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ABSTRACT 

Commitment to individually authentic participation is an important element of 

successfully inclusive communities and societies. Not only characterized by diversity, 

such groups have organized themselves to draw upon that diversity for problemsolving 

and synergistic creativity. 

At the same time, and sometimes in conflict with that belief, most societies 

identify particular skills and abilities as singularly important to legitimate adult 

participation and, therefore, as generalizable. These cultural tools are likely to dominate 

the established curricula of schools: mathematics, language, literacy, science. One 

method for ensuring that all citizens have access to these participatory tools is to entrench 

them in public policy. Well-meant though they might be, for some children such policies 

negatively impact their authentic participation. A tension arises, then, between the overall 

intent of the policy and the immediate lived experience. Reworking a policy implies an 

examination of whether or not the lived experience of those affected by the policy is 

congruent with the policy's deepest intent. 

This work explores the impact of early literacy intervention policies on young 

children who struggle with reading and writing. Intertextual interpretation layers the 

writings of Charles Taylor and Jean Vanier with the experiences of growing up in a 

Mennonite community to illuminate conditions that support the development of authentic 

interpretive and representational modes. 
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Commonplace Book: October 17, 2005 

http:llwww.naturalhomemagazine.comlbackissuesl03- 
03lxeriscap.asp as retrieved on 17 Oct 2005 23:49:39 GMT. 

If your soil is in sad shape, you may need to work in organic 
matter such as leaves, compost, or dried manure ... 

Then again, you might just want to reconsider your soil's 
"flaws." As landscape architect Tom Stephens points 
out ... there is, in fact, no such thing as the perfect soil. "If you 
want to grow jewel-like alpine flowers, the 'ideal soil' is 
gravelly and low in nutrients.. . .If you want a cactus garden, 
your plants will blossom in dry, alkaline soil," he states. The 
lesson: Learn to work with what you've got. Your heart may 
leap at azaleas, but if your soil says daylilies, consider 
daylilies-or face the considerable expense and effort of 
reworking your soil, often every few years. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

In order for societies to evolve adaptively, I believe it to be imperative that 

each member of a community be able to participate from a position of strength, and 

that a significant aspect of leadership in any social structure is to facilitate the 

identification, development, and contextualization of unique ability. This 

commitment to individually authentic participation is, I believe, a key element of 

successfully inclusive communities and societies. Such communities are not only 

characterized by diversity, they also have organized themselves to draw upon that 

diversity for problemsolving and synergistic creativity. 

At the same time, and sometimes in conflict with that belief, I can see that 

most societies identify particular skills and abilities as singularly important to 

legitimate adult participation and, therefore, as generalizable. At least in North 

America, these significant cultural tools are likely to dominate the established 

curricula of schools; mathematics, language, literacy, science, and social 

responsibility come to mind. One method for ensuring that all citizens have access to 

these participatory tools is to entrench them in public policy. Well-meant though they 

might be, for some children such policies negatively impact their authentic 
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participation. A dissonance arises, then, between the overall intent of the policy and 

the immediate lived experience. For this reason, it is important that educational 

implementations be revisited. If the policy is intended to bring about inclusion, then 

an experience of exclusion by some students heralds a flaw in either the 

implementation or in the policy itself. Reworking a policy implies more than just 

tinkering. It is a thoughtful examination of whether or not the policy is doing what it 

set out to do. Often, this takes the form of examining performance objectives: Are we 

meeting targets for student achievement? While this may be important, another 

significant aspect is sometimes lost, that of examining whether or not the lived 

experience of those affected by the policy is congruent with the policy's deepest 

intent. It is hoped that this work will exemplify just that, analyzing the individual 

experience of some young children who struggle significantly with literacy 

acquisition at the same time that elementary schools are implementing early literacy 

instruction and intervention policies. 

The children who embody the focus of this work are those who have been 

described as "dyslexic." For the purposes of this study, I will use that term to describe 

those children who struggle significantly in most aspects of literacy acquisition while 

often having a preferred mode of interpretation and representation; their "first 

language" may be music or art or dance, mathematics or mechanics or technology, or 

some other mode. Davis (1994) describes his own profound alphabetic difficulties as 

being co-specified by a perceptual "gift" that allows him artistic expression. It is the 

elementary school experience of just this type of child that I hope to address. 
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The dilemma I will examine is that which arises when I attempt to reconcile 

my opening statement about diversity with policies that focus educational 

programming on generalizable skills such as literacy. Embedded within this 

examination are several immanent assumptions: First, that personal authenticity in 

community participation and contribution is both vital and misunderstood; second, 

that elementary school practices and policies, as iterative of the wider society, 

marginalize children who struggle with literacy acquisition by organizing their days 

and their identities with reference to disability rather than ability; and, third, that 

structures and conditions in schools and classrooms can be altered to foster authentic 

community participation and contribution. Each of these assumptions will be 

examined in turn with the overall purpose of describing and recommending school 

practices that might better address complex learning needs, with the overall purpose 

of enriching community development as a whole. 

Absence and Presence 

We impact this world at least twice: once in the person we are becoming, and 

once more in the infinite possibilities for the person we are not. These two cohabit, 

interact, and mutually impact the ongoing evolution of society. While one is 

obviously present, the other is equally present in its absence: No one replaces the 

people we are, nor the people we might have been. We, alone, embody both 

possibilities. 

The contingency of our becoming on the society in which we live has been 

long argued; likewise the contingency of our not-becoming. The corollary to this is 
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that the developing society is, in its turn, contingent upon the people we do and do not 

become: As I choose or reject actions from among those available to me within my 

culture, I impact the choices of those around me; the collective of these choices forms 

the culture, and so on. The culture and the self, then, are mutually specifying: we 

exist in a type of social symbiosis. 

One function of this is that to limit possibility for even one person is to limit 

possibility for the entire society. And every society does limit possibility: laws define 

legalities; rituals reinforce values; educational offerings promote or restrict others; 

moral and ethical positions represent other types of boundaries. Freire (1997), 

however, argues that one of the characteristics of a free society is that the choices 

available to any one group or person are available to all, that systemic limitation of 

one party or group embodies de facto limitation for the entire community and, 

therefore, is not only immoral, but also irrational in that the limiting force is 

ultimately limiting its own development. He maintains that true revolution does not 

offer dominance to the oppressed; it does not suggest to the uneducated that they 

merely trade places with the educated. True revolution seeks liberation for all. It 

implies complete change in the culturally contingent possibilities of becoming and 

not-becoming. 

It could be argued that in its early years the experiment that was America was 

a true revolution-a government of the people, by the people, for the people-in 

rejection of government of the privileged few, by the privileged few, for the 

privileged few. In its turn, Canada adopted similar principles related to individual 

liberation: the guarantee of free choice in religion, in speech, in occupation, in person. 
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Any individual's possibilities for becoming, at least in theory, were equal with the 

rest of the population's. It was posited that, within the restrictions announced by the 

law, possibilities for not-becoming were self- rather than culturally-determined. 

In practice, however, within decades of their inception America and Canada 

found themselves in the confusion of constructing a cohesive culture among multiple 

values, religions, languages, and cultures. Dominance and oppression, despite laws to 

the contrary, continued. The possibility of fair democracy was elusive: How could 

people with such dissimilar backgrounds be presumed to have equal access to 

opportunity? Through the centuries, this dilemma has continued and, with wave after 

wave of immigration, the question has found renewed location: How can we hold to 

our ideals of diversity, yet, in an effort to build a cohesive, generative society, ensure 

opportunity for all? 

For a significant portion of the North American population, the resolution of 

this dilemma has been presumed to lie in education. The public school system was 

formed and continues to exist to a large degree because, in a society that promises 

diversity, it represents access to a common set of cultural tools, thereby giving hope 

for equal opportunity. Almost a century ago John Dewey (1916/1944), expressed this 

well.. . 

There were many societies, but each, within its own territory, was 

comparatively homogeneous. But with the development of commerce, 

transportation, intercommunication, and emigration, countries like the United 

States are composed of a combination of different groups with different 

traditional customs.. ..Common subject matter accustoms all to the unity of 
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outlook upon a broader horizon than is visible to the members of any group 

while it is isolated. The assimilative force of the American public school is 

eloquent testimony to the efficacy of the common and balanced appeal (p.21). 

For recently-arrived migrants, especially those millions who landed without 

education but with practical skills in farming, building, shopkeeping, tailoring, 

fishing, and many other trades and crafts, the school system provided for their 

children access to the centripetal force of complex knowledge required in the 

professions and the businesses that dominated the decisionmaking strata of North 

American culture. For many, the school system formed the axis around which 

decisions about becominglnot-becoming revolved. 

Dewey's Dream 

Policies for Democracy 

This resolute adaptation to a new way of life, and the gradual evolution of the 

dominant society to absorb the presence of diverse newcomers, has resulted in a 

nation that is able to cohere and communicate across horizons of significance. 

Controlled change, reduction of chaos through gradual hybridization-even 

homogenization-of diverse peoples, has been one result: 

A society which makes provision for participation in its good for all its 

members on equal terms and which secures flexible readjustment of its 

institutions through interaction of the different forms of associated life is in so 

far democratic. Such a society must have a type of education which gives 
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individuals a personal interest in social relationships and control, and the 

habits of mind which secure social changes without introducing disorder 

(Dewey, 191611944, p. 99). 

North American public school education is greatly impacted by Dewey's 

theory that, given limited resources, there is better return from widespread investment 

in democratic normalization than from focused expenditure on the perfection of the 

few. Many of us whose families arrived in North America during the past century 

have been impacted by Dewey's dream and we continue to give life to his ideas: 

People of diverse backgrounds coming together to form a democracy. 

In Canadian public schools today, belying current emphasis on 

multiculturalism and diversity, this original vision of social homogeneity continues to 

influence policy. Prescribed learning outcomes are linked from province to province. 

In British Columbia (BC), the Foundation Skills Assessment (FSA) results are 

analyzed demographically so that school goals can be formulated to address 

inequities. Performance standards hold teachers and students accountable for relative 

congruity of acquisition in the basic academic skills. The Fraser Institute ranks 

schools on a constant set of criteria: The general population finds offense when West 

Vancouver outperforms East Vancouver and school districts are encouraged to 

redress this injustice. We read, with a certain degree of pride, that 

". . .Canada.. .stand(s) out for high standards of both quality and equity.. .with below- 

average impact of socio-economic background on student performance" and "In 

Canada.. .parents can rely on high and consistent standards across schools" (OECD, 
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2004). With Dewey and Freire, we might well argue that working toward such 

consistency is humanizing, based in moral excellence, and aimed at equal access to 

societal participation and contribution. 

Policies for Equity or Limitation? 

And yet, with each act of becoming, there are infinite acts of not-becoming. 

One purpose of public education is to increase the options for becoming that are 

available to individuals without regard for ethnicity, religion, culture, or ability. For 

some children, however, the options for becoming are not as open as they might be. 

The very policies aimed at equity, particularly those policies emphasizing literacy 

acquisition, limit possibility for some students. An example can be found in the 

education of the young children described at the outset of this chapter, those children 

who have profound difficulties in the acquisition of print literacy. 

Until recently, I have not seen the drive toward early literacy acquisition as 

problematic; the zealous implementation of policies and practices designed to 

promote literacy for all has, for the most part, consumed my professional life for the 

past decade. Enlarging the opportunities for adult participation has seemed a 

worthwhile endeavor. As stated previously, the present study seeks to problematize 

this implementation by focusing on unforeseen implications for a small segment of 

the school population. The larger purpose is not to undermine the very good work of 

researchers such as Marie Clay, Richard Allington, Marilyn Adams, Irene Fountas, 

and Gay Su Pinnell, but, rather, to suggest that any policy, no matter how well 
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intentioned, will produce inconsistencies between intent and lived experience and, 

therefore, must be carefully revisited and adjusted. 

In this case, a foundational premise is that the promotion of early literacy 

acquisition, though necessary, is insufficient. At this point, most readers will nod: Not 

many people would consider literacy acquisition a sufficient goal for the education of 

young children. However, four years ago upon my return to the public school system 

as a building administrator, I noted that for many students this had become, and 

continues to be, a de facto singular goal. With their educational programs restricted 

by the very policies that support equity and access, many young students with 

dyslexia find themselves focused on literacy acquisition for much of their school day. 

Their identity as students, and often their subsequent identity as adults (McNulty, 

2004), is organized around this disability. Opportunities for community participation 

and contribution are, therefore, limited as alternate interpretative and representational 

practices, their preferred modes, remain underdeveloped. Life-time marginalization 

may result. In my mind, this represents an unacceptable loss to societal evolution. 

Background to this Work 

Developing an Understanding of Diversity 

This concern formed, developed, and continues to be situated within personal 

history. In the mid-1990s I was working in our school district's central office as the 

"Literacy Helping Teacher." Though I was an intermediate teacher and teacher- 

librarian with a strong background in process writing and whole language 

methodologies, my experience in early primary literacy education was limited. 
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Because queries regarding early literacy instruction and intervention seemed to be 

driving much of my work, I decided it was time to return to university. I began 

working on my Master's degree, naively believing that my learning would be limited 

to some useful practices. 

Initially, much of my study focused on reading response theory, an 

exploration of Rosenblatt's suggestion that the meaning of the text lies neither in the 

reader nor within the text, nor even within a space between, but in the mutually 

specifying relation that is inclusive of them both (Rosenblatt, 1985). One assignment 

was to explore Rosenblatt's ideas by interviewing an avid reader and reflecting upon 

the responses. I engaged in conversation with my eldest daughter, then sixteen and 

nearing the end of the tenth grade. As with conversation and most language-based 

learning, literacy acquisition had been very difficult for her. With determination, 

support, and practice, she had become a voracious reader, though, in my mind, an 

immature one, limited to simple vocabulary and concepts. The surprise came when, in 

response to my initial question, "What are you reading these days?" she casually 

spoke of her current engagement with Middlemarch. Further discussions revealed an 

intricate reading pattern: a different book scheduled into each day of the week. 

Middlemarch was read only on Thursdays, the day designated for difficult books; 

Schindler's List, as a artifact of World War 11, was limited to Tuesdays; and so on. 

Years of detailed records itemized which title had been read each day, how many 

pages had been completed, and what percentage of that book was left. These detailed 

records allowed Marissa to calculate her average reading rate for any given work a 

few days into the book and, by extrapolation, to predict the finish date. With this 
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information she knew when to begin hunting for the next "Tuesday book" long before 

she had finished the last. Saturdays were left open for catch-up so that the schedule 

could remain intact. 

Marissa's reading selections were varied: classic novels, historical fiction, 

nonfiction, light reading. She was able to retell each story and could articulate the 

personal responses engendered, all very surprising as I had not expected such depth 

from someone with apparent learning and language disabilities. My professor, on 

hearing about the intricate schedule, asked a few questions about Marissa's general 

behaviors and learning patterns, and then suggested I read the story of Temple 

Grandin as recorded by Oliver Sacks (1995). The similarities between this high 

functioning autistic woman and Marissa were remarkable and my daughter and I went 

on to read Dr. Grandin's story together. Looking for more information on high 

functioning autism, we worked our way through Donna Williams' autobiographies. 

Though I had expected Marissa to identify with various personality traits-difficulties 

with change, with noise, with anything social-she was fascinated by Williams' 

account of watching the air. "I do that when I get bored in biology class," Marissa 

said. She was surprised that I needed further explanation. "Well.. .you know.. .it looks 

like when the air is falling before it starts to rain." 

In that moment my world shifted. It had simply never occurred to me that 

another's experience of the surrounding environment might be so very different from 

my own. Through reading response, my child and I became acquainted in new, deeper 

ways as the understanding grew that the traits that could so readily be attributed to 

learning disabilities could otherwise be interpreted as gifts with potential to enrich our 
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family and the wider community (Wiebe, 1998) if only we could construct a fully 

participatory culture. An eventual diagnosis of Asperger's Syndrome assisted all of us 

in understanding the neurological differences Marissa embodied. As we began to 

operate within the assumption that her seemingly antisocial behaviors were actually 

adaptive, given her perception of the environment, we began supporting her strengths 

and putting less emphasis on "normalizing" eccentricities. Only then did Marissa gain 

the confidence to make her own sense of the social world. With perseverance, 

appropriate adaptations, and support, she developed strategies for making friends and 

worked hard at the subject areas she enjoyed. Now twenty-five, she has completed a 

college degree and is a library technician participating in society in ways we would 

not have thought probable a decade ago. 

My research explored my shift from focusing on modifying what I considered 

to be Marissa's socially inappropriate behaviors to supporting the development of her 

strengths. I read numerous autobiographies of people with autism who pointed to 

their differences as "gifts" that allowed them unique perspectives on the world. 

Though they were never my focus, I also came across many people with dyslexia who 

held similar views (Bishop, 1997; Davis, 1994; Schmitt, 1994). Not exceptional 

achievers, it was their uniqueness itself they considered a gift. In light of my work 

with early literacy intervention, this struck me as interesting. We were working so 

hard to dispel illiteracy. How could dyslexia be interpreted as a gift? 

After completing my degree, I revisited these particular writers. Each of them 

believed that they perceived the world differently from other people and that this 

perception was more holistic, richer, than that of the general populace. I began to 



Reworking the Soil I14 

reread the stories I had written over the years about children with learning disabilities. 

Within these fictionalized characters I found evidence of the same thing. Disquiet 

with regard to our dogged pursuit of literacy was percolating. 

Implementing Early Literacy Intervention Programs 

Later that year I accepted a position as an Inservice Faculty Associate in 

Simon Fraser University's (SFU) Faculty of Education. Working in school districts 

throughout our province, my role was to facilitate collaborative teacher inquiry within 

the context of graduate diploma programs. One important objective was the building 

of professional learning communities that would facilitate the thoughtful 

implementation of early reading intervention methodologies. 

I say "thoughtful" because those of us at the forefront of implementation came 

to the task with years of experience in holistic literacy methodologies and believed, 

deeply, that children should not learn to decode in isolation from the broader meaning 

of the text. Engagement in the text, the active construction of meaning, and the 

emergence of response, all happening within a rich literary environment, were beliefs 

entrenched through years of study, practice, and reflective dialogue. 

Working with Dr. Judith Scott, then of SFU, representatives from school 

districts around British Columbia (BC) formed the BC Early Literacy Network. 

Eventually, through my position at SFU, I became chair of that group. Our 

enthusiasm ran high at our monthly meetings as we explored intervention strategies 

and resources, learned new methods for assessing young children's reading strategies, 
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brainstormed logistics for establishing guided reading groups, and delved into the 

theories and practices of Lev Vygotsky and Marie Clay. 

We were almost certain, in those heady days, that every child would learn to 

read fluently if only we could provide the appropriate scaffolding. To our amazement, 

most did learn to read-our data and our experience suggested more rapidly than in 

our exclusively "whole language" classrooms (Abbotsford School District, 1997). 

Because the intentions and practices of early literacy intervention seem so 

often to have been misinterpreted, it is important to clarify that we never rejected the 

principles that informed whole language pedagogy. We continued to conceptualize 

the acquisition of reading and writing as immanent to one another, to identify the 

reader as an active participant in creating meaning, and to ensure that the teaching of 

the alphabetic code was contextualized within the message of authentic text. 

We simply infused that philosophy with synthetic instruction in phonics, 

reading strategies, and word learning within a small group coaching setting using 

carefully selected books that scaffolded problem-solving by being targeted at the 

children's instructional levels. Our goal was to prompt young children toward 

becoming self-monitoring readers who would continually check for understanding, 

self-correct errors that did not make sense, and respond personally to the text. In 

Marie Clay's words, our goal was to create readers with "inner control" of the reading 

task. (1991, pp 232-242). 

By 2000, our tiny network of enthusiasts had grown to include representatives 

from twenty school districts and from several publishers, as well as professors from 
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two universities. More than fifty educators attended quarterly meetings, and three 

hundred participants attended annual summer conferences. 

Opposition to our work came from many quarters. Whole language 

proponents accused us of "going back to basics" by adding synthetic phonics 

instruction and using contrived rather than authentic text. Phonics proponents 

criticized the fact that we continued to draw phonetic concepts from connected text 

rather than from sequentially articulated curricula. Resistance to our work grew as we 

became more fervent in our efforts to change practice around the province. 

Though they questioned our methods, opponents could not argue with our 

results. Within a few years, our data suggested that our third grade classrooms no 

longer housed that large group of struggling readers "who would get it when they 

were ready." Young children seemed to be acquiring literacy more quickly than they 

had before (Abbotsford School District, 2000). With a rich literary environment 

intact, children were also becoming engaged readers and writers. 

Within our school districts we began to push for "good first teaching for every 

child." Because teaching methods cannot be dictated-teachers have a de facto veto 

behind their closed doors- we encouraged districts to assess and report reading levels 

of individual children near the end of Grade One. Again, I underscore that despite this 

nayve concession to instrumentalism, we never relinquished our holistic ideals. We 

thought the data would convince teachers that guided reading practices, 

contextualized within a balanced literacy model, helped children become better 

readers, faster. 
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Simultaneous with these work experiences was Marissa's growth. Drawing 

upon support from extended family and long-time friends, she had completed high 

school and entered college. Though we sometimes fell back on them, in principle our 

family had collectively rejected previous behaviorist approaches toward her 

socialization, focusing instead upon our own behaviors in building a participatory 

community that would draw upon her strengths. What both Grandin and Williams had 

predicted proved to be the case: Participatory inclusion, based on acceptance, 

facilitated socialization more effectively than constant direct instruction in socially 

idappropriate behaviors. Marissa was making her own sense of the world as she was 

encouraged to participate in it from a position of strength. In turn, our family was 

enriched by her passion for history and her attention to detail. At home, then, I was 

learning to value and incorporate diversity. 

Experiencing the Dilemmas of Practice 

I left SFU in June of 2001, returning to my school district as a building 

administrator. To my surprise during my absence the district had continued the march 

toward literacy for all. Guided Reading as a practice had been mandated, reading 

levels for students in Grades One, Two, and Three were being collected from all 

schools, my school offered Reading RecoveryTM, and the district had established 

Learning Centres for children who continued to struggle with literacy despite 

intervention at the school level. I was encouraged to see the progress the district was 

making in this important implementation. 
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But then I met a few students similar to Benjamin, the young boy you will 

meet in the pages that follow. The experiences of children who, because of their 

difficulties with text, were spending much of every school day focused on literacy 

instruction led me to question our singularity of purpose, particularly when our 

pursuit, for this small group of students, required the neglect of many other areas of 

study. My experiences with Marissa haunted my days as an ethical dilemma 

presented itself: To neglect literacy development for students with dyslexia was to 

contribute to further marginalization; to pursue it doggedly was to limit other areas of 

growth, a condition also contributing to marginalization. It seemed that our current 

options resulted only in loss for this particular group of students. The received 

definitions regarding best practice were inadequate to quiet my unrest and I needed, at 

the very least, a new set of principles against which to reference program decisions 

for individual students. I approached my shelf of personal journals and began 

rereading the anecdotes and responses I had written over the past decade, looking 

specifically for stories of children with severe reading and writing difficulties. Based 

on their experiences, I formulated the character of Benjamin, and through that 

fictionalized life, began to reexamine beliefs and practices. 

The thesis that follows represents my quest to settle disturbing questions about 

community, diversity, opportunity, and education. I have organized this quest around 

children with dyslexia because this is one of the pressing problems of my day: How 

do I reconcile my beliefs that children must be valued for their strengths, that these 

strengths need to be developed-a life lesson learned hard as the mother of an adult 

child with autism- while attempting to ensure the social opportunity implicit in 
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heightened literacy skills? Is literacy for all, when that denotes severe limitation in 

educational programming for some, a justifiable educational objective? Alternately, is 

it justifiable to let go of such an objective? The focusing question of this work then 

becomes: "What structures and conditions in educational communities uphold ideals 

of diversity, while ensuring opportunity for all?" The specific example explored will 

be that of literacy acquisition. 

Methodology 

This work is intertextual in method insofar as it seeks to develop new 

understandings of the problem by presenting and interpreting various texts in relation 

to one another. As is usual in such intertextual interpretation, throughout my research 

knowledge emerged and new questions arose from within that knowledge. These 

questions drove further research. The final effect, then, is not one of a carefully 

structured research plan but more that of a narrative essay tracking my questions and 

my research as I search for resolution to my dilemma. 

Though personal meaning certainly has emerged while processing these texts, 

I have presented many of the texts in a nonlinear format, hoping that individuals who 

read this work will see and convey relationships that are unique. The texts, then, 

invite the participatory community I want so very much to foster in schools. First, 

there is the historical text of my own childhood, an experience I have come to 

understand as inordinately happy in its situatedness within a supportive extended 

family and community. I have become convinced that my disquiet regarding 

marginalization is historically situated in the inclusive environment in which I was 
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raised. Second, there is the text of my commonplace book, a conglomerate of quotes 

and anecdotes that represents the holistic experience of being both an educator and 

parent by recording specific moments-snippets-of reading and living. In recent 

years, my commonplace book has been organized within complexity theory; hence, 

the page headings that reflect conditions of emergence as postulated within that 

position (Davis, 2005). Third, I have considered my fictionalized collection of 

"Telling Tales," stories that I have created based on people I have met during my 

thirty-year career as an elementary and university educator. None of these people will 

be recognized in any particular school; at the same time, it is likely that aspects of 

each of them can be found in every school. Finally, there is the large body of 

philosophical, methodological, and biographical texts that inform the theories and 

practices of professionals who work in schools. While moving through the process, I 

have selected those that illuminated emerging questions. 

None of these texts then, involves "new" data. The interpretation of them with 

reference to each other has, however, resulted in information that is new, at least for 

me. Intertextual analysis examines the relations among parts and wholes. One cannot 

understand a part of the text without having a sense of the whole; that sense of the 

whole becomes clearer as one gains understanding of the parts. The result is 

indivisible, fluid, and ongoing. 

Within the interpretive process, however, it is possible to isolate elements; we 

are able to change our lens. With regard to educational practice, the critical theorist at 

times delves into the pieces, gaining knowledge of the details that comprise the lived 

experience of people who work and learn in schools. At other times, he or she steps 
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back to consider those details in light of the more global purposes of education, in 

order to evaluate the integrity of the educational structure being built. It is this 

process that I believe we forgot in our determined and well-meant pursuit of literacy 

for all. This work, then, is an effort to redress that neglect by examining the 

experience of nodreading from various perspectives: theoretical, experiential, 

pragmatic. 

Summary of the Chapters 

As stated, various subquestions emerged during the research. The chapters 

reflect my efforts to resolve those uncertainties. Chapter One, "Introduction," looks at 

the dilemma historically in response to the query, "What is the context for our current 

policies regarding literacy instruction, and why are they personally problematic?" 

Chapter Two, "Examining Community," seeks clarification regarding the importance 

of inclusive, participatory communities. Opening with a description of the community 

in which I was raised, it explores the roots of my concerns regarding the violence of 

exclusion, the mutually specifying relationship between community and individual 

identities, and the benefits to community decisionmaking of collaborative inclusion. 

In addition, by drawing upon the works of Jean Vanier and Charles Taylor, it seeks to 

illuminate conditions that will promote community participation in general, with the 

hope, in subsequent chapters, of applying said conditions to the more specific 

example of educational practice related to children with dyslexia. Intertextual inquiry 

is used to meld the various perspectives on community and to develop principles for 

constructing communities that promote diverse contribution. Two interacting 
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conditions are identified and explained: (1) an initiating stance of recognition of equal 

value, and (2) a commitment to the ideal of authenticity. These in turn lead toward 

individual transformation and a culture characterized by action. 

Chapter Three, "The Principal's Dilemma," draws a comparison between 

educational analyses related to literacy instruction and economic analyses of systems 

that "lock in" at less than efficient levels. It seems we are caught in a situation in 

which strong literacy skills are of benefit to many; therefore, there is little motivation 

to explore other modes for children who struggle. This chapter looks at dyslexia 

itself, investigating suspicions that current educational practice is inadequate in 

addressing the principles of inclusion established in the previous chapter. It opens by 

examining the deficiency models that dominate our explanations of the phenomenon 

of dyslexia, and then presents alternate explanations for its presence in our culture. A 

critique is presented of current practices that focus educational programs for young 

children with dyslexia on literacy development, to the exclusion of instruction 

targeted at strengths. The core of this critique is that people with dyslexia are doubly 

limited in their potential for community contribution: first, because literacy programs, 

though intense, cannot ensure that children with reading difficulties become more 

than competently literate; and, second, because these literacy programs dominate 

instructional time during their formative years, thereby ensuring that preferred 

representational and interpretive modes-for example, art, music, movement, 

mechanics, conversation, construction-remain underdeveloped. With poor literacy 

skills and underdeveloped aptitudes, people with dyslexia are high-risk for social 

marginalization. I believe this represents unacceptable limitations to the acts of 
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becoming both for people with dyslexia and for society as a whole. This focusing of 

educational programs on weakness is, I believe, symptomatic of our society's 

collective difficulty in understanding the importance of diverse perspectives and 

contributions to the culture-building process. As such, it is worthy of examination for 

the insight it may give us in strengthening the adaptability of our wider social 

structures. 

If we are to increase rather than reduce social complexity, diverse strengths, 

including those embodied by people with dyslexia, must be developed and 

contributed in the community-in-the-making. This effort does, however, present us 

with a series of interconnected, nested dilemmas involving educational policies, 

programming, and life choices: Given limited time and resources, to educate for 

literacy involves neglect of other modes; to focus on other modes implies loss of 

literacy instruction. The personal dilemma of individual educators and students 

making decisions involving day-to-day instructional and learning choices is nested 

within the wider dilemma experienced by the public school system as it makes 

curricular choices. This, in turn, is nested within the dilemma faced by society as it 

attempts to provide an education system that balances individual interests with 

communal interests in an economically viable, effective way. 

Chapter Four, "The Community-in-the-Making and the School," melds the 

conditions explored in Chapter Two with the concerns of Chapter Three. It seeks to 

apply previously presented theory to practice, focusing on the impact of the overall 

school culture in promoting community participation and contribution by students 

with diverse abilities who struggle with literacy acquisition. Of particular concern is 
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the development of "voice," the knowledge and confidence necessary for participation 

in the loci of discussion where community attitudes and positions are 

formed-Maxine Greene's concept of "community-in-the-making." This discussion is 

situated within the current emphasis on individual transcendence as measured through 

high-stakes, system-wide testing with its correlating narrowing of the curriculum, 

particularly for students with learning disabilities. 

Chapter Five, "Commitment to Individual Authenticity," narrows the focus to 

classroom practice, seeking attitudes and actions that will assist teachers in looking 

beyond pathologies to see students as complex, interesting people with diverse 

perspectives, interests, perceptual paradigms, and representational preferences. The 

concept of focal practices is investigated, with emphasis being placed on the 

intertextual location as that in which difference is revealed and valued, and 

receptivity to uniqueness is announced. 

Chapter Six revisits the educational dilemmas of Chapter Three, with the 

purpose of developing a cohesive administrative approach to the focusing question of 

this work, "What structures and conditions in educational communities uphold ideals 

of diversity while ensuring opportunity for all?" The dilemma is examined once 

again, this time holistically through the filter of complexity theory, bringing together 

the philosophical, theoretical, experiential, and scientific information appearing in the 

previous chapters. The chapter considers schools as complex systems characterized 

by at least five conditions of emergence: internal redundancy, commonalities among 

group members that facilitate identity and cohesion; internal diversity, the differences 

that provide new information to the knowledge process; neighboring interactions that 
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bring ideas together to "bump up" against one another in a hybridizing process; 

enabling boundaries that constrain and intensify that interaction; and decentralized 

loci of control that are catalytic to multiple, interacting zones of change. This analysis 

concludes with six interacting recommendations for practice: (1) ongoing, effective 

literacy intervention for children with dyslexia; (2) community-based projects that 

develop multiliteracies; (3) changes in IEPs to ensure the development of strengths; 

(4) teacher professional development in focal practices; (5) the implementation of 

PATH (Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope) and (6) continual, rigorous 

examination of the lived experience of children affected by the implementation of 

particular educational policies. 

In any theoretical work it is important to stay grounded in experience. As a 

busy school principal immersed in the lives of children, families and educators, that is 

the easy part of this study. The more difficult task is to reference that experience with 

regard to the theoretical, to make decisions grounded not in political pressure, nor in 

practical expedience, nor in personal preference. The challenge is to maintain 

theoretically principled integrity within the thousands of decisions to be made on the 

run each day. This work represents the search for theoretical ground to better support 

educational programming for all children, including those pathologized as dyslexic. 
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Commonplace Book: March 12,2000 

Neighboring Interactions 

TO reveal iu  a l l  its p u r i t y  the  space iu which  d i s cur s i ve  e veu t s  are dep loyed  is 
~ 9 t  t o  u u d e r t a k e  t o  re-establish it iu a u  i so la t i ou  t h a t  w t h i u g  could  overcome; 
it is k o t  t o  close it u p o u  i tself;  it is t o  leave onese l f f r ee  t o  describe t h e  i u t e r p l a y  
o f  re la t ious  w i t h i u  it a u d  ou t s i de  it ( f o u c a u l t  ,1972). 

"Well, we are bound to  admit that the elements and traits that 
belong to  a state must also exist in the individuals that compose 

it. There is nowhere else for them to  come from" (Plato, The 
Republic, Book IV, 43 5e). 

Tapestries 

When I consider the story of my people, I see a dusty macrame hanging crookedly on a 
vast wall in the Gallery of Faiths. Dwarfed by prominent tapestries depicting stalwart 
heroes, overshadowed by gilded statues representing articulate creeds, one might be 
tempted to say that it does not belong, and yet there it is, on the wall, holding its place 
among the rest. Fanlike, from the tarnished ring that keeps it on its nail, stretch many 
cords fastened individually to a thick horizontal branch from which they descend 
separately until, as though by accident, a few of them converge to form a knot, and then 
divide again, only to join with others in another, perhaps larger, or smaller, knot. And so 
against the wall, each strand for a while shares space with another, and then moves on. 
Occasionally a line becomes frayed and errant threads entwine with a cord not their own, 
or maybe they simply curl and remain separate. The hanging itself continues down the 
wall, knotting and reknotting, seemingly without end, until the cords reach the floor, 
where they lie expectantly, awaiting the artist (Commonplace Book, March 1996). 

JUST A S  EACH O F  US H A S  ONE BODY W I T H  M A N Y  M E M B E R S ,  
A N D  THESE M E M B E R S  DO NOT A L L  H A V E  THE S A M E  F U N C T I O N ,  

5 0  WE W H O  ARE M A N Y  F O R M  O N E  BODY, 
A N D  EACH M E M B E R  BELONGS TO A L L  THE OTHERS.  

WE H A V E  D I F F E R E N T  GIFTS ... 
(Paul, writing to the church in Rome, 12: 4-6). 
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Jahe  was a s tudeh t  who t a u g h t  me much about the r e l a t i o~sh ip  betweev~ 

the i ~ d i v i d u a l  a v ~ d  the c o m m u d t y .  c o m h g  ih to  the l ibrary ih september of 

the fLfth grade she a ~ w u ~ c e d  t h a t  it was wt hecessary for her to  get a book 

because she c o u 1 d ~ ~ ' t  read avlywa y. l u t e a d ,  she stood a h d  talked to me about 

her artwork. s h e  wav~ted to make  a copy of the  fuv~era l  m a s k  o f r u t a v ~ k h a m e v ~ :  

 id I khow of a h 9  pictures a h d  where migh t  they be? After helpihg her, I did 

hot t h i h k  much more about it u v ~ t i l  weeks later wheh I s aw  a h  a s t o d s h i h g l y  

accurate clay rehditioh of the famous m a s k  displayed iw. the ofice wihdow. 

JCihe'~ artistic abili ty was  wt limited to rep-oductioh. w i t h  creativity 

a h d  thought she oftev~ completed a s s igv~mev~t s  through sculpture, drawihg, or 

pa ih t ihg .  FOY s o m e o ~ ~ e  SO Y O U Y L ~ ,  her work was c o m m a ~ ~ d i ~ ~ g  a h d  was ofteh 

featured a t  local a r t  shows. Nevertheless, despite several years  of l e a r v ~ i q  

assistav~ce, she could wt read or write beyohd a first grade level. 

By ~ r a d e  s k , j a h e ' s  readiv~g a h d  w r i t i q  had iwproved Little, though 

her ar t is t ic  t a l ev~ t s  had  cov~tiv~ued to  develop. Her classroom teacher a h d  I 

decided to  se t  up  a h  extracurr icular  s t u d y  group, ihc lus ive  of j a h e ,  of 

pass iomte  s tudehts  who would q l o r e  a h  area of m u t u a l  ihterest. o u r  hope was 

that,  a s  their curiosity a h d  eqerimem;tatioh deepehed, they  would begiv~ to 

c o ~ ~ s t r u c t  a l e a r d ~ ~ g  c o m m u ~ ~ i t y  t h a t  was hot  oh19 respectful of, bu t  also 

depelcdeht upoh, a variety of pe rcq tua l  a d  represev~tatiov~al styles. The group 
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decided to Look at  a variety of ways of mpressin-g their respoue to t h e  cleaviy 

of t h e  Amazon- rain- forest. _lake was cowern-ed. S h e  could hot read well a d  

wakted n-othin-g to do with a group of "smart kids." with t h e  assurawe that 

texts. could be read to her, either in- class or a t  home, a d  that s h e  could represev~t 

her khowledge, images, av~d feelin-gs in- a k y  way s h e  liked, s h e  agreed tojoik 

an-d participate. s h e  was surprised after the  first several sessioks to f ibd that 

s h e  evLjoyed t h e  group ahd  that her con-tribution-s durin-g discussiows were 

con-sidered astute. with our guidan-~e, t h e  studen-ts decided to create a jo ih t  

response in- the  form of a video~avLe conkributed to d i scws iou  a bout the  script 

while others recorded t h e  words. s h e  adopted a leadership role in, design-iv~g a d  

con-structin-g a set, somethikg that without her in-put would have beem, quite 

diff~cult. AS t h e y  worked, t h e y  talked about their lives, their inkerests, their 

fears. ~ r a d u a l l y ,  t h e y  came to rely upom, an-d to kn-ow each other in- deeper 

ways, in-terpretin-g t h e  topic, their lives an-d t h e  video as obe even-t in- t h e  

C O M S ~ Y K C ~ ~ O M .  of self a n-d of kvwwin-g . 

jan-e's literacy skills grew markedly. As s h e  drew abd  sculpted others' 

ideas an-d they  scripted hers, s h e  came to see relatiouhips that s h e  had somehow 

missed. IVL turn-, other studefits learn-ed about spatial compositio~ a d  form, 

about color an-d shape CisJavLe gave them im&.tructiov~ in- creatikg s e t s  an-d props. 

A space of v ~ ~ t ~ a l  tran-sformatiom, had been- avuauwed. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Examining Community 

Initial Assumptions and Intertextuality 

The infusing premise of this work is that, in their implementation, some 

educational policies produce unforeseen effects that contradict the ideals of equity 

and access that supposedly inspired them; such contradictions arise from lack of 

clarity in those ideals and require reflection and analysis if they are to be satisfactorily 

resolved. This implies that particular texts--experiences, beliefs, policies, and 

practices as well as the elements that comprise them-must be examined in relation 

to one another. The example that focuses this work is the conflict that arises between 

the immanent purposes of comprehensive early literacy policies and the effect of their 

implementation for children who struggle with reading. The former promises 

inclusive opportunity to develop generalized social tools; their effect in the lived 

experience is often one of being excluded from opportunities to develop personally 

authentic social tools. 

In examining this dilemma, it is important to understand that both the 

implementation of early literacy intervention policies and the critique of those 

policies are motivated by a desire to increase opportunities for cultural participation. 

It will be helpful, then, to clarify beliefs about community inclusion and participation. 
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In doing so, this chapter will consider several texts in relation to one another and will 

seek (1) to examine my concern that unique participatory and contributory inclusion 

is important to the emergence of the community as a whole, and (2) to generate 

principles for community construction that will inform such inclusion. Not until later 

chapters will I attempt to apply these guidelines to the more focused problem 

involving people with literacy difficulties. 

In examining my assumptions, and attempting to derive principles for guiding 

respectful community interaction, I have turned to three sources that represent 

longstanding experience in constructing and maintaining salutary communities. The 

first is my own Mennonite community, the organized collective in which I was raised; 

the second is that of Canada's well-known cornmunitarian philosopher, Charles 

Taylor; and the third is that of Jean Vanier, the founder of llArche, an international 

network of communities for people with intellectual disabilities. 

The first text presents personal experiences that have constructed for me a 

commitment to-an identity of-inclusion. I find my responses toward perceived 

exclusion to be similar to those I have toward direct violence: visceral anger emerges 

as I see children and adults denied societal access and opportunities for contribution. 

Such responses, I believe, are deeply tied to childhood teachings. Though I have for 

years attempted to consider educational practice as somehow separate from the 

parochial setting in which I was raised, I find my thoughts returning to it continually 

as I work with students and as I analyze and write about the practices of educators. 

Arthur (1 998, p. 3 54), in discussing these "constitutive communities," holds that they 

"define the sense of who we are and provide a largely background way of our being 
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in the world of thinking, acting and deciding.. ..[W]e cannot easily shed what we are, 

since we are principally connected with these constitutive features of identity in a 

way which often resists articulation." My adult values are more clearly understood 

when I stop to reflect upon their source, to articulate their "constitutive features," and 

elucidate the situatedness of their construction. Rorty (1982, p. 166) charges that, 

"Our identification with our community.. .is heightened when we see this community 

as ours rather than nature 's, shaped rather than found, one among many which men 

have made." In examining my Mennonite community as emergent within particular 

locations, influences, and ideas, rather than simply present, I gain from it an 

understanding of the complexity of the relations among practices and values that 

helped to make it cohesive and that brought together diverse people with a united 

purpose. I find that, within the internal struggle to determine what matters with regard 

to the education of children with dyslexia, a struggle in which I am engaged every 

day, this voice continually arises as significant. I find it necessary, then, to "reveal" 

that voice as a "space in which discursive events are deployed" (Foucault, 1972, p. 

69), examining it with regard to the themes and practices that made it so lastingly 

influential. 

Charles Taylor, in his philosophical analyses of community norms and 

relations, provides another important text. Given the ongoing critique of the inherent 

political ambiguity immanent to Communitarianism, one might question why I have 

relied so heavily on his work as an organizing axis in considering conditions of 

inclusion for students who have significant difficulties with literacy acquisition. First, 

while my question focuses on people with learning disabilities within the context of 
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the school, I am also interested in the broader issue of inclusion in community. 

Schools, and the work they do, do not exist in isolation. Rather, they are deeply 

interconnected with the systems, values, and practices of the cultures in which they 

are embedded. My quest is for educationally inclusive practices that are iterative of 

inclusive practices beyond the school. In rigorously examining the formation and 

expression of personal authenticity in relation to the forces and elements of 

community, Taylor has spent his life addressing this issue. 

A second reason I am attracted to his work is that he is Canadian. He writes 

from within cultural influences that are similar to the ones that reference my decisions 

regarding educational programs. I find in Taylor a salutary analysis of modem and 

postrnodern philosophies from a Canadian perspective, specifically, fiom that of a 

communitarian working within a pluralistic society that is heavily influenced by, but 

at the same time resistant to, American liberalist pressures. In education, this 

translates into persistent hegemonic pressure to reference decisions, particularly for 

students with learning disabilities, with regard to instrumentally derived data. At the 

same time, we are taught to be child-centered, to not let our practices dehumanize our 

students and ourselves. Taylor, in his clarification of the ethics of authenticity, 

provides a helpful stance in negotiating the inherent dilemmas of practice presented 

by a society that ascribes to both instrumentalism and humanization. I would posit 

that it is a uniquely Canadian stance, emerging from the necessary negotiation of 

space for both Francophone and Anglophone cultures, not only in the political sense 

but also within our national identity. Because he has so carefully analyzed conditions 

that lead to inclusion in the distinctly Canadian public sphere, I find his writing 
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applicable to the distinctly Canadian dilemma of considering instrumentalist voices 

within the context of a communitarian value system. 

Third, Taylor's work is hermeneutic. His methodology is one to which I 

would aspire. Hence, at the outset of my quest, I believe that I have much to learn 

from him not only in terms of content, but also with regard to process. 

Jean Vanier's Becoming Human (1 998) is another text informing this 

discussion of community. Drawing upon a lifetime of experience in establishing 

l1Arche, he illuminates the ongoing internal battle between our juxtaposed yet 

interconnected desires for both personal independence and social inclusion. In doing 

this he provides a context for the ongoing social struggle between individual 

transcendence and communal interdependence. His conclusion that this struggle is 

both inherently human and ultimately irreconcilable underscores the importance of 

examining the dilemmas of practice implicit in the education of young children with 

dyslexia. 

We move, then, to the first text, that of my childhood in an organized 

Mennonite community. Through the examination of this text-as-lived, I hope to 

illuminate the experiences that give context to my convictions about inclusion; I hope 

to articulate the horizon of significance that references my work. 
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The Importance of Community Participation and Contribution 

Community and the Emergence of Collective Identity 

Inclusion and identity. 

On warm days, when your Uncle Abram is turning pasture to loam, the tempo 

of the tractor invites you to follow. You can balance, arms outstretched, on the 

upturned lip of sod, matching the precise curve of soil to your sole. Staying upright is 

delicate work. The ground is sometimes wetly rooted, slippery, sometimes sandy, dry. 

I am cautious, measuring with blackened toes the resistance of that edge. Cousin Ben 

runs on a neighboring wave and we laugh as his weight pulverizes unanticipated clay, 

surrendering him to dust. It is a sure thing we are filthy after hours in this brown sea. 

New earth smells comfortable. It is my parents', and the worms'; some day I will 

share 

fathe~ 

t with them. 

When the soil is right, planted things grow. Family legend held that my 

when he was small, convinced his many older brothers that an orchard could 

result from the pits he had gathered. He made believers of them by planting, tending, 

watching, watering. Thirty years later, my cousins and I haunted those trees, loving 

the story of childhood bravado, feeling our connection to earth and each other, 

drinking the food. My grandfather taught me, in the manner he had learned from his 

grandfather, to lay the fruit in the drying shed. I remember his cadence, his care, 

though I understood few of his words. In my grandfather's house, speech hovered on 

the margins. His silence composed me; his hand, rather than his talk, led me. He 

taught peacefully, rarely interrupting my understanding with explanation. I learned 

earth's fruits from this quiet shadow. I grew. 
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When I was four, my grandfather made me a table because my sister had been 

born and he thought I should have a gift. I watched from the barn as he carried it 

down the pounded pathway that connected his home to mine. I hid behind that great 

door as he presented it to my father. He did not look for me but entrusted his son with 

the words he wanted to say. I remember the two of them standing, cutouts against the 

tarpaper of the unfinished addition. They were just alike-Opa's hair white, my 

father's whitely blond; thin men, not tall, moving with easy comfort in their skin; the 

table was between them and they each held on until grandpa let go. He died when I 

was five; today, when I see that table in my family room, I remember his hands, his 

love and his teaching. 

Cousins pulled me from my infant silence. They taught me baseball in the 

back pasture, the building and navigation of cesspool rafts, the enchantment of great 

haycastles. They terrified me with giant frogs, but also became my daring defenders. 

The essential idea of those years, then, was family. In every house I entered I 

could count on a bite of food, a word of greeting or correction, a hug. We children ran 

among homes, barns, fields, woods-all was family. We ate apples from each other's 

trees, drank water from each other's wells, swung from lofts to land in each other's 

haypiles, rafted on each other's ponds. The houses were almost the same. The recipes 

were the same, the stories were the same, the values and rules were essentially the 

same. Our sense of social and familial connectivity was so strong that it might be 

stated that identity rested in the corporate rather than in the individual. 
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Mutuality: meeting needs and having needs met. 

And yet, in forming a committed community, it was recognized by most that 

what would hold us together was not only our similarity but also our individual 

difference. A community could not exist without attention to the development of each 

person's unique giftedness. I do not mean "giftedness" in the sense we so often use it 

in schools, as a socially constructed "category created by tests and measurements" 

(Pinar et al., 1996, p. 463). I do not mean exceptional ability or talent or genius. 

Rather, I mean the unique qualities, characteristics, insights, knowledges, literacies, 

perceptions, and perspectives that are constructed, concurrently, within each-of-us- 

within-the-group as complex interactions work to form community. 

When I was born, it was assumed that, should I choose to participate, 

eventually the community would know particular gifts because of my presence. As 

these would arise concurrent with the needs of the community, they would never be 

known as "my" gifts. But they were not wholly the community's either, because 

without me, these particular gifts would be absent. They were, then, situated not in 

me, nor in the community, but in the inclusive relationship that existed between us. 

The same could be said for every member. In each person, gifts developed within the 

interactions that comprised the community. Giftedness infused and co-specified the 

context within which it grew. 

Because they were all necessary, no gift was to be considered less or more 

important than any other gift. If the community were healthy, and focused on living 

within the largesse of God, needs would be met. This is not to say that there would be 

no suffering. But needs for peace, for spirit, for comfort, for leadership, and, perhaps, 
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for safety and food and clothing would be met. If the community were selfish or 

rebellious or materialistic, if the community began to judge the worth of gifts and 

arrogantly value some as more significant than others, gifts would not arise in the 

members and the group would become spiritually and emotionally needy. It was 

incumbent upon the community, then, to maintain both its relationship with God and 

an atmosphere of nonjudgmental love among its members. It was important to restrict 

reliance on material wealth, and it was imperative to live in peace. My forebears lived 

in community in this way for centuries-denying the creature comforts of "the 

world," and accepting as sufficient the giftedness that became apparent within the 

group. 

Sometimes gifts came in unexpected forms. It was presumed that every 

person, in as much as he or she brought unique gifts, also was a unique gift. In this 

way, all children, aging parents, the handicapped, the ill and the dying were 

considered contributing members. It was up to the community-as-a-whole to 

incorporate their particular experiences into the evolution of knowledge and belief. 

The implications of this were many. As children, though we were encouraged 

to act in socially normed ways, we were also encouraged to be aware of and thankful 

for our own and others' characteristics that were distinctive. As we grew older, we 

were prompted to develop our special skills and insights, and contribute them freely. 

We were consciously taught not to expect to do everything on our own, but in 

humility to rely on the giftedness of our neighbors as they relied on ours. And we 

were taught not to judge the importance of gifts, but to interpret even those that were 

hardest to accept as having positive potential. 
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Collective formation of knowledge. 

All of this emerged neither quickly nor in isolation. The meanderings of my 

people began in sixteenth-century Holland. As the humanistic followers of Menno 

Simons, they were driven from their homeland because they insisted that the common 

person could stand alone before God, without the mediating position of the church, its 

priests, the Pope, declared saints, or the Virgin Mary. Rejecting the hierarchical 

structure of the established church, with its embedded idea that only educated or 

"ordained" teachers could interpret scripture, they believed that scripture spoke to 

individuals differently and that the collective discussion and sharing of these ideas 

would result in a joint interpretation less likely to serve personal, human interests, and 

more likely to reflect the original intent of ~ o d . '  Because church and state were so 

closely linked in the Holland of that day, this belief set them in opposition not only to 

the church but also to the law. Fleeing government opposition, they fanned out 

through Prussia, only to be sent to horrific deaths by the leaders of the Protestant 

Reformation who also insisted upon received authority. My forebears kept on 

moving. In each place that they settled, they made their living primarily through 

farming, and each time they departed, a few stayed behind and a few others joined 

until the collection of Mennonite family names embodied a path through the many 

countries and counties of Europe. During those years, members learned to rely on 

' Historical details in this section have been gathered through family stories and have been verified 
using a variety of sources including the third edition of Cornelius J .  Dyck's, (1993) Introduction to 
Mennonite History, Herald Press; C. Henry Smith's, (1927) The Coming of the Russian Mennonites, 
Mennonite Book Concern; as well as internet resources: The Canadian Mennonite Encyclopedia 
Online at htto://www.mhsc.ca~ and The Center for Mennonite Brethren Studies at 
htto://fresno.edu/deptllibrarylcmbsl 
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each other for such basic needs as safety and food. Theology and practice merged and 

emerged as a cohesive doctrine of material denial coupled with a commitment to 

nonresistance. At various times, splinter sects would escape the persecution by 

finding their way to America: the Amish of the eastern United States, the Old Order 

Mennonites of southwestern Ontario. In this way, the "new" world became a common 

knot for the disparate strands forming the tapestry of this earthy people. 

Another such knot was formed on the vast Ukrainian steppe where various 

strands gathered in response to Catherine the Great's promises of religious and 

cultural freedom for any Germanic peoples who would drain and settle this 

potentially fertile region. Life in the Ukraine, though challenging at first, proved 

prosperous. Farming communally on reclaimed bottomland, villages and families 

grew affluent and large. Within a hundred years, the Mennonite presence in South 

Russia filled several massive colonies in the watershed of the Dnieper River. I 

remember my aunt's and others' stories of rich vineyards overlooking the Black Sea, 

of raising silkworms and weaving heavy fabrics, of carriages and well-bred horses. 

Some members became concerned that leadership had grown overly dependent upon 

wealth and position. They pointed to changes in stance regarding military 

involvement, that their young men becoming soldiers indicated a separation from 

dependence upon God, and they began to search through scripture for a return to 

basic interpretations of their faith. A schism developed and, after giving dire warnings 

of the evils of materialism and impending judgment, one group moved on, first south 

into the Crimean Peninsula, and from there to New York. In 1874, this rather narrow 

strand rested in Kansas, the birthplace of my mother's parents. 
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My father's family stayed in the colonies until, caught in the Russian purging 

of Teutonic people during World War I, and property confiscated and collectivized by 

the assorted armies of the Revolution, they escaped by train to Riga. My father was 

one year old when they arrived in St. John, New Brunswick on December 1 1, 1926. 

Canadian Pacific Railway took them to Winnipeg where distant relations took them in 

and helped them to settle. 

Within ten years of their penniless arrival in Canada, my grandfather and his 

sons managed to buy a square half-mile of stumpy land just north of the American 

border, fifty miles east of Vancouver. Across the road, one set of cousins did the same 

and, down and up the connecting roads, other sets, until relatives and friends owned 

an area of about ten square miles. Following the traditions and doctrines of their 

ancestors, they set up life as they had done for generations, communally. 

Central to that community, at the main intersection, stood the church and the 

store. My family's land abutted the store and lined the north side of the main road, 

equally divided into four narrow, deep farms. A common pathway linked back doors. 

Unlike other cooperatives, each nuclear family's income and property were 

considered personal. Needs and services, however, were shared. Uncle Abram was 

the eldest son. Brusque, active, and entrepreneurial he was the one accredited with 

having paid extortion fees to the Soviet officials who were holding the family's 

emigration documents. He was also a builder who organized a lumberyard and took 

charge of additions to family buildings. While everyone assisted when a house or 

barn had to be built, he provided the plans, calculated the materials, and oversaw the 

construction. A successful farmer, he also provided nieces and nephews with summer 
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work. No one expected him to be sociable, however; his efficiency in farming and 

building was matched by a lack of diplomacy in his relations with others. Uncle Peter, 

on the other hand, was extroverted and conversational. He founded a mill, supplying 

necessary feed for the animals while establishing a business that led the way for 

others to move beyond the farm. My grandfather was quite elderly. No longer capable 

of heavy work, he tended the family orchard. My father, the intellectual, went to 

seminary and university, becoming a "lay leader" who taught and preached. 

Though much can be said about the male-dominated nature of this 

community, women, too, were acknowledged for their individual gifts. My Aunt 

Martha played guitar and sang. She also was very hospitable, continually welcoming 

strangers and neighbors to her table. As children, we ran through her kitchen, stole 

from her pantry, explored her attics on rainy days, and thumped noisily down her 

scarred staircases on battered cookie sheets, all with her laughter and blessing. Aunt 

Frieda was much different. Her house was spotless and barren-we children would 

not consider entering her porch, let alone her kitchen. Everyone acknowledged, 

however, the superiority of the milk and cream that came from her whitewashed barn. 

My mother was the storyteller. We sat as she told us tales of her childhood, and her 

parents' childhoods, and the histories of both hers and my father's families. She cited 

poetry and fables learned during her schooldays, taught us songs and skipping 

rhymes, and planned our parties. 

All of this I came to know because we spent so much authentic time together, 

in common spaces, doing common things. We gathered formally and informally to 

sing, to study and discuss scripture, to pray, to play. At long tables in the church 
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basement, hundreds shared meals at weddings and funerals. We picked berries 

together through the hard heat of July. At Christmas, the massive feasts of extended 

family were combined with hours of stories, board games, songs, and performances. 

Arguments about politics and faith were common. We came to know, deeply, each 

other's dislikes and preferences, beliefs, strengths and weaknesses. And in all of that, 

our selves evolved in concert with our community. The processes were inseparable. 

Most importantly, we spent a great deal of time in dialogue. Decisions, in both 

the family and the community, were made through discussion and consensus. A key 

principle was that of gemeinde, fellowship. Based in the humanistic roots of their 

faith, it was believed that God communicated not through selected individuals but to 

each person, individually. This affected the government structure of the community 

and the church. First, there were no pastors, a role commonly associated with 

mainstream churches. A group of lay preachers, identified through prayer and 

consensus as being gifted teachers, were chosen from within the group. During the 

week, they were farmers or shopkeepers or millers. On Sunday, they taught the 

congregation. Their word was not considered authoritative, but contributory. It was 

up to the individual to maintain a vital relationship with God. Second, church 

decisions were not based on the rule of the majority. Rather, an elected group of 

elders facilitated frequent membership discussions about not only policy but also the 

minutiae of community life. In these discussions, it was imperative that individual 

perspectives be heard as it was believed a better decision would arise when multiple 

ideas were stated. Ultimately, consensus on the issue was reached, often through an 
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idea generated in the group following the input of its members. The focus of these 

meetings was problem-solving, not victory of one predetermined idea over another. 

The effect of this was that, once a decision had been made, ownership of that 

decision was strong because all members had had opportunity for input. At that point, 

submission to the group was expected, believing that individual interests had been 

adequately represented and that, should dissatisfaction with the decision arise, it 

could be revisited. About forty years ago church governance was changed to include 

pastorates and, within this hierarchical model, some of the early decisions about 

community practices were misinterpreted as norms. Sensing a lack of input, people 

began to reject the domination of the church over everyday conduct; immediately, the 

tight structures of community began to fragment. Today, though Mennonites residing 

in my childhood neighborhood attend church together, they live and work as 

individuals among the general populace. The collaborative process, then, was a 

significant element influencing Mennonite corporate identity. 

Facilitating change. 

Within common decisions, spaces, and events, the differences I experienced 

among the adults of my community enriched my learning, providing optional 

pathways and multiple tools as I began to develop agency, identity, and faith. My 

father assisted those nieces, nephews, and neighbors who chose to attend university. 

My uncles provided connections for those interested in constructing businesses. Our 

various mothers and aunts provided a variety of role models and taught us discreet 

skills: some ran the farms while their husbands worked in town; others held jobs 

outside the home; still others spent most of their time in the house; women were 
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responsible for raising and distributing the charitable and mission funds of the church. 

From within each of these perspectives, adults shared not only practical knowledge, 

but also spiritual understandings. We learned that truth was personal and interpretive, 

arrived at through discussion and reflection, not received. The willingness of adults to 

contribute diversely facilitated our resilience in light of sweeping cultural change and 

we children proved ourselves adaptable, moving out of our village into myriad 

positions in cities around the world. I do not believe that we could have done this had 

we not been taught to appreciate and value personal difference within the security 

provided by the presumption, perhaps nayve, of collective acceptance. 

Presuppositions about collective identity. 

In adulthood, I have had many experiences of cooperation and community. It 

is in examination of these initial events, however, that I find the formulation of a 

horizon of significance that has infused my life choices and must be made visible as a 

background to further study. Articulated, this horizon consists of a set of embodied, 

historically derived presuppositions about community participation and contribution. 

First, it is my experience that participation in community provides a locus for 

personal growth that is inclusive of diverse needs and strengths. The underlying 

assumption is that needs and strengths are embodied within each human being, and 

each person, potentially, can participate in community by both contributing and 

receiving. The inherent value of each member, then, lies not only in contribution but 

also in providing a locus of need. In an interdependent community, the recognition of 

need provides the environment for the identification, development, and expression of 

giftedness. The most needy member, then, also has reason for inclusion. 
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Second, I arrive at this study with the assumption that community 

participation is important in the formation of knowledge. Determining direction, 

interpreting text, and understanding culture are all, in my experience, enriched 

through rigorous collective engagement. I was raised to believe that the individual 

voice, raised in self-acclaimed authority, is one to be questioned. At the same time, 

acquiescence of individual opinion is detrimental to the construction of knowledge. 

"Truth" is elusive and is best approached through commitment to communal 

argument and discussion. 

Third, my childhood experiences have led me to believe that inclusion in a 

committed community is important in facilitating change. Within a decade of their 

arrival in Canada, having landed only three years before the onset of the Great 

Depression, my family was economically viable because it drew on the support of an 

established ethnic community. Despite limited language and skills, newly landed 

immigrants such as my father and his friends found their way to universities and into 

businesses from within that stability and quickly learned to meld into and draw upon 

the support of the wider Canadian society, eventually contributing to it. In turn, my 

generation, the first to be born in Canada, draws upon the diverse examples of 

adaptability provided by the previous generation and generally approaches life with a 

sense of trust in the goodwill of the wider society in wanting its members to thrive. 

Having examined and articulated the influences on my embedded conviction 

that community participation and contribution are important, I turn to Taylor and 

Vanier for further discussion. 
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Community and the Emergence of Democratic Direction 

Charles Taylor's 'public sphere. " 

Charles Taylor furthers the significance of community participation beyond 

the microsocietal, underscoring its importance in positive decisionmaking at the 

governmental and macrosocietal levels. He suggests that it is within community that 

globally important ideals emerge and develop, specifically the discourses that inform 

contemporary democracies. Taylor argues that the dominant values of our culture are 

shaped through discussions-conflicts-about issues that are commonly held as 

important. In relation to this, he presents us with the helpful concept of the "public 

sphere," "the locus of a discussion potentially engaging everyone ... so that the society 

can come to a common mind about important matters. This common mind is a 

reflective view, emerging from critical debate, and not just a summation of whatever 

views happen to be held in the population" (Taylor, 1995b, p. 263). He does not 

maintain that we will arrive at consensus on particular issues, only that a necessary, 

common course of action in relation to particular issues will evolve within an 

atmosphere of debate and open discussion. Such freedom to debate, he argues, is an 

essential function of the wider democratic community leading to promotive 

decisionmaking. 

In Taylor's view, public sphere discussion emerged as an important element 

of liberal society during the rise of eighteenth century print media. "Books, 

pamphlets, and newspapers circulated among the educated public, carrying theses, 

analyses, arguments, counterarguments, referring to and refuting one another" 

(Taylor, 1995b, p. 261). Today, this public sphere has strengthened to become a 
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strong discourse, impacting practice and culture at local, regional, national, and 

international levels. Taylor describes it as being comprised of people voicing 

conflicting ideas and opinions that shape policy and influence government decisions 

without themselves necessarily being part of the governing bodies. The discourse 

emerges as ordinary citizens read newspaper editorials and respond with letters that 

either support or contradict, listen to television news and react with emails to the 

various networks, read articles and debate in university classes, argue over opinions. 

Gradually, as multiple conversations converge, diverge and re-converge, various 

positions on particular issues are clarified. Eventually, policy may be developed in 

relation to these positions. Sometimes, public opinion emerges as fairly cohesive. 

An example of the evolution ofpublic opinion. 

An example of a relatively cohesive change in public opinion through activity 

in the public sphere might be helpful. In the 1970's as I emerged from adolescence 

into adult life, it was not uncommon for my peers to drink and drive. While this was 

considered immoral and dangerous, it was generally considered within the range of 

normal and predictable teenage activity. The justice system did not punish it 

particularly vehemently; crashes involving alcohol were considered "accidents" in 

which intent did not figure. 

That changed. As traffic increased along with access to alcohol, the "carnage 

on the roads" increased as well. Public concern developed into concerted public 

pressure in the late 70's and early 80's. The American Automobile Association 

summarizes the process well. In their report, we can see how public opinion is shaped 

and formed into a politically important voice: 
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"In 1978, Doris Aiken founded RID [Remove Intoxicated Drivers] in 

Schenectady, New York, after a drunk driver killed a local teenager. In 1980, Candy 

Lightner founded MADD [Mothers Against Drunk Drivers] in Sacramento, 

California, after a repeat drunk driver killer her daughter. During the 1980's, MADD 

and RID brought drunk driving to the top of the social policy agenda. By focusing 

public attention on the innocent victims of drunk driving crashes, they effectively 

criminalized drunk drivers in the public eye." Internationally, this led to federal 

legislation and programs specifically targeting drunk drivers (Hedlund & McCartt, 

2002, pp. 18-1 9). 

Public opinion, then, provided a climate in which policy could be enacted. In 

turn, with the implementation of such programs, public opinion against drinking and 

driving strengthened. This interaction of policy and opinion can be tracked within this 

same issue in our province of British Columbia. In 1977, about 55% of passenger 

vehicle fatalities involved a driver whose blood alcohol contents were over 0.08%. 

Steep declines followed as public awareness and outrage grew through the 1980s and 

90s. By 2002, the figure had leveled off at just over 30%, higher than in other regions 

of Canada and the United States (Government of British Columbia, 2003). In 

response to this stabilization, public sentiment has again increased. News stories of 

alcohol- and drug-related street-racing, outrage at our premier's conviction on a drunk 

driving charge, have led to renewed concern. At the same time, voices arguing for 

lenience toward and rehabilitation of youthful offenders continue to be strong, 

particularly in judicial circles. The conflict continues. In response, British Columbia's 

Ministry of Public Safety has joined with the Solicitor General to issue a discussion 
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paper the purpose of which is "to generate discussion and input" (ibid, p. 16) related 

to government action on this issue. 

The importance of engagement in conflict. 

It is just this type of debate that Taylor considers vital to any democratic 

community, stating that it is "...crucial that they [discussions] are carried on as 

arguments. If in each case, someone just passively accepts what another tells 

him ... these events couldn't be plausibly construed as forming part of a society-wide 

discussion" (Taylor, 1995b, p. 262). To be uninvolved in such discussions, Taylor 

postulates, is to be a non-participant in liberal society and, by extension, in 

community: "A flourishing public sphere is essential to democracy" (Taylor, 1995b, 

p. 278). 

Tracked historically, involvement in public sphere discussion on the part of 

members in a democratic community can be seen to have effected significant societal 

change including policies regarding suffrage, civil rights, health care, and taxation. 

Taylor recognizes that not all change emanating from democratic debate will be 

positive. He argues, however, that free debate, inclusive of diverse viewpoints and 

divergent opinions, is more likely to result in policies that are in the best interests of 

the whole than are the policies that emerge unilaterally. The benefits of participation 

in community, then, far from being limited to the personal and familial, can be 

extrapolated to include the societal. 
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Communiq and Humanization 

Jean Vanier goes further in examining the importance of diverse community 

participation and contribution. He writes of the community as being the "garden" in 

which we develop our humanity, our freedom to express and actualize our deepest 

desires (1998, p. 37). My childhood experiences illuminate the localized benefits of 

diversity in community, and Taylor supports divergent opinions as affording political 

advantage to the wider society. Vanier, however, moves to the level of the 

philosophical ideal, arguing that within the struggle to create an inclusive community 

we find opportunities to explore truth deeply, to experience and express justice, and 

to engage in altruistic service toward the other (p. 13 1). In his view, community 

affords us a sense of purpose inclusive of but not bounded by the self and its interests, 

assisting us in the global, ongoing effort to clarify what it means to become human. 

It is the complexity of the community that affords this location because it 

presents us with challenges to our current understandings and strengths. We do, for 

example, meet people we do not naturally like, people who perhaps do not affirm or 

value us, people we cannot understand or who do not understand us. "To be truly 

liberated, we have to make an effort to communicate with those we dislike, to try to 

understand and accept them as they are, and to experience our mutual humanity" (p. 

142). A commitment to our community pressures us to live within such a struggle, not 

to disengage when we are hurt or fearful. We are forced, within the confines of our 

beliefs-the "enabling boundaries" of enactivist theory (Davis, 2005)-to construct 

strategies leading to forgiveness and to find, within our differences, the foundations 

on which mutuality is formed. 
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Participatory and contributory inclusion is important, then, fiom many 

perspectives. Personally, I have found it to give context to the formation of identity, 

to provide collective support in times of trouble, and to be powerful in facilitating 

change. Taylor argues that such inclusion promotes intelligent and equitable 

decisionmaking in the political sphere. Vanier develops this further, stating that the 

commitment to participation challenges us to look beyond our apparent interests to 

explore the deeper meanings of justice, truth, and service when we have little natural 

inclination toward them. A commitment to community enlarges our vision of what it 

means to be human. To be marginalized from participation represents significant loss 

both to oneself and to society. 

Summary 

I come to my work as an educator, then, with a well-developed horizon of 

significance in relation to the importance of community participation. Since 

childhood my identity has emerged from within the security of a community that 

remained cohesive for over four hundred years. Inclusion in this community has 

provided a locus for reliance on others and for contribution toward others, resulting in 

the emergence of an ideal that conceptualizes diverse strengths and weaknesses as 

existing in ecological balance. I have known this community to construct collective 

knowledge, and have experienced it as modeling and scaffolding cultural adaptation 

and extension in the past century. 

Study has deepened my understanding of the importance of community 

participation. Not only is it influential in the experience of localized groups such as 
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my ethnic community, but it also is important in the emergence of global ideals. 

Democracy was born and continues to be shaped within community discussions. 

Participation in public sphere conflict is vital to our society's construction of 

freedom. Cultures emerge among the mutually specifying relationships announced 

within participatory communities. 

Participation in community is also vital to the ongoing evolution of humanity. 

Over time, local communities and democratic ideals may disappear. Humanity, 

however, will continue to evolve. Participation in that ongoing social process is, 

according to Vanier, a significant part of what it means to be human. Marginalization 

from that process is a dehumanizing force leading to a sense of aloneness, to lack of 

purpose, a decontextualizing experience that isolates the individual. 

Conditions of Community Participation and Contribution 

For myself, then, I have come to see that community participation is important 

from many perspectives: personal, societal and humanitarian. A commitment to 

diversity of input, rigorously enacted, is important in the emergence of knowledge, to 

ongoing societal problem-solving, and to the formation of culture. In order to 

facilitate participation in educational settings, however, particularly for groups such 

as those with learning disabilities who may have experienced marginalization, I 

require definite guidelines. Once again I turn to Taylor and Vanier as they have 

philosophically clarified specific conditions that promote the inclusion of diverse 

peoples and voices in community formation. I will reference these to my Mennonite 
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roots with a goal of creating a set of guidelines that can be applied in multiple 

settings, including schools. 

The Initiating Stance 

We will first consider Taylor's discussion of the "initiating stance" to be 

adopted in our encounter with the other in community. He posits that, in principle, it 

is dismissive to suggest that positions and interpretations held by various people and 

cultures are equal, that such a suggestion flattens individuals and groups by devaluing 

their uniqueness. He believes that many of the problems in modernity arise from the 

presumption of equality without further examination. In that examination, however, 

in order not to prejudge, he argues that we must temporarily set aside this basic 

principle and approach the other with a presumption that the positions and 

interpretations we will encounter are neither superior nor inferior to our own, but are 

of equal value with them. He argues that in order for us to function interactively and 

promotively within the public sphere of a pluralistic society, it is important the we are 

both aware of and are able to step back from our personal horizons of significance, 

those background beliefs and assumptions that reference our experience of the world, 

including our interactions with and perceptions of the other. We move to a broader 

horizon, one that allows us to give recognition to others' backgrounds as standing 

alongside our own as possible backgrounds to valuation. "What we have is the 

presumption of equal worth: a stance we take in embarking on the study of the other" 

(Taylor, 1995a, p. 256). This conscious inclusion of "temporal distance" (Gadamer, 

1989) from our personal horizons is imperative in our recognition of the other; only 
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arrogance, Taylor contends, would allow us to say that we have nothing to learn as 

we consider the beliefs and practices held by someone else. Included in this stance is 

the presumption that, with further experience and relationship with another person or 

culture, our personal horizons will undergo alteration. This melding, Gadamer's 

(1989) "fusion of horizons," is a process of social learning, of socially-situated 

emergence of knowledge. As we in the public sphere critically debate and consider, 

argue and discuss, our discourse requires this presumption of equal worth as the 

relational norm by which a liberal society comes to new understandings. 

Now, Taylor is not a relativist. He does not believe that, over time, all ideas 

will prove to be of equal value in forming a society, or that our horizons of 

significance will become blurred to the point of disappearing. He is, however, 

presenting the recognition of equal value as the requisite initiating stance in our 

encounter with the other, with the implication that such a stance may change over 

time, with examination. He also implies that our horizons will meld, that 

hybridization of position will occur as we give fair consideration to others' values. 

Vanier holds a parallel position, stating that the first principle of reconciliation 

in any community is the belief "that we are all of a common humanity. What this 

means in practical terms is that no one individual, no one group is superior to 

others.. .we have to lose our feelings of both inferiority and superiority" (p. 153). 

Certainly a similar stance was taught as normative for the Mennonite 

community in which I was raised: "...but in humility esteem others as better than 

yourselves" (Philippians 2:3b) was an instruction I memorized as a child-and of 

which I received numerous reminders, I might add. The author, Paul, was writing a 
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letter to the church at Philippi and, therefore, was writing in koine Greek. A look at 

the Greek roots, then, is helpful in understanding this teaching. English "humility" is 

derived from the Latin word, "humus," the ground. In the original Greek, the word is 

"tapeinophrosune" which means, "to consider yourself not far from the ground." 

"Humility," then is an appropriate translation. The word "esteem" is translated from 

the Greek word, "hegeomai," the same root as that of "hegemony." Relationally, then, 

as a starting premise we were to consider ourselves as lower than the other, to grant 

preeminence to him or her (Strong, Kohlenberger, & Swanson, 2001). 

Consider the power of this in relation to Taylor's concept of public sphere 

discussions. As our initiating stance, we all step back from our personal 

understandings to grant supremacy to the horizon of the other. Acknowledging that 

our personal perspectives are incomplete at best, we attend carefully to the 

perspectives of the other, with a goal of achieving understanding and unity. 

Taken in the light of practices within schools, I find this bears application to 

my work with students with dyslexia and with their parents. A vital part of the 

educational programming for these children is the collaboration that takes place in the 

creation of the Individual Education Plan. Here, we pool our ideas and develop a 

structure of goals, outcomes, strategies, and measures that reflects our conjoined 

knowledge of the child, the curriculum, and society. Often, staff members have the 

initial word, first in the form of the instrumentalized authority of psychometric 

testing, and then in the more lived experience of the classroom teacher. The parent 

responds. Sometimes the child has an opportunity to speak. The voice of authority is 
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generally the school with the parent providing clarification, corroboration or 

opposition. 

With an initiating stance of equal value in mind, the structure of these 

conversations would be different. Staff members would come to the discussion with a 

temporal distance from their own points of view, seeking to gain information from the 

child and his or her parents with regard to the experiences of learning and of school. 

Interviewing and listening would be the primary modes of interaction, replacing the 

more common modes of reporting and recommending. That information, then, would 

be processed in light of staff members' understandings of the child, but with 

hesitancy, with the humility of considering the parents' and child's knowledge as at 

least equal with their own. 

This will be discussed further in subsequent chapters. For now, suffice it to 

say that Taylor's description of the initiating stance and Vanier's insights regarding 

common humanity are helpful in constructing community, including the learning 

communities announced by schools for children with dyslexia. 

The Moral Ideal of Authenticity. 

A second element that is important to our understanding of community is 

Taylor's (1991) discussion of personal "authenticity," Polonius' "thine ownself," 

Vanier's "acceptance of self' (p. 99). 

Taylor begins by challenging the notion that "authenticity" is internally 

determined, reminding us that knowledge of ourselves, as well as of the other, is 

constructed within social relations. Self-formation is dialogic: Those things we come 
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to understand as our identity are formed within our ongoing relationship with 

humanity and our environment. From birth we bring uniqueness into the community 

even as our association with it brings about much in common with our peers. Our 

values and beliefs, those things we know, emerge in relation to those things around us 

that are deemed to matter. We notice this or that about ourselves because society 

values particular traits, teaches us to recognize them, and when we do, we count these 

as identity. We become authentically committed to particular ideas and ideals only 

within the ideas and ideals of those around us. In dialogue with others, these may 

emerge as something new, but such change is culturally mediated and situated. 

Taylor also contends, however, that we are evaluative beings, that this is part 

of what it means to be human. Contrary to relativist positions, Taylor posits that as 

we experience the values and ideas made present to us within our culture, we 

continually come to the conclusion that "some interpretations are better than others" 

(Grumet, 1995) and that we select from among the possibilities those things to which 

we will commit, those assumptions that form our horizons of significance. In his 

argument, then, such horizons develop within the relations formed among our 

ontogenetic initiators, our experiences within community, and our interpretations of 

those experiences. 

Of course, not everyone shares our horizons; we disagree-often-on what 

matters. This struggle, both Taylor and Vanier contend, is a significant part of 

community participation. Diversity within this struggle is important both to the 

evolution of democracy and to our understandings of humanization as ideas evolve in 

relation to one another. Some ideas and ideals will emerge as more helpful than 
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others, but this commitment for each to become authentically engaged, to 

passionately represent our personal beliefs in the public conversation is, at least for 

Taylor, a moral ideal, an important aspect of unity. 

Now, this is an interesting concept: The possibility for unity lies not in 

acquiescence in the face of disagreement but within authentic engagement in the face 

of said disagreement. "This above all, to thine ownself be true," then, involves a 

commitment to our personal ideas of what matters within the context of a struggle. 

Clearly, there is an inherent tension with the previous principle of approaching the 

other with an assumption of equal value. How do we hold our horizons of 

significance lightly, while at the same time representing them authentically within the 

public sphere? The understanding that our beliefs and selves are dialogically 

emergent, according to Taylor, allows us Gadamer's distancing as previously 

described. We authentically and with conviction present our ideas for discussion, not 

as authoritative, but with the understanding of granting equal value to all ideas 

presented. When all enter the public sphere with this attitude, all come committed to 

personal opinion, but only within the context of the larger commitment to the 

formulation of an even better idea. 

This sounds very optimistic. Taylor clarifies that the ideas that emerge 

through such hybridization are not always better than their foundations. The 

possibility that they will be better, however, is what motivates us to continue the 

struggle. Diversity of horizons enriches the discussion; commitment to them, 

tentatively held, is a moral ideal. 
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As a democratic society, we are united in the principle of dialogue, knowing 

that the struggle will be difficult. Certainly, the stories from my childhood were 

fraught with this difficulty. Debates continually arose: What form of church 

governance will we establish? Should preachers be paid? In which language shall we 

worship, English or German? What type of music will we share? Which instruments? 

For the most part, those conflicts have been resolved. They have, however, been 

replaced by new ones: What positions will women hold in the church? What is our 

collective response to Third World poverty and disease, particularly given our 

privileged status within the North American middle class? What is marriage? We 

continue to disagree on these issues. 

Where, then, is the unity afforded Taylor through his understanding of the 

democratic process? What is the "broader horizon" that unifies us? For my 

community, though its day-to-day interdependence has broken down, it continues to 

lie within a superceding commitment to the authentic moral ideal of caritas, loving 

action. As members of a community, overriding our differences is a shared horizon of 

consciously learning to demonstrate love in the world. We do this globally via our 

formal charitable arm, the Mennonite Central Committee (2004), as well as locally 

through community-based initiatives supporting the homeless, people with AIDS, and 

families in crisis. Based on our various experiences of that world, we disagree on how 

that love will be demonstrated. In being able to act lovingly toward each other, 

despite our disagreements, while engaged in the struggle, we grow in our 

understanding of what matters with regard to love. Provided we are reflective about 

our processes and our experience, the effort to act lovingly within a struggle deepens 
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our understanding of what love is, of how it is demonstrated in a pluralistic world. 

The struggle itself is integral to our learning and to our ultimate decisions. 

Taylor's concept of authenticity, then, is helpful in giving context to diverse 

perspectives and ideas, both in his public sphere and my parochial community. 

Authenticity helps society to construct and understand democratic norms and 

practices while engaging in the struggle regarding what democracy is to be. 

Authenticity helps the Mennonite community to construct and understand loving 

action while engaging in the struggle regarding what loving action is to be. 

But what about schools? Does Taylor's contextualization of authenticity as 

integral to the struggle for clarity within a larger purpose assist us in our attempt to 

find structures and conditions that support participation in educational settings? 

In my experience, elementary schools focus curricula, instruction, and 

assessment on the acquisition of print literacy. It is our dominant horizon of 

significance. Let us step back for a moment from that specific horizon to the more 

inclusive horizon represented by the acquisition of skills necessary for effective 

communication. Print literacy is only one aspect of that horizon; other modes include 

listening, speaking, drawing, acting, and making music (Jewitt & Kress, 2003), all 

forms of representation and interpretation that are generally accessible to both 

children who have profound disabilities in literacy acquisition and children who do 

not. This stepping back from the dominant horizon of significance to one that we 

share allows us to grant preeminence to the dyslexic person just as they grant 

preeminence to our preferred mode of communication-a mutual space created for 

mutual understanding. Within that space we agree to engage in the struggle about 
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what communication is to be-How shall we best communicate with each other and 

with others? What does communication look like when it engages authentically 

diverse opinions, media, and modes-with each of us representing our viewpoint 

while granting initial recognition of equal value to the viewpoints of others? 

As we create locations for such communication, within that struggle to 

communicate, we learn about communication. The struggle itself, once we 

incorporate authentically individual perspectives, will lead us to create and 

understand practices of communication. Such practices will emerge as we force 

ourselves into locations of communication within a commitment to authenticity. As 

long as we insist that people be print literate before engaging in communication, in 

other words, as long as our primary mode of communication remains print-oriented, 

such new norms and practices will not emerge. However, a commitment to 

authenticity in modes of communication while attempting to construct practices of 

communication invites the emergence of the very practices we are seeking. 

It seems, then, that when we commit to both the moral ideal of authenticity 

and the initiating stance of equal value, particular social struggles exist that deepen 

the practice of the concepts over which we are struggling. Given these conditions, the 

struggle over what matters in terms of democracy is iterative of democracy itself, the 

struggle over what matters in terms of caritas is iterative of caritas, the struggle over 

what matters in terms of inclusive communication is iterative of inclusive 

communication. 
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Melding the Texts 

What might we glean from these texts in relation to our question, "What 

structures and conditions in educational communities uphold ideals of diversity while 

ensuring opportunity for all?" Relying heavily on Taylor's analysis of community 

participation in pluralistic societies, and considering that in relation to my lived 

experience as a member of a Mennonite community as well as to Vanier's experiences 

while establishing diversified communities, two interrelated promotive conditions 

emerge: 

1. An initiating stance of recognition of equal value: A joint commitment to a 

broad horizon of significance affords all the distance to hold an initiating stance of 

granting preeminence to the other. This says neither that all positions and 

interpretations will remain unexamined, nor that they will ultimately be deemed 

equal. Rather, our approach to the other must contain an acceptance of uncertainty, a 

readiness to begin our examination from a presumption of equal worth. 

2. A commitment to the ideal of authenticity: People involved in the 

interaction maintain their authenticity, while engaged in the struggle to clarify what 

matters in terms of that broader horizon. This authenticity is inclusive of beliefs in 

relation to that horizon, as well as of personal abilities and weaknesses, giftedness 

and need. 

With these conditions in place, Taylor predicts at least two consequences. 

First, personal transformation will be apparent as people's ideas of what matters 

evolve in response to the other. Because individual and societal change are mutually 

specifying, the culture will also change. Second, a culture of action will emerge. 
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Discussions characterized by both personal authenticity and a desire to learn from 

others will, according to Taylor, lead to local action regarding important issues. 

I believe this explains the changes we noted in our family actions and 

interactions when we, as parents, changed our initiating stance toward Marissa. Once 

we began to interpret her autistic behaviors as "normal" but based on a different 

horizon of significance from our own, then we focused on becoming learners about 

that horizon. At that point, realizing the futility of trying to teach her the "rules of 

participation" when she had no understanding of the horizon against which they were 

derived, we stepped back from our personal horizon of significance-one of social 

conformity-and adopted a new horizon---one of social participation. At that point it 

became logical to just change the rules so that Marissa could participate. For 

example, rather than attempting to hold impromptu conversations characterized by 

polite interaction, we learned to construct the environment to suit her: things had to 

be predictable and quiet; conversations were more easily accomplished while walking 

side-by-side than while sitting across from one another; there could be no preliminary 

critique related to her physical appearance or social behaviors; the topic had to be 

announced ahead of time. Rather than saying, "How was your day, Marissa?" and 

expecting her to respond appropriately, I learned to say, "I'd like to hear about your 

day. Can we chat later?" giving her time to prepare for the conversation. This was one 

of many changes to the mode of engagement that facilitated Marissa's ability to 

participate in family culture. 

In a form of committing to authenticity, we learned to organize family events 

around the convergence between our areas of interest and Marissa's areas of 
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perseveration. Hockey and history being her chief areas of knowledge, my husband 

attended, watched, and discussed many games with her. Guided by her, I planned and 

facilitated the historical trips across British Columbia and Canada that I had always 

intended to take. 

As Taylor predicted, the change in initiating stance-accepting Marissa's 

horizon of significance as different from our own, but equally valid-while 

committing to authenticity in interest and perception led to the emergence of new 

practices that were more inclusive. Today, a decade after beginning the 

transformation of family practices to be more inclusive, our routines have evolved to 

the point where we move harmoniously in relation to each other. Changing the rules 

to suit the participants rather than attempting to alter the participants to conform to 

established norms had a profound impact. 

Now I want to change the arena of participation we call school to better 

include people with dyslexia in cultural emergence. In schools as well as in our wider 

society, we often deal with diversity through pressure to conform: inclusion through 

homogenization. In doing so we lose out on rich ideas and possibilities that could 

inform positive social evolution. One of the dominant rules of engagement in our 

culture is that you must be able to read in order to be included. Policies solidify that 

position. In an effort to include a wider range of personal input, can schools announce 

a change? 
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Commonplace Book: October 1, 2002 

Internal Diversity 

Polonius to Laertes: 
This above all: to thine ownself be true, 
And it must follow, as the night the day, 
Thou canst not then be false to any man. 

Shakespeare. Hamlet. Act I; Scene Ill. 

Summary of Zollman's essay 

In his essay, "Illiterate Like Me," Dan Zollman argues that illiteracy in Canada is 
an "urgent" problem that causes for many "political, economic, and social 

alienation." Zollman got a taste of what it was like to be illiterate when, at the 
age of twenty, and with little experience speaking or reading French, he moved 

to Quebec to study at  Laval University. He found it difficult to survive as a 
university student. He had trouble speaking up in class, couldn't finish exams 

on time and so on. Also, his illiteracy made daily problems and simple tasks 
seem "insurmountable." Zollman also noticed that although he wanted to be an 
active member of the community, he was severely limited by his illiteracy. As a 

result of his illiteracy in French, Zollman felt like he was "divorced" from the 
community in which he lived and ended up resigning himself to the "passive 
existence" of being alienated. People who are most affected by illiteracy on a 

daily basis are left to feel like they have little power to make political changes 
that can affect their present situations. Unfortunately, the people who are 

illiterate will be subjected to "economic and political marginalization." 
Marissa Wiebe, 99/10/01, English 101. 

"I think that authenticity should be taken seriously 
as a moral ideal" (Taylor, 1991, pp. 22 & 23). 

"Are ~ O K  still t e a c h i q ?  Are there still some boys who cafi't read?" 
"yes, a few, a fid girls, too." 
"...I had a hard life, b ~ t  fiot beifig able to read, that was the hardest t h i q  of all. 
reach them to read. 
reach them to read" (last cofiversatiofi with qrafidpa, ~ h r i s t m a s  1335). 

"The dilemma arises from the need to 
reconcile participation in a larger 

collective life with the modern ideal 
of freedom" (Smith, 2002, p. 141) 
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T3eYLjami~. s t a b d s  a t  the couhter wai t iv~g for the secretary to  f i d s h  a 

phohe call. From m y  ofice I obsewe h i m  through the g lass .  He is g a z i v ~ g  

aroufid the room, e m m i d f i g  the various bulletifi boards with their chaos of 

ta t ices  a h d  v~ewsletters, s t u d y i k q  ifitefitly the back of the school motto t h a t  is 

paiv~ted OM. the hallway-side of the m a i ~ ,  ofice wiv~dows. Mrs.Jokes', "Hi, 

~e tA. jami~. , "  startles h im a ~ . d  he s w i k q s  his head arouv~d to face her. t te  works 

hard to refocus. 

' d ~ t m  goiv~g to m y  bus taw," he states with his u s u a l  precisiov~. 

"see y o u  th i s  aftertaov~, BevLjamiv~." 

mew, th i s  brief obsewatiov~ of BeVLjami~. draws from me OM. e ~ a m i v ~ a t i o v ~  

of m y  beliefs about the purposes of m y  work a s  a p r i w i p a l  a ~ . d  the cov~tikqev~t  

aLigvLmev~t of practices t h a t  I would Like to i m p l e m e ~ ~ t  i ~ .  th is  school. 

~ewjamik . ,  y o u  see, is ivL m a h y  w a y s  u d q u e .  ce r t a ih ly  the social 

cev~ter of his  class, he is ar t iculate  a ~ . d  outgoihg, imagiv~at ive  a d  artistic. 

NOW barely t e ~ ,  he is ~ V L O W M .  for hi5 creative ifiterpretatiotns of stories through 

the visual  arts.  His paifit ikqs ha fig ~ Y L  the display case i ~ .  our  foyer. 

T3etA.jamilz is also the most  res i s ta td  to p r i ~ ~ t  of a ~ . y  child I have ever 

ev~couv~tered. Because of this,  he has  had e ~ t e v ~ s i v e  Literacy i v ~ t e w e ~ . t i o v ~ ;  

t h i ~ ~ k i ~ ~ g  through his  program, I'm c0M;fideM.t we have dofie "all the R l q H r  
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thifigs." I &  ~ifidergartefi, see ivq  his ifiitial troubles with prifit, 9e4aMnifits 

teacher assessed h i s  phofiolog ical awarefiess. ~ficoverifig deficieficies, s h e  

ifitefitiofia l ly focused ofi rh y mifig patterfis a fid poems, blefidifig afid 

splittifig phofiemic segmefits through games afid chafits, c l app iy  sofigs, 

idefitify ifig a fid creatifig word families, a l l  bala hoed with daily sy  fithetic 

phofiics i ~ ~ ~ t r u c t i o ~ . .  S h e  also provided him with a richly Literate efivirofimefit: 

s h e  read with him afid to him from books carefully selected to stimulate h i s  

ifiterest, ifitroduced him to a buddy reader from afi ifitermediate grade, 

eficouraged him to record h i s  thoughts ifi hisjourfial u s i y  h i s  artistic ability 

afid fiascefit Letter kvwwledge. ~ v i t e  these efforts, by t h e  efid of t h e  year he 

could reoog fiize fio letters cofisistefitly . Thoug h past experiefice a fid research 

told t h e  teacher that these  ifitewefitiofis Were s ~ c c e s s f ~ l  ifi scaffoldifig other 

childrefi toward Literacy, Be4am.i~. remaified cofifused. 

~ f i  qrade ofie, ifi additiofi to b e i y  assigwd to a very strovq classroom 

teacher, 9eGamifi  was efirolkd ifi R e a d i y  Recovery". For thirty mifiutes each 

day he received ow-OM~OVL~ ifitewefitiofi ifi Literacy. After twefity weeks, he was 

readifig a t  ofily Level 3 ofthe sixteen, Levels gefierally allocated to qrade ofie, 

afid kfiew ofily sevefi Letters. Because of h i s  SLOW progress, 9eYLjamifi qualified 

for a summer readifig afid Lafiguage develupmefit program. At t h e  efid ofjuly, 

he had made few gaifis. 
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I- secov~d a h d  third grades, followihg a comprehevcsive psychological 

assessmev~t, ~ e v j a m i h  was accepted h t o  a district program for childreh 

s t r u g g l h g  with literacy acquisitiov~. Now ih qrade four, he is ih his third 

year of spehdihg part of each day  ifi that  class: each day  he trudges to the 

offwe, where he lets the secretary k w w  he is leavihg, a h d  theh he boards his 

b u .  roday, with mixed f e e l i q s ,  I watch him Leave. 

As  a result of al l  this  help, ~ e ~ ~ j a m i ~ ~  k slowly c r a c k i q  the alphabetic 

code. ~ a s t  week he was sittiq i ~ .  the hall readivq ovLe of o ~ r  school's t h o u a k d s  

of l i t t le  leveled book.  I s a t  dowfi beside him akd  Lkteked to him work hls way 

through this Level 20 story. obv iou ly  ehgaged ih the humor ahd  flow of the 

tale, he read more fluev~tly t hah  I had eqected, self-mouitoriq for sevwe, self- 

correctikg his errors by relyiv~g oh  picture cues, checkiv~g for familiar word 

chukles, usikg his syktactic ukderstav~div~g to predict possible solutiovw to 

readiv~g problems, akd, o c c a s i o ~ a l l ~ ,  " S O U Y L ~ ~ Y L ~  o ~ t . "  -rhough r e a d i q  a k d  

writiv~g more like a secov~d grade s tudekt  t h a k  ovLe i v~  grade four, he is 

gradually developiq iv~v~er  cov~trol over the chaos of r e a d i q .  

At  this poikt I kuow I should mult i v ~  the glimmeriv~g hope of success. I 

kkow that, a s  BeYLjamik's skills develop, he will g a i h  improved access to 

participatiov~ ifi our ikcreasihgly literate society. r recall the words of m y  

~ucomfortably illiterate grakdfather, a t  the ekd of his lokg a k d  troubled life, 
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evuouratgifig me fiot to give up whefi teachifig childrefi to read. Afid so I a m  

well aware that I should be evuouraged by ~ev$mifi's steady progress. 

yet, OM. mafiy Levels, I a m  troubled a s  ~ e i a m i f i ' s  literacy deepeu. 

what  are we d o i y  t o  this boy? we are makifig the decisiofi t o  ifivest much of 

his time ifi afi area very diff~cult for him. while I kfiow he weds to Learfi to 

read, I also believe that he is ufiLikeLy to become fluefitly afid capably Literate. 

lu obsewifig him a t  work, it is becomifig ificreasingLy apparefit that he has 

potefitial as  afi artist. But cafi wejustify h i s  artistic developmefit at  t h e  cost of 

his literacy? ~ o l i c y  is clear: Literacy has priority. How is it that literacy has 

achieved such domifiafice over other areas of t h e  prescribed curricuLum? HOW do 

I jut% b r i v y i y  more baLafice to hk. program? Afid if 1 do, what should that 

Look Like? 
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CHAPTER THREE 

The Principal's Dilemma 

The previous chapter looked at the significance of community participation 

and contribution from the personal, societal, and humanitarian perspectives. Two 

principles supporting inclusion were examined: (I) our initiating stance in 

approaching the other must be one of assuming that his or her contributions will be of 

at least equal value; and (2), that each of us must participate authentically, sharing our 

ideas and gifts with passion, and our needs with honesty, knowing that our identities 

will undergo change as we interact with others. 

To create inclusive communities, then, requires both determination and 

adherence to particular ideals. Generally, though not always, the results will be 

humanizing, with people coming to a deeper appreciation and understanding of each 

other as the culture and it members evolve in mutual specification. To be a non- 

participant, claims Vanier, is a dehumanizing experience because sharing in 

community, having an active part in human cultural evolution, is one of the deepest 

needs of individuals. 

I would posit that policies aimed at universal literacy acquisition are based in 

such inclusive ideals: access to literacy is seen as preparatory to humanizing societal 
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participation. However, this chapter suggests that such a narrow view of inclusion 

does, in effect, exclude many people, practices, and modes, with the effect of limiting 

individual and cultural evolution. In our global effort to develop literacy many people 

and ideas tend to be excluded from important community conversations. Despite 

access to modem technologies that should counter this trend, this privileging of print 

literacy continues; for example, even years after its introduction, such a multimodal 

system as the Internet remains dominated by print literacy. One means of addressing 

this issue is to ensure that all children become literate. Our pursuit of this goal, 

unfortunately, has led to increased marginalization of children with dyslexia during 

the elementary years. Thus we find ourselves in a dilemma: to address adult 

marginalization in a world dominated by print, people with dyslexia need to acquire 

print literacy during childhood; in helping these children become literate, however, 

we have to focus their studies away from areas of natural strength. This hampers 

social participation and contributes to the isolation and marginalization we are 

attempting to ameloriate. The ideal of social inclusion initially motivating creation of 

the policy has been lost. 

In any implementation, it is important that the foundational ideals are 

reiterated in the lived experience of the people affected by the policy. If the lived 

experience of children affected by comprehensive literacy policies is not one of 

inclusion, then the policy is defeating its purpose. Our focus question then arises, 

"What structures and conditions in educational communities uphold ideals of 

diversity, while ensuring opportunity for all?" 
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This question implies a tension among the goals we hold for children such as 

Benjamin. On the one hand, in order to facilitate future opportunity, we hold high 

standards for his education: his learning disability cannot become an excuse for 

allowing him to leave school unprepared for an adult world. At the same time, we 

know that the standards we hold for Benjamin, if he is to experience inclusion, must 

be different. But how do we have different standards for Benjamin without 

compromising his learning? How do we ensure that the standards we hold for 

Benjamin, though not equal, are of equal signficance? Are they "standards" at all, if 

they are not standard? Maintaining balance in this tension is delicate work. 

This chapter will address this tension by examining the marginalization 

experienced by people with dyslexia: How has it arisen historically, culturally, and 

educationally? It will suggest that policies have failed to acknowledge the strengths 

that often accompany difficulties with print literacy and will set the stage for the next 

chapters that will propose and examine educational practices that better support the 

ideal of inclusion. 

The Global Impact of Literacy 

Literacy as Access 

There is evidence that along with global urbanization has come the greatest 

cultural homogenization since prehistoric times (Bowers, 1993). Satellite-facilitated 

telecommunications ensure the availability of common cultural images in West 

Vancouver's mansions and the favellas of Rio; a computer virus initiated in the 

Philippines impacts individuals in multiple nations; youth music travels the globe in 
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increasingly similar rhythms and instrumentation; in the face of fundamentalist 

resistance to this trend, world religions are encouraged toward the politically benign 

"god-as-you-perceive-him-or-her-to-be." In almost any nation, to be noted as "well 

educated" implies an ability to communicate in English 

Coincident with this common awareness of things cultural has come 

divergence in participatory opportunity. The United Nations Educational, Scientific 

and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) reports, "The persistence of poverty is 

especially disturbing as it occurs during a phase of intensifying globalization 

encompassing and affecting all societal activities, not only the economic and financial 

fields. It has created unprecedented wealth and well-being, but predominantly for rich 

countries and wealthier segments of populations, while bypassing or even 

disempowering the poor, countries and individuals alike" (UNESCO, 2002, p. 3). In 

order to redress these inequities, UNESCO has developed a plan aimed at the global 

eradication of poverty. Prominent among their strategies is "Universal primary 

education: primary education in all countries by 2015." The acquisition of basic 

literacy will be the focus (UNICEF, 2000). 

The Third World has accepted the challenge: Of the 122 developing nations 

reporting changes in literacy rates over time, 91 report that literacy rates among youth 

are significantly higher than among adults; the other 3 1 report either slight gains or 

stability (UNESCO, 2004). In an effort to improve economic and cultural 

opportunities for their citizens, these nations are cooperating with UNESCO to 

promote childhood literacy acquisition. 
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Canadian school systems are at the forefront of this drive toward universal 

literacy. Our students score among the highest on international literacy assessments 

(Ministry of Industry, 2001, p. 16), and, counter to popular perception, national 

literacy rates show a statistically significant inverse relationship to age group (Human 

Resources Development Canada [HRDC], 2003)-our children are stronger readers 

than we are; we are stronger readers than our parents. To support and extend these 

achievements, nine of ten provincial governments have mandated literacy 

assessments for all students at various grade levels (Alberta Government, 2004). In 

Canada, literacy acquisition is considered essential. 

In January of 2002, following disappointing student performance on the Year 

2000 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), the United States 

government adopted the controversial "No Child Left Behind" initiative. Its mandate 

is clear: to ensure that every American child acquires a basic standard of literacy 

before progressing to Grade Four. 

That literacy has been given a primary location in our hearts and minds is 

borne out by the abundance of research data available to support various positions on 

instructional efficacy, to illuminate etiologies of reading difficulties, to clarify 

epistemological and ontological explanations of the nature of reading; on the day I 

type this, entering "literacy education" into Google invites 3,100,000 hits in 0.22 

seconds. I do not exclude myself from that passion. For thirty years literacy 

instruction has been my professional focus. As a teacher, librarian, early literacy 

consultant, university faculty associate and elementary school principal, I have 

worked to develop children's ability to process and construct text, and teachers' 
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abilities to facilitate that process. I cannot imagine a life without books; writing is 

breathing; my livelihood is directly tied to the written word. 

All this emphasis on literacy education and research underscores its status as a 

perceived and privileged solution to local and global problems of poverty and 

marginalization. The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) lists the following 

among its findings: 

The higher a nation's literacy skills, the more likely its population is to 

have healthier habits and lifestyles. 

People with higher literacy skills tend to be more involved citizens who 

participate in their communities and in society. 

Literacy is linked to economic success. Literacy levels determine the kind 

of jobs people find, the salaries they make and their ability to upgrade 

their work skills. Literacy also contributes to society's overall economic 

and social performance (HRDC, 2003). 

Literacy acquisition, then, is perceived as a significant factor in an 

individual's and a community's ability to supply basic physical needs as well as 

higher-order social needs. The general public appears to share this understanding of 

the significance of literacy acquisition. No matter where I pose the question, "What is 

the one thing 'successful' schools must do?" adults respond, "Teach children to read." 

With all this support for the significance and benefits of literacy, is there any room for 

concern? 
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Literacy as a Technology of Exclusion 

Interpreted conversely, the IALS conclusions suggest that a contemporary 

population characterized by lack of print literacy embodies less healthy habits and 

lifestyles, less involvement in community and society, lower employment and income 

rates, and less productive economic and social performance. It would seem that non- 

reading/-writing societies and nonreaders within readinglwriting societies experience 

de facto exclusion from legitimate participation in global and local community life. 

Once print literacy is established as a cultural norm, those who remain non-literate 

tend not to be involved in the communal conversation. They cease to be heard in the 

collective decisionmaking. 

Complexity theorists have given us insight into the types of systems that are 

resilient in the face of change: Adaptive systems are those that exist on the edge of 

order and chaos, those that have evolved by assimilating, over time, vast numbers of 

diverse elements without losing their stability. The more diverse the elements and 

information integrated within a stable system, the more likely that system is to adapt, 

rather than be destroyed, in the face of catastrophe (Waldrop, 1992). It concerns me 

that by focusing the education of large groups of people on the acquisition of print 

literacies, we may be failing to actualize the diverse and rich modes of 

communication that have existed for millennia. We have adopted, in the words of 

Jewitt and Kress (2003) "the implicit assumption that speech or writing are always 

central and sufficient for learning" (p.2). In doing so, we effectively have reduced the 

possibilities for diverse representation and interpretation of knowledge. People with 

dyslexia, often able to communicate in multiple modes other than print, face 
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exclusion from participation. The wider community, then, is denied their contribution 

to the processes facilitating the emergence of knowledge. 

It is important and possible to redress these limited opportunities. Certainly 

such participation is important from the point of view of those who have been 

excluded: Other writers have argued this often and well while recording the life 

experiences of people with dyslexia (McNulty, 2003; Riddick, 2001). What we may 

fail to realize, however, is that such inclusion is in the best interests of all, that along 

with the economic and social benefits of literacy, and accompanying the efficiency 

and ability to communicate broadly, there is a coincident vulnerability that must be 

considered and addressed. Just as the alignment of computer platforms has made us 

globally susceptible to viruses, so uniformity in the representation of knowledge 

limits human adaptability to unforeseen issues, particularly when immanent to those 

patterns is an active detachment from surroundings, a censoring of sensation. 

Literacy as a Limiting of Sensation 

Rejecting the idea of consciousness as situated solely in the mind and in 

language, environmental philosopher David Abram (1997) analyzes the effects of 

literacy on the human sensorium in its mutually specifying relationship with the 

world: No longer dependent upon our senses for the location of food sources, and no 

longer requiring sentient vigilance in ensuring safety from predators, literate humans 

can reside within their urban settings, focusing consciousness on text-based activities. 

As livelihoods become ever more dependent upon information processing, this 

distancing-from-the-world increases. From childhood on, our bodies transfer attention 
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from our surroundings to the page or the screen or the pen, detaching us from our 

experience of the world. This separation, with its resultant lack of familiarity with the 

rhythms, sounds, and processes of nature, allows rational humanity to engage in such 

blatantly irrational activities as destroying the environment on which it depends. 

Those of us who love reading nod in recognition. We may be either reading or 

writing, seemingly for a short time, when we notice that beyond our windows the sky 

has darkened, or the breeze off the lake has grown chilly, or the stomach is rumbling. 

Hours have gone by and we have lost all conscious connection with people, events, 

surroundings, even our own bodies. My youngest daughter has a passion for studying 

human physiology. At times I observe her studying her rather intimidating textbooks 

and watch as she unconsciously swallows, flexes abdominal muscles, curls and 

uncurls her toes while recreating the anatomical movements being explained in the 

text. Later, when I mention this to her, she has had no awareness of these actions. I 

experience a similar reaction as my heart rate increases rapidly, racing through the 

streets of Paris as lived through The Da Vinci Code (Brown, 2003). Reading itself has 

become an "embodied action" (Sumara, 1996, p. 83- 1 15). 

Theorists who explore multimodal approaches to learning offer us hope that 

this limiting trend can be altered. Kress (2003) points to technological change as an 

opportunity to concurrently explore the effects of print literacy on modem culture and 

enhance diverse modes of communication-image, gaze, gesture, movement, music, 

speech, print, sound-within diverse media: books, magazines, computers, video, 

film, radio. He and other educators have developed methodologies for incorporating 

multiple modes and media of interpretation and representation into classrooms, 
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believing that the emergence of knowledge among diverse learners is facilitated when 

media and modes are likewise diverse. The implementation of such practices, 

however, will require a shift in thinking among those of us who have acquired 

literacy rather easily. One aspect of this shift is a need to reexamine our theories and 

biases about dyslexia, about people who have proven highly resistant to print. 

Revisiting Dyslexia 

The Deficiency Model 

For the most part, a dyslexic profile has been attributed to a deficiency in the 

learner. After years of studies documenting word reading through functional 

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI), Dr. Sally E. Shaywitz states, "In particular, 

dyslexia reflects a deficiency in the processing of the distinctive linguistic units, 

called phonemes, that make up all spoken and written words" (1996, p. 98). From 

evidence gathered during single-word and pseudoword readings, she postulates that 

dyslexic difficulties result from anomalies in the anterior area of the cerebral cortex, 

the area seemingly responsible in earliest childhood for processing speech sounds and 

categorizing impulses into phonemes. Without this basic phonemic awareness, the 

introduction of letters remains meaningless, with no existing schemata on which to 

build. Letter-sound association, then, becomes a slow, conscious process. For fluent 

readers, once the basic letter knowledge is acquired, dorsal and ventral areas of the 

brain activate and entrain themselves to the anterior area, linking to the phonemic 

processing to afford automaticity in processing letter-sound stimuli and word 

meaning (Shaywitz et al, 200 1). Consciousness is freed to construct meaning from 
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and respond to the text rather than to process the shapes themselves. Her research also 

gives evidence that, for most people diagnosed with dyslexia in childhood, this 

processing of the text itself never becomes automatic, even after the person has 

become a functional reader. She draws the conclusion that the specific patterns of 

brain activity demonstrated by children with dyslexia involve functional differences 

that are persistent and complex; they are not "cured" by learning to read (Shaywitz, 

1999). 

Other researchers trace the causes of reading disability to auditory processing 

deficiencies (Farmer & Klein, 1995; Heiervang, Stevenson, & Hugdahl, 2002; Tallal, 

1 98O), visual processing deficiencies (Livingstone, 199 1 ; Lovegrove, 1 %O), motor 

dysfunction associated with deficiencies in the cerebellar region of the brain 

(Nicolson, 2001: Nicolson & Fawcett, 1990), or, most recently, integration 

deficiencies resulting from cortical anomalies related to the gene DYXlCl (Ramus, 

2004). Each of these researchers refers to the complexity of the condition; each 

expresses the tentative nature of his or her explanations; each assumes anomalies in 

brain structure or functioning that will prove consistent across people with dyslexic 

responses to text. 

Toward An Alternative Model 

Compounding evidence. 

Confusing this deficiency model is evidence that many people who are 

resistant to print are in many other ways excellent, even brilliant, learners and 

communicators in other modes. Shaywitz refers to this as "the paradox of dyslexia" 
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(1 996, p. 98). We think of such well-known figures as Stephen J. Cannell, writer and 

producer, who was diagnosed with dyslexia in his thirties after years of struggling in 

school. He eventually graduated two years behind his peers. His father and his 

daughter are also dyslexic (Cannell, 1999). 

Another confusing issue is the size of the group impacted by dyslexia. Even 

with targeted instruction such as that afforded by such theoretically and pragmatically 

disparate approaches as Reading RecoveryTM, phonological awareness training, and 

Orton-Gillingham therapy, 15-20% of our population never becomes fully literate. 

Shaywitz' JMRI data and case studies indicate that those people with dyslexia who do 

learn to read through one or another of these remedial methods do so without the 

patterns of brain activity demonstrated by fluent readers, and they are not likely to 

develop the automaticity characteristic of good readers (Shaywitz et al., 1999). The 

implication of this is that 15-20% of the people in North America who are considered 

as being of "normal" intelligence demonstrate patterns of brain activity that are 

significantly and persistently different from the other 80-85% (Shaywitz, 1996; 

International Dyslexia Association, 2004). 

Further compounding this is research that indicates that many people 

diagnosed with dyslexia, while resistant to some print technologies, are not resistant 

to all symbolic technologies: Some second language learners have shown more 

success in learning to read and write in Swedish than in their native English (Miller- 

Guron & Lundberg, 2000); others, having struggled with alphabetical spelling, have 

become successful spellers using sign language (Koehler & Lloyd, 1986). China 

produces a significantly lower rate of dyslexia than the English-speaking world (Siok, 
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Perfetti, & Jin, 2004). It appears that dyslexia may not be a state that characterizes an 

individual; rather, there are indications that it is contingent upon the culture and 

language system in which it is found. 

Our deficiency-based explanations for dyslexia, then, are insufficient. We can 

see that resistance to print is often accompanied by intellectual ability, is too 

widespread to be considered merely anomalous, and may be interpreted as culturally 

situated and contingent. These observations usher me into a search for other 

explanations. 

Dyslexia as embedded in literate systems. 

Let us for a moment consider that dyslexia, though embodied by individuals, 

exists in their relationship with an inadequate literate system. How might we arrive at 

such a hypothesis? Is it at all reasonable or supported by evidence? How might it 

change the way we address issues of profound difficulties in literacy acquisition? 

As stated previously, one argument for an inadequacy in symbolic systems 

themselves is found in differences in dyslexic patterns with reference to cultures: 

Swedish text has been found to be more inclusive than English text; for some people 

resistant to print, sign language is accessible. 

We can also examine this hypothesis from an historical perspective. Writing 

is, after all, a relatively recent development in the time-span of humanity. It was De 

Saussure (1959) who articulated the intrinsic arbitrariness between the signifier and 

the signified. This was not, however, the case in terms of early alphabetic symbols. 

Traced back to Mediterranean roots, the alphabet evolved from direct pictorial 

representation (Fradkin, 2000). Throughout its earliest evolutions, letters remained 
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pictorially connected to the sounds they represented: Each letter resembled an object, 

the first sound in the word for that object was the sound represented by the letter. Not 

arbitrary at all, the system contained picture cues directly pointing to represented 

sounds. As nation conquered nation throughout Europe, however, this sound-picture 

link was not efficient because the names for objects differed with language and the 

symbols did not quite match. Gradually, the symbols evolved to represent sounds 

only; the same alphabet could represent multiple languages. In becoming this flexible, 

however, the alphabet lost its previously immanent pictorial references. 

The developing alphabetic technology served Greek and Roman ambitions 

regarding the expansion of their civilizations. Simply by teaching letters and arbitrary 

sounds, information could be stored and transmitted in multiple languages. Under 

their influence, the alphabet spread and evolved in idiosyncratic permutations 

throughout the Mediterranean region. At the same time, it spread largely through 

privileged circles. The vast majority of people did not acquire literacy, nor were they 

expected to. 

Perhaps as it spread, no one noticed that as it lost its pictorial cues the 

alphabetic system ceased to be inclusive. Somewhere in its evolution, the feedback 

cycle may have proved insufficient, non-representative. Perhaps a Greek poet, 

puzzled by his inability to learn the script that his followers could decode so 

effortlessly, failed to question the symbols that were being selected to represent 

particular ideas. Perhaps he put it down to his own deficiency; pride may have gotten 

in the way of the construction of a more inclusive sign. 
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At that time, no one would have thought a pattern of not-reading worthy of 

study. At that time, so few people were expected to learn to read that the anomalous 

15-20% would not have been identified. No, that particular pattern became visible 

only when people began to anticipate a 100% literacy rate and entrenched data 

collection in policy. Only then did we come to suspect that certain people, no matter 

how carefully we taught or how hard they tried would never learn to automatically 

decode this arbitrary system and automatically recode it into language. By then, we 

had arrived at what Brian Arthur (Waldrop, 1992, p. 34-42) defines as system lock-in: 

the benefit to those who could learn this system outweighed the input of those who 

could not and the increasing returns for those who mastered it ensured its 

perpetuation despite negative feedback. Literacy had already become a privileged 

mode by the time we began to hear of problems. Perhaps people requesting other cues 

simply were ignored, left out of the evolutionary process. 

Literacy emergence and Arthur's concept of system lock-in. 

Again, unsettling questions emerge: Could such a phenomenon have 

happened? Could representational systems incorporate the interests of the many while 

categorically disregarding the interests of the few? 

Economic theory gives us a place to start in this examination. Arthur 

(Waldrop, 1992, p.40) presents multiple examples of self-organizing systems that 

have locked in at less than efficient levels because individuals heavily invested 

perceive such increasing benefit within the current state that they resist the 

information provided by their feedback mechanisms even though responding 

positively to them might bring about promotive change. Two such examples are the 
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QWERTY keyboard and the internal combustion engine: though more efficient 

technologies exist they have failed to become generalized because too many people 

benefit from the system as it stands. Change in these technologies implies great 

expense in retooling, retraining, and re-educating the population. Maintaining them is 

widely perceived to produce increased gain. There is not enough incentive to change; 

change, in fact, bears the risk of great loss if a newly introduced technology 

ultimately is rejected. 

It is possible to consider the development of dyslexia in light of theories about 

system lock-in. Millennia ago, the majority, having no trouble developing and 

acquiring the tools of literacy, originally fail to perceive the inherent system 

inefficiency. By the time the pattern is noted, the dominant majority has grown 

accustomed to tremendous personal advantage; it is left to the excluded minority to 

change their behaviors in order to fit in. The onus for change, then, is placed on the 

minority in the system, those who are unable to easily and fluently construct literate 

patterns. They realize that attempting to learn to read, and focusing on it to the 

detriment of the development of preferred representational forms, will never result in 

their joining the dominant majority. To give up on literacy acquisition, however, 

involves greater marginalization, so they continue to invest their time and effort in 

learning to read. They persist in their strategy because they perceive ultimate gain in 

doing so, and great risk in not doing so. 

Had the inadequacy of the system been noticed earlier, prior to lock-in 

emerging, perhaps some other system would have developed. Once a system has 
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locked in, however, feedback for change tends to be ignored. It is left to incoming 

elements to adapt to the system that exists. 

Perhaps this explains what is so often our human approach to social diversity: 

rather than changing our social expectations and systems to accommodate new 

people, ideas, or profiles, we expect individuals to adapt to the system that is in place. 

This is what we expected of Marissa; this is what the education system tends to 

expect of children with learning disabilities. Though we may adapt their programs to 

fit learning preferences, the intended outcomes remain the same: IEPs focus on 

literacy development and omit other forms of interpretation and representation. The 

child in such a situation complies. 

Changing Strategies 

Given this analysis, one might predict that people with dyslexia would never 

step out of the pattern to assume another strategy. Seeing the social and economic 

advantages of literacy, they would continue to struggle toward mastery of the 

dominant mode, neglecting the development of other, more naturally preferred skills. 

As argued by Gee (2000) "The most striking continuity in the history of literacy is the 

way in which literacy has been used, in age after age, to solidify the social hierarchy, 

empower elites and ensure that people lower on the hierarchy accept the values, 

norms and beliefs of the elites even when it is not in their self interest (or "class 

interest") to do so." Lived experience, however, informs us that some people do step 

outside this received position. 
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Consider Robert's story. As a child, he loved to construct things mechanical. 

Unable to learn to read, at the age of ten he left school for the family farm, all the 

while developing his skills as a metal worker. Later he became a trucker. One day his 

universal joint broke forcing him off the road for an extended period while mechanics 

went through the elaborate procedures of dis- and re-assembly. Frustrated with the 

delay, and wanting to avoid it happening again, he used his visualizing skills to "walk 

his way through" the problem; subsequently, he developed a wrench that exerted 

appropriate leverage, dislodging the u-joint quickly and easily, thereby shortening the 

repair time significantly. After successfully marketing this tool, he invented many 

more. Eventually, he sold his multimillion-dollar company; he never became fluently 

literate. 

Johnny is an artist I first met at the annual sidewalk sale on Ste. Catherine's 

Street. There, among the music and the food and the vendors from some of Canada's 

finest shops, I found his striking hand-colored stills of Montreal's people and places. 

An exceptional achromatic photographer, for thirty years he has supported himself 

and his family through his art. He left school and Scotland at the age of sixteen, 

having failed to learn to read or write at more than at a rudimentary level. "I knew I 

was smart, though. I just couldn't think like everyone else. I kept seeing things 

differently. I decided to leave it all behind and do things my own way,'' he says. One 

day he borrowed a camera so he could take some pictures to send home to his mother. 

"It was love at first sight," he recounts. "I couldn't write letters. With a camera I 

could tell my stories." Johnny, like Robert, offers hope. 
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The Principal's Dilemma 

I need hope. There are days when I perceive myself as the protector of one of 

Arthur's inefficient, locked-in systems: I continue to promote literacy education as 

facilitative of societal participation, all the while knowing it is a less than efficient 

participatory tool for some children. As a member of the dominant, privileged 

majority, I continue to benefit exponentially as literacy moves its way around the 

globe. Benjamin, seeing the privilege afforded by literacy, continues in his strategy of 

struggling to acquire literate ways of thinking. Because of his "deficiency," however, 

as this system of thinking becomes ever more privileged and dominant, he incurs 

greater and greater loss: His local exclusion assumes global proportions as increasing 

numbers of nations assume the dominant strategy. And I am responsible for 

Benjamin's choice. I helped him make it at the age of five; it could be argued that I 

made it for him. For either of us to switch strategies, given the strength of the social 

context in which we are embedded, is to risk greater loss: for both of us, there is the 

risk that Benjamin will find no other way of participating, that his exclusion will 

increase. There is, seemingly, no way out. I send Benjamin off to his classes and he 

willingly goes, both of us knowing that we are neglecting the development of his 

strengths. Some day, like Robert or Johnny, he may be afforded the opportunity to 

step out of this strategy. Some day, after his school days are past, an accident may 

present him with his version of the broken u-joint or the borrowed camera. Then, 

without the pressure of school, having already accepted the ineffectiveness of his 

strategy, Benjamin may finally reject it for something else. That is unlikely as long as 

he is within my sphere of influence. Rather, Benjamin will continue to be excluded 
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from many of the culturally significant conversations. He may come to see this as his 

normal role in society. 

Benjamin, of course, is not alone. As another example, let us consider Tristan, 

a seventh-grade student in our neighborhood school. He cannot read and has great 

difficulty attending to instruction. Recently, his class was discussing the effects of 

advertising. Tristan stood up and improvised an entertaining and insightful ten-minute 

monologue of an advertising executive convincing teens to take up smoking. His 

fellow students caught the satire, laughing as he produced one illogical argument after 

another. Yet, much of his time is spent with a learning assistance teacher, working 

through a torturous list of decontextualized literacy programs, in an effort to increase 

his access to literate communication in our society. Despite his known gifts, his 

disability has become the organizer of his school day. 

It is this narrowing of the curriculum for children who learn and know 

differently that most troubles me. While I agree that it is necessary for Benjamin and 

Tristan to acquire basic literacy skills, to do so at the expense of other learning is 

insufficient. I agree with Abram Schmitt (1994) when he says that there are more 

creative ways of conceptualizing, even cultivating, the characteristics associated with 

what we have come to call learning disabilities. He considers his own dyslexia a kind 

of gift that allows him to experience the world with great visual intensity. This has 

benefited him in becoming a successful psychologist and university professor. 

Stephen Camell (1999) concurs: "Despite my obvious weaknesses, I view 

dyslexia as a gift, not a curse. Most dyslexics are good at right-brain, abstract thought 

and that's ... my strong suit.. .I'm very visual. This means nothing in school, but when 
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I write my books or scripts I'm seeing everything in my imagination. I write quickly. 

I go like the wind.. ..Writing is not the problem (though spelling is). I have no 

problem downloading. It's inputting where things get jumbled." 

Work of this sort has been attempted before. Baldwin (1 999), intent upon 

helping us see links between disabilities and giftedness, writes, "Giftedness may 

mask a learning disability, and a learning disability can and often does hide a child's 

giftedness" (p. 103). While I agree with her general purpose, I argue, strongly, with 

the suggestion that one human characteristic has the active capacity to "mask" or 

"hide" another human characteristic. This renders us completely passive in our 

perceptions of the other. Rather, I suggest that particular ontogenetic characteristics 

evolve in mutually specifying relations with the social environment; we then interpret 

the apparent behaviors as indicating either learning disabilities or giftedness. I further 

suggest, with Schmitt, that a single ontogenetic characteristic may be constructed 

concurrently as both giftedness and disability, depending upon the situation. 

Giftedness and disability, rather than masking one another, may be one and the same 

characteristic evolving differently in different situations. Different areas of the brain 

and body, sensitively dependent upon initial conditions (Gleick, 1987, p. 31 I), 

develop differently. The cortical ectopias and microgyria of the cerebral cortex noted 

by Ramus (2004), while perhaps serving as an explanation for the reduced dorsal and 

ventral activity in the brains of dyslexic people, exist in relation with their heightened 

visual and spatial ability. As complementary sides of the same coin, they cannot exist 

except in their mutuality. 



Reworking the Soil 191 

It concerns me then, that so much time may be spent attempting to create and 

strengthen patterns of brain activity that are problematic for children who are highly 

resistant to print, while those that are both unique and strong may be neglected. In 

reflecting on his experiences of creating social locations for people with cognitive 

disabilities, Vanier (1998) encourages us to identify and articulate that which is 

unique about a person. Based on his work with the people of 17Arche, he concludes 

that it is important for individuals to understand and develop their uniqueness as part 

of the ongoing process of becoming human and, within that humanity, of constructing 

a healthy society. So much of socialization involves normalization, learning received 

codes of conduct and morality, acquiring knowledge and skills already associated 

with a culture. An important element in the evolution of a free society is the distinct 

input from individuals. This is what assists a society in adapting successfully to 

changing environments. Different people perceive differently, respond differently, 

construct different solutions to societal problems, see possible problems where others 

do not. 

Benjamin is talented in the visual arts. With most of his school day devoted to 

literacy intervention, he has little time for artistic development. At this pliable age, I 

believe that he should be learning to draw, paint, and represent in multiple media with 

considerable skill. He should be developing an expectation of legitimate community 

participation. However, because he struggles with literacy, vast chunks of his day are 

spent away from other students, focusing on something that is extremely difficult for 

him. Are we depriving him of the opportunity for excellence by focusing on his 

weaknesses? Are we limiting his contribution to community? 
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Some may argue that my concerns are unfounded, that we live in an age of the 

acceptance of multiple learning styles and intelligences, that adaptations entrench 

multiple forms of representation, that instruction has been differentiated, and that 

learning has never been assessed in such diverse ways. While this may have been the 

trend a decade or even five years ago, and while that still may be the case in 

intermediate and secondary classrooms, primary education has undergone a 

tremendous shift in response to the pressure of a resurging emphasis on accountability 

combined with legislation and expectations regarding early literacy acquisition. As 

stated previously, my own efforts have contributed to this shift and I continue to 

believe that early intervention for children at-risk for reading failure is important. 

However, when this intervention dominates a child's day to the exclusion of most 

other modes of representation, then the implementation of restrictive policies needs to 

be reexamined. As a school principal, I am expected-legally required-to 

implement the policies of the government. My dilemma rests in my concern that some 

of these policies when implemented without individual consideration-literacy 

policies being among many-are immoral, contrary to deeply held ideals about 

diversity and community participation. 

Nested Dilemmas 

This very personal dilemma is nested within the wider, ongoing dilemma of 

an education system driven by historically- and culturally-situated policies and 

expectations regarding equity and access. We expect that diverse learners will 

develop specific cultural tools deemed vital to success within the wider society. As 
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discussed earlier, print literacy is globally regarded as just such a tool. Resources for 

learning are not limitless and curricular choices must be made: For an education 

system to neglect what is widely seen as a foundational tool of the representation and 

interpretation of knowledge would seem imprudent. Lisa Delpit (1988, 1992, 1999) 

for example, has written at length about the "institutionalized racism" that teaches to 

lower performance standards for urban children of color than for middle-class 

children who are white. She argues that while it is vital to include students' home 

culture in the classroom, its accessibility is not sufficient for justifying it as the 

organizer of their education. To do so limits their potential for participation in the 

wider society (1992, p. 301). In the same way, it can be argued that to limit print 

literacy for children designated as having learning disabilities is to limit their 

potential. My argument is that focusing on the development of print literacy to the 

exclusion of excellence in other, more natural modes also limits potential. We must, 

in the very least, admit to this very real choice we are making for children. 

This educational dilemma, in turn, is nested at the macro-level in the ongoing 

"need to reconcile participation in a larger collective life with the modern ideal of 

freedom" (Smith, 2002, p. 141). Individuals, social and educational systems, nations, 

and humanity continue to struggle with the need to both act cohesively and to develop 

atomistically. In Vanier's words, "In the fulfillment of the need for belonging is a 

certain surrender of the self to the group, the community, and the culture.. ..But to go 

further in the search for human fulfillment and inner freedom we need to reflect on 

the certitudes of the group, even to question them and to take the risk of going against 

the grain" (1998, p. 49). The struggle over what matters in terms of education for 
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children with dyslexia, then, is representative of the larger struggle immanent to 

mankind and each of its systems. Most of us want to belong, to participate 

communally. At the same time, we wish to make a personal statement, to excel, to 

contribute from our best. Of course, we work on our weaknesses, but it is in creating 

from within our strengths that life becomes a joy. I want for Benjamin the excitement 

of learning at the edge of his strength, of developing that which is already easy and 

enjoyable into something great. Print literacy likely will never be that for him. It will 

be an important tool; it is not likely to become his song. 

In planning Benjamin's program, what we may fail to recognize is that our 

conceptualization of literacy as confined to print is rather narrow. Kress and others 

challenge this limitation, embedding their arguments for multimodal literacy in 

semiotic theory. Any sign cames meaning, Kress argues (2003), and the 

interpretation and representation of signs across multiple modes broadens our notion 

of literacy to one that includes the "writing" and "reading" of music, sound, image, 

gaze, and gesture, to name a few. Print, though powerful, is only one of these modes. 

Our narrow programming for children with dyslexia is a de facto censoring of 

potential for communication across diverse modes. We say to all that we do not value 

the perceptual paradigm Benjamin brings to our school each time he misses art 

because he is being transported to a location that can target his literacy needs. 

The alphabet itself is iconic of the technologies that emerge when we fail to 

include diverse perspectives in community conversations. There must be ways for 

society, by means of its education system, to address dyslexia by committing to the 

development of unique strengths thus ensuring the inclusion of diverse voices in 
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1 promotive social evolution. This leads us once again to our two basic principles for 
I 

inclusion: (1) our initiating stance in approaching the other must be one of assuming 

that his or her contributions will be of at least equal value; and (2) ,  that each of us 

must commit to participating authentically, sharing our ideas, needs, and gifts with 

honesty and passion, and encouraging others to do the same. If we hold to these two 

principles, Taylor predicts, our collective ideas of what matters will evolve. In that 

atmosphere, a culture of action will emerge. In the next two chapters, we shall 

examine these principles and possibilities with regard to policies affecting the 

education of children with dyslexia. 
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Commonplace Book: April 20,2001 

I n t e r n a l  Redundancy 

School shootings a hot essay topic 
Dave Curtin (2000), Denver Post 
Higher Education Writer 

"The essay question was: Who speaks for 
your generation and what are they 
saying? In nearly every case, students 
responded that no one spoke for their 
generation, since they each spoke for 
themselves," Gores said. "I think it's a 
reflection of our society and the isolation 
these young people often feel. Columbine is 
the manifestation of that isolation." 

A classroom is a cacophony 
voices. The loudest o f ten  come from 
the  unseen. I hear the curriculum 
guide calling from the shelf, "Teach 
me! Teach me!" Parents yel l  f rom 
the i r  places o f  work, "Make my 
ch i l d  employable." "Show us 
results," screams t he  school board 
f rom i t s  executive table. And the 
principal whispers as he passes by  
my closed door, " ~ o n ' t  make waves." 
The roar  is loud above the  hum o f  
students working and learning and it 
sometimes masks t h e  silence o f  
Emma. (Commonplace Book, Sept. 
2001) 

During this century school curricula have become somewhat standardized 
worldwide, suggesting that a single concept of contemporary society may be 
moving toward global dominance. This phenomenon of curricular similarity 
is not restricted, to, say developed countries, where one might expect some 
degree of standardization. Curricular differences between developing and 
developed countries are not as great as one might expect, a phenomenon 
supported by the use of expatriate teachers, especially in so-called 
developing countries (Pinar et al., 1996, p. 793). 

All people need focal practices, interpretation practices. This 
is particularly so in a society where narratives of experiences are 
caught up in media forms, rather than in intergenerational stories 
learned in the context of family events. Without intergenerational 
ways of knowing, learning and interpreting, we MUST rely on other 
forms. That's why I think it's crucial that all children become more 
than competently literate: they must become comfortably literate, able 
to take risks with their own representation and interpretation 
practices (Sumara, 1999, August 8). 
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T e l l i n g  Tales: L i b e r a l i s m  a d  s o h o o l i n g  

I &  the summer of 1983, 1 fibd myself teaching i ~ .  a high-ceilivlged 

classroom with starkly white walls. The terra cotta floor, slowly-turbivlg fa- 

abd ope& wibdows relieve this moist heat called february. facibg me, i ~ .  two 

c o w e ~ ~ t r i c  arcs, are week studev~ts who ravLge i v ~  age from eleveb to fourteeb. 

A few of them are Americab; most are Braziliab. They have beek selected for 

this class based OM. the strength of their 6vlglish av~d I have bee& assigv~ed to 

teach them readivlg. 

This is M.O ordi~ .a ry  school. aesigbed, fubded, abd admi&tered by 

~ m e r i c a v ~  e)cpatriates i b t e b t  upoh securi tq  t h e  bes t  educatiob for their 

childveh, its curricula are ibtebded t o  prepare studebts for iv~terv~atiov~al 

iM;fluev~ce. s o m e  of the p a r e ~ t s  are missiov~aries. These are v~ot the poverty- 

strickelrr lovlgsufferiv~g martyrs of stereotype. Rather, supported by old momzy, 

maby represebt i~;f luebt ia l  families' philav~thropic efforts i ~ .  the developivlg 

world. Their graduate degrees are from stabford av~d ttavuard. They speak of 

"this little pairctibg by motheh's COUS~M. Nohmav~" abd you realize that the 

mckwell you are studyivlg is origital a d  p e r s o m l l ~ ~  dedicated. 

Because of t h e  cobbectiov~s with mobeyed Americaks, wealthy 

Bvaziliabs ebtrust their child re^, to this i b s t i t u t i o ~ ~ .  Woltt~ey, a t  fourteeb 

already showivuj promise of the award wibbibg film director he will become, 

sits ib the secobd row. At ov~e poht ,  ~ a t i o f i a l  ~ e o g r a p h i o  (starbird, 1981) 
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featured his father, idevct ifyiq h im a s  the world's foremost producer of coffee. 

lvc add itiovc, the f ami ly  OWYLS vast  s u g a r  plavctatiovcs avcd holds ivcter~t iovcal  

patevcts ovc coffee pickivcg machivces. Wolvcey pals  with Mario whose fami ly  

cov~trols a heavy equipmevct corporatiovc. Hz is beuf i t i v~g  couiderably  from the 

massive Amazovc clearcuts. others  ivc the class are s imi l a r ly  statiovced. Their 

fathers are developers, lavcdowvcers, fivcavcciew. They keep F a t s  ivc the world's 

major cities avcd, whevc their childrevc a s k  to visit ~ k u y  world, they summovc 

their pilots a s  readily a s  others of less wealth w i g h t  call  chauffeurs. 

BY sevevcth grade, these rather y o u q  childrevc are decidedly clear about 

their educatiovcal goals. After three weeks ivc the basal reader assigvced to the 

course, they questiovc whether it is worthwhile to read avcy wore of these stories. 

They fear t ha t  they do wt represevct "the best" of € q l i s h  wri t iug avcd they are 

wovcdeVivcg if I could recomwevcd s o m e t h i q  more ivctelligevct. I a s k  if they have 

read Shakespeare avcd rvavc, a t  age elevevc a Fuevct speaker of five Layuages ,  

s a y s  tha t  he has had a particular inkerest ivc s t u d y i q  the sovcuts  for qui te  a 

vcumb~r of years  a vcd is willivcg to b r i y  his collectiovc. We s t a r t  with these, a 4 

later d iscuss  o u r  way through ~vcglavcd's ~ 9 t h  cevctury. w i t h  public school 

vcaivett! I wovcder why they work so diligevctly a ~ d  they remivcd me tha t  soovc 

they will be vcegotiativcg busivLess deals with ivctervcatioml leaders who will be 

fami l ia r  with these writers. They do vcot wavct to appear igvcoravct. OVL a field 

trip, I eavesdrop a s  wolvcey avcd Mario discuss the domestic iwpact  of a recevct 
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corporate takeover. These ifiheritors of received leadership wear their mafitles of 

respofisibili t~~ h e a v i l ~ ~ .  ~ f i  th is  fiatiofi of u ~ t a b l e  goverfimefit afid ufifettered 

capitalist ifididdualism, the livelihood of t h o u a f i d s  of people depefids upofi the 

depth of their kfiowledge. 

years  later, a s  I s t u d 3  the plafis of Plato ( i387) ,  b c k e  ( i 6 9 3 / i 3 3 6 )  

afid ~ 0 1 1 ~ t o ~ e c ~ c i f t  ( i 3 W i 9 3 2 )  for the educatiofi of chiLdrefi ifi liberalist 

societies, I r eds i t  d a 3 s  spefit ifi tha t  s m a l l  classroom. M 9  role was to ifistruct 

these future gefitlemefi ifi "virtue, wisdom, b reed iy ,  afid Learfiifig" ( b c k e ,  

1633/i396, p. 1 0 2 ) .  The3 were expected to presefit themselves ifi a composed 

m a f i u r  ifi a11 situatiofis, to speak well ifi multiple Lafiguages, afid to mafiage 

people. Their lives wen a tribute to the ordered excelle~ce promised b 3  Pescartes 

( i 3 6 o )  whefi he a rgued for persofial trafiscefidefice. The3 spoke with the 

authori t3 acquired b3  those who are accustomed to beifig heeded; I &ever heard 

them whifie. Their skills ifi the classroom were matched OM, the soccer field, ifi 

the pool, afid ofi the tefifiis courts, a testamefit to 3ears  of private tutorifig afid 

sheltered practice. 

Like b c k e ,  ~ r a z i l i a f i  societ3 is cowificed tha t  the careful educatiofi of 

their "twbilit~.~" is fiecessar~.~ for order: "The well educatihg of their childrefi is 

so much the d u t 3  a u d  coficerfi ofparevLtS, a d  the welfare afid prosperit3 of the 

fiatiofi so much depefids OYL it, tha t  I would have ever3ofie 1~49 it serious13 to 

hea rt... though tha t  most to be takefi care of is the gefitlemafi's callifig. for  if 



Reworking the Soil I100 

those ofthat rawk are by their educatiow owe set right, they  will quickly b r i y  

all t h e  rest ihto ordern (bcke, p. 8).  

lh EYCIZ~L,  CIS ih b c k e ' ~  1 7 t h  cehtury & ~ g L a ~ . d ,  t h e  polkki l  structure 

ehsures that educatioh for statioh is hecessary. Ahd t h e  educatioh system 

ehsures t h e  suwival of t h e  political structure. r r u s t h g  in t h e  liberalist belief 

that ihdividual tralhscedev~ce of t h e  few will lead to order for t h e  maby, they  

have disregarded Plato's wa rlrri9s that academic ewellev~ce av~d political power 

should v ~ o t  be taiv~ted with wealth. AS he predicted, t h e  perfected few tehd toward 

greed. 

New year's Eve, 1383: 1 sit ih t h e  summer warmth of that school 

auditorium listefii- as ~ v a h  plays with perfectio~. hk. v io l i~ .  The l i g h t i y  k 

low, t h e  atmosphere serev~ely tasteful. occasiov~ally, a rapid couv~terpoiv~t of 

guv~fire iv~tewupts from t h e  favella that scars t h e  dowv~ward slope of our hill. 

r h a t  waweb ofpovevty houses those dispossessed by f a l l i ~ g  sugar, coffee, beef 

prices-refugees ofthe dy i q  w ~ h ,  scripted by greed ahd drought, recorded by 

freire. The bev~eficiaries of t h e  lav~d's largesse sit comfovtably i v ~  upholstered 

chairs, t r u s t i y  i ~ .  shards ahd barbed wire to protect their ~ i o r  drap iys ,  their 

guarded limousiv~es coo1in.g on t h e  drive. for  ahother year t h e y  have paid 

almost KO taxes, a hd t h i s  without sighifica ht creativity; t h e y  have speht 

h o t h i y  to offset healthcare costs for t h e  childrem. of t h e  K ~ L -  av~d self-employed. 

~ u r ~ ~  t h k  same year we have e ~ r d u n d  d l h ~ t e e ~  armed robberies OIL our block. 
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r ra~sparev~ t  garbage bags have  give^. scavevLgers the vportutdty t o  assess 

before crped~~g. Werywhere, diseased beggars have reached o u t  for alms. qaugs 

of ~ k e d ~ c a t e d  homeless youths roam the uighborhoods. A youug mother died 

OM. wy sidewalk, uhder wy blakket, the result of g u ~ s h o t  wou~.ds received 

duviv~g a widafkerwo~. wuggiwg. Had my daughter's flu wt kept we f rom 

wy daily walk, it wight have bee& we. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Community-in-the-Making and the School 

To recap, in previous chapters I have explored the nature of community 

participation through a very specific educational dilemma. My search has taken the 

form of reflective interpretation along pathways that are theoretical, historical, and 

experiential. Several informing ideas have arisen. One is the understanding that a 

tension exists between the ideals that motivate literacy policies and the lived 

experience of the children and educators affected by them. Another is that cultures are 

not received intact but continue to emerge from within mutually specifying relations 

announced in participatory communities; diverse participation in the processes that 

give rise to cultural norms is important not only to the individual but also to the 

richness, resilience, and adaptability of the emerging society as a whole. Next is the 

idea that people in North American society who have predilections toward 

representational and interpretive modes outside reading and writing tend to be 

marginalized from these important social processes as many public sphere activities 

continue to be dominated by print. The expectation for this exclusion may be 

established early in school when children with so-called learning disabilities 

experience a policy-driven narrowed curriculum focused on literacy acquisition, often 

in isolation from other students. A fourth important point is that it is both prudent and 
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possible to redress this marginalization by reworking our policies and practices to 

more clearly embody their intent. This latter point is the focus of the chapters that 

follow. 

In considering our question, "What structures and conditions in educational 

communities uphold ideals of diversity, while ensuring opportunity for all?" it is 

important for us to remember Foucault's assertion that, though we may isolate the 

location of a discourse in order to analyze it, that in no way suggests that the 

discourse itself exists in isolation (Foucault, 1972, p.69). So it is with schools and 

educational practice. As stated previously, schools are deeply interconnected with the 

systems, values, and practices-the horizons of significance-of the cultures in which 

they are embedded. In considering conditions of community, then, it is important to 

consider not only the school-as-community, but also the mutually specifying relations 

that impact the school within the wider community, Maxine Greene's ongoing 

"community-in-the-making" (Greene, 2000b, p. 274). 

I say this at the outset because I believe it to be necessary. In the thirty years I 

have been working in schools I have noted and participated in the growing 

phenomenon of "school-as-community," or, "the community of learners." Believing 

that knowledge is socially constructed, we have actively promoted connectivity 

among students and teachers through cooperative learning, community schools, small 

group reading intervention, and site-based inquiry. While some educators have 

promoted these and other collaborative strategies primarily as a means of improving 

results on quantitative assessments (DuFour, 2003; Stevens & Slavin, 1995), an 

underlying motivating purpose for many others has been socialization (Johnson & 



Reworking the Soil 1104 

Johnson, 1999). Among such educators, Noddings' (1992) challenge to care and 

support children in learning to care about ". . .passions, attitudes, connections, 

concerns.. ." (p.47) has been taken seriously. Student learning, though very important, 

has not been considered as an entity in and of itself, somehow disconnected from the 

experiences that support it and the contexts in which it is developed and applied. 

While we have been engaged in this endeavor, and perhaps have convinced 

ourselves that this is what the community in general expects of schools, changes have 

been happening in the expectations of the surrounding culture. These changes have 

serious implications for learning communities, particularly as they impact 

instructional practices related to print literacy. 

A Shifting Horizon of Significance 

From Process to Product: Getting Results 

Within the past decade, a shift in emphasis has taken place among policy 

makers and educational leaders. In response to perceptions of overall mediocrity in 

literacy skills, the school system's primary focus has been subtly transferred from a 

nurturing, culture-building stance to one of individual achievement as measured 

against government mandated standards and assessments focused on particular 

subject areas. A study of Rick DuFour's work with the National Staff Development 

Council illuminates this shift. In 1995, his article, "The Principal as Staff Developer," 

(DuFour, 1995) encouraged site-based administrators to involve their teachers in 

collaborative professional inquiry: to examine their beliefs, create investigative 

questions, plan and implement strategies, and then gather information in relation to 
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goals for student learning that they had established jointly. He stated that the 

principal's responsibility was to create a supportive environment in which teachers 

were willing to take risks that might not result in success at the moment, but would 

make for better educational attitudes over the long-term. The underlying premise of 

the article was clear: "All too often, school improvement efforts focus on a search for 

the magic bullet-the new programs and procedures that will transform a school. . . . 

It is time to recognize that there is no magic bullet. Programs and materials do not 

bring about change, people do." 

In 1996, DuFour was given a byline in the Journal of StaffDevelopment. His 

column was called "Community" and through the first several years he elucidated the 

ideas presented in his 1995 article, giving theoretical and practical accounts of how 

principals might support teacher inquiry groups. In 2002, the name of his column 

changed to "Leading Edge." Results-based decisionmaking and mandated staff 

development became dominant themes. By 2003, though still intent upon teacher 

inquiry and collaboration, DuFour's tone had changed considerably: "There is clear 

consensus among leading educational researchers as to the best practices for 

improving schools," and, "Educational leaders have a professional obligation to align 

the practices of their school with the best thinking in the field, and there is no 

justification for not fulfilling this obligation [italics added]" (DuFour, 2003). No 

longer are teachers engaging in personally meaningful inquiry within a risk-free 

environment; rather, administrators have taken ownership of "their" schools because 

of an externally motivated obligation. Practices no longer belong to those change- 

bringing "people" but are now the "practices of the school." And, while in 1995 the 
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magic bullet was missing, by 2003 it had apparently been found, relabeled as "best 

practice." A cursory glance indicates that DuFour is still advocating for teacher 

research and that he has always supported successful learning experiences for 

children; however, the context has changed from one that is teacher-driven and 

principal-supported to one that is obligatory, authority-referenced, and administrator- 

mandated. Most significantly, the shift has taken the focus from the context for 

learning and teaching, from the community aspect of supporting learning, to leading 

edge results: "By concentrating on teaching, the instructional leader of the past 

emphasized the inputs of the learning process. By concentrating on learning, today's 

school leaders shift both their own focus and that of the school community from 

inputs to outcomes and from intentions to results'' (DuFour, 2002). To improve 

results is our obligation; the product is somehow separate from the process. 

It is interesting to note that DuFour (2004) himself catches and addresses this 

shift. In a recent article, after setting his context by pointing to the pressure he 

experiences, as an educational consultant, to assist schools and districts in improving 

government test scores, he writes, "Leaders who reject the idea of appeals to the heart 

as too 'soft' for the data-driven, results-oriented schools they hope to create need to re- 

think their assumptions," and ". . .the best way to get results is to engage in an ongoing 

process of reminding people that their work is important.. ..Leaders make a mistake 

when they appeal only to the head. The best leaders realize that ultimately, they must 

appeal to the heart." 

Why is this important? 
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Narrowing the Curriculum in a Liberalist Context 

What we are seeing in DuFour's column is the public sphere struggle over 

what matters in schools and curriculum. People feel this moral obligation to ensure 

that students leave school well prepared for what is perceived to be success in adult 

life; hence, the emphasis on individual student achievement. At the same time, 

DuFour has a deep-set understanding that, should this dnve toward achievement 

result in the dehumanization of the nation's citizens, the greater educative purpose is 

lost: We are fearful of creating another Brazil with all the social problems inherent in 

unfettered individualism. Like many of us, DuFour is struggling with the pressure of 

this liberalist shift. For one thing, it is coming at a time of economic conservatism; 

overall school finding is being restricted at the same time that spending on 

assessment is increasing. Decreased funding translates into program cuts; assessments 

ensure that those cuts take place in areas not tested. The result is a narrowing of the 

curriculum within schools: "Mathematics, reading, science, and middle- and high- 

school social studies are on the rise. The arts, foreign language, and elementary 

school social studies are by contrast in decline" (Von Zastrow, 2004, p.14). The very 

subjects that embody alternatives to literate representation and interpretation for 

students with dyslexia are the subjects that are being honed from the curriculum. 

What we see emerging is a gap in learning opportunities. Those students with 

a predilection toward representation and interpretation in print literacies receive 

considerably more support in developing their preferred cultural tools than do those 

students who are attuned to other modes. Thus, the development of the abilities 
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through which the latter group would best contribute to the emergence of knowledge 

and culture is hampered. 

Bridging the Gap 

Perhaps our education system needs to change its focus: We need to give 

more attention to the representational and interpretive preferences of people with 

dyslexia by providing them with learning opportunities in arts and technology. 

Perhaps society as a whole needs to change: Caring adults could provide more 

opportunities for situated learning. Perhaps, through public sphere discussion of the 

problem, both society and education will undergo mutually specified change. 

Taylor notes that community participation increases when people are engaged 

in the struggle about what matters in relation to a common horizon of significance. 

Negotiating the tension of conflicting values is a clarifying enterprise. Until now, we 

have passively accepted that the horizon of significance in terms of education is print 

literacy--children must learn to read and write-and we have actively implemented 

this horizon of significance through multiple programs. In the past decade, this has 

resulted in intervention programs targeted at small children deemed to be at-risk for 

reading failure. 

Lack of literacy tends to be co-specified with lack of access to community 

participation (HRDC, 2003). As clarified in earlier chapters, my particular concern is 

that this excludes people with dyslexia from the important discourses of the 

community-in-the-making. We are currently locked into a situation where people 

with dyslexia, because of its persistence and despite massive intervention, not only do 
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not learn to read and write very well, but the educational time involved in the 

interventions ensures that other strengths are not developed very well either, at least 

not early on in life when identity as participant is initiated. Community participation 

is, then, doubly hampered. 

How can we address this in schools and in the community-at-large? We have 

learned that particular conditions facilitate community participation. Most important, 

in the mind of Charles Taylor, is the interactive struggle over what matters in relation 

to a common horizon of significance that is inclusive of the diverse horizons of the 

group members. We have seen this both in the public sphere with its discussion of 

what matters---of how we shall live-in terms of democracy as well as in terms of my 

childhood community with its ongoing discussion of what matters in terms of caritas. 

Generally speaking, based upon the evidence of evaluative practice, public 

consensus seems to be that the horizon of significance against which we determine 

what we shall do in public elementary schools is the construction of print literacy. 

Hence, we spend a great deal of time discussing what matters in terms of literacy with 

adults and children and teaching toward what we believe to matter. As discussed, this 

approach does not adequately address the needs of students with dyslexia. Following 

Taylor, if we hope to become more inclusive in our community participation, we need 

to jointly step back from that horizon of significance to a broader horizon that is 

inclusive of both the horizon of literacy and the representative horizon of people with 

dyslexia, while maintaining a justifiable educative purpose. 

I have suggested that such a broader horizon is possible in the concept of 

communication. Rather than insisting that the primary purpose of the school is to 



Reworking the Soil 11 10 

support the acquisition of skills and practices related to literacy, we need to introduce 

to public sphere discussions the assertion that the primary purpose of the school is to 

support the acquisition of skills and practices related to communication involving 

multiple modes and media. With this slight shift, both readers and nonreaders can 

enter the discourse from a position of having something of value to contribute. 

Facilitating the Discourse 

The Form of Community Participation 

But, what form shall this discourse take? Taylor insists that, in order to 

achieve any sort of clarification about what matters with regard to a particular horizon 

of significance, there is a need for public struggle. Earlier we learned that it is 

possible to construct particular situations that are iterative of the horizon of 

significance we are attempting to address. Given particular conditions, the struggle 

about democracy was iterative of democracy; conversations about love were iterative 

of love. The conversations themselves invited the learning we hoped to address. In 

this case, we hope to develop the tools of communication while engaged in the 

struggle over what matters in terms of communication. How shall we go about doing 

this? 

First, let us remind ourselves of the particular conditions that create such an 

iterative environment: 

1. An initiating stance of recognition of equal value: Upon entering the 

struggle over what matters, a joint commitment to a broad horizon of significance 

affords all the distance to grant preeminence to the other as an initiating stance. 
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2. A commitment to the ideal of authenticity: People involved in the 

interaction maintain their authenticity, while engaged in the struggle to clarify what 

matters in terms of that broader horizon. 

Second, let us discuss the form that such a discourse might take. It is all very 

well to discuss theoretical conditions, but if we hope to implement such locations in 

schools and in communities, we need pragmatics. 

The most obvious answer is to enter into a campaign of writing articles and 

letters, authentically presenting a point of view in opposition to the "literacy for all, at 

all costs" trend. This might invite just the type of discussion Taylor advocates. 

However, I believe it much more powerful to live the alternative, to create it locally 

and experience it, and then bring that experience into the public sphere discussion. In 

order to do that, we must announce locations for discussion that result in action, 

action within our sphere of influence. 

Maxine Greene (2000a, p. 13) calls such dialogic locations "spaces for 

freedom." Here, educators keep their questions about student potential open and take 

intentional action against barriers to "learners' becoming." She suggests that such 

locations may be created through engagement in participatory projects that have room 

for multiple interpretative and expressive practices. "It is clear to many that the 

commitment to a project, an undertaking shared with others, feeds into the growth of 

identity and, at once, voluntary participation" (p. 12). Within such projects, students, 

parents, educators, and members of the wider community address curricular and 

social issues by engaging in conversations about what matters and then designing 

imaginative responses. Specifically, in inviting discourse about what matters in terms 
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of communication, participants practice promotive communication while designing 

participatory learning experiences to invite and support unique development. Perhaps 

Greene's projects can stand up to our conditions of participation. 

An Example of Multimodal Exploration: The Multiliteracies Project 

Organizing loci of educational research in cities across Canada, The 

Multiliteracy Project explores methods of helping children "transform what they 

know into modes of representation that allow for a full range of human experience" 

(Kendrick & McKay, 2004, p. 109). Arguing that print literacy is a mode privileged 

by society and by schools, they work to break that dominance by introducing into 

classrooms and developing in children a variety of modes for "conceptualizing and 

expressing meaning" (p. 110). Building on the work of Kress (2003), they point out 

the inadequacies of linguistic representation in expressing the richness of children's 

knowledge: that drawing and motion and drama allow for complex representations 

and interpretations that text media cannot facilitate. 

As a participating school, Charles Dickens Elementary (2005) in Vancouver, 

BC, is exemplary of the multimodal approach. There, teachers work in teams to 

facilitate learning among children organized in multi-age groupings. Hands-on 

approaches to science and social studies are evident in the students' artistic 

representations of concepts and processes. Through these depictions children are able 

to "capture sensory modes such as sight, smell, hearing, taste and touch in a way that 

language cannot" (Kendrick & McKay, 2004, p. 123). Not only does this enrich 
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conceptualization for all students, it offers an invitation to that those students who 

struggle with literacy to participate in authentically preferred modes. 

An Example of Maximizing Participation: Gold Key Project Schools 

Another example of a school-wide community-based project comes to mind. 

Russia's Gold Key Project was the focus of a seminar at Simon Fraser University in 

the summer of 2000 (Kravtsova, 2000). This program is apropos because it meets 

Taylor's criteria by facilitating inclusive community-based discussion about what 

matters in terms of representational and interpretive practices involving multiple 

systems of making meaning that are inclusive of print without being limited to print. 

It also utilizes a project format such as that suggested by Greene as a powerful 

vehicle for supporting the emergence of knowledge. As such, it holds promise for 

meeting the representational needs of people with dyslexia. 

Before the year begins, the staff and parents of School A meet to determine 

major pageants that will contextualize instruction for the coming year. Central to 

these discussions are the modes of representation and interpretation that serve as 

vehicles to knowledge emergence. After several meetings, it is decided that one of the 

projects will be the creation of a 17th century Russian ball: each student and adult 

will use research and imagination to develop a character and will attend the ball, 

participating in role. Costumes, settings, and menus will be designed and constructed 

collaboratively. 

Soon work begins. Requiring months of preparation, the students need support 

as they research the general cultural context of 17th century Russian aristocratic 
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society as well as the specifics of dance, music, costumes, food, and decor. They need 

assistance as they conduct the research necessary for choosing and developing 

personal character roles. Once the research is complete, they need help creating, 

choreographing and learning the dances, designing and making the sets and the 

costumes, getting into role, and organizing the final event. The support comes in the 

form of more knowledgeable others-parents, community members, older 

students-who provide scaffolding so that individual students are able, by the end of 

the pageant, to work independently. 

At the SFU seminar, Dr. Elena Kravtsova, the project's director, displayed 

artifacts from this ball: included was a pair of red leather dance slippers researched, 

designed, cut, stitched and beaded by an eight-year old child in response to an 

authentic 17th century portrait. This child had focused on creating and becoming the 

woman she perceived to be represented by that portrait. Her communication skills, 

including print literacies, were strengthened as she created her own story based on her 

research. Then, with the support of others, this young student reified her imagination 

by designing and making the costume, including the shoes. Her classes for that 

term-literacy, mathematics, social studies, science, Fine Arts-were contextualized 

by the upcoming pageant and the preparation for it. Information was gathered, 

processed, and transformed through interrelated modes. As the young child worked 

with others, creativity emerged to reshape the information gathered from texts and 

pictures. Eventually, thought was given to gesture, mood, intonation, color, line, and 

movement, as the child lived her knowledge during the pageant itself. 
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It is important to underscore that in both of these schools, the learning 

experiences are planned collaboratively. Discussion about details is the norm and 

input is invited from all participants. Diversity in ability and perception is consciously 

fostered. Skills in reading and writing, though important, stand alongside spatial, 

graphic, and musical abilities. In this way, the cultures of these schools emerge as 

children and adults create environments in which diverse modes of perceiving and 

representing are not only honored but also expected. Multiple modes of representation 

and interpretation are consciously taught, monitored and developed with the 

expectation that students will apply their developing abilities creatively. Students 

with preferences for modes other that print literacy develop a variety of interpretive 

and representational tools, and they are accustomed to community participation using 

these tools. 

How do these educational settings better meet the needs of dyslexic students 

than those dominated by print literacies? In answering this question, we revisit the 

conditions of participation and contribution clarified earlier. 

Conditions of Participation and Contribution 

The initiating stance. 

Using our conditions of participation as a reference, it is possible to suggest 

reasons why these projects work so well in fostering participation among diverse 

students and adults, and why they hold particular promise for meeting the needs of 

those with dyslexia. In their approach toward their students and each other, the adults 

who work in these schools have stepped back from the horizon of significance of 
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print literacy in order to focus on scaffolding students as they develop their abilities to 

communicate, learn, and participate in the evolution of knowledge through multiple 

interpretive and representational modes. Kress (2003) argues that such modes are, and 

have always been, present in every learning situation. For the most part, however, 

many are ignored in contemporary classrooms. Implicit in these schools' validation of 

multiple communicative modes is the transformation of their driving question from 

"How shall we support these students in becoming capably literate?" to "How shall 

we work together in scaffolding students as they become contributing 

communicators?" This initial step allows for flexibility in developing conditions 

important to diverse participation in the struggle over what matters. For students with 

dyslexia, this implies an opening in which to shift from an emphasis on redressing 

their deficiencies to active discussion about how the project can build their strengths. 

The initiating stance allows that all modes are important and have potential for 

enriching the emergence of collective meaning. 

Looking specifically at the Gold Key Project, the model for such diverse 

participation is evident in the planning phases as discussions about programs include 

participants plus members of the wider community. Planning sessions are 

exploratory, inviting imaginative and pragmatic ideas that are then discarded or 

adapted and developed. No single voice determines direction. 

During the implementation phases, the approach toward students is likewise 

inclusive. Specifically, adults consciously approach pupils with the attitude of 

learning from and about them rather than addressing a predetermined curriculum. All 

areas of knowledge and diverse representational preferences are considered vital to 
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the success of the project. Though Dr. Kravtsova did not specifically mention the 

involvement of students with dyslexia, in a private conversation she responded to my 

questions about the inclusion of students with learning disabilities. Like the other 

students, their learning is scaffolded based on individual strength and need. With so 

many adults in the building, individual support is readily available as children 

develop diverse practices of interpretation and representation. Adults and students 

work together within the "zone of proximal development" (Vygotsky, 1978; Wertsch, 

199 1): There, the students' current knowledge is made visible. In order for such 

assessment to take place, the stance of the more knowledgeable other must be, "Teach 

me what I need to know about you so that I can facilitate the experiences that will 

help you learn." The child, then, holds an equal part in determining instruction. This 

is precisely the stance suggested by Charles Taylor as facilitative of public sphere 

participation: Learn about the other from the other before introducing your personal 

value system. 

Adults in both the Multiliteracies and Gold Key programs have stepped back 

from a horizon of significance related to the acquisition of print literacy to one of 

valuing multiple meaning-making systems-visual, actional, and linguistic (Jewitt & 

Kress 2003)-including but not limited to those related to print. In this way, literacy 

development is neither ignored nor aggrandized; rather, it is specifically addressed, 

but within a broader context. 

The adoption of a project format allows for the acceptance of a joint horizon 

of significance in which the knowledge of all participants is necessary and valued. 

Students teach adults about themselves and about the content they are addressing. 
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Adults scaffold necessary skill development from within their own abilities, interests, 

and areas of knowledge. Contribution, then, becomes authentic as students and adults 

understand that the formation of knowledge is reliant upon the participation of all. 

A commitment to the ideal of authenticity. 

While it is important for all to step back to a broader, common horizon of 

significance in order to perceive each other as valued contributors, it is also important 

for participants to maintain their personal authenticity while engaged in the struggle 

to clarify what matters in terms of that broader horizon. This authenticity is inclusive 

of beliefs in relation to that horizon, as well as of personal abilities and weaknesses, 

giftedness and need as defined and discussed in Chapter Two. 

In a school, it is common for the instructors and other adults to represent their 

beliefs about curriculum and representational forms. Given inherent power 

differentials, an environment where students are invited, even encouraged, to 

participate in setting direction for learning is less common and, therefore, requires 

systemic support and structuring. 

Within these project-based programs, the authentic questions and 

communication methods of the students form the basis for the curriculum as they 

design and produce charts or pageants, ask and research their own questions, seek the 

assistance they need in order to learn, and engage in processes of reflection that 

facilitate the emergence of knowledge. In order to participate in this way, it is 

essential that students develop voice. The more Gold Key students and adults 

contribute and draw from each others' diverse interpretive and representational styles, 

the better will be the sets, costumes, music and dances of 1 7th century ball. The more 
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the students and staff and Dickens do the same, the more fully representational will 

be the artistic renditions that line the halls. All talents and abilities are necessary to 

student success. 

If a school hopes to develop the authentic abilities of students with dyslexia, it 

is vital that a culture of honoring their specific strengths is announced and 

implemented. This requires the construction of a public venue in which the 

contribution of their strengths has authentic value to the culture of the school as well 

as to the wider community-in-the-making. In scaffolding the development of all 

students' strengths, in creating a culture that is enriched by diverse, authentic 

contribution, locations are created in which students with learning disabilities in 

literate modes can become comfortable with their abilities in other modes, and to 

value their own as well as others' unique strengths and passions. 

Making it Happen 

Schools that hope to support the emergence of diverse voices and strengths 

will need to announce systemic and cultural change. Recognizing and articulating the 

problem is a necessary first step. Then, a collaborative approach to solution-finding 

will also be necessary. Current practice will need examination with regard to its 

alignment with beliefs, and analysis for marginalizing attitudes and actions will be 

required. While not neglecting literacy development, schools intent upon creating an 

inclusive, multimodal culture will need to step back from the dominant horizon of 

literacy acquisition to the more inclusive horizon of developing diverse 
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communication practices and tools. A community-based project format absorbing 

significant portions of the day in cooperative, multimedia projects may be the result. 

The contextualizing culture has not yet accepted this as a valid curricular 

approach for the elementary school. Though multiple meaning-making systems are 

apparent all around us--digitized movement and music, internet non-print visuals, 

dance, and drama-policies dictate that the effectiveness of elementary education 

continues to be measured by abilities of students to read, write, and calculate. 

Therefore, schools that hope to announce change will need to connect deeply with the 

larger community in the struggle over what matters in addressing this broader 

horizon. As announced on their website, "Dickens staff and parents wholeheartedly 

advocate on behalf of our school to the Vancouver School Board so that the 'Dickens 

philosophy' can be maintained and strengthened for our neighbourhood students and 

for parents.. ." (Charles Dickens Elementary, 2005). Participatory projects appear to 

be one location through which community members come to look on each other as 

being uniquely valuable; they begin to trust their voices and contribute them 

authentically to community formation. In such an environment people with diverse 

dislabilities, including people with dyslexia, will find room for engaging in the 

collective evolution of culture and knowledge through mutual transformation. Once 

established as a norm in the school, perhaps such expectation will transfer to the 

wider culture. 

Announcing community-wide projects can facilitate change in thinking. 

Organized communities can create space for reworking policies to more effectively 

meet diverse needs. Ultimately, however, the individual within that system must also 
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be able to articulate and act upon beliefs about the value of diversity. The 

transformation of individual teachers within the system is the subject of the next 

chapter. 
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Commonplace Book: July 6, 2004 

Decentralized Control 

social insects--ants, bees, termites, andways-;provide us with apowerf;l metaphor 

to create decentraizedpro6bm-soIving systems composedofsimpb interacting, and 

often mobile, agents. f i e  emergent colbctive inteligence ofsocial insects, swarm 

inteligence, lies not in compbx individual capabiities but rather in networks o f  
interactions that exist among individuak and between individuak andtheir 

environment. f i e  daihjpro6bms soIved by a social insect cobny includefinding 

food; . . .syreading alarm, etc. Many of thosepro6bms have counterparts in 

engineering andcomputer science (%onabeau, e t  a( lgg9). 

"I have often said that I want to change 
the world and I want to change school practices 

that I find demeaning or marginalizing. I see 
the power imbalances of school and I wish to 

re-create the practices. However, I feel that 
at times my lenses as a teacher cloud my 

vision ..." (Kong, 2004, p. 133). 

Four characteristics of successful teachers in multi-cultural classrooms are: 

1. Know and appreciate your own culture. 
2. Have a variety of experiences in cultures "differentJ' than your own. 
3. Embrace ambiguity and be open to receiving new ideas and 

experiences. 
4. Practice resourcefulness and creativity. 

(Dr. Carolyn Kenny, SFU, EDPR 390, June 2000.) 
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T ~ L G ~  m k :  Maunc*c's ~ ~ b u . Q & p ~ ~ G e  Book 

M y  first ebcoubter with Maureeb k OK a warm Ju ly  day,  a t  the 

begiwdbg of a teb-day ibtevsive course, wheb she w a l k  i ~ t o  m y  class. The 

course is ev~titled ~ d d r e s s i a g  s tudeat  ~ i f f e reues .  AS we sit aroubd the table, 

Maureeb teL1s US that  she has come to learb strategies for workivq w i t h ~ e b b y ,  

a g i r l  whose dyspraria has affected her ability to speak. s h e  has bee& comivq 

to the resource room for severaL years ahd  her academic progress has beeb  good. 

However, though her speech is improv i~g ,  much of what she s a y s  is still 

u~iv~telligible. Maureeb k wobdeYivq how she c a b  work wi th~evwy's  therapist, 

p a r e ~ t s ,  teacher av~d  classmates to he1pJeblh.y commuvdcate. 

Later tha t  m o r b i ~ g ,  a s  Maureeb begiv~s to write a b o u t ~ e v w y ,  she 

describes her Lack of willivqv~ess to take r i s k  ib attemptihg speech, her 

margiv~aLizatiov~ due to this  lack of speech, a b d  Maureebls OWVL f r u s t r a t i o ~ ~  a t  

havibg spebt  years seeivq almost KO progress i ~ ~ ) e b ~ . y % .  \ / ~ c a l k a t i o ~ . .  S h e  k 

cobcerbed thatJebby is hot workiwj hard ehough, tha t  her parev~ts do hot 

practice with her the way they should, abd  that  the speech therapist will v ~ o t  give 

her more time because she is so resistabt to remediatiom,. Later that  evehikg I 

wte that  bowhere ib t h k  first story does Maureeb wrke aboutJevw.y, t h e  girl. I 

do hot kbow whethegevwy k. musical or athletic, whether she reads ihterestivq 

books, whether she plays video games. ~ e r y t h i v q  she writes is referebced to 

whatJew8 is N O T  able or w i l l i q  to do. 
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The overall purpose of this summer course is t o  gaiu, through readiug 

ahd  respov~diug t o  autobiographies, a u  "in,siderfs perspective" regardin,g the 

lived experiehce of people pathologized a s  havin,g special ~ e d s .  I waht these 

teachers to gain, a u  ability to see their studeuts as  more t hau  people with 

disabilities, to develop a u  uuderstaudiv~g of the relatiouship betweeu perception, 

audjudgmeut, a habit of a t teut ive~.e~s to the humauity ofthe child, the moral 

space t o  take a u  exteuded look-aud, ouly after seeiug more, to make 

pedagogical decisiovw. 

This is uo easy task.  As  ParLett states (1391, p. xs), "Everyday 

professioual practice iucludes much that  has beeu  overlearued, skil ls  aud  

perceptualjudgmeuts that have become habitual, aud  procedures that have been, 

totally ihtegrated i u t o  people's 'automatic' repertoires." As  teachers, we have 

become accustomed t o  the iutevwe speed of the classroom.JudgmevLts are made 

quickly,  iu the iuteests of behavior mauagement a u d  i~~~ t ruc t ion , aL  

eff~cieucy. seldom iu the course of t h e  day  is there opportuuity for protracted 

assessmeut, reflection,, aud  decisioumakiug. TO a great degree, mauy  of US 

have come to rely on, our tacit kuowledge of childreu, of l e a rdug  processes, a ud 

of in,structioual strategies rather t h a u  thought full^^ attehdiug to the 

iudividuality of the child. ~n, t h e  rapidfire cycle of perceptiow-judg meut-teach- 

pevceptiou-judgmeut-teach we have lost the uuderstaudiug that our perceptiovw 

an,d, therefore, our u w a m i ~ d  judg mehts a bout appropriate in,struction, are as  
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much a product of us a s  ofthe child. Accustomed t o  idefitiftlifig deficieuies, 

we m a y  tefid t o  see, first, the pathology afid make ifistructiofial dec i s io~s  

based upofi it, usiwj strategies provefi effective with others, before we k w w  the 

child ifi h i s  o r  her complwity . 

rt is my goal, ifi the fiext two weeks, t o  develop our attefitiveness. w e  

begifi by readifig remple c i radi f i ' s  autobiography, Thifiking if i  ~ictures: a d  

other reports of my Life with autism (1335). A s~ccess fu l  businesswoma fi a fid 

professor of a d m a 1  s c i eue  a t  the ~f i ivers i ty  of ~olorado, c,rafidifi has used her 

autistic giftedfiess t o  become the world's leadifig desigfier of a d m a 1  h a d l i f i g  

facilities. A s  we read, we record our respovwes ifi a commofiplace book (sumara, 

1996). ~ ~ t r a p o l a t e d  from afi idea ifi ofidaatje's (1992) The &ngLkh patiefit, 

the commofiplace book represefits a h  ifitertextual locatiofi ( ~ i f i a r  et al., 1.96, 

Po4 36) tha t  cofitaifis, ifi additiofi t o  our readifig respofises, poetry that is 

sigfiificafit t o  us, stories of our past that come t o  mifid a s  we read, ticket stubs 

from plays we have attefided, letters from friefids. w e  fifid cofinectiow,s a m o y  

these artifacts a fid begifi t o  represefit these cofifiectio fis through writifig, 

drawifig, afid talkifig, creatifig fiew text that  develops w i t h k  the re la t iou  

amofig the words, thoughts, afid wperieues. 

Maureefi, more thafi most of the studefits, is efithralled by the f iot iof i  

that  a persofi with aut ism cafi lead afi  ifidepefidefit, highly productive life. 

writifig ifi hyperbole, she expresses her surprke that  c , r a M d i ~ ~  c o ~ i d e r s  a u t k m  
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a gift that  has facilitated her f iv~av~cial  av~d  academic success. ~t has &ever 

occurred to her tha t  apparev\;t disabilities have positive potefitial. ~on,n,ectiv~g 

this with~evL~.y, she wovLders what strevqths s h e  has developed a s  a result of her 

lack of speech. OM. refLectioh, she fasten& ikto her commovr;place book a poem 

that  she wrote maM.y years before: wr i t i v~g  a s  a siv~gle mother i ~ ,  a foreigv~ 

coufitry with three smal l  children,, she expvesses i ~ .  this poem her frutrat ion,  a t  

arriviwj home av~d  f i~~diM.9 YLO vegetables other thavr, a  lo^, wilted carrot. s h e  

imagiv~es the dismay OM. her OWM. mother's face if she were to k ~ o w  the state of 

this kitchefi. s h e  expresses her sevLse of u~;preparedMss for a life so dissimilar 

to her upbriv~giv~g, of her differev~ce from the families in, her fieighborhood, of 

her lack of voice in, dea1iM.g with her daughters' teachers who cav~v~ot seem to 

empathize with her situatiofi. This b i t  of poetry eqlicates her f r u t r a t i ons  a t  

&ever beiv~g able to meet others' expectatiov~s of her a v ~ d  of her cov~sequenk 

withdrawal. s h e  how cotwects these yellowed liv~es with her descriptiov~ of 

J ~ M . M . ~  a ~ . d  cov~structs parallels betwee& her ow& margiv~a lizatioh years ago 

a ~ d J e ~ ~ y t s  s epa ra t ews  WW. ~ e r h a p s  she, too, is overwhelmed by the demav~ds 

beiv~g placed OM. her. Perhaps she, too, simply w a d s  to be accepted for who she is. 

somewhere in, this  process receptivity develops, opevLvLess to LearvL about this 

child beyov~d the label so promiv~ev~t in, her file. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Commitment to Individual Authenticity 

As described in the previous chapter, schools and communities can do much 

to establish educative contexts that develop the distinct abilities of people with 

dyslexia. When educators collectively step back from the dominant horizon of 

literacy development to a more inclusive horizon that scaffolds the development of 

diverse communicative tools and modes, an environment is created in which 

authenticity in representational and interpretive practice can be valued and nurtured. 

While such contexts are communally derived, the scaffolding of students into full 

participation in this culture rests, to a great degree, with individual teachers who work 

alongside their pupils, attending to their strengths, and designing promotive learning 

experiences in relation to those abilities. Even in structured, project-based 

environments, it is the classroom teacher who brings information about particular 

students to the collaborative planning process. Much of capable teacher practice is 

tacit, reflexive rather than reflective action, determined within a seemingly instinctive 

choreography that responds, in the moment, to students and situations. If teachers are 

to scaffold student participation in the community-in-the-making, they must sense, 

perceive, judge, and act quickly and promotively. In this chapter, I hope to explore 

possibilities for interrupting the transparency and speed of this sensation-perception- 
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judgment-action cycle through the infusion of practices of attentiveness that will 

assist teachers in understanding the uniqueness of children, their perceptions of the 

world, and their educational needs and abilities. Only when this happens will the 

conditions described in the previous chapters be met. 

The Importance of Cognitive DifSerences 

For the purposes of this study, dyslexia is defined as involving not only 

difficulty with reading, but also an individual experience of the world accompanied 

by preferences for alternate modes of interpretation and communication. Stephen J. 

Cannell(1999) describes it well and I quote him again: "Most dyslexics are good at 

right-brain, abstract thought and that's ... my strong suit.. ..I'm very visual." Other 

writers concur, describing dyslexia as a type of gift involving aural and visual 

processing (Davis, 1994; Schmitt, 1994). Teachers of children with dyslexia then, 

need to go beyond personal preferences and academic demands to become attentive to 

what Carspecken (1996) characterizes as the "primordial" experience of the world 

(p. 19) that influences children's learning. I believe that only then will we become 

open to designing programs that develop the unique strengths of these and other 

students. 

There can be no doubt that my curiosity regarding the holistic experiences of 

children with learning disabilities began when my eldest daughter first spoke of 

sitting in biology class and "watching the air" whenever she felt bored. This was not 

some distant writer who might or might not be telling the truth; this was not a stranger 

diagnosed with an exotic disorder. This was my daughter. I had lived in the same 
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household as she, eaten at the same table, taught her the habits of society, read her 

stories, put her to bed-for sixteen years. Yes, it had been a very difficult decade and 

a half. Still, I had thought that I knew her. And here she was, talking to me about 

swirling light that looked like snow, and about watching the air fall before it began to 

rain. I was dumbfounded. 

At first, I limited this difference to the sensations gathered by my daughter 

and other autistic spectrum children. I went about changing the norms of our 

household to better suit her needs for solitude, for soft light, for order. Because I 

found it so difficult, this preoccupied me for quite some time. Eventually, however, I 

began to think about how this difference in sensation impacted Marissa's total being, 

her holistic interaction with life, her emerging cognition through the years as her 

perceptions informed memory and processing. From there I began to extrapolate to 

the many children I had taught over the years. How many had sensed our space in 

markedly different ways than I had? How many had found it difficult to read because 

the light was too bright or too dull? How many had been unable to sit because the 

environment was too noisy? How many had had a markedly different experience in 

the classroom than I thought they had had? 

I began to wonder if success in school were very much a product of having an 

experiential profile similar to the teachers'. And, if this were the case, then it could be 

that the people who became teachers, generally those who met with success in school, 

might perpetuate the dominance of said profile. If such a situation existed, then 

students experiencing the world significantly outside of that profile would not likely 

succeed. The physical or cultural environment alone might prove rather challenging 
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in being either too stimulating or too enervating. Should Marissa become a teacher, 

for example, she would enforce a much quieter, less mobile classroom than I design. 

Perhaps children like her would be privileged in that setting. Given her difficulties in 

large groups, however, she is unlikely to become a teacher. As it stands, most of her 

public school teachers were more tolerant of noise than she; most created brilliantly 

decorated spaces that confused her; most allowed a great deal of movement; most 

were not able to "handle" her. 

But there were exceptions: Myra was a very quiet, orderly woman. She taught 

in conversational tones and was very organized and predictable in her assignments. 

Her "Shape of the Day" always matched the year's posted timetable; her previews 

and overviews were prescriptively followed; her duo-tangs were color-coded! She 

could not understand the concerns that I and other teachers had about Marissa. 

"Marissa is a good student," she would say, "and she is learning to get along with 

others. Stop worrying." That year, for the first time, Marissa learned mathematics. 

She also learned systems for organizing her work and keeping track of long-term 

assignments. At the end of each day she was peaceful and communicative. In June, 

her report card showed excellent marks. 

Given Marissa's success in her class, three years later I requested Myra as my 

younger daughter's fifth grade teacher. Unlike Marissa, Kathryn found the year 

"boring." Always the social being, she was not "allowed to talk." School was 

predictable, "no fun." 
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In later years, Myra became a learning assistance teacher. Her quiet 

orderliness is proving to be highly successfbl with students who struggle. She does 

not wish to go back to classroom teaching. 

I do not believe that Myra consciously worked at seeing something in Marissa 

that I could not see. She never spoke of any sort of struggle in helping Marissa learn. 

She was, it seemed, genuinely puzzled by my stories of Marissa's troubles in earlier 

grades and of our conflicts at home. Rather, I believe that Myra operated on tacit 

knowledge based on her holistic experience of the world. This tacit knowledge was 

different from others who worked with Marissa because Myra's experience of the 

world was different. Hence, the classroom she enacted was different from those 

enacted by others. 

Still, both Myra and I are called upon to teach many different types of 

students, including those who have difficulty reading. Insisting that they all learn 

within environments that give comfort to us, I believe, is counterproductive to a 

healthy society. But how can I work with my students to create a learning 

environment that is helpful to all of them? How can I possibly know the types of 

holistic experiences they will have in the environments we create? How can I become 

attentive to the worlds in which they walk and begin to understand the learning 

environment as they sense and perceive it? How can I design learning experiences 

that help me to know them, their perceptions, and their preferred representational and 

interpretive practices? 
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Attentiveness to the Other 

The Social Construction of Attentiveness 

It is my experience of knowing Marissa that has caused me to question most 

judgments that I make about students and, for that matter, about myself. Eight years 

after her diagnosis with Asperger's, I still catch myself attempting to make decisions 

for Marissa, rather than trusting that her sense of things will guide her to make 

decisions that are beneficial both to her and to the community. It is as though I lack 

knowledge of the complete fabric of her life in relation to the world as a whole. 

Invariably, my supposedly well-informed suggestions are based on my idiosyncratic, 

incomplete experience and are, therefore, more likely to cause chaos than bring order. 

From the data I have gathered (Wiebe, 1998), I am assured that Marissa 

experiences the world in ways that are significantly different from my mine. Her 

hypersensitivity to the environment has been apparent from birth. Because, as with all 

complex systems, her development is sensitively dependent upon initiating 

conditions, it has impacted her ability to process language, and as a consequence, the 

formation of her personality and the mutually specifying formation of cognition and 

perception (Hoffman, 2000). And that heightened experience, ontogenetic in nature, 

has influenced the type of world she has enacted. I see this in her relationships. When 

her friends come to our house, there is no gaggle of laughter and gossip; they do not 

listen to loud music or scream in the hottub as my younger daughter and her friends 

do. They never have. Rather, they sit quietly in the dimly lit livingroom, discussing 

literature or various historical events. When they go to movies, they come directly 
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home. Their jobs involve solitude: a nighttime position stocking grocery shelves, a 

librarian in training. 

When Varela speaks of "enaction" (1991), he assumes an indissoluble 

connection between the evolving world and our human experience of that world. He 

argues that we bring forth our world in our perception of it; at the same time, the 

world brings forth the perceiving us. There is no separation, only interaction, 

relationship, mutuality. To argue causality is futile as there is no means by which we 

can distinguish the world we perceive from the existential world that influences the 

formation of our perception. They are fully interactive and constitutive. 

The world as I know it, then, is the product of ongoing relations involving my 

ontogenetic experiential paradigm interacting with the physical and social 

environment. To argue that Marissa's world is the same as mine is, then, vain. The 

world in which she lives brings her forth and she continues to bring forth the world in 

which she lives. Yet each of us is immanent to the world of the other. There can be no 

division. The individual experience of that world, however, remains idiosyncratic and 

hidden. Only through events of mutual interpretation do we glimpse the experience of 

the other. Borrowing from Ondaatje (1992), via Sumara (1996), I have come to call 

such intertextual events the common place. 

If I am to teach my students well, my classroom, like my home, must become 

a common place where various experiences of the world are made apparent, 

understood, honored, and developed. 
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The Disciplined Construction of Attentiveness 

Prior to my discoveries about Marissa, much of my teaching was based upon 

tacit knowledge, my embodied, unexamined way of being. Assuming that everyone's 

experience of circumstances was similar to mine, if their actions were significantly 

different I assumed it was because they had faulty judgment. For example, when 

Marissa shrieked that the family gathering was too noisy and that she was, therefore, 

leaving, I would insist that she stay. I assumed that she was being obstreperous. In my 

opinion, the room was relatively quiet. After I learned that her perceptual experience 

was significantly different from mine, however, I slowly came to the adjunct 

understanding that her judgment was sound; her behaviors were reasonable given her 

experience of the world. 

And so I have come to question my interpretation of others' actions. I have 

found it necessary, in order to gather further information, to create a space between 

my perception of my students and the judgments I make about them. As an educator, 

I believe this drive toward attentiveness to be an issue of morality: I am called to 

teach all children to the best of my ability and in order to do that I must know them. 

This requires an act of will that affects my interactions both with children and with 

society as a whole. I therefore conclude that, while my initial realization of a need for 

attentiveness was socially engendered through my relationship with Marissa and the 

interpretive practices that accompanied that realization, this subsequent, disciplined 

halting of judgment is a chosen, moral space, a conscious-and often 

difficult--decision in keeping with Taylor's request for a stepping back from a 

personal horizon of significance to make room for attention to the value of the other. 
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With discipline, this moral space can become integral to an educator's belief 

system; it can become tacit. The following journal excerpt may serve to illustrate: 

~ e b r u a r y  21 ... 

... the other d a y  I l isteked to  myself  t a l k i v ~ g  with teachers about  

addressiv~g "breadth a ~ d  depth" of subject matter. The words rolled easily off 

m y  tokgue-tacit kwwledge  through which I have referekced m y  Lokg-term 

p l a ~ ~ f i i q  for mafiy years. Even, a s  I cofitifiued t a l k i q ,  I begav~ to thif ik  about 

s tudefi ts  with learfiifig disabilities, m y  beliefs about distributed cogfiitiok 

afid the i m p o r t a ~ ~ t  cofitributiofi t h a t  s t ruggl if ig  readers who are otherwise abled 

make  to the learfiifig commufiity.  M y  thoughts moved to ~ a d s s a  who explores 

everythifig ifi depth a k d  i ~ .  kolatiofi  first, m a k i q  broader cofiv~ectiofis ofily 

after a focused topic is thoroughly ufiderstood. ~t occurred to  me t h a t  I should 

examifie whether m y  Loq- te rm plafifiifig for breadth afid depth was covlsistefit 

with m y  u f i d e r s t a f i d i y s  of commufial  giftedw.ess. I reread what I had w&efi 

ifi m y  thesis: 

Breadth afid depth of kv~owledge are fiotiofis cofifiected with the 

ratiofialist ideal of 'the educated citizefi.' created ifi classical t imes  by 

the philosophers o f ~ t h e f i s ,  it was efishviwd ifi the schools t h a t  educated 

the v~oblemev~ of the British empire. Philosophers such  a s  Peters (1973) 

a v ~ d  scheff ler  (1.35) have promulgated it ifi more recefit days .  This  

positiofi a rgues  for a coficept of educatiofi t h a t  is v~ormative with 
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defev~sible criterki based v ~ o t  im. lived e~periev~ce but ifi a disembodied, 

decov~textualized ideal. 

u~der ly i rcg  t h i s  positiol* a n  particular epistem.ologica1 values. 

Peters, for &ample, dichotomizes betwee& i ~ s t r u m e n t a l  kwwledge av~d 

educatiov~al kv~owledge, believi/ilrrg that t h e  learv~iv~g of a particular skill 

for t h e  purposes of work canv~ot rightly be called educatioml because it 

relies OM. mterfial rather thab  i f i te r~~al  mot iva t io~~ (1373, p. 84). IM. h k  

mihd, t h e  educated persovr. pursues learv~iv~g av~d discourse because they 

are evjoyable av~d he or s h e  is draw& t o  them as  a way of Life. rypically, 

he argues, those  subjects with t h e  most i f i t r i ~ ~ s i c  value have t h e  least 

i~~strumefi ta l  value (p. 88). 

~ u t  perhaps t h i s  view represev~ts a bias aga iv~s t  people 

pathologized as  learuing disabled-those who are dyslexic, autistic, 

attev~tiov~ 'deficie~.t'-whose passiov~ate learvdv~g pursuits o f t e ~ .  take a h  

iv~strumev~tal route (qrafidifi, 1935; schmitt, 1994; w i l l i a ~ ,  1935). 

refidifig t o  learn t h e  abstract by m e a u  ofthe colhcrete-by bui ld iy ,  or 

calculativ~g, or drawiv~g-with a& emphasis OM. situated product rather 

t h a k  OM. i ~ ~ t r i n s i c  reward, mahy  of their school e~periefices are 

codde red  t o  be of lesser educatiov~al value t h a b  t h o s e  deemed more 

'academic' (wiebe, 1938) ... 
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... or, worse, perhaps their learv~itq is compromised because teachers, OM. 

perceivitq their particular disabilities, ma ke j u d g m e ~ t s  based OM. these  biases 

rather t h a ~  UPOM. k~~owledge  of t h e  child gaiv~ed through ibformed 

atte~tivewss.  

IM. e x a m i d t q  t h e  uv~derpiv~fiings of my casual referetue to "breadth 

av~d depth," I have learv~ed that these  educatiov~al ideals form much of t h e  so- 

called iv~tuitive kwwledge that I briv~g to teachifig practice afid that, a t  t h e  

same time, t h e y  may iv~terfere with my struggle to become more attektiue. I 

strive to iv~still i ~ .  my  studebts disciplimry breadth av~d attempt to scaffold 

habits o f  l e a r d t q  that are i ~ . t r i ~ s i c a l l y  rewardiv~g afid motivat iq .  r h e s e  are 

howrable goals. HoWtWer, i ~ .  c o m i ~ ~ g  to me as received values built U ~ O M .  social 

covLseuus, these  goals wus t  be exawhed with regard to their po te~t ia l  for 

privilegitq cer ta i~ ,  learv~ers over others. I f i  a t t e f id iq  to t h e  particular learfiifig 

v~eeds of those child re^, who perseverate OM. particular subject areas, or who are 

product oriefited, or who prefer to dwell OM. t he  spatial rather thafi t h e  coweptual, 

I must heed ParLett's (iggl) warv~iv~g that "the emergewe o f  a siv~gle image or 

d e f i ~ i t i o ~ .  reduces complexity" (p. ~ ~ 3 1 .  l t  is very easy for me to justify 

spefidikg great a m o u ~ . t s  of time scaffoldi~~g a s a v a ~ . t  child toward breadth, or 

a dyslexic child toward liv~earity, or a hyperactive child toward stillu~ess. 

However, as  I become attefitive to t h e  idiosyvuxatic complexity ifiheretd i ~ .  each 

persoh av~d t o  t h e  collective comple~ity hecessary t o  redliekt social systems, 
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those decisiov~s become much more diff~cult.  No lobger ibtebt  UFOM. the 

"v~ormal izat iob~~ of behaviors, m y  focus shifts to the ~ u r t u r e  of particular 

characteristics that make each persob u ~ i q u e .  I become attebtive to the 

emergeue of diverse s t r e y t h s  withiv~ the cobtext of c o m m u ~ . i t y .  

As I put these thoughts into language, as I reflect, rehearse, and practice, I 

gradually learn to see what I could not see before. I believe this to be bell hooks' 

(1994) praxis, "thinking and acting upon the world in order to change it." It is hard 

work but necessary if I hope to overcome received judgments about others and about 

myself. 

Constructing Habits of Attentiveness 

A beginning. 

Habits of attentiveness may be born within a socially effected interruption in 

consciousness; they may continue to grow through reflective practice; in order for 

them to become entrenched in the classroom, however, particular interpretive 

strategies are required. Marie Clay (1 993) presented a potential breakthrough with the 

issuance of her Observation Survey of Early Literacy Achievement. Through a 

structured analysis of the errors and self-initiated corrections that children make while 

oral reading, teachers learn to hypothesize with regard to the linguistic patterns that 

inform children's construction of meaning from text. They are, then, better able to 

scaffold the child toward using a balanced system of strategies to solve their own 
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reading problems. Instruction becomes more effective as teachers better plan their 

personalized responses to individual students' holistic experience of reading. 

Most importantly, through the analysis of Clay's "running record of oral 

reading behavior," teachers learn that students come to their schoolwork with 

markedly different semantic, syntactic, and graphophonic knowledge, as well as with 

varying strategies for accessing and synthesizing that knowledge. And so, through the 

use of running records, teachers become more attentive to students7 individual and 

changing patterns of textual processing. Over time, some teachers find that this 

increased information deepens their understanding of the manner in which literacy 

infuses human cognition. This knowledge, which incorporates a growing 

understanding of the constitutive nature of literacy within their own cognitive 

processes, appears to be catalytic to the creation of learning experiences that invite 

students7 legitimate participation in a community of literate practice. As a 

consequence, literacy learning becomes contextualized, meaningful, and students 

progress more rapidly than they did with decontextualized methodologies. At this 

point, I would argue, understanding of reading has become embodied, tacit. Rather 

than consciously including reading in their students7 lives, they simply enact, with 

their students, lives that include reading. 

I call the Observation Survey apotential breakthrough because practice is 

required before many teachers use it as deeply as they might. At first, submitting to 

the minimum expectations of policies that require instrumental data, they may 

consider only the accuracy of reading against the difficulty of the text. Their interest 

lies in the rate at which the child progresses through "levels" of text. With practice 



Reworking the Soil I140 

and coaching, teachers extend their attention to gathering, beyond scores that reflect 

the child's linear progress, information about the engagement of the child while 

interacting with the text. This, I believe, is the beginning of moral 

attentiveness-thinking not about the child's performance against preestablished 

standards but attending, rather, to the quality of each child's holistic experience. 

For many of the teachers with whom I have worked, this understanding has 

seemed revolutionary to their teaching. Discovering that children are idiosyncratic in 

their experience of text has led them to the possibility that children are also 

idiosyncratic in their experience of the world. It has invited them to question the 

forms of teaching that they have taken for granted prior to this learning: Can they 

have been teaching effectively knowing so little about their students? Could other 

students have learned to read if they had been taught within the contextualized 

settings these teachers now create? 

For teachers, the thoughtful implementation of the running record has caused 

the same sort of interruption of assumptions that my experiences with Marissa have 

created within me: a questioning of the tacit knowledge that we bring to our work. In 

halting temporarily the implicit cycle of perceiving, judging, and responding we soon 

come to see a need for additional practices of attentiveness, practices that inform us 

more deeply about children's processes of knowing and lead us to change the 

environments in which they learn, environments that include our own interactions 

with them. 
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Practices of Attentiveness. 

Learning to attend, while significant for everyone in relational settings, is 

particularly important for educators. Working quickly with students in situations that 

require continual judgments about learning and teaching, teachers are required to 

make effective decisions rapidly and continually. Often, the rapidity required leads to 

"efficient" judgments that are momentarily expedient rather than serving the long- 

term interests of the child and, therefore, the community. Many of my judgments 

about students are built on unexamined, dehumanized assumptions; subsequent 

instructional decisions, then, are based on implicit information. 

Within a homogeneous population, it might be said that the presumed is well 

informed enough to support salutary judgments-instructional decisions made are at 

least relatively helpful as the motivations and responses of students evolve within an 

experience similar to the teacher's. When, however, there are significant differences 

in the experience of the child, whether because of ontogenetic or cultural differences, 

the unconscious judgments of the teacher may not be as well informed or helpful. It is 

necessary, then, to make decisions with conscious judgment. But how are these to be 

made thoughtfully within the rapid exchange of the classroom? How are educators to 

infuse "full engagement" (Buber, 1970) into that space between sensation and 

perception, allowing them to see the child differently than unexamined judgment 

would allow? 

Schon (1987) calls for reflection-in-action-a breaking of the action in order 

to think about that action-followed by reflection with a more knowledgeable other 

upon the reflection-in-action, believing that this type of learning will gradually impact 
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memory, bringing about change in the unconsciously-informed action through an 

altered disposition of thoughtfulness. Davis, Sumara, and Luce-Kapler (2000, p. 24) 

observe that the difficulty of this type of "reflective practice," especially for new 

teachers, is in attempting to both act and monitor that action simultaneously. 

What teachers need are particular, embodied practices that bring this sort of 

thoughtfulness into the everyday action of teaching. Only through the decision to 

construct an environment of conscious observation will teachers become able to make 

better-informed judgments about children. As educators, such practices are those 

actions of being that allow us to center our attention, from many perspectives, on 

individual children, while continuing to recognize the interplay of mutually 

specifying relations active within the learning community. Our purpose is to reveal 

and invite the formation of relations both within the classroom and in our lives 

beyond school walls. Concerned not only with children's academic learning, many- 

layered approaches illuminate preferences, pasts, and diverse perceptions of the 

world. This said, it must be noted that there is a difference between adding such 

practices to one's life and making them a way of life. The former is, merely, another 

methodology that one may forget to operationalize. The latter, however, implies that 

they become an expectation; they are immanent to relationships and constitutive of 

conversations; they imply "being prepared to have the order of one's life rearranged" 

(Sumara, 1996, p. 9). If we are to truly understand children, we must be prepared to 

change, infusing our days with interpretation. Such practices, then, imply the active 

development of an attentive disposition. In the busyness of day-to-day teaching, how 

do we find location for this type of learning? 
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Practices of Attentiveness in Daily Life 

We begin, I believe, by adopting a learning stance in relation to the people 

closest to us, the initiating stance characterized by Taylor as one of valuing 

authenticity and wanting to understand the other. This curiosity brings about an active 

selection, a conscious enactment of the interpretive location. Consider, for example, 

the experience of Beth with her son Kenneth who has multiple learning disabilities, 

including dyslexia. He has a few fixations, one of which is airplane technology. For 

her, this is an initation because as a businesswoman she is forced to spend a great 

deal of time flying. She is fearful during flight and does not want to talk about it when 

she gets home. She sees his fixation as something she wants to extinguish so that they 

can talk about more important things: success in school and making friends. She 

routinely turns their conversations from airplanes to the neighborhood children, 

making suggestions to him as to what he can do in order to build relationships. He is 

not interested. He wants to know what kind of plane she has been on, where she 

landed, the configurations of the engines on the wings, where she sat. What she seems 

not to understand is that the boy's interest in flight provides them with the potential 

for an interpretive location. By opening up a discussion with Kenneth about flying, 

she could announce an opportunity for him to share his knowledge, his own 

experiences with flying, and his attempts at using language. She could compare her 

own experiences with his, thus coming to know more clearly his idiosyncratic 

experience of the world. He, in turn, would have opportunity to learn more about her. 

The social relationships she so badly wants for him could begin with her. Through the 
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caring excavation of a single area of passion approached from the child's point of 

view, adults and children can come to know one another more deeply. 

This is seen in the growing receptivity of Maureen to her student, Jenny. 

Rather than considering this child only through the lens of her own hopes and 

expectations, Maureen is beginning to look at her through the lens of observation and 

desire to know. For it is in the desire to know, rather than merely to react and to 

control that teachers find the motivation to develop attentiveness. 

Reading Response as Attentive Practice 

In the classroom, adopting a learning stance with regard to our students may 

involve more than the selection and enactment of randomly arising interpretive 

opportunities. We may have to construct such locations explicitly. Reading together, 

and responding to that reading by connecting to past experience, provides another 

opening for coming to know differently. 

A story from my journal. 

As I euter t h i s  f i f th  g r a d e  classroow, I fiud myse l f  u o t i c i q  t h e  wore  

salieut differeues. oue s t u d e u t  h a s  b a u d a g e s  over o u e  eye; two  others are 

sea ted  apavt  f r o m  t h e  others, u e a r  the  frout; several  s t u d e u t s  represeut c u l t u r a l  

wimrities; there is a u  equal d i s t r i b u t i o u  of girls aud  boys.  AS t h e  s t u d e u t s  

b e g i u  t o  settle i u t o  t h e i r  chairs ,  I Listeu t o  t h e i r  c h a t t e r  a u d  t h e i r  l augh te r ,  

wt iq  t h a t  it is all very siwilar t o  the  wauy classroovus I have eutered before. 
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I have bee& i w i t e d  ihto th is   lassr room to help with readiv~g assessmev~t. 

The teacher a ~ ~ d  I l k t e ~ .  to each child read, take  a r u v ~ d t q  record, discuss with 

each child the strategies tha t  he or she is usivq i ~ ,  solvivq r e a d i y  problems, 

a h d  leave each of them with a respohse ass igv~mev~t .  Though o h  ehterihg the 

classroom I hotice supevf~cialities, deeper differewes gradual ly  surfaoe: s o m e  

of these child rev^ are s t ruggli&g with the ~ v ~ g l i s h  l ahguage  itself; others are 

ba t t l iv~g the  myster ies  of priht;  the child with the babdage  is a h  able, 

i h ~ i g h t f ~ l  reader; ahother has bee& pathologized a s  hyperactive; some are able 

to t ake  the simple s tory a h d  cohstruct the ihferehces tha t  allow them to apply 

the message to their OWM. lives while still others scarcely pick out the details; 

some are bold i ~ .  readiv~g to me, a s t r a q e r ,  while others hesitate. I& respobse, 

some write paragraphs, others itemize eve*; some draw s t i c k  figures, others 

create elaborate drawiv~gs; ofie makes a chart, several make  m i ~ d  maps a h d  

webs; ohe leaves the page b1ad.z because she c a v ~ ~ o t  f ihd  her glasses. A v ~ d  we 

havejus t  beguh. Though we have learv~ed a great deal, d u r i v q  d i s c u s i o v ~  the 

teacher poihts out  t ha t  we still khow f i o t h i ~  about these s tudehts '  persov~al 

iv~terests, their att i tudes a d  p e r c e p t i o ~ ~ ,  their families, their ~ Q S S ~ O M S .  

OYL the secov~d day ,  the teacher a h d  I hope to  use r e a d i y  respohse 

strategies to i l lumiv~ate  differehce, to avLvLouvLce locatiohs ~ V L  which we might  

begiv~ s e e i y  ~ t u d e h t ~  beyov~d their approaches to literacy. The s tory we read 

aloud is a simple fairytale s e t  ih c h i m .  whtte* by K z & ~ e t h  s m i t h  ( lggl ) ,  
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"The ~ a g i c  ~ r i h c e s s "  recouhts how the YOKIUJ daughter o f  a h  emperor sets out  

to protect a precious chewy tree by building a wall arouhd it. over the years, as  

her cov~cuweht love a h d  a w i e t y  about the tree's welfare grow, she orders the 

wall to be built ever higher. W e ~ t u a l l y ,  th i s  wall of protectioh cu t s  o f f s u ~ ~  a ~ d  

raivr, a h d  the tree dies, Leavhg the prihcess with oh ly  a hahdfu l  of fruit. 

~ e a l i z i ~ ~ g  the folly o f  her overprotectivev~ess, the pdv~cess p lahts  the seeds o f  the 

fihaL cherries, hopilhg they will grow. s h e  vehemehtly promises t h a t  there will 

be vw more walls. 

~ f t e r  the s tudeh t s  have listeked to the story a h d  we have discussed it 

ehough SO t ha t  a11 seem to have comprehev~ded the evenks, we begiv~ to get a t  the 

theme o f  the dav~gers  o f  beihg overprotected. The teacher a v ~ d  I iv~vite respofise. 

s i l e h c e  testifies to  the s tudehts '  cohfusioh. We prompt aga ih ,  with a s l i gh t  

sh i f t  im, focus. This t ime the stories b e g h  to come: I t  t u r ~ ~  out  that, while few o f  

them have fel t  restricted by protectiou, WRYLY of them have felt the heed to 

protect. They chat with each other about their cohv~ectiov~s, scratch their ideas 

ohto ohe side of their papers, discuss these first thoughts  with a friehd, a h d  

them. begiv~ to draft  a respohse. cater, some of them relate their stories, recorded 

either ih p r i ~ t  or  graphics, to  the class. C O ~ ~ Y L ,  who could hot  read the s tory 

iv~depev~dev~tly a h d  who s u b s e q u e ~ ~ t l y  has drawh rather thaw, wh t t eh  his story, 

tells about the miht-cov~ditiov~ first-editiovr, comic collectiov~ he is buildiv~g. t-te 

can,w,ot afford classics so he is calculat iv~g which hew ohes migh t  be ~CiluCibLe 
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i ~ .  the future, purchas i~~g them at  first issue prices, storiv~g them ih special 

cases, ahd &ever readihg them. The teacher, k h o w i q  that ~ o l i ~  is affected by 

dyslexia, is s~rpvised t o  hear about h i s  ivcterest i ~ .  a h 9  readihg material; s h e  

makes a hate to buy comic books for t h e  classroom library. we learh from 

raGeet that s h e  received a special doll from her grav~dwother who has siv~ce 

died. s h e  feels the  threat of y o u q e r  sisters who waht to play with t h i s  special 

toy. This remiuds Pallem,, who has had trouble c0mk.g up with a h  idea, of a 

stuffed bear he received for t h i s  first birthday. s o G a  tells the  class about her 

guiv~ea pig, ahd her family's avLger wheh s h e  hit t h e  family dog for havihg 

hipped t h i s  precious pet. ohe by OM, t h e  stories emerge ... their stories of t h e  

t h i q s  they  value, the efforts they go t o  protect them, the ihtricacies offamily. 

The murmurs beg;&: "I have a toy like that, too; my brothers are always g e t t i q  

i h t o  my stuff; you have r H A r  comic; cab I see you hookey cards some time? A 

few of them tell how their overprotecthev~ess has cost thew t h e j o y  of the item 

itself. KRV~M. had a f i s h  that he hid i v ~  a closet t o  protect it from h i s  cat. I t  died, 

he t h i ~ k s ,  for lack of s u d i g h t  ahd friebdship. Kyle writes that his love of 

skateboardiq is dyiv~g because h i s  protective mother will h o t  let him go a l o u  

to the skateboard park. A classmate iv~vites him t o  use h i s  ramp. 

~t is a begihdhg. ~efore  our time k up, we are catchiv~g gliwpses of who 

we are beyov~d our obvious abilities ahd disabilities. The skateboarder, Kyle, is 

move thah t h e  "A.P.P. kid" who must sit hear the frov~t of t h e  class. s o q a ,  l o q  
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the girl who misses class for doctow' appoivLtmeu.ts, is suddefily a child who 

loves a v~d cares for avLimak. ~av~jee t ,  like mahy other childreh of the diverse 

cultur& represevLted ifi t h e  class, has special cofilhections with t h e  memory of 

her grahdmother. ~ v ~ d  t h e y  khow t h a t  f ohce attehded sevehth  grade i ~ ,  t h i s  

same classroom, av~d that my father attev~ded school here some sevevLty years 

before. we are begivL~~ivq t o  form ~ K Y U C ( Y L ~ Z ~ ~ & ~  covmectiou. 

After class, t h e  teacher ahd I begivL t o  reflect o h  what has happefied. we 

talk about t h e  childre&, h o t  as "givevL objects with certaivL properties, but persou 

about whom av~d with whom we must decide how t o  live our lives ... This is the 

sphere of practical uvLderstahdivLg, t h e  sphere of l i v i y  our lives together with 

childrevc, avLd thought-full~ askihg after what is best  for them av~d for us..." 

oardiv~e, i388, p. 185). As we plah for upcomiv~g lessov~s,  we cov~sider t h e  

represev~tatiofial pveferev~ces, persov~alit y traits, a v~d complexity of relatiouhips 

that are begihfiivq t o  become apparev~t. 

Ongoing Practices of Interpretation 

As we attend to the everyday conversations and events in the lives of children, 

and as we create locations, such as those afforded through responsive reading, that 

invite receptivity, we begin to see the humanity of our students, and they begin to see 

us as more than teachers. "Narratability means that events and lives are affirmed as 

being worth telling and thus worth living. Being narratable implies value and 

attributes reality" (Frank, 2002). Taylor's call for the initiating stance of equal value 



Reworking the Soil I149 

has been operationalized through reading response, one of the most valuable tools of 

the attentive teacher. In this commonplace location, interests as well as 

representational preferences are revealed and validated. 

In order for that knowledge to become educationally useful, however, further 

mediating intertextual practice is required. We need to make our own sense of things 

through narrative writing, ongoing conversation, drawing, journaling, painting, 

sculpting, creating music. As we do so, we become attentive to our own processes of 

learning and to the lived implications of the knowledge we have gained. No longer 

content with acting upon received knowledge, we realize that we are able to make our 

own meaning about teaching and learning, and that these processes are deeply 

personal and embedded. As we develop our own voice we, in turn, begin to lead 

children through such experiences and to attend, in the interest of informing 

ourselves, to their unique representational and interpretive preferences and their 

idiosyncratic responses. 

Through multimodal intertextual practices that mediate reflection-upon- 

action, teachers begin to experience the excitement of creative engagement. Like the 

artist who represents and enacts life using a brush, or an instrument, or a series of 

movements, the teacher represents and enacts life using particular strategies. These 

become the tools by which knowledge comes to be, rather than the knowledge itself. 

As teachers explore their own preferences in representing the changes they are 

noticing in their students and in themselves in relation to the changes they are 

enacting in the environment, they become able to walk inside of their knowledge and 

to draw from the children to impact that knowledge. 
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Speaking personally, I find that keeping a commonplace book creates links 

among observations of students, professional and theoretical readings, lived 

experience outside of school, and multiple conversations. By recording snippets of 

readings and of life and then writing about the connections among them and existing 

knowledge, new ideas form, imagination is activated, and I become able to look at 

students, teachers, and situations in unexpected ways. Writing allows me to step back, 

to examine experience, to think about things rather than to merely live through them. 

Writing also implants new ideas more fully than simply pondering them, as I am able 

I 
to go back and review my thoughts about teaching, reinterpret them in light of new 

experiences and apply them in new ways in new circumstances. Writing allows the 

sharing of ideas with other people, the gaining of perspective afforded by their 

responses. In addition, it provides a viewpoint along the trail of experience-a larger 

perspective, a look backward, a look forward, a place for conversation. 

But writing is only one among many practices that embody attentiveness. 

Other teachers prefer to sketch as they process classroom experiences. One friend 

scratches cartoons throughout the day, recording the facial expressions and gestures 

of students, interpreting the images on the walls in relation to student learning, and 

recording bytes of conversations in the customary "bubbles." Later, he revisits these 

events on his own and with his students, gathering and analyzing their responses to 

classroom instruction and events, and rethinking his lesson planning in light of that 

knowledge. Still another revisits her teaching through poetry. Using metaphor, 

rhythm, and stanza, she focuses on individual student responses to the events of the 

day, recalling details and reconsidering her instructional practices in relation to them. 
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People unacquainted with teaching and with children might wonder why such 

locations of interpretation are necessary. Surely, if one wishes to become more 

attentive to others, one should be able to do it without the conscious struggle implicit 

in focused analysis. 

I believe we must accept that changing one's responses to students, in the 

moment, is extremely difficult. It requires a complete reworking of premises as well 

as of habits. It requires a disciplined denial of automatic response and a rigorous 

substitution of conscious decisionmaking during many daily interactions. 

So, when I think of "discipline" in learning to see differently, I think in terms 

of continually infusing my life with practices that focus my attention on the 

experiences of others as revealed within the everyday event, engaging in responsive 

activity with other teachers and with students as well as with members of my own 

family, and setting aside the time to engage in interpretive practices. What is essential 

to this work is the conscious enactment of intertextual locations: Only as Beth and I 

talk about Kenneth over the course of several months do we begin to see him 

differently; only as I explore my relationship with Marissa in the context of a writing 

community do I become attentive to her perceptual paradigm; only as we write and 

confer with and about the children in the sixth grade classroom, do the teacher and I 

begin to attend to individual student preferences that remain otherwise obscure. 

The personal determination to walk more thoughtfully in that space between 

perception and judgment is formed within contextualizing social relations. This leads 

me to conclude that neither the social context nor my individual choice is sufficient in 

the cultivation of an attentive disposition. It takes my full participation within the 
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contextualizing support of a community of practice to enact an environment of 

receptivity. 

And so we return to the importance of participation in the community-in-the- 

making. The teacher cannot act in isolation, any more than the community as a whole 

can somehow act without the individual teacher. The two are immanent. 

Attentiveness, then, while individually enacted, is necessarily part of a wider 

educative process. 

Charles Taylor concurs, urging us as a society to step back from our personal 

horizons of significance to a broader horizon in which we are afforded the distance to 

value the position and beliefs of the other, to become attentive and committed to their 

authenticity as well as to our own, and within subsequent discussions, to come to a 

merging of experience as we impact each other. As individual teachers, it is necessary 

for us to approach individual students, including those affected by dyslexia, with an 

initiating stance of equal value-each student's primordial experience of the world is 

as valid as every other student's. Each child has the capacity to enrich the community 

if only we will attend to their authentic gifts and make room for them to contribute 

idiosyncratically to the community-in-the-making. But this will require decentralized 

loci of discussion-for me, I must write about the students I am having trouble 

understanding. I must talk with them and about them; conversations clarify my 

understanding of how their unique gifts might be scaffolded toward contribution. 
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Making a Difference in the Classroom 

As practices of attentiveness begin to inform instructional decisionmaking, the 

entire fabric of relations within the classroom may change. Consider, for example, 

various approaches to the annual Science Fair. Traditionally, individuals or pairs of 

students research a topic and construct a problem to be explored. They work in 

isolation, in competition with their classmates, to complete the project and, hopefully, 

to earn a spot in the regional or national Science Fairs. Recently, however, our local 

Science Fair committee decided to include a Classroom Investigation category. This 

opens the door for a classroom community to explore ideas and submit findings. 

Organizing the group through a single project, the classroom teacher does not need to 

incorporate internal competition; rather, he or she can configure the group as a 

community, drawing upon individual preferences in modes of interpretation and 

representation. 

Following study and discussion about participatory communities, one staff 

member decides to do just that. Prior to beginning a collective scientific investigation, 

the class spends several months engaging in a series of lessons and discussions 

regarding individual giftedness and community participation. As they complete tasks 

cooperatively in their various subject areas, students engage in "group processing" 

(Johnson & Johnson, 1999), talking about themselves and each other, identifying 

particular preferences and strengths that they bring, or might bring, to this 

community. By the end of the first term, each student consciously identifies her- or 

himself as embodying at least one skill or characteristic needed by the whole class. 

Some examples are "an internet expert," "a coloring expert," "an encouragement 
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expert," "an editing expert," and many more. The responsibility of each person is to 

share his or her expertise, teaching others to do what he or she is already able to do. 

With thoughtful facilitation by the teacher, the class has developed a participatory 

culture of contributing to and drawing upon the authentic expertise of others when 

engaged in their work. 

Joshua, a child who struggles with literacy, has been identified as a "power 

expert," because he has worked with his father on many mechanical projects. Emma, 

also a struggling reader and usually very quiet, shyly suggests that she is very good at 

cleaning up, and that she really likes putting things away and wiping up glue and 

paint. The class identifies her as "the mess expert." The teacher notes this with 

interest. Emma has many strengths including an ability to draw. She lacks confidence, 

however, and has chosen something that can be contributed safely, as adjunct to the 

academic work. While this is a valuable contribution, silently the teacher makes the 

decision to work with Emma in developing her ability to participate during group 

activities. She has done this throughout the fall, quietly assessing students for 

particular preferences in mode of learning and representing, identifying and building 

cultural tools. 

With this knowledge in mind and a collaborative culture in place, the teacher 

believes the class is ready to approach Science Fair. She constructs heterogeneous 

cooperative groups and begins a study of Simple Machines. Out of this study, each 

group designs an experiment to explore one aspect of the class-developed global 

question related to force and motion: "What is friction?" They share their simple 

research designs with the class, perfecting them through a collaborative process. Back 
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in their groups, they begin to conduct their experiments, gather data, analyze results, 

and prepare a class presentation. As they work, they consult the list of experts, draw 

upon the abilities of the class, and assist and instruct others. Joshua, for example, 

makes suggestions from his background knowledge of piston action. Eventually, each 

of the questions has been explored, the results have been presented to the class and 

further analyzed in light of other group findings, and the final display has been 

prepared for the school-wide and regional Science Fairs. Each person has contributed 

significantly to his or her group's exploration and has had opportunity to contribute to 

every other group. 

This particular class functions within a presumption of the equal value of 

individual ability. Based in this belief system, the teacher facilitates authentic 

participation in the classroom community. At the same time, she does not ignore the 

reading disabilities of Joshua and Emma. She ensures, however, that the time spent 

instructing them in specific literacy skills does not interfere with their science projects 

and that dyslexia is not the defining characteristic within their identity as students. 

Though literacy intervention is proactive and intense, the construction of their 

abilities is also proactive and intense. Teacher attentiveness, then, is significant in 

creating an environment that upholds ideals of diversity while continuing to offer 

opportunity for literacy development. 
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Commonplace Book: September 30, 2004 

Enabling Boundaries 

SCHOOL REGULATION; BC Ministry of Education 
Governance and Legislation Unit D-59 September 15, 2004 
Authority: School Act, sections 5 and 175 

5. Power and duties of principals, vice principals or directors of instruction 
(7) The principal of a school is responsible for administering and supervising 
the school including 

(a) the implementation of educational programs, 
(b) the placing and programming of students in the school, 
(c) the timetables of teachers, 
(d) the program of teaching and learning activities ... 

From: Min. of Ed. Field Services 
To: rwiebe@sfu.ca 
Date: Fri, 0 7  Jan 2000 13:50:24 -0800 
Subj: FW: Intervention 

... it's crucial that all 
children become more than 
competently literate: they 
must become comfortably 
literate ... / Sumara, ibid) 

... The Counselor took some of the ideas back t o  her school and talked with 
their Learning Assistance Teacher about using the IDS [Independent Directed 
Studies] Policy t o  recognize the work the students in their GOLD [Gifted Learning 
Disabled] program were doing ... 

Through a phone call and further discussions, the counselor could see how 
the IDS policy would allow their GOLD students t o  receive credit for  taking one or 
more of  the Learning Outcomes from any course, such as En1 1, En 12, etc., and 
reporting IDS credit for these students. This meant that  the students could take 
their regular En 1 1 or En 12  courses for 4 credits each and now also receive credit 
for IDS En 11  (additional 2 credits) and IDS En 1 2  (additional 2 credits). All their 
learning and work could b e  recognized f o r  their  GOLD class work 
through the IDS policy ... 

This is one of those examples o f  the need t o  highlight policy that  is already in 
place, giving schools permission t o  use policy t o  recognize all learning ... 

Pam Harkne t t ,  Graduation Program; Ministry of Education; Student Assessment and Program 
Evaluation Branch; e-mail: 

Dust as we are, the immortal spirit grows 
like harmony in music. 

There is a dark 
Inscrutable workmanship that  reconciles 

Discordant elements, makes them cling together 
I n  one society ... 

Alfred, Lord Tennyson 
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for tumtely for ~ i m o t h  9, his secov~d grade teacher, vivia*, was a 

problem-solver. co~cerked  t h a t  t h i s  boy could fiat read ivL september, s h e  

studied h i s  file, v~oted a referral for assessmev~t a d  approached his former 

teacher who stated that Timothy had "learked ~ ~ o t h i v q "  i ~ .  q a d e  oke. "kf-els 

dyslwic for sure. Akd there's h o  home support. q e t  him tested." 

Next, viviak weht t o  Timothy's house. s h e  learud  that pad was a Lo*- 

dista-ce trucker who was oftev~ gofie. Mom worked full  time. Her elderly, 

disabled parefits-ifi-Law Lived with t h e  family. There was Little time for 

~ i m o t h y ,  but the family agreed t h e y  would get him to school early four 

mor~.ifigs per week for readifig i~structiov~. 

we met ov~e-oteofie for thirty miv~utes, four times per week for sixtee& 

week. fkitial assessmekt clarified that rimothy came to grade two with quite a 

few skills. t-te had good phowlogical awarems: he could idehtify akd produce 

rhymes, isolate av~d idev~tlftl t h e  iv~itial akd fifial C O U S O ~ L ~ V L ~ S  of words, afid 

tap r h y t h w  of s y  Llables. ~irectiowality was i ~ ,  place, a d  he could follow afid 

predict a story Like. He kkew several letters. ~ i m o t h y  had two strategies for 

solvikg readlv~g problems: t-te could "souhd out" some Letters, akd, whe* he 

could get ewugh ikformatiov\. about the storyliv~e, he could make relatively 
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accurate guesses. However, he was wt i h t e g r a t i q  h k  c u e i q  sys t ems  e w u g h  

for crosscheckiq,  a v ~ d  he was reading o ~ . l y  a t  Level Three, s o w e t h i y  I would 

expect $early first graders. 

Each of the s e s s i o ~ s  was cowpvised of the fo1Lowin.g routi*e eLewefits2: 

i. mading familiar b o o k  (five miuites). 

IM. the b e g i f i ~ ~ i q ,  by his  OW& admissiovt., ~ i m o t h y  chose ouLy those 

b o o k  tha t  were "easy." ~ a s i c a l l y ,  they were stories he had memorized. t-te was 

happy whek he could get  through a book quickly;  he focused OM. speed rather 

t h a ~  sekse. A t r a v ~ s i t i o ~ .  took place after sessiofi  +, wheh he was able to put 

away some of the b o o k  t h a t  were well below his r e a d i y  Level. t+Ls atteutiofi to 

m e a f i i q  became evidefit a s  he commenked OM. both the author's word choice a d  

the illustrator's style.  f rom t h a t  poifit OM., r e a d i q  seemed cofisiderably wore 

euLjoyable. 

2. ~~n+w'ng record (ten+ rui~utes). 

Each sessiob I in.troduced a vLew story afid r i m o t h y  read to we while I 

recorded his errors a h d  self-correctiofis. A s  he r eachedgo-gqO accuracy i ~ .  

decoding, provided he had a good uv~derstafidifig of a v ~ d  persov~al respoue  to 

the story, I would iwwease the Level of dif icul ty of the book. ~ u r i q  the first 

sessiov\, a t  Level 3, -rimothy co~s i s t e f i t l y  overused v isua l  a d  semafitic cues, 

f a i l i y  to check for m e a f i i y  ifi his guesses.  cadif fig was slow, characterized 

Elements of this guided reading lesson were adapted from the work of Irene Fountas 
and Gay Su Pinnell(1996). 
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by f iuger  poiutiug, a u d  he coustaut ly asked for teacher assistauce. 14.s chief 

wchauisvw for coutrolliug the readiug t a s k  was avoidauce-he took a v a  

Lofig time t o  read 3 little. ~ u r i u g  SCSS~OM, 3 he discovered t h a t  preuiewi~g 

the pictures helped h i m  to g a i u  euough vweauiug to predict difficult words. 

After t ha t  he started to use "ah  active process of search a d  check" (clay, 1391, 

p. 303), i w l v i u g  the iutegratiou of a11 of his cueiug systems.  BY the fourth 

sessiou, he had begun. to read with proper phrasiug, to create differeut voices, 

a u d  to commeut o u  the author's word choice. kte even. borrowed from the text, 

W K ~ ~ C Y ~ Y L C J  %eaus, beets, barley, a u d  bov~es ,~~  a s  he created his  owu story, 

clearly e 4 o y i u g  the words for their owu sake. 

3. reachiq poifit (five /~in.ut&) 

~ f t e r  each r u u u i u g  record, I would work o u  oue skill with 7 imothy.  

rhis t K S K ~ ~ J  determiued ahead, based o u  what I kuew about h i m  a u d  the 

problems I predicted he would meet iu the text I preselected for the ruuuiug 

record. 

4. Story writing and working with words (five min.uttx). 

IYL each sessiou, we worlecd o u  s igui f icaut  phouetic patterus.  we used 

magv~etic  letters to review ousets a u d  rimes, bleuds, vowels a u d  suffixes. Theu, 

'rimoth y created a short  story of oue or  two seuteuces iu respouse to the book 

tha t  he had read du&g the r u u u i y  record. 
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IK. o u r  earliest sessiohs, Timothy relied OM. h is  kfiowledge of Letter 

s o ~ h d s  to  help h im predict spelliv~g. A s  we progressed, he begah to d e w o u t r a t e  

v isua l  memory. f i e  first i d c a t i o f i  of th i s  was his  0 0 h t i f i ~ ~ l L  con,fusio~\~ of 

"when,: " w e ~ ~ t "  a ~ d  " w h e ~ t "  i ~ .  which Timothy's visual  i y r i ~ t  of "whe~." was 

ifiappropviately extrapolated. while  th is  is readily idev~tified a s  a h  error, it was 

a co~.fusiofi  based OM. a h  overuse of his v isua l  c u e i ~ g  s y s t e m  a d ,  therefore, 

ihdicative of developihg strehgth.  Ahother ihdicator of t h k  was  tim moth^.^'^ 

iwreased w v i t i q  speed, accompahied by a h  improveme~e~~t i ~ .  his ability to  spell 

high freyuehcy, hob-phov~etic words. o the r  sighs appeared d u d ~ ~ g  our  Latter 

sess io~.s ,  wheh Tbuothy made self-cowectiohs ih wri t ihg ihc lud ihg  ohe in, 

which he chan,ged "wotr" to "watr," eve& though, pho~e t i ca l ly ,  "0" is a more 

Likely choice. 

5 cut up sevctevwe (5 minutes). 

each d a y  I copied ohe sev~tehce of 7-imothy4s s tory ohto a Lon,g strip of 

paper. Then, I cut  it apavt a h d  shuf led  the words. Timothy had to recovrstruct 

his  sev~tehce a v ~ d  g lue  it ih to  his  book. ~ u v i h g  our  Last sessioh, Timothy 

si leht ly a h d  cpickly  put  his s eh tewe  together. sarLier, th i s  t a s k  was Laborious. 

~esults: strategic m a d i g  avcd chages ivc ~f f i tude 

A t  the ehd of the sixtee& weeks, -Timothy's oral reading ihdicates tha t  

m a h y  processes are ih place: self-mo~.itorin,g of the sehse  of the s t o q ,  
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realizifig mistakes, searchivq for vLew ififormation+ m a k i ~ g  attempts based 

OM. that  i*formatio~~, a d  choos iq  from amofig various choices to come up 

with accurate respolhses. He also wes various strategies before vocalizhg a* 

error, i u d i c a t i q  progress toward iv~rzer cofitrol (clay, 1331, p. 30s): voice- 

poif i t iq ;  a c a u t i o ~  u e  of pictures; rereadifig; predictivq; guessiu~g based OM. 

the  iv~itial letter; attev~tiov~ to syllabks; av~d  t h e  familiar "s0u~~dikt.g out." 

Timothy uses these strategies co*sciousLy. For example, when. asked 

what he does whek he comes across a sectiovt. that he can.v~ot read he respov~ded, "I 

S O K M . ~  it out. I read it back. I divide it h t o  syllables." The errors that he makes 

are grammatically afid s ema~~ t i ca l l y  correct. He aLso reads with "authority" 

~ O ~ Y L S ~ O M . ,  1332, p. 188), c o m m e ~ ~ t i q  OM. the author's choice of words, 

suggestiv~g changes that  he would make if he  were the author, av~d  ta lkivq 

about the types of i l l u s t r a t b ~ ~ ~  that could have bee* added to i~hprove t h e  story. 

lu the f irst  session., ti moth^^ struggled with each K V L ~ Y L D W V L  word. By M.OW, 

however, he approaches text with the kfiowledge that  it cawies meafiivq av~d  k 

mt merely a collectio~, of words. He uses that  kfiowledge to help him with 

KYL~VLOWVL words. 

Perhaps the most powerful chav~ges that  ~ i m o t h y  has demofistrated are 

those associated with h i s  attitudes toward readirzg. He has govLe from s a y  ivq 

that he hates readivq to say ivq  that "readiv~g makes me smarter" abd  "I a m  a 

good reader." HC has also become more e q a g e d  in, h k  readivq. I* several earty 
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sessions he referred t o  r e a d i n g  as "work." Later, he b e g a n  t o  en joy  himself, 

l a u g h i n g  a t  the  s todes a n d  c o m m e n t i n g  o n  the author 's choice of words. 

s e v e r a l  t imes, he has  m a d e  connectiof is betweefi c ~ r r e f i t  a n d  p a s t  books, 

i n d i c a t i n g  t h a t  he remembers the stories a n d  t h a t  they  are becoming p a r t  of h k  

frame of referewe w h e n  vespofiding t o  twt. t t e  is n o w  choosing books accordi f ig 

t o  t h e i r  tcspics a f i d  i l l w s t r a t i o n s  ra ther  t h a n  accord ing  t o  Lev~gth. He is a k o  

tak i f i g  his books home a n d  r e a d i n g  to  his grandf~ l ther .  
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CHAPTER SIX 

The Principal's Dilemma, Revisited 

In previous chapters, we have examined how particular attitudes, policies, and 

practices in schools marginalize children with dyslexia, organizing their days and 

programs through their disabilities, weakening their opportunity to contribute to the 

evolving community from a position of strength. We have further seen that other 

attitudes and practices have potential for altering this situation, for maximizing the 

participation of children with dyslexia. Generally, if we challenge ourselves to 

practice attentiveness toward the authentic abilities of our students and structure the 

community in such a way as to invite their contribution, participation should increase. 

Informing our understanding of community membership are Taylor's analysis 

of the public sphere, my childhood community experiences, and the principles of 

community put forward by Jean Vanier. From these we have developed an 

understanding of the importance of community involvement to individual identity and 

to societal adaptability, and have derived two conditions of participation: (I) an 

initiating stance of equal value for diverse horizons of significance, particularly 

differences in perceptive, interpretive, and representative modes, and (2) a 
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commitment to authenticity in contributing from strengths, and in acknowledging 

need by drawing from the strengths of others. 

Various researchers have informed our understanding of the intricacies of 

dyslexia: studies suggest that it is culturally and linguistically situated; that it involves 

complex and persistent differences in brain activity that impact, not only literacy 

acquisition, but also perception and processing; that a dyslexic profile often includes 

a preference for other modes of interpretation and representation; and that people with 

dyslexia require ongoing, targeted instruction if they are to become functional readers 

and writers. We have explored the marginalizing effects of interventions that focus on 

weaknesses but provide no venues for the contribution and development of strengths, 

and have seen that community-based projects can serve as vehicles for facilitating a 

more inclusive environment. We have also examined teacher attentiveness as a 

critical factor in announcing change. 

It would seem then, that the stage is set to change our approach to Benjamin's 

difficulties in literacy acquisition. In suggesting this, however, it is necessary to 

understand that we are doing much more than planning an isolated program; rather, 

we are introducing an unfamiliar element into an established system that is situated in 

culturally pervasive, long-established values and practices. This system did not arise 

by accident or happenstance. Rather, like all elements of human society, it evolved 

within a complex network of beliefs and intentions. 

Those who propose a social theory of semiotics find issue with the idea that the 

relationship between the words we use, the sign, and the idea or item of reference, the 

signified, is arbitrary (Jewitt & Kress, 2003, p. 12). Rather, they argue that the user of 



Reworking the Soil I165 

any sign has selected from among many available to him or her and has infused it 

with particular contextualized meaning in the form of idiosyncratic images, gestures, 

and emotions. The receiver of the message absorbs some aspects of the user's 

meaning and attaches others. Signs, then, are never static in meaning; representational 

features such as words and sounds are continually undergoing re-creation through the 

subtle influence of intentional users. The language of our school, then, the language 

that identifies students as "disabled" or "dyslexic" is also purposeful. The attitudes 

immanent to these labels are neither arbitrary nor easily changed. They seem to center 

around an approach toward diversity that requires individuals whose experience is 

outside the norm to take at least the first step toward assimilation as prerequisite to 

inclusion: Taylor's suggested attitude of approaching the other with a desire to learn 

and know, to gather ideas and possibilities to inform personal and cultural evolution, 

is not inspired by these terms. 

Likewise, social constructivists argue that the specifics and generalities of our 

communities and cultures are created as members interact with each other and with 

existing elements that they may variously utilize, adapt, or ignore. In being 

considered and reconfigured in this way, knowledge and values are not merely 

received and reiterated; they undergo continual reconstruction. The world that 

humans enact, then, is always in the process of being recreated. It is neither arbitrarily 

nor randomly changing, but permeated with intention. 

The public sphere as described by Taylor is subject to these forces of social 

construction; likewise my Mennonite community. Social constructivists point out that 

every time we, as participants, select from among the actions available to us, the 
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cultures of our communities change slightly. Though at times we may feel that our 

actions are determined by outside forces, indeed we do make selections from among 

the choices available to us and we do reinterpret these elements with idiosyncratic 

meaning. Rather than being either a received culture or a random event, our society is 

very much a creation of the people who exist within it. 

Within the socio-constructivist viewpoint, then, the culture of my school is also 

neither arbitrary nor received. Though the curriculum is prescribed, and though 

practices remain somewhat standardized within our region, individual attitudes and 

actions in response to that which already exists impact the whole which, in turn, 

influences individuals. Changing particular actions and attitudes, then, has the 

potential to change the whole culture and, in turn, the individuals within that culture. 

There will be resistance and, though much of that can be predicted, all the effects of it 

cannot. "Announcing change," then, is not as simple as it might seem. Innumerable 

interrelated elements will be affected and will impact the entire effort. 

Interpreting "School" as a Non-linear Adaptive System 

While sociolinguists and social constructivists give us insight into the societal 

forces impacting systems, they are limited in providing insight regarding interaction 

patterns of the many unforeseen elements that are outside of our control, yet exist as 

part of the systems in which we live and work. Complexity theorists provide another 

lens for analyzing forces within systems, particularly systems that include many 

random elements. These they categorize as non-linear systems (Waldrop, 1992) in 

which every action has the potential to impact the entire system in unpredictable ways 
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because the contingent interactions among the many random elements are 

incalculable. A human system such as a school, because of the many unknowns, can 

be classified as a non-linear, complex system. Because it is continually changing, 

being recreated as put forward by socioconstructivists, complexity theorists would 

further characterize it as an emergent system; that is, it is a learning system from 

which knowledge is continually evolving in response to new information. I recognize 

my school as a non-linear system. I am reminded of its interdependent, unpredictable 

status when chicken pox decimates the First Grade reading assessment schedule, or 

my carefully created "to-do list" is derailed by parental panic over possible job action 

mentioned on the morning news. These random events impact parents, children, and 

staff members in multiple, inter-related ways. Furthermore, this non-linear system is 

emergent. We are continually and collectively changing our practices to assimilate 

"information7' that arrives in the form of new students and staff, curricula, theories, 

and methodologies. 

Though complexity theorists agree with constructivists that intention infuses 

human action, they are not comfortable with the word "construction" applied to any 

complex system. They argue that we do not so much consciously construct our world 

as we enact it within a network of relations. While we may make particular choices 

within the interplay of complex relations, a great deal is outside of our conscious 

control. The "construction" of knowledge, then, is a term that is too narrowly 

intentional. Rather, complexity theorists refer to the "emergence" of knowledge from 

within the situated complexity of human intentions in relation with elements in the 

world around us (Davis, 2005; Sumara & Davis, 1997). 
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Based on their analysis of multiple systems, particularly biological ones, 

complexity theorists describe emergent systems as being characterized by particular 

conditions that serve to maintain stability while facilitating ongoing change. Should 

the overall balance within the system be compromised, the system itself may 

disintegrate. A brief analysis of the focusing question from the point of view of 

complexity theory, then, may be helpful. 

Five Conditions of Emergence in Non-linear Adaptive Systems 

Internal Redundancy 

Emergent systems are characterized by internal redundancy. That is, there is 

enough in common among the elements within the system that they adhere. 

Compromising the internal redundancy of a system destabilizes it, initiating 

disintegration. In human terms, some form of group identity must be present if people 

are to work together. Any introduction of programs and ideas will need to attend to 

values, beliefs, and characteristics that are critical to group identity. 

In schools, a significant aspect of this group identity is related to literacy. 

Though kindergarten students may differ physically and socially, before long they 

share the ability to sing C,D, EpF* ~ e e  ...", to recognize their printed names, and to 

"write" a note underneath a picture. Much of our collective activity involves reading 

and responding to text: Authors' Circle, Reading ~ a s c a l s ~ ,  Reading Buddies, and 

many more programs intentionally label us as participants in a literate culture. Our 

This program, unique to our school, is coordinated and conducted by parents. It 
involves kindergarten students, their parents, and younger siblings in reading and 
responding creatively to books. 
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students readily identify themselves as authors; they discuss the latest Harry Potter; 

they "surf the 'Net" for information. Much of the internal redundancy within a school 

system is attached to members identifying themselves as literate beings. 

An inclusive community announcing change must attend to issues of internal 

redundancy. To extinguish or deny our collective identity as literate beings is to 

destroy much of what keeps us together. In creating a community that is more 

inclusive of people with dyslexia, though it cannot become the organizers of their day 

or their individual identity, we cannot deny the importance of this unifying ability. 

Rejecting print literacy as a goal for Benjamin would be impossible within our 

literacy-laden system. Furthermore, weakening Benjamin's access to literacy is 

tantamount to denying him access to group identity. Rather, we must do something to 

ensure that he can function within a literate society. In addressing my dilemma with 

regard to his program, three interrelated responsibilities emerge: (1) maximizing 

instructional time by ensuring good first teaching for every child, (2) facilitating 

access to high quality, effective intervention, and (3) ensuring ongoing support. 

Goodfirst teaching for every child. 

In the first years of school, children such as Timothy require diligently 

scaffolded support; they need explicit, synthetic instruction and individualized 

coaching in phonological awareness, in the phonetic structures of the alphabet, in 

mechanisms for self-monitoring sense and comprehension, in multiple strategies for 

solving reading problems, and in metacognition. This requires ongoing dynamic 

assessment of reading behaviors and in-the-moment adaptation of instruction in 

response to their attempts. Early primary teachers must be educated to identify and 
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categorize children's accuracies and errors, to respond promotively to their specific 

attempts at solving language and reading problems, and to design learning 

experiences that invite problem-solving within a carefully scaffolded environment. 

They must know how to create an inviting environment in which reading experiences 

are contextualized through writing, literary response, and multiple forms of 

representation. Timothy proved to have no pervasive learning disabilities. With 

minimal support, he became a capable reader in a few weeks. Had he received 

competent instruction in kindergarten and first grade, it is likely he would never have 

required learning assistance time in Grade Two. The hours devoted to his intervention 

could have been allotted to a truly struggling reader. 

An important role of the principal, then, in meeting the needs of students with 

dyslexia, is to ensure that all children receive excellent instruction in the earliest 

grades so that the resources allocated toward children with learning disabilities are 

actually applied to children with learning disabilities rather than to children who do 

not read simply because they are inadequately taught in their first years of school. 

Unlike Timothy, Benjamin experienced a balanced, supportive program in 

kindergarten and Grade One. His teachers were attentive to his particular learning 

preferences; his mother worked with him at home. All the other children in his class 

learned to read, though some did not read fluently until well into grade two. 

Early intervention in literacy development. 

Policies regarding early intervention underlie my dilemma as I reconsider 

Benjamin's daily trudge to the bus. At the outset of this study, I was considering 

recommending that, because of its marginalizing effects, Benjamin receive no 
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intervention at all. Now, however, 1 will take a different approach: Functional literacy 

will assist him in developing identity with the group. From that point of view, then, I 

feel secure in stating that intervention is necessary. However, should that intervention 

defeat the overall purpose of group identity, the program will lack integrity with the 

system as a whole. Removing him from the site, then, in an effort to promote 

inclusion is contradictory. This must end. Intervention, however, must continue. 

Shaywitz (2003) describes in detail the types of interventions that have proven 

effective in addressing the literacy needs of children with dyslexia. Beginning as soon 

as a problem is identified, preferably in kindergarten, effective interventions for 

children with dyslexia are designed to be intensive and long-term. They are infused 

with both synthetic and analytic support in the development of phonological 

awareness and focus not only on reading but also on spelling so that emergent skills 

can be applied both receptively and expressively. Drill in discreet words and patterns 

takes place daily until sound-symbol-meaning relationships become somewhat 

automatic. Because reading is so much more that decoding, one-on-one dynamic 

coaching such as that offered by Reading RecoveryTM also takes place in daily thirty- 

minute blocks: Comprehension, word attack, and response strategies are prompted 

and reinforced as the child reads text that has been carefully selected for content, 

reading level, and embedded reading problems. Every day, students reinforce their 

learning by rereading familiar text. Classroom instruction reinforces the strategies 

being learned outside of class and contextualizes the learning by building the interest 

and entertainment value of reading and writing. Parents, teachers, specialists, and the 

student are in continual communication, analyzing what is working and what is not. 



Reworking the Soil 1172 

How is this to be arranged within our building? Clearly, a collaborative 

approach is necessary: a careful plan developed in consultation with district 

specialists, the school-based team, Benjamin's parents, and Benjamin. As Learning 

Assistance time is limited, a teacher assistant may have to do part of the work; some 

of it may happen outside of regular school hours; outside experts may visit our site to 

provide intervention. 

Ongoing support. 

As summarized in earlier chapters, Shaywitz' research supports the hypothesis 

that with ongoing intervention Benjamin's current gains in reading ability will 

continue and he will eventually become functionally literate; those gains will likely 

plateau, however, when he fails to develop the automaticity required for 

comprehending difficult text. At that point, Benjamin will require instructional 

adaptations. Voice-activated and -producing technologies, scribes and readers, and 

teachers' aides may be needed if he is to continue to master the content of the 

curriculum and maintain his sense of connectivity with the group. At the same time, 

the interventions addressing basic literacy learning likely will need to continue. 

It is possible to envision a program that will support Benjamin and other 

students with dyslexia in developing their literacy. What is important to reiterate is 

that, within the framework provided by complexity theory, the purpose of this 

intervention is to enhance group redundancy in an effort to improve the stability of 

the system as a whole. Change will not be supported if important elements of 

redundancy are threatened. Practices that jeopardize collective identity, then, are 

counterproductive and need to be altered or eliminated. 
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Internal Diversity 

A second condition that supports ongoing emergence in complex non-linear 

systems is internal diversity. The elements of the system, while sharing significant 

values and traits that can be characterized as redundant, also represent significant 

difference. If redundancy is the quality that motivates cohesion, diversity is the 

condition that provides new information to the process of creation. However, it is also 

the quality that challenges system stability; attention to redundancy becomes 

increasingly important as diverse elements are introduced. 

Upon reflection, I recognize internal diversity as the motivating concern of this 

study. I believe that, though distinct abilities, perceptions, preferences, modes, and 

cultures are represented in our school, for the most part they remain unidentified and 

undervalued. In their earliest experiences in society outside the home, children such 

as Benjamin learn that the abilities they embody, unless these are accompanied by 

capable literacy, remain relatively untapped. Benjamin, for example, unless he learns 

to read capably, will likely be able to participate only marginally in public sphere 

conversations that continue to be primarily print organized. 

Sumara's hope, then, that all children become not only competently literate, but 

also comfortably literate-capable risk-takers in interpretive and representational 

practices related to print-is an unsubstantiated hope at this time. Benjamin's 

idiosyncratic contribution to the community-in-the-making will be limited or even 

lost if his instruction is bounded by such an aspiration. If diverse contribution to 

emergence is the goal, once we have ensured that Benjamin is experiencing the best 



Reworking the Soil I174 

literacy teaching we can offer, we must step out of our predictable strategy of 

pursuing literacy at all costs and expand our boundaries to include alternative 

strategies and objectives. 

A related but slightly altered hope for Benjamin is that he can become 

competently literate and, at the same time, comfortably interpretive and 

representational in practices that are organized through modes other than print. His 

abilities in the visual arts already are beginning to address this need: When he 

urgently desires understanding, he represents his ideas through drawing. In order for 

his representational practices to become fully realized, however, Benjamin requires 

scaffolded instruction by more knowledgeable others. A problem exists in that many 

classroom teachers, at least those at the elementary level, do not have the skills 

required for providing this. Compounding the issue is Benjamin's schedule. He misses 

art class while in his literacy class across town. His classroom teacher, given the 

diverse needs of other children, does not believe it is wise to schedule art first thing in 

the morning as this is "prime learning time" and it is, therefore, dedicated to literacy 

and mathematics instruction. The result is that Benjamin focuses on literacy and 

mathematics learning for most of his day. 

My concern as principal is to set in motion for Benjamin, and other students 

with dyslexia, an individualized and enriched program that addresses not only 

weaknesses but also develops strengths so that as Benjamin enters the adult world he 

enters as a full participant in the community-in-the-making, in public sphere 

discussions. Believing that diverse perceptual and representational profiles are vital to 

judicious democratic decisionmaking, the current exclusion of the voices of people 
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with severe and persistent reading disabilities is not only dehumanizing from the 

perspective of individuals so impacted, it is also detrimental to society as a whole. 

In Charles Taylor's mind, the struggle over what matters--over how we shall 

live-is necessary to the evolutionary process immanent to democracy; complexity 

theory supports this need for diverse input. In order for such a discourse to be 

continuously responsive and adaptive, it must be inclusive of dissimilar perspectives 

and cultures. While attempts at cultural inclusion have been somewhat successful, 

people with learning disabilities continue to be marginalized. As discussed 

previously, the reasons for this are at least two-fold: First, narrowed curricula ensure 

that non-literate interpretive and representational preferences remain underdeveloped; 

second, society as a whole has not developed an expectation of non-literate inclusion 

in public sphere discourses. Because of this, Benjamin's educational program should 

be designed to both strengthen his idiosyncratic interpretive and representational 

practices, and increase the community's ability to invite and include his unique 

contributions. 

Like other children with dyslexia, Benjamin has developed perceptual and 

representational preferences outside of the mainstream. Unfortunately, as Stephen J. 

Cannell says, his personal acuities "count for nothing at school." While programs 

such as those offered at Prince of Wales Secondary (see Commonplace Book, above) 

and the Gold Key schools offer alternatives, many children remain locked in 

decontextualized remedial experiences that do not develop their unique abilities. 

Benjamin's Individual Education Plan (IEP), with its exclusive emphasis on literacy 

achievement, is iconic of the situation. 
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One might argue that current interest in differentiated instruction has begun to 

address the problem. As a staff, we have read and discussed Me1 Levine's A Mind at a 

Time (2002) in an effort to better understand and meet the instructional needs of 

Benjamin and others with learning disabilities. We have also examined Tomlinson's 

work (1999; 2001) in this area. While these theorists go a long way in helping 

educators become attentive to children's individuality, they continue to have a 

utilitarian approach to the recognition of unique strengths: They encourage teachers 

to notice diverse learning patterns so that literacy development can be addressed in 

unique ways. In other words, they are not interested in the development of diverse 

representational and interpretive practices; they are interested in developing literate 

practices through diverse methods. 

The insights offered by these theorists are invaluable in helping children with 

multiple learning profiles develop the skills and knowledge necessary to the internal 

redundancy described above. Also, they are beneficial in developing teacher 

attentiveness to cognitive and experiential differences. They cannot, however, address 

the broader goal of developing the strengths inherent within the differences they 

describe, While I am concerned with developing Benjamin's weaknesses through his 

strengths, I am also concerned with developing his strengths in and of themselves. 

And so, while the IEP in Benjamin's current file identifies his artistic and visual 

abilities as possible bases for addressing literacy needs, they are not mentioned as 

areas requiring targeted instruction and development. His IEP, and those of other 

students with dyslexia, must be altered to reflect not only literate development but 

also the development and contribution of unique strengths. Outcomes from the Fine 
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Arts curriculum, for example, should serve as organizers for a significant portion of 

Benjamin's IEP. In order to effect such change, discussion about what matters in 

relation to each student's learning must be facilitated. This brings us to another 

condition that is characteristic of emergent systems. 

Neighboring Interactions 

While redundancy may motivate cohesion, and diversity might facilitate input 

of information, they are insufficient to ensure both system stability and emergence. It 

is necessary for diverse elements within a complex system to intermingle, interact, 

and infuse each other if redundancy is to be maintained while contributing to a 

creative process. In school, while literate events may give us a sense of unity, and 

while diverse modes and cultures are present to give us a sense of diversity, unless 

they begin to "bump up against one another," there will never be hybridization. As a 

hybridized culture becomes familiar, it embodies the new redundancy, allowing for 

the introduction of additional diverse elements. Without neighboring interaction, 

however, diverse elements may simply exist disparately. 

Locations for interaction. 

How might we create locations that promote such interaction? I believe that the 

projects suggested by Greene and implemented within the Gold Key schools 

represent just such a venue. They announce discussion, problemsolving, and 

creativity, and require many different representational and interpretive modes. In 

doing something as difficult as creating their own characters and costumes, children 

are given opportunity to explore their own preferences, but are also forced to seek 
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advice from others. Complex projects require complex processes as literate and other 

arts continually interact in interpretive events: Mechanical and artistic abilities bump 

up against one another during set design; choreographers work in collaboration with 

researchers in creating historically-informed dances. Likewise, the collaborative 

Science Fair project described in the previous chapter promotes neighboring 

interaction. "Experts" collectively combine their knowledge within a problem-solving 

environment. Literacy development infuses the projects, but not in isolation from 

other tools. Multiple talents are utilized and contributed, impacting each other and the 

culture in predictable and unpredictable ways. 

Conditions of interaction. 

As we structure locations for interaction, the conditions of participation 

clarified earlier again serve as guidelines in improving our overall communication: 

1. An initiating stance of recognition of equal value: Various modes and 

talents are presumed to be of equal worth in supporting the emergence of knowledge. 

2. A commitment to the ideal of authenticity: Individuals within the 

interactive environment contribute uniquely, thereby enriching the diversity of 

information available to the processes of learning and problemsolving. 

This area, I believe, is the one most lacking in my school. Diverse elements 

are present, but they are not consciously and reflectively being prompted to interact. 

Because of this, the system tends to reproduce itself and simply absorb difference 

rather than be significantly changed by it. We accommodate Benjamin and adapt his 

program but we do not arrive at our interactions with him with the expectation of 

learning from him and, therefore, undergoing personal transformation. This 
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expectation needs to be fostered; announcing locations in which we intentionally 

contribute to and learn from each other is one way of facilitating such a change. 

Enabling Boundaries 

A fourth condition that characterizes emergent systems is the presence of 

enabling constraints: while creating particular locations invites neighboring 

interactions, boundaries increase the likelihood that they will take place. The 

elements within the system cannot simply escape; they are forced into proximity with 

one another. For example, a pond biosphere represents a complex system that is 

circumscribed by its banks. A chemical introduced to the system is contained there 

along with the myriad other elements; fish cannot simply swim away, they must 

interact with this new "information." 

The school system is full of such boundaries and, if other conditions are in 

place, they may prove to enable creativity. One such framework is the development 

of Individual Education Plans (IEPs) for students with disabilities. We are required to 

conduct a collaborative review of these annually, and to report on student progress 

with reference to them each term. Though we may resist creating the types of 

interactive locations such as the community-based or Science Fair projects mentioned 

previously, we cannot resist IEP meetings. They are mandated. 

They are also redundant. People are familiar with both the process and the 

intent so it is a structure with enough stability to support change. With attention to 

other conditions of emergence, the IEP process could be revamped to be more 

inclusive of diverse voices, thereby increasing the likelihood that previously unknown 
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solutions to educational problems would emerge. The program for children with 

dyslexia needs to be carefully planned in order to maximize instructional time, 

provide diverse opportunities for scaffolded learning, and create openings for 

authentic contribution. An individual teacher working alone cannot provide the type 

of support students with dyslexia need. Even the school cannot meet these needs if 

the staff works in isolation from family and community. Developing the IEP for a 

child with dyslexia can be seen to provide opportunity for inviting the input and 

ongoing support of many invested people. Much as care teams develop plans for 

children with physical, emotional, or cognitive challenges, so support teams can come 

together to plan carefully scaffolded instruction for children impacted by severe 

challenges in literacy acquisition. 

The IEP structure also enables the identification of multiple areas of strength. 

Rather than merely being mentioned, these can be reinterpreted as organizers for 

selecting outcomes from the prescribed curriculum that can be addressed through the 

educational program. Benjamin's current IEP, for example, refers to his visual ability 

as being something that might be utilized in supporting his developing literacy. 

However, it can also serve as a target for instruction. By selecting outcomes from 

within the Fine Arts curriculum, Benjamin could legitimately spend some of his day 

receiving focused instruction in the visual arts. Just as literacy intervention is 

facilitated through the IEP process, so "art intervention" might be facilitated if only 

we would recognize it as important. 
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Decentralized Loci of Change 

The enabling boundaries of the IEP can also be utilized to facilitate a fifth 

condition immanent to stable, emergent systems, that of decentralized change. 

Systems characterized by both stability and creative emergence, rather than being 

controlled centrally, tend to have multiple catalytic locations that assist interaction 

and serve as centers of transformation. Small changes, introduced in multiple 

locations, maintain the overall cohesion of the system while ensuring transformation 

of the system as a whole. Carefully planned, the IEP process can develop for the child 

areas of support within the classroom, the school, and the wider community. It can 

also introduce new ideas and methods to a wide variety of people within a problem- 

solving situation. These people then disperse to their areas of influence, igniting 

changes throughout the system. 

As mentioned earlier, IEP meetings for students with dyslexia often involve 

reports and recommendations from psychologists and teachers, with parents providing 

input in response to data and questions. The school system sets the outcomes; the 

parents are expected to-in my experience, they generally want to-provide support 

toward those outcomes. The flaw in this system is that educators, people who spend 

relatively little time with these children over the course of their lives, dominate the 

discussions. As "the experts" in literacy development, we are granted the de facto 

hegemonic voice. If we are to invite change for the child, the school, and the 

community, it is important to alter this process to make it more inclusive. 
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PA TH. 

I propose an alternate model based on Planning Alternative Tomorrows with 

Hope (PATH) (Pearpoint, O'Brien, & Forest, 1993; see also the Appendix for a 

schematic), a framework more commonly used in structuring the transition meetings 

of people with multiple physical and cognitive disabilities. PATH is an eight-step 

process designed to articulate a vision and then work chronologically backwards to 

outline the actualization of that vision. In addition to the child and the school-based 

personnel, many people are present during PATH sessions: Depending on the 

contacts of the child these might include parents, grandparents, and siblings; a social 

worker; a baseball or drama coach; the classroom teacher, principal, and special 

education assistant; an invested member of the child's religious community. These are 

people already connected to the student rather than new contacts who gather for this 

process. The idea is that they come together in order to define and commit to the type 

of ongoing, situated support this child will need in becoming a participating member 

of the community. Generally, it is implemented over the course of several years. 

For example, if a team were to generate Benjamin's PATH, it would be 

important to include those members of his extended family who already have 

assumed supportive roles. It would be particularly important to include his father, also 

dyslexic, who holds an insider's perspective regarding the challenges and 

opportunities that Benjamin may experience in coming years. Benjamin is involved in 

a local art club and his instructor should be invited. The learning assistance teacher 

would also attend, as would his classroom teacher and an administrator. Because he 

attends a designated community school, the director of programming would 
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participate, as should a counselor from the middle school who will receive him in 

sixth grade. Benjamin and his parents would be involved in creating this team and 

inviting people to the planning session. From the outset, expectations would have to 

be clear: The agreement to participate involves not only the planning of the PATH but 

also the hands-on implementation of it over the next several years. Though some 

commitments such as that of the classroom teacher might be short-term, most are 

more than collaborative and instructional; they are also relational. Invited members 

would need time to consider whether or not they could commit to such a long-term 

investment and those who could not should not be present. For example, this is not 

the venue for the reports of pathologists who meet with the child for assessment but 

disappear from the lived experience of enacting their recommendations. Such reports, 

though valuable, can be delivered prior to PATH development. This is a gathering of 

people who intend to plan, in collaboration with the child and other caring community 

members, their own involvement in actuating the collective vision for this child. 

The initiating stance. 

Each person comes to this meeting, then, understanding that everyone's 

contribution is important and necessary, catalytic to other connections that might 

support the child in the future, and a locus for announcing change. An outside 

facilitator leads the discussion and a graphic recorder documents it using innovative, 

colorful drawings on mural The facilitator ensures that the dominant voices 

throughout the process are those of the child and the people most closely connected to 

-- - 

4 ~ n  example of a completed PATH mural is available at 
http://www2.~ovnet.org/kicns/path 
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him or her. The educators in the group, because they are the transient participants in 

this child's life, take on contributory, rather than leadership roles. As the meeting 

progresses, participants suggest and accept specific tasks, some small, others large, 

that are recorded on the mural. An annual review will hold everyone accountable for 

the commitments they have made. 

Should this process be implemented with children affected by dyslexia, the 

focus would be to envision and develop pathways to inclusive communication. As in 

Taylor's public sphere discussions, each person would have to step back from 

presumed horizons of significance-for example, parents from academic 

achievement, educators from literacy-in order to adopt the more inclusive horizon of 

communication suggested earlier. Then, with everyone considering carefully the ideas 

submitted by others, the plan could emerge. 

Commitment to authenticity. 

Throughout the process, it would be important for all participants to 

authentically represent their thoughts, their interests, their uncertainties, and their 

abilities, to commit to authenticity. As we are hoping to reinforce system redundancy 

by building literacy while developing diverse interpretive and representational 

practices and venues, members of the PATH team need to be attentive to the child's 

interests and strengths, and aware of the match between those and their own potential 

contributions. What is important in the realization of the PATH is that the child is 

well supported over long periods of time without putting undue strain on individual 

adults. When a teacher or parent assumes responsibility for multiple areas of 

development, the load sometimes becomes very heavy. If everyone within a small 
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group of committed adults supports the child in developing one area, a great deal can 

be accomplished. In Benjamin's case, the grandparents might pay for extra art lessons 

and take him on occasional fieldtrips to galleries and museums; the art teacher might 

plan enriched sessions, a neighbor could commit to reading textbooks onto tapes, and 

the principal could ensure class placements with teachers who are most able to 

support the development of Benjamin's representational preferences. The community 

school coordinator could program after-school instruction in various interpretive arts. 

Parents, together with the learning assistance teacher, could focus on accessing 

assistive technological tools. Benjamin could commit to daily reading and spelling 

practice. The classroom teacher, then, is freed to emphasize literacy instruction with 

the assurance that other representational and interpretive needs are being addressed 

and validated. None of these tasks is overwhelming, yet the cumulative result when a 

group of adults commits to their own and the student's authentic abilities and 

predilections is a great deal of individualized attention involving diverse opportunities 

for situated learning. 

To suggest that all of the instructional needs of children with dyslexia will be 

met through the careful construction of their PATHS would be simplistic. However, 

the process does facilitate diverse approaches as PATH team members move into 

their specific roles and locations and develop their relationship with the child within 

these decentralized venues and situations. It is important to note that decentralization 

does not imply disconnection. Rather, in order for a process to be considered 

decentralized, multiple means of connection must be established or the efforts will 

lack cohesion. The power of the PATH process is that it is collaboratively 
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constructed, collegially implemented, and collectively reviewed. Taylor contends that 

as discussions and interactions take place in decentralized locations through 

differentiated media, unique perspectives arise and are made apparent. These can then 

be brought back to a central location for consideration and clarification. Without the 

mediating locations, however, the centralized discussion lacks experiential depth. 

So it is with the education of children. As different people work with the child, 

and see the child functioning in diverse situations using multiple modes and forms of 

media, the collective discussions bring about the attentiveness to uniqueness 

discussed earlier. The community notices the abilities and interests of the child; the 

community, together with the child, decides how these can be developed and 

contributed. 

PATH and school programming. 

In schools modeled after the Multiliteracies and Gold Key projects, 

decentralized loci and media forms are represented within the regular programs of the 

school. The PATH team can access these, shaping them to the particular needs of the 

child. Representational and interpretive practices, then, can be developed within the 

school as well as within the community-at-large as the child contributes to school- 

wide projects with the support of invested adults who contribute to the learning of the 

child and his or her peers. 

We must continually remind ourselves that the situating context for this 

inclusion is participation in the community-in-the-making using well-developed 

strengths. As PATH team members, including children with dyslexia, are involved in 

activities together, they impact each other. The common place invites mutually 
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specifying relations; that is, character and abilities are formed with reference to one 

another. The representational and interpretive practices of people with dyslexia begin 

to be seen in the wider society as they are drawn into discussions, learning teams, and 

community projects. Gradually, the seeming importance of their literacy skills fade as 

multiple skills and abilities are brought to the wider community where they are 

contributed, valued, developed, and honed. 

PATH and emergence. 

The process is one of emergence. People who join a PATH team, or engage in 

school- and community-wide projects that are intended to be inclusive, do so with an 

expectation that society as a whole will be changed. Within the enabling boundaries 

of the project or the PATH, diverse people develop relationships, recognize 

similarities and differences, and learn from each other. New "ways of being" emerge 

as previously excluded voices begin to impact the attitudes and practices of people 

connected to them. Those of us whose perceptual profiles are limited to "normalcy" 

begin to understand that ours is not the only way of interpreting or representing the 

world; within that small space of not-knowing, transformation takes place. 

In the case of people with dyslexia, the process of creating the PATH requires 

the communication skills we want to develop. As the PATH mural is developed, 

multiple modes and media are utilized: sketches, colors, outlines, gestures, stories, 

images, words in speech and print. The child involved in the PATH sees these 

modeled by more knowledgeable others and contributes to the process using his or 

her preferred skills. Later, the child takes the PATH mural home, posting it on a 

bedroom wall for continual reference. Because of its size, it dominates a wall, serving 
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as a constant reminder of all the people with whom she or he is connected. Over the 

years, as the PATH is reviewed and reconfigured, the use of symbols becomes more 

sophisticated. The child, then, experiences the authentic use of the very 

representational and interpretive modes he or she prefers. Because literacy is also 

utilized, the child comes to see this difficult form as one of many; the weakness is 

situated within areas of strength. 

Within the context provided by the PATH and its invested team, the child's IEP 

becomes a map of immediate goals, objectives, strategies, and indicators of progress 

toward the overall vision of comfortable, confident communication. Literacy goals 

are included among other important goals. What is unique is that people not often 

associated with IEP construction and implementation are involved, allowing for the 

possibility that the child will receive the support necessary for excellent progress in 

multiple areas of learning. 

One of the most powerful effects of team commitment to the nurturing of a 

child is the connectivity inherent in the process of working with that child to design, 

implement, and reflect upon learning experiences. Along with the inability to process 

text, people with dyslexia often experience marginalization. Given that participants 

are committed to attentiveness and caring, not merely delivery of instruction, the team 

approach provides a level of connectivity that many children with learning disabilities 

do not know. 

Reworking 

In reconsidering the question prompted by Benjamin's trudge to the 

bus-"What structures and conditions in educational communities uphold ideals of 
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diversity, while ensuring opportunity for all?"-I have resolved my dilemma 

sufficiently to come away with a few pragmatic recommendations in relation to the 

education of children with dyslexia. Though, as a school administrator, I was 

confused at the outset by seemingly conflicting values and policies, I find 

experiential, philosophical and theoretical support for the following: 

1. Ongoing. effective literacy intervention for children with dyslexia. This 

recommendation is consistent with the need for internal redundancy in emergent 

systems. Given that the dominant identifying characteristic of people in schools is 

literate ability, it is important that Benjamin and others with dyslexia receive high 

quality, focused literacy instruction. Though initially I was concerned about 

compromising diversity, I now realize that diversity and redundancy are not mutually 

exclusive but exist in balance. This said, removing children from their contextualizing 

community in an effort to promote identity is contradictory. Intervention must take 

place within the school that the child attends, and it must pose minimal interruption to 

regular class instruction, particularly in those curricular areas that represent the 

child's particular strengths. 

2. Community-based multimodal proiects. While internal diversity is clearly 

present in our school, we have few organized locations that have been consciously 

designed to support "neighboring interactions." While we may acknowledge diversity 

in learning preferences and in cultural tools, I realize now that it is important to take 

leadership in creating events and opportunities for diverse personalities, cultures, and 

modes to not only get to know each other but also to rely on each other for 

information in problemsolving situations. Projects such as those at Charles Dickens 
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and the Gold Key schools provide a venue for preparing children to participate in the 

public sphere discussions described by Taylor. There they learn the initiating stance 

of valuing the input of others, as well as the principle of commitment to personal 

authenticity. There the debilitating lock-in described by Arthur is defeated. 

3. Changes in IEPs. Our district's IEP frame includes a box for listing student 

strengths. Generally, we use those abilities as foundations for addressing weaknesses. 

This is an insufficient approach. From now on, I want to see specific outcomes, plans, 

and strategies for developing those abilities into areas of excellence. And I want to 

see those plans implemented and evaluated. 

4. Professional development in practices of attentiveness. While we pay much 

attention to instructional practice when considering areas for professional 

development for teachers, practices of attentiveness are often ignored. Teachers need 

time and instruction if they are to develop an awareness of the diversity present in 

their classrooms and to learn to observe for modal preferences, cultural nuances, and 

latent abilities. This education needs to be inquiry-based and collaboratively driven, 

as suggested by the earlier writing of DuFour. 

5. The implementation of PATH. This holds great potential for improving the 

connectivity of children with dyslexia while addressing their need for development in 

multiple modes of interpretation and representation. Because PATH facilitators are 

available, this takes relatively little effort on the part of the school. It could be 

categorized as a "quick fix." 

6. Reworking policy. Adaptive systems are characterized by effective 

feedback mechanisms. Within the complexity of educational systems, the creators of 
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policy are unlikely to predict all the ramifications for individual students. Sometimes 

the lived experience of people affected by policy is deleterious to their well-being, or, 

as we have seen, in conflict with the motivating intent of the policy itself. Other 

policies, over time and changing contexts, become completely dysfunctional. When 

creating policy, then, it is important to embed a comprehensive feedback system. A 

commitment to gathering and interpreting the stories of people affected by the 

implementation is one method for doing that. Where that has not been done, it is left 

to the individual to thoughtfully reconcile the demands of the implementation with 

the best interests of the child. At both the systemic and the personal levels, then, it is 

important to rework your ground. 

As a child in the wake of my uncle's tractor, I learned to navigate the breakers 

left by the first pass of his plough. Staying upright was delicate work, a function of 

good balance and attention to footing. By the second pass it was easier, smoother 

sailing, and so on until plough gave way to harrow and then to rake and that brown 

sea was smooth and ready for planting. I learned that reworking the soil took time and 

patience, and a variety of very sharp tools. And no matter how hard you worked the 

first spring, the next year there were more rocks, and sod needed turning, so you had 

to do it again. Each year it got a little easier. 

Yet no matter how carefully you prepared the earth, you had to pay attention 

to what that field was prone to grow-sunlight, drainage, soil composition. It was 

easier to plant raspberries than to spend your life resenting the gravel. 
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A Final Thought 

Must we consider that those characteristics we have collectively labeled as 

learning disabilities do in fact emerge within our systems because, at an unadmitted, 

preconceptual level, we know that it is in difference that our survival as a species 

rests? Perhaps some primal memory warns us that we need multiple perceptual 

profiles: Someone needs to hear, smell, see, with greater acuity than the rest of us. 

Just as we require highly literate people, we need people like Robert who visualize 

mechanical systems, and people like Benjamin who represent the world graphically, 

and people like Marissa who are hypersensitive to our natural space to remind us that 

humans interact not only with each other but also with all species and systems, with 

the earth we have been and will be again. C.S. Lewis (1997, p. viii) believes that as 

we move toward social excellence, we will develop unique strengths, becoming less 

alike while valuing and relying upon each other more; emerging diversity is 

characteristic of a healthy, educated community. Socialization is interpreted, not as a 

process of conformity, nor as a commitment to individual transcendence, but as the 

process of learning to collectively nurture, value, and exercise diversity as expressed 

through the creation of knowledge, driven by nature, emerging within relations 

among members. We need to know that there is something unique that arises in us- 

within-the-community. We must perceive an authentic reason to participate. 

In the common place we come to know and create that which is uncommon. 

It is there we catch the counterpoint of what might be if we were to commit to the 

symphony that is humanity. Let us teach our children to expect that place. 
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APPENDIX 

Planning Alternative Tomorrows with ~ o ~ e ~  

PATH 
(Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope) 

I me North Star 

3. 4. 5. 8. 7. 

NOW People Ways Commit Next 
to to build to the Months 

E n d 1  Strength FIRST Work 
STEP 

- DREAM- 

YOUR PATH 
A focused Planning Process 

/ \ 

Steps 
Situate yourself in a very postive future, 
picture it clearly, then think Backwards. 

1 .  Touching the Dream (the North Star). 

2. Sensing the Goal: Focus for the next year. 

3. Grounding in the Now: Where am Ilare we? 

4. Identifying People to Enroll o n  the Journey. 

5. Recognizing Ways to Build Strength. 

6. Charting Actions for the Next few Months. 

7. Plaming the Next Month's Work 

8. Committing to the First Step (the Next Step) 

(Including a Coach to Support your First Step) 

O Inclusion Press J.  Pearpoint. J.  O'Brien. M. Forest 1991 

Schematic used by permission. Further resources and training for inclusion are 
available at http://www.inclusion.com 
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