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Introduction


Students are powerful. Students are knowledgeable. Students are intelligent. Students are complex. Students are diverse. Students are unique. Students are overscored. Students are overgeneralized. Students are overlooked. Students are under-considered. Students are undervalued. Students are undermined. Students are, I contend, much more than what we give them credit for. Students are learners both inside and outside of the classroom, a fact that is lamentably all too often neglected in what I deem “traditional” ELA classrooms. This is an aspect of pedagogical practice that I sincerely hope never to curtail, and that has been something that I have had the immense opportunity to see both modeled, and in turn model myself, throughout the course of the semester as a pre-service teacher involved in the incredible program that is Michigan State University’s pre-college writing curriculum. 


PCW, as it is often abbreviated, and as I will refer to it from this point forward, is a program within Michigan State University’s Writing, Rhetoric, and American Cultures department that caters to so-called “vulnerable” populations- more specifically, first-generation college and foreign exchange students, 81.75% of which, according to an entrance survey taken at the beginning of all nineteen class sections of the PCW course in the fall of 2013, are of Chinese descent. Unfortunately, however, as an aggregate of student graduation rates compiled by the Undergraduate Associate and Assistant Deans at the university showed in a longitudinal study on the persistence and graduation rates of MSU undergrads, approximately a mere 44% of these students are ultimately expected to successfully earn their bachelor’s degree from Michigan State University in a four year timespan. Although the statistics may very well sound disheartening, those structuring and implementing the curriculum are working determinedly to circumvent these numbers. Moreover, the program, or more specifically, my mentor professor and students, have opened my eyes to pedagogical practices and approaches that I more than likely would have never been exposed to or had the chance to uncover prior to both working with and learning from them. It is a program that has pushed the boundaries of my most basic definition of what it means to be a teacher, and has led me to the realization that as a future educator, my job will not merely be to teach the subject of English and all that it entails (reading, writing, literary and critical theory, etc.), but rather students, who are, among many other things, individuals with different needs, aspirations, and ways of thinking of the world, and who are simultaneously unique and diverse in a multitude of different ways. As I will assert throughout this paper, and as many scholars before me have worked diligently to exemplify, this is an incredibly crucial distinction to make. Nevertheless, it is a statement that is much easier said than done, that I am continuously and consistently metacognitively unraveling, and that, however unfortunately so, many seasoned, professional educators have yet to unpack or even consider. For example, as scholars Christine Sleeter and Jamy Stillman illuminate in their article, “Standardizing Knowledge in a Multicultural Society,”  “for over a century, curriculum in the United States has periodically surfaced as a lightning rod for debate about what schools should do, and more broadly, about basic values and beliefs about how young people should view society, and what adults expect of them as they enter the adult world” (28). That is, in other words, over the course of time, our educational systems as well as the instructors who lead them have been far too focused on maintaining and propagating a socially constructed standard of who students should become in the future rather than who they are in the present. Moreover, as Sleeter and Stillman continue to explain, “raising standards has become synonymous with standardizing curriculum” (27). Thus, as they elaborate, “rather than asking whose knowledge, language, and points of view are most worth teaching children, teachers and administrators are pressed to ask how well children are scoring on standardized measures of achievement” (Sleeter, Stillman 44). However, as I now fervently believe as a result of my observations and experiences in PCW, and as the scholars themselves argue, this is nothing if not detrimental, inimical, and counterproductive to students’ learning and development as learners. Instead, what they, and similarly, I call for as well, is a curriculum in which “boundaries are blurred, and knowledge is viewed much less hierarchically,” that encourages students to “use their own sense-making process,” and effectively inspires “classroom decision-making” (Sleeter, Stillman 44). 


In turn, what I hope to do is to one day create a pedagogical space which evokes and involves all of these things, and which mirrors PCW in the ways in which students’ ideas, opinions, and voices are acknowledged, appreciated, and valued; a space in which “students begin to reconceive who they are and what they might be able to accomplish and beyond” (Gutiérrez 148); and finally, a space in which students’ “funds of knowledge,” or their, “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functional well-being,” are heard, respected, and shared on a daily basis within the walls of my classroom (Amanti et al. 132). 


Thus, it is my aim that through the comprehensive research that I have collected, as well as through the reflective analyses of my observations, discussions, and both formal and informal interviews I have conducted with many of my own service learning students, I will not only be able to exemplify the vital importance of incorporating students’ “funds of knowledge” as defined by researchers Louis C. Moll, Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff, and Norma Gonzalez, but will also be much better equipped, prepared, and knowledgeable of the ways in which to do just that. Therefore, my research is framed around the following incredibly thought-provoking and deeply complex questions:

· How are students’ funds of knowledge, and more specifically, their cultures and experiences being either privileged or ignored in traditional ELA classrooms?
· How can we incorporate these FoK, and more specifically, students’ cultures into the classroom in ways that allow students to feel that their perspectives, experiences, and home cultures are in fact valued and respected?
· In what ways does the PCW program at Michigan State University work to incorporate students’ perspectives, experiences, and home cultures into the classroom?
· In what ways are students enrolled in the PCW program at Michigan State University discussing, negotiating, and writing about their differing perspectives, the experiences that shape them, and their home cultures in the classroom?

It is my genuine hope that by examining and responding to these inquiries, probing the paramountcy of students’ funds of knowledge, and reflecting upon the ways in which they are both enacted by Michigan State University’s PCW program and applied by the students enrolled in the course that I had the pleasure of being a part of over the course of a semester, I will be able to implement my findings in progressive, engaging, and comprehensive ways that will allow me to better engage my future students in the critical and deeply analytical thinking, reading, and writing that I so look forward to developing with them one day, for as David E. Kirkland so passionately writes in his article, “Books Like Clothes: Engaging Young Black Men With Reading,” “engaging youth in some meaningful way seems a prerequisite for learning... [for] before one learns to read, one must be interested in learning” (201). 

The Importance of Funds of Knowledge and Teachers’ Roles in Pedagogically Enacting Them in the Curriculum 


As renowned researchers Louis C. Moll, Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff, and Norma Gonzalez fervidly elucidate in their article, “Funds of Knowledge for Teaching: Using a Qualitative Approach to Connect Homes and Classrooms,” “ . . . children . . . are not passive bystanders, as they seem in the classrooms, but active participants in a broad range of activities mediated by . . . social relationships” (134). However, despite this seemingly apparent fact, they elaborate, “teachers rarely draw on the resources of the ‘funds of knowledge’ of the child’s world outside the context of the classroom” (Amanti et al. 134). Unfortunately, this often acts a barrier to students’ learning and engagement in classrooms, and is often viewed simply as laziness, or “misbehavior” rather than “resistance,” a fact that Bracha Alpert describes in his article, “Students’ Resistance in the Classroom.” In his research, he brilliantly draws the distinction between misbehavior and resistance, proclaiming that while misbehavior involves simple “inattention,” and concerns teachers in their perceived need for “crowd control and management,” resistance, on the other hand, is “not evidence of innate disability in the student, but as political resistance. In self-defeating attempts to fight back the student resists being defined by the school as a person of less worth than others” (Alpert 351). In other words, many students feel all but forced to resist the hierarchical power structures that dominate systems of schooling which demean their home cultures and identities, and which place so-called “academic” knowledge higher than the funds of knowledge that students themselves bring into the classroom, thereby alienating them as a result. 


This notion is similarly expressed in Alpert’s work as well as he writes, “cultural knowledge and skills, ‘school knowledge’ . . . are perceived to be superior to the students’ personal knowledge” (358). Therefore, as he notes, “the gap between adolescent culture and the teaching approach leads to students’ resistance” (Alpert 357). Likewise, this point is also accentuated by Louis C. Moll, Cathy Amanti, Deborah Neff, and Norma Gonzalez as they explain, “ . . . much of the teaching and learning [outside of the classroom] is motivated by the children’s interests and questions; in contrast to classrooms, knowledge is obtained by the children, not imposed by the adults” (134). Thus, as is illustrated through these proclamations, it is unquestionably crucial for educators to diligently strive to bridge that gap, and to do so by way of incorporating students’ rich, multifaceted “funds of knowledge” into their classrooms, for as the authors continue, “it is so important to learn how culture is expressed in students’ lives, how students live their worlds. We can’t make assumptions about these things. Only a part of that child is present in the classroom” (Amanti et al. 137, emphasis added). It is our job as educators, then, to work vigilantly to bring out the other “parts” of students’ “selves”- to motivate them in ways that will subsequently encourage them to feel comfortable and secure in sharing these often- neglected aspects of their identities in our classrooms.


In doing so, educational researchers call upon teachers to shift their perceptions, or rather the misconceptions they have about what it means to be a teacher. Rather than merely seeing oneself as an instructor, for instance, as Gloria M. Rodriguez explains in her article, “Power and Agency in Education: Exploring the Pedagogical Dimensions of Funds of Knowledge,” implementing funds of knowledge in the classroom, “involve[s] teachers taking on the role of ethnographers to seek out deeper understandings of their students and the communities represented in the schools” (90). She therefore implores teachers to reach past and look beyond their own funds of knowledge, and to take into consideration those of their students’ by not only researching or reading about them from within the confines of textbooks or scholarly articles, but rather by also immersing themselves within students’ home cultures through the insightful texts that the students themselves produce. Doing so, as she explains, is very much “emancipatory” and “counter-hegemonic” (Rodriguez 91). Furthermore, as she so eloquently elaborates, “the engagement of teachers, specifically, as co-constructors of knowledge versus merely consumers of research knowledge is not meant only to sensitize teachers to the challenges students and families face outside of school but also to establish meaningful social relations through which knowledge production and exchange can be facilitated and fortified over time” (Rodriguez 91, emphasis added). In short, it allows teachers and students to create a far from typical, avant-garde pedagogical sphere in which knowledge is shared, rather than imposed, and which allows the relationships between them to develop into genuine bonds as they continually strengthen and expand upon one another’s learning, for although we may very well hold a degree that students have not yet earned themselves, there is still much that they can teach us. Learning, I profess, still occurs far beyond graduation; teachers, I attest, are learners too. 


These pronouncements particularly strike a chord with me as I had the pleasure of witnessing and personally experiencing their transformative and incredible power firsthand. This is, I contend, precisely what I observed my mentor professor doing nearly every day in my PCW classroom, and non-coincidentally, what she has subsequently encouraged and ultimately inspired me to carry on into my own future classrooms as well. 

Experiences Within the PCW Classroom


Over the course of the semester in which I was lucky enough to work alongside my PCW mentor professor, whom I will refer to as Dr. C, I learned and gained an unfathomable number of valuable, insightful lessons from both her and our students that I can only hope to be able to even begin to underlie here; unraveling and analyzing each of them would unfortunately, but quite literally, be impossible. Thus, I have chosen to describe a sample of lessons that I believe truly exemplify her efforts in creating a dynamic, dialogic space in which students were able to foster growth not only in their academic writing, but also in their identities as learners, and perhaps most importantly, as individuals. I consider myself fortunate in that I have gleaned much, much more than I can express through this forum. Once again, my aim is to accurately, authentically, and thoroughly detail aspects of the class that I have observed as being particularly eye opening and transformative. It is my sincere hope that I will be able to do these experiences justice in my writing. The following paragraphs are therefore nothing more than a genuine attempt to do just that. 

It is quite evident that Dr. C deliberately structured her course in order to typify the fact that, “classroom communities are social entities that exist within a number of wider spheres that influence their nature and the communal life they support in many ways,” and manifest the ways in which, “dialogic classroom interactions . . . foster critical thinking, improve students’ communication skills, have a positive effect on interpersonal relationships between class members, and help prepare students for participation in a democratic society and its processes” (Hadjioannou 371). More specifically, her class fundamentally and foundationally revolved around the theme of culture shock; each of the five major assignments, corresponding lessons, and the myriad of classroom discussions students engaged in either explicitly or implicitly incorporated this trope, accordingly allowing students to integrate their personal experiences and therefore their “funds of knowledge” no matter what the task. In leading up to the first assignment alone, for example, students were asked to first read the article, “Analysis of Impact of Culture Shock on Individual Psychology,” by Junzi Xia, describing the four phases of culture shock (the honeymoon, disenchantment, beginning resolution, and effective function phase), aloud in class. However, of course, Dr. C did not stop there. Instead, she then directed them to an online discussion forum, in which they were asked to discuss which stage of culture shock they felt that they were currently in. She also made sure that everyone in the class felt included, could relate to this article, and could in turn respond to it by expressing the idea that that even a native-born American can feel culture shock within their own environment. By asking her students to think about and classify which stage of culture shock they were currently in, she countered the idea discussed by researchers Robert Petrone and Mark A. Lewis in their article, “Deficits, Therapists, and a Desire to Distance: Secondary English Pre-service Teachers’ Reasoning about Their Future Students,” that many pre-service and “seasoned” teachers operate under the socially-constructed notion of an adolescent “becoming” someone in the future. The authors explain, “adolescents are understood more for what they will become rather than whom or what they are now; they are valued more for the possibilities they hold for the future and not necessarily the contributions they make presently” (Petrone, Lewis 278). In presenting her PCW students with this reading and asking them to situate themselves within the phases that the piece identifies, Dr. C more than merely acknowledged these students’ present worth; she asked them to introspectively consider who they were in that moment, and how they felt in this new, gargantuan, quite intimidating place that we call Michigan State University.


Furthermore, she also seemed to be operating under what Janet D. Johnson identifies as “new literacy studies” discourse in her powerful article, “‘A Rainforest in Front of a Bulldozer’: The Literacy Practices of Teacher Candidates Committed to Social Justice.” To elaborate, in integrating pedagogical practices that asked students to reflect upon themselves, Dr. C upheld the idea that “literacy practices are ways of engaging with the world” (Johnson 149). She encouraged her students to think about what the article had to say, to reflect upon what they were feeling in that moment, and how they felt in relation to the community around them. This activity acted as a scaffold to their first major writing assignment- a blog in which students reflected upon their personal experiences with culture shock more comprehensively, providing detailed accounts of a number of instances and examples that they expressed in their work. 


Moreover, in the two assignments that followed, students expanded upon these culture shock narratives through different modes of writing. More specifically, in creating a Wikipedia page that involved them collecting research about one particular (chosen) facet of their first assignment, and writing a persuasive letter to a Michigan State administrator or organization about an aspect of culture shock that created a barrier in their acculturation to the East Lansing community, students were not only encouraged and expected to integrate their home cultures and experiences (their FoK), they were also simultaneously improving their writing abilities and skills, and not to mention their knowledge about various forms of writing, at the same time. However, it was their “Remix” project, as it was appropriately called, that perhaps allowed students to integrate their funds of knowledge the most, and which granted them the opportunity to critically and creatively present information to the greatest extent. It was evident through the excitement and enthusiasm of the students that this assignment in particular pushed the boundaries of what they were accustomed to doing within the walls of the classroom. In my opinion, the project, which involved students “remixing” one of their former assignments through a creative lens either in small groups or individually, and if they so preferred, through a form of multimedia, truly, “ [encouraged] students to read the world as a text . . . [invited] students to take ownership of their educational experience . . . [showed] them how they are- or could be- active agents in their own learning . . . and [located] them at the center of [their] curricula” (Kinloch 184-187). Many students, for instance, chose to present their work through the medium of a PhotoPeach, an online tool allowing individuals to tell stories through the use of photos and corresponding sub-titles in conjunction to a song of their choosing. For example, one international student chose to use the software in a particularly unique manner by accompanying a slideshow illustrating her culture shock experience with a piece of piano music she both composed and performed herself. Without a doubt, the brilliance of this student’s work lied in the way in which she deliberately corresponded the tone of her music along with the emotions she hoped to portray in her photos; she quite clearly varied her use of key as she took us through the various phases of culture shock. For instance, she played in major key as she shared inviting images of Michigan State’s campus in order to illustrate the excitement of the “honeymoon” phase. She played in minor key, on the other hand, while she expressed her feelings of loneliness through photos of her hometown in Korea and the traditional Korean dishes she so longed for during the “disenchantment” phase. This assignment truly showcased this student’s musical talent in a way that gave her project a voice of its own; it brought it to life in an extraordinarily effective, personal, and all the more meaningful way. 


Another student used the program to bring attention to the various forms of discrimination (racial, sexual, religious, etc.) minority and oppressed groups suffer on a daily basis by projecting powerful images while Michael Jackson’s “Man in the Mirror” played in the background. Her suggestion in the end, as was evoked through the images and captions that immensely strengthened her argument, was that those who are stereotyped and discriminated against should not remain quiet in their suffering; they should instead be brave, and speak up in order to work to make the world a better place for all human beings, no matter what their skin color, sexual preference, or religion, to live in. This presentation then made way for her to share experiences with discrimination and oppression she has faced in her own life, as the daughter of a Mexican-American migrant farm worker. For example, she explained that despite the fact that her father and his co-workers are extremely dedicated, hard workers, they are typically and unjustifiably stereotyped by their surrounding communities to be nothing more than lazy, uneducated immigrants, a generalization that is certainly unquestionably far from the truth. Her PhotoPeach therefore allowed her to share and expose an unfortunate reality with her peers- an aspect of her life, and of her identity that would have been left in the wayside if not for this project.


Lastly, one of the most deeply personal, complex, and profound presentations was one in which a student chose to use another forum altogether, instead opting to create a T-shirt as well as a poem about the psychological torment she has undergone as a result of her father’s incarceration. Her T-shirt was a beautifully touching, stirring tribute to all of the life lessons her father has impressed upon her throughout her life, and read, “I Won’t Forget Anything You Taught Me, and Most Importantly I Won’t Forget You.” She wore it proudly as she dramatically recited her poem in front of her classmates. She proclaimed:

It’s hard coming to a place that you know nothing about

And also coming from a place where all people did was doubt

To come to a college, with great expectations and intentions

But instead I get counseling and sexual abuse interventions

I thought coming to college would really help me move on

But instead I get depressed and replay every sad song

It’s bad enough I’m having trouble with making friends or joining sports

But the worst part is I’m always forced to go to court

Being away from my family is the hardest thing in my life

I cry every day praying that things turn out right

My dad is the person who I can’t live without

But now he’s gone and it really hurts to think about

Culture shock is really different when it comes to different students

I thought mines was sexual abuse but it’s knowing that his life is ruined

I try everyday to stay focused just on school

But I end up frustrated and mad and always losing my cool

It’s really, really hard to not think about it at all 

Cause there’s constantly always something that happens and isn’t resolved

But I’ll try and I’ll try to make everything better

And hopefully in the future I will write my dad a letter.

This student’s words were fearless, brave, and above all, true. They allowed her the chance to express something she clearly genuinely cared about, and that she undoubtedly connected to. They gave her the opportunity to cathartically release much of her pain through the immense and incredible power of not only the written, but also the spoken word- something she herself told me in a later conversation. Thus, by virtue of this inspiring project, she unveiled a part of herself that ultimately helped me to better understand her not only as a student, but also as a person, as a human being.

In many ways, these students’ presentations not only brought me closer to them, but also truly illustrated the ways in which the “hierarchy of signs,” or the “[privileging] of the letter, text, and their consumption over image, film, public and student writing, and their production,” as discussed in Ellen Cushman’s article, “New Media Scholarship and Teaching: Challenging the Hierarchy of Signs,” in fact truly does inhibit students’ learning in the classroom (65). To use her own words, “the hierarchy of signs hinders knowledge making and teaching practices with multimodal discourses” (Cushman 66). However, through this project, Dr. C, the PCW students, and I all worked to reverse this hierarchy, and to engage students in “[making] knowledge with and for publics using a plurality of media” (Cushman 77). By reformulating, or “remixing” one of their previous assignments in such creative, but nevertheless thought-provoking and critically analytical ways, the students were thus able to “craft meaning” for themselves through multimedia (Cushman 77). 


In addition, the project also granted students many great opportunities to explore the communities around them, and not to mention to share aspects of their home communities and lives that they simply would not have had the chance to share in any of the other assignments proceeding it. Taken in this light, the “Remix” project seems incredibly reminiscent of the work scholar Valerie Kinloch did with two of her students, Phillip and Khaleeq in her book, Harlem on our Minds: Place, Race, and the Literacies of Urban Youth, in which they had the opportunity to videotape their surrounding community of Harlem, and narrate what they were seeing through their own eyes, from their own perspectives. I was thus elated that my PCW students had the chance to share parts of their own lives, on their own terms, through this project. More generally, I am also extremely glad to see the PCW program as a whole working to counter traditional ELA classrooms, which, as Phillip profoundly proclaims in Harlem on our Minds, “ . . . turn us [students] into machines” (Kinloch 126). “With schools,” he continues, “I can’t sing my own art” (Kinloch 126). Through this work, I argue, the PCW students were in fact given the chance to figuratively, or perhaps even quite literally “sing their own art” (that is, they would have, had they chosen to approach this project through the form of a vocal, musical performance). Therefore, the PCW students were not simply being asked to turn into “machines,” but rather, in my humble opinion, to become artists.

My Own Pedagogical Experiences with PCW Students


Throughout the semester, I was not only struck by the power of students’ work when Dr. C allowed their funds of knowledge to shine through and take center stage; instead, on three separate occasions, she gave me the incredible opportunity to lead the class entirely on my own while she attended conferences that conflicted with our classroom schedule. Thus, as a result, I was given the chance to put the spotlight on them as well through my own lessons and discussions with the PCW students. In preparing these lessons, I deliberately thought about the ways in which to position myself as an educator despite the fact that I am, as the students knew all too well, also an undergraduate student myself. Although I was very much aware, for example, that my age and university standing could certainly work to my disadvantage, I chose to disregard these feelings, which in turn afforded me many, many advantages that I used in my favor and ultimately reaped the benefits from. In writing my lessons, I made every effort to allow for as much dialogue and interaction between the students and myself as possible. Likewise, in enacting them, I worked to find a space in which I was creating a casual, open learning environment, while also maintaining my presence as more than just a peer, but rather a facilitator. I tried, in other words, to avoid being “too much of a teacher,” for as Bracha Alpert warns, “by being ‘too much of a teacher,’ the teachers alienate themselves, the knowledge they represent, and the school from the adolescent students who are heavily influenced by psychological, social, and cultural elements of their age and age group” (361). Moreover, I worked to create a space in which “authentic discussions,” described as, “dialogically oriented classroom interactions where participants present and consider multiple perspectives and often use others’ input in constructing their contributions,” took place (Hadjioannou 370). When these rare, authentic discussions transpire, educational researcher Kris D. Gutiérrez asserts, “ . . . teacher and student scripts - the formal and informal, the official and unofficial spaces of the learning environment- intersect, creating the potential for authentic interaction and a shift in the social organization of learning and what counts as knowledge” (152). In my humble opinion, and to my great joy, I truly believe I was able to accomplish just that with the PCW students. Upon deeper reflection, one instance that strikes me in particular was a dialogue in which I prompted students to think about the differences between their high school writing experiences and the types of writing they were producing in PCW. More specifically, I asked students to respond to the following inquires:

· How is the writing that you have been doing in this class different from the writing that you did in high school, whether you lived inside or outside the United States? 
· How might we be asking you to present ideas or use evidence differently in your writing in comparison to your home country/town? 
· Please provide as many details and examples as you can.



After reading these questions aloud to the class, I asked students to begin by writing down their thoughts on a piece of paper I provided them with, and encouraged them to think about specific examples from their high school career that they could compare to their PCW class, the ways in which they might have cited things differently, and finally, the ways in which their writing prompts and assignments might have been more or less structured in their home countries/towns. During this time, I circulated around the room in order to make sure students were on task, to answer questions, and to ask about what they were writing. After allowing approximately ten minutes for reflection, we then convened for a large group discussion. I began by asking students to share some of their thoughts. I probed them by offering my own experiences and examples, which then made way for an incredible discussion about the ways in which writing can vary immensely across different cultures. For example, to my great surprise, one student from Saudi Arabia shared the fact that she had actually never written her own work in high school, and that because the idea of plagiarism simply does not exist in Saudi Arabia, her high school Arabic and English teachers would simply ask students to respond to a writing prompt by googling articles, and copying and pasting quotes from other scholars onto a document that they would then turn in for credit. I was dumbfounded, to say the least. Other students nodded and began to add that the idea of citing sources was entirely new to them as well. This then led into a great conversation about the ways in which deciding whether or not it is necessary to cite a source can be incredibly confusing and difficult, and that sometimes, what seems like “common knowledge” might actually be something that we might need to support with evidence from another scholar’s work. Many Chinese students shared their thoughts about the ways in which (according to them) writing in China is much more structured and strict than in the United States. More specifically, several students expressed the idea that writing in China was “boring,” and mostly revolved around writing about the concepts of topics such as tolerance, perseverance, courage, or honesty, but did not invite varying perspectives or points of view. This led to a more general, but nevertheless extremely insightful conversation about the ways in which students across all cultures often feel as though they have to write what the teacher expects them to write, and what they expect or know the teacher will agree with, or else risk earning a lower grade as a result. I agreed with them that this is unfortunately an all too common issue in the field of education, while reassuring them that Dr. C and I, on the other hand, welcome other points of view and debate. I also made a point to tell them that they would certainly not lose points for disagreeing with what they expected Dr. C and I felt about a particular subject in their writing, while also adding that I actually personally enjoy reading other people’s perspectives even if I completely and adamantly disagree with them. As I told them, it keeps me interested and engaged in reading what an individual other than myself has to say. This discussion is quite certainly one that impacted me greatly, that I will never forget, and which, perhaps most importantly, truly illustrated the kinds of reciprocal learning that can and will take place if we create a space for students’ funds of knowledge in the classroom; it was a dialogue, I contend, that genuinely exemplified the fact that, “by exploring the dialectic between the individual and the social, between the world as it is and the world as it could be, we see that institutions of learning can be transformed” (Gutiérrez 160).

Visual Narratives and The Power They Purport in Presenting Students’ “Funds of Knowledge” 



Finally, perhaps the single most poignant and substantial learning experience I had over the course of the semester was the one-on-one video interview I conducted with one of my PCW students, who, for the sake of respecting his privacy and identity, I will refer to as Jeremy. 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” with him in order to better frame his “literacy narrative,” described as, “simply a collection of items to 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 . . . 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” (Halbritter, Lindquist 172-173).  Unsurprisingly, Jeremy went above and beyond all of my expectations. He astounded me with his confident, endearing presence, and absolute passion for his Chinese culture. He brought in a number of “cultural artifacts,” including but not limited to pictures of Beijing, a city that he seemed to feel 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 fuses both modern and ancient Chinese cultures, 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’s, 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 come out of the woodwork, 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 the 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 that 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, for as Arnetha F. Ball writes in her article, “Toward a Theory of Generative Change in Culturally and Linguistically Complex Classrooms,” “it is through narrative that people make sense of themselves and their world” (47). “Narrative,” she elaborates, and as I too have become cognizant of as a result of my work with Jeremy, “can serve as an artifact through which to make actions, thoughts, and feelings intelligible to ‘others . . .’ the sharing of narratives with others . . . can expand understandings of the practices of students and teachers in informed and sensitive ways” (Ball 47). 


Moreover, it manifested the ways in which “[video representations] are stable texts that invite readers/visitors/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 in describing my conversation with Jeremy, my video interview with him will always be infinitely more powerful at embodying his incredibly charismatic personality, and above all, his commanding voice. Put simply, the video, as well as 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. His funds of knowledge, and the ways in which he chose for them to be revealed, were the very crux of this project. The strength of his words epitomized the fact that students’ funds of knowledge should be at the very core of our classrooms, although they hardly ever are. As Valerie Kinloch blazons, “we owe it to our students and ourselves to investigate the realities within school and familial communities” (Kinloch 174). We do, I subscribe; we truly do. 


Conclusion


My experiences within PCW have ultimately shattered my previous perspectives on and perceptions of both teaching and learning. My mentor professor and students have genuinely illuminated a new side to teaching that would have more than likely remained in the dark, gathering dust, so to speak, had I not had this opportunity. Among the many other lessons they have taught me, they have illustrated the importance of uniting students’ funds of knowledge with traditional classroom instruction, as well as the power of doing so. Thus, being a part of the amazing and ever-evolving PCW program has essentially epitomized what a classroom has the potential to become if students are placed at the center of the curriculum. At the same time, it also elucidated what the consequences of not doing so can and unfortunately all-too-commonly do result in. 


Students resist learning when teachers fail to show students the ways in which they can identify and input their own opinions with what they are learning. Students resist learning when educators place so-called “academic knowledge” above the funds of knowledge all students bring into the classroom. Students resist learning when teachers neglect their funds of knowledge altogether. Students resist learning when educators actively choose to teach subject matter rather than students. Students resist learning when teachers view themselves only as educators, rather than as learners. “Students,” as Xenia Hadjioannou attests, “are more engaged and motivated when they believe that they are encouraged to work collaboratively with peers, when they perceive their classroom as a place where their ideas are valued, when they view their teachers as caring and supportive” (374). “Students,” Bracha Alpert similarly expresses, “not only teachers, [need to be] actively involved in constructing their classroom experiences” (361, emphasis added). Students, as I learned through my observations and experiences with my own PCW mentor professor and students, have a story to tell, a life to share, and if we only so much as kindle the flame, classrooms evolve in ways that most teachers have never imagined, or have ever even fathomed. Students, I conclude, have the power to bring classrooms to life, if only we, as educators, give them the chance to do so.
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