CHAPTER THREE

Identity

At the same time that the children were using the storjeg

proclaim their identity as boys and “tough kids,” those Storieg
were also, in a Sense, claiming them. That is, the boys wer,

adopting dominant cultural storylines about how tough kig;

talk.
DysON AND GENISHI 1994, p, 4

funny part, Jessie is really funny. He writes a lot about fantasy

stuff. . .. Ron’s a pretty good writer . . . and he’s a little betterat
drawing than writing. . . . Emily [in her mystery| gave details. She
described the characters. It was a really good mystery because it hada
point and it had something that the reader had to figure out” (Johnston,
Bennett, and Cronin 2002b, p. 195). In the course of his comments,
Steven identifies himself and his peers as authors in the same breathand
terms as he talks about the authors of the commercial books they read
His teacher has arranged classroom conversations in which he will
develop his understanding of what authors do and further consolidate
and elaborate his identity as an author. At the same time, because he
sees his peers as a diverse group of authors, and treats them as such, he
furt.her consolidates their identities as competent and varied authors:
lcel;lndi:gn:}?eour- classrqoms are becoming literate. They are not simp}Y

skills of literacy. They are developing personal and soct

identities—unj e
: ntities—uniquenesses and affiliations that define the people ther
themselves becoming.

\: iscussing different authors in his class, Steven observes, “For the
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When autbors write novels, the?’ create characters—people who say
this sort of thing, do that sort of thing, and relate to people and thin
in these sOItS of ways. As we come to understand the richness and corfi

lexity of a character in a novel, we come to expect how he or she will
likely behave when facing a new situation (though new situations can
bring surprises). This is not just what authors do, it is what people do
with themselves (Bruner 1994a, 1994b; Harre and Gillet 1994; Mishler
1999; Randall 1995). They narrate their lives, identifying themselves
and the circumstances, acting and explaining events in ways they see as
consistent with the person they take themselves to be.

Building an identity means coming to see in ourselves the charac-
teristics of particular categories {and roles) of people and developing a
sense of what it feels like to be that sort of person and belong in certain
social spaces. As children are involved in classroom interactions, they
build and try on different identities—different protagonist positions. We
hear something of this when they use the pronoun “I” in the storylines
in which they emplot themselves. As we shall see, they decide not only
who they are in a given context, but also between agentive characters
who are active and assume responsibility, and more passive characters
who do not. They have to take up positions with respect to what they
are studying, with respect to others in their social environment, and
with respect to domains of practice. Teachers’ comments can offer

them, and nudge them toward, productive identities.

¢ “What a talented young poet you are. 2
This family of responses addresses children’s developing identities and

includes invitations such as, “As scientists, how should we handle
this?” To answer the question the child, at least temporarily, has to
imagine herself in that identity and might choose to maintain the pos-
sibility of wearing that mantle. Notice, again, how the assertion that the
students are scientists (“as scientists”) is provided as given (already
agreed upon) rather than new information, making it much less open to
contestation. This kind of conversation requires developing an under-
standing of what poets (or scientists or mathematicians or authors) do,
and the students construct these understandings and ways of talking
and acting in the classroom.

Just the identity label will not accomplish
Course. In one classroom, the teachers referred to themse
researchers,” and children sometimes as, for instance,

all that is needed, of
lves as “senior
tyesearcher
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» and began lessons reiterating that “We are research,
Tom, " ‘ T S
o (Elbers and Streefland 2000, p. 39). When childy
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o= e role was to tell children the answers, the yo.
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of a community of practice, that “people like g do th CCtiy,
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way. It also denies the activity frame presented by the childre, t Bsthig

are traditional students and you are a traditional teache, i
doing school.” It replies, in effect, “I'm sorry but yoy Must
wrong theater. I don’t know those actors or that plot, Here j
script goes.” It asserts, “When I say ‘we’ from now on ip th
sations, this is the sort of people I am referring to.”
Identities such as researcher-in-a-research-community ol

important accomplishment of schooling, but also a tool for Shaping il
dren’s participation in the classroom. These identities provide Studem;
with a sense of their responsibilities, and reasonable ways to act, partic.
ularly toward one another and toward the object of study, Implicit
these identities are notions of community since identity is tied o both
uniqueness and affiliation (Gee 1996). In such classrooms, then, teah.
ers are not merely trying to teach subject matter. Rather, they are, &
Elbers and Streefland (2000, p. 37) put it, “mathematizing: tuming

be in th!
S h0w thig

€3¢ Conyg,

everyday issues into mathematical problems and using mathematis

evolving from these activities for solving realistic problems.” Learning

science, writing, mathematics, and so forth in this manner breaks the
division between school and “the real world,” a division that limits the
power of children’s learning.

<¢ “That’s not like you.”

Rather than reprimanding her student, the teacher suggests that the
problematic behavior just observed is atypical and that the overall Pa;
térn suggests a more admirable person. It invites the child t0 const '
who he wishes to be—and whether he wishes to alter an assume:ﬁ
itive identity. The stronger the relationship between teacher 3% ;.
dent, the more powerful and productive this prompt is. Her¢ o

: 3 Jopité
thI‘} of identity as both a tool and a constantly deVz edit?”
achievement ig Particularly clear. The teacher issfathg’r‘hke ou

f i i oped the chart®”
Or a writer Saying, “The way you have develﬁi?ﬁed the chard 1 sotiné

~ Protagonist, he couldn’t behavye that way in thl&%ltﬂanon ae !
out of CharaCter'n 2 o
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onder if, as a writer, you’re ready for this.”
nce asks the child to think about learning in terms of develop-

This at © s e
ment OF maturity, and invites a desire to be viewed as having an

expanded maturity.
rself as an author, and to pick up the gauntlet of challenge.

e
Eltcrcstingl}’, if she does pick up the gauntlet and overcome the chal-
lenge, in the context of the teacher’s words it will be hard for her to
avoid composing a narrative about self-as-author-overcoming-challenge.
Overcoming obstacles in this way provides a seductive invitation to
adopt the identity. If the teacher asks her how she did it, she will reartic-

ulate the story—with herself as the successful protagonist.

o 3 Al

It leans quite heavily on the student to both view

¢s “I bet you're proud of yourself.”
This is most productive after a “how” question that has established

agency. Inviting a child to attend to internal feelings of pride builds
upon the sense of agency and at the same time attaches an internal
motivation to the activity. While building independence it does not
detract from the feeling that the teacher is also proud of the child. The
more common “I'm proud of you,” like other forms of praise, turns a
child’s attention to pleasing the teacher, rather than developing agency.
As with any praise, it positions the child in a subordinate position with
respect to the teacher, the source of praise. It also subtly removes some
of the responsibility for the accomplishment and gives it to the teacher.
More generally, “How does that make you feel?” turns attention to
internal feelings and their relation to behavior and events. For example,
asking, “How does it feel to have written a piece like this?” (or “to
receive that letter?”) has two effects. First is the matter of attaching an
internal motivation to the act of writing. The more children notice and
rehearse this connection, the better. Rehearsing the connection is
almost as good as when it happens and continues to strengthen the con-
nection. The second aspect is that it is part of a central classroom con-
versation about how x makes y feel. It is part of the responsible side of

agency.

®9 ¢
"‘1:.‘ What are you doing as a writer today?”
his query has several features. First, it frames what the student will be

doing i : Bl :
; ng in terms of what writers do, and invites a conversation on those
erm : :
s s rather than in terms of, say, a student doing a task for the teacher.
eco : : : s
nd, presenting as “given” the assertions that a) the student is a
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~something that writers do makes it
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hard fOr

wiitc! W y bl “."ccf either the identity :))l;il:;l‘:l;“l(:ll: T:lhcy are o Ut
the sudent © “; ¢ student has to ﬁly sI’m writing.” ?I,“h !AS £ Writer]pl
i \{xsf‘"‘s"w ks ook’ for the story o h ¢ Con"cl’sm
am trying ,m nn:\ ‘n u)mmitmcnt tO.a part'lcu .C aract(;:r (I, 4 Writ%
ypenel insist® jcular kind of narrative (doing writerly thlngs). The sterl
gaged in partl 11 all right, pushed—to rehearse , & ati:.
€

’ ed—we : : ;
Jent 18 ‘L’.ent.l) mtlhi riter/protagonist, opening the Possibility o
elf as y with details and plot suggestiong

with hers !
r elaborating the stor

«hat have you Jearned HfOSt I ecentlyhas a reader}”
o) previous conversation starter, the teacher beging il
» information that is 1ot Up for dlscussmn.: a) .the student jg ,
| readers learn things. The only question is, what has this
particular reader learned? For a student to resp9nd to this question, by
or she has to review recent learnings. Th‘e qpenlng question requireg &n
answer that begins, ‘I learned. . . .” It insists on an agentive j dentig};.f
statement about reading and learning. At the same time, it Creates 5
learning history, which is an antidote for students who think they m
not good and have always been not good. “What would you like tq kam;
next as a writer?” is a similar question, but it takes the learning hIStOIy
to the next level of agency, creating a trajectory: I learned things in the
past and I will learn things in the future, and I have control over thosge
things that I learn. Asking, “How are you going to go about learmng
them?” extends the agentive conversation even further by insisting tha
the control of learning belongs to the student, and by turning attenti
to the strategies that make learning possible.
contz)}lleo?‘l,:ili;;r;l‘:vrvs iti(;)n > ke 'being 8 writer cE takms&
these identity-leaning COi’)lV 2 l?etter R other'word's, I'nany: ;
children respond in yogys thersatlo'n‘?ll prompts esse‘ntlally ms%st th&
learning, 5 topic explorg:j at p031t19n them as active agents in the

more fully in the next chapter.
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chapter- A second, perhaps more direct, way is to have conversati
g rsations

with @ couple of students in your class around questions such as these:

. Are there different kinds of readers (writers) in this class do you
think?

» How do you see yourself as a reader (writer)? (Or) What kind of
reader (writer) are you?

Toge v started on this project, and in case you do not have your
own classroom, 1 offer the following abstract of a conversation with
Mandy. As you read it, ask yourself these questions:

o What noticing and naming are taking place?
« What identity is this student developing?
o What classroom conversations made this identity possible?

As you make your decisions, point to the evidence you are drawing
on. Then plan some ways of engaging this student that would alter her
understanding of literacy and of herself as a literate person.

Mandy

Mandy says that a good writer “writes fast . . . [For example] when the
teacher tells us to write a story then it doesn’t even take her ... not even
ten minutes.” Mandy does not talk with other students about their writ-
ing. She “wouldn’t want to hurt their feelings or nothing because some-
times when someone comes up to them and says, ‘Oh, you're a bad
writer,” and everything. Then, they’ll tell the teacher.” Mandy says that
they should not give other students ideas, “hecause then that would be
giving them things that you thought of in your head. . . . Then they’ll
have, probably, the same stories.”

Good readers, she says, are “all the kids that are quiet and they just
listen . . . they challenge themselves . . . they get chapter books.” Asked
to describe herself as a reader or a writer, she says she doesn’t under-
stand the question. She does not know how she could learn about
another child as a reader or writer.

Asked whether they do research in her class, she says she is unsure
what it is. When it is explained, she says they don't do it. Mandy expects
on her report card an “excellent” for writing and a comment like,
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