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This article explores the figured world of learning at urban Oakcity High School,
describing the learner identities that were available to students amid the practices,
categories, discourses and interactions of this world. My aims are 2-fold and inter-
connected: (1) to reframe a taken-for-granted phenomenon—that students tend to do
poorly at urban high schools serving low income students of color, and (2) to apply a
situated perspective and the concepts of figured worlds and positional identities to the
study of learning and identity at an urban high school, expanding the use of these
concepts in educational research.
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INTRODUCTION

Reconstructed from fieldnotes, first day of data collection at Oakcity
High:

��Let�s go!�� ��Move it!�� Stern adult male voices are easily heard above the
sounds of adolescents moving through the packed, locker-lined hallway. I note
the crackle of walkie-talkies. A bell sounds and the halls empty.
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I enter the social studies office, a small room with bare walls. A chalkboard on
wheels divides the office into front and back halves. Two students sit in the
front half, busily filling in the blanks on photocopied sheets of paper.

Mr. Bartlett, a social studies teacher, tells me about teachers� grade books at
Oakcity High. They are required to keep three pages for each student: ��class
work,�� ��homework,�� and ��tests and quizzes,�� and are strongly encouraged to
double test scores at the end of the marking period.

��See how much help they get, and they still can�t pass,�� he whispers, loudly en-
ough to be heard by the nearby students.

Urban youth frequently fail in school and blame is often placed at the feet of
the students, their families and their communities. This article reconsiders
this phenomenon, looking closely at how students� identities as learners
took shape in one urban high school serving low income1 students of color.
Rather than focusing on the presumed attributes of individual learners, this
study considers the learning that was ��made possible and necessary�� for
students in this setting (McDermott, 1997, p. 121). The article describes the
local discourses, practices, categories and interactions that made up the
figured world of learning at Oakcity High�a school in which 80% of
graduating students did not plan to attend a 4-year college�and the learner
identities a�orded by this context.

In this article, I invoke Holland, Lachicotte, Skinner and Cain�s (1998)
concepts of figured worldsand positional identitiesto explore how students�
senses of themselves as learners developed amid the practices, discourses,
categories and interactions of an urban high school. This was a �gured
world�a ��socially and culturally constructed realm of interpretation��
(52)�in which learning and knowledge were divorced from interest and
meaning through daily instructional and discursive practices. These prac-
tices emphasized rote learning over conceptual understanding, enforced
compliance and negated inquiry. The categorization of students as urban
and de�cient and the prevalence of humiliation as an acceptable form of
interaction marked this �gured world as one in which conceptual learning
was secondary to social control. Students� identities as learners took shape
amid and in relation to this �gured world, with devastating consequences for
school persistence and engagement.

My aims are 2-fold and interconnected: (1) to more fully theorize a taken-
for-granted phenomenon�that students tend to do poorly at urban high
schools serving low income students of color, and (2) to apply a sociocul-
tural approach, in particular a situated perspective (Greeno & MMAP,
1998; Lave, 1993; Lave & Wenger, 1991) and the concept of figured worlds
(Holland et al., 1998) to the study of learning and identity at an urban high
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school, thereby extending the recent use of these concepts in educational
research.

The article is organized as follows. In the �rst section, I situate the study
amid recent sociocultural approaches to learning and identity. The methods
section that follows describes how the data were gathered and analyzed.
Findings are organized into two sections: a description of the �gured world
of learning at Oakcity, and a consideration of students� identities as learners
amid this �gured world. Finally, I consider the larger implications of this
analysis of learning and identity at one urban high school.

BACKGROUND

The Persistent Failure of Urban Schools to Educate Students Well

Oakcity High School is an urban school of over 900 students. The student
body is 61% Latino, 35% African American, 2% White and 1% Asian
American, with 70% eligible for free or reduced lunch. In 2002, 20% of the
school�s graduating seniors reported that they planned to attend a 4-year
college, while 25% indicated that they planned to enter the workforce di-
rectly after high school. On statewide assessments, 44% of the students
scored at the lowest rating���partial pro�ciency�� �in language arts literacy
and 69% scored in this substandard category in mathematics. Appendix
Table 1 further describes Oakcity and the educational outcomes for students
at the school.

While these statistics are disturbing, they are certainly not surprising.
Such patterns of achievement and college attendance re�ect more general
patterns among poor and working class students of color learning in schools
with limited racial and economic diversity in the United States. A recent
study conducted by the Harvard Civil Rights Project and the Urban Insti-
tute reported that high school graduation rates for minority youth hover at
around 50%. Moreover, in schools in which 90% or more of the students
are Black, Latino, or Native American, only 42% of 9th graders made it to
their senior year (Or�eld, Losen, Wald, & Swanson, 2004).

Almost as pervasive as the failure of public schools in the United States
to educate students of color are the frequent attempts to explain this failure
(McDermott, 1987). From the genetic and cultural deficit theories of the
1960�s (e.g. Jensen, 1969; Riessman, 1962) to the cultural difference and
cultural deprivation theories which followed, social scientists have long lo-
cated the reasons for school failure either within the individual child or ��in
terms of the characteristics of different groups�� (McDermott, 1987, p. 362).
The persistent failure of students in urban schools has been frequently
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explained as a gap between school-based cultural capital and the skills, prior
knowledge and/or interactional styles of students from ��minority�� and low
income communities; a wealth of research has been conducted based upon
this premise. Other research focuses on better understanding the large
structural and political dynamics that shape urban school systems, con-
tributing to their general failure as teaching and learning contexts and
rendering them resistant to improvement (i.e. Anyon, 1997; Lipman, 2004).
Such factors were clearly at play at Oakcity High: the physical plant of the
school mirrored the poverty of the city that surrounded it; school and dis-
trict leadership had not been significantly shifted for decades; and current
federal and state policies, most importantly the No Child Left Behind Act
and state mandated testing, framed teaching and learning at the school,
particularly in English and mathematics.

Rather than reviewing this extensive and useful literature on school
failure, however, this article focuses on better understanding how learning
and learner identity were constituted within this particular school, a setting
with much in common with large urban schools across the country. My aim
is to more fully theorize the links between the micro and macro levels of
social relations that make the interruption of long-standing patterns of
inequality such a complex endeavor (Omi & Winant, 1986). In this analysis I
employ three overlapping sociocultural concepts to reframe the question of
urban school failure: situated learning, identity, and figured worlds. In the
following section ��A Sociocultural Approach to Learner Identity in Urban
Schools�� I describe each of the three, employing examples from educational
research to draw out their relevance to this study.

A Sociocultural Approach to Learner Identity in Urban Schools

This study employs a situated perspectiveon learning which proposes that
the nature of learning is profoundly shaped by the activity systems within
which students learn. Situated and sociocultural theories of learning assert
that students learn more than facts, concepts and skills in school, that
schooling is a constitutive process through which students come to under-
stand the world and de�ne their places within it. From this perspective,
learner identity develops through participation in particular practices. As
Wenger writes, ��because learning transforms who we are and what we can
do, it is an experience of identity. It is not just an accumulation of skills and
information, but a process of becoming�� (1998, p. 215). In this view,
classroom practices are more than vehicles for learning, they are ��partici-
patory activities that are fundamental to what students learn�� (Boaler, 2000,
p. 391), and learning is process of identity construction. Taking this
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perspective, this study examines the activity systems of the school in ques-
tion to discern what learner identities were afforded through these practices.

Identities, as Nasir and Saxe (2003, p. 17) describe, ��are not located solely
in the individual, but rather are negotiated in social interactions that take
form in cultural spaces��; they develop within and through social practice
(Boaler & Greeno, 2000; Holland et al., 1998). In a school in which the most
frequent educational activity was filling in worksheets, for example, students
would develop particular understandings of learning and knowledge (that
learning is equivalent to choosing the correct fragment from a fixed set of
information and inserting it into a predefined space) and position them-
selves in relation to this notion of learning in various ways (as willing or
unwilling participants, resisters, questioners, successes or failures). This
study considers the ��positional identities�� of students as they take shape
amid ��the day-to-day and on-the-ground relations of power, deference, and
entitlement, social affiliation and distance�� at an urban high school (Hol-
land et al., 1998, p. 127), focusing on how students described and under-
stood themselves and their peers as learners in this setting.

If learning is ��a social phenomenon, constituted in the experienced, lived-
in world�� (Lave, 1993, p. 64), then the particularities of the ��world�� within
which students learn are highly consequential for learner identity. This idea
has been usefully conceptualized as figured worldsby Holland et al. (1998, p.
52), ��socially and culturally constructed realm[s] of interpretation in which
particular characters and actors are recognized, significance is assigned to
certain acts, and particular outcomes are valued over others.�� The notion of
figured worlds is useful for conceptualizing the way that meaning systems
take on coherence in particular settings. In the fieldnote excerpt at the
beginning of this article, for example, the inability of students to receive
passing grades was understood by the teacher to be purely a function of
their own incompetence. That doubling quiz and test grades, actions that
have nothing to do with helping students to learn the material presented in
class, made sense as an attempt to ��help�� students pass, reveals the limited
value placed on conceptual learning in this figured world. Students� failure
to pass despite this ��help�� was offered by the teacher as proof of their
inherent inadequacy. The teacher�s ready and unabashed explanation (��see
how much help they get and they still can�t pass��) indicates his full
acceptance of and disassociation from students� failure to learn in this set-
ting. In the figured world of learning at a different school, such strategies,
comments, and explanations might have been met with disapproval or
reprimand. At Oakcity High, however, they signaled an understanding of
learning that afforded particular opportunities for students� senses of
themselves as learners.

CONSTRUCTING (IN)COMPETENCE



Figured Worlds and Identity in Recent Educational Research

Identities develop amid such �gured worlds and in relation to them,
recent educational research suggests. For example, Urrieta (this issue) the-
orizes how Chicana/o educator-activists developed identities over time,
amid their multiple figured worlds of work and community. According to
Urrieta, the clash of figured worlds experienced by his participants became a
launch pad for the development of activist identities that empowered them
to act in the world. He writes,

Figured worlds are thus formed through social interaction, and in them people
��figure�� out who they are in relation to those around them...Through partici-
pation in figured worlds people can reconceptualize who they are, or shift who
they understand themselves to be, as individuals or members of collectives.
Through this figuring, individuals also come to understand their ability to craft
their future participation, or agency, in and across figured worlds. (this issue)

In Urrieta�s work, participation in the �gured world of Chicana/o activism
enabled his study participants to ��re-make themselves as Chicana/o activists
and later as Chicana/o activist educators�� (this issue).

Similarly, Varghese (in preparation) and Fecho, Graham and Hudson-
Ross (2005) use the concept to explore how, for adult teachers, the gap or
��wobble�� between the multiple worlds in which they participated ��creates
opportunities for examining practice in ways that might not otherwise occur��
(Fecho et al., 2005, p. 175). Varghese describes how, for bilingual Latino/a
teachers, their personal histories and the institutional contexts in which they
operated shaped their varied interpretations of bilingual education policy
amid the shared cultural model (or figured world) of dual language educa-
tion. Similarly, in Fecho et al�s examination of a collaborative network of
teacher researcher groups, the researchers utilized the notion of figured
worlds to describe both the lenses different participants brought to the col-
laborative and the shared cultural world co-constructed by the group.

The concept of �gured worlds has also been used to illuminate the nature
of students� experiences in classroom settings. Mathematics education
researchers Boaler and Greeno (2000) describe figured worlds as ��places
where agents come together to construct joint meanings and activities.�� In
this view, a subject area classroomcan form a �gured world with the power
to shape students� senses of themselves as learners of that particular subject.
In their research they found that the �gured worlds of many mathematics
classrooms were ��unusually narrow and ritualistic,�� utilizing ��traditional
pedagogies and procedural views of mathematics�� (171). Within the �gured
world of the mathematics classroom, many students refused to participate in
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dominant practices�such as working alone or the rote application of for-
mulas�that they found to be ��counter to their developing identi�cation as
responsible, thinking agents�� (171), and thus rejected the study of mathe-
matics as alien and meaningless.

Hatt-Echevarria (2005) examines the figured world of a kindergarten
classroom in which the cultural practice of ��smartness�� was constructed
through the teacher�s use of particular talk and practices that privileged
white middle class students. Hatt-Echevarria argues that within this figured
world, ��smartness�� functioned as a ��tool of social privileging and silencing��
(24), penalizing many of the Black, lower income students in the class for
not meeting expectations that were wholly unrelated to academic ability
(such as knowing how to tie their shoes). Schooling, she argues, shapes
identities in powerful ways by creating a sense of smartness (or lack thereof)
that students carry with them throughout their lives. ��The figured world of
smartness,�� she writes ��is located with us, not as a biological function
connected to our brains, but instead as a cultural practice we use to give
meaning to ourselves and others�� (26). In this way, the notion of figured
worlds can be used to illuminate how students� identities as learners can be
shaped differently amid the same learning context, and how ��smartness��
can be a situated phenomenon.

Horn (2006) expands the application of figured worlds from the indi-
vidual classroom level to the level of curriculum, positing the mathematics
curricula of two high schools as distinct �gured worlds to frame her
description of ��turnaround�� math students and their emerging ��mathe-
matical identities�� in each context. In her case study, the two �gured worlds
were marked by distinct (and opposing) understandings of mathematics and
the nature of mathematical learning (sequential versus conceptual; emphasis
on procedures versus emphasis on solving problems). This led to the dif-
ferential construction of mathematical identity in the two settings, with
di�erent outcomes for two turnaround students (students who started out
performing poorly in mathematics and then improved their performance).
In the school that emphasized conceptual learning, social interaction and
discursive problem solving, the turnaround student maintained her positive
mathematical identity throughout high school, while the student in the more
traditional setting reverted to her former disa�ection with mathematics after
leaving the classroom of a supportive teacher.

Jurow (2005) uses the notion of figured worlds to theorize the ways in
which engagement in a design project based on an imaginary premise (in this
case designing a research station in Antarctica) afforded students the
opportunity to use mathematics meaningfully. She describes the imaginary
premise as a figured world that ��shaped [students�] approaches to mathe-
matical tasks�� (35). Students� participation in this figured world figured

CONSTRUCTING (IN)COMPETENCE



strongly in how they came to be able to use ��mathematics as a resource for
solving problems�� (35�36). In this case, the conceptual frame of figured
worlds allowed the researcher to explicate and more fully theorize the suc-
cess of a particular teaching strategy: project based learning. Similar to the
��wobble�� experienced by adult teachers participating in professional
development networks (Fecho et al., 2005), students� ��shifting and, at times,
simultaneous engagement with various figured worlds over the course of the
project�� resulted in deeper learning and engagement (Jurow, 39). This re-
search indicates that educators� conscious manipulation of figured worlds
can be an asset for positioning learners positively in relation to knowledge.

There is a consistency in how the �gured worlds of ��traditional�� class-
rooms are described by educational researchers working in this vein. Jurow�s
description of the �gured world of the focal classroom in her study before
the implementation of the Antarctica design project is similar to the way
more conventional or didactic classrooms are described in other studies
(Boaler, 2000; Boaler & Greeno, 2000; Hatt-Echeverria, 2005; Horn, 2006;
Rubin, 2007; Rubin, in press):

Students (��smart�� and ��dumb��) and teachers populate the figured world of the
traditional classroom in which students are concerned with completing assign-
ments and getting ��good�� (or good enough) grades. Assignments, worksheets,
homework and report cards are among the most relevant artifacts in this world
(41).

In such settings, students� identities as learners are constrained and
restricted by the nature of knowledge as it is constructed through didactic
teaching practices, with negative consequences for academic engagement.
Boaler�s (2000) critique of traditional mathematics teaching (and critique of
traditional approaches to the study of learning) considers the implications of
such practices for students� learning of mathematics. Traditional mathe-
matical practices, she argues, alienate most students; these practices are so
distant from students� needs and concerns that they seem to come from
��another world�� entirely (379). Boaler concludes that ��the union of
knowledge and activity central to situated theories provides the greatest
challenge to traditional models of teaching that has ever been made�� (381).

This article will describe and theorize one urban school as a �gured world
in which learning was constituted in speci�c ways, with particular implica-
tions for the formation of learner identities. It takes up the intertwining
concepts of situated learning, identity, and �gured worlds, expanding these
frames of analysis to the cultural world of an entire school. Previous use of
the concept of �gured worlds has focused on particular subjects, classrooms,
curricula (see Boaler, 2000; Boaler, & Greeno, 2000; Horn, 2006), or the
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experiences of individuals (see Dagenais, Day, & Toohey, 2006) or groups of
people sharing ethnic background, immigration or professional status (see
Fecho, Graham, & Hudson-Ross, 2005; Toohey & Gajdamaschko, 2005;
Urrieta, this issue; Varghese, in preparation). For students, however, the
boundaries between settings and arrangements are permeable; learner
identities develop across individual classrooms and subjects. In this study,
students spoke of and researchers observed practices, discourses, interac-
tions and categories that were common throughout the school; so taken-for-
granted that they did not seem to be at all tempered by the presence of
outside observers.

The learning that was ��made possible and necessary�� in this setting had
powerful implications for students� identities as learners and for their future
opportunities. An analysis of daily life in an urban school through the
frames of situated learning, identity, and �gured worlds may bring us closer
to understanding the development of learner identities in such settings,
shedding light on the complex relationship between macro and micro levels
of social relations that contributes to the continued reproduction of social
inequalities. The remainder of this article will describe this research and
analysis.

METHODS AND DATA SOURCES

Methodological Orientation

The research study on which this article is based was grounded in an
interpretive perspective that highlights the socially constructed and locally
negotiated nature of experience (Mehan, 1992). Learning was theorized as
��a social phenomenon, constituted in the experienced, lived-in world��
(Lave, 1993, p. 64), and thus the research design and analysis focused on
collecting and interpreting daily classroom life over a substantial period of
time and through the eyes of varied participants. The study drew upon a
critical research paradigm to attend to the ways in which larger structures of
inequality framed the possibilities of individuals and groups with the least
power (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999). Although the focus is on daily
classroom life, broader school and societal patterns of racial and socio-
economic inequality framed the discourses, practices, categories and inter-
actions of this setting. This analysis foregrounds the former, while
acknowledging the significance of the latter. As such, most of the data
selected for this analysis are from classroom observations and student and
teacher reflections on daily classroom life, rather than data regarding the
larger structures surrounding these daily interactions (e.g. federal policies,
state mandated testing, urban poverty). This bounding of the data puts
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limitations on the claims that can be made about urban schooling in general,
but allows for a more nuanced analysis of learner identity at Oakcity High.

This article presents an analysis of a sub-set of a data set collected for a
larger study, an investigation of detracking reform at three public high
schools. During data collection at Oakcity High, one of the three schools in
the detracking study, my two research assistants and I became aware of
discourses, practices and patterns of interaction at the school that we found
to be both troubling and consequential for learning. I found that these
aspects of the setting could not be thoroughly understood and explained
within the framework of the initial study, and undertook a secondary
analysis of the data from Oakcity High that began, to a limited extent, at the
same time as the data analysis for the initial study, and continued after the
detracking analysis was concluded. This sub-set of data and the methods
used for their collection and analysis is described in the remainder of this
section.

Data Collection and Participants

The data analyzed for this study was collected at Oakcity High School, a
public high school in a low-income urban area of the United States serving
predominantly low-income African American and Latino students. The
principal researcher collected the bulk of the data, with some assistance
from two research assistants. One 9th grade2 classroom, a social studies
classroom in which students reflected the racial, socioeconomic, and learner
diversity of the school served as the focal point for the study. At least twenty
sessions of this class, each 80 minutes long, were observed; detailed field-
notes were recorded during each session.

Six students from the class were chosen as key informants, the study�s
focal students. These students re�ected the racial, linguistic, gender and
academic diversity of the school setting with a signi�cant exception�none
of the African American males approached to participate in the study
agreed to take part. I attempted to mitigate this gap in data collection by
making sure to record classroom data involving male African American
students, however the study is still limited by this �aw. The six students were
interviewed for 45�60 minutes at the beginning and end of the semester.
Interviews were tape recorded and transcribed. The focal students were also
shadowedthrough an entire school day. This shadowing brought researchers
into an addition 24 classes representing a variety of subject areas, including
math, science, English, Spanish, French, gym, health, ROTC and metal
shop. Appendix Table A2 describes the focal students and their daily school
schedules.
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The in-class support teacher in the focal classroom, social studies
department chair, and several additional teachers were interviewed as well.
These interviews were tape recorded and transcribed. The complete data set
from Oakcity High includes over 500 pages of transcribed interviews and
observational data, along with school, district, and state education
department records.

Data Analysis

Utilizing a grounded theory approach (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), I wrote
reflective memos throughout the data collection process, noting key issues
that emerged during all stages of data collection. These memos helped to
identify some of the key issues at Oakcity High, and led to my decision to
analyze Oakcity data for a deeper understanding of learning and identity at
the school. In particular, I was puzzled by the ways that students at Oakcity
discussed notions of smartness and what it meant to be a good student, and
wanted to better understand how this phenomenon was situated in the
practices, discourses and interactions of the Oakcity context. After data
analysis for the larger study was complete, I returned to the Oakcity data
with a focus on understanding how learning and knowledge were consti-
tuted at the school. This was done by identifying repeated practices,
recurring discursive phenomena, and common interactions in the setting.
Categories and codes were generated through the identification of these
events. Relationships among codes and categories led to the development of
theoretical assertions which were described in memos and themselves
compared to the data, revised, and used to refine the codes and categories
being used. These assertions, linked to evidence from multiple sources, be-
came the heart of the findings, which are organized into the two sub-sections
described below.

This analysis is limited by its focus on life in the classrooms of Oakcity
High; undoubtedly there were aspects of students� lives beyond the class-
room and larger school and societal structures that shaped learner identity,
but such an analysis was beyond the scope of this project. It is also limited in
its focus on 9th grade students in a social studies classroom; the focal stu-
dents in this study were at the beginning of their high school careers, and
attended classes beyond social studies. These limitations are mitigated by
the data collection procedures, which included following each of the six
focal students to their other classes for a full day. Moreover, if one considers
the high attrition rate of students in urban high schools, there may be more
of a cross-section of students representing varied perspectives on learning in
a 9th grade class relative to later grade cohorts that have been winnowed
down by the departure of their peers.
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FINDINGS

The �ndings are organized into two sections. In the �rst section, I de-
scribe the �gured world of learning at Oakcity High, analyzing the practices,
discourses, categories and interactions that constituted learning in this set-
ting. In the second section, I describe how students� identities as learners
took shape amid the contours of this �gured world, noting the implications
of such identities for students� futures.

The Figured World of Learning at an Urban High School

Horn (2006, p. 6) writes that within a figured world ��discourses, practices
and interactions provide important tools for identity formation.�� Part one
of the study findings draws upon data from classroom observations and
interviews with students and teachers to illustrate these aspects of the fig-
ured world of learning at Oakcity High. The examples presented focus on
students in their social studies class, however data from other classes are
included as well. Each example given is representative of a general trend in
the data.

Practice and discourse: ��Learn a format��

They need a format because on any job they get out of school, there�s going to
be certain formats that they must follow to be successful on the job. McDon-
alds, there�s a certain way of frying the French fires. There�s a certain way of
customer service. They have to learn a format.

� Mr. Bartlett, social studies teacher

��You know what?�� Jose asked me, in response to my question about his 9th
grade year. ��I don�t even remember what I learned.�� If, as Boaler claims
(2000, p. 379) ��a person�s knowledgability is ... a function of the environ-
ments in which he or she operates,�� then what aspects of the Oakcity High
environment might explain this result? In this section, I argue that the
dominant classroom practices and discourses of the school produced a
version of learning that was so distant from meaning that most of what was
presented to be learned was completely forgettable. Classroom practices at
Oakcity High consisted mainly of worksheets, textbook-based questions,
and standardized quizzes and tests. Worksheets, quizzes and tests were
artifacts that ��through habitual use...become resources available for per-
sonal use, mnemonics of the activities they facilitate, and �nally constitutive
of thought, emotion, and behavior�� (Holland et al., 1998, p. 50). There was
little attention to building conceptual understanding of the subjects under
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study, to issues of social or personal relevance, or to the development of
academic skills beyond vocabulary and the ability to respond to close ended
questions. Discursive practices in the school further distanced learning from
meaning. In general, learning was constituted through practice and as
narrow, repetitive, meaning-free and unrelated to life.

Daily learning at Oakcity High was measured in worksheets and text-
book sections completed, and punctuated by quizzes and tests taken and
returned. A typical daily agenda, written on the chalkboard of the focal
social studies classroom, read:

Turn in work from Friday (Fact finding sheet)

Complete: ��Apply Geographical Themes,�� p. 113 and ��Skills Map,�� p. 114.

Worksheet Chapter 6 (Sections 1 and 2)

Possible Quiz

This plan accurately re�ected the rhythm and emphasis of the class, in which
the teacher�s role was limited to the assignment of pages and distribution of
worksheets; an average of four worksheets or standardized assessments were
distributed and collected each period in this class over the course of the
semester. A focus on what Mr. Bartlett called ��learn[ing] a format��
accompanied the administration of worksheets and testing materials, with
much attention paid to how papers were headed, the type of pen or pencil
used, and whether students wrote out their full names or not.

While in the classroom, students spent the majority of the time either
�lling in pre-produced worksheets or answering questions from the text-
book. This was the prevalent teaching practice in 22 of the 24 block
(80 minutes) periods that the research team spent shadowing the six focal
students to their classes, the two exceptions being a biology lab and a metal
shop class. The pervasiveness of these activities was apparent in students�
descriptions of schooling. Monique described a typical day in social studies,

Like, when we�re in class we just do like the � we just read the sections that�s
reviewed, and like he gives us quizzes like every day. For every chapter. I mean
on every section. And like every Friday you have a test.

��Basically read, do a section,�� con�rmed her classmate Jose. ��We learn...,��
Shawna paused in her response, and then continued, ��...we work in the
book.�� The rare, non-rote assignments�a ��country report�� in social
studies, for example�were structured in such a restricted manner (in this
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case, the report consisted of providing answers to 10 close-ended questions,
such as ��what is the population of your country��) that they simulated
worksheets in the type of learning they a�orded.

Shadowing students out to their other classes revealed little variety. In
Carlos�s language arts class, students spent the 80 minute block period
completing a vocabulary worksheet for a story in the language arts reader.
The story, ��Nightriders,�� was about truck drivers, and the focus of the
vocabulary sheet was on words used by truck drivers over their CB radios.
In Shawna�s biology class students �lled out a worksheet on pedigrees. In
Monique�s language arts class students �lled out a handout regarding a
three paragraph long news story on ��cold season,�� answering such ques-
tions as ��state three facts about colds found in the story.�� In health class,
students de�ned vocabulary words and completed questions about Chapter
4, male reproductive health, answering questions such as ��what causes an
erection�� individually and without comment.

The discourses accompanying these practices created a distance between
the students and the material at hand. Pages and numbers were interchange-
able with concepts, content and ideas, as re�ected in directives such as ��Turn
to page 45, it tells you what to do,�� and opening remarks like ��Last night was
page 137, 1 through 4. Where is it?�� Students used this same language,
referring to places on a worksheet rather than ideas, such as Aisha�s question,
��I didn�t do section 1. Mister, I was asking if we have section 1 to do.��

Key concepts were skimmed over lightly, and student confusion left
untouched, as in the following exchange,

Teacher: Is the U.S. an industrialized country?

Student: (hesitant) I guess.

Teacher: (moving on quickly) What is our energy source?

In this example, the teacher raised a question about industrialization, a key
social studies concept, rich with potential for discussion and relevance.
Although the student demonstrated a degree of uncertainty in her response,
the teacher moved quickly to the next topic, without stopping to clarify or
delve into the topic at hand.

Throughout the school, students� work was accompanied by the sounds of
non-academic talk, much of it coming from the adults in charge. Mr. Bartlett
frequently discussed trips he had taken or was going to take (i.e. ��Paris, if you
ever get a chance to visit, is a gorgeous city,�� ��Can�t go to Florida this
weekend, so I might as well be in [local beach town]��). In a French class we
observed, the teacher spent 40 minutes, half of the period, drawing names
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from a hat, reviewing rules and otherwise organizing a ��secret Santa�� gift
exchange in the class. In this way, signi�cant amounts of class time were
wasted each day. It was not unusual for teachers to spend 10�15 minutes
getting class started at the beginning of a session, and an equivalent amount of
time at the end of class during which activities tapered o� and students were
told they could get started on their homework. This was particularly dis-
turbing in that, due to the block schedule structure, students were supposed to
complete an entire year of each subject in one semester. The large amounts of
non-instructional time in each class period in a course already compressed into
one semester resulted in a truncated treatment of various subjects.

Despite (or perhaps because of) the large amount of time in each class
period that was spent on non-instructional matters, some teachers felt
pressed for time. Substantive topics were treated brie�y, without much
attention or attempt to engage with the material. Academic discussions were
cursory, with the teacher avoiding in-depth treatment of even potentially
interesting topics. The following example is one of the most extended aca-
demic discussions observed all semester in social studies:

Mr. Bartlett: Does anyone know the difference between communism and capi-
talism.?

Dan: In communism you don�t have a say, in capitalism you have a say.

Mr. Bartlett: Right. What about the political systems? Totalitarianism is total
control of the people. What�s our system here?

Student: Authoritarian.

Dan: Democracy.

Mr. Bartlett: Yes, republican democracy. You go to the polls and vote for who
you want. Take out a pen that writes. Take everything off your desk. Let�s go!

In this episode, Mr. Bartlett took a potentially rich topic, forms of gov-
ernment, which could have served as a jumping o� point for an interesting
and relevant discussion that would build students� critical thinking skills and
content knowledge, and abbreviated it in order to get to the test he had
planned to administer.

At times, the teacher directed attention away from potentially substantive
and relevant content, despite clear student interest. In the following episode,
the social studies teacher has started an educational video about the
Caribbean. The opening music begins and the camera pans to snow white
beaches, crystal blue waters, and white people frolicking at the beach, dining
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in fancy restaurants and perusing jewelry in expensive shops. As these scenes
unfold, an unseen narrator intones that the Caribbean o�ers ��European
luxury,�� and Kareem is moved to comment,

Kareem: Why they got to say ��European luxury?�� Why not ��Black luxury?��

Someone is clicking a pen.

Teacher: Put your pen down and watch the film. This is one of the best films
you�re going to see.

Kareem gets up several times for Kleenex.

Teacher: (commanding) Kareem, take your books. Prep room.

In this episode, Kareem�s provocative, but content-related comment is ig-
nored by the teacher. Rather than using his critical inquiry as a point of
connection with the material, the episode results in Kareem being removed
from the classroom for creating a disturbance. Also in the interests of
classroom control, students were sometimes instructed to ��pretend�� to
learn. ��Start writing. Pretend,�� Mr. Bartlett commanded Jim. ��He said
�pretend,���� noted Jim, perhaps responding to the dissonance of such a
request in a school setting. ��Look like you are doing something and I won�t
bother you,�� a substitute teacher told an English class.

In addition to the mechanistic, meaning-free construction of learning
generated through these worksheet related discourses and practices, the use
of tests and quizzes for management and, at times, humiliation, fused
learning to social control, further separating learning from meaning in this
�gured world. In the following example, the social studies teacher gave
students a quiz on material they had barely covered in class,

Lisa: How come you�re handing this out and we didn�t even do this work!

Mr. B: We�re behind. You have five minutes to study the section on political
systems, then we will have a quiz.

Student: What!

Student: Dag!

Mr. B: Not dag.

Aisha: Mister, you didn�t say we had a quiz.

Mr. B: I don�t have to announce quizzes after the first one.
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Lisa: I don�t have my book!

Mr. B: What do I care?

Lisa: You supposed to care.

Mr. B: (sarcastically) Dan, you�re done?

Dan: I already read this.

Mr. B: Read it again. Do you know the political systems? Totalitarianism?
Authoritarianism? (sarcastically)

Lisa: They didn�t talk about totalitarianism in this class.

In this example, the teacher appeared to be using a quiz for something other
than assessment of students� content mastery. When challenged, he �rst as-
serted his authority as teacher to act arbitrarily, and then expressed his lack
of caring about the students� success on the quiz. Finally, he wielded the very
content of the quiz in a hostile manner, ridiculing Dan by expressing disbelief
he could be familiar with the concepts of totalitarianism and authoritari-
anism. Although the content under study might have been valuable and
interesting to explore, it was instead used in an arbitrary and hostile way,
without any attempt to further students� understanding of political systems.

For students, such practices and discourses constructed learning as
equivalent to the rote completion of worksheets and standardized assess-
ment measures, rather than conceptual understanding. In October, Edelmira
re�ected on how the school year had been thus far,

Interviewer: What did you like the best that you�ve done so far?

Edelmira: Nothing. I think there was like, once in school, two weeks ago, he
gave us a quiz. I got like a 100 for the quiz. He, since then I have not had 100
no more.

Interviewer: What was the quiz on? Do you remember?

Edelmira: No, but I remember I had 100.

That Edelmira remembered nothing about what the quiz she did so well
beyond the grade itself signaled the distancing of learning from meaning in
this �gured world.

The construction of learning as disconnected from meaning was evident
in students� re�ections on what they had learned during their 1st year of

CONSTRUCTING (IN)COMPETENCE



high school. In individual interviews, students expressed that they had
learned little that year and that their classes felt repetitive and meaningless.
Jose shared that, ��I don�t even remember what I learned.�� Monique told us,
��They ain�t teaching us nothing new for me to understand anything. It�s
nothing new...It�s the same thing I did in elementary.�� Frances concurred
that, ��...the work is a little bit harder [than middle school]. Not really most
of it because most of the stu� that we did last year is, we�re doing this year.��
Similarly, Shawna said, ��...it�s a lot of things that we are going over in
review...like verbs and nouns and stu� like, stu� that we learned, like I
learned in the sixth grade.�� Carlos agreed, saying, ��[I learned] a little [this
semester]...It was mostly like a review of what I did in eighth grade. It was
just the same.��

These practices and discourses were the resources that students had to
draw upon as they came to understand themselves as learners. The cate-
gories in which school adults placed students and the nature of the inter-
actions between students and teachers also had consequences for learner
identity within the �gured world of learning at Oakcity High, as will be
described in the next section.

Categories and interactions: ��Mugs and thugs��

...where we are, [low income] school district, urban area, the academic achieve-
ment is not something that everybody wants to attain.

� Mr. Bartlett, social studies teacher

Holland et al. (1998, p. 62) write that ��categories...originate outside their
performers and are imposed upon people, through recurrent treatments and
within interaction, to the point that they become self-administered.�� At
Oakcity High, teachers� categorization of students in terms of academic
ability was limited to descriptions of the speed (or lack thereof) at which
students completed worksheets. In contrast with this two-dimensional
description of learner attributes, students were described in great detail by
school adults as urban, de�cient, prone to delinquency, unmotivated and
severely disadvantaged by their families, cultures and communities. This
categorization was reinforced through interactions between teachers and
students in which students were frequently on the receiving end of humili-
ating exchanges, including yelling, sarcastic comments about their intelli-
gence and work e�ort, denigrating predictions of their futures and use of
Spanish to command Latino students who were pro�cient English speakers
(i.e. ��Da·me�� in place of ��give me�� when collecting homework sheets). These
categories and interactions again distanced students from learning by
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positioning them as poor or non-learners and creating a deprecating envi-
ronment within which compliance could be seen as a form of self-humilia-
tion. That such interactions occurred in full view of adult observers who
were not employed by the school indicated their normalcy in this setting.

Mr. Bartlett, a veteran social studies teacher, was not hesitant in his
description of his students. In his eyes, they lacked all the right things:
knowledge, persistence, good behavior, and academic skills. They had too
much of the wrong things: violent and uncaring families, poverty, drug
problems, gang a�liations, and early sexuality. He said,

They need academic skills in the worst way. Sometimes it amazes me what they
don�t know, such as the word ��country�� and ��nation�� are similar...there�s a
constant dichotomy in an urban area, because you think they know a basic and
they don�t.

The textbook they were using, he told me, was a seventh grade book, but
��the kids can�t understand it. I�ve told them so many times that the brown
color on the maps means elevation, but they still don�t get it.�� Echoing this
sense of the students as intellectually de�cient, Mr. Gray, the social studies
department chair, described the typical Oakcity student as, ��... de�cient in
the abstract thinking. Taking an A and a B and a C and get a relationship
correlation, whatever, and then coming up with a C. Problem solving,
critical thinking, long-term planning, de�ciencies all along the way.��

In addition to their low skills, Oakcity students, according to the adults
around them, were unmotivated, refusing to do anything to remedy their
de�ciencies. Mr. Batelli, the special education support teacher in Mr.
Bartlett�s room described his biggest challenge as, ��...getting the kids
motivated to do their work...getting them to realize that, you know, they
need this.��

These school adults frequently explained the intellectual de�cits they
perceived in their students as linked to the urban environment. Mr. Bartlett
described how he felt the Oakcity community a�ected his students,

Some of them are aged beyond their years. But that�s cultural, social...Most of
the 9th graders in an urban environment like Oakcity, uh, chronologically
they�re going on 25, 30. They�ve seen too much...they�ve been around too
much. So they come to us with street smarts and we need to make them book
smart.

In his class, he told me, he had ��kids who are recidivists, kids who have been
in jail.�� Gang involvement was another specter of deviance. Mr. Bartlett
said he was ��amazed�� last year when he ��asked my class of 9th
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graders...how many had been approached by, to join a gang. Almost every
hand in my 9th grade class went up.�� In such settings, he concluded,
��academic achievement is not something that everyone wants to attain.��

Students� families were seen as another source of students� academic
problems. Mr. Batelli speculated that,

...they go home, they get an F or an A, there�s no...difference how their parents
treat them. You know, I might be wrong but it seems like a lot of times the
parents don�t put a big emphasis on school...I think that has a huge, huge im-
pact on it [students� motivation].

In this setting, Mr. Bartlett explained, the ��one thing�� that the kids really
understood was reward and punishment, that ��if they screw up they owe
you time. It�s that mentality. It�s an urban area mentality.��

At Oakcity, students� abilities were seen and treated as generally low,
without much variation, by the adults around them. Various school adults
implied that the low ability level they believed characterized their students
was linked to students� race and class backgrounds. Mr. Gray, the social
studies department chair described how when white, middle class students
from neighboring communities left the school to attend new local high
schools, Oakcity High lost the ��varied levels�� of students they had before.
Mr. Bartlett spoke longingly of that earlier time, saying,

...when I first started teaching here, one of my classes was academically chal-
lenging...I�d stay up until two o�clock in the morning grading their papers and
tests for the next day because they challenged me...Does it mean that because
we were having two sending districts to the school at the time, Oakcity and
Radishville [one of the more affluent, White communities referred to by Mr.
Gray], that you had that ability?

Mr. Bartlett felt most students were capable of only ��the basics,�� saying,
��I�m always of the opinion that I can pick three, four students out of each
class, put them together and have a running group. The others, you know,
the others will get through the basics.�� Among the remaining students,
noted Mr. Batelli, who provided in-class support for students with special
education classi�cations at the school, there did not seem to be any di�er-
ence between special education and regular education students. They were,
��all...somewhat on the same level���low.3

If the category of ��student�� at Oakcity High was de�ned as urban,
unmotivated, low ability and ignorant, interactions between teachers and
students at the school reinforced this de�nition, constituting a �gured world
in which students� di�erences and di�culties were fodder for ridicule, where
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teachers made clear that they were not hopeful that their students could
learn nor were they personally invested in their success. Interactions between
students and teachers were marked by sarcasm, belittling comments and
high volume chastisement. In these interactions, teachers focused on stu-
dents� academic attributes�knowledge, ability and performance�at times
using students� race, class, gender, language and urbanicity as material for
insult. As we shadowed students, such interactions marked their class
periods throughout the day despite our presence, indicating that teachers
felt this treatment of students was perfectly normal and acceptable.

The categorization of students as urban, with all that entailed, was re�ected
in classroom practices, for example a game played at the beginning of the year:

Teacher: Any mugs and thugs in here for the contest?

Student 1: What contest?

Student 2: That�s harassment!

Teacher: Get out a pen, write five true/false questions. We�re going to have the
mugs versus the thugs.

The teacher draws a big T on the board and labels one side ��mugs,�� the other
side ��thugs.�� He tells them to move, girls to one side (nearest the door), boys
to the other.

Austin: Who are the thugs?

Teacher: Who do you think?

Austin: (sounding disgusted) I take that offensive. Mugs and thugs.

Although the teacher felt that having the students participate in a game in
which they were labeled ��mugs and thugs�� would be something they would
get excited about, some students were insulted by the implications of this
practice. Similarly, Monique appeared o�ended by the following exchange,
in which Mr. Bartlett implied that the students were involved in illicit
activities,

Teacher: Maybe we should have a quiz on names of liquor, not countries.

Monique: I wouldn�t know it!

The teacher, by implying that students would know more about ��names of
liquor�� than names of countries, simultaneously framed school-based
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knowledge as alien to students and communicated his low opinion of their
characters.

In interactions with students, teachers frequently commented on their
academic abilities, knowledge and performance in ways that were public and
humiliating. When assigning countries for a ��country report,�� for example,
a student volunteered that he wanted to do his report on Puerto Rico.
��Puerto Rico is a country?�� the teacher queried sarcastically. ��Did that
happen over the weekend?�� Mr. Bartlett ridiculed students� work e�orts, for
example asking Dan, who was busy at work after the teacher had an-
nounced a test the next day, ��Why are you pretending to write an answer?��
Are you trying to impress me? Impress me tomorrow?�� Mr. Barlett also
disparaged students� expressed desires to do well, for example commenting
��You�ll see tomorrow,�� to Shawna�s assertion that she was getting an A in
the class, or exclaiming ��Want to see funny? See your grade tomorrow!�� in
response to a student�s joke. Again, the public nature of these remarks
indicated that in this �gured world, ridiculing students was an acceptable
part of schooling.

Some interactions ironically belied the categorization of students as
de�cient in knowledge, ability and motivation while at the same time rein-
forcing it. In the following episode, for example, students expressed a desire
to do well in school, while Mr. Bartlett humiliated students by reading their
grades aloud,

T: Do we have the results Mr. V? Should we read the results to the students?

Mr. V: I gave them back already.

Mr. B begins to read the quiz grades aloud anyway.

Lisa: Lisa got a 100.

Dan: Dan got a 90!

T: Yesterday�s quiz...

Monique: Don�t read mine!

T: Don�t worry, I won�t read your grade unless you passed. Here�s the rest.

Pedro, 100; Austin, 100; Shanice, 100; Dan, 90; Alicia, 90. Oh, she�s not here.
Tamika, 80; Jose, 80; Carlos, 80; Mark, 70; Ana, 70; Flor, 70; Edelmira, mismo
[same]; Kareem, 70; Shakira, 70; Shawna, 60; Lori, 50. Oh, sorry. Never mind.
I didn�t realize they were in order.
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If your name wasn�t called, start studying harder for tomorrow. Maria, don�t
you know how to fake it? Open your book.

In this episode, the teacher assumed any grade above passing would not be
humiliating for students to hear (although Lisa and Dan were hoping for
much high grades than that), and proceeded to read the grades aloud.
Reading them carelessly in descending order, he continued to read aloud
names and grades that were below the passing grade, accidentally revealing
low grades as well as indicating through omission who had not passed the
test. This communicated his belief that students would not be embarrassed
by a low, but passing, grade, and established a low bar for learning. This
episode also provides an example of the gratuitous use of Spanish in the
classroom; Edelmira certainly knew the word ��same,�� and the teacher�s use
of the Spanish version of this word indicated to her and her classmates that
he felt she was less than pro�cient in English.

As the researchers shadowed students to their classes, we found that high
volume yelling was a common mode of communication in many classrooms.
In health class, for example, the teacher shouted at the students for the
entire length of the period. A typical example, delivered at high volume and
ear-splitting pitch,

If you didn�t get one, come up and get it! Turn around, face the front of the
room and keep your mouths shut! OK, are you guys done? Immaturity done?
If you�re not done, you can leave. This is the test on Friday. Your homework
for tonight, write it down, questions chapter 4, page 63, 1 through 5 are due
tomorrow. I�m not done!!!!!

This teacher was observed several times, and yelled consistently throughout
the class on each occasion, seemingly unconcerned that she was being ob-
served by outside adults.

Students protested in various ways: through sarcasm (��Sorry Miss, I
can�t hear you,�� to the health teacher described above), irony (��I think I�ll
go to my house in Florida this weekend��), insisting upon their abilities (��I�m
going to get an A on that test!��), pointing out the teacher�s appropriate role
(��You tell us. We�re the students��), and protesting assumptions (��Some
girls be thugs too. I just wanted to say that��). As the next section ��Learner
Identity at an Urban High School: ��I used to be smart����describes, however,
the practices, discourses, categories and interactions that marked this �g-
ured world shaped what it meant to be a ��good student�� in this setting, and
had implications for learner identity.
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Learner Identity at an Urban High School: ‘‘I used to be smart’’

Students positioned themselves as learners amid the �gured world de-
scribed in the previous section. To be a good student in this �gured world
called for compliance with rote, repetitive tasks that were distanced from
meaning, amid humiliating interactions and un�attering categorizations.
Students concurred on the characteristics of an idealized ��good�� or ��smart��
student, but ran up against the limitations of this de�nition when they
considered their friends� experiences in school. Despite all this, students
wanted to do well in school and the focal students had high aspirations for
themselves, aspirations that contrasted starkly with the learner identities
that emerged in their 9th grade year.

Students� understandings of what it meant to be smart at Oakcity High
were consistent with the rote, concept-poor nature of learning in this �gured
world. In this world, a ��good student�� was compliant, worked quickly and
alone, and did not present problems or di�culties requiring a teacher�s
attention. The way to tell that someone was smart, students� reported, was if
he or she received good grades. ��If they get straight A�s on the tests, that
makes me think they�re smart,�� said Edelmira. ��How would you know
somebody is smart?�� I asked Carlos. ��I guess by their grades,�� he replied.
��Is there anything else besides grades that would indicate to you that
somebody�s smart?�� ��No.��

Smartness in this �gured world was linked to diligence in completing
assigned tasks. A smart person was one who would ��get good grades and
study very hard. Read a lot...always focusing on the work, always having
your mind doing homework,�� Ana told me. Smart kids, said Jose, are the
��kids who know what they�re doing, for one, and the kids who pay attention
in class.�� Edelmira thought she could tell if someone was smart ��if they
would do their homework.�� ��I know Tahira is smart,�� Monique told me,
��because she do all her work.�� The smartest person he knew, Jose told me,
��always handed in her work and she always paid attention in class.��
Smartness also included maintaining a compliant demeanor in class. Mo-
nique described a peer as ��a good student and she�s smart. She listens and
she�s quiet.�� Tamika was smart, Lisa told me, because ��she�s quiet, she
don�t really move around and she gets her work done.�� To do well in school,
Carlos told me, you needed to ��try not to get into trouble.��

This limited de�nition of smartness, however, emerged from the very �g-
ured world that made such an ideal so di�cult to reach. Given the particu-
larities of this �gured world, being a smart or good student was quite di�cult.
Classroom activities were frequently boring and meaningless. Interactions
with teachers could be insulting and pejorative. Learning was distant from
meaning, creativity, interest and engagement. Yet despite the di�culty of
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being smart in this setting, when students did not do well they tended to blame
themselves and each other for laziness. Ana told me, ��...some people they just
too lazy...what I think is people got to just study and start reading more. And
stop being lazy.�� Shawna, describing a friend who did very well in school, told
me, ��She just, she aims for everything to be perfect... And that�s a charac-
teristic I would like to have because I don�t have that. And it would be so nice
for me to get a characteristic like that.�� Drawing upon this understanding of
smartness, students criticized each other as ��slow,�� ��retarded�� and ��stupid��
for not being able to accomplish rote tasks quickly.

This limited de�nition of smartness caused problems for students when
they tried to reconcile their peers� school performance with their own sense
that these peers were indeed smart. Monique struggled to describe students
who she felt were smart yet did not do well in school. ��I know a lot of people
that�s smart but...they just don�t, they don�t act smart. But I know they
smart.�� Shawna was concerned about friends who faced academic chal-
lenges, feeling that they needed help but concluding that their school
problems were their own fault. She said,

Well I don�t... well, not all of my friends get A�s. They could do better than
they�re doing. Some of my friends are very smart. And some of them... I�m not
saying they�re dumb. They�re not dumb. They just need help in different areas.
I try to give them the help they need but sometimes they�re like embarrassed to
tell people they need help and stuff like that. So it�s like I can�t help you if
you�re not telling me that you need help. But they could do a lot better than
what they�re doing now. But they like, they choose not to.

Lisa struggled to expand the de�nition of smart against which students�
positioned themselves as learners in this �gured world. She said, ��...my way
of saying smart is...it can be...the way you use it. You know like you know a
lot of things but its like, you may know a lot of things but you may not
know ... how to use it. It�s like the way you use it.�� Monique pointed
out that students could be smart in one context but not in another, saying,
��... they smart. I mean sometimes they don�t show it but Kareem, he and
Dan, well Dan, he shows it sometimes. But Kareem, he�ll act, he�s like a
clown. He always acts stupid. He don�t show it. But he�s in my �rst period
math class, and he�s smart there.�� Shawna grappled with a sense that
everyone was smart in their own way, saying,

Somebody is smart by the things they read and the things they say. You can be
smart by just having a nice conversation with somebody even if your academics
is not high. You can still be vocabulary-smart. You can still know words that
people might not know that you know and you might, you could be smart and
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knowing those words. Like if you say a big word and somebody doesn�t know
it but in your reading class, it�s, you have a B average or a C average, you
could still be smart by the things you say. And it shows. It doesn�t really, it
can�t really show on your papers or - yeah on your grade and your report card
but you can see in that person, when a person is smart and when a person is
not smart, and there�s a lot of different ways of being smart. You could be
book smart, you could be thinking smart, you could be word smart, you could
be different kind of smart. And it�s nobody in the world that�s not smart be-
cause you have some characteristics in you that portrays you to be smart.

These comments indicated the restrictiveness of the �gured world of
learning at Oakcity High, a world in which the focal students felt that the
talents of their peers (and perhaps their own) might not be visible. Amid the
discourses, practices, interactions and categories of this �gured world,
however students were not a�orded the language to voice the disconnect
between what they felt their friends to be capable of and what they were able
to show.

Despite this restricted de�nition and the quandary it posed for learner
identity, students still wanted to do well in school. ��I�m going to get 100!��
shouted Shawna, as Mr. Bartlett distributed the textbook quiz. In class, Dan
was concerned when he saw a ��D�� on his returned homework sheet. ��Can I
ask you something? What is this �D�?�� he queried the teacher, who re-
sponded ��I did not write your name out.�� Visibly relieved, Dan asked ��can
you tell my mom some good stu�?�� Austin and Shakira struggled to deci-
pher the teacher�s grading scheme, in which a ��2�� was actually an ��80,��
concerned that they had failed the quiz. ��I have been getting 100 every
week,�� bragged Lisa. ��I�m going to have an A. An A+,�� asserted Kareem,
a struggling student, as Mr. Bartlett explained the country report assign-
ment.

Students� life goals revealed both their aspirations and the inadequacies
of the school to help them reach their goals. ��I always wanted to be a
lawyer, but my teacher, she said lawyers are liars,�� Monique told the
interviewer. Did she know what classes she needed to take to apply to
college? ��They never told me,�� she replied. ��I want to go to the army,�� said
Lisa. ��The army would pay for my college.�� Jose told the interviewer he
wanted to go to college and ��major in technology.�� When asked if he felt he
was taking the right classes to get into college, he replied ��No, I don�t think
so.�� Could he speak with his counselor about it? ��Believe it or not, but I
haven�t seen him the whole year,�� he reported. Ana wanted to attend the
local public university and study engineering, saying ��my mother told me
that would be a good idea and I like math, so I think it would be easy for
me,�� seemingly unaware of the di�culties and requirements of this course of
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study. Shawna told us she wanted to go to college (��Yale or Princeton or
Harvard or Rutgers��) and major in radiology, and Carlos planned to attend
college and major in business. Each of the six focal students planned to
attend college, although school statistics and the lack of counseling they
received made that end result seem unlikely.

These aspirations, however, existed in stark contrast with the feelings
students expressed about learning at Oakcity High. At the end of their 1st
year, the focal students voiced a sense of disconnection from school and
disengagement from the educational process. Students shared these senti-
ments with no small degree of disappointment and sadness. Monique told us,

I used to like school last year, I used to want to go to school. But now, I don�t
really care if I go or don�t go. Because it�s not, I thought high school would
have been fun, like do different things, but it�s the same. And that�s why it�s
boring. I don�t even like it. It�s not interesting.

Her future aspirations were a�ected by this sense of boredom. She told the
interviewer, ��I want to go to college but... if this is boring in here I�m going
to be bored in college.�� Students� di�culties shaped their identities as
learners. Edelmira told a peer in class ��I used to be smart. I don�t do my
work now.�� ��I�m not good, I�m not a good writer,�� Carlos concluded. ��I
know how lazy I am,�� Ana told us, explaining why she chose not to take
higher level courses in science, despite her interest in the topic.

While students concurred on what the archetypical good student was,
most had di�culty �nding comfortable learner identities within the con�nes
of what was available to them. To be a good student one had to comply with
the meaningless construction of learning available in this �gured world,
enduring insulting interactions and un�attering categorizations with equa-
nimity. Faced with this choice, many attempted to be ��good students�� and
fell short, judging themselves harshly as ��not smart,�� or ��not working hard
enough,�� or disassociating themselves from the educational process.
Monique, as she re�ected on how she would know if she was doing poorly in
school, displayed a sense of distance from her own education, saying, ��Well,
only if my teacher tells me that I�m failing and they put an F on my report
card, but none of my teachers told me I was failing so I don�t even know.��

Students struggled with this restrictive de�nition of smartness; the �gured
world of learning at Oakcity High did not allow for a variety of ways to be a
good student. Some o�ered critiques of this constructed identity, noting the
repetitiveness of the curriculum (��we did all this last year,�� ��we�re not
learning nothing new��) and its rote and uninteresting nature (��all we do is
study the continents��). Students frequently used the term ��nothing�� to
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describe their school experiences (��we didn�t do nothing,�� ��I didn�t learn
nothing��) indicating a sense of hopelessness. Still others, alienated by the
way learning was constructed in this �gured world, opted out, disassociating
themselves quietly (or noisily) from school.

IMPLICATIONS

At Oakcity High School, discourses, practices, categories and interactions
shaped a �gured world of learning within which, I would argue, few indi-
viduals would be able to persist and fewer still would be able to gain the
skills necessary to succeed in higher education. Amid this �gured world,
smartness was limited to compliance with rote assignments, a learner
identity that did not sit well with many students. This passive and obedient
identity was limited and unappealing, running ��counter to [students�]
developing identi�cation as responsible, thinking agents�� (Boaler & Greeno,
2000, p. 171). Even students who did acquiesce to the constraints of the ideal
learner in this figured world were not developing the skills, competencies or
social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 1997) necessary to gain entry to or succeed
in higher education. This was a ��catch-22�� for students in that both com-
pliance and non-compliance with the demands of the setting would achieve
the same result�a lack of preparedness for higher education due to
emphasis on rote, low level skills and lack of access to adults who could
guide them toward their goals. This was a figured world, then, with dev-
astating consequences for the students who learned within it.

For teachers, researchers and others hoping to make a di�erence for
students in urban schools, such an analysis may provide an additional
vantage point from which to consider what meaningful change in urban
schools might look like. What discourses, practices, categories and inter-
actions would construct competence rather than incompetence and foster
more positive and productive learner identities in settings like Oakcity High?
A curriculum that bleeds concepts, interest, meaning and relevance from
learning is exactly the opposite of what is needed to connect students to
schooling; what is needed is a �gured world in which learning is constituted
as creative, stimulating, relevant and meaningful. Classroom practices
should engage students in encounters with ideas and activities that call on
their previous learning and experiences and encourage them to develop
broader understandings of issues of concern. Classroom discourse should
validate students as learners, encouraging participation and reiterating the
belief that students� ideas are worthwhile and their learning is important and
purposeful. The category of student should be broad and �exible, sup-
porting the notion that there are many forms of intelligence and that each
person�s life experiences equip him or her uniquely as learners. Interactions
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between students and teachers should be respectful and caring, providing
students from families with past negative experiences with public schooling
and little experience with higher education the social capital and support
necessary to navigate the rocky shores of opportunity in the U.S. educa-
tional system. Unfortunately, the current federal approach to education
reform, with its narrow emphasis on testing, seems to encourage the con-
struction of learning that prevailed at Oakcity High and deter the ideal
vision described above.

This analysis, then, reframes traditional explanations of student failure in
urban schools. Rather than searching for inadequacies and pathologies on
the part of urban students and families or delineating a clash of styles
between students and school adults, this article uses the concepts of identity,
�gured worlds and situated learning to begin to decipher how what was
available to be learned, the learning ��made possible and necessary�� in this
�gured world, was consequential for learner identity. Such an approach
pays careful attention to the materials out of which identities take shape: the
discourses and practices that construct learning in particular ways and the
interactions and categories that frame students� understandings of them-
selves as learners. Holland, et al. write,

The production and reproduction of figured worlds involves both abstraction
of significant regularities from everyday life into expectations about how par-
ticular types of events unfold and interpretation of the everyday according to
these distillations of past experiences. A figured world is formed and re-formed
in relation to the everyday activities and events that ordain happenings within
it. It is certainly not divorced from these happenings, but neither is it identical
to the particulars of one event (1998, 53).

Students at Oakcity High came to understand themselves as learners, and,
indeed, learning itself through the regularities and expectations of this set-
ting. In this way, the conceptual frame of �gured worlds is a powerful tool
for illuminating how everyday activities and events become part of identity
production and, in this case, the reproduction of social inequalities.

NOTES

1. ��Low income�� in this study is defined by the USDA criteria for free and reduced lunch:
annual income for a family of four ranges from 26,000 for free lunch eligibility to a ceil-
ing of 37,000 for reduced price lunch eligibility. At Oakcity High, 70% of the students
met one of these criteria.
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2. Ninth grade students were chosen for two reasons: 9th grade has been identified as a
crucial year for students in determining their trajectory through high school and, as new-
comers to the high school, 9th grade students tend to be keen observers of everyday
practices which older students have come to take for granted.

3. The preceding six paragraphs were adapted, with permission, from Rubin (in press) De-
tracking in context: How local constructions of ability shape equity-geared reform.
Teachers College Record.
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APPENDIX A

TABLE A1.
Oakcity high school

Number of students 931

Race/ethnicity 35% African American
2% White
61% Latino
1% Asian American

LEPa Students 19.6
Language diversityb Spanish 61.5%

English 36.7%
Other languages 1.8c

Students with IEPsd 15.4
Free/reduced lunch elig 70%
Community income indices,
rounded to nearest 100

Median household income: 36,100
Per capita income: 14,300
Percent in poverty: 27

Performance on statewide exam Language Arts Literacy
Partial 44.4%
Proficient 51.9%
Advanced 3.7%

Mathematics
Partial 68.7%
Proficient 28%
Advanced 3.3%

SAT results 51% taking test
Math 434
Verbal 412

Advanced placement Taking AP tests: 49
# of subjects: 6
# scoring 3 or above: 5

Post-high school plans (self-reported) 4-year college 19.8%
2-year college 30%
Other educ. 7%
Work 25%
Other 18%

a Limited English Proficient.
b Refers to first language spoken at home in order of frequency.
c Includes (in order of frequency) Others, Creole, Arabic, Panjabi.
d Individualized Educational Program, indicating a special education classification.
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