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A Reflection Upon A Comprehensive, Eye-Opening Two-Phase Interview


I never could have imagined learning and gaining as much from my interview with a student from my PCW class whom I will refer to as Jeremy, as I did through this endearing project. In many ways, Jeremy taught me things that I doubt I would have ever uncovered without this opportunity. His interview taught me about the underlying seriousness of seeing our students as individuals rather than as just another pupil in our classrooms. His stories and the pictures he graciously shared with me truly gave me an inside look at his life and perspectives on the world. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, his confidence and passion in teaching me about his culture genuinely and substantially pushed my understanding of the vital importance of incorporating students’ funds of knowledge, or their, “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being,” as defined by Gloria M. Rodriguez in her article, “Power and Agency in Education: Exploring the Pedagogical Dimensions of Funds of Knowledge,” in my mind (89). His words were thus more than thought-provoking for me, they were eye-opening, they were life changing.


I conducted my two-phase interview with Jeremy following a format suggested by scholars, Bump Halbritter and Julie Lindquist in their article, “Time, Lives, and Videotape: Operationalizing Discovering in Scenes of Literacy Sponsorship.” As Halbritter and Lindquist did in their own case studies with students, prior to phase one of our discussion, I asked Jeremy to bring up to three “cultural artifacts” in order to better frame his “literacy narrative,” described as, “simply a collection of items that describe how [one] learns[s] to read, write, and compose,” with the goal of “[learning] more about students’ strategies for success-to learn more about not only students’ literate practices, but the sorts of lives they envision beyond college that may license such practices-or not...to collect tales from the outside: ones that may not be recognizable on first look and listen- to the teller and the listener- as stories of literacy” (172-173). Jeremy, not surprisingly, went above and beyond all of my expectations. He brought in a number of “cultural artifacts,” including but not limited to pictures of Beijing, a city that he seemed to know epitomized American stereotypes of China, and which he thus taught me more about, pictures of Shanghai, his favorite place to visit due to the fact that it is a mix of both modern and ancient Chinese culture, pictures of his hometown of Harbin, and the quite literal ice cities that the local government pays to construct every winter, and finally, pictures of masks from the famous Chinese opera, which is so near to his family, and more specifically, his grandfather’s heart. This particular conversation led us to what I felt was the most compelling part of our interview, in which Jeremy shared one of the many stories that his grandfather shared with him in order to teach him about the meaning of love and morality. Jeremy told me of “Mike,” a man who was abandoned by his parents, and was therefore raised by his loving aunt, and who took care of him and became his real “family.” With her support, “Mike” passes an extremely difficult exam and becomes an incredibly successful leader. Suddenly, upon hearing of his success, “Mike’s” parent’s turn to their son, hoping to reap the benefits of his accomplishments. However, “Mike” turns them away, wisely realizing that despite the fact that his parents are his blood, they are not, it would seem, his family. As I probed Jeremy further, he explained that he feels as though the lesson learned through this story is that those who love you, and those who raise you, rather than the ones who are merely genetically related to you, are in fact your family. Blood, it would seem, is not always thicker than water. 


During phase-two of our interview, Jeremy and I continued to discuss the importance of stories in his upbringing, in effect much more comprehensively delving into ways in which they shape his close relationship with his grandfather, as well as the way in which he looks at the world. For example, he profoundly proclaimed that he feels as though his parents, and his grandfather especially shares stories such as the one about “Mike” in order to pass knowledge and understanding down to him, to teach him important lessons in life, and, to use his own words, “to polish him like a diamond.” He continued to tell me about the importance his family places on treating family members and elders in particular with great respect. Many of the stories his father and grandfather tell him are thus underlined with this message. And, as he explained, as a result of the power of these tales, he feels he cannot maintain friendships with individuals who do not treat their family members well. The power and influence of these stories on Jeremy’s world-views and values are quite clear even in this example alone. These stories, I contend, have in turn shaped him into the person, or once again, as he says, the “diamond” that he is today. 


Overall, Jeremy effectively allowed me to look past my pre-conceived notions of “literacy.” He showed me the power of words can reach far beyond what is written on the page. He showed me the importance of stories in shaping one’s identity and place in the world. In a more general sense, this project also expanded upon my perspectives on my own learning, and definitely shifted my own opinions about the “hierarchy of signs,” which, as Ellen Cushman details in her article, “New Media Scholarship and Teaching: Challenging the Hierarchy of Signs,” is the way in which academic institutions, administrators, and the majority of educators in our society, “privilege the letter, text, and their consumption over image, film, public and student writing, and their production” (65).  Moreover, it manifested the ways in which “[video representations] are stable texts that invite readers/viewers/auditors to perform their own, potentially competing analyses of the actions and interactions they mediate. Video representations can help move readers/viewers/auditors closer to the scenes of action and interaction they represent” (Halbritter&Lindquist, 184). Indeed, no matter how hard I try, and no matter how much effort I put forth to describe my conversation with Jeremy, my video interview with him is infinitely more powerful at embodying his incredibly charismatic personality and presence. The video, and the familial stories he shared with me on his own terms, allowed Jeremy to speak for himself, something that my mere words will unfortunately never have the ability to do. 
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