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Creating Common Ground in the High School Classroom

A teacher’s look at education from the inside – reflecting on daily life inside of a Texas 5A public high-school classroom. As I look back through my fifth year of high school teaching, I will recount significant moments from the 180 days of life among 2,400 adolescents, struggling to meet the daily challenges with patience, respect and love.

Longview High School - 2005, Enrollment @ 2400

The title I have chosen for this program refers to my fifth year of teaching American Sign Language to Longview High School students in classroom number 208. In the summer of 2000, after 16 years of teaching art classes at Kilgore College, I was recruited by Principal Brenda Modisett to fill an opening for which no teacher was available. I had first agreed only to help her find a teacher. Since I had been studying sign language and Deaf culture as a part-time student in the Interpreter Training Program at Tyler Junior College, I believed that I could identify a viable candidate. After meeting with her and Assistant Principal, Ron Kent to compare notes, I discovered that they had already approached everybody I could recommend. Exhausting the discussion of possibilities, Brenda turned her gaze to Mr. Kent at her side, he leaned forward toward me across the table and said, “We want you to take this [job]”. After initial reticence, I decided that this could be a bold new adventure. 

My position at the college had become stagnant. As division coordinator, I had just been drug through a horrible year of controversies and strained relations in the fallout of the Theatre Department’s production of Angels in America. Department faculty received death threats, bomb-sniffing dogs were used to sweep the building before curtain time, a local businessman attempted to buy all the tickets to void an audience. The college administration responded with a new policy to screen educational materials before use in the classroom. All this over a Pulitzer Prize winning play, which would later, in the film version, garner a record 11 Emmy and six Golden Globe awards. My wife Ellen had hired on the previous year as the high school art teacher and my son Michael would be a senior taking his second year of sign language as my student. I could immerse myself in the language that I had been studying for years and solidify my connection to the local Deaf community. And I could make reparations for my own high school student years.

At the high school, my students choose ASL over Spanish, French and Latin to fulfill the graduation requirement of two years of a Foreign Language. I started this, my fifth year, teaching 180 students within six class sections, an average of 30 per class. In the current political climate dominated by ongoing discussions about education reform, various studies conclude that the greatest gains in academic achievement occur when the class size is 20 or fewer students (NEA, OERI, ETS, ED.GOV). The effects are strongest for students that have been identified as “at-risk” of not reaching their full potential (Scantrock, 236). Risk factors include: diagnosed learning disabilities, low socioeconomic background, single parent household (77% of American children according to the Schomburg Center, 1999, 320), low educational attainment of parents, chronic health problems, etc. (Fashola, pg.55) 41% of my 180 students have been designated as At Risk and/or Learning Disabled. Only five are hard-of-hearing or deaf. The other 175 have normal hearing ability. 

Some people have asked me why the deaf students take classes in ASL. The reasons are similar to English speakers taking English and Spanish speakers enrolling in Spanish classes. The HH/Deaf can benefit from the courses by increasing their signing vocabulary, learning more about Deaf culture and the Deaf community, and making the shift from English-based signing to the true language patterns of ASL as used by Deaf adults. Some of the hearing students are motivated to enroll due to their early exposure to sign language from sharing campuses with the Regional Day School for the Deaf: Doris McQueen primary, Jodie McClure elementary where many of them had participated in the Signing Choir, and Forest Park Middle School. Others have friends or relatives that are deaf. Many of my students are trying sign language after having already experienced a lack of success in another foreign language class and hope to make it in ASL as a last chance at graduation requirements.

Home Visits

I decided to start the 2004 school year off with a radical challenge to myself - to visit the home and meet the family of every student at least once during the year. This was a suggestion that I had logged during a faculty inservice years ago, made by Sergeant Major Friendly, one of the JROTC instructors. He said that it made a big difference in his relationships with the students to physically connect with their home environment. He also warned that it could be a real “eye-opener”, to discover what dire circumstances some of these kids have to live in – some without much support, some possibly without a permanent home at all. 

I remember scoffing to myself at the suggestion, wondering about his student headcount as compared to mine. How unrealistic to even consider visiting 180 families in my spare time! I struggle to even get someone on the phone when one of mine is in trouble. With this new bold challenge, I knew that I would never be able to visit them all, but would make a go of it and see how long I could last. 

I collected information on an index card from each student on the first class day: home addresses, names of parents/guardians and phone numbers. Then, starting with the 7th Period class roster, I got on the computer and printed out individual maps from Mapquest.com to locate each home. I guessed that the best time to strike out would be on Saturday morning. I had developed a pretty good working knowledge of the roads and streets of the school district by registering voters door-to-door the previous summer, combing the southern precincts. The home visit project only lasted about five weeks before the pace and weight of basic teaching responsibilities absorbed all my time and efforts. By then I had randomly connected with five mothers (or mother surrogates) face-to-face. These were all very pleasant and cheerful encounters. What I didn’t know at the time was that from the five kids involved would develop my best and worst classroom relationships and that 7th Period would become the biggest challenge of my career. 

Demographics

To better understand the nature of our student body I will give some demographic data:

At about 50%, African American students make-up the largest ethnic group of the LHS population followed by Anglos and Hispanics each at about 20% and the remaining 10% miscellaneous ethnicity, mostly Asian. In sign language classes the numbers are quite different from the school population: 71% A.A., 26% Anglo and only 3% Hispanic. Most of my students are African American Sophomore girls, age 16. As my largest group, these included my most successful achievers and my least, so today I will focus on the girls.

The Girls

During the last period of the day, 7th period, classes tend to be more challenging to teachers than 1st-6th. By 2 p.m. both students and teachers become weary, patience wears thin and tolerance thresholds are near. Most of the students in the final class are not involved in the various extracurricular school programs which reserve this period for the beginning of daily practice sessions. The class make-up might be characterized as having a high percentage of under-achievers. Early on, my efforts to manage the 7th period class became focused on a group of girls who, by the sixth week of school, had shed any inhibitions they might have started the year with. By November, on any given day, the action resembled, at best, the Oprah show featuring extreme hair makeovers or at worst, Jerry Springer with a “girls who discover they have the same boyfriend” theme. 

One of the girls, Absentia, who was clearly one of the brightest and most capable, had lost all interest in attending classes. She came to school every day, but spent her time building an elaborate web of social connections as she networked in the cafeteria and cruised the halls during class time. If she came to room 208 at all, she arrived in the middle of class. As she entered, it became necessary for me to add containment to my multitasking to keep her from roaming the room, wrestling with the boys or distributing information, candy, or photos of the weekend’s parties to her girl friends. I was informed by one of the mischievous boys, Willard, during one of his playful, unguarded moments, that when she was late for my class it was because she was meeting with her boyfriend in a stairwell. Two of the boys were selected by the campus police resource officer to be Lobo Patrol deputies, equipped with walkey-talkeys to help keep the hallway traffic moving and reduce conflicts in the passing period between classes. They had permission to leave each class five minutes early. Late in the semester, Duplicitous developed a strategy of slipping out the door with them to escape, like Odysseus escaping from the cave of the Cyclops with the sheep.

Another of the girls, Belligera, announced that she would be switching schools after Christmas and wouldn’t need my class after all. At this point she became what I could call a “lame duck” student - a student who has nothing to lose by tuning out, sleeping during class, failing to comply, or in her case, using class time as a social hour. Other “lame duck” variations include students who have discovered that they don’t need the class to graduate, have already missed too many classes to be able to earn credit for the class, have already failed enough of the grading periods to make it impossible to pass the course. I experienced about 20 of these situations this year. 

By December, “lame duck” Belligera put up an effective front of resistance, recruiting her girl posse to protect her basic need to socialize during class time. While reviewing for Fall exams, my class management degenerated into a power struggle between me and this group of five girls. On one particular day, noticing that the group had gathered at the back of the room for one of their symposiums, I asked each by name to sit down and get busy on the assignment with their designated signing partner. 

Belligera raised her palm to me and said, “this is not your business, leave us alone”. When I reminded her that everything in my class was my business, she came back with, “I don’t need this”, launched into an aggressive tirade spitting, hissing and screeching epithets as she shuffled out the door. This was not an entirely unusual event in and of itself. Then, as I tried to redirect the next of the girls, Serenia, she reacted with a verbal assault of her own, an aggressive approximation of Belligera’s performance while pointing a finger at me and lurching forward as her girlfriends held her back. After making her impression, holding the full attention of the class, she jerked away from her friends, threatened to report me to her Principal and stormed out of the classroom. Duplicitous followed her, then Absentia who had only just arrived. Dosey, also a “lame duck” and a habitual sleeper, had been awaked by the commotion, blinked, rubbed his eyes, stood up and seizing an exit strategy, he echoed Belligera’s announcement, “I don’t need this **** either” and walked out after the girl posse. Student deputy Don, one of the Lobo Patrol cadets and a quiet leader of the peaceful majority, spoke up after the exodus: “This class is gonna be good now, with all of them gone”. 

The above scenario was not highly unusual, but serves as a good example of the typical classroom problems that I have experienced. The girls were in violation of my posted and published classroom rules:

1
Stay in your assigned seat.

2
Avoid talking unless called on (never talk when the teacher is talking).

3
Treat all others with respect and dignity.

The single class period contained a concentrated mixture of routine violations that I have documented on behavior referral forms at the end of most days. These are examples from actual reports, each on a different student.

After a week of absences, student arrived today for first period in an argumentative mood; became disruptive as I was instructing and demonstrating the lesson. When corrected she walked out of the room with her backpack.

Disruptive talking continued after several corrections. My final solution was to reassign her to a new seat away from the students she was playing with. She refused to move, telling me, “No, I’m not going”. Will call home or visit house.

Consistent, nearly daily, insubordination. Refuses to accept and follow class rules and procedures. Repeatedly tardy. Ignores requests to stop talking while teacher gives instructions.

Third referral in four days. Lacks respect for rules and procedures. Lacks respect for teacher’s authority. Student corrected after several warnings to the class and one directly presented to her face-to-face to sit in desk, stop visiting with friends, and pay attention while I reviewed the class for a test. Refused opportunity to complete self-reflection report. Became belligerent, aggressive and disrespectful, yelling, “Why don’t you shut up talking to me?”

Student repeatedly breaking class rules – out of seat walking around room to visit friends. Took notebook from other student to hide. Doesn’t respond to corrections – wants to argue when corrected. Refused to give up three jumbo packs of candy on lap during class. Tardies adding up.

In the middle of a test, student began to taunt and provoke another girl sitting three rows over. Aggressive backtalk toward teacher when corrected. Got up and walked out, forfeiting the test.

Culture Clash

Most of my problems through these five years have been with the 16 year-old girls. In researching to better understand why, I have discovered some plausible theories. 

My research reveals that most of my classroom problems stem from cultural differences and incompatible expectations about power and the nature, policies and procedures of the school environment. Three sources of conflict emerge:

1
Communication breakdown due to different cultural discourse styles – direct, clear commands vs. subtle, insinuated suggestions. 

2 Relationships and socializing vs. achievement of tasks. 

A clash arises between the matriarchal values of home and the male oriented structure and schedule of school. 

3 William Cross’s third stage of Black identity = immersion into Black culture and suspicion, if not animosity, toward the dominant White culture.

1) The research and writings of Lisa Delpit, author of Other Peoples’ Children
 and editor of The Skin That We Speak, center on cultural differences in the ways that we communicate which lead to major problems in cross-cultural relationships. She explains:

“…differences in discourse styles relate to certain ethnic and class groups.  For instance, many African-American teachers are likely to give directives to a group of unruly students in a direct and explicit fashion, for example, ‘I don’t want to hear it.  Sit down, be quiet, and finish your work NOW!’  Not only is this directive explicit, but with it the teacher also displays a high degree of personal power in the classroom.  By contrast, many middle-class European-American teachers are likely to say something like, ‘Would you like to sit down now and finish your paper?’ or ‘I need for you to please cooperate with me’ making use of an indirect command and downplaying the display of power.  Partly because the first instance is likely to be more like the statements many African-American children hear at home, and partly because the second statement sounds to many of these youngsters like the words of someone who is fearful (and thus less deserving of respect), African-American children are more likely to obey the first explicit directive and ignore the second implied directive.”

(Delpit, Other People’s, 158)

2) In Other People’s Children, Delpit has gathered and summarized the

experiences and informed perspectives of African American teachers of African American students. As members of Black culture and successful professionals in the mainstream world, constructed according to norms and structures of the dominant culture, these educators are uniquely qualified as emissaries who can identify and explain the cultural conflicts in public school environments. 

“The clash between school culture and home culture can cause significant breakdowns in the relationship between teacher and students. When cultural differences exist between teacher and student, teachers might utilize styles of instruction and/or discipline that are at odds with community norms”. (Delpit, Other People’s, 167)

“Research suggests that children of color value the social aspects of an environment to a greater extent than do “mainstream” children, and tend to put an emphasis on feelings, acceptance, and emotional closeness. Research has also shown that motivation in African-American children from low socioeconomic groups is more influenced by the need for affiliation than achievement.” (Delpit, Other People’s, 140 - origin - B. Holliday)

“Researcher Harry Morgan documents in a 1990 study what most of us who have worked with African-American children have learned intuitively: that African-American children, more than white, and boys more than girls, initiate interactions with peers in the classroom in performing assigned tasks.” (Delpit, Other People’s, 169)  

In light of these reports, it might be reasonable to conclude that for teachers to require African American students to sit in an assigned seat and complete tasks quietly and independently of friends is counter to their natural working and learning styles. 

My training for development of student relationships and management of the classroom environment has emphasized the importance of “I” statements over “you” statements (I need for you to stop vs. you need to stop). I have been conditioned to use sensitivity to the person rather than the characteristic, ability, or disability when referring to a student: the boy who has unusual speech patterns rather than that stuttering boy; the girl with stereotypical autistic mannerisms rather than the autistic girl. The institutional norms and standards that I adopted as a model for student interaction seem to be contrary to the norms and expectations for interaction within the Black community. My soft-peddle, subtle, sensitive approach has been steamrollered by the students from the start. In her Doctoral research, Michelle Foster identified cultural conflicts between teachers and students that result from these differences in discourse and interpretation. 

“[Black] students grant teachers a wide latitude of emotions in which to make their expectations and dissatisfactions known. Assertive, aggressive and even angry behavior are all rated as acceptable means of communicating one’s intentions as long as these emotions are perceived as genuine. If expressions of emotion are too subtle, however, students are likely to misread a teacher’s intentions and become disoriented. Responses lacking a sufficient emotional quality are likely to [be] read as non-caring.” (Delpit, Other People’s, 141, 142. Original - Michelle Foster, 1987 dissertation, Harvard, “It’s Cooking Now”)

Among the life span stages of development identified by pioneering psychologist Erik Erikson, adolescence occurs in his fifth stage, “identity vs. identity confusion”  (between 12 and 23 years). “At this time individuals are faced with finding out who they are, what they are all about and where they are going in life”  (Scantrock, 43). In the struggle to establish a self-identity, teens try on identities of the people that they watch around them. They seek role models that offer feelings of individual power and worth and a position of significance within the peer group. For African American girls, these models of girlness are most readily found among the women of the extended, matriarchal (mother or grandmother directed) family structure. The identity strategies that occur naturally in adolescent girls lead to values that differ from those developed in same aged boys. Girls seek relationships to help cope with the storm and stress of adolescence. Boys seek personal independence and self-reliance.

For girls, socializing, sharing feelings, and developing relationships are more valued than following a man’s directions to follow a set procedure toward achieving an ambiguous goal. The girls are more comfortable in choosing their own schedule and activities, and creating their own meanings together. When they realize that their natural style and the values of relationship upon which they have created identity in the home environment are not respected or accepted in the procedures and structures of the school, they become reluctant, rebellious, obstinate and sometimes belligerent. This position is summed up in a response to directives that I have received more than once in my work with African American girls, “Ain’t no grown white man gonna tell me what to do!.” 

3)
For most of my girls, the search for identity is further complicated by the need to find their place within society as members of African-American families, living and growing within an ethnic minority community.  William Cross, a research psychologist, specializing in identity development for African Americans, developed a five stage model for analyzing the search for cultural identity, a process which he identified as Nigrescence, a French word meaning "the process of becoming Black" (Shades of Black: Diversity in African-American Identity, Cross 1992).

During adolescence, the search for identity includes the emotional turbulence of Cross's stage three, "immersion/emersion". Here he characterizes the search for cultural identity with a growing anger and frustration toward the dominant Anglo-American (White) culture. This can lead to avoidance of anything that is connected to White culture in favor of seeking complete immersion in exclusively Black cultural characteristics and values. Patterns of discourse, styles of clothing, patronage of Black entertainment, sports events, and artistic expressions - music, dance, comedy, TV, movies - are common characteristics and sources of "Blackness" that I see adopted by my students. They develop personal behaviors and mannerisms by emulating the characteristics promoted by black celebrity personalities. In contemporary terms, with African American as the dominant student ethnic group at Longview High School, the culture of hip-hop and gangsta rap is pervasive on campus.

An individual at the “immersion/emersion” stage becomes deeply committed to identity as a member of the ethnic community and invests time and effort in exploring the roots of Black history and traditions. According to Cross, this stage can be accompanied by a hyper sensitivity towards issues of racism which can lead African Americans to be constantly on the lookout for situations where they are being oppressed or demeaned by members of the dominant White culture. (Timmy Lee & Lori Wicker, original - Cross 1995)  In a classroom exchange with a cluster of obstinate girls, I was surprised by their use of a racism defense. Speaking to her friend in a tone loud enough for me to clearly hear, the defending girl pointedly declared, “Don’t mind him, he’s not one of us. We know what he is. He doesn’t care for our kind.” 

The immersion/emmersion experience can also be characterized by a negative impulse to attack the perceived forces of oppression and denigrate the White culture. (Cross, Shades.). In development of self-identity among individuals, this third stage is experienced to differing degrees in African American adolescents depending on personal experience and circumstance. It seems that many of my classroom conflicts are related to a cultural clash with students who are intensely experiencing Cross’s stage three. 

About midway through the second semester, after finally breaking the ice and moving beyond suspicion and contempt, I began to gain the trust of my 7th period students. They started to teach me how to be more hip by Black culture standards. I was coached unsuccessfully on how to do the heel-toe and sea walk, advised to keep my car clean - maybe get some custom rims (Dove spinners recommended), to not tuck my shirt tails in, and to replace what one student called the “Frankenstein orthopedic stompers” that I wear with some Air Jordans. After all the aggression and turmoil of the fall semester, we had established more relaxed, yet respectful working relationships. I was enjoying our class time more often, joking around and having fun with them and many of them were even getting my jokes. These helped the others to see that I was OK. They saw that I was coming from a position of respect for their interests and their cultural values and the content of my joking demonstrated that I was starting to learn how to be black. Well, at least that I was trying.

At best, our forged relationships of mutual trust and respect may have helped some to the fourth stage of Cross’s model, “internalization”. In this stage the person develops maturity with a positive Black identity characterized by attitudes which are more open, confident and less defensive. Black culture is proudly celebrated and its values held out to be embraced and shared with mainstream society.

Girl Fights

During a serene chat with one of my girls, one renown among students and faculty as a fighter, I asked why she ended up in so many fights. She looked down and smiled, half embarrassed/half proud, and softly answered, “I try to stay away from fights at school, but if somebody fronts me out in front of my friends I have to go after them. That’s just the way it is, Mr. Herbert.” 

 Professor Lyn Mikel Brown of Colby College has become an expert on girl fights. She conducted a two-year study on the psychological and social development of adolescent girls and their anger, including interviews with over 400 girls. Her findings were summarized in her 2003 book Girlfighting: Betrayal and Rejection Among Girls. When she asked fifteen-year-old Bahtya, a middle class Jewish girl from New York, about the frequent girl fights in her public high school, the girl replied:

“It’s the popular thing to do. TV, media, newspapers, it’s like they teach girls you’re supposed to fight… Like I mean, you watch TV, you watch MTV, you watch anything, and there’s always a fight going on between the popular girls at school. A lot of it is, I mean, you get into a fight and the whole school knows about it. Therefore your popularity goes up. You become more widely known. You’re the girl that’s in the fight with the other girl. It’s like the attention, whether it’s positive or negative. It’s a constant competition or race for attention. “

Dr. Brown argues that girlfighting is a strategy of psychological more than physical defense. She exposes girl violence as a learned mechanism in a culture where beauty and aggression are encouraged and rewarded as the most direct avenues for a girl to seize power. Popular media reinforces this message at every turn. Morning soap-operas, afternoon talk shows and night-time reality shows and sitcoms present women and girls who thrive on competition, meanness and aggression. Both beauty and toughness are required in the power roles for women in movies and comic books. Through fairytales young girls encounter evil stepmothers, wicked witches, and jealous and vindictive sisters as appealing models for female power. 

On April 15, 2004 I witnessed a girl fight up close and personal. I was working with an advanced ASL student in a quiet, low traffic area at the end of our hallway. She was standing with her back to a makeshift blue screen, signing vocabulary for a video camera on a tripod as I flipped cards and voiced each word. After a few minutes of flipping, I heard an emphatic voice from down the hall. 

“You got something to say to me? You got something to say? Wha’d you say about Jamaal? “

I turned my head to see a girl speaking into the opened door of a class that was in session. Another girl exited from the room to respond.

“I didn’t say nuthin’ about Jamaal. You got no business talking with him anyway – he’s my man”. 

“Is that what he said to you, bitch?”… 

By this time I had already turned my video camera toward the scene and away from my performing student. I walked into the midst of the action to help with the crowd control, trying to direct the clumps of students rolling into the hallway from the various classrooms left and right. Meanwhile, the teacher across from my room was sandwiched between the two girls in conflict. I reached into the room to press the panic button and as I turned from the doorway, the bubble burst. The two were flailing their arms slapping at each other but instead, landing blows about the head and shoulders of the other teacher. It took about 10 minutes and the help of two policemen, a handful of teachers, an Assistant Principal and miscellaneous teacher aides to isolate and restrain the two, break up the ensuing secondary fights, and disburse the jeering crowd which had packed into the narrow hallway. When all were settled, I pivoted the camera back toward my patient student, still standing quietly in front of the blue screen and we continued with our project. Since the whole event was documented on video, the behaviors, actions and reactions could later be analyzed. (The tape was turned over to the campus administration.)

Lame Duck Teacher 

My desire to return to college art teaching led me to a more aggressive search and application campaign through the spring semester. After completing applications and interviews for positions that I felt confident about, I came to believe, on a few occasions, that I would not be returning to the high school. The mixed feelings of sadness and relief in these moments allowed me to relax more and to let go of feeling wholly responsible for the life of every student. I actually made some breakthroughs in this mindset by taking bigger chances in relationships with students and letting go of those that were destructive. I know that not all of those who have been unsuccessful in my class will necessarily be marked for failure in other classes, other endeavors, their future lives. We win some and we lose some and the reasons are not always clear. 

On the last day of the year, after the last 7th Period student finished her exam and all the papers were collected, one of the Lobo Patrol student officers handed me a folded sheet of ruled paper. With twenty minutes to kill before the final dismissal bell would ring, I opened it at my desk and read it:

5/26/05

Mr. Herbert,

Words cannot express how thankful I am to have had the privalege of being in your class. Many days I have come in upset and stressed out, but your smiling and jokes made my day. It saddens me to know that when I take ASL II next year you will not be here. You have helped me in getting a deaf education class started at our church. I am so appreciative of the influence that you have had on my life. When people upsetted you, you still maintained a proffessional outlook. Tedra told me to tell you that she will miss you and that she wishes you the best of luck.

Wherever you go,

And whatever you do,

Just remember that there

Are students who

Love You!

Stay in touch

God Loves You and

So do I!
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