
Students at Risk? What about Teachers? 

Deirdre Abbey Hagstrom 

I often read about students who are 
at-risk in the classroom. One student 
teacher surveying my school estimated that 
90% of my students were at-risk. When I 
told another teacher at work, he asked: 
"What exactly does 'At-Risk' mean?" 

I ventured to say an administrator 
told me once that an at-risk student was one 
who knew or fraternized with someone who 
had a criminal record or had been in jail. 
Well, I am a teacher at-risk, because many 
of my students have been in jail, haye been 
locked up, have been committing crimes, or 
are committing crimes as we read this. I talk 
to these students every day. 

Another characteristic of at-risk 
students is that they do not have anyone to 
identify with at home. They do not have a 
mentor, do not belong to an organized 
religion or community group. As a teacher, 
I usually speak to children all day, then the 
same at home. I have no mentor myself, as I 
haven't found the time to cultivate one. I'd 
like to belong to a community group, but 
they meet on nights when I'm carpooling or 
taking education classes so that I can 
understand the at-risk child. I participate in 
church services and Sunday school 
activities, but all the praying I do still 
doesn't help me through a day with at-risk 
students. 

Finally, at-risk students have little 
faith or hope in the future. They see their 

mission in life as bleak and have poor self 
esteem. I am the at-risk teacher whose 
professional idealism of teaching middle 
class values through well-thought-out 
stimulating lessons is ineffective. No matter 
how many ways I try to incorporate 
innovative teaching or gear ideas to 
students' ways or learning styles, it seems as 
if I am not capturing enough interest in 
learning. This doesn't help my self esteem, 
either. 

So the next time you read about the 
at-risk student, know that there, in the same 
classroom, is the at-risk teacher, fighting the 
same battle. 
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English teacher at Hazel Park Middle 
School Academy in St. Paul, Minnesota, 
teaching English and study skills for eighth 
graders. She has taught junior high English 
in St. Paul for 14 years, and senior high 
English in Salt Lake City for five years. She 
published Shadows after Closing, a young 
adult mystery novel, in 1988, and she has 
written for local newspapers and magazines. 
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Feminist Literacy: Moving the Theory into the Classroom 

Judith Landrum 

--Who sees the other half of Self sees truth. 
Daughters of Copper Woman 

In a way, teaching with gendered 
learning styles parallels teaching with 
sensory learning styles. For example, when 
teaching a concept to our students, we write 
it on the board or an overhead as we say it, 
because some of our students are visual 
learners and some of our students are 
auditory learners. If we fail to write it, those 
students who are visual learners will have 
more difficulty processing the information. 
Plus, by giving students information via two 
senses, they can also get a richer, more 
comprehensive grasp of it. Similarly, some 
of our students process their world in a 
feminist manner; some of our students 
process their world in a masculinist manner. 
If we do not allow-and encourage--our 
students to process their world through both 
processes, some students will have difficulty 
processing it, and all students will have a 
more shallow perception of their world. 

When using the terms masculinist 
and feminist with biological sex, dual 
characteristics are impossible; but in terms 
of gender, dual characteristics are probable. 
For example, a man may write, read, or 
analyze a text from a mascufinist or a 
feminist perspective. By the same token, a 

woman may write, read or analyze a text 
from a feminist or a masculinist perspective. 
Therefore, we need to use strategies which 
will help both groups maximize their 
potential. This essay does not suggest 
condemning teaching a masculinist literacy; 
rather, it suggests balancing literacy by 
structuring the learning environment so th~t 
students may learn through both a 
masculinist and a feminist process. 

In Cultural Literacy. E. D. Hirsch 
defines literacy in the cognitive sense of 
what a person knows. In this article, 
literacy is used in the cognitive sense of how 
a person knows or how a person processes 
information as well as the world. In other 
words, literacy, as it is used here, functions 
as a verb, not a noun. 

Connected Learning 
The final two chapters of Belenky, 

Clincher, Goldberger, and Tarule's 
Women's Wavs of Knowing focus on 
connected teaching, a key characteristic of 
feminist learning (1986). Connected 
teaching empowers students by beginning a 
lesson or learning with what students do 
know, rather than the more traditional 
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method of beginning learning with what 
students do not know. For example, a high 
school English teacher who wants to 
introduce her students to science fiction 
could begin by asking her students 
something they already know, like the 
elements of a western or a fairy tale. Then, 
she could follow up by asking them the 
trends or patterns they see consistently 
emerge in their science fiction reading. If 
there is anything they have missed, then the 
teacher can add that to their .information 
base. Connected teaching encourages 
students to place information within the 
context of what they already know, rather 
than have them learn a completely new 
schema, which may or may not appear (to 
them) to be related to anything else they 
already know. 

In discussing her teaching of 
economically underprivileged black women 
in a community college course in Detroit, 
Michelle Russell says, "We start where they 
are" (155). Sometimes this is what they did 
just to get there that day. Her objective is to 
begin with their experiences and ask them to 
look for patterns and processes to 
understand their world. "Making the pro
cess conscious, the content significant . . . 
generalize from the specifics . . . Make lists 
on the board" (156). The objective is 
beginning with students' knowledge and 
experience and helping them to move in all 
directions-general to specific or specific to 
general. Or, help them locate parallels-like 
fairy tales to science fiction or stories to 
poetry. 

Beginning the learning process with 
what students know, rather than what they 
do not know, also helps diffuse authority, 
another element of feminist learning 
(Ritchie, "Beginning" 1989; Tompkins, 
"Pedagogy" 1990). When learning begins 
with what students know, they are 
automatically placed in the position of an 
authority. Their knowledge is the basis for 

discussion. However, this does not imply 
that the teacher should play a passive role in 
learning. As Nancy Jo Hoffman says, " the 
teacher's power should be abandoned, but 
not her skills and knowledge" (148). 
Excluding a teacher's background and 
expertise on a subject fails to empower 
students. A feminist way of learning 
diffuses authority, but does not deny a 
teacher's expertise. 

Learning in a Web 
Another difference between 

masculinist and feminist literacy is their 
methods of organization. In the American 
culture, a masculinist method of organizing 
data is a ladder-a hierarchy moving from 
(for example) the most important fact to the 
least important fact (Frey, 1990). A feminist 
method of organizing data is a web-
weaving connections among all the data as 
well as students' personal experiences (Frey 
1990; Flynn 1988). 

Again, instead of asking students to 
list ideas or information exclusively, a 
teacher can ask students to list it and make a 
map or draw lines connecting various ideas 
together. Instead of just listing (for 
example) the characters in a story, a teacher 
can ask students to draw lines and circles to 
show the relationships between the 
characters. Or, a teacher can ask them to 
contextualize their writing and reading 
within the time period, purpose, audience, 
etc. of a text. Seeing information as both a 
ladder and a web makes learning multi
dimensional, rather than one-dimensional. 

In Amusing Ourselves to Death, Neil 
Postman laments that the media-primarily 
television-is intellectually and morally 
destroying the minds of American society or 
the American people. The problem, he says, 
is that we view the world in terms of bits of 
information which we cannot connect. An 
example of the problem Postman suggests 
lies in the question/answer type of responses 
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that disconnect information and dominate 
most classroom discussions. Students recite 
single-word or phrase answers to a teacher's 
questions without reflection, analysis, or 
thought (Nystrand and Gomoran 1991). 

Along the same lines, national 
assessment tests are scored on the basis of 
knowing single facts, not their connection to 
each other. Postman says the epitome of 
knowing only the facts was the most popular 
parlor game in America during the 1980's
Trivial Pursuit. We Americans are in 
pursuit of trivia, but unconcerned with its 
relationship with us or the world as a whole. 
Although Postman's theory is reasonable, he 
may be eliminating a significant factor. 

J 
Although it is certainly not universal, for the 
most part American public education 
follows a male pattern of knowing, which 
classifies data, but does not connect it. A 
feminine model, however, is based upon 
weavmg these facts with personal 
expenence and contemporary society 
(Belenky, Clincher, Goldberger, Tarule 
1986). 

Competition and Collaboration 
The ladder metaphor, by its very 

arrangement, implies competition as a 
positive motive for learning. This ladder 
suggests an image of individualism and 
achievement orientation which is usually 
competitive and adversarial in nature (Frey 
1990). Competitive games motivate some 
students to learn, but some students feel 
threatened by these methods. Employing 
collaborative activities can encourage 
students who are not motivated through 
competition, but are motivated by social or 
collaborative learning models. 

One of the areas which English 
teachers can weave cooperative learning into 
is writing. Collaborative wntmg 
assignments naturally do this because, in 
order to succeed, students must work 
together rather than against each other. This 

does, however, require extensive modeling 
and explanation for some students. 
Therefore, they have to begin with short 
collaborative assignments, like an abstract or 
a summary, before they can do something 
more complex like an essay or a short story. 
Students quickly learn that although 
collaborative wntmg assignments are 
considerably more work than individual 
assignments, the results are considerably 
better. In addition, writing workshops at 
many stages of writing-brainstorming, 
audience analysis, peer critiques of drafts
provide a strategy for teaching which 
encourages cooperative rather than 
competitive learning (Hollis 1992). 

Unfortunately, placing students in a 
cooperative setting with a collaborative task 
does not necessarily erase competition. In a 
study on peer writing workshops, Sommers 
and Lawrence (1992) found that male 
students talked more frequently and 
competed for dominance within the group. 
As a result, Sommers and Lawrence suggest 
that in addition to using collaborative 
learning models, students must be taught 
how to operate within them. 

Reaction, Interaction, and Moral 
Development 

Whether we want the role or not, as 
classroom teachers we do play a role in the 
moral development of our students. 
Therefore, understanding both feminist and 
masculinist methods of moral development 
helps us with this task. In studies on moral 
development by Kohlberg (1972) and 
Gilligan ( 1977), it appears that men "react" 
to moral dilemmas and decisions and 
women "interact" with moral dilemmas and 
decisions. A masculinist method of 
processing a dilemma depends on whether 
or not the conflict is right or wrong; a 
feminist method of processing a dilemma is 
whether it is right or wrong for them at that 
moment m their lives (given their 
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relationships). This pattern is further 
supported by looking at the narratives 
college students chose to write about. The 
majority of men write about conflicts; the 
majority of women write about relationships 
(Kraemer 1992). 

According to Carol Gilligan, women 
base moral reasoning on their concern for 
their relationship with others, and sustaining 
a caring relationship and being considerate 
(usually self-sacrificing) for others. Men, on 
the other hand, equate morality with 
fairness; then they tie moral development to 
an understanding of rights and rules 
(Gilligan 1977; see also Kohlberg 1972). 
Again, Gilligan's study displays a feminist 
focus on contextualizing a conflict, and a 
community/relationship orientation rather 
than an established pattern of impersonal 
moral responses in relation only to the 
conflict. Feminist processing gets inside the 
conflict; a masculinist processing steps 
outside the conflict. 

Small group activities is one of the 
best methods for stimulating learning via 
relationships. Small group participation 
helps foster a feeling of community and 
build relationships more than large group 
activities. Furthermore, writing workshops, 
beneficial for writing in any discipline at all 
age levels, supports building community and 
relationships (Hollis 1992). 

Again these models are not presented 
to privilege one over the other. They are 
presented so we as educators can _see the 
difference between gender and processing. 
"For women, confirmation and community 
are prerequisites rather than consequences of 
development" (Belenky, Clincher, 
Goldberger, and Tarule 194). Collaborative 
activities (including writing) rather than 
competitive activities are an example of a 
feminist method of learning (Ritchie 1990). 
These classroom strategies may help our 
students see there is more than one path for 
processing their world. 

Intuition and Demonstration 
This "way of knowing" or processing 

of moral dilemmas (or any other situation) 
also underlines ways of reasoning. For 
example, a feminist method of 
understanding the world is to use examples 
from within the self. The world must be 
created or recreated using personal 
experiences as the touchstone (Maher 1985). 
Therefore, personal experience and intuition 
are both credible reasons for supporting an 
opm10n or action (Tompkins 1987; 
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, Tarule 1986; 
Russel 1985). A masculinist process uses 
examples from outside the self (Kraemer 
1992; Flynn 1988). Logic, facts, and the 
experiences of others are credible methods 
of reasoning used to support a position or 
and opinion. Therefore, as teachers of 
writing, if we privilege knowledge which 
comes from within the self or knowledge 
which comes from outside the self as 
superior methods of support in a writing 
assignment, we really teach our students a 
set of acceptable or unacceptable processing 
values. By giving both equal credibility, we 
encourage diverse learning processes. 

As teachers of writing, the types of 
writing we assign or encourage also portray 
which method of processing we privilege. 
For example, of the three (Kinneavy 1971) 
forms of discourse-narrative, persuasive, 
and informative-narrative is perceived as 
the least significant beyond the elementary 
level. Part of the reason for this is its use of 
personal experiences and feelings as 
opposed to facts and examples from the 
world rather than the self. Yet, in the 
Englehard, Gordon, and Gabrielson study of 
eighth graders, they found a correlation 
between writing quality and the use of 
personal experiences as opposed to outside 
experiences. They found that the narrative 
is the genre of writing which clearly 
achieved the higher rankings or grades on 
state-wide assessment. Along these lines, 
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Terry Zawacki (1992) warns that we 
teachers must allow our students to express 
themselves in the narrative or the genre of 
writing which is most authentic for the given 
writers. By using narrative as an equally 
important method of expression, a teacher 
can welcome diversity into the classroom 
and respect for a student's authentic voice 
(Hoffman 1985; Bauer 1990; Hollis 1992; 
Bridwell-Bowles 1992). 

Unfortunately, giving students full 
reign with writing workshops, group writing 
assignments, and small group activities does 
not guarantee that a feminist approach to 
learning will work. As mentioned earlier, 
Sommers and Lawrence found in small, 
mixed groups, women were consistently 
dominated by men and were not allowed to 
play a strong, expressive role. This study 
has implications beyond teaching writing. 
In all feminist strategies, we as teachers 
must be aware that along with adopting 
feminist learning styles in the classroom, 
they must be modeled and monitored. 
Otherwise, the distribution and performing 
of tasks will alter slightly. 

By combining a masculinist and 
feminist literacy, we teachers are 
empowering our students by giving them 
what David Bleich calls "cognitive 
stereoscopy" ( 1984 ). Cognitive stereoscopy 
is the ability to process an experience-in 
the individual or in the world-through at 
least two perspectives simultaneously. It is 
like looking at a family conflict through the 
eyes of an adolescent and the eyes of a 
parent simultaneously. Cognitive 
stereoscopy also includes weaving new 
information in with pre-existing information 
or · experience. People come to know 
something in the present better because they 
know the past. According · to Bleich, this 
self-awareness is one of the elements which 
separates people from animals. Although 
Bleich does not directly refer to feminist and 

masculinist schema, the two elements can 
combine to create a cogmt1ve 
stereoscopy/perspective, by employing both 
the masculinist and the feminist elements 
previously discussed. 

Since the publication of texts such as 
Allen Bloom's Closing of the American 
Mind and Hirsch's Cultural Literacy in the 
late 1980's, literacy has become a prominent 
social and political issue. This public 
awareness and fear that "Johnny can't read" 
has increased "talk" about literacy and a 
flood of various assessment tests and 
mandated programs for students in 
kindergarten through college. Assessment 
tests are usually defined by the dominant 
culture and fail to consider diversity. As 
educators we cannot depend upon 
assessment tests to determine literacy; they 
measure parts of its products. We also 
cannot merely take a shortcut approach to 
learning and add a few women and minority 
authors to our curriculum. We must help 
our students see that although school may be 
related to things such as jobs or college, the 
value of education comes from the learning 
process itself (Tompkins 1990). As teachers 
we feel that tension between theory and 
practice, frequently feeling that they are 
divorced. Gender-fair literacy can only exist 
if we as educators understand both the 
masculinist and feminist learning style of 
our students, then implement them in the 
classroom. Until we do, we are erasing 
feminine literacy from the curriculum and, 
more importantly, from the minds and 
attitudes of our students. 
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Grounding Writing Centers in Theory 

Pat McQueeney 

Rev. oflntersections: Theory-Practice in the 
Writing Center. Ed. Joan A. Mullin and Ray 
Wallace. Urbana, IL: NCTE, 1994. 196 
pages. Paper: $19.95 ($14.95 members). 

Those who have participated in 
writing center conventions will immediately 
appreciate the title of Joan A. Mullin and 
Ray Wallace's collection of 15 articles. The 
title, Intersections: Theory-Practice in the 
Writing Center. identifies the tension that 
simultaneously is the life blood and bane of 
writing centers. Writing centers are 
historically places of practice; yet to earn 
legitimacy within the broader academic 
community, center pract1t1oners are 
pressured to demonstrate their programs' 
theoretical grounding. Most writing center 
literature to date has focused on practice
on pedagogical and administrative issues, 
specifically. As a "first book on writing 
center theory" (Mullin vii), this collection 
offers practitioners a fresh perspective from 
which to re-view their work and to link it to 
the research and scholarship of their 

academic colleagues. As Mullin notes, such 
theory-based exchange can also legitimize 
writing center work to theoretically based 
colleagues and afford these colleagues 
means by which to link their scholarship to 
years of productive writing center work 
(viii). 

The range of this collection is broad, 
covering creative writing workshops as 
Katherine H. Adams and John L. Adams 
describe, and ethnographical research 
strategies, reported by Janice Witherspoon 
Neuleib and Maurice A. Scharton. Explicit 
and implicit theories intersect, for, as Eric 
Hobson emphasizes in the initial essay, "no 
single theory can dictate writing center 
instruction" (8). Intersections situates 
practice in contemporary critical theory, 
ranging from social construction (Christina 
Murphy) and text linguistics (Ray Wallace) 
to feminist theory (Phyllis Lassner). 
Occasionally, theory is layered on practice, 
but more often the essays foreground theory 
that is already implicit in writing center 
work--especially collaboration and 
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