy and Pat Anderson, the principal. 

Pat says that, while he is sympathetic to the Indian 

students' desire to have a club of their own, he opposes 

exclusion of students. I ask him about the legal aspect and 

he explains that that poses less of a problem for him than 

does the ethical issue of exclusion. He states that he 

cannot support discrimination against anyone, and suggests 

that for these Indian students who have experienced 

discrimination, this situation offers an opportunity to 

advance understanding between the cultures. He goes on to 

suggest that perhaps each of the members could invite one 

student to join the club and that, in this way, they would 

be setting a posi ti ve example of acceptance to others'. 

Furthermore, this would give them an opportunity to teach 

others about their culture. 

Like Pat, I oppose discrimination, but I also believe 

that the Indian students have a need and a right to explore 

issues of identity and discrimination in a "zone of safety" 

(Lipka & McCarty, 1994). This term signifies an environment 

in which individuals can safely explore sensitive issues 

together and support risk-taking among themselves. 

certainly there comes a time for reaching out to others, but 

I question whether the members would be as open if white 

students are present. As 8eth suggests later, we must ask 
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whether it really is their responsibility to teach white 

students about what it means to be Indian before they have 

had time to develop some critical understandings themselves 

about their identities. 

Tuesday. December 6: Beth will be joining us and we 

are meeting in the back of a small classroom that I reserved 

this morning. I have no idea where today's discussion may 

take us but think the students might want more privacy than 

our corner of the library offers. When I arrive, several 

students are already there and they are full of energy. 

Even Robert, who is normally very quiet, is talkative. As 

we serve the snacks that Beth has brought, he shyly holds 

out an arrowhead for me to see and tells me about.it. A few 

minutes later, when we are all seated in a circle, I ask him 

if he would like to show his arrowhead to the others. He 

does and answers questions about where and how he found it. 

The .others are interested and appreciative. 

I have invited Kathy Prasek to be present for the 

discussion today, too, and when she arrives, she talks with 

the group about the importance of showing respect. She 

points out that they are moving into adolescence and that 

their behavior is being watched by the elders and their 

peers. "You need to be good role models for younger kids, 
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too," she says, "so someday you can say, 'I had a hand in 

helping to raise them.'" (FN.p213) 

Beth opens up the discussion and then sits back and 

lets the kids take over. (The following description of the 

discussion comes from my fieldnotes with minor changes made 

for the sake of clarity.) 

surprisingly, for once no one says a word. 
Finally, Sam speaks. Here and throughout this meeting, 
he shows a side of himself I have only caught glimpses 
of before. He is articulate and sure of himself as he 
tells the group that he likes having the club the way 
it is. "If it changes," he says, "I'll quit." He 
explains that the way it is now, he feels he can talk 
honestly. 

Marcos says, "I don't care if we have half the 
school join." Under his breath he adds, "I just want 
to finish this and go to the computer room." 

Amy explains how it happened that Alicia asked to 
join. She makes it clear that the idea was Alicia's, 
and that, while she would like to have her friend in 
the club, she did not invite her. 

John says jokingly, "Oh, so it's your fault that a 
white kid wants to join." 

Amy pulls herself to her full height, looks John 
straight in the eye, and says, "I thought this 
discussion was about no put-downs." 

John looks surprised and quickly apologizes. Then 
he remarks, "I don't mind if they want to know about 
our culture, but I don't want too many to join the 
club." 

Todd speaks next. "I feel uncomfortable when 
white people are in something that's for Indians." 
Someone points out that I am white and am in the club. 
There is a bit of nervous laughter and someone says, 
"But she's different." The conversation moves on and I 
remain out of it, purposely keeping my chair outside of 
the circle. 

Brad makes a comment about it not being right for 
whites to keep out Indians so it's not right for 
Indians to keep out whites. 

John argues that the club might get too big. 
"It's for us," he says.. "If whites come in, it won't 
be special anymore." 
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Amy reminds the others of the meaning of the 
Medicine Wheel. She points out that it stands for all 
cultures living in harmony and being free to learn 
together. 

Marcos comments that he agrees with both sides of 
the argument. 

Brad suggests, "Why don't whites put a club 
together for themselves?" 

Amy asks him, "What if you wanted to join?" 
Before Brad can respond, Marcos chimes in: "They'd 

do the same to you if you cut them out." 
Brad wants to know, "What is their culture 

anyway?" He appears to be uncertain about how to refer 
to "them," and Beth reassures him that it is okay to 
say whites or Anglos. 

Brad continues, "I don't mind a little whites in 
our club. But not much." 

Sam argues that different cultures should be 
allowed to have things just for themselves. He 
explains why. "Say Daniel had problems and he wanted 
to talk. If there's whites there, they wouldn't want 
to listen." 

Amy counters, "That's not necessarily true." 
Beth asks Sam, "How do you know that?" 
Sam responds, "Some people think they're better 

than us." 
Brad says, "'Cause they don't know about our 

culture. It's sort of our fault if we aren't willing 
to teach them." 

John tells him, "They can learn about our culture 
but not in this club." 

Sam agrees. "They can put together their own 
organization." 

Amy challenges him. "How can they put together an 
organization to learn about our culture if we won't let 
them learn?" 

Beth steps in and asks the group, "What would you 
be afraid of if white kids joined?" Everyone tries to 
respond at once so she suggests that they take turns by 
going around the circle. 

Brad begins and says that for him it is fear of 
being put down. "Some white kids are putting us down, 
but not my friends." 

It is John's turn next but instead of responding 
to Beth's question, he offers an idea. He suggests 
that there be certain days on which white kids could be 
invited to come as guests. 

Marcos comments, "I could go for that." 



There follows a short discussion on the idea of 
having guests every now and then. John says twice, 
"But only a certain amount." 
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The conversation returns to Beth's question and it 
is Sam's turn. "I get teased a lot." 

Marcos: "So do I." 
Daniel, who has been uncharacteristically quiet up 

now, comments, "You ain't the only one, boy." 
Sam speaks again. "They'd corne to make fun of us. 

I corne here to talk about my feelings. It'll change a 
lot if white kids join." He adds that he feels he can 
trust those who are here and doesn't want to lose that. 

Todd says, "I'd like to keep this an elite club 
without being exclusionary." 

Beth points out to him that being elite means 
being exclusionary. 

Marcos has been talking under his breath and once 
directly to me about going to the computer room. He is 
restless and anxious to go. He raises his hand now and 
makes a suggestion. "We should think about this 
between now and next week." He clearly wants to end 
the discussion, but there is no support for his 
suggestion from the others. Everyone else appears 
fully engrossed in the discussion, including Robert and 
Daniel though they say almost nothing. 

Amy poses a question in a tone that makes it clear 
she already knows the answer. "Are ~ all fullbloods?" 
She doesn't wait for a reply but goes on to point out 
that some of the students right there in the room have 
white blood just like the students who want to join. 
In the rush of discussion that follows, someone asks, 
"But isn't the culture what matters, not just how much 
Indian blood a person has?" 

Dan says to John, "I'm only a half-breed. What 
are you?" 

John responds that he is three-fourths Indian. 
Beth comments that Robert has not spoken yet and 

she asks him what he thinks about what has been 
discussed. He is silent. After nearly half a minute, 
Sam starts to talk but Beth asks him to give Robert 
more time. Robert continues to sit silently, his face 
still. 

Brad makes a comment I can't hear but Beth 
responds to him, "How can you tell if someone is into 
their culture? Being quiet doesn't mean they're not." 
She adds that it's important not to make assumptions. 

John speaks next. "First we had our club. Now it 
feels like they're invading. It's for us." 

Beth tells the group that she is hearing a number 
of opinions expressed: 1) to keep the club the way it 
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only those interested in the culture join, and 4) to 
have special days to invite white kids to visit and 
learn about the culture. 

Dan says, "It's okay the way it is." 

223 

John reiterates his earlier comments. "If you let 
in one, you'll have a bunch of whites joining. Then 
what's special about it? It's meant for us. It's only 
for Indians." 

There is more talk about having certain special 
days to invite white friends to attend meetings of the 
club. 

Beth asks, "What's this club about?" 
The students callout their answers, and the 

consensus seems to be that it is about reading, 
writing, drawing, and being Indian. (FN.pp213-221) 

Marcos can barely contain himself, so anxious is he to 

spend time in the computer room. The others are also 

becoming restless, and so I suggest we stop for today. Beth 

and I both compliment the students on how respectful and 

responsive they have been to one another. Beth tells them 

that the issues they have worked on today are ones that 

adults work on all the time. Amy looks at her aghast and 

says, "Well, I don't want to grow up if that's the case!" 

Amy, like most young adolescents, moves back and forth 

between the security of childhood and the uncharted waters 

of young adulthood. In addition, she and the other members 

of the Literary Club are struggling with difficult issues 

specific to being Indian in a mostly white school and 

community. The question of including white students in the 

Title V Literary Club has not been resolved but continues to 

be discussed by the Indian students. Besides providing the 

members a place to explore answers to this and other 



questions, the club provides these American Indian young 

adolescents a place in school where they feel they truly 

belong. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

COMPARISON OF THE CASE STUDIES 
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The individual case studies in the preceding chapter 

focused on the literacy experiences of four Lakota and 

Dakota young adolescents in and out of school. These case 

studies were developed through careful examination and 

analysis of data collected from interviews, informal 

conversations, participant and non-participant observations, 

fieldnotes, and artifacts. In this chapter, I explore the 

similarities and differences among the four participants' 

literacy experiences. The purpose of this cross-case 

analysis is to develop a fuller and deeper understanding of 

the multiple roles of literacy in the lives of these four 

individuals. 

Zonnie, Daniel, Brad, and Amy construct meaning in 

their lives through various forms of expression such as 

language, art, music, and movement/dance. The importance of 

each of these to each of the adolescents varies according to 

their individual affinities for expression and to their 

personal literacy needs at any given time. Sometimes the 

forms are used alone, as in Amy's drawing of faces, and at 

other times two or more sign systems are combined, as, for 

example, when Zonnie creates a melody in her mind while also 

creating and writing poetry. For the purpose of analysis in 



this chapter, each of the forms of expression used by the 

participants will be examined separately. 

writing 
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In Chapter Three, I discussed the comparative frame of 

literacy uses that Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines' (1988) 

developed, based on types of reading and writing originally 

established by Heath (1983). Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines 

expand upon Heath's categories to address the uses of 

literacy observed in three separate studies (Heath, 1983; 

Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). Like the 

participants in these studies, the four participants in my 

study use literacy in a variety of contexts and for a 

variety of purposes. 

Of the thirteen categories, or types, of writing that 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) present, I have identified 

eight types that the participants in my study use. I also 

identified a ninth category, narrative writ.ing, which is not 

included in Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines' compilation. Though 

very similar to the type labeled lIautobiographical li writing, 

narrative writing is considerably broader. This category 

consists of the adolescents' writing about real-life events 

involving themselves and/or friends and family members. 

As Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) note, these 

categories lido not necessarily reflect the real world, nor 
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do they reflect the (con)textual tying together that takes 

place in everyday life" (p. 124). Yet, I present them here 

in Table 5.1 as a means of providing the reader an overview 

of the types (or categories) and examples of writing that I 

observed or that were described to me by the young 

adolescents in my study. 

Table 5.1 
Types and Examples of Writing of the Four Participants 

Reinforcement/substitute Taking telephone messages; 
for oral message leaving notes of personal 

whereabouts 

Social-Interactional Writing letters to distant 
friends and relatives; 
writing notes to classmates 

Memory-Aids Writing down homework 
assignments 

Recreational Doodling 

Autobiographical Journal writing 

Educational copying final drafts; 
taking notes; listing 
spelling and vocabulary 
words; copying information; 
completing worksheets 

Expository writing reports; responding 
to stories and novels; 
summarizing written texts; 
writing to explain or 
instruct 

Creative writing poems and stories 

Narrative writing about personal 
experiences 

Of the four participants in my study, Zonnie is the 

most serious and active writer. For her, writing poetry is 
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an important daily event, and she makes time for it both in 

school and at home. Zonnie regards herself--and is 

recognized by her family, teachers, friends, and even by her 

father's former prison mates--as being an accomplished poet. 

Both the act of exploring her world through poetry and the 

recognition she receives for being a poet support her sense 

of herself. She pours her feelings into her poems, 

expressing herself in ways she cannot, or chooses not, to do 

orally. As her friend Melanie explains, Zonnie is a shy and 

quiet person, and "poetry is her way of expressing herself 

to the world." (I.pl) Many of Zonnie's poems are private, 

and she does not share them freely with others. 

Amy also creates poems, but for her they seem to serve 

a different purpose and to be less central to her life. 

Amy's poems usually express images, rather than feelings, 

and they are often about nature. She writes poetry as the 

spirit moves her, which may be once a week or once a month, 

and, unlike Zonnie, she enjoys reciting them to others. 

Also unlike Zonnie, Amy is as apt to store her poems in her 

memory as to write them on a loose sheet of paper. zonnie 

is careful to record all of her poems in a notebook which 

she safeguards in her bookbag. 

Both Zonnie and Amy acknowledge that they get ideas for 

their poems from other sources: music, books, videos, and 

the natural world around them. Meanwhile, both Daniel and 
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Brad make it clear that they do not write poetry. However, 

Brad does make up his own lyrics to the background music of 

his favorite groups. Although he does not consider his 

lyrics to be poetry and does not write them down, his 

integration of language and music is similar to the way 

Zonnie writes poetry. 

While writing poetry holds no appeal for Daniel, he is 

an enthusiastic writer of stories. As is true for Zonnie 

with her poetry, family members provide a supportive and 

appreciative audience for Daniel's stories. He seems to 

have fun with this form of creative writing, and the playful 

and dramatic aspects of his personality are revealed in his 

writing. Although all the stories he writes are for school 

assignments, generally for English, he does not seem to feel 

constrained by the fact. For most of his writing 

assignments in English he is allowed to choose the topic, 

and for those that have more guidelines, Daniel seems to be 

able to make them suit his writing needs. Zonnie's 

comments, on the other hand, suggest that she does feel 

constrained by external structure imposed on her writing. 

Although some of her writing for school seems highly 

personal (e.g., "1st Love," "My Mom," and her cause-and

effect piece), she makes a clear distinction between her 

sense of ownership of work she chooses to write and that 

which is done to satisfy a requirement. 
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Daniel also uses fictional writing as a way of working 

through and sometimes rewriting events in his life. His 

story of Benny B, though written as fiction, has many of the 

same elements--and all of the feelings--of his own 

experience being accosted by an older boy. Through fiction, 

Daniel was able to meet his personal need for harmony by 

bringing positive closure to the conflict. 

Amy writes few stories, in part because she has had few 

opportunities in school this year to do so, 'but she also 

does not generally choose to spend her time at home writing. 

One exception is her story, "Brother Bald Eagle," which she 

wrote in Our First Nations. (This nine-week course, 

required of all fifth graders, focuses on the traditions of 

American Indians.) Unlike Daniel, Amy seems to feel 

constrained by much of the writing she does in school, in 

large part due to her need for more time to complete 

assignments. Although Amy does not produce many written 

stories, she has an active imagination and seems to "see 

stories" in the events that take place around her. Given 

Amy's ability to express herself verbally, were she given 

the opportunity, she would probably be an excellent 

storyteller. 

Closely related to the categories of both creative 

writing and autobiographical writing, are narratives. 

Zonnie's story about her father killing another man twelve 
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years ago--though altered somewhat--is a close retelling of 

the event as it has been described to her, including the 

words of her brother: "Mommy, Daddy shot someone!" 

similarly, the piece Brad wrote a few years ago about his 

kidnapping describes an important event in his life. While 

he maJees it clear that he rarely enjoys writing of any kind, 

he describes this event and the writing about it with 

animation. Zonnie's and Brad's writing, like Daniel's story 

of Benny B, represent ways that each of the authors 

reconstructed and explored personal meanings of significant 

events in their lives. 

The four participants were less likely to recall or 

share examples of formal written reports, one type of 

expository writing. An exception, however, was Brad's 

report and speech on music of the '70s which he did for his 

English class. Much more common examples of expository 

writing described by the adolescents were paragraphs and 

short essays in which they responded to stories and novels 

as well as to issues discussed in class. Brad, Daniel, and 

Zonnie were more likely to engage in this kind of writing in 

their classes than was Amy. 

For Brad, in particular, expository writing is 

especially significant. Of the four participants, he is the 

least likely to turn to written language as a way of 

constructing meaning and expressing himself. He is 
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constrained in this form of expression by his need to 

produce "perfect" work on the first draft. As a result, 

many of his assignments are only one or two lines long. Two 

exceptions are his expository responses to a story read 

aloud about Rosa Parks and to his reading of TO Walk a Sky 

Path. In both cases, he focused on issues of prejudice and 

racism that, despite his strong feelings, he is unlikely to 

express aloud in class. In both of these pieces, his need 

to communicate his opinions overrode his need for "perfect" 

writing. 

Like Brad, Zonnie chooses not to speak in class about 

issues of racism, regardless of whether the subject is the 

focus of a class discussion. In an example of 

autobiographical writing, however, zonnie writes eloquently 

about the pain of discrimination: "The language [sic] that 

was used it can compare to nothing meaner in this world." 

other writing, which all four of the participants 

engage in, is writing notes and letters. This writing falls 

into two categories. Some notes are messages, written to 

inform a parent of a telephone message or of the 

adolescent's whereabouts. Both Daniel and.Arny mention 

writing such notes. The other category (social

interactional) includes letters sent to distant friends and 

relatives and note passes to classmates at school. Zonnie 

used to write to her father, and currently Brad writes to a 
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cousin and Amy to a friend. Another example of letter 

writing is the assignment Daniel's civics teacher gave 

during the study of the French and Indian War. Although the 

assignment was a creative way to encourage students to look 

at the war from different perspectives, Daniel did not "buy 

into it," perhaps because it lacked authenticity for him. 

Reading 

Much of the reading done by the four participants took 

place at school rather than at horne or in other settings. 

As I described in Chapter Three (and presented in Table 

3.1), Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) suggest nine types of 

reading. Of those nine types, eight were enacted or 

described to me by the four participants in my study. In 

Table 5.2, below, I list those eight types and several 

representative examples of each. 
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Table 5.2 
Types and Examples of Reading of the Four Participants 

Instrumental Notes from parents; 
messages from school 
office; calendars 

Social-Interactional Notes from classmates; 
letters in the mail; 
invitations to JOM Awards 
Night; weekly Title V 
Literary Club letters 

New-Related Newspaper; popular news 
stories in magazines; flyer 
announcing upcoming powwow; 
notices on walls in school 

Recreational comics; novels; non-
fiction; legends; 
magazines; music lyrics; 

Confirmational Report cards; evaluative 
comments from teachers; 
confirming facts in 
instructional materials 

Critical/Educational Non-fiction; fiction; 
textbooks; poetry; stUdent 
work on walls in school 

sociohistorical Scrapbook; poetry folder 

Environmental T-shirts; jackets; caps; 
backpacks; badges 

Just as the participants write notes to their parents 

to inform them, they also read such notes written to them. 

For example, Daniel tells of arriving home and finding a 

note from his mother, explaining that she is at the 

laundromat and will be home in a couple of hours. Likewise, 

at school the students are sometimes called to the office at 



the end of the day to pick up written messages from their 

parents or other teachers. 

235 

As described in the section on writing, two of the 

participants--Zonnie and Amy--write and receive notes from 

classmates. These are generally passed and read in class or 

in the hall between classes. (While the passing of notes 

appears to be much more common with adolescent girls, I 

observed in Daniel's English class the passing of notes 

between two boys and between a boy and a girl.) 

Although Amy writes letters to send in the mail, she 

does not mention receiving letters in return. Brad, 

however, gets letters from his cousins in response to those 

he writes, and Zonnie used to receive letters from her 

father while he was in prison. In addition, throughout the 

fall semester of 1994 the participants (except for Zonnie) 

received and read letters from me each week at the Title V 

Literary Club. Finally, all of the participants received 

(and presumably read) thank you notes of appreciation from 

me for their participation in my study. 

The participants come into daily contact with the 

environmental print on the walls throughout the school and 

hanging from classroom ceilings. Typical of the kinds of 

print they might read are essays, schedules, complete 

worksheets, and general notices and announcements of 

upcoming events. For example, during the month of January 
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1995, there were posters announcing a seventh grade 

fundraiser and flyers inviting students to submit articles 

to a student-organized newspaper. In addition, there was a 

poster announcing a lecture by civil rights leader Ossie 

Davis to be held on the university campus. outside of 

school, at a community gathering honoring American Indian 

culture (described in Zonnie's case study), flyers 

announcing an upcoming powwow were distributed, and both 

Zonnie and Daniel received copies to read. 

Both in school and out, the participants and their 

peers wear clothing containing print intended to be read by 

others. For example, one day at the Literary Club Daniel 

wore a shirt with a design of a road map of South Dakota. 

The participants and other Indian students sometimes wear 

shirts that advertise cultural events, such as powwbws, or 

that contain a symbol, such as a medicine wheel, which is 

significant to Indian culture. In the middle of seventh 

grade, Daniel started wearing an AIM (American Indian 

Movement) badge on the sleeve of his jacket. Reflecting 

their participation in popular culture, the participants, 

like most of the students at their school, wear and read one 

another's clothing that advertises brandnames, bands, and 

popular social events. 

Of the four participants, only Daniel and Zonnie 

express interest in reading the news. Daniel sometimes 
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browses through the news in Indian country Today at horne and 

in the school library, but of greater interest to him are 

the regular comics in this newspaper about Indian culture 

and reservation life. similarly, Zonnie scans the popular 

news in her brothers' magazines, Entertainment Weekly and 

The Rolling stones, but finds Vanity Fair, a magazine for 

young teen-agers, more interesting. 

Zonnie and Amy share a love of horror fiction. Their 

respective friends consider them to be good readers and 

surmise that they read more at horne than at school. While 

Zonnie and Amy both verify that they do, in fact, read more 

at home, Zonnie has a rather negative perception of herself 

as a reader. She does not fit her own definition of a good 

reader which includes choosing topics considered worthwhile 

by school standards. Amy, on the other hand, views herself 

as a good reader, based on her interest in a variety of 

genres and subjects. 

Reading from textbooks is a daily experience of all 

four of the participants but was usually talked about with 

disinterest. For Zonnie, the point of reading in her 

history book is to locate and copy answers to questions at 

the end of a section or chapter. By contrast, Amy involves 

herself fully, both efferently and aesthetically 

(Rosenblatt, 1978), in the reading of her history book. As 

is evidenced in her response to the information about the 
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incident on Roanoke Island (described in her case study), 

she critically analyzes the content of the print text while 

also identifying with the drama of it. In addition, she 

carefully examines both the artistic merit and the "text," 

or message, of illustrations and photographs. 

Just as Brad is the least involved writer of the four 

adolescents, he is also the least enthusiastic and active 

reader. He regards reading as something of a chore, both in 

school and out, and consequently he rarely spends time even 

on recreational reading. However, comments by both Brad and 

his teachers suggest that he does become interested in 

reading when it touches on social issues which touch his 

life. For example, when he responded to To Walk a Sky Path 

in his journal, Brad cued in on a suggestion of prejudice in 

the novel. This journal entry, though rather short, is 

still longer and makes more sense than any of his other 

entries . 

. Finally, Daniel is also not an especially avid reader 

which is somewhat surprising, given the ease and frequency 

with which he uses different literary conventions in his 

writing. He regards at least some of the reading in school 

as "white man stuff" (I#3.p18), reflective of the dominant 

culture, and would enjoy having Indian Country Today be used 

in his classes. In his reading class, Daniel is allowed to 

make his own choices of books to meet the page requirement 
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set each quarter, and he sometimes selects books about 

American Indian chiefs and heroes. still, by both his own 

estimation and his teacher's, is not an enthusiastic reader. 

Just as writing and reading provide the participants 

ways of constructing meaning and communicating it to others, 

so too does art. Oogle (1980) notes that "the arts have 

far-reaching effects on both physical and intellectual 

development, the neglect of which would seriously impair the 

ability of human beings to perceive their world completely" 

(p. 13). 

Both Amy and Daniel, in particular, turn to drawing to 

express their emotions. Amy speaks of drawing "a swirl of 

colors" (I#3.p2) or wolves and witches when she is angry and 

"a sunset or something that has to do with the earth" 

(I#2.p11) when she is happy. Much more typical of Amy, 

however, is drawing faces that reflect feelings. Amy 

explains that she gets her ideas by studying and visually 

recording the "characteristics of people's faces" (I#4.p2) 

so she can later recreate them on paper. Like a writer, she 

"reads" the world around her and casts her interpretations 

on paper, but instead of using language as her medium, Amy 

chooses art. 
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While Amy likes the color of felt tip markers to 

express emotions, Daniel chooses pencil. He explains that 

he draws "peaceful pictures" (I#3.p17) when he feels happy 

"mean pictures" (I#3.p17) when he feels angry. His 

intricate drawing of war weapons, described in his case 

study, was done when he was feeling frustrated and angry. 

This drawing served as a catharsis for Daniel in much the 

same way Amy's drawing of her tear-streaked face (described 

in her case study) helped relieve her sadness after she was 

accidently knocked down in the hall at school. Although the 

categories of literacy discussed earlier pertain only to 

reading and. writing, they might be extended to these 

examples of art as literacy. Both Daniel and Amy use art as 

a way of responding to personal experiences. Thus, these 

examples might be considered narrative or autobiographical. 

Besides drawing to express his feelings, Daniel enjoys 

doodling, a recreational type of literacy. His creations 

are a weaving of symbols and icons. As DogIe (1980) notes, 

"Children often develop their own visual symbols to a 

complex level in interpreting and reacting to experiences, 

events, and feelings" (p. 12). Daniel's symbol-weaving in 

his signature (see Figure 4.10) and in his mother's name 

ascribe a different and more complex meaning than would be 

the case were he to use print alone. By underscoring his 

name with Indian feathers, Daniel affirms his Indian 
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identity, and his substituting a heart for the "0" in "MOM" 

reveals his warm relationship with his mother. Finally, 

Daniel also plays with weaving symbols and icons, as the 

example in Figure 5.1 shows. Here he integrates the yin 

yang symbol, which represents balance and harmony, into the 

features of a rather malevolent-looking face. 

Figure 5.1. Daniel's symbol-weaving 

Brad also expresses himself through art, according to 

one of his peers who has observed Brad drawing the symbols 

that identify different sports teams. More significant to 

Brad are his drawings which, as with Amy and Daniel, are 

drawn to release his feelings. He reveals that he sometimes 

draws in class when he doesn't "feel right. II At these times 

Brad chooses to draw--or, as he says, to build--tepees and 

sweatlodges. 

It's in my mind. • . . I draw my culture . . . I draw 
tepees, sweat10dges .... I picture how the tepees 
are. And I build [with] the sticks and make a whole 
bunch of tepees and sweatlodges. (I#1.p12) 

Like Brad, Amy often sees pictures and images in her 

mind and, depending on the context and her needs at the 

time, she may express them through art or through language 

or dance. Zonnie, on the other hand, never mentions art as 

a form of expression she chooses. Though her good friend, 
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Melanie, considers Zonnie to be a good painter, Zonnie does 

not mention this. Nor in discussions about her beading does 

she indicate that she views her work as a form of artistic 

or cultural expression. For zonnie, the significance of 

beading seems to lie more in its role as a shared experience 

with her mother, in the public recognition she enjoys from 

doing it, and, quite possibly, the income it generates for 

her family. 

Music 

To different degrees and in different ways, all of the 

participants use music in their lives. This form of 

expression is reflective of the adolescents' participation 

in popular culture, school culture, and their Indian 

culture. Of the four adolescents, Brad's interests in 

popular music are the most diverse. He enjoys rock and 

roll, country western, rap, and soul and is able to list his 

favorite musical artists in rapid succession. He has his 

own stereo which he listens to every night while falling to 

sleep. Brad does not currently play a musical instrument 

but says he would like to learn the drums so someday he can 

play in a band. 

Popular music is also a regular part of Zonnie's life 

but her interest is primarily just country music. She 

identifies with the themes of love and heartbreak common to 
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this type of music, and the lyrics are an important source 

of ideas for her own poetry. Besides sometimes listening to 

country music while she writes, zonnie creates country 

melodies in her mind ·to accompany her poems. She expresses 

interest in having a career as a country music composer and 

singer. For both Zonnie and Shaun, listening to popular 

music might be viewed as a recreational form of literacy. 

In addition, for Zonnie it is also creative when she 

composes her own music while writing poetry. 

Like Zonnie, Daniel's interest in popular music is very 

specific but he enjoys the music of Elvis Presley. He 

listens to tunes by Elvis and has taught himself to play 

them on his saxophone. He also collects Elvis Presley 

memorabilia, some of which his mother keeps in a scrapbook 

for him. Daniel envisions for himself the same level of 

fame as Elvis Presley had but with his Indian singing group, 

rather than with popular music. 

Daniel demonstrates his meta-cognitive abilities when 

he describes the similarities between the reading of sheet 

music and the reading of a text of print (described fully in 

his case study). He recognizes, £or example, the similar 

function of dynamics in musical text and punctuation in 

print text. The ability to make such connections between 

symbol systems, contends Upitis (1992), is natural. She 

writes that we all have experiences decoding different 
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symbol systems, "and music notation is nothing more than 

another such system. All these systems carry meaning, 

and by interpreting these symbols, we [can] make choices and 

take actions" (p. 5). 

Daniel's role as a member of the Ihanktonwan Dakota 

singers is central to his life, and practicing and 

performing occupy a fair amount of his out-of-school time. 

Singing with his drum group affirms his sense of Indian 

cultural identity. He constructs personal meaning through 

the words of the songs and the beat of the drum which 

reflect Indian history and spirituality. In addition, 

Daniel is also learning to play the Indian flute as it was 

played years ago. His flute playing and, even more, his 

singing with the drum group reflect creative, narrative, and 

sociohistorical uses of literacy. The songs tell stories of 

past events and experiences. They also serve as a social

interactional kind of literacy when they are performed at 

powwows where they serve to communicate cultural knowledge 

in a social setting. 

Although Amy does not sing with a drum group, she 

enjoys listening to this type of music more than any other. 

In fact, Amy has no interest in popular music at this point 

in her life. She began playing the clarinet in school band 

this year, but it is not a particular source of enjoyment 

for her. Her comments indicate that, at least for now, she 
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regards it more as rote practice rather than as a means of 

expressing herself. 

Both Daniel and Zonnie also play in the school band and 

enjoy it. Although Daniel admits that he does not practice 

his saxophone between lessons as often as he should, he 

seems to have a good grasp of how to read music. His 

comments indicate that he sees a connection between the 

reading of musical notes and words and also between 

notations of musical dynamics and punctuation. 

Movement in Drama and Dance 

Movement, as a sign system, is most often revealed in 

this study through the participants' dancing at powwows and 

other performances. In addition, Amy's description of the 

ways in which she used gesture and movement in a local play, 

as well as language and music, to communicate meaning 

reveals drama as a combination of sign systems. Amy tells 

about the messages that were communicated by certain 

gestures (e.g., waving, staring at a watch, standing on 

tiptoes) which she did separately from her two spoken lines. 

She also cites the dancing as another way in which she and 

other actors added to the overall message of the play. 

These gestures and dancing constitute instances of the 

literacy type called "reinforcement/substitute for oral 

message." 
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Dancing at powwows and other Indian cultural events is 

a very important form of expression for both Amy and Brad. 

Although Zonnie and Daniel used to be more involved in 

dancing, they both dance less frequently now. Daniel's 

primary interest is in his drum group, and Zonnie prefers 

spending time socializing with friends rather than qancing. 

Amy and Brad, however, participate in dances whenever 

they can. For both, dancing represents a means of 

personally affirming and expressing to others their Indian 

identity. Their understanding of the cultural and 

historical significance of the dances continually grows as 

they learn from more knowledgeable members and as they 

incorporate that knowledge into their movements in the 

dances. Their dancing reflects both creative and 

sociohistorical forms of literacy. 

As with her drawing, dancing for Amy also represents a 

means of expressing her personal feelings. She describes 

how she alters the energy of her movements to reflect her 

mood--fast and graceful when she is happy and slow and 

weakened when she is sad. For both Amy and Brad, 

integrating the dance steps, drumbeat, and rhythm with the 

underlying significance of the dance has become a natural 

process. Just like fluent readers, they attend to and 

interpret these cues with little conscious thought as they 

construct both personal and cultural meanings. As this 



chapter has shown, all four of the participants draw on 

multiple sign systems and combinations of sign systems to 

meet their literacy needs. 

247 



CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSIONS 

248 

To understand the meaning individuals make of their 

experiences, we need to observe them carefully and elicit 

their inner voices. Inner voices, according to Cleary 

(1991), are "thinking voice[s]: thinking to remember, 

thinking to get what happened into words, thinking to 

understand it and fit it together with present experience" 

(p. 23). In this ethnographic case study research, four 

Lakota and Dakota young adolescents revealed their inner 

voices as they described the influence of literacy in their 

lives. Through in-depth interviews and informal 

conversations as well as through observations and collection 

of artifacts, I sought to understand the meanings they make 

of their literacy experiences both in and out of school. 

The principal question that guided my study was: 

* What are the roles and uses of literacy in the lives of 

Lakota and Dakota young adolescents? 

The following sub-questions supported the investigation: 

* What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences 

with literacy in school? What are the adolescents' 

perceptions of their experiences? 



* What is the nature of the adolescents' experiences 

with literacy outside of school? What are the 

adolescents' perceptions of their experiences? 
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* How do others--teachers, parents, and peers-

interpret the adolescents' experiences with literacy? 

* What is the influence of different cultures--Arnerican 

Indian cultures, school culture, and popular culture-

on the adolescents' transactions with literacy? How do 

these transactions inform their self-identity? 

The purpose of this final chapter is to consider how 

the answers to these questions, discussed in previous 

chapters, might contribute to our understandings about 

language and literacy. I do not attempt to generalize about 

the literacy of all American Indian young adolescents, but 

rather I offer insights and conclusions. 

The four Lakota and Dakota young adolescents who are at 

the center of this case study research--Zonnie, Daniel, 

Brad, and Arny--demonstrate and describe different uses of 

literacy in school, at home, and in other settings. Each 

creates personal meanings through language, art, music, and 

movement and through combinations of these forms of 

expression. An important focus of this dissertation, which 

is supported by my choice of methodology, is on 

understanding the lived experiences of the adolescents from 

their perspectives. Thus, by searching for the meanings 
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they make through literacy, I sought to provide a fuller, 

richer, and more authentic picture of the literacy in their 

lives than what is provided by standardized test scores and 

other figures. 

By observing the participants and by carefully 

listening to them describe the ways in which they construct 

meaning, I was pushed to reconsider my own conceptions of 

literacy. It became clear early in the research that these 

young adolescents construct meaning in their lives, not only 

through language, but also through sign systems such as art, 

music, and movement (or dance). (Mathematics, another sign 

system, did not emerge within the scope of this study. That 

is not to say, however, that it is not significar.t in the 

adolescents' lives.) 

Identifying Significant Roles of Literacy 

In Chapter Three I presented lists of categories of 

reading and writing (see Table 3.1). These categories, 

established by Heath (1983), were later expanded upon by 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988), who compared the literacy 

uses of individuals in three ethn'ographic studies (Heath, 

1983; Taylor, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). In 

Chapter six, I returned to these categories of literacy 

(e.g., social-interactional, environmental, and expository) 

and aligned them with examples of literacy uses demonstrated 
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by the four participants in this study (see Tables 5.1 and 

5.2). 

The literacy categories are helpful in organizing and 

understanding the range of literacy uses in the lives of the 

young adolescents. As I watched the adolescents (and their 

peers in the Title V Literary Club) engage in different 

literacy experiences, listened to them make meaning of those 

experiences, and later analyzed the data collected, I came 

to understand how their literacy uses support broader 

functions, or roles, of literacy. These roles reflect the 

needs or issues that are most central in the lives of the 

adolescents. From the findings of my study, two roles of 

literacy emerged as being especially significant. They are 

using literacy: 

* to explore and express self-identity and 

* to examine issues, such as prejudice, racism, and 

discrimination, that are critical to the adolescents 

While each of these roles often informs the other, for 

purposes of clarity I will discuss them separately in this 

section. 

Developing self-identity is a major focus of 

adolescence, but for the American Indian adolescents in this 

study who live in a white community, the challenges tend to 

be more complex. They must work hard to define for 

themselves what it means to be American· Indian (and Lakota 
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or Dakota) while living in an environment that does not 

reflect their culture. At the same time, because they have 

grown up in this community, part of who they are i2 

reflective of mainstream and popular cultural values and 

understandings. Thus, with a foot in each world, 

establishing a sense of self-identity becomes especially 

complicated. 

Each of these young adolescents uses literacy to 

explore and express their self-identities in a variety of 

contexts and through different sign systems. Both in school 

and out, they construct personal meanings in their reading, 

writing, art, music, and movement (dance). At different 

times, each of these forms of literacy serves to confirm, 

challenge, and/or enlarge the participants' sense of who 

they are. 

Zonnie, for example, knows herself to be a poet. She 

uses language capably and eloquently to meet her need to 

express herself. Her poetry is not only a reflection of her 

transactions with language, however. The meanings she 

creates are influenced by music as she composes melodies in 

her head while graphically recording (writing) the words to 

her poems. She is influenced both by the syntactic 

conventions of musical expression (rhythm, beat, etc.) and 

by her favorite genres of music. For example, the themes of 

love and heartbreak, common to country music, are reflected 



in her poems as she describes herself, her relationships 

with others, and her view of the world. As she creates 

poetry and music, zonnie is reinforcing her dream of 

becoming a professional composer and singer of country 

music. 
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similarly, Daniel reinforces his identity of himself as 

a singer in his drum group each time he performs. Both the 

meaning behind the songs he sings and the act of performing 

inform and strengthen his understandings about his culture 

and about his membership in it. The lyrics as well as the 

drumbeats have certain cultural significance which Daniel 

interprets each time he performs. In addition, his sense of 

himself as a capable singer and a model for younger children 

is confirmed by the comments he hears from adult members of 

the local Indian community. 

Finally, through dance both Amy and Brad have 

established positive self-identities. Like Daniel, they are 

learning the historical and cultural significance of the 

songs, which they interpret and communicate through the 

steps and movement of the dances. As they express the 

meanings of the dances, they also affirm their identities, 

not only as Indian dancers, but as carriers of cultural 

knowledge. Of special importance for both Brad and Amy as 

well as for Daniel, the social setting of their singing and 
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dancing (usually powwows) serves to establish their sense of 

belonging to a larger American Indian community. 

Another important role of literacy for the four 

participants (and their peers in the Title V Literary Club) 

is examining critical issues such as prejudice, racism, and 

discrimination. Just as developing self-identity is a major 

focus of adolescence, so too is a growing awareness of 

broader social issues. For the American Indian adolescents, 

these particular issues (prejudice, racism, and 

discrimination) are not abstract entities. Rather, dealing 

with them means examining and working through personal, 

often painful, experiences in their own lives. The examples 

below illustrate the role of literacy in addressing these 

issues. 

Amy struggled to understand what she viewed asa 

negative portrayal of American Indians in her social studies 

textbook. As she worked to understand the broader 

implications of the depiction of an historical incident, she 

made a connection to the present-day destruction of a local 

sweatlodge. Amy responded to both situations with hurt, 

anger, and confusion. Her emotional response pushed her to 

question and think critically about the issues involved. 

Thus, while the literacy experiences of reading the textbook 

were negative, her examination and interpretation of both 
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the written and visual texts and of the sweat lodge incident 

increased her understandings about important social issues. 

similarly, Brad, for whom written language often 

represents a source of frustration, became engaged with two 

pieces of literature in which he identified racist elements. 

He recognized elements common to both the literature and his 

own life, and he responded in his writing. Zonnie, who 

generally chooses not to articulate her ideas orally, wrote 

about discrimination in her journal. 

Finally, Daniel responded to two actual incidents of 

racism in his life through writing. In one case, he 

fictionalized the events of an incident in which he was 

accosted by an older boy. In his story, Daniel rewrote the 

ending to meet his need for harmony and reconciliation. H~ 

arranged for the main character, who represents himself, to 

earn the respect and acceptance his antagonists. In another 

piece of writing Daniel expressed his feelings about an 

actual event in which he was called "prairie nigger" by 

other students who tried to send him to the end of the 

lunchline. 

The roles of literacy discussed and illustrated above 

do not always exist separately but are often intertwined. 

In dealing with discrimination, for example, the 

participants also reflected on their sense of identity. 

Both literacy roles were also focuses of the oral "texts," 
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or discourse, in the Title V Literary Club where together 

the members sought to develop understandings about what it 

means to be American Indian. These discussions are fully 

described in Chapter Five. 

The Importance of Belonging 

The Title V Literary Club is especially important to 

the adolescents in providing them a sense of belonging. 

Many of the members described not feeling a similar sense of 

belonging to the larger Middle School community. Likewise, 

a number of the teachers also view the American Indian 

students as being "isolates," and one referred to the 

difficulties, especially for boys, of establishing their 

place as Indians in the white environment of school. 

Daniel's civics teacher commented, "They have to make a 

decision. Are they white or are they Native American? And 

it's a very hard decision, and they don't need to be, I 

don't think, one or the other." (I.p3) 

Allport (1954) contends that "a minority group member 

has to make many times as many adjustments to his status as 

does the majority group member •... [T]he awareness, the 

strain, the accommodation all fall more heavily and more 

frequently on the minority group members" (p. 145). For the 

American Indian adolescents, the Title V Literary Club 

provides an environment in which they do not have to 
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accommodate to majority group members. They are able to 

corne together to share cornmon experiences, to support their 

individual and collective sense of Indian identity, and to 

learn from one another. As Smith (1988) observes, "We learn 

from other people, not so much through conscious emulation 

as by "joining the club" of people we see ourselves as being 

like" (p. xii). That the members feel a sense of belonging 

fo and ownership of the club is made clear in their active 

participation, their plans to continue the club into high 

school, and also in their current anxiety about extending 

membership to non-Indian students (an issue discussed in the 

Title V Literary Club case study). The important function 

this club now serves in providing the American Indian 

members a "zone of safety" (Lipka & McCarty, 1994) raises 

questions and possibilities for future research with members 

of diverse cultures. 

The American Indian Community 

The Title V Literary Club and the Vermillion Middle 

School represent two of the "communities" in the lives of 

these adolescents. Some of the other communities are the 

Vermillion community, the local American Indian community, 

and the larger community of their tribal affiliation. In 

addition, the notion of community includes both family and 

groups of friends. 
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Observations of the four participants as well as 

interviews and informal conversations with them, their 

peers, parents, and teachers gave evidence to the important 

role of the local Indian community in supporting its young 

people. Although the American Indian households are not 

necessarily in close physical proximity to one another, the 

members support one another and share their knowledge and 

expertise in different ways. 

Moll and Greenberg (1990) describe a similar social 

network of households in a Hispanic working-class community 

in a southwestern community of the united states. This 

network is supported by the sharing of "funds of knowledge," 

or the strategies, skills, and information household members 

possess. As Moll and Greenberg (1990) and Moll, Amanti, 

Neff, and Gonzalez (1992) have shown, these "funds of 

knowledge" that community members possess support the 

individual members of households as well as engender a 

cohesiveness within the community. The children learn a 

wealth of knowledge and develop a sense of belonging from 

their interactions with various members of the community. 

similarly, the American Indian adolescents in my study 

learn from and feel supported and valued by members of the 

local Indian community. For example, Irene taught fancy 

dance to children, like Amy, interested in learning. 

Parnell, Daniel's father, established the Ihanktonwan 
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Singers drum group, and he freely shares his knowledge about 

drum making. John, a fluent speaker of Lakota, teaches 

Lakota to others, both formally in university classes and 

informally to others in the community. In addition, he is 

recognized as a talented storyteller. The community members 

also support one another by offering rides when needed, 

watching each other's children, helping at Indian taco sale 

fundraisers, and the like. 

Recognizing Literacy Strengths 

Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez (1992) describe these 

home and community-based contexts of learning as "flexible, 

adaptive, and active" (p. 133) and contrast them with school 

learning which they suggest is "encapsulated, if not 

isolated, from the social worlds and resources of the 

community" (p. 134). They argue that the gap between the 

school and home communities needs to be bridged, and they 

believe that having teachers draw upon the knowledge of the 

community is one viable way of doing this. 

Bridging the gap is critical for students, like the 

American Indian students at the Vermillion Middle School, 

whose culture is not reflected in the physical environment 

or instructional materials. These students differ from one 

another in the degree of their upbringing as traditional 

American Indians, but nearly all do identify with their 
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American Indians, but nearly all do identify with their 

ancestral culture. It would be erroneous (but not unusual) 

to assume that, because they are growing up in a white 

community, they are fully "assimilated" into the mainstream 

culture and that their educational needs are the same as for 

their white peers. We need only to look at the cases of 

Daniel, Amy, zonnie, and Brad to understand the importance 

of providing schooling experiences that support their Indian 

cultural understandings and identities. 

Especially significant to this study are the disparate 

"in-school" and "out-of-school" pictures of the four 

participants which evolved.' The case studies of each of 

these four participants reveal the ways in which multiple 

literacies influence their lives, both in and out of school. 

For the most part, the adolescents' wealth of cultural 

knowledge, literacy strengths, and richness of expression 

outside of school are not fully recognized or tapped in 

school. In school, the young adolescents are not identified 

by or evaluated on the multiple literacy strengths that are 

so central to their out-of-school lives. Instead they are 

judged by standards of academic and verbocentric (Eco, 1976) 

ways of knowing that provide only a partial and, thus, a 

distorted view of their capabilities. Amy's expression 

through dance and Daniel's through singing, for example, 

illustrate the ways in which the two young adolescents 
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school. These forms of expression through movement and 

music shape Amy's and Daniel's views of the world and they 

are crucial in establishing their self-identities. 

Providing opportunities to learn in school through an 

integration of multiple sign systems would allow these 

adolescents and their peers to make meaning in ways that 

draw upon their background experiences and strengths. Such 

an approach is also in keeping with the holistic view of the 

world reflective of the Lakota, Dakota, and other American 

Indian cultures. Gilliland (1992) notes, 

The majority of Native Americans are global learners 
who learn much more easily if they can see the overall 
picture before they concern themselves with the 
details. They are good at seeing the unity and harmony 
in the larger situation" (p. 58). 

How might a curriculum based on multiple sign systems 

support American Indian students' learning? To help us 

understand and support the learning and literacy development 

of all children, and in particular those of diverse 

cultures, more research into the role of sign systems in 

school curricula needs to be pursued. Such research will 

help us to explore ways that we might expand and enrich the 

scope of opportunities to learn in school. 

The Potential of Case Study Research 

Bissex (1990) contends that "the end of a case study 

should be insight, not control--an understanding of others 
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and of ourselves that helps us to be educators, not 

manipulators" (p. 73). conducting this research has 

revealed to me the potential power of case study 

investigation to generate in-depth understandings about 

individuals and phenomena. Case study research allows us to 

learn from the experiences and personal understandings of 

those who voices are not normally heard in the research 

literature. As such, it represents a form of advocacy for 

these individuals. Amidst all the research that codes 

diverse learners by scores on tests, case study research 

seeks to understand their human condition, "to make their 

humanity visible" (Y. Goodman, 1992, p. xiii). As we 

continue to study literacy and literacy learning and to 

apply our knowledge to teaching, curricular development, and 

policy making, case study research helps us to keep our 

focus where it belongs--on the experiences of literacy 

learners themselves. 
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APPENDIX A: 

LETTER TO PARENTS OF AMERICAN INDIAN STUDENTS 

September 26, 1994 

Dear Members of the Indian Education Parent Association, 

I enjoyed talking with a number of you at the meeting on September 13 
and having the opportunity to explain the purpose of the Title V Middle School 
Literary Club and my research. This letter is being sent just to parents of Title V 
Middle School students and is intended to provide more information about the 
nature of my research as it involves your child(ren). 

As I mentioned at the meeting, your child's involvement in my study is 
entirely voluntary and is not required for him or her to be a member of the 
Literary Club. The study explores the ways in which Indian children of this age 
use print (e.g., reading and writing) in different parts of their lives, both in and 
out of school. As case study research, the focus will be limited to eight children 
initially and to just four for the final written document. I will tall< with the children 
individually about four times (for 30 to 45 minutes) regarding their perceptions of 
the roles and uses of reading and writing. I would also appreciate being able to 
talk with you about your child in regards to this topic. In addition, I will observe 
the kinds of reading and writing experiences your child has in school and, if 
possible, outside of school. 

My research is not intended to prove a point about American Indian 
children or to compare them to their white peers. Rather, it is a descriptive study 
that will present the children's own perceptions of the uses of reading and writing 
in the larger context of their lives. Both you and they will have the opportunity to 
verify the accuracy of what is written. 

If you have any questions about my research and/or your child's 
involvement, please feel free to call me at any time. I can usually be reached at 
home at (605) 267-2401. I would really welcome a chance to talk with you. 

Sincerely, 

Betsy Noll 



APPENDIX B: 

LETTER TO TITLE V PROGRAM DIRECTOR 

Language, Reading and Culture 
University of Arizona 
Tucson, Arizona 85721 
April 29, 1994 

Mrs. Kathy Prasek, Director 
Title V IJOM Program 
Vermillion Public Schools 
Vermillion, South Dakota 57069 

Dear Kathy, 
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It was great talking with you recently, and I really appreciated your enthusiasm 
for the ideas we discussed concerning my dissertation study. I thought it would be 
helpful for you to have some of my thoughts for this study in writing as we hegin to plan 
together possibilities for my involvement with Native American students in Vermillion. 
I'm enclosing a brief, preliminary sketch of my dissertation proposal which you are 
welcome to share with Bob Bowker, Mark Upward, Pat Anderson and whomever else 
you may choose. 

On the phone we discussed the idea of my conducting a weekly after-school 
"literacy club" with Native American students. I envision this club as an opportunity for 
the children to come together as young authors and storytellers. The time would he spent 
writing, reading, and sharing stories together in a workshop format. Exploration and 
expression of cultural identities would be encouraged but certainly not mandatory. The 
purpose of the literacy club would be two-fold. First, it would support the students' 
development of writing, reading, and oral expression. Secondly, it would give me one 
means of collecting data for my study on Native American children's experiences with 
literacy and oral language. 

My interest is in working with elementary and middle school students. However, 
I would love to have two or three high school studentc; hecome involved as "co-leaders" 
of the literacy club. Those considering a career in education might be especially 
interested. (I should add that parents of students are also very welcome.) I am open as 
to how the club might be organized in terms of grouping. I see advantages to having all 
ages together as well as to having two separate clubs, one for elementary and one for 
middle school. It may be that the number of studentc; interested in becoming involved 
will determine the answer. 
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I am excited about working collaboratively with you on this project, Kathy . Your 
position as Title IV (or is it now Title V'!) coordinator can help me reach the Native 
American children and families I want to study, and the literacy c1uh will he very much 
in keeping with the goals of your program. Most importantly, however, are tile value 
and henefits of my study and the literacy c1uh for the children who become involved. 
The purpose of both my study and the literacy club is to recognize, support, and build 
upon the strengths and talent., of the children involved. 

Let's continue to stay in touch during the next couple of months. I can he reached 
through the University of Arizona address above or at home: 2634 E. Devon St. 
Tucson, AZ 85716 (602) 323-9574. After June 30th, I will be back in South Dakota 
and we can get together any time. I look forward to hearing from you! 

Sincerely, 

Betsy Noll 



APPENDIX C: 

LETTER FROM SUPERINTENDENT OF SCHOOLS 

II ~ 
VERMILLION 

school district no. 13·1 AdmInIstrative Services 
17 Prospect 
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June 4, 1994 
Vermillion, South Dakota 57069 
(605) 624·8051 

Betsy Noll 
Language, Reading and Culture 
University of Arizona 
Tucson, Arizona 85721 

Dear Betsy, 

Dr. Leon A. SwIer 
Superintendent 

This letter is to follow up on our recent phone 
conversation concerning your request to conduct research in 
the Vermillion Middle School next year and to verify my 
understanding of your study. Based on our conversation and 
the written description you sent me, I understand your 
research will focus on the writing, reading, and oral 
expression of Native American students and that you intend 
to collect a portion of your data in an after-school 
literacy club at the Middle School. You will be 
coordinating the literacy club with Kathy Prasek and will 
manage it during the fall semester with the possibility of 
continuing into the spring semester. 

I support your request to conduct this research 
project in our district and look forward to learning about 
your results. 

sincerely, 

Leon swier, superintendent 

•• Educa/ion - Vermillion's Mos/lmportant Business •• 
AN EQUAL OPPORTUNtTY EMPLOYER 
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APPENDIX D: 

DESCRIPTION OF PROPOSED RESEARCH 

My research will focus on the ways in which Native 
American children use literacy and engage in oral language. 
I am interested in knowing more about the roles and importance 
of forms of expression such as writing, reading, and 
storytelling in the lives of the children chosen for this 
study. In addition to examining the nature, context, and 
content of their expression, I plan to emphasize the students' 
own perspectives of the roles oral language expression and 
literacy play in their lives. 

My interest in this study is based on my belief that 
children possess unique strengths and talents and an ability 
to express them through language. In the past, oral and 
written expression of children who are members of minorities, 
including Native American cultures, has not received much 
interest or recognition. ~hen it has been addressed in the 
research, the focus has been on the deficits of the children 
rather than on their capabilities. 

My intention is to understand the ways in which literacy 
and oral language are important to the children in this study. 
To examine this, I plan to gather data in several ways. 
First, I will facilitate a weekly after-school "literacy club" 
for middle school students that will support their expression 
in writing, reading, and oral language use. I also plan to 
conduct a series of three to four interviews with several 
students to extend my understanding of their use of oral and 
written language and of its importance to them. Finally, I 
hope to speak with the families and teachers of these students 
to develop a fuller picture of the literacy and language 
events which influence the children's lives. 

I expect to gather most of my data between September and 
December 1994. As I analyze and begin writing my dissertation 
in early 1995, I will continue documentation but on a less 
frequent basis. The extent of my involvement with the 
Literacy Club in the second semester will depend upon the 
interest of the students and my time constraints. If there is 
interest and should I be unable to make a weekly commitment, 
I will find a qualified person to act as facilitator. I plan 
to complete the writing of my dissertation by the spring of 
1995. 
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APPENDIX E: 

LETTER ANNOUNCING TITLE V CLUB 

August 31, 1994 

Dear Title V Students, 

You are invited to .ioin the new afterschoo1 Title V Literacy Cluh. This cluo 
is for students who like to: 

write stories and poetry (or anything else), 
read and discuss good hooks 
perform storytelling, or 
draw to express their ideas. 

The Literacy Club will meet every Tuesday after school from 3:15 - 4:45 in 
the Middle School library (and snacks will he provided!). Our first meeting will he 
on Tuesday, September 13th. 

If you would like to know more about the Literacy Club, be sure to come to 
the back-to-school Title V pizza party next Tuesday, Septemher 8th. I will he there 
to answer any questions you might have. 

I look forward to meeting you soon! 

Sincerely, 

Beto;y Noll 
Literacy Club facilitator 



APPENDIX F: 

BURKE READING INTERVIEW 

READING INTERVIEW 
Name _______________________ __ Age ____ _ Date __________ _ 

Occupation __________________ __ Educational Level _______________ _ 

Sex ____ _ Interview Seiling ____________________________ _ 

1. When you are reading and come to something you don't kn"w, what do you 
do? 

Do you ever do anything else? 

2. Who is a good reader you know? 

3. What makes __ a good reader? 

4. Do you think __ ever comes to something she/he doesn't know? 

5. "Yes" When __ does come to something she/he doesn't know, what do you 
think he/she does? 
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"No" Suppose __ cOllies to ~nlllcthinfl she/he doesn't know. What do you 
think she/he would dll? 

6. Ir you knew someone was having trouble reading how would you help that 
person? 

7. What would a/your teacher do to help that person? 

8. How did you learn to read? 

9. What would you like \0 do better as a reader? 

10. Do you think you arc a good reader? Why? 

270 



APPENDIX G: 

LETTER TO CLUB MEMBERS 

October 4, 1994 

Dear Literary Club members, 

I'm sitting here at my computer, thinking about all of you and 
plans for this afternoon's meeting. Last week Annie offered to read 
aloud some of her poetry, and I'm especially looking forward to that. I 
know several of you are in the middle of letters and other writing you 
started on the computers last week which I expect you will want to 
finish today. There will be time, too, for reading books and 
magazines. 

Last week I spoke with you about two ideas for the Lit Club. 
One was starting a literature discussion group to talk about a book (or 
books) the members choose to read. The other idea I brought up was 
writing oral histories which is one way of preserving stories of past 
times. Most of you know or know of Leonard Bruguier, the Director of 
the Institute of American Indian Studies at USD. He is knowledgeable 
about writing oral histories and, if you'd like, we could invite him to 
speak to our group. Today let's talk about whether we want to follow 
up on either (or both) of these ideas. 

Before I stop writing I want to tell you how very pleased I was 
last week at how all of you got along and responded to one another. 
Nice job. 

See you soon! 
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