
Sponsoring Committee:   Dr. Charlotte Rappe Zales, Moravian College 
          Dr. Robert Mayer, Moravian College 

                          Mrs. Joyce Bogusky, Bethlehem Area School District 
 
 
 
 
 
 

EMPOWERING STUDENTS: DESIGNING AND IMPLEMENTING AN 
INDIVIDUAL LEARNING PLAN 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Alison L. Tannous 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Submitted in partial fulfillment 
of the requirements for the degree of  

Master of Education 
Moravian College 

Bethlehem, Pennsylvania 
2010 

 
 
 



 

 

 

ii 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

© 
 
 

by  
 
 

Alison L. Tannous 
 
 

2010 
 
 

All Rights Reserved 
 
 



 

 

 

iii 

Abstract 
 

 This study explored student learning through facilitating student creation 

of an individual learning plan.  The study aimed to uncover that struggling, low 

achieving, ninth grade students could indeed learn if they could become conscious 

of their strengths and could exercise a sense of personal choice in the classroom.   

To lead the students toward a learning plan, the researcher implemented 

opportunities for group and individual learning activities, practice with literacy 

strategies, independent reading, and journal writing. 

 Students were encouraged to make personal choices when approaching 

their own learning, and as a result of participating in these activities, they 

demonstrated a sense of empowerment from making individual decisions in the 

classroom.   Further, because of intense teacher-researcher reflection on the 

students’ processes and products, changes in student behavior, motivation, 

engagement, and in many cases, achievement, resulted. 
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Researcher Stance 

 Getting struggling or low achieving students to become motivated to 

learn is no easy task, as any practicing educator can attest.  From the outside, 

these students appear to be disengaged, apathetic, “at risk,” and in many 

instances, trouble makers.  Upon taking a closer look, however, I have 

realized that these students possess much more promise than their stereotype 

might suggest; they are just uncertain about learning, and as a result, they feel 

like failures.   I share their sentiments because as their teacher, I have become 

uncertain about what I am teaching and therefore whether the students are 

learning.  I too, feel like a failure.   Odd as it may seem, my students and I 

have something in common: a need to collaboratively seek out ways to teach 

and learn in meaningful, personalized ways. 

 Hollywood drama ignited the passion I needed to start my research.  I 

distinctly remember watching Freedom Writers and realizing that I used a lot 

of the same approaches that the teacher, based on professional educator Erin 

Gruel, did in her classroom.  Like her, I related Romeo & Juliet to gangs of 

our day, I provided the students with opportunities to write in journals about 

what they wanted to express, and I gave my students the freedom to make 

choices in the classroom. As I watched the movie, I remember questioning 

why I was not making the differences that this teacher was making. Frustrated, 

I turned off the movie, fuming that Hollywood had glorified this story and 

made everyone in the world think that if all teachers did not make a difference 
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like Ms. Gruel, then the teachers were not devoted or effective enough.  After 

some further thought and reflection on my own attempted practices, I stopped 

being disgusted with the Freedom Writers movie and other school success 

stories like it and began realizing that I was going to try to be like the hero 

teachers who are portrayed, fictional or not.  Even if it was unrealistic, I 

wanted to be a hero, too.  I was going to trying to help my students reach 

success and become high achieving, independent learners.  I wanted them to 

feel what I considered a sense of empowerment; or, an opportunity for them to 

exert some positive control over what they learned in the classroom. Though I 

did not realize it three years ago after I heatedly turned off Freedom Writers, 

the idea for my research study had already started. 

 Movies like Freedom Writers, Lean on Me, Dangerous Minds, Stand 

and Deliver, and Dead Poet’s Society are familiar to many teachers, but those 

who have seen these movies have differing opinions about them.  Some 

teachers are motivated by these films, wanting to make the same changes in 

the lives of their students.  Some perceive them as glorifying instances in the 

classroom that are quite rare.  Some see them as unrealistic portrayals of what 

teachers can do with unmotivated students.  Further, some see that the movies 

are focused on only the teacher and leave little credit for the students.   I am a 

conglomeration of these teachers and I, too, have a story to tell.  

 During my first two years of teaching, I had the opportunity to work 

with low achieving, socio-economically disadvantaged, inner city students, 
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and after those experiences, I recall struggling to feel that I led them to 

learning experiences that were meaningful and relevant.  Many of the students 

in my classes were behavior problems, habitual absentees, or simply unwilling 

to do anything at times.  Though I felt that I was successful in cultivating a 

relationship with my students, I felt like I had done nothing to help them learn.  

They took tests, some of them completed assigned projects, they worked in 

groups, and some of them completed the activities I assigned, but as I thought 

back to what they really learned and how each of them learned the concepts I 

offered, I certainly could not tell.   

 Despite my sense of uncertainty after those first two years, I was 

anxious to work with the lower level classes in the coming year.  I wanted to 

change my practice, design new activities, and try different approaches that 

might better meet the needs of struggling students.  Despite being assigned to 

teach lower level classes for the next two years, my schedule got changed at 

the last minute, and I was assigned to students tracked as “academic” and 

“honors.”  It was when I was in the midst of planning my research study, 

however, that I realized that it was the low achieving, unmotivated, and 

struggling students that I still had the passion to teach.  In the coming year, I 

was again assigned a low level class, and at that point, I sought out my 

department chair and told her that my schedule could not change this year.  I 

needed to take another attempt at making my success story a reality.  
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 Planning what I wanted to study was another story completely.  I was 

fascinated with students’ needs in general, so I sought out preliminary 

information on social needs and learning styles.  What I produced was a list of 

ways I thought I could meet every students’ needs.  The list included: have 

students research their own learning style, have them design their own 

assessments, help students find a mentor, facilitate journal writing or log of 

learning experiences, tailor instruction toward gender needs, get students to 

plan and implement their own parent conferences, and plan literature that 

appealed to different cultures, races, genders, and interests in my classroom.  

Sure, these ideas looked and sounded great, but after discussing this very large 

list with fellow classmates and some professors who put my ideas in 

perspective, I realized that I might have been overambitious about what I was 

going to study in a single semester of teaching.  I did not throw away my ideas 

completely, however. 

 From my overambitious ideas came a more modest approach, one still 

focused on students’ needs as learners.  My revised plan included helping 

every student realize his or her strengths, as well as helping each of them 

explore and find the tools necessary to reach high levels of achievement in 

school.  Tools like choosing a fascinating piece of literature to aid in 

becoming an effective reader, keeping a literacy journal, choosing 

assessments related to personal interests and talents, and realizing how to 

think metacognitively made the final, more realistic list and led me to my 
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research question: What will be the observed and reported experiences in a 

ninth grade literacy classroom when the students explore and develop 

individualized learning plans? 

 As I planned how I would implement my study and envisioned the 

results, I realized that maybe my study is a little unrealistic.  Maybe I am 

trying too hard to be like the hero teachers in Hollywood movies, but the truth 

is that I am trying so hard because I care.  What my struggling students say 

through their reluctance to do work, disinterest in reading, failing grades, and 

misbehavior is that they need a teacher who will work with them as 

individuals with individual needs, to help them learn in the most effective way 

possible.  Because of their silent pleas, I will try to tell their story, with mine 

woven in between.
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Literature Review 
 

Introduction: Ninth Grade is a Crucial Year 
 

 As many students make the leap from middle school to a large, urban high 

school, they may face a litany of social and cognitive challenges.  The National 

High School Center (NHSC) reports that ninth graders go from a largely student 

centered middle school environment to an incredibly segmented high school 

setting, one where the teachers, the school, and the administration are known to 

instruct, not necessarily to support students according to both their learning and 

social needs (NHSC, 2007).  Students get lost, go unnoticed, become apathetic, 

and flounder.  As a result, the ninth grade, the grade with the highest enrollment 

for high school, is notorious for high rates of retention and low rates of 

achievement, making it the most crucial year in dictating whether students will 

stay in high school (Cooper & Liou, 2007; Jordan, 2001; NHSC, 2007).   Rather 

than examining why these students are suffering, teachers sometimes view these 

students as low achievers, troublemakers, and, sometimes, stupid.   However, 

these ninth grade students have promise; they have passions; they have talent.  

When the support “at risk” students crave is provided and a learning environment 

catered to student needs is implemented, these students may truly thrive and shine 

among large populations of high school students (Cooper & Liou, 2007; Ovens, 

2002).   
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 Research reports that ninth graders show higher rates of achievement 

when they are given specialized teacher and administrative support during their 

first year of high school (NHSC, 2007), and student centered approaches may aid 

in the support ninth graders need to continue and graduate high school (Wood & 

Algozzine, 1994).  Student-centered theories and approaches to classroom 

instruction and learning are numerous.  There is the constructivist learning theory, 

where students construct their own ideas as opposed to receiving knowledge from 

others (Piaget, as cited in Cornish & Cantor, 2008).  There are classrooms with a 

negotiated curriculum, where there are individual points of view, but a mixture of 

perspectives to maximize the experience of the whole (Cook, 1992) or a learner 

centered classroom, where the teacher is aware of student needs and strives to 

facilitate a way for each student to learn, while allowing the student to make 

decisions (Thornton & McEntee, 1995).   A further student centered method that 

may increase overall student engagement in school and encourage higher 

achievement is establishing a classroom community (Cooper & Liou, 2007).  

Only when this positive and safe community is established can students engage in 

metacognitive thought, a complex part of the learning process.  With a sense of 

classroom community, one focused on learner needs, students can think 

metacognitively and become an active part of a classroom that promotes 

meaningful literacy learning (Doveston & Keenaghan, 2006).  A systematic 

approach to helping “at risk” learners, along with the use of the best practices for 



  

 

                                                                                                              8 
 

ninth grade literacy learners, may result in a classroom that encourages students to 

achieve to their highest potential, rather than expecting them to settle for 

disengagement and apathy (Jordan, 2001). 

A Positive, Meaningful Classroom Environment--Not a Utopia 

        The student is infinitely   
     more important than the subject matter. 

         -Nel Noddings 
 

 Establishing a positive classroom community can be a key step in 

cultivating a true student centered environment (Strahan & Layell, 2006).  

Unfortunately, high school is often thought of as a place where the sense of 

community is lacking and the students’ feelings of anonymity are heightened 

(Noddings, 1995).  In the same sense, high school teachers tend to be viewed as 

unwilling to establish relationships with students; they are just the dispensers of 

knowledge and the students are the proverbial vessels to be filled (Noddings, 

1995). This impersonal environment should not exist.  If high school teachers 

show that they care about maximizing students’ personal potential, students may 

be more apt to engage in the learning process and reach high levels of 

achievement (Strahan & Layell, 2006).   

 Aside from needing high school teachers to care, establishing a positive 

and safe social environment for the students can help enhance the sense of 

community in the high school classroom and therefore increase student 

achievement (Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005; Doveston & 
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Keenaghan, 2006; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999; Strahan & Layell, 2006).  

The ideas supporting positive environments seem simple: have students know 

each others’ names, implement activities so the teacher can get to know the 

students, and have students work with a diverse set of people, but getting students 

to actively and cognitively engage in such activities involves systematic thought 

and implementation by the teacher (Doveston & Keenaghan, 2006). A safe 

classroom community does not necessarily denote physical safety alone, but 

rather one where taking academic risks is appreciated and tackling challenging 

tasks is supported (Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005).  Despite the 

difficulty in building and maintaining a positive classroom environment, the idea 

is far from utopian; the teacher needs to be devoted to such an environment, 

encouraging and challenging the students to come along (Doveston & Keenaghan, 

2006). 

Working toward a Social Classroom with Meaningful Literacy Learning 

Through others, we become ourselves. 
-Lev Vygotsky 

 
 The Reading Apprenticeship (RA) Model for teaching meaningful literacy 

calls for four dimensions: cognitive, social, personal, and knowledge-building 

(Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005). Literacy research supports the 

importance of collaborative learning and social interactions in classrooms, citing 

that learning can result when students can socially connect with one another 

(Gambrell, Mazzoni, & Almasi, 2000; Lenters, 2006). Students in our classrooms 
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possess many different passions, and they need meaningful opportunities to share 

them.  Facilitating the chance for social interaction can be what makes literacy 

learning purposeful and relevant to the disengaged learners who walk through 

classroom doors (Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005; Gambrell, 1996; 

Gambrell, Mazzoni, & Almasi, 2000; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).   The 

social contexts call for students to share their cognitive potential with each other.  

When they do talk, students share experiences, question existing knowledge, and 

actively interact with one another, all of which support higher levels of thinking 

(Gambrell, Mazzoni, & Almasi, 2000).  Within these social contexts, students 

take ownership over their ideas, while the teacher supports their conversations and 

conclusions from a less controlling standpoint (Gambrell, Mazzoni, & Almasi, 

2000). Braunger, Donahue, Evans, and Galguera (2005) note that if “teachers 

recognize and cultivate adolescents’ desire to become more autonomous and 

exercise control over their lives, the students will see the personal connections 

that literacy has to their lives” (p. 31). 

 When students talk to each other, they activate prior knowledge, 

comparing personal experiences to others’ experiences in order to create a larger 

body of knowledge (Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005; Gambrell, 

1996).   However, Gambrell, Mazzoni, and Almasi (2000) reiterate that students 

need to be taught how to function socially, no matter what age.  One would think 

that high school students are mature and knowledgeable enough to focus in a 
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collaborative activity, but many students may not be used to a classroom that is 

more student-directed; therefore, teachers need to actively assist the students in 

developing relevant social skills (Mazzoni & Gambrell, 2003).  By teaching 

students how to function within a social context, teachers can guide students 

toward making personal decisions without taking ownership away from the 

students (Gambrell, Mazzoni, & Almasi, 2000; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 

1999).  

Metacognitive Thought 

       Thoughts lead on to purposes;  
       purposes go forth in action; actions  
       form habits; habits decide character;  

   and character fixes our destiny. 
  -Tyron Edwards 

 
 Teachers who promote meaningful learning opportunities may often stress 

the term metacognition in their classrooms (Li, 1993).  Flavell (1978, as cited in 

Li, 1993) first spoke of metacognition as an awareness of one’s own mental 

thoughts and processes, and since then metacognition has gained fervor in the 

educational world as an integral part of meaningful learning.  Though one 

definition of metacognition has not been fully agreed upon by educational 

theorists, many agree that it is a necessary skill to make learning meaningful (Jo, 

1993; Kaplan, 2008; Li, 1993).  Li (1993) says that metacognition “emancipates 

one’s potential, making possible independent, life-long learning” (p. 5).  All 

classrooms need to possess intense thinkers, and once students are exposed to 
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metacognition and work toward understanding their own definition of it, they can 

begin making personal meaning about the information they encounter in school 

(Li, 1993). 

 Metacognition involves a conscious control over one’s mind, and 

Vellutino (2003) supports purposeful teaching strategies that help students know 

why and how they can think.  Without this purposeful guidance, students may be 

unaware of their cognitive abilities, and thus read, write, or speak on a knowledge 

level rather than an evaluative or analytic level (Vellutino, 2003).  To provide 

opportunities for higher level thinking, journaling can be an effective strategy to 

promote meaningful self-reflection (Buehl, 1996; Cornish & Cantor, 2008; 

Fulwiler, 1978).   Useful “in assessing students’ spontaneous knowledge and 

abilities as they record key ideas, make predictions, ask questions, summarize, 

reflect, and make connections” (Carr, 2002, p. 157), journals provide a tangible 

outlet for metacognitive thought in the classroom. Since journals can come in a 

variety of formats, they may display students’ learning identities, while reflecting 

a compilation of thought and reflection about class content (Fulwiler, 1978; Carr, 

2002).   

 When teachers allow the opportunity for expressive journal writing, the 

advantages can be numerous.  They encourage students to become more 

reflective, promote individualized learning, give students higher confidence in 

learning, and provide teachers with a method for assessing students’ 
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metacognitive thought (Fulwiler, 1978).   Further, metacogntive journaling may 

be a method for students to become more self aware and conscious of what they 

are learning (Cornish & Cantor, 2008; Fulwiler, 1978; Mulcahy-Ernt & 

Ryshkewitch, 1994). It is important, however, for journals to remain a place of 

neutrality, where students can express themselves freely without fear of judgment.  

Teachers then need to assess journal writing for its depth of reflection and 

existence of higher-level thought.  If a journal holds only literal responses to 

literature and learning, metacognitive thought is probably absent (Mulcahy-Ernt 

& Ryshkewitch, 1994). Meaningful implementation of metacognitive journaling 

is imperative for learning to result.  Metacognitive journaling fits well within a 

constructivist classroom, but it is important for teachers to model metacognition 

so that students understand that writing, thinking, and learning are symbiotic 

processes (Cornish & Cantor, 2008; Fulwiler, 1978). 

 Many students may be uncertain how to respond metacognitively or be 

constructivist thinkers, so leading students to explore a definition of 

metacognition, providing students with metacognitive prompts for writing, and 

even modeling teacher metacognition for the class may help to aid in student 

understanding (Cornish & Cantor, 2008).   Both students and teachers can be 

oblivious to the complexity of metacognition; therefore, students need to be 

shown how to consciously think about their mental processes and then supported 
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when they want to express that awareness through writing and speaking (Buehl, 

1996; Cornish & Cantor, 2008; Fulwiler, 1978).  

Collaborating with Students to Meet Individual Needs 

      "If the child is not learning the way you are  
   teaching, then you must teach in the way the child learns"  

- Rita Dunn 
-  

 To uncover the needs of our diverse students, we as teachers need to 

establish not only a classroom community and facilitate metacognitive thought, 

but also consider each student’s background, ability, and interests (Courcier, 

2007).   A certain sensitivity is needed when accommodating student needs, since 

some students are individual learners, while others crave the chance to socialize 

(Courcier, 2007; Thornton & McEntee, 1995).   Nonetheless, learning can always 

be social if teachers and students are collaborating in an effort to help everyone 

achieve (Wood & Algozzine, 1994).  Negotiating curriculum, facilitating a 

student centered environment, and providing chances for students to make their 

own choices may provide a more individualized set of classroom approaches that 

benefit diverse learner needs (Dredger, 2008; Kohn, 1993; Shosh, 2000)  

 Smith, Johnson, and Rhodes (1993) attempted to discover the roles middle 

school students could play in curricular decision making and how an integrative 

curriculum could function to meet student needs.   Their collaborative university-

school research study also questioned how students’ personal and social needs 

might intersect.  Asserting that adolescent learners are typically left out of the 
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curriculum development process, the researchers, a teacher and two university 

representatives, wanted to see if students would take an active role in their own 

learning when given the opportunity to negotiate classroom decisions with their 

teacher. By collaborating in groups, facilitating class discussions, and also making 

individual choices, the teacher and her students focused on negotiating decisions 

related to a themed unit. 

 Using adolescent literature as a springboard for the plan of the study, the 

teacher used a preliminary survey to discover students’ feelings about school.  

The researchers also established a daily routine of small group work, whole class 

discussion, and journal writing about the class’s theme, while alternating non-

participant and participant observations of the class’s progress.   Guided by their 

teacher-researcher, the students negotiated a theme of interest, and with groups, 

they organized a group reading of an assigned piece of literature, planned and 

presented a group assessment, and chose topics to write a final, individual paper 

to reflect the group’s work of literature and relation to the class’s chosen theme. 

Together, the researchers analyzed the data for evidence of active, responsible, 

and engaged learning in a classroom with a diverse set of learning opportunities. 

 What Smith, Johnson, and Rhodes (1993) found was that the seventh 

graders and their teacher could indeed collaborate to create group goals and 

assessments.  They found that students were willing to make their own decisions 

and excited to express their own feelings and experiences about the class’s chosen 



  

 

                                                                                                              16 
 

theme.  They worked productively in groups, wrote passionate journal entries, and 

expressed themselves clearly in class discussions.  Examining student voices in 

journals, papers, presentations, and group work revealed that these students 

ultimately did benefit and take responsibility for their choices.  Closer analysis of 

the teacher’s journal and field notes also revealed that students could “exercise 

and accentuate what they wanted to study in an environment conducive to their 

diverse capabilities” (p. 18), for in their groups, as a class, and individually, the 

students made decisions according to their own social and personal needs.  

 If teachers and students negotiate effectively, students may be more apt to 

engage and take an active role in their own learning.  While a fully student 

centered curriculum denotes that the students have all decision making power, a 

negotiated curriculum may empower both teacher and student to work together to 

find a curriculum that works for a diverse set of learner needs (Boomer, Lester, 

Onore, & Cook, 1992; Shosh, 2000).  Sometimes, students may not be aware of 

what they really need to learn, so a collaborative approach to this intense 

exploration can provide a meaningful cornerstone to “life long learning” (Dunlap 

& Grabinger, 2003, p. 6). 

 Student choice.  

The strongest principle of growth lies in human choice. 
 -George Eliot 

 
  An authentic student centered classroom may empower students, and by 

providing opportunities for meaningful choices, teachers may encourage students 
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to reach higher levels of academic achievement, complete higher quality work, 

and achieve higher levels of motivation (Kohn, 1993).  Providing students with 

the opportunity to make meaningful choices can lead to an increase in students’ 

confidence when completing assignments.   Students are aware of their own needs 

when they make an academic choice, and therefore may become more engaged 

and passionate about something they have personally chosen (Kohn, 1993; Den 

Brok, Bergan, Stahl, & Brekelmans, 2004). Teachers should take caution, 

however, and avoid providing “psuedochoices,” (Kohn, 1993, p. 16) where only 

one choice is really accepted (Kohn, 1993).  For example, a teacher might ask 

students if they want to choose their own groups but then move students around to 

better structure the activity, thereby revealing that choice really is not a feature of 

the classroom.  The students do not have to make all the decisions in a classroom, 

but the teacher must be knowledgeable and aware of the influence choice can 

have on student learning (Kohn, 1993). 

 A well-organized classroom and deliberately planned instruction are key 

for successful student decision-making that must occur when students are given 

meaningful choices (Birdsell, Ream, Seyller, & Zobott, 2009; Dredger, 2008; 

Kohn, 1993; von Mizener & Williams, 2009). Many methods of structuring 

classroom activities are fit for implementing opportunities for student choice.  

Teachers, therefore, need to relinquish traditional roles and become an active 

support for students as they make their decisions (Den Brok, Bergen, Stahl, & 



  

 

                                                                                                              18 
 

Brekelmans, 2004; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).   Many teachers 

perceive that if students are making choices, then the teacher will have no control 

or no choice over instruction and classroom procedures, but quite the opposite is 

true.  Kohn (1993) supports the idea that teachers can implement “reasonable 

limits” (p. 14) for student choice or provide an opportunity at some point during 

each class period where the students are individually responsible for an academic 

choice. Student choice may exist on a variety of levels, spanning from assignment 

choice, instructional support choice, goal choices, and reward choices, all of 

which impact the social, behavioral, and cognitive experiences in the classroom 

(von Mizener & Williams, 2009).   

 Student choice to enhance literacy learning.  Further student 

engagement and motivation may occur when allowing students to choose the 

literature they read since “literature chosen by students has relevance and 

connection to issues in their personal lives and the lives of the people around 

them” (Boston & Baxley, 2007, p. 569).   This choice makes reading a 

personalized process, one the students have the power to guide (Boston & Baxley, 

2007; Gambrell, 1996).   

 Young adult literature is often written to address modern issues of 

teenagers; therefore, it may appear more real to students because it is based on 

events they have or can experience (Boston & Baxley, 2007).  Culture, race, 

gender, and identity are all factors that need to be considered when giving 
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students choice in the literature they read. Realizing that many classroom 

literature collections reflect a certain social class, culture, and gender, teachers 

need to be sensitive to student backgrounds and provide a diverse set of literature 

in the classroom (Boston & Baxley, 2007; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).   

Chambliss and McKillop (2000) suggest that a teacher’s classroom library can be 

a crucial tool to engage at risk learners to select their own literature.  They assert 

that students from low socioeconomic levels often do not have opportunities to 

seek out different types of literature, and when a teacher provides and shares 

diverse options for reading, they may be more apt to read (Chambliss & 

McKillop, 2000).  

 Once students choose the literature they want, McCarthy, Hoffman, and 

Galda (1999) assert that more opportunities open up for student choice in 

activities, assessments, and classroom conversation. Since students take 

ownership over the books they have chosen, they may also be empowered to 

perform well on classroom activities.  Overall, allowing students to choose what 

they want to read and sharing diverse types of literature in classroom libraries can 

transfer into making all aspects a more individual and relevant process (Boston & 

Baxley, 2007; Gambrell, 1996; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).   
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The Best Practices for Motivating Resistant Readers 

 
     Curiosity as restless questioning, as movement toward the  
     revelation of something hidden, as a question verbalized or 

not, as search for clarity, as a moment of attention, suggestion, and vigilance,  
constitutes an integral part of the phenomenon of being alive.   

There could be no creativity without the curiosity that moves us and sets us patiently impatient 
 before a world that we did not make, to add to it something of our own making. 

-Paulo Freire 
 
 Blintz (1993) first defined resistant readers as students who experience 

some roadblock for reading, whether it is motivation or comprehension (as cited 

in Lenters, 2006), but teachers can be the vehicle to provide students with 

opportunities for both engagement and comprehension (Lenters, 2006).  Only 

when teachers provide students with the tools to create a purpose for reading, 

become active participants while reading, and make further meaning after reading 

can students truly move from resistant readers to engaged and motivated readers 

(Lenters, 2006; Tovani, 2000).  Extensive literacy research supports that 

facilitating opportunities for predicting, activating prior knowledge, visualizing, 

clarifying, and questioning text can engage, motivate, and help students become 

the passionate readers we want to see in our classrooms (Beers, 2003; Guthrie, 

Wigfield, & Humenick, 2006; Lenters, 2006; Mazzoni & Gambrell, 2003; Smith 

& Wilhelm, 2006; Tovani, 2000). 

 Activating prior knowledge.  Before beginning a text is the time when 

teachers can elicit a student’s motivation to read (Lenters, 2006; McCardle & 

Chhabra, 2004).  During this time, activating a students’ prior knowledge is a key 
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part of getting students engaged because if students see a connection or relevance 

in a text, they may be more motivated to read it (Guthrie, Wigfield, & Humenick, 

2006).   Further, what a student already knows often aids in teacher recognition of 

where instruction can go and how the teacher can differentiate to fit the needs of a 

class of learners (Mazzoni & Gambrell, 2003).  Some students may have more 

background knowledge about a certain topic than others, so teachers can facilitate 

certain students’ help in instructing other students or allow certain students to 

move on to explore what they do not already know about a topic (Mazzoni & 

Gambrell, 2003). 

 Participating in purposeful strategies before reading allows students to 

activate their schemata, or, their brain’s storage of knowledge and ideas about 

their surrounding environment (Lenters, 2006).  The anticipation guide, a series of 

general statements that relate to the theme or purpose of a given work, asks for 

student opinion, often about controversial issues related to their worlds (Tierney, 

Readence, & Dishner, 1995, as cited in Beers, 2003).  By responding to these 

topics, students communicate their knowledge to the class and develop personal 

connections to the text they are about to read (Beers, 2003).  A Word Splash, a 

strategy used when students create a statement from a set of terms provided by the 

teacher, can also enable students to activate prior knowledge because they 

assimilate what they already know about the given terms into a personalized 

statement (Beers, 2003).   Further, meaningful social interaction may offer 
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chances for students to trigger what they already know (Gambrell, Mazzoni, & 

Almasi, 2000).  Social interaction gives students an opportunity to express 

themselves to peers, while also hearing others’ experiences and gaining an 

awareness of those in the classroom.  These exchanges also enable students to 

question each other, questions that often come from an already existing idea that a 

student might have (McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).   When students 

question one another and question content before reading, they can spark 

conversations that give them a personal purpose for reading (McCarthy, Hoffman, 

& Galda, 1999). 

 Predicting.  Curious teenagers permeate classrooms everywhere, and 

using strategies for prediction can spark the curiosity that teachers want students 

to have about a text (Beers, 2003; Wood & Endres, 2004).   Making predictions 

calls for students to retrieve prior knowledge about a topic and create an informed 

response to what they will read (Wood & Endres, 2004).  Drama improvisations 

also may enable students to predict what they will read (Smith & Wilhelm, 2006).  

A teacher could improvise a situation, asking students to question what the text 

will be about based on the improvisation or have students dramatize their 

predictions, allowing them to become physically involved in the reading (Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2006).   

 Visualizing.  The idea of letting students “see” what they read generates 

motivation to read (Smith & Wilhelm, 2006).  In an era of students enthralled by 
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media and technology, “making reading visible” (Smith & Wilhelm, 2006, p. 80) 

is a great way to get students’ ideas from their heads, help them make sense out of 

them, and then foster opportunities for students to share their visuals (Smith & 

Wilhelm, 2006).  The think-aloud strategy offers the chance for students to 

visualize what they read.   In a think-aloud, students orally express their thoughts 

about a reading, thereby allowing them to share what images they are creating in 

their minds (Davey, 1983, as cited in Beers, 2003).   Smith and Wilhelm (2006) 

share the idea of reading manipulatives as a way for students to create tangible 

images of what they are reading. To create a reading manipulative, students are 

first asked to choose a passage or scene in the text that they find especially 

relevant. With that portion of text, the students create a cutout that represents that 

scene, verbally share their visual, and validate their reasoning for such an image. 

The reading manipulative makes the after reading process intensely social and 

allows all students to exhibit the reasons why they find a text relevant to them 

(Smith & Wilhelm, 2006).  Overall, facilitating a chance to visualize reading may 

increase motivation and students’ comprehension of the text. 

 Analyzing, clarifying, questioning, and making inferences about text.  

Comprehending text, no matter how complex or how simple, can only be feasible 

if students are engaged (Lenters, 2006).   Motivated readers are ready to make 

inferences and assumptions about what they read, analyze situations, craft 
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connections to the real-world, and critically question why content is relevant or 

meaningful (McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).   

 To engage students in these complex processes, explicit strategies for 

comprehension of text during and after reading are necessary for students to 

create personalized meaning.  Using bookmarks gives students a vehicle for 

recording their thoughts during the reading process (Beers, 2003). Whether 

students are questioning, analyzing, visualizing, or summarizing, the bookmark, a 

small sheet of paper given to students so they can record their comments, reflects 

the students’ thought processes, giving them a practical vehicle for writing down 

their thoughts, and providing the teacher with a strong model of student 

understanding of text (Beers, 2003). Another strong strategy that asks students to 

question what they are reading is the Question, Answer, Relationships (Q.A.R.) 

method.   When using Q.A.R. students not only question texts on different levels, 

but also look for answers and connections to analyze the text more deeply 

(Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005).  Graffitti walls and Fish Bowls 

further engage students in questioning text, asking them to pose their own 

questions and also answer the questions posed by others (Gallavan & Kottler, 

2002).  When students pose their own questions, they make reading personal and 

share their interests and prior knowledge in the classroom environment (Gallavan 

& Kottler, 2002; Mazzoni & Gambrell, 2003).  Guthrie and Anderson (1999) 

support that “students want to raise their own questions about literature and life, 
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and teachers who encourage these questions will improve students’ reading” (p. 

21).  When students make inferences about text, they assert assumptions they are 

making about the content based on knowledge they already have; therefore, 

making inferences is a key part of engaged reading (Beers, 2003).  Strategies such 

as “Talking to the Text,” “Say Something,” “It Says, I Say, and So” allow 

students to interact with the text and write or verbally express their inferences 

about text (Beers, 2003; Braunger, Donahue, Evans, & Galguera, 2005).   While 

these strategies are effective, modeling of each is necessary for students to 

become prepared enough to use them as habit.  Further, teachers need to provide 

an environment that empowers students to make assumptions about text, rather 

than simply finding the right answer (Beers, 2003; Mazzoni & Gambrell, 2003).   

Summary 

      I haven’t a clue as to how my story will end.   
      But that’s all right.  When you set out on a  
      journey and night covers the road, you don’t  
      conclude the road has vanished. And how else  
       could we discover the stars? 

 -unknown 
 

 By using the best practices in a ninth grade literacy classroom and 

cultivating a student centered classroom community, one based on complex 

thought and social interaction, low achieving, apathetic, and unmotivated students 

may thrive (Jordan, 2001; Wood & Algozzine, 1994). Teachers can utilize the 

many opportunities for stimulating instruction that empower students to engage as 

active participants in the learning process (Beers, 2003; Gambrell, Mazzoni, & 
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Almassi, 2000; McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999).  When doing so, it is 

imperative that teachers stay mindful of the potential that each student possesses.  

By facilitating student-centered activities that allow students to recognize their 

personal potential and see the diverse experiences of others, teachers can create a 

classroom that fosters achievement (Thornton & McEntee, 1995). 
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Research Design and Methodology 
 

Introduction 
 

 This study allowed struggling ninth grade students to explore an 

empowering and personalized way to learn.  Projects, daily classroom activities, 

collaboration, and reflection were at the heart of what the students experienced.  

The result of their exploration is a compilation of strategies, writings, readings, 

and projects that exemplify learning, personal interests, and a plan unique to each 

individual’s path to learning.   Vygotsky (1978) asserts the individualized process 

of learning, saying “Learning is more than the acquisition of the ability to think; it 

is the acquisition of many special abilities for thinking about a variety of things” 

(p. 83).   Much the same, I recognize that my students have a lot of specialized 

abilities for learning that should be exercised in the classroom.  To use these 

already existing abilities and acquire some new skills, students worked 

collaboratively and individually throughout the semester to work on a plan for 

personalized learning in a classroom focused on literacy learning.  The purpose of 

the plan was to get the students to become conscious of their own learning, apply 

that process in the literacy classroom, and then possibly heighten their awareness 

of learning to other classroom experiences as well, leading to an increase in 

motivation, engagement, achievement, and ultimately, empowerment. 
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Setting 
 

 The setting for the study was an urban high school in eastern 

Pennsylvania. With a population of about 2,900 students, the school’s 

demographics are 57% White, 31% Latino, 9% Black, 2% Asian, and less than 

1% Native American.  The school is one of two high schools in the district, but 

the one with the highest population.  The school also sends students from grades 

9-12 to a Vocational Technical School at another campus in the area.  Of the 

almost 700 graduating seniors in 2009, the high school sent 47% of its seniors to a 

four-year college, 37% to a two-year college, 2% to technical school, 3% to the 

military, and 4% to employment.  Because of its performance on the Pennsylvania 

System of School Assessment tests (PSSA), the school is on Corrective Action II 

status for the third straight year as defined by the No Child Left Behind Act. 

 The classroom for the study was set up in a relatively unconventional 

fashion with student desks organized into a “U” shaped formation.  Some students 

face the natural front of the classroom while others’ desks are on the sides.   The 

seating arrangement provides a large open space in the middle of the room, 

frequently used for performance assessments.  However, the desks in the room are 

extremely mobile, as they are separate from the chairs. This characteristic makes 

the room quite apt for moving desks into groups.   

 Further, the classroom is a co-teaching environment, where I work with a 

special education teacher who is certified to teach English Language Arts. 
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Participants 
 

 The participants for this study were 13 ninth grade students enrolled in a 

course entitled “English/Critical Literacy 9.” The prerequisite for the course is a 

basic or below basic score on the eighth grade PSSA test.  The course meets every 

day of the school year for 85 minutes as opposed to the other English classes that 

are only a semester long. The participants were six girls and seven boys, eight of 

them with individualized education plans (IEPs).  These students have special 

needs spanning from autism, Asperger’s syndrome, auditory processing disorder, 

attention deficit hyperactivity disorder, emotional support, and specific learning 

disabilities.   Of the students who participated, seven were White, one Black, and 

five were Latino.  Two of the students who participated were repeating ninth 

grade and 11 of the participants were economically disadvantaged. 

Procedures 
 
 Before beginning my study, I submitted a full proposal to the chairman of 

the Human Subjects Review Board (HSIRB) and received approval to proceed 

with my study (see Appendix A).  After gaining approval, I obtained consent from 

my building principal (see Appendix B) and sent home parent consent forms to 

make the students’ parents aware of my study (see Appendix C). 

 Throughout the data collection period, students experienced one full 

themed unit focused on “Hopes and Dreams” and a half of another centered on 

“Pride, Leadership, and Heroism.”  In the beginning weeks of the study, students 
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were exposed to varying literacy strategies and assessment types in order to 

expose them to a diverse set of learning experiences.  To gather information on 

student responses to these activities, they wrote a series of journal entries, 

participated in teacher to student interviews, and responded to surveys.  I also 

focused on promoting the importance of independent reading, so the students 

chose books that interested them and were able to take class time for sustained 

silent reading once a week.   To prepare them for what they would have to do with 

the collection or “toolbox” of strategies I was teaching them about, I introduced 

the concept of the individual learning plan (see Appendix D). After an initial 

period of exposing students to classroom experiences, we worked on applying 

those strategies to actively engage in classroom learning.    

 Surveys included gathering information about student motivation and 

interest in school (see Appendix E) and seeking out students’ personal reading 

histories (see Appendix F) to uncover the students’ background, strengths, and 

prior knowledge with reading.  With this initial information about the students, I 

tailored and planned future activities accordingly. Though I had planned to do 

interviews every other week, the pace of the class required them to be more 

spread out.  Nonetheless, students participated in individual teacher interviews 

that aimed to gather student responses to both class activities and prior 

experiences in school.  It was through these interviews that students became most 

candid about their feelings about the class and learning. 
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 When engaging in the different literacy strategies, learning activities, and 

assessment approaches, students worked cooperatively, in pairs, and individually.  

My daily observations and reflections on these activities became a key part of the 

data collection process.  Only after an extended period of introducing, practicing, 

and applying the different strategies did the students begin to brainstorm, discuss, 

and compile their learning plans.  

  The students’ initial meeting about their plans involved them recalling 

previous classroom activities and choosing their favorites.  They then wrote initial 

reflections on why they enjoyed those activities and collected artifacts from their 

own work to display the chosen activities. The second meeting about the plans 

invited the students to reflect on journal writing and choose their favorite piece of 

literature.  In the third session of planning, students focused on compiling their 

artifacts and typing reflections about why those activities were relevant and 

important to them.  Then, after realizing that their plans were haphazard, we, as a 

class, developed a more organized and creative template for the plans (see 

Appendix G).  The students then devoted extensive time to personally designing 

their plans on classroom computers.  

 The following sections detail the progress of my planned activities and 

how those evolved into parts of the students’ learning plans. 

 Unit one: Hopes and dreams.  Because of the nature of my study design 

and the need for the students to experience a collection of activities before 



  

 

                                                                                                              32 
 

actually beginning their plans, the first six weeks of the study were devoted to 

introducing students to activities that might become the content for their plans.  In 

a way, this approach was most frustrating as a researcher because I could not 

literally say I was beginning what I wanted to study: the learning plan.  However, 

observing these activities and discussing them with the students in normal 

classroom conversations and individual interviews provided much valuable data 

about them as learners that I would not have had the opportunity to gather if the 

students began the learning plans immediately. 

 In the first six weeks, the students were introduced to weekly literacy 

strategies that they practiced and then applied through an isolated or integrated 

learning activity.  Further, different individual, paired, and group activities were 

implemented. 

 
• Week One: Students complete “Reader Histories,” (see Appendix F) 

and “Motivation Survey” (see Appendix E) 

o Introduction of literacy strategy #1: “Talking to the Text” 

• Students work to apply the strategy individually to the 

poem “Where I’m From”  

• They then use the strategy in cooperative groups and 

apply it to the poem “Hanging Fire” 
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o Learning Activities: Students write personal “Where I’m 

From” poems 

o Students worked to become conscious of their own 

intelligences through a multiple intelligence activity 

o Students chose individual works of literature for their first 

independent reading 

o Introduction to Metacognition 

• Students participate in shape retelling activity 

• Week Two: Students participate in first round of interviews focused on 

educational backgrounds (Appendix H) 

o Introduction of literacy strategy #2: Making inferences through 

tableaux 

• Students apply strategy to “Base Stealer” and 

“American Hero” 

o Learning Activities: Formal, written reflections on personal 

hopes and dreams 

o Continue Metacognition Activities through introduction to 

“Hopes and Dreams Journals” and a paired drawing activity 

o Class time for Sustained Silent Reading (SSR) 
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• Week Three 

o Introduction of literacy strategy #3: Question, Answer, 

Relationships (Q.A.R.)  

• Students apply strategy to Michael Jordan Article and 

the short story “American History” 

o Learning Activities: Students visualize connections to 

“American History” through choosing symbolic paintings 

o Students respond to stories in metacognitive journals 

o Class time for SSR 

• Week Four 

o Introduction to literacy strategy #4: Highlighting 

• Students apply the strategy to the poem “in Just”  

o Learning Activities: Write personal poems related to childhood 

and springtime 

o Class time for SSR 

• Week Five 

o Introduction to literacy strategies #5-6: Sticky Notes/Placemat 

• Students apply sticky notes to the short story “The 

Scarlet Ibis” 

• Students work together to create Placemats for “The 

Scarlet Ibis” 
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o Learning Activities: Choice of multiple intelligence projects 

related to “The Scarlet Ibis” 

o  Students hand in their first independent reading projects  

• Week Six 

o Students participate in second round of interviews focused on 

current progress and interest in class activities (see Appendix I) 

o Begin first novel- Hole In My Life (HIML) 

o Introduction to literacy strategy #6-8: Anticipation 

Guide/Predicting, Most Important Word, Bookmarks 

• Students participate in anticipation guide for HIML 

• Students apply highlighting and talking to the text 

strategy to HIML 

• Students use “Most Important Word” for review of 

chapters 

o Students keep journals for reading of HIML 

o Learning Activities: Students predict the contents and purpose 

of the text by looking at a collage of pictures of HIML,  

• Students begin to collaboratively create a wall text of 

Jack Gantos 

• Students continue journal writing 

• Students apply bookmarks to their reading of HIML 



  

 

                                                                                                              36 
 

o Students are reintroduced to the learning plan concept through 

going over personal handout (see Appendix D) 

 Beginning to compile plans. At the beginning of week seven, I knew that 

the students were ready to start compiling and specifically thinking about their 

plans.  Though my original plans reflected a more intense schedule of activities 

for the study, my study participants required a slower paced set of classroom 

activities. Therefore, my study ended up covering much less material than I had 

originally envisioned.  In the weeks following, students continued to work on 

their plans and at the same time finished our first class novel.  It was in the midst 

of this planning that we, as a class, realized that the plans should probably be 

revised to be both visually appealing and have some more substantial content and 

reflection.  Though the revision period was not a part of the original plan, the days 

ended up being most productive, a time when the students really put their own 

identities into plans. 

• Week Seven-Eight 

o Young Adult Literature Presentation to enable student 

exposure to books of their liking. 

• Students begin second round of independent reading 

• Class time for SSR 

o Learning Activities:  
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• Students completed another anticipation guide for part 

two of HIML 

• Completed personal letters with chosen personas from 

the novel  

• Continued journal writing 

o Begin opportunity for choosing literacy strategies:  

• Students choose between Q.A.R. and bookmarks 

• Students choose between highlighting, Talking to the 

Text, and Sticky notes 

o Learning Plan planning session #1 

• Students meet individually with me to discuss 

preliminary choices for their plans 

• Week Nine 

o Learning Activities 

• Reading Manipulatives: Students created symbolic 

visuals that represented important aspects of text 

•  Wall Texts: Using the main character and narrator of 

our class novel, the students created a life size version 

of the character and added key characterization about 

him throughout the reading of the book 
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•  Allusion Slideshows: Allusions were a key part of 

Hole In My Life, so students created slideshows about 

individually chosen allusions from the text 

•  Journal Writing: Students mimic the structure of the 

character’s journal in Hole In My Life 

• Vocabulary in Context: Students used personally 

chosen words and predicted their meanings 

o Literacy Strategies used: Talking to the Text, Sticky Notes 

• Week Ten 

o Learning Plan planning session #2 

• Students brainstorm activities they might want to add to 

the plans 

• Students begin reflections of activities and their uses 

o Students begin to compile plans and write formal reflections to 

be included in their plans 

o Learning Activities: journal writing, vocabulary in context 

• Week Eleven and Twelve 

o Learning Activities: Group presentation on Part 3 of HIML, 

individual reading and Talking to the Text for HIML, 

Independent Reading Projects #2 due, Students write papers for 

HIML 
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o Continue working on reflections for learning plans 

• Week Thirteen: : Students complete third round of interviews (see 

Appendix J) 

o Class reorganization of learning plans and design of plan 

template 

• Students work toward revising their plans 

• Completed final student interviews and final reflections 

on learning plans 

• Collaborated with teacher to “finish” the plans and talk 

about its purpose and turnout 

o Students use plans to design their own activities  

o Begin The Odyssey and “Pride, Leadership, and Heroism” Unit 

• Background presentation on Greek culture 

• Admit Slip for Metacognition 

• Introduce group projects and teams for Olympiad 

activity 

• In teams, students complete group posters and 

choose team characteristics 

• Students begin slideshows for personally chosen gods 

and goddesses 
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Data Collection 
 

 I chose three main sources in order to compile data that best represents the 

purpose of my study: artifacts, observational data, and inquiry data.  These 

sources allowed me to record what I saw as the teacher and observe what students 

did, said, and looked like during class activities, so that I could collect what they 

produced as a result of class activities.  Doing so allowed me to triangulate my 

data to accommodate responses from all those involved in the study. 

 Student work.  Collecting student artifacts helped to establish a basic 

understanding of my students, their interests, and their levels of achievement on 

different class activities and assessments.  In order for students to create and 

compile their learning plans, it was crucial that they experience a variety of 

classroom activities first.  These “preliminary” activities actually dominated more 

than half of the study until I felt that the students had a plethora of activities and 

experiences from which they could choose to put in their actual plans.  I did, 

however, find it necessary to collect these activities as data to ascertain the 

effectiveness of my approaches and the degree of student learning (Hendricks, 

2006). In fact, this process continued into the planning process so that students 

could continue to have the freedom to choose from activities that might have 

interested them.  I collected evidence from student journals, projects, group work, 

and individual assignments to show the different levels of student achievement, 

motivation, and engagement as a result of the study. Student metacognitive and 
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response journals were focused on narrating learning experiences in the classroom 

and provide anecdotal evidence of the students’ personal responses to literature, 

writing, research, and speaking activities. By creating projects, many of them 

multi-media projects, students were exposed to various assessments that could 

demonstrate learning.  When collecting group work activities, students displayed 

how they work collaboratively, which was then compared to work done as 

individuals.   

 Surveys and interviews.  To adequately capture what students say and 

report about class activities, I distributed student surveys and interviews as a 

means of gathering inquiry data.  Through these data sources, I could adequately 

hear student voices, as they both wrote and spoke. MacLean and Mohr (1999) 

support the notion of getting continued student feedback throughout the research 

process, and my students were certainly arbiters in shifting the way I interpreted 

the occurrences in my classroom.  

 To garner authentic student feedback, I distributed two motivational 

surveys (see Appendix E): one in the first week of the study and the same one in 

the final week of data collection.   These surveys asked general questions 

unrelated to their learning plans themselves, but were used to show shifts in 

motivation, work ethic, and engagement in school.  Further, I facilitated student 

interviews every three weeks, starting with the first week.  These interviews (see 

Appendix H, I, & J) were quite effective in getting the students to see their 
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partnership with me in the study, and since I had a co-teacher, I was able to 

conduct these on an individual or paired basis in an environment separate from 

my classroom.  In these interviews, I asked questions about class content, but also 

about their prior experiences in both English class and other classes. Also, I asked 

students about what they perceived they learned in past years of school to monitor 

their awareness of academic experiences.  Once the students began to compile 

their learning plans, the interviews shifted to how they felt about their plans, what 

they saw that they could use them for, and what they might have learned from 

creating them.  From the first to the last, interviewing enabled me to gain a strong 

understanding of who my students are, what they think, and thus what they need 

to learn most effectively. 

 Observational data.  The relative success of a study can be accurately 

determined through observational data (Hendricks, 2006).  Observational data 

was a key aspect of the study, for it encompassed any information gathered from 

observing student responses.  It was important for me to observe students on 

almost a daily basis and record what I saw, what they said, and what they did.   

Through the use of participant observations, I was able to maintain an active role 

in the class, while still internalizing the students’ responses.  Through formulating 

checklists (see Appendix K) regarding student conversations, behaviors, and 

responses as related to motivation, literacy comprehension, and individual needs, 



  

 

                                                                                                              43 
 

I was able to appropriately record classroom occurrences while staying an active 

participant in the classroom. 

 When I did not keep checklists of daily classroom events, I recorded my 

observations and reflections in a two columned field log sheet.  Using the 

checklists and field log sheets as representations of class occurrences, I wrote up 

reflective memos that narrated what happened in the classroom on that given day. 

MacLean and Mohr (1999) reiterate the importance of reflecting on observations 

after they are written, and indeed, my reflections were what enabled me to share 

my responses to the events and synthesize information that I might not have 

realized during the class period. 

Trustworthiness Statement 

 Upholding the status as a trustworthy researcher was a crucial role that I 

maintained throughout the research process.  I did my best to maintain an 

objective view of what occurred and acknowledge any researcher bias I had 

before and during the researcher process.  Most importantly, fairness to my 

participants was always my main focus, with their needs coming before all else. 

 In order to maintain a position as a trusted, ethical, and knowledgeable 

teacher action researcher, I first presented my thesis proposal to the Human 

Subjects Internal Review Board (HSIRB) of Moravian College and received full 

approval to implement my study in the classroom (see Appendix A).  Upon 

receiving notice of final approval, I presented my principal with a consent form 
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that described the purposes of my study (see Appendix B).  Once I had her 

support, I prepared consent forms that students took home to inform their families 

of the study I would be conducting (see Appendix C).  The forms described my 

study in detail, stressing that students would not be penalized if they chose not to 

participate and that all students’ identities would be kept anonymous.  MacLean 

and Mohr (1999) stress the importance of keeping open lines of communication 

with parents and students, so the consent forms were the first effort to remind 

students that they were the most important part of my research.  However, if 

students chose to withdraw from the study at any time, they knew they would not 

be penalized.  As Hendricks (2006) suggests, it is important that “the intervention 

is part of your normal instructional activities that all students will be a part of” (p. 

114); therefore, no student who did not get a consent form signed was at a 

disadvantage.  

Hendricks (2006) reinforces the importance of collaboration and reflection 

throughout the teacher action research process.  To facilitate the opportunity to 

collaborate with colleagues, we formed teacher inquiry support groups.  These 

groups were used to share ideas, experiences, feedback, and struggles that each 

teacher researcher had throughout the data gathering process.   Conversations with 

this group were crucial elements in our reflections about our own studies and 

aided in keeping our perspectives open and pragmatic. 
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 Addressing the biases that I have as a researcher before I began my 

research was an important step in acknowledging that I am “an integral and 

intimate part of [my] classroom and [my] research” (Hendricks, 2006 p. 129).  

Also, realizing these biases helped in considering how the expectations for the 

study might differ from the actual results.  Before I began my study, I based my 

plans on the assumption that the students placed in my class were unmotivated, 

underachieving, and overall struggling learners.  This fact was not necessarily true 

in all cases and could have swayed the methods I used to help the students learn.  

Further, I anticipated that the students came to me without the correct tools for 

effective learning, when they very well could have known some of the strategies 

that I presented.   

 Perhaps the most poignant area of bias for me to acknowledge was my 

expectations for the study itself.  When envisioning and planning my study, I 

possessed a set of uncertainties about the learning plans’ desired outcomes.  I 

feared that students would not learn anything from the plans, which could have 

hindered the insight I gained from their responses.  Still, because of my strong and 

passionate curiosity, I persevered with the study’s purpose and vision. 

 Formulating a valid plan for data collection is crucial for trustworthy 

action research.   Triangulation, or a process when “multiple forms of data are 

collected and analyzed” (Hendricks, 2006, p. 72), is important to reinforce the 

perspectives of different participants and reveal various findings from the study.  
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Data collection and analysis were carefully planned to increase the validity of my 

research.  To formulate a thorough field log of varying data reflecting my study, I 

facilitated student interviews, administered student surveys, completed participant 

checklists, collected and analyzed student artifacts, and wrote reflective memos 

about what occurred in the classroom.  I analyzed these data for its truths and 

discrepancies.  Bogdan and Biklen (1998) note that data analysis is a key part of 

the research process and that quality data analysis involves clearly organizing and 

reflecting upon data to help reiterate what was discovered in the study. As a first 

method for data analysis, I annotated inquiry data, artifacts, and observational 

data, incorporating my personal reflections of what went on during the study and 

making any salient connections to other data from the study.  These annotations 

are a part of the field log. 

 I then coded inquiry data, artifacts, and observational data by generalizing 

parts of data into subtopics related to the study.  These subtopics were organized 

and analyzed to uncover which topics revealed universal truths about what was 

implemented and what happened as a result of the study.   Ely, Vinz, Downing, 

Anzul (1997) assert that instead of attempting to “find or see meaning ‘in the data’ 

it is far more productive to compose meaning that the data may lead us to 

understand” (p. 20), so once I had preliminary codes, the data revealed ideas that 

needed further analysis and reflection.  To further analyze my data, I organized 

the codes into bins that reflected major aspects of the study.  With a closer look at 
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a then diminished set of subtopics organized by importance, the bins became the 

source for theme statements that exposed conclusions made from my research and 

implementation of the study.   

 Overall, maintaining a set of trustworthy research practices aided in the 

relative success of my study.  Key components to the validity of my research were 

consistent communication with students, parents, and fellow teachers, for they 

represented the multiple perspectives of what conclusions I made. Further, a 

diligent, organized, or purposeful process for data collection and analysis revealed 

both expected and unexpected outcomes as a result of my planned practices.  

Perhaps most important was an awareness of my own role and opinions as the 

researcher in the study.  It was my realizations, biases, and choices that tied all 

perspectives and results together to produce valid and trustworthy research. 

Summary 
  
 During this study, the students took an active role in sharing their 

responses to class activities and content. By sharing their personal opinions on 

surveys and interviews about themselves, their pasts, their families, and their 

schooling, they had prime control into how much or how little I learned.  By 

taking an active or inactive role in class activities, they dictated the data that got 

written and analyzed in my field log. Sometimes unconsciously and sometimes 

consciously, they divulged insight into their worlds.  My observation and analysis 
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of this insight ultimately revealed the general conclusions I was able to make as a 

result of the study. 
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This Year’s Story 

My Learners—A Preview 

 An intriguing part of my research study is certainly the final product: the 

learning plan.  But, it is really the students’ backgrounds, their words, their 

actions, and their performances leading up to the learning plans that makes the 

plans, and the students, all the more intriguing.  Their identities as learners were 

certainly an important truth I discovered in the research process, and to express 

their feelings about learning, the students chose quotes for the cover of their final 

plans (see Figure 1).  Some are quite motivational, some not as much, and some 

beg the question: what on earth does he mean? Still, each reflects that particular 

student and his or her step toward becoming a more empowered learner through 

creating a learning plan.  The words below came at the end of the study, but what 

is most important is to show how we got there. 

“Most of the things worth doing in the world had been declared impossible 
before they were done”  

“If you can’t learn to do it well, you should learn to enjoy doing it badly.” 
“I can accept failure, everyone fails at something. But I cannot accept not trying”  

“Learning is best done whilst having fun!” 
 “We learn more by looking for answers to a question and not finding it than we do 
from learning the answer itself” 
 “Never seem more learned than the people you are with. Wear your learning like a 
 pocket watch and keep it hidden. Do not pull it out to count the hours, but give the time 
 when you are asked.” 
“In a spider web of facts, many a truth is strangled”  

“A mind is not a vessel to be filled but a fire to be kindled.”  
“The limits of your language are the limits of your 
world”  
 
Figure 1. Student Learning Plan quotations. 
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Our Uncertainties Abound 

    “There must be a balance between what is known  
    and unknown at the beginning of every journey the 

teacher begins with her students” 
-Cornelia Hoogland 

 
 When I began the school year in my critical literacy class, I was not only 

feeling the annual “first days of school butterflies,” but I was also beginning a 

period of data collection about a topic I had never tried before, teaching a 

curriculum new to me, and adapting to the experience of working with a co-

teacher for the first time.  For a person who cringes and crumbles at the thought of 

being ill-prepared to teach and the idea of appearing less than confident to the 

eyes of judgmental and highly perceptive ninth graders, I began school with some 

very uncertain thoughts. Despite having what I perceived to be a great plan and 

some ambitious ideas, I felt like a new teacher, scared of where the next few 

months were going to take the students and secondarily, me.      

 I scanned my room on the first day, stuttering because I was not sure if I 

should be speaking or my co-teacher should, and tried to tell myself that I wanted 

to change these students’ approaches to learning.  Through changing their 

perspectives on learning, I wanted them to feel empowered. I reminded myself of 

those Hollywood movies that motivated me from the beginning and told myself 

that I started this study in the first place because my students have their own 

uncertainties and struggles as learners, struggles that I wanted to help them 



  

 

                                                                                                              51 
 

overcome.  New to high school, new to my classroom, and new to their teachers, 

my students had perhaps more to be uncertain about than I did.  And as I 

introduced that our first activity as a class would be to collaboratively come up 

with a list of rules and procedures for the classroom, I was giving them a glimpse 

of my study and that its essence was for us to work together to help them become 

effective learners.  Sure, we would all have uncertainties (and I would do my best 

to hide mine from them), but together, we would begin this very uncertain 

journey, and hopefully end up better than when we began.  

Getting to Know the Students—“The Easy Part” 
  

Faced with a group of students already labeled as low achieving because 

of their performances on the eighth grade Pennsylvania System of School 

Assessment Test (PSSA), I knew that it was first important to establish a sense of 

trust between the students and myself and get to know a little bit about who they 

were both as people and as learners.  When I planned these initial activities, I 

remember thinking to myself, this will be the easy part! Students love to share 

things about themselves and love to fill out surveys.  Further, I was confident 

enough in my ability to connect with students.  In those first weeks, I distributed 

two surveys that aimed to gather background information about the students: a 

personal reading history questionnaire and a motivation survey. 
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Again jolting me back into the moment and out of the movies was the 

reality that first, a lot of my students had not turned in their consent forms, and 

second, that a lot of them were not even engaged in taking the surveys.     

 The reader histories: Revealing the two sides to every story. The 

personal reading history (Appendix F) was a questionnaire focused on getting the 

students to recall their reading pasts, a questionnaire that I perceived might open 

doors for everyone sharing their own experiences with a skill at which they all 

have been dubbed “basic” or “below basic.” Since the enhancement of literacy 

skills through reading is the essence of the critical literacy course, understanding 

their feelings about reading was quite relevant to how I might approach reading 

activities and strategies in the future.  

When I told the students that these questions would be used as evidence in 

my study, I had anticipated that they would be excited about sharing experiences 

with reading. Least of all, I thought I would get some great “horror” stories about 

their past experiences.   In reality, the activity was more of a struggle to complete.  

Many students were confused with the questions, asking what I meant by 

“experiences standing out” and “successes and failures” with reading.  Others just 

sat there, and only after I sat down next to some students and asked the questions 

directly did they answer. As I reviewed the questions afterwards, I realized that 

the survey might have been asking too many questions, hindering the specificity 

of their answers.  Despite the unforeseen struggle with completing the surveys, 



  

 

                                                                                                              53 
 

the students did reveal parts of their reading pasts (see Figure 2), showing that 

when it comes to reading, there are indeed “two sides” to every story. 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. There are two sides to every story. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hard to engage the students before reading in order to get them to engage    during and after reading.    

What did ring true was that they do not like reading texts that make them feel  
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-Sometimes books make 
me feel good when I 
understand and they’re 
interesting 
- I liked a book I read over the 
summer from last year. It was about 
a little girl who lost her parents. It 
was really interesting to read. 
-[I feel smart when] I can say big words in 
school and books. 
-My middle school 
teacher developed my 
reading skills 
-I like the Bluford series and 
New Moon 
 
 

-I hate passages on the 
PSSA 
-When I read LOTR: 
Fellowship of the Ring, I 
couldn’t understand what 
was happening 
-I hated Roll of Thunder, 
Hear My Cry, BLAH! 
-I had to read a big chapter 
book in two weeks 
-The PSSA test is the worst 
thing I’ve read 
-I HATED Romeo and Juliet 
 
 
 



  

 

                                                                                                              54 
 

 Motivation survey—Being mediocre is best. While I had garnered some 

important information about the students’ prior experiences with reading, it was 

really their own learning and motivation that would give me the most insight in 

terms of their need for a learning plan. Therefore, I surveyed the students to 

measure their levels of motivation (see Appendix E) through asking them to 

answer the degree to which they agreed or disagreed with the survey’s statements.  

Following the statements, the students were also to provide one to three sentences 

describing their feelings about school. While the students filled out the survey, I 

assured them multiple times that their results would be anonymous and that I 

wanted them to be as honest as possible. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



  

 

                                                                                                              55 
 

Table 1 
 
Pre Study Survey: Motivation and Learning 
 
Question  Strong 

Disagree 
Disagree Agree  Strongly 

Agree 
1. School is unimportant to me 2 5 1 3 
2. School is important but just not 
relevant to me 

2 2 7 0 

3. I enjoy learning new things 0 3 6 2 
4. I enjoy learning things that connect to 
my life 

0 6 1 0 

5. I always do my homework 2 2 5 2 
6. I am happy if I get a ‘C’ or above for 
my grades 

1 1 4 5 

7. I am okay with failing a class 6 2 3 0 
8. I ask for help in class when I need it 0 2 6 3 
9. I attempt to find a way to get 
interested in what I’m learning in class, 
no matter what the subject matter. 

1 4 5 1 

10. I think it is important to participate in 
class activities. 

0 4 3 5 

11. I come in after school for extra help 1 3 7 0 
12. I try to make connections to my life 
whenever I read in or outside of class. 

1 3 6 1 

13. Classroom activities are usually 
boring 

2 4 3 2 

14. I study just hard enough to get by. 1 3 6 1 
 

 After looking at the results of the preliminary study survey, I was not 

surprised with the disparities in their comments, for I could already tell what a 

varying set of learners I had in the classroom.  The students’ results put into a 

chart was helpful, but it was the comments that they wrote that served to confuse 

me. It seemed that each of their descriptions contradicted what I saw from their 

performances in class so far, further making me wonder how accurate their 
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perceptions of themselves as learners would be.  As that day closed, I wrote a 

long reflection and added my initial insights regarding them as learners to 

coincide with what they said about school. 

 

Isabel:   “I like school I could see my friends everyday.”  
Her very social remark does not agree with her survey’s results 
indicating that she is a devoted, motivated student. 

   
Alyssa:   “School is very important to me. If you don’t go to school your  

future won’t be as good as you want it to.  School will also get you       
places with sports. So you have to go to school to be successful.”  
Her comments were surprising, since in the classroom she had been 
unfocused, disruptive and failed to complete any homework. 

  
Kyle:     “It’s fun at school. U meet new people at school. Their activities u     

     can do after school.”  
   He vehemently declared his hatred for English class.   
  
Joe:      “My feelings in school are good that I’m getting an education.”  

He had been doing what he was asked and participating on a daily basis.    
I perceive him as the most engaged in the class. 

  
Casey:   “I think it’s boring.”  
     She is rather quiet but respectful and seemingly conscientious. 
  
Figure 3. Comments about school and my responses. 

After looking at their written responses, I focused on drawing conclusions 

about their responses to the more general questions.  Some comments that stood 

out were the difference in answers between “school is unimportant to me” and 

“school is important but just not relevant to me.”  It seemed that the students 

answered the questions in two different ways, despite the obvious similarity 
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between the two statements.  Only four of the students agreed that school was 

unimportant whereas the majority of them agreed that school was just not 

relevant; therefore, it appeared that many students valued school for its 

importance but did not make relevant and important connections to their lives 

because of their experiences in school.  I knew that I needed to focus on making 

these relevant connections for them.  Realizing that most of my students valued 

school was an important finding, but for some reason, reasons still somewhat 

unknown to me, they could not transfer their feelings to their performances in the 

classroom. 

Perhaps the most intriguing finding I discovered in the survey was that a 

level of mediocrity permeated all of their responses.  Seven of the eleven students 

asserted that they study just hard enough to get by, and much the same, nine out 

of eleven students said that they are satisfied with a “C.” I began to wonder when 

the students became satisfied with being average, and who prompted them to be 

this way.  It seemed as though they already had the perception of themselves as 

low achieving, and therefore earning a grade just above failure was acceptable in 

their minds.  I wanted to change that notion, and hoped that, through positive 

encouragement and the attempt to show them that they could all learn in a 

personalized way, my students would see that being mediocre, even as struggling 

learners, does not need to be the norm.  
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A Learning Plan is Far From Sight 

 In true form, I felt uncertain on the day I introduced the study.  If my 

classroom were that Hollywood movie that I so longed to make a reality, the 

students would have looked at me with bright eyes, smiles, and reassuring head 

nods that told me to keep telling them more.   In real life, I knew that it would 

take a lot more than a verbal introduction to get them interested, but I had to start 

somewhere.    After receiving HSIRB approval (see Appendix A) and preparing 

freshly copied consent forms (see Appendix C), I told my students my study’s 

purpose: to take a closer look at their learning in an effort to help them become 

empowered to learn more effectively. I stressed that it was really important for 

them to take an active role in this study that has and could help me become a 

more effective teacher, while helping them become more effective learners.  

They, I assured them, would be the most crucial parts of the study, providing me 

with the evidence I would need to make important discoveries.  When I was 

finished explaining, their eyes were open, but there were no smiles, no reassuring 

nods, and no inquiries for further details. They looked less than thrilled, but they 

took the consent forms with them (only ONE got left behind!).  The “known” part 

of the study, the fact that I knew I had to get consent and begin data collection, 

had begun, and from there, we entered the unknown.  

 It was over the next four weeks that I had to beg the students, bribe them 

with a donut party, and promise extra credit and cupcakes in order to get enough 
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forms back to begin my study. The food was the only thing that seemed to 

motivate. 

  Not only was getting consent forms a slow process, but also the pace of 

the class.  In my opinion, the activities and lessons were moving too slowly, with 

many of the planned activities taking a week instead of two days.   Every day I 

would look over my planned procedures, show them to my co-teacher, and 

discuss how we could try to create some continuity from day to day, while 

showing the students relevant connections to what I was studying and collecting 

as evidence.  Our talks were productive, and my co-teacher was incredibly 

flexible and open to my ideas, but as the next days came, we still seemed to get 

minimal activities accomplished.  She assured me that students of this level 

needed more time and that it is important to be patient.  Patient I am not, and this 

dilemma plagued me from the study’s beginning to end, begging the question: 

Was I trying to move too quickly for this group of students or were they just used 

to moving slowly?  I was unsure if my impatience was warranted by a realization 

that my students could produce quality results in a shorter time period or if it was 

because I knew what we had to accomplish in order to get to the learning plans.  I 

continually reminded myself that first, the students would need to form their plans 

only after experiencing a repertoire of activities, and if we did not facilitate those 

activities, the plans could not exist.  This impatience and need for progress did not 
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subside and only exacerbated the rise and fall of my emotions throughout the 

study. 

Stalling the Confidence—Except with My “Ten” 

 At an inner-city school district, there is an incredible amount of transience 

that occurs.  Any teacher of a lower level class can attest to the ever-changing 

make up of the students, and this constant change in my student roster increased 

the lack of continuity I felt in the classroom.   

 I began the year with 19 students in the class, and ended with 16, but they 

are nowhere close to the 19 I had from the beginning.  Of the original 19, 6 of 

them moved classes and 3 dropped out of school.  Then, 6 different students were 

added to my list throughout the data collection period, and of those students, 2 left 

the school, and 1 moved classes.  Of the 3 that were added later, only 1 could 

really take an active role in data collection because of when she entered the class.  

The only consistency I had was with 9 students (and the one added toward the 

beginning) who began the year with me, handed in their consent forms, and 

stayed in the class all semester.  Whether a teacher wants to admit it or not, there 

is an incredible amount of effort required when a new student enters a classroom; 

the student needs to feel comfortable, get to know the teacher and her fellow 

students, while trying to understand what activities and lessons are currently 

taught.  Add to this period of acclimation an introduction to a “learning plan,” and 
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the process becomes overwhelming. Undoubtedly, the transience of my class was 

overwhelming for me and for the students. 

 Still, the ten that could take an active role in data collection for the entire 

time have been dubbed “my ten,” for they are consistently a part of my data.  The 

ten appear throughout my story, as they are the voice and mind of what I have 

found out about learning plans and their effect on student empowerment and 

learning. 

Table 2 
 
The Transience of a Critical Literacy Class 
 
Students who began the 
year with me (19) 

Students who were 
added to the class (6) 

Students who left 
the class (13) 

Students who remain 
(12) 

1. Al   Al  
2. Dani   Dani 
3. Sal   Sal 
4. Angie   Angie  
5. Kyle   Kyle 
6. Isabel   Isabel 
7. Darnelle  Darnelle  
8. Josh  Josh  
9. James  James  
10. Jake  Jake  
11. Casey   Casey 
12. Ed  Ed  
13. Joe   Joe 
14. Rory  Rory  
15. Lamar   Lamar 
16. Jess   Jess 
17. Alyssa   Alyssa 
18. T.J.  T.J.  
19. Graham  Graham  
 20. Jonathan Jonathan  
 21. Barb Barb  
 22. Ian Ian  
 23. Brandon  Brandon  
 24. Randy  Randy  
 25. Priscilla  Priscilla 



  

 

                                                                                                              62 
 

Renewing My Confidence and Moving Forward 

 Despite the inconsistencies and impatience that blinded me at times, I saw 

learning occur, and it was those realizations that kept me moving forward.   In the 

first week of data collection, we introduced the first literacy strategy that the 

students would use to become more critical readers: talking to the text (TttT).  

Most of the students were already familiar with the strategy from prior 

experiences, knowledge that helped the students to review the key interactions 

that they should have with a text.  Though I was not as excited about their 

recollections at the time, I now see that they obviously brought their prior 

knowledge of reading to my class!  They recalled predicting, connecting, 

questioning, and with more prompting, recalled visualizing, clarifying, and 

inferencing.  Once we had clarified what each of these “talking to the text tactics” 

were, the students were led through and instructed to TttT for the poem, “Where 

I’m From.”  This day was extremely beneficial for me because my co-teacher led 

the class through the poem, leaving me to circulate the room, prompt students 

who might be off task, and observe verbal and nonverbal responses from the 

students. 

 Before class started that day, the poem, I thought, was difficult.  There 

were allusions in it that were outdated and confusing even for me, but I ignored 

my thoughts and we went forward with the lesson.  As my co-teacher led them 

through the first part of the poem, the students wrote ideas down and even asked 
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questions to clarify what was said.  They were, it seemed, trying to make sense of 

the poem.  As we read further, the lesson became less productive, with both of us 

trying to pull information out of the students instead of them inquiring about the 

content.  It was obvious to me as we forged on that many students had disengaged 

as they became more frustrated with the poem.   Students had their heads down, 

and we had to start telling them to write a response in the margin.  I knew they 

needed some variety or something to break up the monotony and difficulty of the 

poem.  As my co-teacher and I reflected on the day after the students had gone, 

we noted that it was a “painful” day, and that their engagement was obviously 

lacking.  At that, I knew we needed to take a different approach and use an easier 

text.   

 The next day, I presented the students with a new poem, “Hanging Fire”.  

I had blown the poem up so that each of the three stanzas of the poem was on a 

page.  I then organized the students into groups and told them that each of them 

would be responsible for TttT for one of the stanzas.  Then, they would need to 

“jigsaw” with their group members and put the pieces of the poem together to 

come up with an interpretation of the poem.  The groups got right to work and 

with the smaller chunk to accomplish, the students produced some more effective 

responses.  Though some groups were reluctant to share with one another and 

create a unified interpretation of the poem, each group presented their findings 

and showed some semblance of accuracy regarding what they interpreted.  The 
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activity took the entire class, but when the students left, my co-teacher and l 

looked at each other and smiled, knowing that we had accomplished something.  

The students had accurately interpreted a poem and worked collaboratively to do 

so.  I was thrilled on this day, knowing that a little patience and an openness to 

take a different approach to instruction would continue to move my study, and the 

students’ learning, forward. 

Authentic Conversations: A Source for Truth 

 Each day in my data collection process was unpredictable.   I had trouble 

differentiating which data would be relevant to my plans and what comments the 

students made directly related to what I wanted to know.  Further, from day to 

day, there was no telling which students would choose to work, who would come 

to class happy, who would be absent, who would participate, or who would 

demand one-on-one attention from a teacher.   However, on the day our 

interviews began, I was thrilled at the idea of speaking to the students 

individually.  Providing a sense of comfort was the already prepared questions 

(see Appendix H), allowing me to have a guide focused on prior learning 

experiences. My success with interviews mirrors Freire’s (2009/1970) feelings on 

human interaction when he said that, “World and human beings do not exist apart 

from each other, they exist in constant interaction” (p. 50), and it became obvious 

to me that the interactions I was able to have with my students joined us together.  

On the first interview day, the students were completing another activity in class, 
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so I asked students to participate in our first individual conversation (see 

Appendix H) in what became known as “my office,” or, the hallway. 

Questions 1-2. 
 
   Mrs. Tannous: What was your favorite class or teacher you’ve ever had 

and what made that class so good for you? 

Joe:            8th grade Sequoia. The class was fair, we had fun homework, went on 
field trips, and the whole class connected as a family. We also 
didn’t do work all the time. 

Alyssa:       7th grade reading. [My teacher] was very helpful—she was like a 
 second mom. 

Dani:         This one and 7th grade Math. In seventh grade, the teacher helped you.  
In this class, you guys are mad nice miss. 

Jess:        This one because you’re funny. I don’t really have another teacher  
  because I moved a lot. 
T.J.:        Gym. He’s funny and beats me up. 
Kyle:       Just gym classes in general. There are a lot of people. 
Isabel:      Math last year. The teacher taught the class so you could understand 

it. 
Sal:           My English teacher in 6th grade.  She made class easier even though 

the material was hard. 
Casey:      My pre-kindergarten teacher. I got to sleep. 
Lamar:     6th grade math teacher. She let me retake tests. 
Priscilla:  My 1st grade teacher.  She used objects to relate to how she taught  
  and made things fun. 
 
Most of these responses possess one commonality: they are all based on a social 

and emotional preference.  Only two students, Sal and Isabel, identified any 

academic benefit from their favorite class.  The others, noting the nice, caring, 

funny teacher or the fun environment as the reason for remembering the class, 

obviously “benefited” in terms of their social needs, but not so much in terms of 

their academic needs.  After I realized these similarities, I started wondering if the 
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students could actually differentiate between a positive learning experience and a 

positive social experience.  Their answers to the next question I had asked them 

identify exactly what they learned. 

Questions 3-4. 

Mrs. Tannous: What did you learn in that class? How has the material stayed with 

you until now? 

Joe:            I learned about minerals, math, and cultures because it was an 
environmentally based class.  We did presentations, watched 

            movies, and read from textbooks. 
Alyssa:      We wrote narratives and picked out main ideas of a story.   

Prepositions. 
Dani:          She made the work easy and she made colors for each of the types of  

math. 
Jess:           I liked the environment and it wasn’t too challenging. 
T.J.:           I learned health and I liked it because my friends were in the class. 
Kyle:         I learned physical education and I liked the health part because I  

learned new stuff. 
Isabel:       We learned experiments and how to measure area. We learned the 

material step by step. 
Sal:            We learned prefixes, suffixes, and similes. She would put stuff to music 
       and had you connect to what you were doing. 
Casey:       We learned how to count and she taught us with music. 
Lamar:     Algebra.  A2 + B2= C2 
Priscilla:   How to read and write in cursive. 
 
Though their answers, for the most part, did identify something specific that they 

learned in that class, none of the students fervently expressed how much they 

really learned in past classes.   Most just said one or two things and then were 

ready for the next question.  Their inability to develop a larger response could 

have been for a variety of reasons.  They could have felt uncomfortable about 
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telling me more; they could have forgotten what else they learned; they might not 

have learned much at all.  In looking back on the first interview, the students were 

a mixture of these ideas.  I truly believed that they either did not learn much in 

past classes that has stayed with them, or they just simply have not done much 

that helped their awareness of learning. These first four questions certainly 

stressed that strengthening their awareness of learning could be a difficult task 

throughout data collection. 

Questions 5-6. 

Mrs. Tannous: Have you ever failed or struggled in a class? What made you 

struggle? 

Joe:          Struggled in 8th grade math because I wasn’t asking for help. 
Alyssa:     I failed math and social studies. I just don’t understand it. 
Dani:       I always struggle and fail Science. I don’t remember things; it’s hard. 
Jess:        I am failing Biology and gym. I always struggle in those classes. In gym 

 the teacher is rude and in science the tests are multiple choice. 
T.J.:      Yes. Make it more interesting. 
Kyle:       I always struggle in English. It’s too hard—too much grammar and  
  punctuation. 
Isabel:    Reading in 7th grade. I was still learning English and they didn’t really  
  help me learn it better. 
Sal:         Math because numbers are confusing. 
Casey:    Science in 8th grade. I just didn’t get it. 
Lamar:  Yes, because I don’t get work completed that I need to.  The stuff is not  
   exciting. 
Priscilla: I never failed a class but I struggled in math this year because when  
               he’s teaching, people are talking and he just yells. 
 
Unfortunately, this question confirmed the biases I had for this group of students: 

that they would all be low achieving in some way and therefore struggle with 
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learning.  However, the silver lining, I came to realize, was that each of them had 

struggled with different classes and only one of them directly choosing English as 

his area of weakness.  If I could get a group of students who did not profess a 

hatred for my subject matter, then I could possibly show them how to be aware of 

their learning more effectively. 

Working Toward Sections of the Learning Plans 

 Literacy strategies galore.  When approaching how I would get the 

students to where they could actually assemble a learning plan, I knew I did not 

want to bombard them with literacy strategies so that they could not internalize 

them and as a result, render them useless.  What transpired were weekly focuses 

on different literacy strategies.  As the weeks passed, I facilitated opportunities to 

use those strategies as the students read different types of text. I started with 

Talking to the Text (TttT), a more familiar strategy to the students, and then 

introduced the Question, Answer, Response (Q.A.R.) method of analyzing text.  

Once the students appeared comfortable with those two methods, I stressed skills 

for accurate highlighting of text.  In the fifth week, students moved on to using 

sticky notes while reading and completing a “placemat” to demonstrate 

comprehension after reading.  Finally, the students used bookmarks to analyze 

text, while discussing relevant issues in their class novel by using anticipation 

guides.  Whether in the literacy strategies section or in their “favorite” activities 

section of their learning plans, each student chose at least one of the literacy 
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strategies that I had introduced to include in their plans.
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 Trying a little of everything. Much the same as my approach to exposing 

the students to literacy strategies was my approach to daily instructional activities.  

I wanted to afford the students as many learning experiences as possible.  Though 

at times my approach was a little overambitious, since I wanted to try a wide 

range of activities, I got to see the students’ reactions, achievement, attitudes, and 

engagement for each. 

 Some strategies were graded, some were not, some were cooperative and 

some were individual, while some others were taught using complete direct 

instruction. With each activity that I tried, I reflected and decided how effective 

the strategy was for my group of learners, reflections that proved invaluable. 

September 16:  I didn’t really stress how these strategies would help them in the  
    future. 
September 25: The students were really excited, but they might not have   
   understood why we were doing the activity. 
October 6:       Do I get frustrated and therefore just give the answer too much,  
  making them learn to make less of a contribution? 
October 20:  We were able to make meaning of a very complex poem. 
October 23:     It seems that many of these students don’t know how to reach  

above and beyond on certain activities. 
October 27:    Though the students weren’t as overly enthusiastic as I thought  

they would be, they were creating a full prediction of the story,  
bit by bit. 

November 17: All students were working, asking questions, and looking through  
  their texts. They seemed to take ownership in their own choices. 
November 18: Students have meaningful questions about how to shape their  
  language to fit the style of their chosen characters. 
December 10: Their engagement faded after 30 minutes, but the day possessed a  
  lot of great moments. 
December 18: Looking at their responses, some of them made great connections  
  to demonstrate learning. 
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 Using my reflections as evidence, I tried some activities twice, never tried 

others again, and took some risks with activities I had never tried before.  My 

students’ engagement was important and seemed to directly correlate to their 

achievement on the given tasks.  What remained consistent, ironically enough, 

was the inconsistency I felt with student performance.  Depending on the day, 

some students were very ready to achieve, and other days, they were completely 

off task.  Despite again feeling frustrated on some days and quite satisfied on 

others, I tried to remind myself that with a class of special needs, low achieving, 

and unmotivated students, I should expect inconsistencies, but avoid getting 

frustrated.  Forge on I did, and with the dozens of activities I presented to the 

students, they had plenty of personal choices to make while they took “steps” 

toward their learning plans.  
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 My mistakes with journals. Allowing students to metacognitively reflect 

on what they were learning was an important goal of mine from the start.  In my 

initial plans, I had time allotted for students to write in their journals to record 

what they might have learned in different instructional activities.  However, my 

intentions became clouded at a point I cannot clearly identify, and the students’ 

journals became reactions to specific readings and a place to practice writing, 

rather than a place for true metacognition.  Though, in a way, the students were 

thinking metacognitively in order to write about what they read and reflect upon 

it, I wish I had done a more deliberate job of saying, “How do you know this is 

true?” or “How do you know you learned something from this activity?” While I 

could certainly infer conclusions about what they learned as a result of reading 

their entries, their consciousness of what they learned should have been the focus. 

 It is obvious in student journal responses that they were not directly 

responding to learning.  I have never been successful in getting students to 

actively engage in journaling, and I now realize that it is because I have not and 

did not make them consciously aware of its purpose.  That flaw persisted during 

data collection.  Still, metacognition did not have to be present in writing, as I 

initially thought, for it proved to present elsewhere in the students’ voices and 

performance from day to day. 

 Promoting a love of reading. A part of the critical literacy curriculum 

and my final goal for inclusion in the learning plans was the presence of student 
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chosen works of literature.  Starting the first week of class, the students chose 

books that interested them and in weekly sessions, they were given time for 

sustained silent reading.  As they read, my co-teacher and I would also model a 

love for reading.  During data collection, the students read two full works that 

they had personally chosen, and many of them chose one of those works to 

include in their learning plans. 

 From day one, however, the students who were self-proclaimed lovers of 

reading would look forward to the day that we would read, while the students who 

loathed reading, Lamar and Kyle specifically, were distractions.  As hard as we 

tried to engage these two by giving them magazines, taking them on individual 

trips to the library, and introducing them to different genres of literature, they 

hated to read independently.  Though both of them demonstrated engagement 

when the whole class would discuss and read a text, they both also chose not to 

include a “literature” section in their final learning plans.   Still, our focus on 

choosing books for independent reading remained an important step in promoting 

reading in the students’ lives.  

Interview 2: They Need to Free Their Minds! 

 After almost a full month had passed since the first set of interviews, I was 

anxious for our individual conversations to resume.  At this point, we were not 

quite ready to start with the learning plans, so the interview allowed me to get a 

general gauge of how each student perceived he was doing in the class to this 
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point, so I posed the simple question: How do you think you are doing in this 

class? I, of course, had my own opinions.  Some were failing, others flailing, and 

some doing just fine, but what intrigued me most was how they perceived 

themselves.  Interestingly enough, they all had relatively accurate perceptions of 

their progress.  A trend I found amongst all of them was that the whole class, on 

some level, seemed slightly dissatisfied with the progress they were making.  I 

questioned whether it was me and the approach I was taking, which nagged me 

before these interviews, but their answers revealed that they took personal 

responsibility for their progress.  Overall, I concluded that what they needed was 

not necessarily new activities, but just some opportunities for freedom.  After all, 

my study was about empowering students by getting them to see their own role in 

learning was it not? So, in the next couple weeks, I made sure to empower them 

through more choices.  
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Interview Two Responses 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Bad because of 
not getting work 
done. 

    I’m doing well 
this marking, but 
before—BAD. 

Getting there. I 
hate reading but 
I’m doing better. 

    At first, I was  
doing horrible. Now,  
I think, I’m doing  
       better. 

   Not good. I’m               
not happy. I 
didn’t do good 
on my project. 

Pretty 
Good 

FIne 

     Not so well    
because I don’t finish 
my work and I don’t 
pay attention. 

 

“Good, I’m 
satisfied” 
 

Figure 6. Trying to become conscious learners. 
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The Power of Choice  

 “The Scarlet Ibis” project.  Wanting to facilitate some more 

opportunities for creativity while critically analyzing text, I created a project 

related to our reading of the short story “The Scarlet Ibis.”  For the project, the 

students were given a list of project choices that related to the multiple 

intelligences (see Appendix L).  Before I gave them a sense of purpose, I was 

already met with Kyle’s sigh and “Is this seriously another project Miss 

Tannous?”  I assured him that while it was called a “project” that he would have 

plenty of time and support to complete it.  My response quieted him for the 

moment.  I moved on to verbally explain each choice, and the students were 

attentive at first, as indicated when they followed along with the sheet and asked 

some specific questions in between my explanations.  When I got to the back of 

the assignment sheet, however, I noticed that they were less engaged, their eyes 

wandering to places other than the assignment sheet.  Once I finished, they each 

made their choices, and most of them chose projects on the front. I wondered if 

this trend occurred because those projects were indeed more interesting or if they 

had simply stopped listening at the end; still, upon making their choices, they all 

began to work immediately.  Almost all the projects required a computer, and it 

was obvious that the computer motivated some of their choices. The students got 

to work that day, and I noticed that the project provided the most productive 
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series of days in the study at that point.  The more unmotivated students in the 

past, I noticed, were the most motivated to complete this assignment.   

 Lamar: “Listen to this song, Miss. It connects to the story so good.” 
 T.J.:      “I’m getting a song for me keynote about Doodle” 
 
This extension project was the first real opportunity for the students to personally 

choose an activity in the class, an important act, and when I saw the results of 

some of the students, particularly Lamar, who was struggling so far in the class, 

(see Appendix M) I saw the learning and deeper analysis that the students 

provided.  Still, the question remained: Were they aware of their own learning?   

 An important step: Allowing more choices.  After almost a month and a 

half of introducing and applying different literacy strategies and trying a plethora 

of activities, we got to a point in the class where the students could choose which 

literacy strategy they wanted to use when reading Hole In My Life. On the first 

day, I offered the choice between applying Q.A.R. for a chapter or using a 

bookmark.   I had both choices set out on the front desk, and after introducing the 

activity, the students nonchalantly got up from their seats and took bookmarks or 

the worksheet for Q.A.R.  Some picked one and then switched to another, but 

ultimately, they all picked.  

 Alyssa:  “Which one is easier?” 
 Kyle:     “I’m taking a bookmark. I don’t get Q.A.R.” 
 Sal:        “So you mean it doesn’t matter which one we pick?” 
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That day, as we read through the text together, I saw an engaged class that did not 

complain about the activity and worked diligently to complete it.  On the 

bookmarks, students made inferences, and on the Q.A.R. sheet, they asked 

important questions and answered other people’s (see Appendix N). I was unsure 

whether the choice empowered them to take some ownership or if it was just a 

good day, but they worked well, and I was pleased that no matter what had made 

them work, that I had implemented an opportunity for choice that some of the 

students might not have previously experienced. 

 In the coming days, I had more choices for them: decide whether to 

highlight the text or use sticky notes; choose to write from a perspective of one of 

the characters in the text; choose a visual that would represent the chapter; choose 

five vocabulary words that you do not know from the text.   Only one person, 

Priscilla, seemed to notice and said, “Wow, we are getting a lot of choices.”  

Though she did not expand upon her comment afterwards, I told her that it was 

important to me for them to be able to choose something that they want to do, 

rather than something that I made them do.  Did they hear me? I am unsure, but 

most of the students, when it came time to brainstorm their learning plans, 

exercised their ability to choose with much ease. 

 Choices gave us glimmers of light with shades of gray: A drama.  In 

the midst of these days where I facilitated more choice, I had some “glimmers of 

light” that led me to believe that maybe, just maybe, these learning plans would 
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be something that actually “worked.” I started seeing evidence that if I made 

students aware of how they learned most effectively, then they could feel 

empowered to learn in individualized ways.   Rather than a huge, cymbal-

crashing, yell from the rooftops breakthrough with the plans, it was the 

“glimmers” that provided the most substantial evidence of success. These 

glimmers were never consistent, but what is most important to me is that they 

were there. 

The scene:  One seemingly random day, in room 870.  The lights are bright. 
 
MRS. T. (eager, and feeling confident about the day’s plan): Today you are going 
to have the opportunity to work together to analyze Hole In My Life.  With your 
chosen partner, you will first choose either sticky notes or highlighting to use for 
your analysis. (While she is talking, KYLE has his head tilted to the side, 
seemingly confused about the activity. LAMAR is slouched in his chair, slyly 
smiling at the girl across the room, attempting to make her laugh. SAL is sitting 
behind KYLE, seemingly emotionless) Then, you will read chapter three together, 
trying to come up with important findings about what you are reading.  
Remember, we want interpretations and not literal responses.  Okay, you can start 
picking your partner and then start reading. Once you are done, let me know. 
 
KYLE: Miss T., can I use a bookmark instead? 
MRS. T: Sure, that’s fine. 
 (Though she keeps composure, MRS. T. is thrilled. This is empowerment, she 
thinks! The kids feel comfortable enough to ask for the opportunity to choose. 
Though she wants to jump for joy and yell “The plans are working; I’ve made 
them aware of how they can learn best!” she doesn’t.  After MRS T. and KYLE 
are done conversing, he moves into a group with SAL and LAMAR. The boys are 
sitting in a line, with their books ready and bright pink bookmarks in hand. Five 
minutes pass.) 
 
KYLE: (starts reading to the boys) I was soon shipped out of West Street to the 
federal prison in Ashland, Kentucky. By dumb luck I ended up….. 
 
SAL: (interrupting) Let’s just read separately and then talk at the end. 



82 

 

LAMAR and KYLE (in unison): Yeah, good call. 
 
(The three boys sit there for ten minutes.  MRS. T. is circulating the room, asking 
the other groups if they are making progress and prompting others to focus on the 
assignment.  She arrives back where the three boys are sitting. They are talking to 
each other now and giggling) 
 
MRS. T.: Are you boys finished reading? 
 
LAMAR: (with a beaming, white-toothed smile) Yes, Miss. 
 
KYLE: (slightly less patronizingly) Yes, Miss T. 
 
SAL: (confidently, but more subtly) Of course. 
 
MRS. T.: (with doubt) Well, then I guess you better start completing your 
bookmark.  Make sure you each fill one out.  Maybe you want to fill them out 
individually and then share what you came up with. 
 
LAMAR: (patronizingly, again) Got it, miss. 
 
(MRS. T. walks away, doubting that they have read even a page of the chapter, 
but she is unwilling to argue.  She knows that she would fight a pointless and 
unproductive battle) 
 
LAMAR: Alright, so what can we write? 
 
KYLE: Just fill out what it says on the bookmark.  Like say, “A question I have is 
why does Jack have lice?” 
 
SAL: You need something more than that. Make a prediction. She likes 
predictions, even if they are stupid. 
 
(The boys start to write down their comments using separate sheets of paper. 
Meanwhile, the rest of the class isn’t even close to finishing the chapter or 
beginning their analysis. MRS. T. comes back over. The boys are done.) 
 
MRS. T.: I take it you guys are finished? 
 
BOYS: Yep. Yup. Of course. 
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(She collects the bookmarks, scans them over, narrows her eyes, and realizes that 
their analysis of the text isn’t all that complete, but that they did identify 
significant parts of text.) 
 
MRS. T.: Okay. Well then you can move onto the color activity. 
 
LAMAR: What’s that, miss? 
 
MRS. T.: Here is the description. (She hands them an assignment sheet) What 
color is Jack always talking about? (As she explains the boys are listening. The 
rest of the class is still reading) 
 
SAL: Yellow. 
 
MRS. T.: Yes! Now what associations does he make to the color yellow? 
(She receives blank stares, senses their confusion and rewords) When Jack 
mentions the color yellow, how does he feel? 
 
LAMAR: Sad. 
 
KYLE: Gross. 
 
SAL: Depressed. 
 
MRS. T.: Good, so would you say that yellow is a good color or a bad color to 
Jack? 
(The boys pause for a second and look at each other) 
 
LAMAR: Probably bad, Miss, because it reminds him of bad things. 
 
MRS. T.: Okay, good, so what you guys are going to do is talk about yellow a bit 
more and where it is used in the book.  Where have you heard it most recently? 
(Blank stares) 
 
MRS. T.: Look at the chapter title you just read. 
 
KYLE: (looking in the book and making the connection) “My Yellow Cell.” 
 
MRS. T.: Good, once you have discussed why Jack might mention the color so 
much, you are going to have to write a journal entry talking about “your” color. 
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(At this point, the boys are totally confused. The idea of “their color” is much too 
complicated. Again sensing their confusion, MRS. T. clarifies) For example, my 
color would be yellow too, but for different reasons than Jack’s. I would pick it 
because it’s important to me to be happy and bright all the time! (She chuckles to 
herself, knowing that she’s not always this way. The boys seem to understand, so 
she leaves again, but KYLE stops her). 
 
KYLE: Miss T., I hate writing, so do you think I could draw how my color is like 
me? 
 
MRS. T.: (She is again excited, thinking, are all these choices really “working”? 
Have I empowered the kids to think about how they could exercise their strengths 
and then motivated them to do so?) Sure, that sounds awesome. I am glad that you 
thought of that because I definitely did not. If that works for you, then that is 
great. 
(When she leaves, the boys get to work. LAMAR chooses a fluorescent pink piece 
of paper and pastes it in his journal.) 
 
LAMAR: I’m going to make a timeline on this pink paper to show who I am and 
how it’s pink. (He then makes a timeline and writes an event on it. That’s all he 
does until MRS. T. returns.  SAL begins to write about his color and KYLE, sitting 
and thinking for a while, also pastes a piece of paper in his journal. MRS. T. 
returns.) 
 
MRS. T.: It looks like some good progress here boys. Keep it up. 
 
(For the next twenty minutes, the boys avoid the color activity and instead start to 
goof around and distract other groups. MRS. T. warns them three times in that 
time to get back to work and keep focusing) 
 
KYLE: This color activity is not fun. 
 
(Class starts to near an end and in the meantime and despite her initial 
excitement about the group’s progress, she is frustrated that they haven’t been 
focused for twenty minutes straight.) 
 
MRS. T. (not sensing that she’s about to react impulsively): Alright everyone, we 
are nearing the end of class, so make sure that you have all of your materials, your 
books, your stickies, your bookmarks, and put them in a safe place. Everyone can 
finish tomorrow except for LAMAR, Kyle, and SAL. (As soon as the words come 
out MRS. T. wishes that she had taken them back) 
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LAMAR: (reacting just as impulsively as MRS. T.) What?! Come oooon, Miss. 
What the heck? (He continues to mumble about Mrs. T. under his breath. She 
pretends to ignore him) 
 
KYLE: Miss T., we didn’t do anything. 
 
MRS. T.: You’ve been goofing off and distracting other people and yourselves for 
the past twenty minutes. You should be finished. 
 
(The bell rings.  LAMAR leaves half his materials on the desk. KYLE is red in the 
face and angry, and SAL is feverishly writing to try and finish his journal. The 
lights, at one time bright, are now dark). 
 

It’s (Finally) Learning Plan Time: Meeting One! 

 After two months, it was finally time to start assembling the illusive 

learning plans.  Of course, I had to remind the students again what one was, but 

since we were meeting individually, I was confident that I could get more 

accomplished than if I again explained the concept to the entire class.   To prepare 

for the meeting, I had made a chart that would help guide the students toward a 

preliminary organization of their plans (see Appendix R) and placed the chart in 

“the red folder” (as it fondly became known).   

 Students came out to me in groups of two and listened as I told them how 

far we had gotten and where we still needed to go.  Doing my best to hide the 

sense of trepidation I felt at making these plans a tangible reality, I focused on 

having each pair choose their “favorite” activity that they felt they learned the 

most from and then the literacy strategy that they felt was the most effective in 
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helping them to read.  Casey and Alyssa were the first two to meet with me.  The 

two of them easily picked their favorite activity: Alyssa chose the anticipation 

guide, and Casey chose her independent reading project.  Once they filled in their 

choice, I asked them to write some brief notes explaining why they felt that 

activity was beneficial or important.  Their responses, although brief, 

demonstrated more of a liking for the assignment rather than a sense of learning.   

 The second two to arrive were Kyle and Lamar, who, I could already tell, 

were in rambunctious moods.  Though they were smirking at each other 

throughout my explanation, Kyle (much to my surprise) chose a short essay 

assignment as his favorite activity, and Lamar chose his music project from “The 

Scarlet Ibis.” Intrigued, I prompted Kyle to explain why he liked the essay 

assignment when he so fervently hated writing. He said that it helped him learn to 

write better.  I was shocked, but Kyle had indeed identified a learning experience.  

I was also surprised that Kyle chose bookmarks as a favorite literacy strategy, as 

he had not previously expressed that he liked them (his opinions, to this point, 

were never hidden!).  From this point on, though, Blake would always choose to 

complete a bookmark when he read. 

 The next pairs, Dani and Isabel, Jess and Priscilla, and Joe and Sal, also 

easily chose their preferred activities.  As I tried to find some connections 

between the students’ choices, I really could not seem to.  They all had different 

things they liked and different reasons for it.  However, these initial choices 
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would be the important first step in putting together a personalized plan.  I 

realized, shortly after these meetings, that I would not want them all to pick the 

same activity anyway. 

My Dilemma—Where Does the Learning Occur? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 7. Anecdote of principal and teacher conversation. 
 

 Obviously, the most important goal of my study is to make the students 

aware of their own learning.  Thus, when looking at my goal it begs the question: 

In what instructional format does the most learning occur?  I would describe my 

class as primarily student-centered, but in working with my co-teacher and trying 

to accommodate the needs of our class, we taught many lessons with teacher-

centered approaches.  What I began noticing was the difference in progress and 

In preparation for an observation from my grade level principal, I 
had a meeting to share what my plans were for that particular day. 
As always, I was over-prepared for the meeting and over-planned for 
the day he would observe (he never did show up that day), but we 
got on the topic of my research study.  He commended me on a great 
plan for student centered learning in a class of struggling learners, 
and I immediately took the chance to discuss my concern that low 
level learners learn more effectively from direct instruction versus 
my more student centered approach.  I mentioned that when I use 
direct instruction, the students seem more aware because I am 
constantly demanding their attention and engagement, whereas in 
cooperative or group learning, the students exercise more autonomy 
and therefore tend to become off task.  I expected him to become as 
enamored as I was with the dilemma, but he calmly asked me, “In 
what format do the students learn the most?” 
Despite my study’s focus on learning, I sat there, and could not 
seem to answer right away.  
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production when students were given more autonomy.  They were loud, 

unproductive at times, and took a lot of time to complete assignments.   In talking 

to other teachers, many responded that lower level students cannot do group work, 

but in my heart, I felt otherwise. I maintained, and still do, that who people deem 

low level students are “kept busy” and “kept quiet” for many years before they 

arrive in high school.  Though I do not blame those who feel that this approach is 

effective, I do not think it is the most effective approach.  What I kept telling 

myself was that students could not work effectively in groups or independently 

because they are not used to it.  In my mind, they want the teacher to do all the 

work so that they can do minimal.  My principal’s question, however, kept 

resonating in my mind, forcing me to examine my practice and again become 

focused on my ultimate goal of examining student learning.  

 Intrigued, I forced myself to examine the approaches we took and analyze 

the students’ levels of achievement on those activities and assessments.  To seek 

out any truths that might manifest themselves, I compared two approaches to 

reading comprehension: one where students answer questions to a passage and 

turned their answers in, and another where they worked in groups to show 

different levels of analysis for chapter five of Hole In My Life. Both assignments 

were graded out of twenty points. 
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Figure 8. Comparison of cooperative versus individual activities.  

 Looking at the students’ achievement on both assignments, most students 

did better on the group project, so technically the only answer I found by 

comparing these two assignments was that they demonstrated higher achievement 

when working in groups.  However, looking at what the students might have 

learned was much more complex, for I had to literally look for learning.  In the 

reading comprehension assignment, I observed that the students were quiet 

(which should not be a goal), but many of them were looking around the room, 

not focused on the passage for large chunks of time, or rushing through their 

reading so that they could get done.  Some others, of course, did exactly what was 

assigned and worked on the passage for the entire time.  When they handed them 

in, I could not see any clear evidence of learning, only a lack of comprehension 
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based on their answers.  In the group assignment, many groups took a while to get 

started, but once they did, each student took on his or her role and completed it.  

With this assignment, their results, posters and presentations on their posters, 

demonstrated visible learning.  Smith and Wilhelm (2006) promoted this idea of 

“making reading visible” and this project seemed to emulate what they meant.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 9. Students’ visible learning in collaborative groups. 

They had to extract a relevant passage from the chapter and put it on their poster. 

They had to come up with a picture that represented what occurred in their 

chapter, and then they had to choose one important vocabulary word, define it, 
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and put it on the poster to share with the class.  Both on their posters and in their 

presentations, I could literally see that they had comprehended what they read.  

Even when some students stumbled when presenting to the class, I could redirect 

them toward what was important so that they could clarify their expression.  

While no students chose either assignment for their final learning plans, the 

quality of visible learning became something that I knew I had to pay attention to. 

Moving Right Along: Planning the Plans and Making them a Reality 

 I made it a priority to have the students reflect once more on what they 

wanted in their plans when they returned from Thanksgiving break.  When the 

students first came out to “the office,” I had them look back over what they had 

put in the chart I showed them during the first meeting. Once they were done, I 

asked if they wanted to add any activities now that some time had passed. 

 The first two to meet with me in my office were the always enthusiastic 

and ready to volunteer, duo: Alyssa and Dani.  The two of them seemed to really 

enjoy the individual meetings and the individual attention.  When asking about 

what they might want to add, Dani said she wanted to add the vocabulary activity 

that we had done that day where the students chose their own vocabulary words 

and then predicted their definitions. Surprised, I asked why she picked that, and 

she just shrugged and said, “I don’t know, Miss, I like that kind of stuff.”  Despite 

her inability to pinpoint why she liked the activity (she later would in her final 

plan), I was pleased that she was willing to add something.  Alyssa chose not to 
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add anything.  I then asked the two of them to choose a book that they really 

enjoyed, either in this class or in any other.  They both ended up choosing books 

that they had read for my class’s independent reading assignments.  I am unsure if 

they really enjoyed those books, had not really been able to choose a lot of books 

in the past, or just could not remember any books from the past, but it was nice to 

hear that those came to their minds first.  To end the meeting, I reiterated the 

purpose of the plan again and sent them back into the classroom to write 

reflections about their chosen activities. 

 Isabel and Priscilla came out next, and Isabel decided to add talking to the 

text to her learning plan.  Again, I was pleased that she wanted to add something.  

They then both chose books that they liked: Isabel choosing New Moon and 

Priscilla not knowing what to choose.  She told me she would let me know.  Their 

meeting was a little shorter, since they were not as inquisitive as the first two, but 

they still seemed receptive to what I was doing. 

 The next two to meet with me were Jess and Casey. Neither of them had 

any additions and just told me their book choices. I was pleasantly surprised to 

see that Jess chose Hole In My Life for her favorite book. She is quiet and absent a 

lot, so I really was not able to see her interest before then, but it was good to see 

that she enjoyed this book when she added it to her plan. 

 The next learning planner was Joe.  He chose to add the computer games 

that they were doing in the classroom that day and said that it helped him to work 
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on his grammar.  It was interesting that he chose this activity, since I am pretty 

certain that he did not really learn any new facts about grammar, but I recognized 

that he enjoyed working on the computer.  Still, his comment caused me to take a 

mental note that we could do more purposeful grammar games on the computer in 

the future.   He could not think of the title of his book, but told me that he would 

let me know. 

 Kyle came out next, did not add any activities, and again reiterated that he 

hates all kinds of reading and therefore would have nothing to add to his book 

section of the plan. I told him that was fine; his plan was uniquely his, and he 

should make choices that reflect his interests as a learner. When I started to 

explain what he would need to do to make his plan complete, he said, “Mrs. 

Tannous, you always be making us write.”  He hates writing, and had no problem 

telling me. I assured him that, as he pointed out in his own learning plan, that 

writing more and more is crucial to getting better at it. Plus, writing reflections is 

an important step in learning because it helps the students to think about what 

they are learning.  He acquiesced by rolling his eyes and going back into the 

classroom. 

 The last two people to come out were Lamar and Sal.  Not seeming in the 

talking mood, neither of the boys could think of books that they would like to add, 

so I just explained the next steps and sent them back in to the classroom. 



94 

 

 The reality: A mess. After our second meeting, the students all started to 

put the plans together by writing individual reflections about the choices they 

made for each section. In short, the couple of days that we devoted time to 

working on the plans were what I dubbed “a mess” in my reflections.  The 

students did not know what to write in their reflections, and when they tried to 

find the activities they had completed so that they could include them in the plans, 

no one could.  I blamed myself for lacking the foresight needed to see that they 

would require more structure and guidance.  I already acknowledged that I did not 

know what I was doing, this being my first “go” at learning plans, but the idea 

was even newer to the students, and it showed in what they compiled.  At the end 

of these days, I was a little frustrated, but I forced myself to seek out the silver 

lining.  I speculated that, whether or not my students knew it, these little 

opportunities to look at their own individual progress provided a quiet sense of 

empowerment that they might otherwise never have gotten.  Though these days of 

compiling the plans were somewhat frustrating, the students were continuously 

asking for my help and showing me, in small ways, that they wanted to get these 

plans put together.  Even though the results did not reflect the utopian classroom 

movie I had dreamed of in my plans, I felt good about what I was doing.  It was 

for the students, I reminded myself when those days came to a close. 
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Revising Our Plans—“These Just Don’t Look Nice, Miss” 

 After allowing some time to pass after we “finished” compiling the plans, 

what the students had was a red folder, its contents still making me cringe a bit.  

Yes, the students had completed the sections of the plans, reflected, and put their 

typed reflections in their folders, but as I paged through each one, I knew that 

there was no way that these could be the final product.  The plans were 

disorganized, and as I had acknowledged before, a mess.  Dissatisfied, I decided 

to prompt the students as to what they thought of their plans.  If I let them, they 

would continued to be satisfied with mediocrity, as they told me in their initial 

surveys, and I was not about to let that happen in my classroom. 

(Mrs. T. is standing in front of the classroom, knowing that there is no way she 
can call the “plans” the final product of her thesis study. Despite her sense of 
dissatisfaction, this study was not about her; it was about her students. She knows 
that the conversation she wants to have needs to be meaningful, so she arranges 
time to meet with just her “ten.” They look confused as to where the rest of the 
class is going, but they don’t ask what’s going on.  The lights are calm, hopeful.)  
 
MRS. T. (cradling the plans in her arms): Well, here we have it. The plans.  Do 
you mind me asking what you all think of what you’ve done with these? 
(The “ten” look at each other. LAMAR is the first to speak.) 
 
LAMAR: They’re alright, Miss. 
 
MRS. T.: Well, let me rephrase.  If you were going to have some people look at 
your plans and what you accomplished, would you be proud to show them what 
we have right now? 
 
ALI: No way, Miss.  Mine is mad ugly. 
 
PRISCILLA (agreeing): These just don’t look nice, Miss. 
CASEY: They are kind of a mess. I don’t really even understand mine. 
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(MRS. T. is relieved at this moment. Their responses are what she hoped for. The 
lights get a little brighter) 
 
MRS. T.: Well good, I agree.  So what I think we should do is try to come up with 
a more meaningful way to make these plans look attractive and important to other 
people.  (MRS. T. got caught up in her old way of telling the kids too much and 
not letting them decide what should be done. Still, she continues) The ten of you 
are in here with me because you have been here since the beginning of class. You 
are the only ones that have done every step of these plans, and for that, you all are 
so amazing to me.  You are the reason my study is what it is.  So, today, let’s 
make a plan for what we can do with your learning plans to make them stronger.  
 
(For the next 30 minutes, the class decides on a more visually appealing and 
more meaningful organization for the plans. It is a mirror of the old ones, but a 
stronger way to showing their progress in the class) 
 
The Next Day… 
(The lights are still bright, and MRS. T. is confident. She has a template for the 
new plans (see Appendix G) to give the students and she’s excited to see where 
the day will go) 
 
MRS. T. (quite confidently): Today’s the day, my ten! I have the template that 
you helped make and we’re going to start revising our plans. (She hands them out. 
The students start looking them over) 
 
ALYSSA: Wait, are we going to do a keynote? 
 
MRS. T.: Well, I actually had just assumed that you would complete it using 
Word, but if you want to do a keynote, that would be good too.  Do whatever you 
feel most comfortable with. It’s your plan, and when you’re done, I’m going to 
print them out in color, so they will look awesome and show all the hard work 
you did.  (MRS.T. is excited that ALYSSA asked this question.  Again, the students 
demonstrated a sense of empowerment by asking to choose the format of the 
plans. It was a small step, but an important step.) 
 
DANI: That sounds cool, Miss. (She immediately gets to work) 
  

Once the students and I designed the revised version of the plans, their focus and 

engagement in the process totally changed.  In the previous days we had devoted 
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to working on the plans, the students were often disengaged, confused, and 

rushing to finish what I had told them to accomplish that day.  With the revised 

template, I heard meaningful questions, saw deeper reflections, and really felt that 

they were taking some pride in the plans.  Over the days that we worked on 

revising, I got to engage with the students even further.  They wanted to show me 

what they were designing, and to my delight, most of them made individual 

choices with their plans that left each one just a little different from the others.  

 As I relished in the students’ accomplishments and watched them all 

compile and develop their plans during class time, I also took time to look 

through each one.  None of them were exactly as I envisioned after we planned 

the template. Some of the students wrote reflections that I did not really 

understand.  Because of these disparities, I was tempted to go back and ask the 

students to change what they wrote so that it was clear to me.  What stopped me 

was a little voice in my head that reminded me what my study was all about: 

student empowerment.  How could I accurately empower my class of already 

struggling learners by telling them, after numerous hours of work and revision, to 

go back and change areas of their plans because they were not meeting my needs?  

I resisted this temptation, and instead enjoyed the plans, examining every choice 

of its design and development as a way to figure out what their effects actually 

were. 
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Joe’s plan—A success!  

In particular, Joe’s plan caught my eye. 
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Figure 10. Joe’s Plan—A success! 
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Joe was a special needs student who typically rushed through his work to get 

finished, but the process of creating his plan was different.  Since the first day of 

revising the plans, Joe was working feverishly to complete it.  When we had 

expended our class time, he came in after school to finish (okay, I promised him  

cupcakes, but it worked!).  While the other students’ plans possess their own 

strengths and weaknesses, as does Joe’s, his seemed the most honest and the most 

reflective of his ever-changing performance in the classroom.  Further, I was 

enamored by his sophisticated choice of quotes to precede each section.  While 

Joe does struggle in school, the complexity of his chosen quotes and his overall 

learning plan reflects the complex mind that I know Joe possesses, a mind that 

found a way to learn effectively despite his natural disabilities. 

The Big Day: How Will We Use These? 

 The plans now a tangible reality, it would really be how the students used 

the plans that would make them the most fascinating.  However, I had to admit 

that I was nervous about what would become of all the months of just putting the 

plans together! 

 The easiest way, my co-teacher and I decided, for the students to 

individually apply their plans would be to have them complete a more individual 

activity. Using a book of short stories, we instructed the students to choose a story 

that appealed to them, read it, complete a short activity demonstrating their 



101 

 

comprehension, and then use their plans to design an activity related to both the 

story they read and something that they had included in their learning plans. 

 As I had anticipated, the class ignited with questions when the students 

had to come up with ways to apply a strategy or activity from their plan to the 

story they had read.  I circulated around and mostly gave suggestions to the 

students about what they could individually do to use their plans.  For Joe and 

Jess, applying their affinity for keynote presentations was their first choice, but 

both needed some guidance for what exactly to put on the presentation.  I told 

them that they should pretend that they were helping someone who had read the 

story they just read.”  Seemingly satisfied, neither of them needed guidance for 

the rest of class.  At the end, they both had some very creative keynote 

presentations that represented the stories they had read.  Both by choosing to 

make the presentation and then doing a great job at creating their presentations, 

Joe and Jess showed how well they could work when they had power over 

creation.  Did they learn something as a result? I’m not quite sure, but they 

certainly were able to synthesize the information they read and put it into 

informative presentations.   

 Dani also worked well and sought out ways to create her own anticipation 

guide about the story she read.  She asked how she would start the anticipation 

guide, saying that she could not remember how to set it up. She could not find her 

one from before, so I found her anticipation guide from my field log and showed 
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it to her.  She then said that she didn’t really know what kind of statements related 

to the story, so I gave her the example: “Ghosts are real.” At that, she said, “Okay, 

Miss” and worked for the rest of class.  At the end, she produced a fabulous 

anticipation guide that she could include in her plan, one that I would certainly 

use for future classes that read the same story. 

 

Figure 11. Dani’s anticipation guide.  

Kyle rushed through the activities once again today, but he did confidently 

say that he would want to create a bookmark for the story he read.  I told him to 

take a look at the ones in his plan and then try to make one that would work for 

his story.   He said okay, and when I returned, the bookmark he had created did 

not really make much sense.  When I looked at it for him, I asked him some 

probing questions about how he could ask someone who had read his story if they 

understood the main character.  After a few attempts, he chose an evaluative 

question: What do you think of the main character? He had actually thought of a 

Mansion of the Dead Anticipation Guide 
Disagree        Agree 
   There is no such thing as ghosts. 
 
   Most people believe in ghosts. 
 
   People think all ghosts are evil. 
 
   Everyone should be considered a liar 
   if they say they see a ghost. 
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higher-level question!  Though his bookmark was not totally fitting for his story, 

he expressed that bookmarks were something he enjoyed, and he attempted to 

apply the strategy on a more complex level by making his own.  

Priscilla was enamored with the activity we did with metacognition at the 

beginning of the semester and expressed that she wanted to apply the strategy to 

her story.  I told her that she should try the same idea (drawing with a partner) and 

apply it to something that would need to be drawn within the story.  She came up 

with drawing a character, and I told her would be a great idea.  I left her for a 

little, and then came back to find that she had just made a “worksheet” that said at 

the top “Describe the character for your partner.”  I asked her how she could 

organize the sheet to make it more “user friendly,” so she mentioned that she 

should leave a space for the picture and for a description. At the end, she had a 

great activity created.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



104 

 

Figure 12. Priscilla’s metacognition activity. 

 With the success of these five students, I saw that the students could 

actually use the plans to demonstrate learning in their own personally chosen and 

designed ways.   Though not all of the students were as engaged as these five, I 

was quite pleased that they were able to create something new, with little help 

from us.  Indeed, this was a very complex process at which they succeeded.  Their 

progress gave me hope that the learning plans were an avenue for the students to 

expose the more complex thoughts and abilities that I knew they possessed. 

 

 

 

Name:______________ 
Date: ___________ 
 

The House 
Directions: All you have to do is read the story and write a description about 
what the main character looks like.  Also, write on what the house looks like. 
After you are done with that, you will need to get a partner and tell your 
partner what you wrote.  Get the other person to write what you described. 
The better the drawing is, the better you wrote your description! 
 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________ 
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A Big Question: Why Is It Important to Put These Plans Together? 

 A final step I had to take was getting the students to reflect on why they 

thought the learning plans were and are important. Initially, their responses were 

disappointing for me, with many of the answers failing to show a clear connection 

to learning.  However, upon closer inspection, I saw that the students made some 

important comments that demonstrated the differing levels of their awareness 

about the plans. 

 
“I remember what I learned and how I learned it” 

Well, it could be true, I suppose 
“I see what I like to do and how it will help me” 

He likes something; that’s a step, I realize 
“I remember things for help in future English classes” 

A realistic use, I identify 
“I can see what helped me get good grades” 

He did pass this marking period, I found 
“I see what I did well at” 

An important step to awareness, I recognize 
“I understand what I like to learn and what things are hard for me” 

An important revelation for him, I applaud 
“I remember what I did for future activities” 

Will she remember? I wonder 
“I see the things I learn in school” 

Does she really see? I speculate 
“I know what helps me understand the lesson more” 

The understanding is there, I acknowledge 
      
   WE CAN. . . 

I BELIEVE. . . 
 

Figure 13. Poetic versions of student interview responses. 
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Feeling Free to Speculate  

   “Isn’t it a great feeling, tying together all these stories”I say,  
as we reach the corner where we part ways. 

    “Yes, but it doesn’t feel as if I’m tying things up. No, it’s 
more like opening up. . .” 

-from The Girl with the Brown Crayon 
 

 When promoting methods for looking at data, Bogdan and Biklen (1998) 

said, “Do not be afraid to speculate” (p. 169); I took their advice to heart.  When I 

look at where my students began, what strides (or baby steps) they made, and 

what they finally created to make a complete learning plan, I know that they have 

grown and developed as learners.  However, there is not really any specific 

evidence that shows the magnanimous and much-wished-for statement: “Mrs. 

Tannous, I learned so much from these learning plans, and I am a better learner 

for it. I will use this plan for the rest of my life as I now move on to achieving at a 

much higher level.”  School, I realize, is not a utopia, and I am comfortable 

acknowledging that. Therefore, it became important for me to speculate about the 

students’ changes by using, primarily, their final plans.  Their awareness of 

themselves on their plan’s final pages (see Figure 14) indicate little, but important 

steps to a much larger goal than judging the relative success or failure of a 

research study: helping students to become empowered learners.  Undeniably, 

Paley’s (1997) idea of trying to “open things up” rather than “tie things up” was 

and still remains an important value for struggling students to recognize. 
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Figure 14. The final page—An important step toward learning. 
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Data Analysis 
 

Introduction  
 
 Data analysis is a very intricate yet necessary step in the action research 

process.  The perception that analyzing data is achieved only at the end of data 

collection is inaccurate; it must be ongoing.  Bogdan and Biklen (1998) stress that 

analyzing data is more manageable when broken into understandable and logical 

chunks, a suggestion that I found wholly worthwhile during data collection.  

Analyzing my data during and after collection enabled me to seek truths, find 

trends, and interpret occurrences that all led me to conclusions about the 

effectiveness of learning plans. 

Analysis During Data Collection 
       “In preparing for battle, I  

     have always found that plans are useless, 
but planning is indispensable.” 

-Dwight D. Eisenhower 
  
 While I established an important plan before I started collecting data, the 

actual process was much different. As a teacher, there is no way to predict the 

progression of a class; therefore, the data collection process became more 

unpredictable and erratic than I had anticipated. However, planned and informed 

data collection during the research process was always a priority, no matter how 

the plans transpired (Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). 
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Field Log Analysis  

 My field log is filled with reflections on what occurred and what data I 

was able to collect, planned or not.  The log is a crucial part of my study, and 

even though at times it became “that object of hate and love, that receptacle of a 

researcher’s description, vision, view, feelings, and insight” (Ely, 1991, p. 69), it 

was a truthful and accurate portrayal of what happened as the students and I 

attempted to create beneficial plans for learning.  To analyze my field log during 

the data collection process, I examined participant observations, reflective 

memos, student work, interviews, and surveys by coding, annotating, and 

reflecting on what took place. 

 Participant observation analysis. 
       “The goal is to transform  

       data into information, and   
information into insight.” 

         -Carly Florina 
 
 With a sense of the unknown attached to the data collection process, there 

was one part of the process that I could control: my involvement.  Participant 

observations provided an opportunity for me to maintain my role as classroom 

teacher while still interacting with my students as a researcher.  To gather data 

while still keeping the students’ needs the main concern, I used a checklist (see 

Appendix L) that ranked student interest and levels of student learning as I 

observed their progress and interaction.  The checklist provided a quick and easy 
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way to get some general thoughts down on paper until I could fully reflect on 

what occurred.  

 Reflective memo analysis. Once class ended and my participant 

observations were completed, I tried to make it a daily practice to look at my data 

and write more detailed responses in reflective memos.  Doing so allowed me to 

take a second look at what happened on those days.  I took Bogdan and Biklen’s 

(1998) suggestion: “force yourself to read over your data and write a one or two 

page summary of what you think is emerging” (p. 161), and as a result, I was able 

to add even more reflective comments that might have otherwise been lost with 

time.   

 When not writing my reflective memos in a narrative form, I also used a 

two columned approach for my reflections.  First, I would objectively record the 

students’ actions and speech in one column as I recalled them from observation.  

Then, in the other column, I added more subjective reflections and responded to 

what the students’ actions and speech might reveal about their engagement, 

motivation, and learning. 

 Student work analysis.  While it was difficult for me to differentiate 

between relevant student work to collect and what that work had to do with the 

learning plans, I chose to collect samples of student work that demonstrated 

learning and achievement.  Also, I wanted to recognize the lack of learning that I 

saw occurring at times, so I also collected work that I thought reflected the 
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students’ struggles.  As we moved closer to the point where the students would 

organize and choose strategies and activities for their plans, I had a 

conglomeration of data that I could show them to remind the students of what 

they completed earlier in the study. Once I had the artifacts as a part of my log, 

the analysis of the students’ achievement helped guide instruction in future 

lessons. 

 The process showing the students’ creation of their learning plans revealed 

areas where the plans could be improved and how they might prove more useful 

than I had originally anticipated. 

 Interview and survey analysis. Interviews and surveys were an important 

step in capturing student voices and feelings throughout the study, for it was their 

words that resonate throughout the data and provide a true and realistic sense of 

the study’s results.  In interviews, Eder and Fingerson (2002) support that “as 

interviewers, our goal is to learn about the participants’ worlds in their own 

terms” (p. 197).  With the students’ voices in mind, I wrote reflective memos on 

our interview sessions and coded my responses to seek insight about the students’ 

answers. 

 To analyze survey results, I highlighted key similarities between each and 

then wrote about those similarities in a memo, which was then coded and 

annotated. 
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 Coding analysis.  Though the collection of data was the focus in the first 

months of the study, actually analyzing the data became a focus on the latter 

months.  When faced with such a large amount of data, analysis seemed daunting, 

but as Ely, Vinz, Downing, and Anzul (1997) support, “The interweaving of data 

collection and analysis is highly transactional, each activity shedding new light on 

and enriching the other” (p. 165).  To properly analyze the data I had already 

gathered, I began coding.  Since my students had just started brainstorming their 

learning plans, coding allowed me to refocus on what was really important to the 

study’s purpose.  Without this initial coding process, the data would be just 

information, and not help me realize any true knowledge about the students and 

their learning.   

 Figurative language analysis.  
“Yes, metaphor. That’s how 

the whole fabric of mental interconnections 
holds together. Metaphor is right at the 

bottom of being alive.” 
-Gregory Bateson 

 
 The joys are figurative language are, of course, apparent to me as an 

English teacher, but the frequency and meaning of figurative language in writing 

is oftentimes overlooked. With this blindness, amazing discoveries can be lost.  

Analyzing the figurative language used in my field log enabled me to choose 

student quotes and my own statements to uncover even deeper reflections and 

realizations than I had originally detected.   While I was not expecting to find 
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further truths about my study, I did indeed uncover the frustrations and 

celebrations that I was having in the study.  The idea of figurative language 

analysis as a “mirror” for teachers’ personal reflections is certainly accurate 

(Saban, 2006); in my figurative language, I was able to see both my students and 

me. 

 Methodological memo analysis. To again reinforce my vision for the 

study and regain a sense of purpose, I completed a methodological memo that 

enabled me to reflect upon my study’s past, present, and future progress.  Taking 

the proverbial “step back” from my study, I uncovered where I could be collecting 

more data, where I could be collecting less, and when I need to start moving 

forward with the ultimate goal: the learning plans. 

Analysis of Educational Philosophers 

 To further my knowledge of education and some of its foundational 

theories, I read well-known works from philosophers Freire, Dewey, Vygotsky, 

and Delpit.  In weekly reflective memos, I compared these theorists’ ideas about 

education to what was occurring in my study.  Drawing these comparisons created 

a new sense of the purposes I sought and meaning I aimed to gain from action 

research. 

Analysis After Data Collection 
 
 The process of analyzing data does not end once the period of data 

collection ends, yet a new kind of data analysis emerges: the synthesis of all the 
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material gathered.  While analysis after data collection was perhaps more 

daunting than the process during, following Bogdan and Biklen’s (1998) advice of 

breaking down the data and seeing various organization patterns aids in analysis.  

Further coding of the field log, organizing codes into a graphic organizer, and 

seeking out relevant themes aided in writing about what occurred throughout the 

data collection period. 

Field Log Analysis 
 
 Wolcott (2009) reiterates that qualitative researchers need to distinguish 

between what data is relevant and what is not.  As I looked through my field log 

to seek fresh insight on the events of my study, I was faced with a surplus of data 

that certainly highlighted student work and feedback, but synthesizing those data 

into a meaningful organizational pattern was the most important step in making 

meaning of the research.  Further, reading over the data another time to reveal 

more codes provided some deeper insight for my analysis. 

 Student work analysis.  Once I had established a clear vision for how my 

study should appear to a viewer, it was important to analyze student work and its 

relation to learning plans.  I chose important lessons and activities that reflected 

key elements related to the plans, such as student choice, motivation, and 

achievement. With these pieces of work as evidence, I sought to connect the 

artifacts to what transpired in the learning plans and recorded these thoughts in 

written reflections. 
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 The ultimate tool for analysis was, of course, the students’ learning plans.  

By analyzing each section of the plans, I read with one goal in mind: What 

learning is evident from their process and production of plans? To highlight and 

display the learning that occurred, I broke apart the plans into relevant parts that 

demonstrated the different levels of learning I detected. 

 Interview and survey analysis.  With my coded and re-coded collection 

of interviews, I focused on highlighting student voices and adding my reflections 

about their responses.  I used this reflective process to seek conclusions about 

their learning both before, during, and after the creation of their learning plans.   

 To highlight student motivation before the creation of the learning plans, I 

organized student survey responses into a table that tallied student responses to 

the survey questions.  Doing so enabled me to further my analysis of their 

experiences and detect trends in their answers.  With the survey results given at 

the study’s end, I compared the results to the answers at the beginning of the data 

collection process to see differences in student responses.  Bogdan and Biklen 

(1998) assert that it is okay to speculate about the results of research, and 

comparing these results provided an outlet for me speculate as to how the plans 

might have influenced the students’ motivation and achievement.  

 Bins and themes analysis.  Organizing my evolved list of codes into bins, 

I found the ideas that occurred most frequently throughout my study.  To visually 

represent these bins, I created a graphic organizer (see Figure 15) that “[brought] 
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quantitative aspects of data to the forefront in ways that [made] them more telling 

than narrative alone” (Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 1997).  With this graphic 

organizer emerged the most important truths about the influence of learning plans. 

 Upon further inspection of my graphic organizer, I extracted theme 

statements that had appeared most obvious as a result of creating the visual. Much 

the same, Ely, Vinz, Downing, and Anzul (1997) say that these theme statements 

cannot necessarily be found, but more so “emerge” (p. 205) from deeper analysis 

and inspection.  These theme statements are representations of what resulted from 

the process of exploring, organizing, and using a learning plan. 

 Literary devices. 
“Create your own visual style…let it be unique 

   for yourself and yet identifiable to others.” 
 -Orson Welles 

 
 Using literary devices to display data involves not only a very personal 

meaning-making process on the part of the researcher, but also an outlet to engage 

others in the results of research (Ely, Vinz, Downing, & Anzul, 1997).  To display 

my study’s results and make sense of my data in various forms, I formed multiple 

pastiches to show student responses on surveys and interviews.  Further, creating 

dramas to highlight important events helped bring my students’ alive in the 

research story. 
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Summary 
 
 By analyzing data during and after the action research process, I was able 

to examine and reexamine the voices, actions, and thoughts of all those involved 

in the research process.  The mixture of participant observations, student work, 

surveys, and interviews provided a basis for seeking out new knowledge that 

emerged as a result of student implementation of individual learning plans. 

Analyzing these data and displaying it in various forms resulted in a compilation 

of informed, thorough, and meaningful research data. 
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Figure 15. Bins and Themes. 
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Findings 
Introduction 
 
 The purpose of my study was to seek out the effect that an individually 

designed student learning plan would have on the progress, engagement, and 

achievement of low-tracked, low-achieving ninth graders.   Unbeknownst to 

many, the ninth grade year becomes a pivotal year for high school students, 

oftentimes dictating the relative success or failure a student may have for the rest 

of high school.   With a purposeful and individualized focus on students’ learning, 

however, ninth grade can be a year that ensures success, even for the most 

struggling students (Cooper & Liou, 2007; Ovens, 2002). To ensure my students’ 

success in a vital year of high school, I had one thing in mind: getting students to 

create and most importantly, possess a learning plan. However, throughout the 

research process, I realized that it was the students’ progression, and at times, 

regression, that held the most truth regarding learning.  The learning plans are, 

indeed, valued evidence of months of hard work and reflection, but the students 

revealed that there is more precious evidence than what initially meets the eye.  

Their work on literacy strategies, classroom activities, independent reading, and 

reflective journaling indicates that while struggling students do, undeniably, 

struggle, they also possess an incredible amount of potential to learn in complex 

and meaningful ways.  Though I still feel that the “end” of the study left me with 
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more questions than answers, I can confidently say that my students are, at the 

very least, more aware learners, and that I am an incredibly more aware teacher. 

Teacher reflection on personal frustrations, curiosities, and uncertainties 

reveals important truths about classroom instruction and how that influences 

student needs. 

 Though it does not seem right to focus a portion of my student-centered 

study on my own process and reflection, I did eventually realize that it was my 

own realizations and conclusions that drove my day-to-day approach to teaching 

and learning.  Freire (2003/1970) stresses that students and teachers should not 

become separate entities, but that they become inextricably linked, one informing 

the other.  Without a doubt, I was both a learner and a teacher, and my students 

the same.  Early on in my study, I became fascinated by the students’ apparent 

disinclination to identify a true academic experience from a pleasurable, social 

classroom experience. In our first conversations, the students mostly revealed that 

their favorite classes were those they enjoyed because the teacher was nice or 

funny. Or, they expressed that the class was fun and the teacher made learning 

fun.  When I then asked them what they learned, most could recall one or two 

isolated elements such as “we learned prefixes” or “we learned how to write 

narratives.”  Though I would never minimize that the students remembered this 

content, it did not seem like many of them truly were aware of their own learning.  

From this point in data collection, trying to find the link between enjoying 
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learning and truly learning became my preoccupation, and what I found was that 

one does not have to come at the expense of another.   

Doveston and Keegnaghan (2006) support the importance of establishing 

an effective classroom community, and if that is done effectively, students should 

enjoy being in their classes.  Further, when students know that their teacher cares, 

especially in high school, they are more apt to learn and engage (Noddings, 1995).  

As a result, I did not forego my typically friendly, humorous, and easygoing 

demeanor, but just aimed for a strict focus on what we were doing and why.  

Reminding myself that I did not have to be solely focused on learning and 

therefore disregarding all of the students’ social needs, I established many 

opportunities for project-based and cooperative learning.  This approach linked 

effective, creative, and individualized learning with the idea that the students 

could enjoy what they were doing.  “The Scarlet Ibis” project, independent 

reading projects, anticipation guides, Odyssey group posters, and keynote 

projects, among others, provided a strong sense of learning and demonstrated that 

the students enjoyed and were engaged in what they were learning.  Though the 

students’ finished products were evidence of learning, it was my close 

examination that helped me internalize the degree to which they learned 

something or where their comprehension and analysis might have waned.   

 An important finding that also resulted from my reflections was also that 

students did not always outwardly provide what I might have been looking for, 
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but my reflections and realizations about their performance, words, and behaviors 

provided a secondary sense of what occurred.  For example, when the students 

had to read Hole In My Life or isolated poems, and highlight what they thought 

was important, they did not obviously express their learning or engagement, but 

when I collected their texts and looked at what they wrote, I was able to see where 

they needed more help and where they were very successful.  Many of the 

students would verbalize comprehension of class content, but when I would 

closely examine their work, the learning would not be as evident.  Without this 

closer examination of their work, I would not have been able to guide their 

instruction as effectively. 

 Sometimes most important in the teaching process is acknowledging 

flaws, and by realizing my own frustrations, uncertainties, and mistakes, I was 

able to take a realistic look at what occurred and seek out realistic truths about the 

influence of my plan.  When I asked students in a third interview why they 

thought it was important to put the plans together and many of the students 

answered that it was to remember what they did in the past, I knew that my 

purpose had not been fully accomplished.  In some of their plans, the students had 

not gained a conscious awareness that they had learned.  While the sense of 

awareness was my preoccupation at the beginning of the study, it also plagued me 

at the end, reminding me that I always needed to stress to the students: What did 

you learn and how do you know? 
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Providing a choice and a varied set of literacy strategies, such as talking to 

the text and highlighting, that enable students to predict, summarize, 

connect, clarify, and question relevant texts is an effective way to empower 

students to read in meaningful ways. 

 On a weekly basis, I introduced literacy strategies that the students used to 

engage in reading in meaningful, active ways.  After practicing strategies, such as 

talking to the text (TttT), highlighting, sticky notes, the question-answer-response 

method (Q.A.R.), and bookmarks, we got to a point where I tried to empower the 

students by allowing them to choose which strategies they would like to use.  

Starting with a choice between two strategies in order to provide “reasonable 

limits” (Kohn, 1993, p.14), the students exerted the power of choice and engaged 

in the reading process.  As I began this approach, the students demonstrated 

stronger engagement, remaining focused for longer periods of time and 

completing work in a more diligent manner.  On other days when these choices 

were not necessarily planned, students, such as Kyle, Alyssa, and Priscilla, asked 

if they could use their preferred literacy strategy rather than what I might have 

decided to use that day.  Small but significant, their ability to ask for a choice 

indicated to me that I had enabled them to take some ownership in the learning 

process.  

 Though the choice of strategies was a crucial part of facilitating an 

empowering learning environment, the strategies themselves were an important 
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part of student learning.  Providing the students with a “toolbox” of literacy 

strategies facilitated the opportunity for them to engage in reading through varied 

formats (Lenters, 2006; Tovani, 2000).  With this variance, students could read 

through different lenses.  What students expressed about literacy strategies in their 

final learning plans was that they all had different preferences for how they liked 

to read and why; therefore, I found that the weekly exposure to and practice using 

the strategies effectively prepared them to use the strategies on their own. 

 Allowing the students to discuss and socially interact with each other 

about their personal experiences is a meaningful way to promote effective 

learning (McCarthy, Hoffman, & Galda, 1999), and an important realization I 

made regarding using choice and literacy strategies, thanks to Isabel, was the 

importance of discussing the students’ findings in a systematic way, even if they 

are all doing something different.  In one of our last interviews, I asked the 

students if they enjoyed making choices with literacy strategies or if they would 

rather have the teacher dictate what to do, and Isabel was the only person to 

express that she preferred taking notes about reading and then reviewing those 

notes as a class.  Initially disappointed in her response to enjoying the more 

traditional approach to learning, I realized that her point was valid.  When 

students are all choosing something different to do, it is more difficult to have the 

class “on the same page,” so to speak.  Therefore, I found that even when 
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allowing choice, everyone in the class should meet at the end, each contributing 

their findings and final product to a larger whole.   

Allowing student choice, accommodating student interests and strengths, 

facilitating student engagement, and implementing opportunities for real 

world connections leads to meaningful and relevant learning. 

 The path to the learning plan ended up being, at times, more significant 

than the plan itself.  From the first activities to the last, students’ reactions and my 

own reflections demonstrated whether they understood or misunderstood and 

liked or disliked activities.  In class, when we would all do an activity together, 

some students would always be listening, some would choose which days they 

would be attentive, and some remained disruptive.  There was no sense of 

consistency or comparison I could draw out on why those days were so unsettling 

and seemingly unproductive.  However, when the students could complete 

project-based or cooperative activities, they demonstrated higher rates of 

achievement and higher engagement in the learning process. What I saw on those 

days could be what others perceive as a chaotic class, but on closer inspection, 

what existed was students completing meaningful tasks in personally chosen 

ways.  When students completed activities where they had some accountability 

and choice in the process, they were more worried about doing well (Kohn, 1993; 

Den Brok, Bergan, Stal, & Brekelmans, 2004).  This sense of control seemed the 

deciding factor in whether they wanted to do well or if they just remained 
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satisfied with getting mediocre grades. In my initial survey measuring motivation 

(Appendix E), most students demonstrated that they were satisfied if they earned 

a “C”. However, when students could choose their own path to achievement, a C 

was not acceptable. 

 Another important realization that occurred from forming opportunities for 

meaningful and relevant learning was that a sense of consistency aided in student 

engagement and achievement.  Vygotsky (1978) says that “if someone learns to 

do any single thing well, he will also be able to do other entirely unrelated things 

well as a result of some secret connection” (p. 82).  The secret connection that I 

found was repeating activities that yielded effective results. Upon my first use of 

anticipation guides, the students expressed that they enjoyed “game” when they 

could move around the room and express their opinions.  Therefore, I 

accommodated their needs, and formed a new anticipation guide for a second part 

of Hole In My Life and for the beginning of The Odyssey.  Each time we 

completed anticipation guides, the students engaged in some very complex 

conversations related to our readings.  

Establishing a clear purpose for learning is a key attribute that leads to  
 
meaningful and relevant learning. 
 
 Ninth graders are incredibly perceptive, no matter what others may think.  

The idea of making students aware is a key in getting them to engage in learning.  

It is no secret that students need to be shown the purpose of what they are doing, 
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but what many teachers are remiss in doing is continually reminding the students 

of why they are doing what they are doing.  I found that on days when I 

specifically asked the students to verbalize or write what we were doing and why 

we were doing it, they demonstrated strong levels of understanding and learning.  

What I am most disappointed about is that I, for once, was the one unaware of 

what the students needed. I would often forget to make these points, instead 

becoming preoccupied by extraneous distractions, like new or disruptive students.  

Still, it does not disappoint me to know that I was not perfect; it gives me 

guidance for how to approach purposeful learning in the future. 

 Another contributing factor establishing a meaningful purpose for learning 

is facilitating activities where students can literally see what they learned or 

accomplished. When the students are actively creating something they can see in 

front of them, they can more effectively acknowledge its purpose and what they 

learned from it. When they answer a question on multiple choice test, they have 

not created anything tangible and therefore are left without a clear answer to when 

or why they might have struggled. In short, they are left without a purpose for 

why they were doing what they were doing. 
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When students can plan, reflect upon, and use individual learning plans,  
 
students are empowered to make decisions and take responsibility for their  
 
own learning. 
 
 While I tend to minimize what the students compiled as their learning 

plans, their creations are indeed remarkable.  Each student created something a 

little different, adding personal touches and reflections in different places, and 

chronicled important steps toward their own personalized learning.  The 

individual nature of the plans helped reveal the idea that acknowledging 

individual student needs and allowing students to do the same is an effective 

pathway to learning (Dredger, 2008).  While, again, I saw that some of the 

students were not totally aware of what they learned from the activities they 

chose, they all revealed some important truths about their growth as learners, 

growth that I saw firsthand. 

Kyle, for example, acknowledged that if he really tried, he could learn and 

achieve. His learning plan revealed to him his strength with art, a strength that I 

did not see him use before.  Perhaps less important but still evidence of Kyle’s 

social needs, was that he chose to make his plan humorous.  A struggling, special 

needs learner, Kyle became conscious of what he needs in the classroom and 

where he struggles in school; his use of humor, though, shows that he has 

attempted to combat his struggles by focusing on what he does best. 
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Joe’s plan possesses an awareness of both his triumphs and struggles. He 

saw that he’s good at creating keynote projects on the computer, indicating that 

“there is lots of freedom” and that “a keynote is like a huge piece of paper and 

you have all the colors in the world.”  A struggle of Joe’s, writing, also became a 

focus of his plan.  He showed in his journal section that he knows that the more he 

writes, the better he will become at writing.  Most intriguing was that Joe 

recognizes that he gets frustrated with people giving him feedback about writing, 

a frustration I often observed.  However, since he wrote his reflection in the plan, 

he asks for people to review his writing and knows that he needs guidance in 

order to improve.  Even though Joe answered my final interview question of 

“When and how could you use this plan?” with the answer, “I’ll try,” he has 

subconsciously used his plan as a vehicle to change his attitude toward writing. 

Priscilla expressed that her plan helped her see what she enjoyed in the 

class and see what she learned. A very verbal and social student, Sabrina mostly 

acknowledged that the activities she enjoyed were fun and then added, reluctantly 

it seemed, what she learned from that activity.  In an attempt to get her to expand 

upon her reflections, I asked her in the final interview what she really learned 

from each activity, that I really did not think that the plan accurately showed her 

achievement and learning.  Despite my prompting, she did not add much, and 

initially, I was frustrated with Sabrina’s final product.  However, when looking at 

her work and achievement, I see that her engagement in the activities she chose 



132 

 

was the deciding factor in her achievement on that activity. When she engaged, 

she learned.  Sabrina expressed a need for a social learning environment, one that 

Gambrell, Mazzoni, and Almasi (2000) say supports higher levels of learning.  As 

a result, Sabrina again reminded me that learning and enjoyment are two 

processes that can frequently be connected.   

When taking a closer look at Isabel’s plan, I found that she became adept 

at what I initially perceived I had failed at promoting: metacognitive thinking.  

Throughout her plan, she mentioned that her chosen strategies help her to “clear 

out all the questions” she wants to ask and “think about” what she is reading by 

“recording her thoughts.” She also mentioned that she enjoys hearing other 

people’s thoughts so she can better understand what she reads. Finally, her 

description of herself as a learner is a “thoughtful” one, citing that she always 

“thinks about what I might be reading about and writes some notes down in my 

journal.”  Her perception of herself, it turns out, was actually much more effective 

than mine of her. I had always been preoccupied by Isabel’s cooperativeness and 

engagement no matter what we did in class, but I had overlooked exactly what 

kind of learner she was: a thoughtful one.  Li (1993) promoted that metacognition 

is an effective tool for personalized, lifelong learning, and in Isabel’s plan, she 

revealed how her thoughts drove her learning, an incredibly complex and 

meaningful finding for a second language learner. 
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Casey never seemed to fully grasp the purpose of the plans, seeming 

totally thrown off by this notion of explaining what she learned.  However, with 

some more time with Casey, I got her to express that she learns better when she 

completes a project, like her fabulous independent reading projects, rather than 

taking a test, because with a project, she feels more control over how she does. 

What a novel realization! She inadvertently showed me that tests, a mostly 

teacher-centered assessment, are a way of exerting control, whereas projects, a 

student-centered approach, provide the students with a sense of empowerment.  

Casey is tracked at a lower level because she struggles to achieve on tests, but 

with student centered approaches, she succeeds, as many struggling ninth graders 

are said to do (Wood & Algozzine, 1994). 

In his plan, Sal took an approach unlike the other students: he admitted his 

flaws as a learner and chose strategies that helped him overcome his struggles.  

He revealed to me that an important step to learning is to have students 

acknowledge what gave them roadblocks in the past. This metacognitive step 

proved effective for Sal, as he found and I saw that expressing his ideas and 

emotions in activities like anticipation guides and journals was a thread that ran 

through what he included in his plan.  With an emotional outlet, one that Fulwiler 

(1978) says helps students become more effective learners, Sal recognized what 

he can do to avoid his flaws and focus on his strengths. 
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Jess’s plan showed that she recognizes that she is not always engaged in 

school.  She seemed to minimize her worth as a learner, a notion that I attempted 

to alleviate in our conversations.  Not as verbal as the others, Sabrina showed me 

that her more intrapersonal way to approaching learning was what she used to 

express her strengths. She’s an incredible artist and is not shy about sharing her 

emotions through writing.  

When a student continuously fails a course, I tend to maintain that it is not 

usually a problem with how the student learns, but that the student’s needs are not 

being met.  Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of a child’s development agrees, claiming 

that, “if we ignore a child’s needs, and the incentives which are effective in 

getting him to act, we will never be able to understand his advance from one 

developmental stage to the text, because every advance is connected with a 

marked change in motives, inclinations, and incentives” (p. 92).   Much the same, 

the adage exists that if a student fails, it is not because he or she has done 

something wrong, it is because the teacher failed the student.   A firm believer in 

the idea that if a student fails my class, I have not done something right, I always 

try to find a way to engage with students individually in order to seek out what I 

can better do to help them.  Am I always successful? Absolutely not, and it 

frustrates me. With Lamar, I faced that dilemma.  He failed every marking period 

during data collection.  However, his plan indicates that he does acknowledge his 

strengths and what he can do to achieve.  He indicated that “if he can do activities 
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that he is good at and that he likes, he can do better in English and get better 

grades.” What I found was that, at some point, in my class or otherwise, Lamar 

felt that he was inadequate, and that feeling stayed with him.  However, even if 

just a bit, he showed that he was empowered by showing that “I could do work on 

my own.” Though Lamar’s struggles with independent and confident learning 

remain, his plan indicates a sense of awareness about what he needs. 

Dani’s plan reflects that she has a clear sense of what she wants as a 

student: to exert some control over her own learning and not always feel so 

controlled by a teacher.  She allowed me to see that I need to make the 

opportunity for individual student choices more obvious to them.  For her chosen 

activities, she was intrigued by activities where she had to find information, such 

as when using bookmarks, vocabulary in context activities, and talking to the text.   

This act of allowing the students to inquire was an important truth I gained from 

Dani’s reflections. 

An incredibly verbal student and self-proclaimed leader in the classroom, 

Alyssa also stressed that she enjoyed activities where she could wield some 

control.  She identified her favorite activities as anticipation guides and review 

games, both venues where she could vehemently verbalize her thoughts.  Dunlap 

and Grabinger (2003) say that students are oftentimes aware of what they need to 

learn, and like Dani, Alyssa saw how she learned most effectively and actively 

engaged in activities where she felt the freedom to verbalize her ideas.  Very 
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different from her fellow students, Alyssa helped me realize that I have students 

who possess incredible differences, differences that I need to accommodate in 

order for a meaningful classroom environment to exist. 

Summary 

An important realization that I came to as a result of collaborating with the 

students to compile and use their learning plans was that while none of the 

students explicitly said that their learning will be more effective as a result of the 

process, I realized ways to shift my approach to teaching that enabled small, 

meaningful changes to result.  With a quick smirk that reminds Kyle that he could 

relax and laugh about English class and try his best despite his struggles, I can get 

him to engage and see the worth in what we were doing.  By asking Joe, 

nonchalantly, whether he might want me to check his writing before he got too far 

into a draft, Joe has gained an understanding that getting help was okay.  When 

beginning a lesson or activity, I specifically know that I need to show Priscilla the 

relevance and potential “fun” involved.   When Isabel is writing or reading, I can 

specifically ask her to build on her initial thoughts, knowing that she 

acknowledges her own thoughtfulness.  If it is time to give a test, I can recognize 

Casey’s fear and talk with her about what she could do to prepare.  With Sal and 

Alyssa, I know that calling on them in class or showing them that their opinions 

are valuable is an effective way to engage them.  When interacting with Jess, I 

know to encourage her, prompting her to reach beyond what she thinks she can 
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do.  If Lamar seems unperceptive in class, I know to encourage him by reminding 

him of his strengths.  Finally, getting Dani to realize that she is in charge of 

seeking out information provides the motivation she needs to learn.   Indeed, I 

saw my students become empowered as they, each in their own little ways, took 

control over their own learning experiences in school.  These small shifts, though 

not a comprehensive answer to how learning plans can help students learn, are 

answers that just scratch the surface of “opening up” the process of learning to 

become more empowering, rather than attempting find an ultimate answer that 

ties everything together (Paley, 1997).  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



138 

 

 

 

Learning Never Ends 

The beauty of my critical literacy class is that I have these students for the 

entire year, not just for one semester of block scheduling.  Thus, there have been 

and will be plenty more opportunities for me to enhance my students’ awareness 

of their own learning, opportunities that, because of the students’ exploration of 

learning plans, I can better capitalize upon. 

When the students completed their learning plans, I observed that they 

thought, “Okay! I am done with this; let’s move on,” so what I have been trying to 

do since then is remind them of what they created. Though some students were 

more conscious of their experience with the learning plan than others, I know that 

all of their plans were meaningful in some way.  Dewey (1997/1938) says,  

Everything depends upon the quality of the experience which is had.  The 

 quality of any experience has two aspects.  There is an immediate aspect 

 of agreeableness or disagreeableness, and there is its influence upon later 

 experiences . . . . The effect of an experience is not borne on his face . . . . 

 It is his business to arrange for the kind of experiences which, while they 

 do not repel the student, but rather engage his activities are, nevertheless, 

 more than immediately enjoyable since they promote having desirable 

 future experiences.  Just as no man lives or dies to himself, so no 
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 experience lives and dies to itself. Wholly independent of desire or intent, 

 every experience lives on in further experiences. (p. 27)  

Though the learning plans themselves are not as much a focus as they were earlier 

in the semester, their experiences with planning and exploring are indeed crucial 

to their growth as learners.  In other words, their learning plans need to live on, as 

Dewey suggests.  To continue this experience, I am trying various approaches.  

On days when the students struggle, I motivate them through a kind reminder of 

what they did in the past to show learning.  Knowing that many of the students 

benefited from individual conversations in “my office,” I have used the hallway 

as a way to seek out their feedback about their performance, or, at times, lack 

thereof.   I can tell when a lesson might promote apathy versus engagement, or 

when another activity would appeal to a student’s interest.  

 These accommodations might have still occurred had the students not 

completed learning plans, but they certainly would not have been as personalized 

to each student.  Also, with new students I have gotten in the class, I inquire about 

activities they like and why they might not be so interested in others.  These 

inquiries are important when adapting my teaching to meet the needs of such a 

diverse set of learners. 

Do the students still struggle? Of course.  Do they still have days when 

they are disengaged? Absolutely.  It would be unrealistic for me to expect 

otherwise.  However, what cannot and will never stop is my ultimate goal to make 
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my students more aware, more empowered learners.  The learning plans are a 

stepping stone for what I want to approach in every class: a vehicle for students to 

realize how they learn best.   

 In the coming years, I foresee that these plans have become the 

motivation that I need to promote an effective sense of learning in all my classes, 

no matter what level.  Every class needs to know effective methods for learning, 

and as a teacher of all levels, I recognize the obstacles that all students face. 

Simply making the students conscious of what they have learned will be an 

important goal for me in future classes.  However, for struggling learners 

specifically, they need to visibly see how and why they learn, and the learning 

plans can be that visible reality.  

Further, I hope to promote my students’ awareness of learning in other 

classes, not just mine.  Therefore, I would like to get my students to address their 

learning across the subject areas.  What most teachers typically find is that 

students perform at varying levels depending on their interest and skill for 

different subjects, so allowing the students to become aware of why they might be 

more effective at math, for example, could invite a transfer for that same kind of 

learning in all classes.  What would be a most intriguing “next step” with learning 

plans could be in collaboratively work with other teachers to examine the 

students’ learning.  With all the teachers reflecting and gathering data on these 

struggling students, we might more effectively find a means to help them succeed.  
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If the students can see that all of their teachers are involved and care about their 

learning, the plans could certainly be more meaningful.  In the future, I look 

forward to involving my colleagues in this process and perhaps expanding the 

learning plans to all subjects. 

A nagging question that I pondered while moving through the steps of the 

learning plan was: how truly important is making the plan versus just allowing the 

students to recognize learning through simpler means? In some cases, I knew that 

the students were indeed learning despite the plans, and I wondered if having the 

students compile them might have had them limit what they learned to their 

chosen activities.  In the future, I might consider a more sequential approach to 

the learning plans, having them add more and more to the sections, not just after a 

certain amount of time elapsed, but as a weekly activity. Dewey (1997/1938) 

promoted that while engaging students in a meaningful education, the teacher’s 

“planning must be flexible enough to permit free play for individuality of 

experience and yet firm enough to give direction toward continuous development 

of power” (p. 58).  His advice could serve as my mantra as I attempt continue 

empowering students, while still leading them toward meaningful learning 

experiences. 

The most important goal I have in the future as a result of my ninth 

graders’ progress throughout this study is that students need to be aware of 

specific ways to learn and the specific strengths that they each offer.  No matter 
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what class I have in the coming years, no matter who is in the class, no matter 

what their level of a achievement, I know that students need a caring, devoted 

teacher to ask them the simple questions: What did you learn? How do you know? 

In future research studies, simply examining and analyzing student responses to 

these questions could reveal some very meaningful evidence of the flaws that 

exist in classroom instruction.  Though it does not seem fair to diminish over a 

year of research to such seemingly simple inquiries, they, I think, are the keys to 

getting students to become conscious so that they can move on to become lifelong 

learners. 
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It’s COOL to 
design your own 
plan for school! 

 

Appendix D 

Exploring, Designing, Developing, and Implementing your own 
Individualized Learning Plan 

 “A Personalized Path to Learning” 
 

PURPOSE: We all come to school with different needs and 
different styles of learning, so I thought it would be COOL for 

us to explore what works for us not only as learners, but as 
people striving to make sense of the world and its wonders!  Over a 

 series of weeks, we will systematically explore our learning needs in 

groups, in pairs, and even individually. At the end of that time of 
exploration and  gritty, passionate, sometimes messy work, you should 
have a plan that demonstrates what you need to achieve your best in 
school.    
 
TASK: I’ve designed some general guidelines for you to follow on the road 

to your final product, but what actually exists in that final product is up to you.  In short, I 
want you to feel empowered by exploring what only YOU need to be successful not only in my 
class, but in others as well.  As you know, this is a class designed around getting you to 
become better literacy learners, so your plans will involve evidence of you as a reader, writer, 
and speaker. 
 
GUIDELINES: The following list shows what you’ll be expected to incorporate into that final 
learning plan which will simply end up looking like a little “briefcase” that reflects no one 
other than YOU!  Like traveling businessman, you’ll be able to take that briefcase with you 
wherever you go.  Here is what I thought could go in it (we can ALWAYS negotiate): 
 1. A display of your “intelligence”  
  -Could include ONE activity reflecting your strengths as a learner 
  -Could show an assessment you completed relating to your style of   
  learning (group work, projects, reading analysis activity) 
 2. At least ONE of your favorite literacy strategies that “works” for you and  
  evidence that you know how to use it 
 3. A learning journal that shows a progression of your thoughts, struggles, triumphs,  
 and conclusions made in class (This can be online, written, or recorded) 

4. An independently chosen piece to read that reflects some 
aspect of YOU (culture, gender, hobbies) ---can be an independent 
reading book, a magazine that you feel passionate about, etc. 

   
  
 
 

Free Your 
Mind! 



155 

 

Appendix E 

Student Survey 
(Motivation) 

 
Directions: Circle whether you strongly agree (SA), agree (A), disagree (D), or 

strongly disagree (SD) with the following statements. 
 
1. School is unimportant to me. SA A D SD 
 
2. School is important but just not relevant to me.  SA    A   D  SD 
 
3. I enjoy learning new things. SA  A D SD 
 
4. I enjoy learning things that connect to my life. SA A  D SD 
 
5. I always do my homework.   SA A D SD 
 
6. I am happy if I get a ‘C’ or above for my grades.  SA    A   D   SD 
 
7. I am okay with failing a class.  SA A D SD 
 
8. I ask for help in class when I need it.  SA  A D SD 
 
9. I attempt to find a way to get interested in what I’m learning in class, no matter 
what the subject matter. 
 SA A D SD 
 
10. I think it is important to participate in class activities. SA     A     D      SD 
 
11. I come in after school for extra help. SA A D SD 
 
12. I try to make connections to my life whenever I read in or outside of class. 
 SA A D SD 
 
13. Classroom activities are usually boring. SA A D SD 
 
14. I study just hard enough to get by. SA A D SD 
 
15. Write 1-3 sentences that describe your overall feelings about school. 
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Appendix F 
 

 
Your Task: Below are a series of 
questions that ask you to recall 
reading experiences in specific content areas.   

-How many of you can remember reading 
something and  thinking: “I have NO clue what I just 

read!”  
 -How many can remember thinking: “This is stupid; why do I need to   
  know this?”?  
       -How many can remember the day when you read your first book?   
 
Well, now you’ll get to bring back all those nasty (or fun!) experiences and put them 
out on the table.  Today, we dig up the past, talk about it, and then start fresh! 
 
PART ONE: 

Write about some key moments or events in your development as a reader. 
 
1. What experiences stand out for you? What were some successes you had? Some 
difficulties? 
 
2. Were there times when your reading experience or something you were reading 
made you feel smart?  Made you feel stupid? 
 
3. What has supported your development as a reader?  What has discouraged it? 
 
 
4. What is your favorite book? (It doesn’t matter how childish or strange it is!) 
 
PART TWO: 
 Recall some specific moments in school that you relate to reading. 
 
1. In what class do you understand the most about what you read? 
 
2. In what class do you struggle the most with what you read? 
 
3. What is the most DREADFUL thing you’ve ever had to read? 
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Appendix G 
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Appendix H 
 

Student Interviews 
Round #1  

 
1. What was your favorite class/teacher that you’ve ever had? 
 
 
 2. What made that class so good for you? 
 
 
 
3. What did you learn in that class? 
 
 
 
4. How was the material taught so that it stayed with you until now? 
 
 
 
5. Have you ever failed a class or simply struggled to do well in the class? 
 
 
6. In your opinion, why did you struggle the class? 
 
 
7. What would have enabled you to do better in the class? 
 
 
 
8. How could the teacher’s approach to what you learned have changed your 
 progress in the class? 
 
 
 
9. What is your favorite assignment you’ve ever completed in a class? 
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Appendix I 

Student Interviews 
Round #2 

 
1. How are you doing in this class so far? 
 
 
2. What activities that we’ve done have worked for you? 
 
 
 
3. What activities have not been appealing to you? 
 
 
4. What intelligence have you discovered that best relates to you? 
 
 
 5. What are some ways do you think you could bring your “smarts” to  
  the classroom? 
 
 
 
6. What literacy strategy that we’ve covered works the best for you? 
 
 
 7. Why do you like that strategy the best? 
 
 
 
8. How do you think you could apply that strategy to your study of Hole in my 
Life? 
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Appendix J 

Student Interviews 
Round #3 

 
1. Why do you think it is important to put these plans together? 
 
 
2. What do you think you could add to your learning plan to make it stronger? 
 
 
3. Is there anything that you wish you could add to your plan that we haven’t 
tried in class? 
 
 
4. Do you enjoy making choices about how to read certain texts or would you 
rather us just tell you what to do? 
 
 
 
5. Do you feel that your motivation could increase if we let you have more 
choice for activities? 
 
 
5.  If you could throw out one activity that we did these past twelve weeks, 
which would it be? Why? 
 
 
6. How do you think you could potentially use this learning plan for the rest 
of the semester and for future classes? 
 
 
 
7. What is one thing you’ve learned as a result of putting together this 
learning plan? 
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Appendix K 

Observational Checklist 
 

Student Focus/Group: ____________________________________ 
Date/Time of Observation: ___________________________ 
Activity Observed: _____________________________ 
 
“Look For” Scale 
 

1. Student/s are motivated during activity 1 2 3 4 5 
 Evidence: 
 
 
2. Student/s are on task during activity 1 2 3 4 5  
 Evidence: 
 
 
3. Student learning styles are evident in group/individual work  
      1 2 3 4 5 
 Evidence: 
 
 
4. Student/s are engaged in the activity 1 2 3 4 5 
 Evidence: 
 
 
5. Student conversations are meaningful, focused 1 2 3 4 5 
 Evidence: 
 
 
6. Student/s are bored, off task, and uninterested in subject matter   
      1 2  3  4 5 
 Evidence: 
 
7. Students implement literacy strategies (inference, metacognition, etc.) to draw conclusions 
about content.   1 2 3 4 5 
 Evidence: 
 
7. Relevant student quotes from lesson: 
 
 A. 
 
 B. 
 
 C. 
 
 D. 
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Appendix L 

“THE SCARLET IBIS” 
Extension Project 

 
 Today, you will get to choose how you want to make sense of 
our reading of “The Scarlet Ibis.” Each of the activities below is planned 
specifically to relate to everyone’s different intelligence, so choose the 
activity that best fits how you think! 

 
NATURALIST THINKERS: 
 1. Research a reference to a bird, flower, or other aspect of nature that we came across in the 
text. Create a fact sheet, either by hand or on the computer, that shares information about that part of 
nature.  Include a drawn or computerized picture that will help others get a visual.  THEN, make sure you 
connect whether your chosen piece of nature relates to a GOOD image in the story or something BAD. 
Write a brief explanation of it at the bottom. 
 2. Recreate the setting to give everyone a visual.  You can do this by drawing the setting on a 
poster or compiling a bunch of computerized pictures in a computer collage.  Either way, you might want 
to consult the computer to see what the flowers, birds, and trees look like. 
MUSICAL/RHYTHMIC THINKERS 
 1. Search and find 5 songs that relate to “The Scarlet Ibis.” Consider each part of the story and 
how some parts were happy and others were quite depressing.  List the songs and then provide a short 
summary of how the song relates to the story.  You can show parts of the lyrics to back up your 
reasoning. 
VERBAL/LINGUISTIC or VISUAL/SPATIAL THINKERS: 
 1. Identify 8 uses of figurative language in the story (similes, metaphors, imagery, personification, 
etc.).  Then create a visual that shows what is being compared in each of the images that you choose. Use 
COLOR! 
VISUAL/SPATIAL THINKERS: 
 1. This story is littered with symbols!  Your job will be to find 3 of them and then draw or create 
a visual that shows what those symbols represent.  Be sure to include the symbol and what it represents 
in your visual. 
LOGICAL/MATHEMATICAL THINKERS: 
 1. Create a timeline of Doodle’s life.  Along with the timeline, include what happened at each age 
and what it had to do with Brother. Add pictures to enhance it! This can be done on the computer or by 
hand. 
INTERPERSONAL THINKERS: 
 1. Since your strength is working with people, for this assignment you will choose ONE other 
person and debate whether you think Brother had a good or bad influence on Doodle. Have one person make 
a list of the GOOD influences and the other person make a list of the BAD influences.  Once you have 
argued, create a chart that shows both sides of the argument. 
INTRAPERSONAL THINKERS: 
 1. We know that the story is a flashback, so we learn a lot about what Brother learned as a 
result of having Doodle in his life.  You will be writing a diary entry that indicates what you think Brother 
would write down NOW that he’s looking back on his experience OR you can write a letter showing what 
you think Doodle would have to say to Brother.  Make sure that your response fits with what we read 
about in the text and that it looks like a REAL letter or diary entry. 
BODILY/KINISTHETIC THINKERS: 
 1. Research what actually makes you move! Use the Internet to discover muscular diseases that 
affect the legs.  Choose one disease specifically and make a poster that shows the disease and decide 
what you think Doodle might have been suffering from.  You can do this on the computer or on a piece of 
paper. 
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Appendix O 

A LEARNING PLAN PLAN 
 

 
Part of Plan 

My Choice/s My Reflection 
(Why did what I chose 

help me as a 
learner/student/person) 

 
My “Intelligence” 

-Something I did 
that I enjoyed, 

shows I learned, 
demonstrates one 

of my learning 
strengths 

 

1. 
 
2. 
 
3. 

 

 
 
 

A literacy 
strategy that 

“works” for me 

1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
3. 
 

 

 
 

My Journal 
(Reflect on 

important entries) 

1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 
3. 
 
 

 

 
Independently 

Chosen work of 
literature 

(must reflect you 
or your interests 

in some way) 

1. 
 
 
2. 
 
 

 

 
 


