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Everyday Life in Ms. Bailey’s Classroom

“Own What You Are Doing” (Ms. Bailey)

One morning in late September, the children in Ms. Bailey’s class chatted
their way to the carpet area where they sat, most of them squished together or
touching in some way. Ms. Bailey faced them, her small frame in a child-sized -
chair. Her lesson plan sat on her lap. The class had spent the last few days
talking together, reading examples, and brainstorming about how authors
include details in their writing, Instead of writing “I like pizza,” she was en-
couraging them to write “I like warm pepperoni pizza.” This particular day
Ms. Bailey had selected a book to introduce the concept of adjectives.

As soon as she started to read, however, there was a loud screeching
sound. Everyone turned their heads to see what it was. Mary, a seven-year-
old with large, brown, rather serious eyes and a bow in her brown hair, was
the first to realize what had happened. She jumped up and motioned to the
back of the room. Her noticing got everyone’s attention.

Mary was not someone who spoke up first or very often. She was known
for being the fastest first-grade runner in the school and had significant mo-
tor skills for her age. She moved with strength and easily challenged people to
races on the playground. She navigated Spanish and English at the same time
and communicated back and forth in both languages. Both of Mary’s parents
were recent immigrants from Mexico, and Mary was the middle child with a
baby brother and older sister. We often saw her hugging her baby brother and
walking hand in hand with her parents. Though she had a supportive family
and impressive interpersonal skills, Mary’s academic trajectory was labeled
“at risk.” The school worried because her diagnostic reading score in English
was at level 1 (the lowest). Her writing and math skills were considered low
kindergarten level. Mary’s enthusiasm for school and involvement in discus-
sions around reading and math were inconsistent. By standardized measures



CHAp Ty 5
an underachieving' student in eed
py ¢ state she W2 o M. Bailey felt intense Pressure ¢, acy.
endorsed DY il int?rvennc(l)impro"e Mary's reading and mag, : Ocy,

Onz;eagid withall of the bilingual children i her :;a(s)srl
fests» ‘

TWO

Volcanoes

.o with a mix of excitem
. oo and yellmg wi ent
was po;r:zl:grinter at the back of the classroom Seemeq |
CO'TIP by s Jf. Pages printed out and fell to the iy :
eply curious, wondered out loud, “Wh '

ates, oW d€
and her classmate" ing door to the other first-grade Classrooi

o the connectl :
that for? S;fj:‘sl:; dents rushed over t0 the computer printer. The Visitors
opened, an 256 was going to make a volcano. Immediately chil.

ir cl
announced that their ¢ . :
dren shouted over o€ another WI“th entlIlusms:nt_ N
Mary jumped in ith force. “Hey, I want to make a volcanol b

excitement about the volcano Was contag'io.us, al.ld ztlmost immediately siy.
year-old Max and seven-year-old Diana joined in. “I want to make 5 vol-
cano!” they shouted on top of each other. Now everyone in the class began
shouting out volcano facts. Ms. Bailey looked around, taking in the children
excited yelling, They were shaking one another and putting their arms as high
in the air as they could go to get her attention. Ms. Bailey was obviously de-
lighted. With a big, showy movement the kids could see, she took the lesson
plan sitting in her lap and dropped it on the floor. Then she leaned in toward
the children.

. “\?A/hat about volcanoes?” Ms. Bailey asked. “What do you know about
em?”

;\ga;y an.d the other children shouted out so many ideas that Ms. Bailey
z?mez a: ; le;e of chart paper and started a list of what they knew about vol-
gy tl\;v at thelz \‘/‘vanted to find out. “T want to build one!” “They have

As the ki;seartllll'd There are no volcanoes in Texas!”

€
children anq they d;ﬁzut VOIC-an 0 facts, Ms. Bailey looked around at the
children o g gt their c(l)imbas if figuring out what to do next. She told the
Pooards. They ran to their tables, knocking things

down their excj
. ) Citement, T . 4
925 ibrary e as sChed};lee};ihs tried back to the carpet only to realize that

talked excitedly gyt ¥ the school. The children and Ms. Bailef
©the library, Ty, ] Okanoes o they walked down the wooden walkwe/
librarigy ¢, " ‘90ked for by . ; the
: about volcanoes in the library, asked

for Tecom

i . mendat;
nside the [, ations, ang shared ideas at a relatively high yolumé
Mallcback. Mary worked with the libraria?

nd Con.

on the

)
EVERYDAY LIFE IN MS. BAILEY S CLASSROOM 25

find two volcano books. Although their pictures and print were small, Mary
Jooked through them at the library, mesmerized.

Back in the classroom, the children sat down at the carpet again and lis-
tened as Ms. Bailey shared with them the books she had just found at the
ibrary. After showing the class some pictures of volcanoes, she asked them
to go draw models of volcanoes and use whatever they knew to explain their
model on paper. Students initially followed these directions, but soon they
were moving around the room, asking one another questions, getting materi-
als, and asking classmates for ideas. One by one they came and asked Ms. Bai-
ley if they could use some of the books to help them draw models. Then they
approached her with sketches. When they did, she asked them questions. To
the pencil sketches, she responded, “What color are these?” If a drawing had
no label, she asked, “What is this called?” When a drawing was labeled, she
asked, “How does this work?”

Students worked on their models for the next three days, referencing the
many books from the library as well as online resources that Ms. Bailey found
for them. They started copying words out of the books and writing them
down on their models. Children got to make decisions about whom they
worked by and whom they consulted with about their projects. Some chil-
dren started out working alone, but all of them ended up in some kind of
group. Children spoke Spanish and English words, trying to figure out more
about volcanoes, even though instruction was primarily in English. They de-
cided how they wanted to share what they learned with the class.

The “volcano project” was not significant because it was innovative prac-
tice. The fields of early childhood education, learning sciences, and develop-
mental psychology have decades of empirical research showing that children
learn through moving around, discovery, observation, helping out, collabo-
ration, and exploring in shared endeavors over time with peers and caring
adults (Gopnik 2012; Paradise and Rogoff 2009). What is significant about
Ms. Bailey’s classroom was that she was offering these kinds of practices to
Black and Brown children regardless of their behavior, languages, families,
or economic situation, in a classroom governed by state standards and test-
ing pressures. Unlike most children of color in the US schooling system, the
children in her class did not have to “earn” these experiences.

In this chapter we look at the experiences young children got to have in
Ms. Bailey’s classroom. These dynamic, active, and agency-supportive learn-
ing experiences reflected both an operationalization of agency and an allow-
ance for embodied learning. The mostly Latinx and African American chil-
dren got to enact their agency in the classroom often and in many different
forms. They got to move around, talk to one another often, and use their
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FIGURE 1. Mary brought the volcano she made at home and led the class discussion about how it
worked.

and her volcano, asking questions and begging to be the one to pour ingredi-
ents into the volcano. Instead of telling everyone to go back to their seats or
shushing the class, Ms. Bailey joined them. “Mary, what did you bring us?” %
she asked.

Mary started explaining that she had made the volcano with her family at
home. She pointed to each element of the volcano model, echoing the knowl-
edge she and her classmates had been learning the previous week. Ms. Bailey
ran to get her small flip camera and started filming, Meanwhile, classmates
bombarded Mary with questions, so much so that her face turned red. She
looked stunned by all the attention.

A good friend of hers, Lorene, argued with her about the color of the
food dye that she had brought. “Here’s some red dye,” Mary explained to the
group when someone asked her about the small bottle. “It’s pink!” Lorene
countered. “No, it’s red!” Mary insisted.

Some of Mary’s classmates wanted her to get the volcano to erupt with
the sal de uvas and food coloring. “Are Yyou going to do it right now?” they
excitedly wondered. Mary’s face shifted from smiley to worried; she seemed
unsure of whether she could just go ahead and make it explode. Ms. Bailey
nodded reassuringly at her, and then Mary posed a problem to the group, as
she had often heard Ms. Bailey do: “But I need water!” Gus, a monolingual
English-speaking White American child with curly hair who loved to read
and draw, yelled out to Mary and the rest of the group, “T'll go get my water
bottle.” He ran to his backpack and pulled out an orange metal water bottle.
He handed it to Mary, who poured the water into the volcano,

L.
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This ownership extended to ideas as well as academic content. During
the volcano project Ms. Bailey talked to the class about their progress. Often
these conversations were loud, passionate, and multidirectional. Ms. Bailey’s
emphasis again was on getting them to own their learning. So, for exam-
ple, when children brought up a topic related to volcanoes that she had not
planned on, she stopped what she was doing and tried to show them that
their idea was important. Mary’s volcano eruption prompted a lot of con-
versation over the following days about volcanoes, particularly the types of
explosions that volcanoes make.

One day after hearing her classmates shout out about volcanoes exploding
and shooting out lava, Celeste, an empathetic student with big brown expres-
sive eyes, dimples, and short black hair usually held back by an orange head-
band, seemed uncomfortable. Celeste and her two siblings (who attended the
same school) spoke Spanish at home with her father from Honduras and her
mother from Mexico. She liked to sing and write and draw. Usually eager to
comment and to get other children to include her in their play, Celeste, with
a sad look on her face, interrupted the enthusiastic discussion by reminding
her classmates: “The volcanoes are not in the middle of nowhere. Some peo-
ple live very close to volcanoes. It can hurt people.” She went on to explain
that her father is from Honduras and that “there are volcanoes in Honduras.”

The children grew quiet. Humanizing the issue of volcanoes was new to
the group. Celeste’s words, like Mary’s, had an immediate and powerful ef-
fect. When it was time to go back to their seats and continue working on their
volcano models, many children started drawing people into their models,
bringing into their work what Celeste had helped them understand.

Embodied Learning

Included in the concept of “own what you are doing” was a recognition that
children learn through using their bodies. And in Ms. Bailey’s classroom,
children were very busy. They moved around a lot. They could see what
their peers were working on. They observed one another and joined into one
another’s work and play. They could show their enthusiasm about a topic
and Ms. Bailey would take their interest seriously by finding materials, in-
frastructure, and space to further their interest. This could mean books, an
experiment, or even a unit. Sometimes she would hear the children talk about
something a lot and then build curriculum around it. She was not bound by a
specific curriculum other than the Daily Five curriculum for literacy (which
has elements of children choosing space and materials) and the math cur-
riculum called Investigation. So she made a lot of decisions herself. This sense
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PIGURE 2. Marcela initiated a research study about her classmates’ blood pressure using a blood pres-

sure cuff and stethoscope.

blood pressure. She recruited Paloma, who said she was willing to have her
armwrapped in the blood pressure cuff. More classmates volunteered or were
happily recruited. After the first few patients, Marcela went to her cubby to
get what Ms. Bailey called their “learning logs.” In her learning log, Marcela
drew lines resembling a table or chart. She made notes in the different boxes
with people’s names and numbers she read on the blood pressure gauge.
When she wrapped the band around each classmate’s arm, they asked her
questions about blood pressure. Marcela told them what the nurse had told
her or guessed when she did not know or could not remember the answer.

Planning for Agency

Children were in charge of whether they stayed and watched something for
a long time, moved from one activity to another or observed the room for
a while before deciding where to go. Being able to move made a diverse and
unpredictable set of learning experiences happen. Marcela stayed and ob-
served the nurse taking everyone’s blood pressure. The nurse stayed in her
seat instead of following Marcela around the room and reminding her to
be careful. Children in the class were willing to stay still and not move to
another activity so that Marcela could put the cuff on them. They practiced
waiting patiently while she wrote down their numbers on her newly created
chart. Ms. Bailey and Ms. Leslie exchanged surprised wide-eyed looks with
us and each other all morning. We were collectively stunned by the variety of

ways the children had taken up the science content.
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FIGURE 3. Jaime examined bones as part of a large class project and then taught classmates what he

found out.

off to explore other areas of the two classrooms. Three of the boys stayed,
waiting for other kids to come to the table. When they did, the boys an-
swered their questions just as Jaime had done for them and the dad had done
for Jaime. This went on for almost forty uninterrupted minutes: kids asking
questions, learning about the bones, and then teaching the kids who arrived
next at the table.

Adults had planned for these young children to have a variety of (and
make decisions about) entry points into the content. Rather than leave chil-
dren to their own devices, adults facilitated collective agency and gave the
children important information, encouragement, and challenge. The nurse
with the blood pressure cuff inspired and then supported Marcela. The dad
who brought the bones provided information to Jaime. This was just one ex-
ample of how Ms. Bailey and Ms. Leslie often put together activities, assign-
ments, and lessons in which they determined the content and context but
allowed for authentic decision-making. Adults were sources of information,
but they did not make all of the decisions. Children made lots of decisions.

Building Relationships through Materials and Movement

Marcela and Jaime developed a deeper intellectual understanding of blood
pressure and bones, respectively. The willingness and availability of the adult
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These young children related to materials and the environment in ways
that asserted their own agency and ultimately engaged in collective relation-
ships and sophisticated knowledge development that as Fikile Nxumalo (2017;
2019) explains, counter colonial and capitalistic assertions that the environ-
ment is passive or disconnected from them. Being able to move and connect
with materials in ways the children controlled enabled a depth of learning
that included and was made possible through the presence and insight of the
materials (see Pacini-Ketchabaw, Kind, and Kocher 2016). The materials were
not static to the young children; they were active and engaging and important
to learning and feeling good.

Giving Over Some Control

Through the concepts of “own what you are doing” and “embodied learning,”
Ms. Bailey gave the children in her classroom some control over the how,
what, when, where, and why of their learning. Giving up control resulted in
specific kinds of learning experiences that became everyday, normalized parts
of the day, including noise, movement, time, and collective work.

NOISE

The noise children made in Ms. Bailey’s classroom comprised discussion,
chatting, arguments, stories, and questions. There was a lot of talk and a
range of emotional expressions, including sighs of frustration, yelps of excite-
ment, grunts of anger, and sounds meant to encourage empathy, inclusion,
cooperation, and sometimes submission. Children used noise to be social
and to engage one another. They talked their way through complicated top-
ics. They motivated one another verbally to keep going even when a task was

difficult to complete.
Many forms of noise were both intellectual and academic. Being able to

make noise in the classroom offered children many ways to interact with the
content and with one another’s knowledge. They reminded one another of the
rules. They objected and argued over materials and about ideas. They debated
whether a word was pronounced a certain way or which numbers added up
to ten. They used both Spanish and English words. They asked questions out
loud to one another and to themselves. Often children used spontaneous and
loud noises to gather one another for the sake of learning. Children would
call out to each other that they were learning something, were about to learn
something, or had just learned something. “1 found a rainbow!” “I'm going
to see if the ice melts.” “The wet spot on the table is disappearing because it
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home languages and the right of children to choose and use their home lan-
guage in the classroom even when the class was taught primarily in English
(Colegrove and Zufiga 2018). During one of our interviews, she recalled
telling Jaime, “When you speak Spanish, that's powerful! That’s awesome!
There are so many of your friends that only know one language. You are
a rock star! You’re working on your second language and you're only six!”
(teacher interview, January 2017). In Ms. Bailey’s class children used sophis-
ticated linguistic strategies as they navigated their multilingual spaces. Such
sophistication is described in the work of Marjorie Orellana as brokering lan-
guage practices (Orellana 2016, 93). Children employed sophisticated ways
of expressing themselves: translating content between Spanish and English,
clarifying instructions, reading for each other, figuring out the meaning of
a word, sounding out an unknown word, or helping spell out while writing.

Ms. Bailey did discipline or control some types of noise if they worked
against a cohesive classroom community. Noise could be disruptive, distract-
ing, and rude. Sometimes comments or side conversations could be mean
or so off-topic that they broke the flow of learning and engagement. Chil-
dren used noise to make fun of one another. They spoke loudly to take over
a conversation as a way to control situations they didn’t agree with or like.
The children in Ms. Bailey’s class did not scream that year, nor did they get
verbally aggressive, but they did talk over one another. sometimes and cried
openly when they couldn’t get someone’s attention with their presence or
voice. These types of noise concerned Ms. Bailey, and she did her best to talk
to the children about listening carefully to one another.

MOVEMENT

Seeing children move around Ms. Bailey’s classroom was fascinating to us,
because we had never been to a classroom serving children of color that en-
abled so much movement. We were used to highly controlled environments
where silence and stillness was equated with learning. In Ms. Bailey’s class,
however, children moved to learn. Children’s moving was equated with mak-
ing decisions toward learning new things. Children’s moving around was not
interpreted as distracting or avoiding work, nor was it normally seen as devi-
ant. For example, children would get up from their seat without permission
to observe a classmate’s work, ask someone a question, lend a hand to some-
one struggling, or act on an intellectual idea.

Children in Ms. Bailey’s classroom could move their bodies. They were
able to make a lot of decisions about their bodies. Their bodies were not
constantly ordered and assessed as we had often seen happen in other early



' CHApp, )
Tw
. They we N

jldren of color Y WEIE not cqy

: . Sta
servmg c nake sure they were standmg Straighn
auce” or walkmg with theiy h t or

jdhood 9% ic bodies les
chddhoo their P97 ross apple . :
at B criss cros *  uths closed as if they had bubble:(.is

told © loo leggcd i1 their ™ o
ting o listenioe Wk in a variety of positions. They Meandereg ,
el dren 8O heir s€atS when others Cal,led out abou g, :
them- ot up 1T ey praided on'e another’s hair or gt bokeq th.
their 525 etime  while listening to a story. e
thing inter® eirleg | variance to the types of order and ¢
ound' orli ere is cultur o children’s bodies throughout g o3
while ¢ contro ing in the hallway, sitting to he:ra
a

. oged at SN0~ o nch, R
trol impO ¢ all activitie® lu tting at @ table, waiting in line, listen;,
enting fOr young children of color in the Ug M
on the 108) 5 O m;  lopmental science self-controland self-regyjyy;,,

oretal. 2019) n the @€ Jgim 10 S5€SS the extent to which children 4y, in
n atc d yet these terms also justify harg}

mmOﬂ terms 001), An
. 1c (Boldt 2
f their bod® fhildre o are not able or do not want to match ¢y,
s when  strict body positions required by teacher

0.

control protoc por o
Jimitations ofm pwa Lee (2017) critiques the use of self-contro]
ss young children operating and being .
ult-centered systems. Lee’s research shoys

sessed as not having enough “self.
i i difications. This i

tion,” teachers use T0OT€ restraints and behaw1ordmt;)1 .0;15 Thisis

o i al at of someone 1Ot playing p1ano well and the p:.‘lnls ment be;

e elimit on practicing piano. When children cannot self-regulate,

ing a severe : ) :

:" agc;ers may take away their recess, plays interactions with classn?ates, and

;ility to participate in learning. Essentially, Lee explains, when chﬂjren ;re

a . .

asked to use their self-control, they are usually being required .tob 3 -‘e”s ta:

. ¢ 1
teachers want them to do instead of being permitted to use their bo

Jearn in ways that make sense to them. '
Not allowing children to move and control their own

tive and academic development. Recent
earn more an

ic (Fusaro and
020)
nd minoritiZ

Jerstood & i

away to assé

d self-regulation 2
sa:ssed within racially piasedand ad

that when young children of color are as
al

bodies forestalls
work into active
d more deeply
Smith 2018
Points out

a range of cogni
and embodied learning suggests that children ]

(lastingly) when they are moving rather than stat

Vredenburgh and Kushnir 2016). And yet as Gail Boldt (2

“The ongoing devaluing of the bodies of marginalized 2

students means that their embodiment, instead of being Ut g

occasion for interpersonal connection and energetic participanon, is

pathologized and punished” (2020, 4). peing
The desire of young children of color to move their bodies k&P’

|

EVERYDAY LIFE IN MS. BAILEY'S CLASSROOM 39

interpreted and punished through old lenses of racism and White supremacy.
If children of color want to move a lot, they are often assessed through dis-
courses and expectations set up and maintained by (mostly White) admin-
istrators and policymakers who are, like the institutions they serve, blinded
by a White supremacist’s intuition to control and be in charge of Black and
Brown bodies. Just at the time between three and eight years old when chil-
dren are learning who they are in relation to the larger society—outside
of their immediate families and neighborhoods—they receive the message
that they cannot control their bodies safely and no one trusts them enough
to let them try. This doesn’t lead to disciplined and obedient children. This
leads to angry, underperforming, and distrustful children (Gay 2000). Such a
control of movement can be harmful and embolden stereotypes. Ann Arnett
Ferguson’s (2000) powerful ethnographic study of young Black male mascu-
linity in schools describes two tracks, one for students to become “doctors,
scientists, engineers” and another that leads to prison. She tells the story of an
adult who was showing her through a school. He pointed to one child, “a ten-
year-old, barely four feet tall whose frail body was shrouded in baggy pants
and a hooded sweatshirt,” and said, “That one has a jail-cell with his name
on it” (Ferguson 2000, 1). For young children these pathways are not neces-
sarily overt, but they are suggestive of the ongoing school-to-prison pipeline
running through the US school system (Robinson 2013). Controlling chil-
dren’s movement, even just forcing children to walk in lines with their hands
behind their backs, is reminiscent of prisons, not of intellectual centers that

position children of color as smart and capable.

TIME

We never heard Ms. Bailey tell the children to hurry. She did not rush her
class or say “Hurry up!,” a phrase used often in classrooms we visited before,
during, and after this study. Sometimes Ms. Bailey was tired or stressed or
sick or annoyed (she is a normal human being), but she never rushed. She
did not stress time. She did not count down from ten. She did not give five-
minute warnings. She did not tell children she was waiting for them. She
would say, “OK, it’s time for Daily Five.” Or “It’s time for recess; let’s line up.”
And children meandered to whatever Ms. Bailey said it was time for. Chil-

were not efficient movers from their desks and chairs to the carpet or to

dren
chatting along the way. Ms. Bailey

line up at the door. They took their time,

did too.
There was a routine and a posted schedule in Ms. Bailey’s class. There

was definitely a general timeframe for the Daily Five, for math and for proj-
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The different inquiries (such as the volcano project) that lasted over days and
weeks were elongated in part because children kept their conversation about
them going in these pockets of time. They followed up on previous conversa-
tions. They wondered aloud together about what might happen tomorrow
with the ice or where the bones went when they left the class or what hap-
pened to Ms. Bailey’s crashed car or how they could build a better volcano the
following day. Children had a lot to talk about because their talk and move-
ment toward one another was not constantly controlled.

The power in Ms. Bailey’s approach to time was that children had consis-
tent access to time to pursue what they desired. Many times a day children
needed to focus, follow directions, and complete specific tasks, yet they had
time throughout each day to pursue a conversation with a friend or an ac-
tivity they were interested in without being reprimanded. This meant that
children did not need to resist so much, because they had some (even if lim-
ited) time to pursue their interests each day. They could chat or share or
walk or listen or observe without reprimand. In this way they could control
(some) time.

Children had some influence over how much time they spent on academic
things. They got excited about certain topics and then asked to form a project
group or study the topic as a class. They influenced others with their sup-
port, enthusiasm, and participation. They influenced some of the academic
topics that were covered during the year and how long they spent on them.
Conversations Ms. Bailey planned to have for fifteen minutes would turn into
inquiry projects that lasted days and weeks. Ms. Bailey had not planned on
many of the projects children talked about nonstop over a number of weeks:
Volcanoes. The Obamas. Bones. Blood pressure. Reflexes. Ice. Rainbows.

THE RAINBOW PROJECT

In early January, Samuel and Charlie walked into the classroom and noticed
light shining down through the fish tank. “Oh, a rainbow!” they shouted,
surprised and wide eyed. The boys ran over together and put their hands
through the rainbow, letting the colors run over their hands, arms, and faces.
They looked up, trying to figure out how the rainbow happened. Samuel
was one of the smallest and youngest children in the class but managed to be
friends with almost everyone. He had very short black hair. His parents were
Mexican American and spoke a mixture of Spanish and English at home. He
felt comfortable offering ideas and listening to his classmates, and most were
happy to have him in their groups during project time. Charlie, one of the
few White children in the class, had blond hair, blue eyes, and an energetic
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tions about President Obama’s family. Lorene was a bright and active student
who participated in most class discussions and was excited about learning,
no matter the topic. Lorene was almost like a teacher herself, reminding her
classmates to sit down, listen, complete their work, and figure out solutions
to difficult assignments. Her parents were African American, and she lived
mostly with her mother, who was an educator herself. Lorene always wore
earrings and had her hair in perfectly combed braids. She was almost always
deeply engaged in whatever the class was working on and never seemed to
be in a bad mood. She sought out books with Black characters and was best
friends with Nia. When she found pictures of Malia and Sasha Obama on the
computer or in books, she would often say, “I could have been them!” The
Obama family group had already lasted two weeks and would continue for
another until they presented their findings. When the girls worked together,
Lorene kept them on task and engaged with more and more books, videos,
and facts she brought from home.

The boys had seen projects like the one Lorene led about the Obama fam-
ily happen all throughout the class, so they knew what to do next. They knew
that Ms. Bailey would ask them at least one of the typical questions she al-
ways asked of newly formed project groups, such as “What is the purpose of
your group?” and “What do you need to research your topic?” The boys told
Ms. Bailey that their group was going to try to “redo a rainbow.” Ms. Bailey
nodded and asked what materials they would need to work on their project.
The boys didn’t know. They looked at the computers, then back at Ms. Bai-
ley, searching for a signal from her that it was OK to go over there and re-
search. She looked at them smiling, seemingly impressed with their interest
and initiative. Her pleasure and impressed face seemed to be the sign they
were looking for. They walked quickly to the computer and started looking
up “rainbow” and “make a rainbow.” After a few minutes, Charlie came back
to Ms. Bailey and asked for a cup to make a rainbow. She told him that she
would bring it the next day and instructed the three boys to get their journals
and join in what the rest of the class was doing.

The next day, Ms. Bailey brought a plastic cup to school for Charlie,
Samuel, and Pablo. During project time, the newly formed research group
moved the cup in, through, and over different angles in front of the win-
dow. It didn’t work, though—no rainbows appeared. The boys huddled up
to determine what went wrong. They tried making light with a lamp. They
tried to find spots where the sunlight was shining in the window. Soon they
wondered if they needed a glass cup instead of a plastic one. The fish tank
was glass, so maybe their cup needed to be glass too. They looked around the
room and noticed the glass jar that held the classroom’s now defunct marble
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(2005, 276).

COLLECTIVE WORK

When children had the opportunity to influence and make decisions in the

classroom, they almost always acted collectively. The decisions children made

were almost always communal. Pablo could have acted alone to figure out

the door blocking the light. Samuel and Charlie could have noted the rain-

bow but kept it to themselves. The teacher could have asked them to wait

and do a project on rainbows in the future, at a more convenient time. The
teachers could have noted their interest and created a fun, hands-on lesson
about light, prisms, and rainbows. Instead the scene unfolded in a way that
was “natural” to the space. The boys knew that they had at least a few min-
utes right then to follow their curiosity and develop an inquiry project as
a group. And although they anticipated that they would have many whole
group lessons where they were required to pay attention and listen quietly
to the teacher, they also trusted that later in the day they would have time to
pursue the topic further with little restriction.

Children in Ms. Bailey’s classroom knew they could announce ideas,
move to participate, and take extra time to follow their interests. They almost
always chose to use their agency collectively. They welcomed and joined in
their classmates’ pursuits, which then became shared endeavors. The children
in Ms. Bailey’s class responded to being encouraged to be agentic in their
learning by working, acting, experimenting, discussing, and problem solving
in groups. Children watched one another carefully, for a number of minutes
sometimes, to see what others were working on. This happened when Mar-
cela initiated a blood pressure experiment and when Mary brought in her
volcano and allowed her classmates to join the inquiry. When children shared
new information that they had figured out or when they wanted to try out
an experiment, they made announcements, much like the boys did with the
rainbow. Children responded to one another’s excitement and learning. Even
during brief moments of getting ready for circle time on the carpet, children
enacted their agency most often in ways that engaged, supported, and ex-
Panded one another’s capabilities.
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desk, learning to be quiet and do as I was told by my teacher. Instead I got to
play for most of the day, could choose to sew, knit, animate puppets, plant
in the gardens, and talk with other children in the classroom without being
reprimanded. It was a private, progressive White school. However, I remained
very introverted not only because of the “cultural shock” in expectation but
also because of the drastic change in the composition of my classroom, which

[had gone from] all Black students and teachers to almost all White students
and teachers.

The difference between the schools was not simply pedagogical or cur-
ricular but also racial and economic. Ms. Bailey went from a school serving
mostly Black students where she could not move at all to a school serving
White students in which she was free to move around and explore. She re-
membered feeling very stressed, embarrassed, and scared in the restrictive
school where all of her movements were controlled and had to be performed
in the exact way the teacher dictated. And although she loved the schooling
environment of the second school, she felt somewhat out of place as one of
the only Black students. She told us that this experience of moving schools
and seeing how Black and White students were offered such dramatically dif-
ferent learning experiences inspired her teaching. As she put it, “I learned
early on that schools were not equal and that children could have very differ-
ent experiences depending on where they went to school.” Part of her moti-
vation to offer the children of color in her classroom opportunities to enact
their agency came from her own early learning experiences.

Expanded Capabilities

Children demonstrated a range of capabilities in Ms. Bailey’s classroom. We
watched children expand what they were capable of because they were en-
couraged to own what they were doing, embody their learning, and work
collectively. During the school year, we observed and recorded every mo-
ment of children’s influencing and making decisions about their learning
that we could. It was obvious to us that children enacted their agency collec-
tively—to be with one another. It also became obvious that children of color
in Ms. Bailey’s classroom regularly demonstrated capabilities that countered
“culture of poverty” racist stereotypes propped up by Whiteness and White
supremacy (see Gorski 2008 and Redeanx 201 for critiques of the culture of
poverty discourse). The capabilities we saw demonstrated on a regular basis
in Ms. Bailey’s classroom included the capability to (1) build community,
(2) observe, (3) engage in intellectual discussions, (4) deeply pursue knowl-
edge, (5) curiously approach new topics, (6) listen, and (7) fail without giving
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ms. BAILEY: All the time! “Ms. Bailey, he won’t let me draw on this side of
the paper.” “Ms. Bailey, he doesn’t want me to be part of the group.”
“Ms. Bailey, he took so and so.” Just every little thing . . . they came to me
to figure out the problem. But I said, “Figure it out!”

Children got to know one another because Ms. Bailey refused to embody all
of the strengths they might need. And she gave them time to work together so
that they had to work through differences without her constant intervention.

CAPABILITY: OBSERVE

Children seemed to want a social environment in which they could watch
what others were doing and then join in the action (Alcalé et al. 2014; Mejia-
Arauz 2015). Children observed one another often, moving around to watch
and then participate. When children noticed something interesting that their
classmates were drawing or writing, they would walk over or get closer to ob-
serve them. Children observed how their classmates interpreted a particular
instruction, direction, activity, or lesson. Children often changed their minds
about their own projects after they observed what other groups were doing.
Being able to look around while feeling curious, interested, or conflicted mo-
tivated children to engage, seek out new information, and have informative

conversations. Ms. Bailey explained observation as “floating around” to see
what they got excited about.

Could be a question, it could be a contribution, it could just be watching and
listening, because I do have a couple of students that every time their friends
want to start working on projects they’re anxious and they start melting down
and they’re like “I don’t know, I don’t know what I’m interested in, and I'm
frustrated.” Sometimes you can ask them and try to guide them, and some-
times it’s better to just let them be and let them float around and eventually
get excited about something.

One morning Diana dropped some objects into an ice-cube tray and filled
it with water. Diana was a tall biracial Black girl with long wavy hair usually
pulled into a ponytail. She spoke English at home and was trying to learn
Spanish so she could speak it with Elena, her closest friend in the class. Her
classmates looked to her often for ideas and leadership because she was an
outgoing, engaging, inquisitive student who liked to solve problems and be
in charge. During the previous few weeks, the class had been learning about
how matter can change from a liquid to a solid. Diana wanted to try it out
with ordinary objects, wondering if the object and the water would freeze,
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yel]ed out their questions or comments with intense excitement and then
moved around or smiled at someone next to them instead of listening to
the answer. Sometimes children whispered questions, comments, or answers
without paying attention or even attempting to get an answer. Asking ques-
tions was as much about participation and social interaction as it was about
getting academic answers.

Toward the end of the year the children in Ms. Bailey’s class got to watch
and respond to the film we made of their classroom (the same one that many
other children throughout Texas would eventually see). They were struck by
how many questions they asked each other—so much so that we ended up
asking them to explain why Ms. Bailey wanted them to ask questions and
discuss academic ideas instead of her, as the adult, just leading those discus-
sions. We prompted our inquiry to them with a scene in the film when the
children asked questions of the tow truck driver. Lorene, Pablo, and Elena
explained that asking questions demonstrates a desire to know more.

JENN: But why didn’t Miss Bailey just ask questions? Why was she having you
guys do it?

pABLO: She, she, she, she—

ELENA: It’s because she—

LORENE: Because she wanted us to ask some questions to [the tow truck

driver]—
PABLO: [Peter] ask some questions because he wonders why he had that car—

JENN: Yeah, but why should kids ask questions, not just adults?

LORENE: Because kids want to find out too.

eLENA: Kids want to find out if like, um, like something happens because
we ask.

PABLO: I got a good one.
LORENE: Because we like [and] want to know why.

PABLO: Because kids want to find out too.

The children in Ms. Bailey’s class had many opportunities each day to talk
spontaneously. Sometimes this spontaneous talk was supported with planned
time in a lesson or in the schedule. More often, the enthusiasm for questions
was contagious and children asked one another questions. So instead of of-
fering commentary or sharing facts, children asked questions to one another
that created conversation and discussion. It is possible that these conversa-
tions were less about facts and more about questions because of the children’s
experiences with rich discussion and participation in their homes with their
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CAPABILITY: CURIOUSLY APPROACH NEW TOPICS

Ms. Bailey worried at the beginning of the year because at first the children
struggled to come up with ideas about what to study. They didn’t ask curious
questions that could become inquiry projects. Developing curiosity and the
ability to start inquiries took time.

Not knowing things but also being curious and feeling free to pursue their
collective interests produced a kind of meaningful urgency among the chil-
dren. For example, during a long project about the states of matter, the entire
class went outside with their notebooks. They had all divided a page into
four sections and labeled them “liquid,” “solid,” “gas,” and “both,” a sec-
tion requested by the children for things that could contain multiple states of
matter. The activity was to walk around outside and try to fit different things
they saw into the gas, liquid, and solid categories on their sheet. They had a
buddy to walk with, and they could go anywhere on school grounds. They
were supposed to write or draw examples of each (as many as they could
come up with) on their paper, Jason, yelled out to others to come see the
leaves—they were solid. Lorene noticed the building’s paint and wondered
aloud if it was a solid or a liquid, settling on liquid. Children went from ob-
ject to object, conflicted about whether some items were a gas or solid. What
about a balloon—was that a gas because it had air in it or a solid because of
its firm exterior?

Susan Engel's work on curiosity demonstrates both the developmental
and the interactional value of children’s being able to act upon their curiosity,
which Engel defines simply as “the urge to know more” (2011, 627). This urge
to know more is an integral part of being a citizen who engages in causes that
are meaningful and connected to communities and justice (Shapiro 2016).

CAPABILITY: LISTEN

Class discussions were long because Ms. Bailey asked lots of follow-up ques-
tions when children shared an idea or a detail about their lives. The children
had to listen for long periods while this was happening. At the beginning of
the human and animals project with Jaime and the horse bones and Marcela’s
blood-pressure experimentation, the class met all together in the gym. They
sat in a big circle to brainstorm characteristics of humans and other animals.
Ms. Bailey told them that they were going to have bones in their classroom.
They would get to touch them. “Max,” she asked, “what do you think we will
figure out from looking at those bones?” Max answered that perhaps they
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CAPABILITY: FAIL WITHOUT GIVING UP
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classmates—“then we could put a water bottle and tie a rubber band on this
[the water bottle] and the volcano. So it wouldn’t explode.”

Pablo then explained how they were going to put baking soda and red
food coloring in a water bottle placed in a hole. They could stop it from
exploding with a rubber band. This plan failed, though. With Ms. Bailey’s
prompting, he explained the failure.

MS. BAILEY: S0 today you changed your plan?
pABLO: Yeah.

Ms. BAILEY: What do you want to do now?

paBLO: Well, it didn’t work. The thing we did today didn’t work.

Ms. BAILEY: Can you explain it to me?

pABLO: We were gonna put rocks around it, and then we were going to dig a
hole, but we saw this rock but we thought it was connected. There was a
rock thing and so we thought it had pipes under it. And then we couldn’t
build it.

MS. BAILEY: So, you did it outside—

PABLO (INTERRUPTING): Because we put rocks around it and we thought
we were going to dig a hole and put baking soda in it.

Ms. BAILEY: S0 now what are we going to do? What's the next step? It didn’t
work outside, so what do we want to do?

PABLO: Me and Mary are going to look in that book again. To see if we can
try to make. . . because it tells us how to make a book up there, in there.

Ms. Bailey then asked if he meant a volcano, not a book. Pablo quickly clari-
fied, “It tells us how to make a volcano with clay.” Ms. Bailey responded, “I
can’t wait to see what your next step is!”

Children in the class seemed to see failure as something to be learned
from and explored. Ms. Bailey gave children enough time so that if and when
they failed, they knew they could try again. Failure became less risky because
there was always time to try again.

Jason and the Reflex Hammer

During the animal and human project, Jason got interested in reflex ham-
mers. The neurosurgeon (one of the experts that morning) had brought one
for children to try out, along with a human skeleton model and some small
models of the brain. He invited Jason and his classmates to take turns sit-
ting in an old office chair so he could show them how the hammer worked.
Jason was known for being caring and gentle, for not causing problems when
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signaling she was done, he looked around to see who would sit in the chair
next. Lots of children wanted to have a turn using the hammer, but Jason in-
sisted that he needed more time. The children relented and took more turns
sitting in the chair as a patient. Samuel, a Mexican American boy who said
witty, funny things to make everyone laugh and who cared deeply about his
friends, patiently spent a long time in the chair, shaking his head over and
over as Jason tried to hit his leg in the right spot.

After all the children had gone, Brad, who had been watching almost the
entire time, sat again in the chair and pulled up his pant leg. Jason resumed
trying to hit the leg in just the right spot. After each attempt, Brad shook
his head no. Jason tried again. No. Again. Nope. Again. Nope. This went on
and on.

Because of Ms. Bailey’s time practices, the children did not panic about
getting a turn when Jason was not willing to give his up. Jason was a gentle
child and not confrontational. He easily gave in to most children’s ideas and
plans if they countered his own. But on this particular day, he was really try-
ing to figure out how the hammer worked and how to get someone’s reflexes
to respond the way his had when the doctor tapped him. His classmates were
willing to be patient and present as he figured it out.

Agency and Vitality

Young children in Ms. Bailey’s class enacted their agency for the sake of one
another and to be together. They moved, called out, took their time walking
out to recess, and formed project groups to be together. They mattered to
each other. And the children mattered to Ms. Bailey. They knew this because
she listened and moved closer to them. She took their ideas seriously and
changed her plans when they got really interested in something. They re-
membered details and noticed who was absent. This mattering is what Boldt
defines as vitality, or the “powerful experience of being vital” (in press, 7).
The children’s vitality, their vital mattering, was obvious in the everyday
moments of the class because through the enactment of their agency (and
their willingness to sometimes not act) they were responding to one another.
They noticed one another. They joined in with others’ curiosity about volca-
noes, rainbows, ice, and bones. Boldt points out that vitality has as much to
do with embodiment and the nonverbal—moving around, checking up on
someone, standing next to someone in distress, or joining someone who is
enjoying a story—as it has to do with what is said or written. She warns that
focusing curricular and pedagogical attention only on verbal communication
risks missing the full range of skills, knowledge, and relationships children
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use to matter to one another.

develop and eople into relationships th
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" While feeling as if one matters 15 important for young childrep devel,
ment, it is not equally distributed. Most children of color are not COnSistepy
.Ven’ enough freedom at school to show others that they matter o, o
%rlom others that they themselves matter. Boldt (2020) laments,

It is no news that the bodies, energies, expressions, _and r.elation_ships of sty.
dents from minoritized communities are see, read negatively, and Punishe d
at far greater rates than those of white, middle and }1ppe-3r. class, straight, ang
abled peers. What is most often demanded from minoritized students ig the
restraint of energy, movement, and affective and embodied connections. In
the wish for student and even teacher compliance, what feels alive to partici-
pants, their contributions, moments of spontaneity, improvisation, playful-
ness, and friendship often matter little or are seen as threatening.

Young children in Ms. Bailey’s class mattered. Because they were able to
influence and make decisions about their learning, they could demonstrate
this mattering, this vitality. Vitality is a flow of energy that is contextual and
relational, built in moments when what is happening, felt, and being experi-
enced takes center stage and informs teaching and learning. Young children
need to experience vitality because vitality is being able to move, explore, cre-
ate, participate, collaborate, communicate, and enact agency in what matters
to them in order to matter to themselves and one another. Through vitality
or la esencia de ser un nifio (the essence of being a child) children enact their
agency and so can show and expand their capabilities. While much of the dis-
cussion of agency in this book focuses on how it impacts academic and social |

developn.lenF, We want to emphasize that above all, agency allows children to !i
show their vitality— that they matter to one another. |
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