INFORMATION TO USERS

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI films
the text directly from the original or copy submitted. Thus, some thesis and
dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be from any type of
computer printer.

The quality of this reproduction is dependent upon the quality of the
copy submiitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality illustrations
and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, and improper
alignment can adversely affect reproduction.

in the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete manuscript
and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if unauthorized
copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate the deletion.

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by
sectioning the original, beginning at the upper left-hand comer and continuing
from left to right in equal sections with small overlaps.

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced
xerographically in this copy. Higher quality 6° x 9" black and white
photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations appearing
in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to order.

ProQuest information and Leaming
300 North Zeeb Road, Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346 USA
800-521-0600

®

UMI






From Marginalization to Relational Space:
A Descriptive Phenomenological Study of
Teachers Who Changed Their Assumptions and Beliefs

About Problematic Students

by
Ruth Powers Silverberg

Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the
Degree of Doctor of Education
Hofstra University
January, 2002

Dissertation Committee:

Robert Kottkamp, Ph.D., Co-Chair %’
Charol Shakeshaft, Ph.D., Co-Chair

Christine Johnston, Ed.D.

Examiners:
Timothy Smith, Ed.D.
Maureen Miletta, Ed.D.



UMIi Number: 3041344

Copyright 2002 by
Silverberg, Ruth Powers

All rights reserved.

®

UMI

UMI Microform 3041344

Copyright 2002 by ProQuest Information and Leaming Company.

All rights reserved. This microform edition is protected against
unauthorized copying under Title 17, United States Code.

ProQuest information and Leaming Company
300 North Zeeb Road
P.O. Box 1346
Ann Arbor, Ml 48106-1346



Abstract
From Marginalization to Relational Space: A Descriptive Phenomenological Study of
Teachers who Changed Their Assumptions and Beliefs About Problematic Students
Ruth Powers Silverberg

Little attention has been paid to the issue of educational equity at the micro level
- the teacher-student interaction. Every year, children experience marginalization by
their teachers, simply because this year's teachers have defined them as problems and
withdrawn the attention necessary for success.

The purpose of this study was to describe the experiences of teachers who
reported a change in their thinking about a student initially perceived as problematic.
The change took place when the teachers experienced the Let Me Learn Process®, an
advanced learning system that provides an inward look at a learner’s internalized
learning behaviors, an outward analysis of a learner’s actions, and a vocabulary for
communicating these specific learning processes. Nine elementary teachers of varying
ages, grades, and locations provided descriptions of their experiences regarding
changes in thinking about problematic students in open, in-depth interviews. The data
were analyzed using a conceptual model based on components of teacher thinking
found in the literature with attention to emergent themes.

The central emergent finding was the importance of teachers "understanding” of
their students and themselves as learners. Teachers' development of successful
teaching-learning relationships occurred after they reconceptualized themselves and
their students as equal, active participants in the teaching-learning relationship. This
change was an outcome of working with their students to understand themselves and

each other using a shared conceptual framework for learning.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
Background and Evolution of the Study

My interest in the phenomenon of teacher marginalization of students began
when | was a high school student and | observed some of my peers receiving minimal
attention from the same teachers who were so supportive of my efforts. This interest
continued when | became a teacher and often saw my colleagues respond to students
by ignoring them in the classroom and negatively labeling them outside of the
classroom. My reaction to these responses intensified when | began to reflect on my
own behavior toward certain students; | tried as hard as | could to disguise my real
feelings about some of my students, but | came to realize that my responses were
probably as apparent as those of the colleagues who had concerned me. Our negative
reactions to some students were reinforced by informal conversations about these
students in which we used particular language to describe children who were causing
problems for us in the classroom.

| have always operated in my professional life from the assumption that, like me,
teachers enter the field of teaching because they like children and want to form
relationships with them. | believe that teachers are motivated primarily by a desire to
see their students learn and be successful. It was, therefore, confusing for me to
witness in other teachers, and even myself, the placing of certain students in a location
in our minds where positive engagement became less and less likely. There was ample
evidence that something was happening that defied explanation in any of the terms that

| knew and understood. | wanted to understand this phenomenon, but it seemed that it



would be impossible to explore teachers' behavior, assumptions, and beliefs about
students toward whom they had negative feelings. | could not imagine how teachers
might be persuaded to talk openly about this problem without challenging their basic
sense of who they are and their professional motivations.

In the winter of 1996, | had the opportunity to begin working with teachers who
had learned a new framework for thinking about their students' learning called the Let
Me Learn Process®. These individuals described students whom they had previously
considered difficult and/or unreachable, and expressed the belief that this new
framework had recreated the possibility of positive connections. | immediately
associated what | was witnessing with my interest in the phenomenon of teacher
marginalization of students. | became more involved with this framework, eventually
becoming a professional developer of the process.

In an effort to understand changes that the teachers reported, | conducted
interviews with four teachers who had experienced this process. As | listened to these
teachers describe their experiences, and read and re-read the transcribed interviews,
themes began to emerge.

The following year, Dr. Robert Kottkamp invited me to join him in an investigation
of the ways that teachers in an administrative preparation course think about students
whom they have defined as problematic. This investigation, which was later presented
at two international conferences (Kottkamp & Silverberg, 1998a, 1998b), confirmed and
built upon the themes that had emerged in the interviews of the previous investigation,

and further crystallized my belief that understanding of the process that leads teachers



to define students as problematic and then behave in ways that marginalize those
students was worthy of study.

As an educator, the education of every child is both my goal and my moral
imperative. Any time a child receives less than the full benefits of an engaged
relationship with his/her teacher, that child has been denied the opportunity we are
legally and ethically bound to provide or, as leaders, to facilitate.

Introduction to the Problem

The achievement of equity has been a goal of schooling in the United States
since the Supreme Court decided that all children must be provided with the same tools
for success (Brown et al. v. Board of Education of Topeka et al., 1954; Coleman, 1968;
Parker & Shapiro, 1993). These tools are assembled and developed by federal, state,
and local policy makers, and then distributed to students by teachers. Thus, it is the
teacher in each classroom who is ultimately responsibi= for the implementation of
educational equity.

The issue of equity has been examined through comparisons of student
achievement by race, gender, and socio-economic status. In the current era of
accountability, districts, schools, and even individual classrooms are compared to
guarantee that all students have access to the same level of instructional quality. Yet
little attention has been paid to this issue at the micro level, that is, the smallest unit of
teaching and learning--one student and one teacher interacting with the goal of learning.
As a result, there are children in classrooms throughout the United States who are not
receiving the same quality of instruction from their teachers as their peers. This is not

because of their race, gender, ethnicity, or other easily identified characteristic. It is
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simply because this year's teacher or teachers have defined the child as a problem, and
proceeded through a series of largely unconscious decisions that have led to withdrawal
of the instructional and emotional attention necessary for student success.

The process by which teachers identify students as problematic, think about
these students, and then withdraw is a complex web of reactions and decisions. The
relationship between teacher thinking and teacher behavior has been examined and
validated in numerous studies (Clark & Peterson, 1984; Pajares, 1992), yet there has
been little direct investigation of teacher thinking leading to behaviors that exclude
students from positive engagement with the teacher. These behaviors not only cause
harm to students, they often lead to frustration for the teacher. The result, in some
cases, is a student who has received less than his/her legally and ethically mandated
instructional opportunity, and a frustrated teacher whose lack of success with the
student causes him/her to question his/her ability to do the job s/he entered the
profession to do.

The evolving nature of the identification of this problem and its significance was
congruent with the naturalistic approach chosen for the current study. A
phenomenological approach to this problem, using a process in which teachers had
previously demonstrated their willingness to share the descriptions that reveal their
assumptions and beliefs about students whom they have considered problematic,
seemed to have the potential to increase our understanding of this problem.

The first three chapters of the study are organized to reflect the thinking that led
to the study. The focus was greater understanding of teacher assumptions and beliefs

about students leading to their marginalization of those students. There was no existing



framework to guide this investigation, so the outline of the problem and its significance
was based on several component parts discovered during preliminary explorations.
These included two previous studies and a search of the literature regarding the themes
that emerged in these studies.

In order to make the description of the study consistent with the qualitative
research paradigm appropriate to the problem, | have described the chronology of the
development of the study and the literature relevant to the research questions rather
than creating a true "theoretical framework." My goal in outlining the design of the study
was to establish the existence of the problem, identify the constructs that emerged
during the prior investigations and the review of the literature, and thus identify some of
the factors that seemed related to the phenomenon of teacher marginalization of
students.

The rationale for allowing the essential experience under investigation to emerge
as an outcome of the study, rather than delineating the possible experience in advance
and looking at the relationship between the expected experience and the actual
experience, was consistent with the method chosen to pursue my investigation. The role
of theory in a qualitative design is to emerge from the data during collection and
analysis, and is therefore used late in the research process (Miles & Huberman, 1984).

The themes identified in earlier studies provided grounding for the experiences
described in response to the research questions of this exploration, and therefore are
presented to provide a context for the research. Aithough Miles and Huberman (1984)
stated that a theoretical framework may be "descriptive or causal, " they also said that it

"explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main dimensions to be studied-the



key factors, or variables—and the presumed relationships among them" (Miles &
Huberman, 1984, p.28). | did not begin this study with any presumed relationship
among the concepts that appear to be related to the phenomenon under investigation.
The conceptual background was simply too thin and underdeveloped to create a
preordained conceptual frame and would only have served to limit the possibilities
during the data analysis. The emergent factors, and any relationships among them, are
detailed in the data description and analysis phase of the study. Additional appropriate
literature was reviewed as themes emerged from the data.

Exploring Changes in Thinking About Problematic Students

My participation in the Let Me Learn Process provided the first step in the
development of this study because it enabled me to experience a "natural” situation in
which teachers articulated their ideas about students whom they found to be difficult for
them in the classroom. As a result of this experience, | engaged participants in Let Me
Learn staff development in an informal investigation. But to understand this study fully, it
is necessary to provide an overview of the Let Me Learn Process.

The Let Me Learn Process (Johnston, 2000)

The Let Me Learn Process is an approach to teaching and learning that provides
students and teachers with the tools to identify their unique learning patterns and to use
this knowledge with intention (Johnston, 1996, 1998). Teachers typically receive their
preparation to implement the Let Me Learn Process in a ten-session workshop with their
colleagues, on site in their school district.

The preparation consists of carefully sequenced activities facilitated by a LML

certified consultant. These sessions begin with exercises that allow the teachers to



examine their own experiences in schooling and learning, and to use the Learning
Combination Inventory® (Johnston & Dainton, 1997), a self-report survey instrument, to
collect data about their own learning patterns.

The theoretical base of the Let Me Learn Process is the Interactive Learning
Model, which depicts the "will to learn” as an intersection of an individual's cognitive
(thinking), affective (feeling), and conative (doing) processes. Each of these three
processes is revealed as a unique combination of four learning processes: the
sequential process, the precise process, the technical process, and the confluent
process. The resulits of the LCI indicate the extent to which each of these four
processes is "used first," "used as needed," or "avoided." This information about the
learner provides a framework for understanding the individual's learning behavior and
school experience. The personal validation of the LCI, is established through discussion
and teacher administration of the LCI to a significant person in her or his life.

The participants then learn activities that will help their students develop
metacognitive strategies, that is, to "think about their own thinking." At the beginning of
this part of the process, the teachers are asked to identify and briefly describe six
students in their current class who fit six descriptors, including the "ideal student" and
"the student who drives me nuts." Teachers then keep a portfolio for at least one of the
identified students, which includes student work products, the student's LCl form, and
anecdotal records. The majority of teachers choose "the student who drives me nuts."

The next step in the implementation process is to use the data collected about
self and students to formulate classroom activities that allow each student to make

optimal use of his/her learning combination. Throughout the remaining sessions,






