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Abstract 

 
In this study I argue that an important narrative is all but missing from the 

discourses around school-community relationships; that is, children’s perspectives are 

rarely considered. This project—a grounded theory case study—seeks (at least in part) to 

fill this gap by exploring what can be learned as students assume the agency for teaching 

practitioners about their out-of-school learning experiences via a photovoice project, 

referred to in the study as the Community Exploration Project (CEP). I used theories of 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1995) and Authentic Pedagogy 

(Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996) along with research on the Funds of Knowledge 

(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), developmental assets (Scales, Benson, Leffert, 

& Blyth, 2000) and social capital (Coleman, 1988) as conceptual tools. In addition, I 

applied Weick’s (e.g., Weick & Sutcliffe, 2005) notion of sensemaking in analyzing how 

teachers and students interpreted new learning from the CEP. 

For the CEP fifth grade students collected photographs of their communities 

around a series of prompts (e.g., Where do you learn in your community? What do you 

learn?). They then had opportunities to share their work (to varying degrees) with their 

teachers and peers. Data collection primarily included student and teacher interviews 

before and after the CEP, classroom and school observations, and student photographs 

and captions. Data analysis led to an emerging theory of school-community relationships 

(as mediated by children). All participants to varying degrees valued the CEP experience; 

many described new learning from the project. What emerged, however, is that at least in 

this case new information was filtered through existing mental models, stereotypes, and 
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personal experiences, which in some cases prompted additional reflection, but in others 

seemed to constrain the sensemaking process. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

 
It is late August 2014 at Elston Elementary School. The staff is gathered together in 
the school library for opening week meetings and professional development work. 
After those in attendance completed an activity which involved reading a brief article 
titled, “Nice is Not Enough: Defining Caring for Students of Color” by Sonia Nieto 
(2008) and discussing key points with a partner, I asked if anyone wanted to share 
out to the larger group. One teacher rose and with a sense of urgency interspersed 
with concern stated, “We spent all last year talking about race and Courageous 
Conversations1. When are you going to teach us about different students’ cultures? 
So, if I have a student from Mexico, for example, I know about the cultural norms of 
that group. That is what I need.” 

 
The opening anecdote underscores questions about how educators learn about and 

interpret students’ experiences out of school. In this vignette, a teacher is voicing a 

vulnerability and insecurity that she does not know how to “do” culturally relevant 

teaching—in other words, teaching that is relevant and responsive to students’ many 

social worlds. I developed the study described in this dissertation to explore the role of 

students as mediators of school-community relationships. More specifically, I focused on 

how students and educational professionals make sense of new information about 

children’s out-of-school community(ies) as depicted by students. The first step is to be 

clear about what community means in this study.  

Defining Community  

Brint (2001) outlined the complicated history of the term community in 

sociological research noting, for example, its numerous and varied definitions and, at 
																																																								
1 This school district worked closely with consultants from Pacific Education Group (PEG) around the 
Courageous Conversations Protocols and related workshops. They intentionally developed a racial equity 
leadership team that is now qualified to carry on the professional development work started with PEG. In 
addition, the district has made a commitment to continue the work via a district policy around racial equity. 
Each school’s staff is in different places with their involvement in the professional learning work. Elston 
Elementary staff members launched their work on racial equity exactly one year prior (i.e., August 2013) to 
this staff meeting. 
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times, politically-contentious nature. More recently, Gutiérrez and Arzubiaga (2012) 

described the concept of community as a “ubiquitous unit of analysis in social science 

research” (p. 203) but argued that defining community too narrowly can contribute to 

“deficit understandings of cultural communities” (p. 203). In the educational literature we 

use the word community in many and sometimes conflicting ways.  Furman (1998) 

pointed to a paradox in defining community as “sameness” given ever-changing school 

demographics, and calls attention to the various within-school communities, for example, 

professional community and community of learners (p. 301). These authors’ points 

exemplify the “muddiness” of the term community in educational literature. 

It is important to note that I assume that the term community takes on unique 

meanings across people, space, and time. In this project I am limiting the focus to school-

community relationships that extend beyond schools’ walls and therefore, am not 

focusing attention on within-school community. In particular, my analysis explores 

relationships between schools-as-organizational units (including individuals and groups 

within the school) and individuals, groups, and organizations outside of schools in the 

interest of improving student learning, engagement, and development. Brint (2001) 

offered a general definition of community that I borrow for this analysis; he defined 

community as, 

…aggregates of people who share common activities and/or beliefs and who are 

bound together principally by relations of affect, loyalty, common values, and/or 

personal concern (i.e., interest in the personalities and life events of one another). 

(p. 8) 
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There are several reasons for focusing on a definition that is rather broad. First, given the 

exploratory nature of this study, a broad definition of community is intentional and 

further, is sympathetic to the problems described above—conflating community with 

sameness and overly narrow or rigid definitions. Second, this project was designed to 

provide children the opportunity to represent and describe their community(ies).  

Problem and Research Purpose 

Conversations about school-community relationships are not new; questions of, 

for example, school ownership—who owns and thus has influence over public schools—

have cycled through the educational discourse since the founding of the United States. In 

the current educational environment, however, conversations around school-community 

relationships are ratcheting up among stakeholders with diverse agendas. This includes, 

but is not limited to, political and governmental actors (e.g., USDOE, 2010), nonprofit 

educational organizations (e.g., The Coalition for Community Schools), community 

organizations, and researchers across a variety of fields and disciplines. Efforts to 

explore, understand, develop, and/or refine such relationships for improving student 

learning and development outcomes are gaining energy and momentum (Crowson & 

Goldring, 2009; Sanders, 2006; Arum, 2000).  

The term “school-community relationships” is increasing used in studies 

emerging from a range of theoretical frames, including, but not limited to those of 

democracy and participation, school improvement/student achievement, community 

development, and organizational theory. Thus, it is no surprise that a consensus around 

models of school-community relationships does not exist in the literature. I include a 
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more in-depth review of conceptualizations of school-community relationships in 

Chapter 2.  

Where school-community relations are considered in the literature, the focus 

tends to be school-centric, with the responsibility for defining and negotiating good or 

effective relationships primarily situated with educational professionals. There are, 

however, a few notable exceptions, such as the work of community organizing (see, for 

example, Mediratta, Shah, & McAlister, 2009). Also, some researchers examine the role 

of community in defining school-community relationships via formal politics such as the 

role and influence of community-elected local school boards (e.g., Land, 2002). In 

addition, efforts such as Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children’s Zone and initiatives such 

as The Promise Neighborhoods tend to re-examine inter-agency relationships in 

considering how various service providers can “wrap-around” students and their families 

to provide social, emotional, and cognitive supports. The assumption being that schools 

alone cannot meet the needs of students from less-advantaged backgrounds. Such 

examples provide insights into expanded conceptions of school-community relationships 

and more specifically, the roles of a wider array of actors and their individual and/or 

collective influence over the nature of school-community relationships. 

Still, there is an important narrative that is all but missing from the corpus of work 

on school-community relationships. The perspectives of students themselves are rarely 

heard. Children move between multiple communities—both inside and outside the 

school—and are, therefore, mediators of school-community relationships. Many teachers 

and other educational professionals (EPs) that reside outside of the geographic school 

community (i.e., school attendance area) learn about the community from their students. 
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Parents/guardians, on the other hand, acquire most of their information about the school 

from their children, since most parents spend limited (if any) time in their child(ren)’s 

school. This study is designed to create a space for students—those moving between and 

across community boundaries—to voice their perspectives about what matters to them in 

their community(ies), particularly regarding their out-of-school learning experiences. In 

addition, it explores the perspectives of educational professionals on the “front lines” 

who have the power to validate or deny, either intentionally or unintentionally, the skills, 

knowledge, and experiences students carry with them from space to space.  

Research Questions and Significance 

In this study I explore the following research questions: 
 

1. How do students interpret and understand their in-school and out-of-school 
learning experiences? 

 
2. How do teachers interpret and understand children’s lives out of school and how 

their out-of-school lives contribute to their in-school lives? 
	
In order to answer these questions, I employed an interpretive qualitative case 

study design (rooted in the tenets of grounded theory) that documented the voices and 

experiences of 78 fifth graders and their teachers from Elston Elementary School, a one-

way Spanish immersion school located in a large Midwestern city. In collaboration with 

the three teachers, I designed a photovoice assignment; in essence, students took home 

their district-issued iPads over the course of 4-5 days to take photographs around a series 

of four prompts (e.g., What do you love about your community? What don’t you love? 

Where and what do you learn in your community?) Students narrated their photographs 

via short captions and in some instances, shared their photographs with their class and 

teacher. The research design and methodology are explained in detail in Chapter 3.  
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Here, I briefly outline three ideas—bridging cultural difference and (potential 

misunderstanding), attending to assets rather than deficits, and increasing student voice. 

The importance of bridging cultural difference and attending to children’s assets in the 

classroom is at the core of theories of culturally relevant and culturally authentic 

pedagogies. Further, such theories provide the framework for much of the racial equity 

professional learning work at Elston Elementary. As such, I explain in more detail in 

Chapter 2 how I used the work of Ladson-Billings (1995) and others to guide this project. 

Lastly, I bring in a brief overview of the work on student voice in order to highlight the 

significance of creating a space for student voice. 

The knowledge gap. Educators often work in one community and live in another, 

particularly in city contexts. Also, given that the teaching force is predominately White, 

middle-class, monolingual (English) and female, research suggests that students bring 

cultural knowledge with them to school that differs from that of their teacher (Sleeter, 

2001). A potential consequence of this disconnect is that practitioners struggle to 

effectively situate the “academic stuff” of purchased curricula, state standards, and 

standardized assessments in the lived realities of their students. Another potential 

consequence of differences across students’ and teachers’ cultures is that there may be 

different norms and assumptions about what it means to “do” school. Or, further yet, 

educators may rely on inaccurate assumptions or generalizations about a student or group 

of students in an effort to “fill in” gaps in their own understanding. Such disconnects 

and/or misconceptions between the ways of being at school and the ways of being in 

students community(ies) have the potential to strain the development of a supportive 
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classroom (and school) culture, which research identifies, along with academic press, as a 

leading factor affecting student learning outcomes (Joseph Murphy & Torre, 2014).  

Ample research regarding effective teaching of diverse students (e.g., 

racially/ethnically, socioeconomically) suggests educators must intentionally attend to 

cultural differences (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings & Ladson-Billings, 1995; Ladson-

Billings, 2006) and related power dynamics (i.e., in particular settings certain social 

norms and ways of being and knowledge are privileged over others) (Gay, 2002; Ladson-

Billings, 2006). Further, several researchers argue that teachers must move beyond a 

general awareness of students’ cultural communities; they claim that teachers should 

intentionally value and validate students’ out-of-school experiences within the formal 

school setting (Delpit, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1995). The question then becomes, how do 

educators authentically learn about their students’ out-of-school lives, and more 

specifically, the skills, knowledge, and experiences students bring with them into the 

classroom? This study attempts to look at how students might contribute to their teachers’ 

cultural understanding. 

Assets approach. Researchers have historically approached youth studies via a 

deficit model. Since the early 1990s, however, the literature around developmental assets2 

has increased. A developmental asset is defined as “an agent or characteristic of the 

individual or his/her developmental ecologies (e.g., family, peer group, neighborhood, 

school, community) that is related to the increased probability of positive outcomes” 

(Benson, Scales, & Syvertsen, 2011p. 204). Two key hypotheses emerging from this 

work are applicable here: 1) Developmental assets are additive in nature. That is, an 

																																																								
2 The bulk of this research draws upon Search Institutes inventories of youth assets, which outlines 40 
assets organized into various subcategories (see e.g., Benson, Scales, and Syvertson, 2011). 
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accumulation of assets is associated with increased positive outcomes (across a range of 

indicators of well-being) and a decrease in risky behaviors, and 2) These findings hold 

true when taking into account a range of demographic indicators (e.g., race/ethnicity and 

sex) (Benson, Scales, Leffert, & Blyth, 2010). Thus, researchers in this field advocate 

that explicit attention be poured into developing youth assets. While the work of Benson, 

et al., focuses in specifically on 40 developmental assets, the work of Luis Moll and 

colleagues (e.g., 1992) illustrates the value of educators building their understanding of 

the many funds of knowledge children access in their unique communities and the related 

skills and knowledge they bring into their classrooms. In this study, the photovoice 

assignment is a tool by which students can identify and share about opportunities for 

learning (i.e., acquiring assets) across their community(ies). 

Student voice. In the late 1980s a new student voice movement emerged 

(Rudduck, 2007, p. 589). Fielding (2006) referred to this ‘new wave’ of student voice 

initiatives as the deliberate involvement of students in a variety of school activities (p. 

299). Giroux (1986) called for a return to Deweyian principles of schools as democratic 

spaces; he argued that current school structures function to reproduce existing social 

inequities and legitimize the dominant culture and social order. He proposed that schools 

be “reconceived and reconstituted as ‘democratic counterpublic spheres’” (p. 66). He 

continued by stating, “schools will have to be characterized by a pedagogy that 

demonstrates its commitment to engaging the views and problems that deeply concern 

students in their everyday lives” (p. 66). While student voice can refer to a variety of 

levels of engagement (see Lodge, 2005), a distinction offered by Rudduck (2007) 

between student perspectives and student voice, provides a working definition of the term 
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student voice. Rudduck (2007) explained that while those interested in student 

perspectives might consider students as sources of information for improving the 

educational system to which they belong, those interested in student voice,  

…usually take on the serious and significant task of eliciting and presenting the 

experiences and views of groups on the margins, thereby helping them to move 

from silence and invisibility to influence and visibility. Such works implies a 

deeper review of students’ roles and status in schools at various levels and in 

various arenas (p. 591). 

Mitra (2007) added that increasing student voice is synonymous with increasing student 

decision-making and authority within the school (p. 737).  

Levin (2000) claimed, “Even though all the participants in education will say that 

schools exist for students, students are still treated almost entirely as the objects of 

reform” (p. 155). Further, Roberts and Nash (2009) pointed out that while students are 

the majority within school organizations, they are often “passive recipients of policy and 

practice” (p. 174) and have little opportunity to actively engage in school reform 

initiatives. Rudduck (2007) argued that including students’ voices, for example, explicitly 

asking them what helps them learn or what obstacles interfere with their learning will 

support reform work (p. 588). Along with arguments that purposefully designing 

structures to engage student agency in authentic3 ways can bolster school reform efforts 

(see Levin, 2007; Rudduck 2007; Lodge 2005), the literature also suggests that such work 

can result in a more democratic and engaging learning environment (see Rudduck, 2007) 

																																																								
3 I used the term authentically, because researchers described the potential for negative consequences to 
emerge (i.e. disengagement) when students’ voices are “listened to but not really heard” (Rudduck, 2007, 
p.595); that is, their “involvement was token” (p. 168), but had no real impact on the organization (Levin, 
2007). 
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and better prepares students for active citizenship (see Rudduck, 2007). In this study, the 

teachers and I took a small step in this direction by asking that students construct the 

narratives of their communities by sharing photographs and/or drawings they created to 

represent, for example, spaces they love (and do not love), where they learn, and where 

they feel safe and cared for in their community(ies). 

 Through this study, I began exploring an area of school-community relationships 

less understood in the current scholarly literature—the role of students as agents in 

linking their worlds outside of school with those inside the school. How might we begin 

with the students’ community(ies)? How do school practitioners make sense of the 

information gained via these school-community linkages? This research begins this 

conversation and points to future research possibilities.  

Overview of Chapters 

 In Chapter 2, I provide an in-depth literature review of current conceptualizations 

of school-community relationships. I draw primarily on four bodies of literature. 

Research on 1) learning and youth development, 2) school improvement and 

effectiveness, 3) organizations, and 4) neighborhoods and community development. I 

organize the discussion in terms of school-based practice perspectives, organization-level 

perspectives, and neighborhood and community development perspectives. I then provide 

a description of key sociological constructs and organizational and pedagogical theories 

that inform this study. 

In Chapter 3, I elaborate on the details of the research methodology, including the 

selection of the case sites and participants, strategies for data collection and analysis, as 
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well as a few brief comments regarding researcher positionality, ethical considerations, 

and research limitations. 

In Chapter 4, I outline key findings from the children’s perspectives. I start with a 

brief introduction to the student participants. I then present and describe three central 

claims based on student interview, student photograph, and classroom observation data: 

• Children inconsistently defined learning beyond the school walls 
  

• Children appreciated connectedness and even more specifically, social networks 
 

• Children valued opportunities to minimize the distance between their in-school 
and out-of-school lives 
 
In Chapter 5, I describe key findings from the teachers’ perspectives—outlining 

each teacher’s perspectives on school-community relations, student learning outside of 

school, and reflections on the Community Exploration Project (CEP). I close the chapter 

with a brief discussion of some of the common themes that emerged from each teacher’s 

story. 

Finally, in Chapter 6, I summarize the study and answer each of the three guiding 

research questions in turn. I follow with a general discussion of findings and then 

describe implications for research, theory, policy and practice. Lastly, I underscore the 

most salient conclusions from this study. 
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Chapter Two 

Review of Literature 

	
The fates of urban schools and communities are linked,  

yet school reformers and community-builders typically act as if they are not. 
(Warren, 2005, p. 133) 

	
The purpose of this chapter is twofold. I first describe current conceptualizations 

of school-community relationships in the literature, specifically those linked (directly or 

indirectly) to improved student learning, engagement, and development. It is from this 

research review that I was able to draw attention to an area in the research less-explored, 

yet fruitful for continued research on school-community relationships; that is, little is 

known about the role of children as mediators of school-community relationships. 

Finally, I outline in more detail pedagogical, sociological and organizational theories and 

concepts that guided the research design and process and helped articulate the research 

findings. 

Introduction 

Before moving into the literature review, I first provide a brief historical 

perspective to illustrate that attention to school-community relationships is not new; 

rather, as this review will show, consideration of the potential of such relationships as 

supporting student learning, engagement, and development is increasing.  

Debates surrounding how and the extent to which schools should be connected to 

their community(ies) are well established. Sociologist Willard Waller (1932) highlighted 

the dilemma in the early 1900s when he wrote:  

School men have given some study to their own problems and could reasonably 

be expected to know more about them than outsiders do. Yet the community is 
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often wiser than the school, because the community is whole and the school is 

fragmentary. (p. 33) 

Waller went on to explain that schools are “prey to institutionalism” (p. 33), which can 

interfere with educators’ sense of purpose, while “…the community is sometimes wise 

with the knowledge of the complete life that surpasses the knowledge of the schools” (p. 

33). He added, “The less the discontinuity between the life of the school and the life of 

the world outside, the better will be the training for life which the school gives to its 

students” (p. 35). Waller articulated that one’s relation to the community outside the 

school has implications for his/her work within the school. For example, families’ social 

standings have implications for students’ social interactions within the school—with 

peers and teachers. In addition, teachers’ familiarity with and perceptions of the 

community in which they live have implications for their work inside the school. Even 

earlier, Dewey (1916) cautioned against formal education eroding our belief in the value 

of informal learning, “As formal teaching and training grow in extent, there is the danger 

of creating an undesirable split between the experience gained in more direct associations 

and what is acquired in school” (p. 9). Honig, Kahne, & McLaughlin (2001) outlined 

specific examples of educators throughout the 20th century that went out of their way to 

link the schools in which they worked to the community (pp. 1002). In sum, sociological 

and educational thinkers have been both troubled and intrigued by the roles and 

responsibilities of educational institutions within our larger social structures. In this 

analysis, however, the focus is on contemporary conceptualizations of school-community 

relationships.  
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Organizing Framework for Studying School-Community Relations 

I draw on four primary bodies of literature: Research on 1) learning and youth 

development, 2) school improvement and effectiveness, 3) organizations, and 4) 

neighborhoods and community development. As the arguments presented in each 

research arena are not mutually exclusive, I organize them as school-based practice 

perspectives, organization-level perspectives, and neighborhood and community 

development perspectives4. 

School-Based Practice Perspectives on Schools and Communities 

Many scholars have explored school-based practices that engage communities and 

contribute to student learning and development. Here, I first summarize key studies on 

individuals’ practices and learning as related to school-community relationships, 

including both teacher and formal leader perspectives. I then describe some influential 

pieces on school- and district-wide approaches for connecting schools and communities. 

Focus on professionals’ practices and professional learning. Researchers such 

as Luis Moll and colleagues (e.g., 1992), Lisa Delpit (e.g., 1986), Kathryn Riley (2013), 

and Muhammad Khalifa (2012) call upon educational professionals to not only 

appreciate, but also learn about and from the lived experiences of the students with whom 

they work. Aligned with what Driscoll & Goldring (2005) referred to as the “new science 

of learning” (p. 65), these researchers start from the assumptions that it is only with the 

																																																								
4 I realize and appreciate that the research corpuses of those referenced in this analysis are extensive. It is 
likely that their work has (to varying degrees) contributed to our knowledge of school-level practices, 
organizational theories, and community and neighborhood development. Here, however, I focus in on what 
the research reviewed for this initial analysis reveals about the role of school-community relationships in 
school and community improvement efforts most generally, and student learning, engagement, and 
development more specifically. 
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knowledge of the social worlds of their students that they can design and support 

meaningful and effective learning environments. 

While first defined by anthropologist Eric Wolf (1996; cited in Hogg, 2011, p. 

669), here, I draw on a more recent definition of the funds of knowledge (FoK) concept 

outlined by Luis Moll and colleagues (1992) who employed the concept to their work 

with schools; they described FoK as, “pertaining to the social, economic, and productive 

activities of people of a local region” (p. 139).Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez (1992) 

used interpretive and critical theory paradigms in their investigations of teachers’ 

learning and practices. Their project—a collaboration between educators and 

anthropologists—was based on the assumption that children, including those from less-

advantaged backgrounds, have access to cultural assets and cognitive resources or “funds 

of knowledge” outside of school. They assumed that educators can build on this 

knowledge for more effective and “innovative” pedagogies in school (p. 132). Their 

participatory approach partnered anthropologists with teachers to collect and interpret 

data about students’ out-of-school activities. As researchers, the anthropologists began to 

explore how the teachers-as-partners in learning model informed instructional practices in 

ways that enhance student learning.  

Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez (1992) focused on one teacher-anthropologist 

partnership and highlighted the three findings from the project: 1) The knowledge about 

students’ out-of-school experiences was contributing to “promising instructional 

activities” (p. 139) that involved stronger linkages across students’ social contexts and 

increased levels of student agency, 2) the teacher-as-learner role resulted in more 

“symmetric relationship[s]” (p. 139) between professional educators and families, and 3) 
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the teachers developed more sophisticated understandings of students’ experiences 

resulting in “seeing beyond stereotypes” (p. 136). Thus, they argued the teacher-as-

researcher role is both “feasible and useful” (p. 139).  

Moll and his colleagues have further developed the “funds of knowledge” concept 

moving it into more specific content areas, such as mathematics (González, Andrade, 

Civil, & Moll, 2001). Throughout their work, communities are conceptualized as the 

places and individuals with whom a child interacts; all providing resources and 

knowledge that can function as a spring board for students’ in-school learning. Educators 

must access and appreciate rather than deny these resources.  

Delpit’s (1988) work is more deeply rooted in critical theory, but also draws on 

ethnographic experience to argue that power and silence have excluded many 

marginalized communities’ voices from educational policy discussions. Delpit used the 

skills versus process literacy instruction debate to illustrate how these educational 

conversations tend to exclude or misunderstand voices of less powerful individuals, 

which she referred to as the “silenced dialogue” (p. 282). Using illustrative quotations 

from research participants and colleagues, Delpit described the “culture of power” (p. 

282), or a series of rules for accessing power, that can (re)strain open learning dialogues. 

She called for educators to become ethnographers to better understand and appreciate the 

realities of others (p. 297). She argued that educators must better understand society’s 

unequal power structures and develop their capacity to value students’ experiences and 

“expertness”. At the same time, she argued for explicitly teaching students the “codes [of 

the culture of power] necessary for fully participating in the mainstream of American 

life” (p. 296)—this will in turn enhance learning for students from non-dominant 
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communities. In her conclusion, Delpit (1988) named teachers as being critical players in 

attending to the “culture of power,” yet was less explicit about how they go about doing 

this.  

In a later publication, based primarily in her work as a teacher and teacher 

educator, Delpit (2006) outlined 10 precepts for guiding educators’ attitudes and actions 

for improved student outcomes in urban schooling contexts. She explained, for example, 

the importance of raising expectations for student learning, challenging “racist societal 

views of the competence and worthiness of children and their families” (p. 224), and 

building on strengths and knowledge students bring with them into the classroom. While 

not explicitly mentioning the “culture of power,” she emphasized the necessity for 

educators to shift from a deficit-oriented attitude of students’ out-of-school experiences 

to one that values the skills and knowledge students bring into the classroom. Similar to 

Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez (1992), this shift is a precursor to improved student 

learning, engagement, and development outcomes.   

Khalifa (2012) and Riley (2013) also drew upon interpretivist and critical 

perspectives in their work. They, however, focused more readily on school leadership 

practices than teachers’ practices. Khalifa conducted a 2-year ethnographic study in 

Urban Alternative High School (UAHS) and its greater community. Khalifa began with 

the assumption that principals can extend their leadership beyond the school’s walls in 

ways that result in improved student learning and behavioral outcomes; his primary goal 

was to explore how this happens.  
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Khalifa (2012) built on earlier empirical studies (e.g, Siddle-Walker, 1993) that 

called attention to the significance of historically Black models of school leadership5 and 

suggested that particular principal practices, (such as purposeful school and community 

goal alignment and community advocacy work) resulted in a high-level of trust in the 

principal. Khalifa referred to this set of leadership practices as “community-based school 

leadership.” Further, he analyzed interviews, student surveys, and school level data from 

UAHS and comparison schools in concluding that the leadership practices he 

documented, albeit indirectly, supported positive social and academic outcomes for 

students. Khalifa noted, “One of the most striking findings in this research is the positive 

educational identities that became available to students after attending UAHS” (p. 455). 

He called for rethinking traditional school leadership models—a re-New-ed paradigm—

that often espouse more rigid or school-based approaches to school-community relations 

by exploring what can be learned from historical Black models of leadership, especially 

the potential of a more community-based, shared-power approach. 

While the works of Moll et al. (1992), Delpit (1986; 1988; 2006) and Khalifa 

(2012) are based in the United States, Riley (2013) provided an international perspective 

having collected data in the U.S., Great Britain, and South Africa. Another distinguishing 

feature of Riley’s work, as compared to that of Khalifa is that Riley defined leadership as 

existing across and through the practices of individuals; that is, her work is based in a 

more distributed model of leadership.  

																																																								
5 Historically Black models of school leadership refer to the leadership style described in “pre-Brown all-
Black schools” (Khalifa, 2012, p. 456) in which principals acted as a bridge between schools and the 
community. The work of schools was intricately connected with the goals of the greater community 
through a more shared-power framework. This model stands in contrast to more traditional models in 
which schools operate separately from the greater community and assume a more “power-over” or 
hierarchical role in the community; that is, schools are positioned as the “experts” in issues of student 
learning and development. 
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Riley’s (2013) work is based on several research endeavors and includes data 

collected in over 100 schools, from over 300 school leaders and 700 young people. It is, 

however, primarily through children’s voices that Riley depicted leadership practices that 

create environments that foster a sense of connectedness, belonging, and security (with 

the assumption that such environments best support student learning, engagement, and 

development); she referred to this as transforming space into place. Recognizing the 

challenges of this work, Riley explained, 

Perceived and actual differences created by power, money, gender, ethnic origin 

not only shape daily encounters but also future beliefs and possibilities. If young 

people are to gain from living in the city, and contribute to what that city can 

become, they need to feel that they can shape it. (p. 35) 

She argued that school leaders can play a large role in helping students, particularly those 

from less-advantaged communities find a sense of place. 

In discussing the Leadership on the Front Line Research Project, conducted from 

2003-2009 in the United Kingdom, Riley highlighted that school leaders needed “to take 

a broader perspective on school leadership and to reach beyond, beneath, and within the 

micro-politics of the school” (p. 47). This finding corroborated her belief that leadership 

practices must reflect local contextual factors, which she referred to as “leadership of 

place.” This leadership concept, similar to what Goldring & Sullivan (1996) referred to as 

“environmental leadership,” extends the notion of “community-based school leadership” 

described by Khalifa (2012). In addition to promoting pedagogical approaches based in 

children’s experiences and actively diffusing unjust power dynamics, Riley highlighted 

the role of leaders in building connections—facilitating the development of social 
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capital—across and among students, their families, and their schools. Riley described 

evidence from various locality studies that substantiate that “leadership of place” 

practices support improved academic and social outcomes for students. 

Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez (1992), Delpit (1986; 1988; 2006), Khalifa 

(2012), and Riley (2013) conceptualized school-community relationships in terms of 

what educational professionals can and should do to connect with external stakeholders 

as a means for improving their practice. Moll et al.’s search for innovative instructional 

practices, Delpit’s call to attend explicitly to power, Khalifa’s “Re-New-ed leadership 

paradigm,” and Riley’s belief that “leaders of place frequently operate outside the more 

conventional codes of behavior expected of school leaders” (p. 104), suggest a need to 

rethink the work of educational professionals so as to reflect the situated nature of 

learning across complex and often inequitable social systems. 

I have not attended to the multitude of more specific pedagogical approaches to 

linking schools with communities—those that send students out into the community (e.g., 

service learning, community service, field trips) or those that bring the community into 

the school (e.g., artists-in-residence programs, book mobiles, guest speakers, volunteer 

programs). I assume that individuals involved in such programs/projects value the 

potential for improving student learning outcomes by creating explicit links across 

students’ many social worlds. So, I focused this literature review on perspectives or 

philosophies (based in empirical evidence) as to why such linkages matter rather than 

specific practices. 

Focus on school systems and structures. Another approach is to conceptualize 

school-community relationships in terms of district-level or school-wide practices; the 
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authors here advocate systems and structures for developing and sustaining relationships 

between schools and external stakeholders that support student learning, engagement, and 

development. 

The seminal work of sociologist Joyce Epstein on school-based approaches to 

school-community relationships dates back several decades. Based primarily in her early 

studies adhering to post-positivistic paradigmatic assumptions6, she developed the theory 

of Overlapping Spheres of Influence, which, grounded in ecological perspectives of 

human development, draws attention to the role of schools in creating greater alignment 

across students’ social worlds—home, school, and community (see Epstein, 2011, pp. 31-

35 for discussion of the theory). She and her colleagues created the Six Types of 

Involvement Framework—parenting, communicating, volunteering, learning at home, 

decision-making, and collaborating with community (see Epstein, 2011, p. 46 for 

framework overview)—that outlines practices by which schools can tighten this 

alignment. Her subsequent work (as well as that of several of her colleagues) has evolved 

into, for example, practitioner handbooks (e.g,. Epstein et al., 2009) and the National 

Network of Partnership Schools (NNPS), a national network of schools engaged in 

school-family-community partnership work. These resources call for schools to organize 

an in-school team devoted to developing and implementing partnership plans for 

supporting specific school goals. Epstein and her colleagues continue to deepen empirical 

evidence. Their research explores relationships between six types of involvement and 

student outcomes, such as standardized assessment scores and attendance rates. They also 

																																																								
6While Epstein called for a range of methodological approaches in deepening our understanding of school-
family-community partnerships work (Epstein, 2011, pp. 58-60), much of Epstein’s early empirical work is 
based in large-scale survey data sets, that included teachers, parents, and students. Using statistical 
analyses, she and colleagues explored associations between particular school-based partnering activities 
and desired outcomes with the goal of generalizing the learnings for use in other contexts (p. 91). 
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investigate how school and district leadership practices can influence school-wide 

programs for parent and community involvement in schools (Epstein, Galindo, & 

Sheldon, 2011; Sanders & Harvey, 2002; also see research reviews in Epstein et al., 

2009).  

Epstein’s work has been criticized for too narrowly defining school-community 

relationships in terms of parent engagement (e.g., Schutz, 2006); she herself 

acknowledged the importance of expanding investigations to include school, family, 

community partnerships.  (Epstein, 2011, p. 43). Even with this enlarged frame, Epstein’s 

work primarily conceptualizes school-community relationships as structures and systems 

created within schools to connect with external stakeholders (primarily parents) in ways 

that support increased community engagement for realizing schools’ student learning and 

behavior goals. 

 One of Epstein’s colleagues, Mavis Sanders, (2009) conducted a longitudinal 

qualitative case study to better understand school districts’ roles in facilitating and/or 

supporting school-community relationships. Focusing in on data collected in one district 

from 2005-2007, Sanders described how parents from across schools formed a 

community-based organization (CBO) as a means of exerting more influence within the 

district (in ways they deemed meaningful) (p. 1703). At the same time, the district’s 

Office of Community Relations was losing resources due to tightening budgets. The 

result was the formation of a collaboration between the district and the CBO with support 

from the external National Network of Partnership Schools. Sanders found that the 

collaboration resulted in sustained positive outcomes over a period of 10 years, including, 

for example, the development and implementation of a variety of school-community 
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partnership activities (e.g., parent leadership training). While Sanders focused on the 

district perspective—its primary roles and responsibilities—she reported that both 

organizations were successful in attaining their goals. The school-community relationship 

was likely understood differently across stakeholder groups. District leaders understood 

the CBO as a support for maintaining a series of practices they valued, but no longer had 

the capacity to organize on their own. The CBO, on the other hand, gained access and 

influence they felt they were not privy to prior to the formalized relationship, and 

families benefited from the learning opportunities offered as a result of the collaboration. 

Other groups of researchers and practitioners in school reform and youth 

advocacy place less emphasis on particular student academic and behavior goals; instead, 

they advocate a holistic approach to student learning and development, which includes 

family well-being. Often referred to as “full service schools” (e.g., Dryfoos, 1994; 2005), 

these models diverge slightly from  Epstein’s school-centric approach. Working from the 

adage schools cannot do it alone, researchers and practitioners suggest schools partner 

with, for example, a local eye clinic, food shelter, and/or law office to stream-line service 

delivery in ensuring families’ overall health and well-being. The breadth of such 

networks and the extent to which collaborations truly alter existing service delivery 

structures or instead result in existing structures operating in parallel to one another vary 

greatly (McMahon, Ward, Pruett, Davidson, & Griffith, 2000; Driscoll & Kerchner, 

1999). Schutz (2006) has criticized some school-partnership or full-service models for 

assuming a deficit-view of the community. One response to this critique is found in the 

community school model (Blank, Melaville, & Shah, 2003). Similar to full-service 

schools, the definition of a community school is attentive to the many ways in which 
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local contexts can develop frameworks that fit their needs—this may emerge from a more 

school-centric approach or it might originate in the greater community and be designed to 

address larger communal goals.  

The driving assumption behind all efforts, whether school-centric or community-

centric, is that students cannot perform well in school until their (and their families’) 

basic needs are met and that schools are where most children and their families can be 

most easily found. Further, they argue that effective collaboration among social service 

agencies and professionals can better ensure individual and family needs are met.  

Recent policy initiatives inspired by Geoffrey Canada’s Harlem Children’s Zone, 

or cradle to career approaches for improving children’s learning outcomes could be 

described as another iteration of the community school perspective. Similar is the US 

Department of Education’s (USDE) Promise Neighborhoods initiative (a competitive 

grant program); eligible organizations can create a plan for a “continuum of solutions” 

that will significantly improve student learning and development within a targeted 

geographic area (see USDE website). Eligible non-profits or universities can apply, and 

the program requires a certain amount of participation from the broader community. All 

of these approaches are premised on the notion that building deeper connections between 

individuals within the community—developing social capital—can have positive 

consequences for families’ and their children’s well-being. The availability of research 

that suggests that these community-centered programs will have the desired impact in 

still, however, limited. The extent to which schools alter systems and structures so as to 

enable more “authentic participation” (see Anderson, 1998) within and across such 

collaborations and further support the development of individuals’ social capital varies. 
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Some of the approaches (at least in part) have origins outside the schools walls. 

Conceptualizations of school-community relationships that originate outside schools’ 

walls, including those that overtly attend to power, will be discussed in more depth in the 

section on neighborhood and community development perspectives. 

 Summary of school-based practice perspectives. Common themes as well as 

notable differences emerge throughout the overview of district-level and school-based 

perspectives. First, all adhere to the general assumption that greater coherence across 

students’ social worlds can result in improved learning outcomes. In addition, most 

promote approaches to school-community relationships that primarily originate within 

the school organization. A significant difference is that the work of Moll, Amanti, Neff, 

& Gonzalez (1992), Delpit (1986; 1988; 2006), Khalifa (2012), and Riley (2013) 

highlights that productive school-community relationships require school professionals 

attend to the historically- and culturally-rooted power differentials inherent in U.S. 

institutions. In the work of Sanders (2009), Epstein (e.g., 2011), Dryfoos (1994; 2005), 

and Blank, Melaville, & Shah (2003), on the other hand, issues of power surface less 

forcefully (e.g., in addressing the importance of ground-up planning and implementation 

strategies versus more traditional7 top-down/hierarchical models or intentional efforts to 

work with families from all backgrounds). A second difference is that the primary unit of 

study in the work of Moll et al., Delpit, Riley, and Khalifa is at the individual level, 

whereas the work of Epstein (and her colleagues), Dryfoos, and Blank et al. tends to 

focus on broader district- or school-wide structures and systems. 

																																																								
7 More traditional conceptualizations of school-community relationships are characterized as primarily school-centric; 
that is, they tend to originate within the school and align almost exclusively with school initiatives or goals. Examples 
include Parent-Teacher Organizations (PTOs), site-councils, and parent-teacher conferences. Power dynamics tend to 
favor educational professionals. 



26  

Organization-Level Perspectives on Schools and Communities 

The school focused approaches somewhat blur into the work of those in the field 

of organizational studies. However, scholars who are identified with this perspective give 

less attention to the practices of relationship building and collaboration and instead 

school-community relationships in terms of organizational health and fitness or 

effectiveness. Both organizational network theories and neo-institutional theories are 

useful in thinking about how schools are situated in a broader context that has 

implications for organizational efficiency and effectiveness. Previous reviews have 

identified at least seven approaches or frameworks for conceptualizing inter-

organizational relationships (Nordgren, 2009); here, I focus in on two approaches to 

illustrate how organizational theories might contribute to our understanding of school-

community relationships. In addition, empirical studies of school effectiveness and 

improvement describe links between school organizations and external stakeholders that 

have implications for school reform. 

Focus on organizational theories. Decades ago, Pfeffer & Salancik (1978) 

argued that researchers should attend more to contextual factors and the external 

environment that influences organizations, particularly organizations or groups that 

provide resources and/or other supports. They defined effectiveness as, “an external 

standard of how well an organization is meeting the demands of the various groups and 

organizations that are concerned with its activities” (p. 453), and stated, “Our position is 

that organizations survive to the extent that they are effective” (p. 449). While they 

clearly articulated a sense of dependency between an organization and its environment, 

they also described a degree of loose-coupling across organizations, which results in 
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environmental impacts being “felt only imperfectly” (p. 454). This provides space and 

opportunity for organizations to take on agentic roles; they can, for example, make 

conscious decisions about how to gather and process information about their 

environments and subsequently how (if at all) to respond.  

 The work of Meyer & Rowan (1977) is consistent with Pfeffer & Salancik's 

(1978) notion that external environmental factors influence organizational behavior. 

Whereas Pfeffer and Salancik described the agentic nature of organizations within an 

interdependent network of resource exchange and support, Meyer and Rowan 

emphasized a more (re)strained role, arguing that legitimacy is a pre-cursor to external 

support. They explained that particular practices and procedures “defined by prevailing 

rationalized concepts of organizational work” (p. 433) become institutionalized; as a 

result, organizations publically adopt institutionalized practices as a means for enhancing 

their standing to their external publics, often regardless of the efficiency with which such 

practices would support the technical core of the organization. Meyer and Rowan 

explained, “(…) the formal structures of many organizations in postindustrial society 

dramatically reflect the myths of their institutional environments instead of the demands 

of their work activities” (p. 433). They posited that legitimacy can foster both internal 

and external stakeholder commitment (p. 439). Under these assumptions, to an extent, 

organizational success is socially constructed. They described how inconsistencies often 

exist between the technical core of an organization and the institutionalized procedures 

and practices; this can lead to de-coupling and other patterns in organizational behavior 

and practices that function to resolve or hide any inconsistencies (as a means of 

maintaining legitimacy). 
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 In more recent discussions, Meyer and Rowan (e.g., Meyer & Rowan, 2006; 

Rowan, 2006) called for new analyses given the changing landscapes of US education 

(Rowan, 2006, p. 16). Here, I do not provide a complete analysis of how neo-institutional 

theories have evolved over the past four decades, but rather note a few points that are 

most relevant to the literature review. Rowan highlighted the growing set of actors and 

agencies within the societal sector, or what Arum (2000) referred to as social field, of 

schools and school districts. Stakeholders from private organizations and political groups, 

as well as students’ families are increasingly influential. He added that researchers must 

attend to how the various stakeholder groups form into networks of “governance and 

exchange” and how (if at all) these networks influence the “structure and functioning” of 

the individual organizations (p. 17). Meyer and Rowan (2006) also called attention to the 

particularly descriptive and structural functionalist approach to many early institutional 

analyses, which tended to overlook (or background) important cultural, historical, and 

temporal factors that influence organizations and organizational change. They stated that 

institutional analyses must explicitly attend to issues of power and conflict within and 

across various stakeholder groups. While theoretically and empirically useful, this line of 

research has had, to date, limited links to practice or the study of contemporary school 

change. Others have, however, made use of the ecological emphasis in more applied 

studies. 

Focus on school improvement and effectiveness. In addition to organizational 

theory perspectives, educational research on school improvement and effectiveness has 

identified school-community partnerships as an essential element of successful school 

improvement efforts. Bryk, Bender Sebring, Allensworth, Luppescu, & Easton (2010) 
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used a mixed-methods longitudinal research design to study both the organizational 

characteristics and social contexts of 22 elementary schools in Chicago engaged in school 

reform efforts. They presented their findings in terms of five essential supports for 

effective school improvement—school leadership, parent-community-school ties, 

professional capacity, student-centered learning climate, and instructional guidance8. 

They explained that school-community partnerships that 1) support families in supporting 

students, 2) build educators’ understandings of their students’ experiences across social 

systems, and 3) provide resources and supports for student learning and overall well-

being are critical to school improvement efforts (pp. 56-58). Additionally, they wrote: 

“…progress [toward school improvement goals] can begin along multiple 

alternative paths, and no one course is obviously best for all schools. How 

development starts and proceeds in any specific context will largely depend on the 

base capacity of that school, the characteristics of the community, and the 

particular interests and concerns of its leadership” (p. 67). 

Bryk et al. acknowledged the intricate web of internal and external factors that influence 

a school’s efforts to change, and in this way, echo the basic arguments of the institutional 

theorists above. 

Summary of organization-level perspectives. Organizational-level perspectives 

broaden the conceptualization of school-community relationships offered by more 

practice-based perspectives. All consider resource and knowledge exchange and 

stakeholder support. The latter, however, foregrounds the creation of specific 

																																																								
8 Within their book based on ten years of research with Chicago Public Schools, Bryk et al. (2010) 
thoroughly described their theoretical framework and subsequent methodological decisions. From their 
data, they outlined a framework for school reform; at its core are the five essential supports for school 
improvement (See Bryk et al, pp. 71-75 for in-depth discussion of five essential supports). 
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partnerships for enhancing student learning, engagement, and development while the 

former explains that school practices and behaviors are influenced (to varying degrees) 

by all relationships between the school and stakeholders (and networks of stakeholders) 

within its organizational field. This includes relationships with contracted service 

provides (e.g., transportation services), for example, that might be excluded from school-

based practice conceptions of school-community relationships. Researchers of 

organization-level perspectives draw attention to the fact that all relationships have 

implications for organizational efficiency and effectiveness. In school organizations this 

translates to, for example, financial stability and high levels of student performance (on 

various indicators). Extending even further, I now turn to conceptualizations of school-

community relationships that originate outside of the school. 

Community and Neighborhood Development Perspectives on Schools and 

Communities 

The researchers discussed here, while unique in research aims and approaches, all 

frame school-community relationships from an “outside-in” perspective as opposed to the 

more “inside-out” perspectives described above. Like others they assume that schools are 

one of many social institutions that affect students’ learning, engagement, and 

development. They, however, tend not to foreground schools’ goals and initiatives, but 

rather situate them in larger social goals. The research discussed here emerges out of 

sociological research on neighborhoods and education research on the political nature of 

school reform efforts. 

Focus on neighborhoods effects. Neighborhood effects research increased in the 

1990s as large data sets became more readily available. Working within the positivist 



31  

frame, researchers identified causal links between students’ household or neighborhood 

experiences and their in-school experiences (e.g., Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; 

Crane, 1991; Garner & Raudenbush, 1991). Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey (1998), for 

example, conducted a large-scale survey study to test several of the hypotheses of John 

Ogbu’s oppositional culture model (see Ogbu, 1987). Their findings disagreed with key 

elements of the oppositional culture model, leading them to claim that the gap in 

achievement outcomes between African Americans and other students cannot be solely 

explained by African Americans’ attitudes towards and beliefs about education. The 

cause, they proposed, is more likely due to the “material conditions” to which African 

American students are exposed which support “skills, habits, and styles” that are not 

valued by educators (p. 551)9. Studies that followed adhered to some positivistic 

assumptions, but yet sought to better understand the mechanisms that lead to the 

outcomes (identified in the earlier works).  

Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley (2002) succinctly described the purpose 

of neighborhood effects studies as building an understanding of “what makes places more 

or less healthy, especially for young people” (p. 444). Sampson et al. and others (like 

preceding studies) attempted to identify associations between particular structural 

neighborhood characteristics and individual behavior and academic outcomes using 

large-scale data sets (often gathered via surveys). In their research review, Leventhal & 

Brooks-Gunn (2000) analyzed what is known about which neighborhood socioeconomic 

status (SES), racial/ethnic diversity, and residential stability indicators are associated with 

student academic and behavioral outcomes. Evidence most strongly linked SES with 

																																																								
9 Their findings resonate with the work of Lisa Delpit (2006b) above who argued for an asset- rather than 
deficit-view of students’ out-of-school experiences. 
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particular outcomes; they highlighted the following findings as to why neighborhoods 

matter for youth: 

• Living in neighborhoods of higher socioeconomic status is positively 

associated with student academic indicators (p. 316) 

• Living in neighborhoods of lower socioeconomic status is negatively 

associated with student mental health indicators (p. 318) 

• Particular neighborhood socioeconomic indicators have been linked to 

adolescent sexual activity (p. 320) 

Sampson et al. similarly named concentrated disadvantage, affluence, and residential 

stability as neighborhood structural factors with clear links to individual outcomes (p. 

465).  

Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) also analyzed existing research on mediating 

factors. They claimed that most neighborhood effects researchers, whether taking a more 

sociological or ecological approach, assume that structural factors of neighborhoods (e.g., 

socioeconomic status) indirectly influence student academic and behavior outcomes or 

“operate through more proximal behaviors” (p. 323). The review provided a framework 

of “potential mechanisms through which neighborhoods influence children and youth” (p. 

323), which include institutional resources,  relationships, and norms/collective efficacy. 

Relatedly, Sampson et al. (2002) noted a “turn” in the 1990s toward moving beyond 

structural characteristics to social processes (p. 447). They also provided a framework of 

mechanisms, which contained three categories that overlap with Leventhal and Brooks-

Gunn, but included a fourth type they referred to as “routine activities” (p. 458) or 

patterns of social activities that influence children. Both groups of researchers identified 
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the strongest evidence for neighborhood norms/collective efficacy as influencing student 

outcomes. 

In addition to compiling important findings on structural factors and potential 

mediating processes, both Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) and Sampson, Morenoff, 

and Gannon-Rowley (2002) articulated the advantages and disadvantages of particular 

research methodologies. Here, I do not reproduce or summarize these discussions, but 

rather reference key points that contribute to an understanding of how school-community 

relationships are conceptualized in the neighborhood effects research. They argued the 

importance of methodologies that allow for parceling out variables and studying 

relationships across discrete variables. At the same time, the researchers appreciated the 

complexity of the relationships of individuals and social institutions as evidenced by their 

references to Urie Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model of human development (see 

Bronfenbrenner, 1977) as well as in their discussions of more contemporary research 

approaches.   

The researchers highlighted Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) conclusion that individuals 

both influence their context while at the same time are influenced by their context. This 

leads to a potential methodological challenge that (Sampson et al., 2002) referred to as 

the “simultaneity problem”—how to sort out what is the independent and what is the 

dependent variable(s) (p. 466). In addition, Sampson et al. argued that static models of 

analysis typical in neighborhood effects research risk “confound[ing] the potential 

importance of both long-term community influences and mediating developmental 

pathways” (p. 469). Similarly, models that focus only on the locality in which one resides 

may be overlooking the extent to which individuals’ activity patterns extend beyond and 
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are influenced by other neighborhoods. Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) articulated a 

similar concern in defining neighborhoods. While their review consists primarily of 

studies that rely on census data’s predefined neighborhood tracks, they stated, “[M]ore 

ethnographic accounts of neighborhoods emphasize the fact that individuals perceive 

boundaries differently” (p. 312). They identified more contemporary methods that 

attempt to operationalize neighborhoods in more natural ways (e.g., community surveys 

and systematic social observation). Sampson et al. stated, “…we need a deeper focus on 

cultural, normative, and collective-action perspectives that attach meaning to how 

residents frame their commitment to places” (p. 474). 

Also, drawing on Bronfenbrenner's (1979) ecological perspective, Miller (2012) 

employed geospatial information systems (GIS) technology to better understand the 

assets and characteristics of two neighborhoods (and specific blocks) within a single 

school district in Pittsburg, Pennsylvania. Drawing on existing research (e.g., Rothstein, 

2004), Miller argued that many factors that influence a student’s academic outcomes are 

located outside the school; he called for an expanded notion of “educational opportunity 

zones.” Miller identified several variables with established links to student educational 

outcomes. He organized them conceptually according to the five developmental systems 

identified in Bronfenbrenner’s model—microsystem, mesosystem/exosystem, and 

macrosystem/chronosystem (p. 198). Drawing from a variety of public data sources, 

Miller mapped each of the variables (e.g., poverty levels, neighborhood assets, youth 

crime) and found “striking discrepancies” across the two neighborhoods. One was 

particularly “less amenable to productive child development,” yet not without assets that 
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could support community development (p. 198). He called for expanded notions of 

appropriate educational structures; he wrote,  

While curriculum, pedagogy, and other school-based plans, policies, and 

programs are highly important, they must be joined and informed by structures 

that purposefully engage issues in children’s microsystems, mesosystems, 

exosystems, macrosystems, and chronosystems. Such structures include but 

transcend schools. (p. 213) 

The following educational researchers foreground the cultural, normative, and collective-

action perspectives in exploring the phenomenon of community organizing and public 

policy and its ties to desired child development outcomes. 

Power, schools, and community ecology. A number of scholars use a lens of 

social justice and equity to explore how student outcomes are linked to the 

neighborhoods and communities in which they are situated. Unlike the work on 

neighborhood effects, however, researchers such as Anyon (e.g., 1980), Warren (2005), 

Dennis Shirley (2010), and Mediratta, Shah, and McAlister (2009) intentionally 

foreground the ways in which uneven power distributions influence overall community 

development and capacity for improvement. Employing a range of research designs 

(including both qualitative and quantitative approaches) and guided largely by 

phenomenology and critical theory perspectives, these researchers described and 

problematized the flow of power and other resources across individuals, groups, and 

networks within a community engaged in change efforts. 

Anyon (2005) argued that the success of school improvement efforts is largely 

dependent on macroeconomic policies that result in unequal access to, for example, fair 
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wages and public transportation. Such policies impact individual, family, and community 

stability and well-being. She wrote, 

[L]ow achieving urban schools are not primarily a consequence of failed 

education policy, or urban family dynamics, as mainstream analysts and public 

policies typically imply. Failing public schools in cities are, rather, a logical 

consequence of the U.S. macroeconomy—and the federal and regional policies 

and practices that support it. (p. 2) 

Anyon carefully articulated narratives based in historical analyses and more 

contemporary research, as well as economic and political statistics, to depict the nuanced 

relationship between education and other public policy. She called for a unified social 

movement, and more specifically, for education to be at its center. She wrote, “It 

[education policy] must join the world of communities, families, and students; it must 

advocate for them and emerge from their urgent realities” (p. 199). Anyon outlined 

effective characteristics of existing social movements (e.g., community organizing, 

progressive labor unions, living wage movement) and existing theories of social 

movement (see pp. 154-164), to create a more dynamic and capable movement. 

Anyon (2005) argues that education and educational professionals should be 

located at the center of a movement for social justice. She has noted, for example, that 

many individuals inflicted by unjust macroeconomic policies have children in under-

funded or underperforming city schools and that educators “are in an excellent position to 

build a constituency for economic and educational change in urban communities” (p. 

179). Also, educational professionals can function as “bicultural brokers” that “can 

contribute important resources and knowledge to that which students and families already 
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possess” (p. 180). Drawing on several empirical studies, Anyon summarized how 

coalitions and collaborations between community members and educators can result in 

improved outcomes for students by, for example, decreasing mobility and increasing 

levels of trust among stakeholders. This leads into the work of Warren (2009), Mediratta 

et al. (2009) and Shirley (2010), all of whom provide a more detailed look at community 

organizing for education, or education organizing. 

Warren (2005) and Warren, Hong, Rubin, & Uy (2009) introduced the role of 

community organizing for education improvement. Warren (2005) argued that 

community-school relationships matter and developed a typology of ways in which 

schools and communities have worked together in recent decades. Like Anyon (2005), 

Warren (2005) assumed that educational improvement is inextricably linked to larger 

social issues and offers four rationales for attending to school-community relationships:  

• Children cannot be expected to learn if their basic needs are not met. This is a 

critical argument of those advocating for integrated services, full-service 

schools, and similar approaches (e.g., (Dryfoos, 1994). 

• If teachers lack knowledge of students’ out-of-school experiences, they will 

be less likely to provide adequate, engaging instruction for students. This 

sentiment is at the core of the work by Moll et al., (1992) and also resonates 

with that of Khalifa (2012) and Riley (2012). 

• Similar to point two, insufficient accurate information of students’ 

experiences can lead to stereotyped understandings that have negative 

consequences, particularly for students from non-dominant communities. 
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Here, Warren draws directly on the work of Delpit (1988) and her notion of 

the “culture of power” (see above).  

• Schools located in less affluent communities tend to have less access to 

resources than those located in more affluent communities. This argument has 

linkages with all approaches that advocate notions of resource acquisition 

(e.g., school- and district-based perspectives such as those put for by Joyce 

Epstein and colleagues, integrated-service models, as well as organizational 

theory perspectives).    

Based in these arguments, Warren contended that school-community collaborations can 

build political constituencies and civic capacity for positive change, increase children’s 

and families’ access to needed social services, increase productive family participation in 

the educational process, and alter the culture of teaching and learning in ways that leads 

to more socially just learning environments. 

 Warren (2005) developed a typology of school-community collaborations based 

on recent interventions: 1) The Service Model, 2) The Development Model, and 3) The 

Organizing Model (p. 139). Warren’s notion of the Service Model reflects the integrated 

services model. The Development Model describes the phenomena of community groups 

working with educational professionals to design and open new schools. Lastly, the 

Organizing Model includes educational organizing movements, which we will discuss in 

more detail below. Underlying each of these models is a social capital framework that is 

based on the resources and assets in community groups. He argued that each type of 

collaboration can have positive consequences for the amount of support families provide 

in the home, the amount of supports stakeholders’ bring into the school, the knowledge 
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educators have of their students’ lives (and as a result more effective teaching), and the 

creation of “coordinated action” among and across stakeholder groups (p. 166). Further, 

through the relational power frame, Warren named likely benefits as increased 

enthusiasm for and support of school reform, school reform efforts that reflect local 

historical, cultural, and political realities, and greater accountability to the public (p. 167). 

  Building on this work, Warren, Hong, Rubin, & Uy (2009) conducted three case 

studies—each rooted in one of the types of school-community collaborations described in 

Warren (2005) to explore how community-based organization-school collaborations can 

affect parent involvement. They looked specifically at relationships between parents and 

school personnel and among parents, leadership capacity of parents, and efforts to attend 

to existing power differentials (p. 2211). Warren and his colleagues developed a 

relational approach to parent/family involvement that considered parents as a collective 

rather than individuals and the collaboration as relationship-based rather than activity-

based. This sentiment resonates with the foundational assumptions of educational 

organizing.  

Through their work at the Annenberg Institute for School Reform at Brown 

University, Mediratta, Shah, & McAlister (2009) provided empirical evidence from 

several studies of both locally and nationally based organizations working on school 

reform—including both successes and challenges. Mediratta et al. (2009) used a multi-

site longitudinal study to understand the impacts of education organizing on educational 

institutions and student outcomes, and point more equitable distribution of resources 

across schools, increased attention (on part of school districts) to concerns of less 

advantaged families and community members, and improved school climate and 
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professional culture (p. 11) as well as impacts that extend beyond educational institutions.  

Their work highlights the development of leadership capacities and aspirations in the 

community, as well as increased cohesiveness (p. 140).  

Shirley (2010) examined the work of Mediratta et al., and others to situate the 

education organizing literature as a “new field of study in educational change” (p. 171). 

Shirley (2010) explained that education organizing differs from more traditional 

conceptualizations of school-community relationships in two important ways. First, 

education organizing has a “public-forming dimension” (p. 173) that moves away from 

traditional relationship models in which families and community members are largely 

positioned as “passive consumers” adhering to the school or district prescribed pathways 

for involvement. Second, more traditional models (e.g., Esptein’s model described above) 

“failed to address asymmetrical power relationships between communities and schools10” 

(p. 173). One important distinction between the work of Anyon (2005) and Shirley is that 

Anyon calls for a uniting of social movements with the educational institution and all 

relevant stakeholders at its center; Shirley, on the other hand, argued that education 

organizing is unique from social movements and advocacy work in that it is independent, 

non-partisan, and “…beholden to no special interest groups” (p. 174). Instead, education-

organizing groups “attack a broad array of community issues through multiracial, 

multiclass organizations that endure over time and that continually are reorganizing and 

expanding” (p. 174). Beyond this semantic dissonance, the “public-forming” and active 

redistribution of power that characterize Shirley’s conceptualization of education 

																																																								
10 It is worth noting that while the work of the researchers that focus on individuals’ practices (see discussion above of 
Moll et al., Khalifa, and Riley) do explicitly address unequal power distributions, their work is differentiated from that 
of education organizing in that it does not foreground what Shirley (2010) referred to as a “public-forming” component. 
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organizing align with those of both Anyon and Mediratta et al. (2009). While they all 

focused on the potential of education organizing, Shirley placed greater emphasis on the 

inherent tensions in education organizing work. He described three tensions in particular: 

1) that between the educational and political, 2) that between community goals and 

macro-level goals (e.g., state or national policy agendas), and 3) that between acquiring 

legitimacy while maintaining community representation (see discussion pp. 180-181).   

Summary of community development perspectives. Researchers in the 

“neighborhood effects” field describe statistically significant associations between 

particular neighborhood characteristics and student academic or behavioral outcomes 

(that are generalizable to larger populations), and more recently, are beginning to explore 

the mechanisms through which these associations exist. Ainsworth (2002) stated, 

“Clearly, knowing the degree to which neighborhood characteristics influence 

educational outcomes is important to our understanding the processes that reproduce 

social inequality” (p. 118). Miller (2012) utilized GIS technologies to map various 

community assets and argued for expanded notions of educational opportunity zones, 

building on the neighborhood effects literature. He concluded that in-school improvement 

efforts involving curricula and professional development, for example, must be “joined 

and informed” by the realities of the broad social systems children navigate (p. 213). 

Those studying community organizing provided examples of reforms and improvement 

efforts that originate outside the school organization. Researchers suggest that 

educational organizing grounded in sincere collaboration can result in better learning 

environments for children both in- and out-side the school building. The literature on 

educational organizing attempts to first problematize and then redefine or alter the social 
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processes of school-community linkages (that are inherently inequitable), rather than 

“prove” the linkages between schools and their neighborhoods exist. More specifically, 

work on community organizing stresses the importance of building connections among 

individuals that builds political and social capital for change efforts. 

Literature Review Summary 

In concluding the literature review portion of this chapter, I first acknowledge its 

incompleteness. I recognize there are researchers (e.g., Hands, 2005) as well as related 

topics (e.g., service-learning pedagogical programs/approaches) that are missing from 

this review. In addition, the majority of the works presented here are U.S. based; in other 

words, international perspectives are severely deficient. The goal, here, however, was not 

to cover all research on school-community relationships, but rather to portray the 

variation in how school-community relationships are conceptualized throughout 

contemporary literature. Further, while future iterations of this work might more readily 

attend to international sources, the review is informing a project that was carried out in a 

U.S. context. So, U.S.-based research seemed a fruitful starting point. 

Thus, I argue this literature review provides a sufficient landscape of school-

community relationship perspectives. In the broadest sense, the neighborhoods effects 

and inter-organizational studies literatures provide a strong foundation for why 

communities/neighborhoods or broader organizational fields matter for school 

organizations. Under this now generally accepted premise, researchers explore and 

attempt to uncover the how and why; how do/can the relationships between schools and 

their communities/neighborhoods result in productive/desired outcomes?—for educators, 

students, their families and collectives of individuals—and why? Apart from differences 
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in methodological and epistemological assumptions, the literature reviewed here suggests 

a continuum of approaches, with some researchers beginning their exploration from 

inside the school—drawing on traditional or existing school structures, systems, and 

social norms—and others whose work originates outside the school. One perspective, 

however, was all but missing from this research review—that of the children. Little is 

known about the role of children in mediating relationships between their schools and 

their community(ies). This study attempts to fill that gap. Before turning to the research 

methodology in Chapter 3, however, I first outline more specifically the research that 

helped to frame this study. 

Theoretical Framework 
	

The single most important thing teachers can do is explicitly connect the “big story” 
of the subject with the “little story” of the student’s life.  

(Palmer, 2011, p. 126) 
 

…to a much greater extent than has been the case, schooling needs to be 
understood through the eyes of students, not as a goal in itself but rather because 

it provides the framework for a school to achieve its mission: ensuring that all 
children reach ambitious targets of academic success. Second, adult actions need 

to be shaped based on those insights from students.  
(Murphy and Torre, 2014, p. 51). 

 

Because this study is exploratory in nature and attempts to identify emerging 

theories of school-community relationships (with students at the center), I did not enter 

the work with a solidified conceptual or theoretical framework. Instead, I outlined here 

some key theories and concepts, including concepts of social capital, developmental 

assets, and funds of knowledge theories of authentic and culturally relevant pedagogy and 

that informed the study design. Lastly, I provided a brief definition of sensemaking as the 
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guiding questions for this study focused the analysis on how students and teachers 

interpreted and made sense of new learning from the students’ photovoice assignments.  

Most broadly this study is premised in ecological perspectives (e.g., 

Bronfenbrenner, 1977) and sociocultural learning theories (e.g., Lee, 2012). Such macro-

level theories posit that human learning and development are complex processes—

environmental, social, cultural, and historical factors interact and influence learning. Such 

interactions are dynamic and the paths of influence bidirectional. Lee (2012), for 

example, argued that  

In today’s world, many people move across a variety of settings, including 

national borders as well as cultural communities defined by race/ethnicity, class, 

age cohort (e.g., youth culture), professions, and settings involving routine 

interests and areas of expertise. This phenomenon further invites a cultural and 

ecological orientation, studying what people learn as a consequence of these 

varied forms of routine participation and what is involved in navigating across 

them. (p. 197) 

The ecological and sociocultural theories of human learning and development 

underscore the value in accessing the flow of knowledge between and across students’ 

in-school and out-of-school lives. Research on Funds of Knowledge, developmental 

assets, and social capital, as well as theories of teaching and learning are at the core of 

this assumption; such theories and concepts provided not only a lens for analyzing data 

collected in this study, but also a language for describing emerging findings.  
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Two key assumptions informed this research. First, given that (during a typical 

week of the school year) students spend roughly 35 hours a week working within and 130 

hours outside of the prek-12 academic setting, much learning occurs outside of formal 

academic environments. Given that learning takes a variety of forms and occurs across 

many spaces or “sites of learning” (see Figure 2.1), students enter school with a range of 

skills, experiences, and knowledge. In addition, as ecological and sociocultural theories 

explain, learning is situated within local sites and impacted directly and indirectly by 

individuals within and across these sites of learning. Children participate in and across 
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Figure 2.1: Interpreting a child’s multiple sites of learning 
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these sites of learning, gaining firsthand knowledge and experiences upon which they 

build new knowledge and experiences. Educational professionals (EPs) also build 

knowledge of students’ various social worlds; this knowledge, however, is (often) based 

on limited experiences in students’ communities and/or fragmented bits of information 

shared by students, their families, and/or other community members.   

Secondly, the potential for learning in formal academic settings is bolstered as 

educators make explicit linkages in learning that occurs across students’ social spaces. 

Effective pedagogy includes both strategies for drawing upon students’ background 

knowledge in designing learning activities and connecting new learning with students’ 

social worlds. Thus, how professional educators access and make sense of students’ 

experiences, knowledge, and skills (i.e., assets) has implications for both practitioner-

student relationships and student engagement and learning. This study, designed to 

explore the role of students as mediators of school-community relationships, analyzes 

how teachers and children interpret new learning (as depicted by children).  

Funds of knowledge and developmental assets. Research on the Funds of 

Knowledge and developmental assets uniquely underscore the necessity of identifying, 

valuing, and building up children’s existing assets, knowledge, and skills. (Benson et al., 

2011) defined a developmental asset as “an agent or characteristic of the individual or 

his/her developmental ecologies (e.g., family, peer group, neighborhood, school, 

community) that is related to the increased probability of positive outcomes” (p. 204). 

The developmental assets literature explores youth development in a variety of 

contexts—not just in schools. This project, however, sought to explore how children 

could take on a more active role in sharing with their teachers about the many spaces and 
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places in which they spend time, a potential consequence being an increase in teachers’ 

awareness and understanding of children’s assets. 

Described in more detail in the literature review above, what is important here 

about the Funds of Knowledge (FoK) concept is that Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez 

(1992) purposefully and explicitly linked the concept with participative pedagogies—a 

motive of their work with teachers being to explore ways for teachers to learn about 

students’ FoK, and also to consider how teachers might employ this knowledge in their 

teaching practice. They concluded that the “teacher as researcher” approach positively 

influenced teachers’ practices in terms of improved student engagement and the 

dismantling existing biases and stereotypes held by teachers. While the consequences of 

the project were quite positive in terms of teacher learning and effects on instructional 

practices, such an approach bypasses the role of the students’ themselves. This study 

broadened our understanding of how teachers might acquire authentic perspectives 

regarding students’ FoK by engaging students as agents in narrating their out-of-school 

learning experiences. 

Relevant pedagogical theories. Existing pedagogical theories further underscore 

the benefit of making explicit connections among students’ out-of-school and in-school 

lives. As the quotes by Palmer (2011) and Murphy and Torre (2014) at the opening of 

this section suggest there is ample research underscoring the positive impacts on student 

learning of explicitly linking in-class learning to students’ out-of-school experiences, 

skills, and knowledge.  

Newmann et al. (1996), found student outcomes were positively impacted when 

educators attended to the “intellectual quality” of lesson/activities rather than placing a 
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sole focus on teaching techniques. They defined three criteria for judging intellectual 

quality—the extent to which the lesson/activity supports students in constructing new 

knowledge through disciplined inquiry for real-life purposes/goals. What is important for 

this study and is inherent in all three criteria is a clear call for teachers to support students 

in building on their existing knowledge bases, developing new and deeper understandings 

by participating in activities that have purpose or meaning for the students “beyond the 

school.”  

Ladson-Billings (1995) work on culturally relevant pedagogy is complementary 

to Newmann et al.’s conversation of authentic pedagogy. In order to facilitate knowledge 

construction that has “value beyond school” (Newmann et al., 1996, p. 284), teachers 

must activate students’ background knowledge, which requires a foundational 

understanding of what knowledge is valued in students’ out-of-school communities. 

Ladson-Billing’s theory posits that teachers must move beyond tokenistic knowledge of 

students’ home cultures as well as acquire a broader awareness and understanding of the 

sociopolitical forces that influence students’ experiences in the world. Such 

understanding may be a prerequisite for successfully making meaningful connections 

between students’ background knowledge and standards-based content knowledge. The 

theory of culturally relevant pedagogy or CRP (Ladson-Billings, 1995) and related work 

on, for example, culturally responsive (e.g., Gay, 2007; Gay, 2010) and culturally 

sustaining (Paris, 2012) teaching applied a critical theory lens and emphasized the 

necessity of attending to student diversity.  

Here, authentic and culturally relevant pedagogical theories support the value in 

designing a project to explore ways to bolster authentic learning about students’ out-of-
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school experiences. Further, they provided framework for situating students and 

educational professionals’ interpretations of students’ out-of-school experiences—are, for 

example, students’ experiences characterized as connected to or separate from in-class 

learning goals?  

Also explicit in the theories on authentic and culturally relevant pedagogies is that 

more traditional teacher-student relationships are problematized. Newmann, Marks, and 

Gamoran (1996) discussed this in terms of student-centered learning or students as 

constructors of knowledge. Ladson-Billings (1995), on the other hand, drew on Paulo 

Freire’s critical perspectives in arguing that effective teachers of students of color tend to 

position themselves more as facilitator of knowledge than the knower in the classroom. 

The funds of knowledge (FoK) concept is, in essence, also premised on this re-

examination of the teacher-student relationship, as teachers are positioned as 

learners/researchers and students’ (and their families’) knowledge and skills are deemed 

as invaluable tools in the formal classroom environment. While, the pedagogical theories 

described here underscore the importance of linking in-school and out-of-school 

experiences, less is written about how educational practitioners acquire specific cultural 

knowledge to inform pedagogical decisions and the extent to which they value such 

knowledge. This study at least in part fills this gap in the literature. 

Social capital. The social capital concept underscores the subjectivity inherent in 

the process of assigning value to particular experiences, knowledge, and skills. The value 

attached to particular social practices is tied to individual and collective perceptions of 

the consequences of such practices. For the purposes of this study, I relied on Coleman’s 

micro-level definition (Ward, 2014) of social capital, because I am most interested in 



50  

specific students’ and educational professionals’ perceptions as opposed to looking at a 

larger school-wide or societal perspective. Coleman (1988) defined social capital in terms 

of expectations and obligations, information channels, and social norms. In general, all 

three subcategories underscore the value of healthy social networks and relationships. 

Social capital provided a frame and a language for exploring how students and 

educational professionals identified (if at all), interpreted, and depicted student assets 

acquired both in and outside of school.  

Sensemaking. Weick and Sutcliffe (2005) explained, “Sensemaking is central 

because it is the primary site where meanings materialize that inform and constrain 

identity and action” (p. 409). Empirical and conceptual work on sense-making (e.g., 

Weick, 1993; Weick & Sutcliffe, 2005) were informative as I explored how teachers and 

students interpreted (potential) learning about students’ community(ies).  

In sum, I entered this project well versed in culturally relevant pedagogical 

perspectives, a frame for validating the study purpose. In addition, concepts such as 

Funds of Knowledge (FoK), developmental assets, and social capital provided language 

for describing how the study participants identified, described, and assigned value to the 

activities, experiences, and knowledge gleaned from various sites of learning and further, 

how they identified and described the sites of learning themselves. Lastly, sensemaking, 

or the process by which individuals attach meaning to a particular event or set of events 

was foundational to the guiding research questions—my intention being to understand 

how children and their teachers interpreted new information as presented by the children 

(i.e., how they made sense of new learning). 
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Summary 

This research review revealed a gap in the literature; that is, very little is known 

about the role of children as mediators of school community relationships. Therefore, I 

designed a study around the following questions: 

1. How do students interpret and understand their in-school and out-of-school 
learning experiences? 

 
2. How do teachers interpret and understand children’s lives out of school and how 

their out-of-school lives contribute to their in-school lives? 
	
These questions led to the development of a classroom photography assignment in which 

children were given agency over how they captured and narrated elements of their 

community(ies). The project was a vehicle for studying how children and their teachers 

interpreted new learnings about children’s community(ies). Pedagogical and 

organizational theories, along with research on the funds of knowledge, developmental 

assets, and social capital both informed the study design and shed light on the findings. 

The specific research design and methodology are described next, in Chapter 3. In 

Chapters 4 and 5, I describe in detail the findings—from both the children’s and the 

teachers’ perspectives. I then respond to the initial research questions and identify 

implications for educational policy, practice, and future research in the area of school-

community relationships in Chapter 6.  
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Chapter Three 

Research Methodology and Methods 

 
Qualitative research allows researchers to get at the inner experience of participants, to 
determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, and to discover rather than 

test variables. (Corbin & Strauss, 2008,  p. 12) 
 
 

This study is situated in the qualitative tradition and more specifically, within the 

grounded theory frame. First described by Glaser and Strauss (1967), grounded theory 

finds its roots in the ontological and epistemological foundations of interactionism and 

pragmatism; an essential assumption being that knowledge is constructed and co-

constructed via interactions and that such (inter)actions are influenced by a myriad of 

contextual factors. Corbin and Strauss (1990) described the purposes of a grounded 

theory approach as, “…seek[ing] not only to uncover relevant conditions, but also to 

determine how the actors under investigation actively respond to those conditions, and to 

the consequences of their actions” (p. 419). Similar to the comments of Corbin and 

Strauss (2008) above, Maxwell (2005) described five intellectual goal areas of qualitative 

research. Most applicable here is the notion that “in a qualitative study, you are interested 

not only in the physical events and behavior, but also how the participants in your study 

make sense of these, and how their understanding influences their behavior” (p. 23). 

Since little is known about the role of students as mediators of school-community 

relationships, an inductive interpretive approach is fitting; the overall research design 

may be described as a case study with elements of action research. 

The primary purpose of this study is to contribute findings about how school-

based practitioners interpret information about their students’ community(ies) 
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(particularly regarding students’ out-of-school learning experiences), as it is narrated and 

depicted (via photographs) by students. Researchers of methods (e.g., Merriam, 1998; 

Maxwell, 2005) have identified the case study approach as applicable in trying to 

understand processes and mechanism rather than just outcomes. More specifically, 

Merriam (1998) explained that case study designs are useful for developing an 

understanding of programs and processes in applied fields such as education as they often 

lead to improved practices within the field (p. 40).  

In the simplest of terms, this study explores students’ and educational 

professionals’ perceptions about what they learn throughout a student photography 

project and why (if at all) participants believe any new learning matters. The project 

requires students to explore and share about their communities via photographs and/or 

drawings (See Appendix A for overview of in-class activities/prompts). I worked with 

three classrooms in a single elementary school. Key participants included the primary 

teacher in each classroom and a group of students assigned to the teacher/classroom.  

This study design shares characteristics of the action research model. Action 

research is often defined by its cyclical nature of defining a problem, implementing a 

small-scale intervention, reflection, and new learning that leads to a change in practices 

or behaviors (Cohen, Manion, & Morrison, 2007). In addition, the researcher within the 

action research philosophy takes on the role of “…facilitator, guide, formulator and 

summarizer of knowledge, [or] raiser of issues” (Cohen, et al., 2007, p. 301). I worked 

with teachers to design the details of how and when students would collect and then 

present the photographs and/or drawings so that the study activities were meaningful and 

relevant to their classroom. That is, teachers had input into the project implementation. I 
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also periodically checked in with teachers in order to intentionally provoke reflection into 

the students’ engagement with the work. The post-project teacher interviews were also 

designed to promote reflection on their learning and teaching practice. 

In some ways, the research design diverged from the action research paradigm. I, 

for example, entered the research with a pre-defined problem that the study was designed 

to address and learn from/about. So, while a consequence of the project was participant 

learning and reflection that could lead to changes in practices or behavior, it was not 

necessarily designed to do so in that the participants themselves did not define the 

problem or research goal. In addition, this study was not designed to follow an ongoing 

research cycle, but rather explored a particular problem and the consequences of a student 

activity (i.e. intervention).  

The core student activity of the Community Exploration Project (CEP) was 

informed by work around photovoice. Photovoice is often characterized as a research 

methodology in and of itself. In its simplest form, photovoice involves engaging a group 

of participants in exploring their community(ies) via photography and then developing a 

presentation/exhibition to communicate a message to a larger public. Caroline Wang and 

Mary Ann Burgess developed the photovoice approach in their work in China involving 

the Women’s Reproductive Health and Development Program in the 1990s (Wang, 

2006). Photovoice is grounded in three streams of research: 1) Freire’s work on critical 

education, 2) Jo Spence’s work in community photography, and 3) various feminist 

theories (Wang & Redwood-Jones, 2001) and is employed to attain the following three 

goals: Support people in: 

• Recording and representing their everyday realities 
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• Promoting critical dialogue and knowledge about personal and community 
strengths and concerns 

 
• Reaching policymakers (Wang, 2006, p. 148).  

 
For the CEP, students went out into their community(ies) to collect photographs and/or 

make drawings/sketches is response to a series of prompts proposed during in-class 

conversations facilitated by the classroom teacher. Students were asked to write captions 

for and/or narrate their work as they presented to their peers. More details about this in-

class project are provided below in the section on data collection. 

Adhering to the assumption that reality is constructed and reconstructed in situ, I 

framed the project as an inductive interpretive case study with elements of action 

research. I moved back and forth between participant and researcher based on the needs 

and wishes of the project participants. 

Primary data collection included interviews with participants (e.g., teachers, 

students) prior to introducing the Community Exploration Project (CEP) and again after 

the completion of the project. Additional data sources included observations, student 

photographs, and other documents. The goal of the initial educational professional 

interviews, most broadly, was to determine the practitioners’ understanding of their 

students’ community(ies) and the extent to which such an understanding has meaning for 

their professional work/goals. In addition, the interviews were designed to acquire an 

understanding of practitioner’s perspectives about how they develop and characterize 

relationships with students and students’ community(ies). The initial round of interviews 

with participating students was designed to gather student perspectives about where they 

spend time in and out of school and how they feel in those spaces. More specifically, I 

asked students where and how they learn and how they know they are learning. Questions 
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also encouraged student reflection regarding what their teachers know and think about 

their out-of-school experiences.  

After students presented photographs from their communities, they participated in 

an additional round of interviews. The primary purpose of these interviews was to 

explore how and why they took certain photographs and what they learned from the CEP. 

I asked educational professionals, on the other hand, to reflect on the experience. I 

provided prompts, including the students’ photographs, to ask teachers what they learned 

and whether or not it has meaning for their practice. As noted above, there is ample 

evidence that building relationships between schools and communities can have positive 

implications as evidenced by a variety of indicators. It is also well established that within 

the school organization, classroom teachers have the greatest and most direct influence 

on student learning outcomes, yet little is known about how classroom-based 

practitioners think about their and their students’ roles in developing relationships with 

students’ communities.  

Research Design 

In this section I elaborate on the details of the research project, including the 

selection of the case sites and participants, strategies for data collection and analysis, as 

well as a few brief comments regarding researcher positionality, ethical considerations, 

and research limitations. 

Selection/Participants. As a researcher-practitioner in the state of Minnesota, I 

am aware that Minnesota’s assessment data reveals one of the largest disparities in 

student outcomes based on race/ethnicity (McGuire & Howatt, 2014) in the United 
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States11. One consequence of this data is that during the last decade several school 

districts in Minnesota’s largest metropolitan area have allocated resources to workshops 

on racial equity (offered by organizations such as Pacific Education Group and National 

Urban Alliance). To varying degrees, educators in several large districts have participated 

in workshops founded in the teachings of, for example, critical race theory and culturally 

relevant teaching practices. Thus, beyond the convenience of proximity, schools located 

in Minnesota’s urban center make ideal sites for this study, as there is an increasing 

attention to culturally relevant teaching and learning practices. 

The primary site for this study is a large elementary school, Elston Elementary, 

which serves approximately 715 students in kindergarten through fifth grades. The 

following criteria were considered in inviting Elston Elementary to engage with me in 

this work: 1) The school serves a large population of “students of color,” or those that 

have been historically under-served by the U.S. public education system and 2) The 

majority of school personnel have engaged in a minimum of a year of structured 

conversations around racial equity and/or culturally relevant teaching. The first criterion 

is important in that one explanation for the existing “opportunity gap” is the (potential) 

disconnect between students’ home/community culture and school culture (e.g., Ladson-

Billings, 1995). This study is designed to better understand ways to bridge such 

disconnects. The second criteria is important to the extent such work provides a working 

background knowledge and language with which to discuss the funds of knowledge (see 

Moll et al, 1995) students bring with them to school. 

																																																								
11 Data from the last couple of years suggests the gap is reducing (at least according to some indicators). 
See Minnesota Department of Education Website Data Center. 
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In addition to the above criteria, during the year of data collection I was in my 

second year as a full-time administrative intern at Elston Elementary, working in the 

assistant principal position. Being an employee within the school allowed the benefit of 

established trusted relationships with most (if not all) of the participants. As a result, I 

was able to incorporate elements of action research into the study design, particularly in 

how the Community Exploration Project was introduced to and carried out by the fifth 

grade classroom teachers. Second, as referenced above, Elston was in the second year of 

focused racial equity work; the work centered on learning about White Privilege and 

institutional racism as a base for reflecting on and interrupting biases in the educational 

institution most broadly, and individual’s pedagogical practices more specifically in order 

to eliminate racial disparities in learning outcomes. At Elston Elementary, the work 

broadened to include professional learning about culturally responsive teaching practices. 

Implications for this study being that the three teacher participants had common 

experiences discussing the value of infusing culturally relevant practices into their daily 

work.  

In some ways Elston Elementary reflects the typical image of an urban school, but 

in others it is quite different. The student population is very diverse (48.6% identifies as 

Hispanic, 25.9% White, 22.8% Black, 1% Asian/Pacific Islander, and 1% Native 

American) and the standardized assessment scores reveal the same racially predictable 

outcomes of schools across the United States. In many ways, however, Elston Elementary 

diverges from the typical urban educational setting. Elston Elementary, for example, has 

a stability index of approximately 96%. The school district website defines the stability 

index as a measure of the number of students that were enrolled at the school for 160 
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days or more as a percent of the whole school population. There are other elementary 

schools in this same district, for example, that have a stability index closer to 85%. The 

school’s status as a magnet program allows the school to provide transportation to 

students from across the community; as such, students do not reside in a common 

geographic neighborhood. One potential consequence is that the student population of 

this school is not representative of the city overall; that is, families that choose a language 

immersion program for their children may differ in some way from those that choose 

other programs. In addition, teacher turnover rates are relatively low and all of the 

teachers have at least three years of teaching experience, with nearly 65% having ten or 

more years of experience. 

Given the exploratory nature of this study, Elston Elementary provided an 

interesting starting point for exploring questions of students as mediators of school-

community relationships. As such, the case resulted in many more questions than 

definitive answers as outlined in Chapter 6. 

I employed a theoretical sampling strategy, which Corbin & Strauss (2008) 

described as a “circular process” of data collection and analysis (p. 143). Maxwell (2005) 

drew on several researchers of data analysis as he discussed this approach in terms of 

“purposeful sampling” or “criterion-based selection” (p. 88). I worked closely with the 

school principal to make a plan for inviting teachers to participate in the project. I first 

met with the fifth grade teachers; I attended a team meeting late in the fall of 2014 to 

discuss the project and respond to any immediate questions. All three agreed to 

participate; all students from the three teacher’s classrooms were then invited to 

participate as well.  
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Once the teacher and I had worked out the specifics of the project in her 

classroom, a letter went home with all students in the class explaining the classroom 

project to families with an additional letter about the research aspects of the project. 

Parents/guardians were invited to sign and return the research consent form. All but seven 

of the 78 students returned signed consent forms. Only photographs from students whose 

families returned the form were included in the analysis. With guidance from the 

classroom teacher, 5-8 focal students were chosen in each class (of those with signed 

consent) to participate in two 15-20 minute interviews. The teachers were asked to 

identify a representative group (in terms of e.g, race/ethnicity, sex, level of school 

engagement). I read a brief assent statement to each student prior to conducting the initial 

interview. The purpose was be to make clear to the student that participation is 

optional—there were no negative consequences for choosing not to participate. All 

teachers were provided a letter describing the research project and seeking signed consent 

to participate prior to the initial interview. 

Of the 19 students on the teachers’ lists, who from here forward will be referred to 

as the focal students, all 19 agreed to participate in the interviews. Eighteen students 

participated in interviews prior to starting the community exploration project. These 

interviews took place between March 6 and March 17, 2015. Due to absence and special 

events/activities, I was unable to talk with one of the students prior to the start of the in-

class project. I did, however, do follow-up interviews with all 19 students between May 7 

and May 29, 2015.  
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Data Collection Strategies 

Data collection for this study occurred over the course of an academic year, 2014-

15, with the concentrated data collection from January through May 2015 (see Appendix 

C for a general project timeline). Below I describe each data collection strategy in turn.  

Photovoice and students-as-researchers. The photovoice projects described in 

the literature often depict photography as a tool employed for the larger goal of 

community improvement/development. Here, I made some slight adaptations to the 

methodology. While designed to meet the goals of representing the strengths and 

challenges of their community(ies) via the perspective of project participants, in this 

project, the key audience for students’ photography were school-based practitioners 

rather than a broader audience as is typical in photovoice work. The purpose here is to 

consider ways in which school-based practitioners understand students’ experiences in 

their community(ies). The process may result in changes to classroom and/or school 

practices/policies/programs. The research study, however, is not designed to evaluate 

such outcomes, but rather to understand the processes of meaning making (and perhaps 

proposed actions) throughout the photovoice process. In addition, photovoice, as 

described in the scholarly literature, tends to discuss the role of photovoice facilitators in 

both guiding dialogues around the photographs as well as providing technical supports in 

photography. This project was designed to focus on the former. Less attention was given 

to developing students’ photography skills. In addition, rather than limiting students’ 

sharing to photographs, students were invited to create drawings if they felt they were 

better able to respond to the prompts using such media. If, for example, a student wants 

to share about a particular community space of importance, but did not visit that space 



62  

during the course of the project, he/she was encouraged to represent the space in a 

drawing or with some other artifact.  

Most important here is that the photovoice approach has the potential to create a 

space for students to have agency—to have a voice not only in exposing their school 

community to the many other communities in which they learn and grow, but to 

determine the narrative attached to those communities. The teachers and I were 

purposeful as to not define community for students. During the 20-minute conversation 

introducing the Community Exploration Project (CEP) to students, the teachers and I 

used a simple poster with three concentric rings. “I” was written in the innermost ring, 

“Friends and family” in the second ring, and “The surrounding community” was in the 

outermost ring. This language mirrored that of a previous project students had completed. 

From here, the teacher and I facilitated a brief conversation in which students 

brainstormed what community means to them. As Wang (2006) noted, the approach 

“infuse[s] youth perspectives into the process of policy and program design” (p. 159) and 

“…facilitates youth-adult partnerships in which each group may gain insights into each 

other’s worlds from which they are ordinarily insulated” (p. 157). 

Wang (2006) outlined examples of ten photovoice projects. One example 

identified a project involving elementary students in which students engaged in the 

photovoice process as a means of developing their own community action projects, some 

of which were based in their schools. There is less (if anything) documented, however, 

about using photovoice as a catalyst for better understanding (potential) ways of building 

links between schools and students’ communities.  
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All students had the opportunity to take their district-issued iPad home on 5-6 

days, not necessarily consecutive. Over the course of the project 76 students took and 

uploaded to a shared Google folder 399 photographs. In checking in with students 

throughout the project, I learned that some did not upload their photographs because they 

did not want to share them with their peers or teacher, but the majority did not upload 

photographs because they had difficulties navigating the Google Drive or they felt they 

“ran out of time.” Due to a lack of time to sort out with each fifth grade student whether 

or not they wanted to share the photographs they had taken, I made the decision to only 

analyze those uploaded to the Google Drive folders created for the project. 

Student interviews. Two rounds of interviews were conducted with each focal 

student. The goal of the initial interviews with students was twofold (see Appendix B for 

student interview protocols). They were designed to simultaneously initiate or deepen my 

relationship with the students and gain their perspectives on their communities inside and 

outside the school, and more specifically about their own learning journeys—what, how, 

and where they learn both in and out of school. A second round of interviews took place 

after students completed the Community Exploration Project (CEP). The purpose of these 

interviews was to gain students’ perspectives about the photovoice process. 

In conducting the interviews, I would check in with a student during his/her 

school day and ask if he/she minded talking with me for about 15-20 minutes. During the 

pre-interviews, all students agreed on the initial invitation. Before we started the 

conversation, I read to them a formal assent form and provided them an opportunity to 

ask me any questions. During the post-interviews, one student was hesitant to miss in-

class learning. Sensing her discomfort with missing class time, I checked in with her on 



64  

several mornings and asked about her schedule for the day; during the third conversation 

she agreed to meet with me after finishing a math activity as the teacher was going to 

give those that finished free time to play math games on their iPads.  

All but one of the interviews was conducted in a small storage area/workspace 

room on the second floor of the school building. This space was chosen because it was 

closer to the students’ homeroom classrooms and it was much less busy (as compared 

with my office area which is located in the main school office). That is, the more physical 

separation from the busy workings of the office and other parts of the school allowed me 

to, at least to a certain extent, momentarily disengage from my practitioner 

responsibilities. My overall goal was to create space in which students felt comfortable to 

share about their experiences. In addition, I wanted students to feel heard, that their 

opinions and ideas mattered. I was keenly aware that regular interruptions could sabotage 

these efforts. I consciously attempted to manage this by taking two half-day personal 

days to meet with students. This, however, was not sufficient for conducting all 37 

student interviews. As a result, I did my best to meet with students during times with a 

lesser likelihood of interruptions.  

Teacher interviews. Participating school-based staff members also took part in 

two rounds of interviews—one prior to students taking and sharing their photographs and 

one after. The goal of the initial interviews was to gather the practitioners’ perspectives 

of the extent to which students’ cultural knowledge is/can/should be integrated into the 

school community. The purpose of the second round of school staff interviews was to 

collect reflections about the photovoice process and what they learned about their 

students’ communities (see Appendix B for school practitioner interview protocols).   
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Teachers were given many options for interview days and times. I communicated 

to them that I wanted them to choose a time that worked best with their schedules. As a 

result, some interviews were conducted before school, some after school, and some 

during a teacher’s work time. 

Data collection as classroom work:  Observations. I worked with the 

participating teachers to determine how they would like their students to share their 

photographs/drawings. I then attended a minimum of one sharing session in each 

participating classroom. The length of each observation was about 15-20 minutes. Corbin 

and Strauss (2008) claimed that a key rationale for conducting observations is that, 

Persons may not be consciously aware of, or be able to articulate, subtleties of 

what goes on in interactions between themselves and others. Observations put 

researchers right where the action is, in a place where they can see what is going 

on. (pp. 29-30)  

During the observations, I attempted to keep a running record of what took place in the 

classroom. The notes served both to provide insights into how participants engaged with 

the photovoice process, as a form of testing and refining emerging concepts from the data 

and also inform the refinement of interview protocols. New questions emerged based on 

specific contextual elements gleaned through observations. Field notes were written both 

during observations and after most interviews; there were a few occasions were my 

professional responsibilities did not allow for complete field notes. Given my fluid role as 

researcher and participant, I chose to take time immediately following each data 

collection session (to the extent possible) to collect any initial thoughts or responses to 

the given data collection activity.  
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Student work. The student photographs and drawings and related captions and 

descriptions from the photovoice process provided an additional source of data. They 

were used to corroborate student narratives of their experience, skills, and knowledge as 

well as be used to elicit responses during formal interviews and informal conversations 

with participants. I should note here that students were given a brief assent statement; 

they were instructed to request a permission from anyone that would be identifiable in 

their photographs. Further, I will not share or publish photographs for research purposes 

in which individuals’ faces are identifiable.  

In addition to the above data sources, any related documents were collected to 

provide contextual information. These include, for example, school-based documents 

pertaining to culturally relevant teaching that were shared during professional learning 

sessions with the Elston Elementary staff. 

Data Analysis 

Here data collection and analysis was designed as an iterative process, as is 

typical to case studies. I transcribed all interviews12 and coded the data using Nvivo, a 

qualitative analysis software. I conducted a basic analysis of students’ photographs using 

Microsoft Excel. I tracked, for example, the subjects of photographs and how learning 

was depicted. Throughout this process, I continuously moved between the codes 

emerging from the interview data and other data sources (e.g., field notes, photographs, 

informal conversations) in a process of categorizing and connecting (Maxwell, 2005, p. 

99). Corbin & Strauss (2008) discussed this as making “constant comparisons” across the 

data (p. 73) as a means of identifying patterns and themes. In addition, to seeking patterns 

																																																								
12 In the writing up of the findings, I did edit some of the teacher and student quotations from the original 
interview transcriptions by removing repetitions and verbal stutters as a means of improving readability. 
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in the data, this approach to data collection and analysis continuously informed the 

research design itself (see Figure 2)—I made revisions to, for example, interview 

protocols based on emerging themes. Informal memos supported this process; Maxwell 

stated, “memos not only capture your analytic thinking about your data, but also facilitate 

such thinking, stimulating analytic insights” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 96). The back and forth 

movement across data points resulted in both the formation of themes as well as the 

triangulation of data. 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Research and Analysis Cycle 

Throughout the analysis process, I was intentional about practices to ensure 

research validity. Beyond collecting multiple data sources for triangulation, I, as 

described below, kept a researcher journal to document and contemplate my own biases 

and assumptions as a mechanism for constantly considering my own subjectivity and its 

effects on data analysis. I also engaged with participants to seek clarification or 

Data collection 

Data analysis Revision of research 
practices 
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elaboration of my own interpretations of the data, often referred to as member-checking 

(Creswell, 2013, p. 104) or as Maxwell (2005) discussed it, “respondent validation” (p. 

111). Finally, I purposefully considered negative or discrepant cases (Maxwell, 2005, p. 

112); the goal being to prevent culling data to support emerging themes, but rather 

explore data that contradict or trouble conclusions.  

Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality 

In my adult life, I have spent roughly 14 years in public schools in city contexts, 

in a variety of capacities—after-school program staff member, volunteer, professional 

teacher, research assistant, and now as a school administrator. Not a year has gone by that 

I have not been conscious of my position as a White, middle-class female and the 

possible impacts of my own cultural experiences on my work. It is not surprising that the 

majority of students with whom I have worked and currently work have racial/ethnic, 

linguistic, socioeconomic and/or other cultural identities different from my own. I 

continuously contemplate, reflect, and practice how to be an effective educator of each 

student that walks into the school. I have come to an understanding (at least a partial or 

incomplete understanding) that relationship building is at the foundation of student 

engagement and thus, learning. For as Murphy and Torre (2014) highlighted, educators 

can provide instruction to their students, but the extent to which students engage is 

ultimately their decision. Now, as a practicing school administrator, I find myself 

struggling to make sense of and support teachers in navigating the space between the 

more linear/rationale assumptions inherent in existing educational policies with the 

complex realities/needs of our daily lives and those of our students. How do we design 
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educational environments such that students willingly and actively accept our invitations 

into learning (while also adhering to policy expectations)?  

We know that even with the very best of intentions many of our current practices 

are not working for many students. This project is more than a personal desire to improve 

my own practice—it is an attempt to rethink dominant approaches to teaching and 

learning (those that tend to limit student voice and minimally or superficially appreciate 

students’ out-of-school lives) or at the very least extend the conversations that others 

have begun on this topic.  

Maxwell (2005) discussed researcher reflexivity—“the fact that the researcher is 

part of the world that he or she studies” as a “powerful and inescapable influence” (p. 

109). Reflections of my own interests, goals, assumptions, and biases will not end with 

the completion of this research proposal. Throughout the study, I will keep a research 

journal in an attempt to capture my own thinking and reflections of both the research 

process and data collected. My hope is that in doing so, I will increase awareness of the 

biases and assumptions that influence how I collect, analyze, and make claims based on 

the data. I understand the impossibility of approaching any work from a purely objective 

standpoint, but intend to be as transparent as possible about how my position as a 

researcher—my beliefs, values, and biases—influence me each step of the way.  

Ethical Considerations  

This study adheres to research guidelines put forth by the institutional review 

board of the University of Minnesota and the Office of Research and Evaluation of the 

participating school district for minimizing the risks for all participants. There was the 

potential that the topic/subject of a student’s photograph or drawings would bring up a 
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sensitive issue, emotional response, etc. (for that student or others in the classroom). No 

such issues arose during the course of the study. 

Limitations 

 All studies have limitations that researchers must consider when analyzing and 

presenting findings. For this interpretive case study, I collected data in three classrooms 

in one school. As such, the findings from this study cannot be generalized to other 

students and teachers in other formal education contexts; it is up to the reader to 

determine the (potential) applicability of findings to his/her own context. Further, as 

grounded theory explains, the emerging theories from one context should be applied and 

“tested” in another setting (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). I did not design this study with the 

goal of finding definitive answers to the research questions; I created the exploratory 

project as a starting point with anticipation that I and other researchers would draw on 

and extend the work in a variety of contexts.  

A second limitation has to do with the study timeframe. Conducting the study in 

the spring of the year allowed for conversations about whether or not teachers and 

students that in general speak positively about their existing relationships, might still 

learn new information when students are given more agency to share about their out of 

school experiences (via the Community Exploration Project). At the same time, a more 

longitudinal study design could have provided more in-depth data around the dynamic 

process of relationship building over time.  

 Lastly, my role as a researcher-practitioner at Elston had the potential to both 

support and limit the research endeavor. Given that the year of data collection was my 

second year working full-time in a formal teacher leadership position within the school, I 
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had the privilege of established trusting relationships with the fifth grade teacher team 

and many students and their families. These relationships likely contributed to 

participants’ willingness to engage with and support the project. On the other hand, I had 

to be particularly clear with participants that there was no obligation to participate and 

that their willingness to participate or not would have no effect on our day to day work 

together. I was deliberate and intentional throughout the project to attend to power 

dynamics, always with an eye towards partnership in the work. 

Conclusion 

 Here, I outlined both the study design and methodology with specific information 

about the selection of participants, data sources, data analysis, researcher positionality, 

ethical considerations, and finally limitations of the study. Next, I present the findings, 

divided into two chapters. In Chapter 4 I present the perspectives of the students and in 

Chapter 5 I present the teachers’ stories. 
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Chapter Four 

The Spaces and Places of Learning from the Vantage Point of 5th Graders 

 
You know a lot of “school” is really outside the school walls, so it will be interesting to 

see [what photographs students’ take]. 
 

Teachers acknowledge that students learn in many places outside of their 

classrooms. This assumption motivated this research project, which was premised on the 

expectation that bringing children’s voices into classroom work could be beneficial to 

both them and their teachers. My own experiences as an educator, including my current 

work at Elston, suggests that adults often hold beliefs about the value of students’ 

experiences outside the school building, but their knowledge about what those are is often 

limited. My goal in designing the photovoice intervention was not to determine whether 

such beliefs are accurate, but rather to consider how educators might learn from 

augmenting students’ agency—enabling them to narrate their own experiences as 

learners.  

In this project the children shared their perspectives in two ways. First, all fifth-

grade students were invited to participate in a photovoice assignment, referred to as the 

“Community Exploration Project (CEP),13” in which they took their school-issued iPads 

home to take photographs of their community(ies). In addition, I invited a group of 

nineteen focal students to participate in interviews to share their opinions of their 

community(ies) and more specifically, their thinking around learning, sites of learning, 

and the applicability of learning across the various places and spaces in which they spend 

																																																								
13 Throughout the remainder of this chapter, the Community Exploration Project will be referred to as the 
CEP. 
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time. In this chapter I highlight the children’s experiences as defined by them. I 

triangulated the findings across student photographs (with written captions), student 

interviews, and in-class observations of the photograph sharing sessions. I start with a 

brief introduction to the student participants. I then present and describe the following 

key themes that emerged from the data: 

• Children inconsistently defined learning beyond the school walls  
 

• Children appreciated connectedness and even more specifically, social networks 
 

• Children valued opportunities to minimize the distance between their in-school 
and out-of-school lives 
 

I have consciously woven the children’s words throughout the chapter as the unedited 

comments provide much more nuance to their sensemaking than I could ever recreate 

through paraphrasing or summary. 

Given the exploratory nature of this research project I did not analyze the data 

against any existing theoretical or map it against the organizing conceptual framework 

that was referenced in Chapter 2. I instead adopted the Grounded Theory method of 

organically spending time with the data to sift out key themes and coding categories, 

which in turn led to the beginnings of some emerging theories and additional research 

questions for contributing to an understanding of the (potential) role of children in 

effective school-community-family relationships. In the chapter that follows, I explore 

the teachers’ perspectives regarding the Community Exploration Project (CEP). In 

Chapter 6 I answer the research questions, describe a grounded theory of school-

community relationships (when children assume a mediator role) and sketch out some of 

the many implications for theory, additional research, teacher and school practice, and 

policy. 
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I intentionally use both children and student interchangeably throughout this 

chapter. Student has a connotation of learning via a formal educational institution. Since 

this study attempts to look at learning more holistically, I interchange child for student 

and student for child. Also, readers may notice I sometimes use I and sometimes use we. 

This is also intentional, but there exists a more concrete distinction between the two. I is 

used when referencing the data analysis and writing phases of this research project. While 

I did some member-checking and consulting with the teacher participants around the key 

themes, I, as the principal researcher, took sole responsibility for the initial data analysis 

and for the “writing up” of the findings. I use we when writing about the CEP project 

planning or implementation phases of the project, as this work was done in collaboration 

with the three teacher participants.  

About the Children Participants 

I begin with a brief overview of the fifth grade participants and how they 

participated in the Community Exploration Project (CEP). I then introduce the 19 focal 

students and their work with the project. 

The fifth-graders. The student participants in this project were all fifth graders at 

a large city elementary school during the 2014-15 school year. The elementary school, 

Elston Elementary, is located in a large city in a Midwestern state in the U.S. Elston 

serves roughly 715 students in grades kindergarten through fifth grade. As described in 

Chapter 3, Elston14 is a one-way language immersion school. Given the specialized 

nature of the programming, the school district provides transportation to and from the 

school for any students residing within the city limits as means of providing access to the 

immersion program for all interested families. As a result, the children participants come 
																																																								
14 To avoid identification of individual participants, proper nouns are pseudonyms.  
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from neighborhoods from across the city and some even reside beyond the city limits, 

opting into Elston Elementary under the State’s school choice policies. Given the range 

of places and spaces in which this group of students resides and spends time neither the 

teachers nor I provided them with a specific definition of community. We instead spoke 

generally about community(ies) and allowed students to share their own conceptual 

understanding via their photography, photograph captions, and words.  

All three fifth grade teachers agreed to collaborate with me on the research 

project. As a result all fifth-grade students were invited to participate in the Community 

Exploration Project (CEP). The following prompts guided their photographic and 

subsequent work: 1) What do you love about your community? What don’t you love? 2) 

Where and what do you learn outside of school? 3) Where do you feel safe or cared for? 

Where do you feel less comfortable? Students were also told they could take pictures or 

create drawings/sketches of anything else they wanted to share with their classmates15. 

The CEP extended from approximately March 16-April 10. Due to some last minute 

changes in the school districts’ policies—a decision that elementary school students 

could not take their school-issued iPads home—we had to put some additional safe 

guards in place to protect against any lost, damaged, or stolen iPads. As a result, 

following the teachers’ suggestion, we decided to limit the number of students that took 

their iPads home each day. On average, 24-30 students took their iPads home on a given 

night. Student leaders in each class helped to “sign-in” and “sign-out” the iPads each 

morning and afternoon. In total, each student took his/her school-issued iPad home for a 

total of 4-5 days. 

																																																								
15 It is important to note that for the purpose of this analysis, I primarily used photographs that students 
identified as a response to the question about where and what they learn outside of school. In addition, I 
analyzed photographs that included phrases in the caption such as” I learn” or “My sister teaches me.” 
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Overall participation in the Community Exploration Project (CEP) varied greatly 

across the three classrooms. In collaboration with the teachers, I went into each 

classroom and kicked off the CEP with a quick overview of the project and a question 

and answer session (15-25 minutes). I then checked in with the teachers to determine the 

next steps. Sra. Avon and Sra. Mora asked that I return to model how to use the Skitch 

application (an iPad “app” that students would use to write captions on their photographs) 

and to walk through with students the process of uploading their photographs to a Google 

Drive folder assigned to their class. Sra. Olsen and I talked through this and then she 

went through it with her students. From here, the teachers all communicated that they felt 

comfortable carrying out the project. I provided a schedule and sign-out sheets for them 

to use with students as students took the iPads home, and I also stopped in each 

classroom about once a week to see how the project was going, each time talking briefly 

with the teacher and/or some of the students. I also observed a photograph-sharing 

session in both Sra. Mora and Sra. Olsen’s classroom. Sra. Avon’s did not hold any 

photograph sharing sessions; her students only saw their classmates photos if they took it 

upon themselves to explore their class’s Google Drive folder. 

Students’ participation levels (as measured by the number of photographs taken 

and uploaded to the class folder on Google Drive) reflected the teachers’ practices 

regarding the project. That is, there was an observable relationship between the level of 

teacher discussion of the project with students, the amount of time allocated to in-class 

sharing of the photographs, and the number of photographs the students uploaded to their 

assigned class folder. More specifically, the students in the homeroom of the teacher that 

was most active in reminding students about the project and created a regular schedule 
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for in-class sharing uploaded 266 photographs based on the four prompts they were 

given. The students in the classroom of the teacher that did not allocate in-class time to 

sharing the photographs uploaded only 40 photographs.  

For the purposes of the analysis presented in this chapter, I first looked 

collectively at the children’s interviews, uploaded photographs that included captions, 

and classroom observation data. Of the 399 photographs with captions, I looked most 

closely at the 89 photographs that were submitted in direct response to the question: ¿En 

donde aprendo fuera de la escuela? ¿Qué aprendo? (Where do I learn outside of school? 

What do I learn?)16 However, I also attended to other photographs that suggested learning 

opportunities, even if they were not labeled as such. 

The focal students. Nineteen of the 77 students whose work was included in this 

study were invited to interviews before and after the Community Exploration Project 

(CEP). Eighteen participated in the pre-CEP interviews and all 19 participated in the 

post-CEP interviews. Below I provide additional information about the focal students and 

the “how” of our conversations.  

The majority of interviews were conducted at a table in a small room at Elston 

Elementary that functions as both a curriculum storage area and a workspace for the 

school information technology staff person (who works only part-time at the school). 

This space was selected as it was on the second floor in a comparably less-trafficked area 

of the school and was somewhat in close proximity to the second and third floor locations 

of the 5th grade homeroom classrooms, minimizing transition time (i.e., time out of the 

classroom). In addition it was the only regularly unoccupied space in the entire building. 

																																																								
16	See Chapter 3 for more details of the data analysis processes. 
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One post interview was conducted in a small classroom and one was conducted in my 

office, which is located in the school’s main office  

Given that the primary language of instruction at Elston Elementary is Spanish 

and that some of the children speak Spanish in their homes, all participants were asked 

their language preference. Of the 37 interviews, only one was conducted in Spanish.  

As of October 1, 2014 approximately 49% of the overall student population of 

Elston identified as Hispanic, 26% as White, 23% African American, 2% Asian 

American, and 1% Native American. Fifty-six percent of students qualified for the free 

and reduced lunch program, six percent received special education services, and 23% 

English language support services. The group of student interview participants generally 

reflects the larger school population (see Table 4.1).17  

Table 4.1 Focal student demographics 

Demographic Factors 
 

# of students 
(out of 19) 

Sex  
 Female 

Male 
10 
9 

Race/Ethnicity   
 Hispanic 

White 
African American 
Asian American 
Native American 
Two or more races 

6 
5 
5 
1 
0 
2 

Specialized 
Services 

  

 Special Education Services 0 
 Specialized English Language Instruction 4 

 

																																																								
17 There is one exception, while six percent of the overall student population receives special education 
services, none of the students selected by the three 5th grade teachers have individualized education plans. 
Two, however, do have individualized 504 plans under the Americans with Disabilities Act due to specific 
medical needs.  
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I started the pre-CEP interviews with a few questions to learn about the students’ 

experiences and the geographic community/ies in which they have spent the majority of 

their lives. At the time of this study all but two of the students resided within the city 

limits. The other two lived in cities with adjacent borders to the city in which Elston is 

located. All but one focal student had been enrolled in the school since kindergarten; one 

child attended a one-way language immersion program in a neighborhood district and 

transferred into Elston as a first-grade student. This reflects the school’s enrollment 

stability index, which has fluctuated between 95-97% over the past 10 years. The district 

website defines the stability index as a measure of the number of students that were 

enrolled at the school for 160 days or more as a percent of the whole school population. 

More details about the school population can be found in Chapter 3.  

The focal students expressed a general satisfaction with their elementary school 

and their overall school experience. This is evidenced in both their comments about what 

they like and what they do not like or would change about their school. Eight of the 1818 

students said they could not think of anything that they would like to change. Of the 

remaining comments, three students referred to physical improvements to the school 

building or playground (e.g., larger classrooms and improved locks on the bathroom stall 

doors). Four students suggested longer lunch or recess periods and/or improved food 

choices (e.g., chips on the lunch menu). Only three students discussed the academic 

programming. One said he did not like learning Spanish, but that his mom tells him it is 

important for his future; another commented that if specialists or substitute teachers do 

not have the skills to teach in Spanish, their classes feel “less important;” a third student 

																																																								
18 Note that sometimes the total number of interviews is listed as 18 and other times 19. This is due to the 
fact that one focal student did not participate in a pre-CEP interview. 
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requested more time for social studies in order to have additional time to complete 

projects.  Only one student commented about the social environment of the school, 

remarking that he felt hurt when he hears students using “the r-word because he has a 

brother with Down Syndrome. When asked if there was anything about Elston she did not 

like, another student said, “Well that would be like my social life like with me and my 

friends. Yeah sometimes yeah I just feel left out.”   

On the other hand, when asked what they most liked about Elston, seven students 

specifically commented on the spirit of connectedness they feel at Elston and/or referred 

to it as a “fun” school. Below are a few comments that exemplify this sentiment—the 

idea that relationships are at the foundation of what they like about their school. All 

comments below are in response to the question what do you like or love about Elston? 

One student stated: 

R: Meeting everyone. 19 
 
I: Meeting everyone. Why do you think that matters to you or why do you like 
that?  
 
R: So that I know more people later in life.  

 
In other words, the above student believes that relationships he is forming as a fifth-

grader in some way will contribute value to his future. A second student when asked why 

friends matter, articulated a direct link between friendships and his happiness at school. 

He said, “Well, I wouldn’t be happy if I had like if there were other people here and like 

they were really mean to me. I probably wouldn’t enjoy my time.” Another student was 

less straightforward, but his comments also underscore a community of service and a 

commitment to support other’s in feeling comfortable within the school. 

																																																								
19 When excerpts from the interviews are included, R represents the respondent and I the interviewer.  
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R: I don’t know. It’s kind of a small school so I know where I’m going a lot. 
Umm, since  
I’ve been here for so long I kind of know my way around. And I like the school, 
how it looks. It’s pretty cool in the school. Lots of people too.  
 
I: What do you mean, lots of people?  
 
R: I mean lots of people. I like that we have lots of activities like that like the 
talent show.  
 
I: So you feel you know things about the school  
 
R: Yeah  
 
I: Why do you think that matters to you?  
 
R: So you can teach other people about the school. Like if a kindergartner came in 
and you needed someone to help like me. Then I could go down and tell them 
about the school and give them a tour or something like that. And things like that. 

 
It is important to note that Elston is one of the larger elementary schools in the school 

district, with over 700 students. Thus, the above student’s comments suggest that while 

large, there is a sense of familiarity and perhaps comfort that results in his referring to the 

school as “small”. Others included in their response references to, for example, having 

lots of friends or spending time with friends as part of what they like about the school. 

Below I revisit the theme of social networks and connectedness in more detail. 

To varying degrees and with a variety of explanations, over half of the children 

(11 of 18) talked about liking the language immersion program. Students provided 

rationales that ranged from “I don’t know” to career attainment and/or advancement to 

enhanced capabilities and opportunities to communicate with others (including Spanish-

speaking family members) to advantages when traveling internationally. For example, 

one student explained clearly, “Well it’s a bilingual school and so I can learn both 

Spanish and English instead of just learning in one language so then it’s kind of like I can 
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communicate more in the world and stuff.” This student spoke to both the (potential) 

social and cultural capital attached to bi- or multilingualism.  

Four children mentioned liking classroom content or learning, which is, of course, 

where teachers tend to focus their efforts. One of them said he liked music and gym as he 

liked singing and playing games. One talked specifically about math; she enjoyed 

learning about three-dimensional shapes, for example. Two students talked more 

generally about learning, one said, for example, he liked that he was getting “educated for 

the future.” Three children talked about the teachers (one about a specific teacher and the 

other two spoke about great or nice teachers generally), and two students when asked 

what they most liked about Elston said, “Everything”.  

While the 19 focal students were not selected randomly, if representative of 

Elston’s fifth grade student population, one might surmise that students at Elston feel 

connected to the school community and find value in their experiences within the school. 

I now turn to the key themes that emerged across the student data to better understand 

how students make sense of their experiences, and more specifically their learning inside 

and outside the school walls. 

Learning Versus Schooling: Students’ Mental Models 

The data suggest a wide array of spaces, places, people, and artifacts influence the 

children’s learning. According to Dictionary.com to learn means: 

[to] gain or acquire knowledge of or skill in (something) by study, experience, or 

being taught. 

Yet and still many of the students’ comments, stories, photographs, and captions suggest 

they are trying to make sense of learning through some existing mental model of 
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learning, one in which learning originates in an educational institution or from a 

“qualified” knower. The result is a palpable tension between their diverse lived 

experiences (as represented by the photographs) and their attempts to define and explain 

their learning.  

To some degree, the project posed questions that made them rethink this mental 

model. One student was explicit about this when asked what she learned from 

participating in the Community Exploration Project (CEP), “That you can actually like 

you can learn outside of school instead of just learning inside of school.” While other 

students were less explicit, a pattern emerged suggesting that children do not typically see 

the learning potential in all of their experiences or perhaps even minimize their learning.  

Another student, however, unequivocally sees the learning potential referenced above. He 

said: 

Like everywhere. You’ re always learning things that you never notice. Like there 

are really no things like if you are just playing with a rubber band at your house, 

you are learning a lot of things. Once you are doing that. You could be twisting it 

around and learn how to knot. It’s very, it’s very strange, but people don’t notice, 

but they re learning ever-single second of their life right now. They’re practically 

doing that right now. Like I’m learning how like right now how to umm…how 

I’m learning how you are asking me questions and how I’m answering questions 

I’m learning how I’m doing that right now.  

He expressed some hesitation in countering the above statement, saying, “I’m not sure if 

it is true, but it feels like it right now.” Later in the conversation when discussing from 

whom he learns, after naming his parents, he said, 
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I don’t know. Like lots of staff at places you go. Like the people that tell you what 

to do at like at a store maybe. People like tell you where is the bread? Down that 

aisle. Aisle three. So that is like teaching you next time you go there, aisle 3 that’s 

where you gotta go.  

In essence, this student recognized that any and all life experiences can contribute to his 

skills, knowledge, and overall development. This perspective, however, was a rarity in 

the data.  

I start by exploring how students discussed learning inside Elston Elementary. I 

then move outward to how they photographed and described learning outside the school 

walls, data that illuminate nuances of their mental models of “the learner”.  

Learning at school. Arguably the most narrow or restricted view of learning 

spaces emerged in conversation about where students learn when they are at school. 

When specifically asked where and what they learn at school, only four of the students 

discussed learning outside of a formal classroom setting. The conversation below 

exemplified the typical response: 

R: In my homeroom class, math class, reading class, and uh writing class.  
 
I: Any other places?  
 
R: Uh, and my prep.  
 
I: Prep. Anything else? Any other places you learn or  
 
R: Ahh. In school?  
 
I: Hmhm.  
 
R: Hm. Oh, I don’t think so.  

 



85  

In other words, nearly all responses were characterized by talk of formal classroom 

spaces, classroom teachers, and academic content. One student, while only mentioning 

classroom environments, placed more emphasis on skill acquisition beyond the 

traditional subject disciplines. He talked about a specialist teacher (e.g., art, physical 

education) teaching him how to handle materials carefully and other teachers 

emphasizing that he should do his best work.  

Four students specifically mentioned school spaces outside the classroom.  Two 

discussed learning from friends before school or at recess—a friend helping with 

homework or a friend sharing something he/she had learned. Another student talked 

about learning at recess, but framed the learning in terms of building soccer skills from a 

teaching assistant who also coaches soccer for an after school program. In other words, 

the student did not highlight the experiential learning via practicing soccer at recess, but 

rather that he was learning from a valid knower. Only one student, after naming academic 

learning such as math and social studies content, mentioned social skills,  

R: And then the rest are like the recess and everything else.  
 
I: Do you think you learn at recess time?  
 
R: Um, at recess time I wouldn’t really, I think I would learn a little about how to 
like if I wanted to play and they said no, not to argue. If someone wanted to fight 
with me just not fight and just either say I don’t want to or go tell a teacher. 
 
The stronger pattern in the data was, however, that students tended to characterize 

learning by what happens within their classrooms and when discussing what they learn, 

emphasized content knowledge. If people were mentioned it was typically in terms of a 

“knower” teaching the child as opposed to a more collaborative or experiential process of 

meaning-making. A similar pattern emerged when students were explicitly asked what it 
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means to learn or be a learner or when they were asked to explain how they know they 

have learned something new. While some students offered a more generalized response 

such as, “[I know I have learned something when] I remember. Or, (…) kind of, use it in 

life because you don’t want to learn something that is useless,” the majority of responses 

(10/1720) included references to formal schooling, suggesting at least in some ways what 

it means to learn or to be a learner is perhaps inseparable from formal schooling. In other 

words, many students conceptualized learning as dependent upon formal institutions of 

education. The student whose comments follow connected his understanding of what it 

means to learn to his experiences in school, and also associated learning with hard work 

on his part that engendered stress and frustration. He shared,  

Usually I know I’m learning something when I am very stressed out. It is like 

when I’m very frustrated because I can’t do this. Because then I ask for help. And 

then I finally get it. It was right in front of my face and I didn’t really understand. 

So then when I finally learn how to do that. Like sometimes I learn a lot of things 

so I’m like frustrated because I usually don’t really read the page I just usually 

know what to do. Sometimes I’m used to not reading the page. Usually I just do it 

and see what I can do. Like we had to make, put some dots on the page to make it 

look like a boat [referring to a math workbook activity on graphing]. Mine was 

just lines all over the place.  

While the above student spoke to his agency in the learning process, students were more 

likely to describe their learning by referring back to the teacher and formal instruction.  

																																																								
20 Out of the 18 students that participated in pre-Community Exploration Project interviews, one student did 
not answer the question about what it means to learn or be a learner. 
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One student, for example, described what it means to learn in terms of the information 

brought to her by her teacher. She said,  

Well that um that if I don’t know something and then like the teacher teaches me 

or tells me what it is and stuff so I just learn something new. Like what is that 

thing or a new word or something.  

A third child even more narrowly discussed learning and that learning is in some ways 

validated by such school practices as grading and test-taking. 

R: Um. Like getting better grades on my homework or my tests.  
 
I: Okay. What do you think, how would you describe what it means to be a 
learner?  
 
R: Uhh the student in class that always behaves and turns in all their homework. 
 

As a researcher, I am mindful of the fact that conducting the interviews within the school 

building may have established a particular frame-of-reference. In other words, students 

were in “school-mode” and thus their comments and responses to a certain extent likely 

reflect the environment. This idea is explored further in both the methodology section in 

Chapter 3 and implications for further research discussion in Chapter 6.  

While less pronounced in the data, evidence suggests that the “lens of formal 

schooling” infiltrates children’s many other spaces. I now turn to what the children’s 

photographs and conversations about out-of-school learning illuminate about how they 

make sense of their learning opportunities. 

Learning outside of school: The photographs. The children’s photographs and 

corresponding captions suggest a multifaceted definition of learning in terms of the 

variety of spaces in which learning happens and also the relationships through which 

learning can happen. Here, I consider most closely the photographs that students took in 
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response to the question: ¿En donde aprendo fuera de la escuela? ¿Qué aprendo? Where 

do I learn outside of school? What do I learn? (See Appendix A for copy of handout that 

was sent home with students).  

Table 4.2 Summary of the Subjects of Students’ Photographs (specifically those students identified as 
pertaining to learning)  

Subject of Students’ Photographs 
 

Frequency 

Athletics  (e.g., tennis, hockey, baseball, volleyball, martial arts, bike 
riding, skateboarding, ice skating, swimming, lacrosse) 
 

19 

Instruments/Music classes 
 

11 

Family members (e.g., parents, grandparents, siblings) 
 

9 

Cooking/baking 
 

7 

Library and/or books 
 

7 

Hobby (e.g., using a rainbow loom, styling hair, using Legos, drawing, 
doing magic) 
 

6 

Computer 
 

4 

Dance class 
 

3 

Video games 
 

3 

Homework 
 

3 

Religious institution 2 
 

 
NOTE: The total does not add up to 89 photographs. Subjects referenced only once and duplicates from a 
single student were not included in the table. 
 

I analyzed any photographs directly uploaded to a Google Drive folder dedicated 

to the above Community Exploration Project (CEP) prompt as well as any photographs 

with a caption that included a phrase about learning (e.g., “Yo aprendo”). In total this 

included 89 photographs taken by 31 students. I begin with an analysis of how children 
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depicted learning via these 89 photographs and captions. I close the section with a brief 

note about learning that went unnamed in the photograph project. That is, several 

photographs depicted experiences that likely contributed to the child’s learning and 

development; the student, however, did not categorize it under that particular prompt (or 

name any learning in the caption) but instead chose to describe the photograph as 

something he/she likes about his/her community, for example. 

While there was a large range of subjects depicted in the photographs, athletic 

activities, instrumental music, and family members were most photographed. Table 4.2 

provides an overview of the subjects of students’ photographs; I included any subjects 

referenced by more than one student. Here, I did not focus my analysis on the photograph 

subjects broadly, but instead completed a more intentional analysis of how children 

described learning both via the image and captions of the photographs.  

Learning (named as such in the photographs). In the 89 photographs, children 

tended to share what they learn, without attributing that learning to any particular 

teacher(s). Of 89 photos taken by 31 students, for example, only eleven photos included a 

caption about learning from someone. Of these, one student took a picture of her mom 

and dad separately and wrote a caption about what she learns from each of them.  She 

wrote about her mom teaching her “how to be a good person” and her dad teaching her 

“how to play video games” among other things. The data was mixed in terms of how 

students identified relevant knowers. One student, for example, took a picture of her 

father and her two adult sisters, one of which was one holding her daughter, the student’s 

niece. The caption read, “I learn from my older siblings and my dad. I do not learn from 

Lucy [the niece]. She is just in the picture anyways.” Her caption suggests that learning 
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from or with a baby is improbable at best and absurd at worst. Another student, however, 

wrote that her younger brother teaches her about Legos (see Figure 4.1); perhaps 

suggesting a broadening out of the role of “knower”.  

Also students made 

minimal connections between 

formal educational institutions and 

learning (when asked to depict 

learning in their community(ies)). 

Only a few students’ photographs 

referenced homework or academic 

content areas (5 of 89 photos). 

Four out of 31 students’ 

photographs depicted learning in 

terms of homework or formal 

school learning, although several 

others referenced homework or 

school in other categories; most 

often students included it as something they do not like about their community. Some 

students’ captions, for example, explained that they do not like doing their homework; 

thus, they acknowledged homework as having a role in their out-of-school experience, 

but fewer students referenced homework when sharing about their out-of-school learning.  

Many more students submitted photographs in which they talked about learning 

with or learning from experience and several others positioned themselves as having 

Figure 4.1: Student's brother teaching her about Legos 

 



91  

agency in the learning process. 

Fifteen photographs characterized 

learning with (Spanish “con”) 

others. Other children used the first 

person plural verb form, such as 

“aprendemos”—indicating a 

collective “we learn.” Figure 4.2 is 

an example.  

 The majority of 

photographs underscored the child 

as having an active role in the 

learning process, and more 

specifically presented learning as 

experiential. Fifty-four of the 89 

photographs included, for example, 

captions including phrases such as 

“I learn”.  Figures 4.3-4.6 illustrate 

how students focused on their role 

with no mention of a teacher. In 

three cases, students described how 

they search on YouTube, for 

example, how to skateboard or do a particular hairstyle. The emphasis still, however, was 

on the child as having control over the learning process. The child determined the content 

Figure 4.2. Outside of school, student learns to play hockey 
and lacrosse with his friends. 

 

Figure 4.3. Student learned to cook when she was seven years 
old and continues to cook for her family. 

 



92  

of the learning and took an active role in seeking out the necessary resources for learning. 

In sum, the majority of the photographs and captions positioned the student as an active 

learner or focused on the content of the learning with minimal attention given to a formal 

“teacher”. 

	

 

 

Unnamed learning. A quick review of all uploaded photographs reveals several 

that captured (potential) learning events or experiences without students identifying or 

labeling them as such. For example, one student took a picture of some plants outside his 

home with the caption, “Me gusta sembrar huertos [I like planting gardens].” Another 

shared about trying candy from all around the world. Several others included photographs 

of their pets, visiting local businesses, playing at neighborhood parks, and so on. The 

Figure 4.4. Student uses her computer to learn how to do things on her 
rainbow loom 
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captions tended to included phrases describing these activities as what the children like or 

do not like about their community(ies). They did not, however, identify them as learning 

opportunities. From the data it is impossible to know whether or not children do or would 

categorize such activities learning opportunities. Perhaps they were intending to meet the 

assignment requirements by responding to all four photograph prompts. One 

interpretation is, however, that such photographs say something about some children’s 

mental models of learning; more specifically that certain kinds of knowledge are more 

highly valued. A potential consequence being that students do not recognize some 

experiences, such as gardening or trying new candy or living with and/or caring for pets 

as places or spaces in which learning occurs. I revisit this theme of implicit learning later 

as it emerges again in the interview data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4.5. Student learns en dance class. She learns tap, jazz, hip- hop, and 
ballet dances. 
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In sum, a review of the 89 photographs and corresponding captions suggests that 

students have a more elaborated definition of learning than that depicted by members of 

the focal group during our preliminary conversations, and that it includes other people, 

other settings, and even the intersections between school and out-of-school through 

homework. While the photographs suggest more nuance, students’ words (via the 

interviews and observation sessions) tended to characterize learning more in terms of 

formal schooling and seemed to minimize their responsibility or agency for their 

learning. That is where we turn now. 

Learning outside of school: The interviews. When students were prompted in 

the interview to share about where, what, and from whom they learn outside of school, 

Figure 4.6. Student can go to the neighborhood library and borrows books. 
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their responses reflected a wide array of spaces and places, reflective of where they spend 

time out of school. Table 4.3 outlines the frequency of places and frequency of people 

mentioned.  

The theme of articulating learning in terms of formal schooling emerged as 

students responded to questions about out-of-school learning. Nine students, roughly half 

of the focal group, in some way directly referenced formal schooling in their responses. 

There was, however, some variation in terms of how students brought formal education 

into the conversation. A couple students brought it up as though they were attempting to 

validate their own responses that they learn from their parents. One student, for example, 

explained that both of her parents are scientists and so they sometimes teach her things 

about “Co2 and stuff”. Another said, “I learn from my mom and dad. My dad’s really 

good with math because when he was in high school he did college math.” Both students 

were positioning their parents as knowers by emphasizing their parents own formal 

education credentials. 

Learning from parents was a common thread; all 19 focal students referenced 

learning from their parent(s) in the interview, their photographs, or both. Six children 

made the connection to formal schooling by explaining that they learn from their parents 

when they help them with homework. For example,  

[I learn] At my house, because usually my brother and my sister have homework 

and they do it so and sometimes they get confused. So my dad has to show them 

sometimes and then I can learn that way.  
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While the above student expanded learning beyond when her family helps her with her 

homework, she still maintained the linkage to formal schooling; when asked if she learns 

from anyone else outside of school, she responded no. Relatedly, one student said he 

learned during an afterschool program held at his church, “because people there help me 

with homework.”  

Table 4.3 Spaces, places, and people referenced in student interviews 

Places and Spaces 
 

Frequency People Frequency 

Home/house 
 

8 Parents  12 

Athletics practice (e.g., field, 
gym, basketball court) 
 

6 Grandparent 3 

Music instruction/practice 
(e.g., instructor’s home, a 
studio) 
 

3 Siblings 3 

Books 
 

3 Other family 
members 

1 

Community center 
 

1 Coach 3 

Museum 
 

1 Music Instructor 3 

Religious Institution 
 

1 Friends 1 

Lake 
 

1 Friend’s parent(s) 1 

Summer Camp 
 

1 Cashier/store clerk 1 

Supermarket 
 

1 Camp counselor 1 

Culture and language 
weekend program (uses space 
in an area high school) 

1 Other instructor 1 

 

A few other students incorporated what one might refer to as the language of 

formal schooling when describing what, where, and from whom they learn outside of 
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school. For example, one student mentioned that he learned about slavery and racism 

from his parents. He went on to say that his parents sometimes make him “research” 

related topics. Another student talked about “studying” nature at a community center. A 

third student talked about her sister being a great role model for her as a “straight A 

student.” In describing time spent out of school with her grandmother, I asked another 

student if she learns anything from her grandmother. Her response was,  

She teaches me. She tells me stories from when she was younger and she teaches 

me things like what they used to do for multiplication when they were younger 

what kind of things they did for writing and stuff.  

I cannot know why this student chose to discuss her grandmother’s stories 

regarding a formal schooling experience; it is entirely possible that these are the only 

stories her grandmother shares with her, or that her grandmother is one of the adults who 

helps with her homework. Another interpretation, however, is that the student feels that 

content such as multiplication is a more valued response when asked about what she 

learns outside of school than stories about her grandmother’s other life experiences. 

When sharing his photographs, a child explained why he took a picture of a particular 

space in his house. Below is a snippet of the conversation he and I had: 

I: Oh, that’s where the video games are kept so that’s where you like to spend 
time when you are not in school. Do you think you learn anything playing video 
games?  
 
R: Yes. I don’t always play games where I don’t really learn anything. Like I play 
lots of educational games like Prodigy and the games on here [iPad] that we have 
for math class. 

 
Again, while we know a whole range of skills are utilized in video game play, this 

student made a clear distinction between games and “educational games”—those in 

which he is practicing math skills, for example. 
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Such examples suggest that the children were, at least in part, drawing on a 

mental model of learning and learner that is connected with common systems and 

practices of formal schooling. That is, a system in which adults determine what should be 

learned and further, how learning will occur.   

In contrast to the pattern in the students’ photographs and caption verbiage 

through which students positioned themselves as active in the learning process, students’ 

voices revealed a tendency to position themselves as passive “recipients” of knowledge. 

This is evidenced in students’ comments such as someone teaches me or someone tells me 

how. In addition to the homework help theme mentioned above, students mentioned 

family members that teach them, for example, how to cook, practice yoga, and throw a 

football. They mentioned coaches and music instructors that teach them. Fewer responses 

depicted learning in terms of experiential learning or active study.  

Five students framed (at least in part) their out-of-school learning in a way that 

placed a more defined emphasis on their own agency as a learner. One student, for 

example, talked about researching topics of interest, such as eagles, and putting together a 

presentation for her friends and family. Another student mentioned asking his parents to 

define words they used that he did not understand. One student talked about learning 

through reading and researching on the computer, and another about “perfecting his 

hockey” through practice. Another student emphasized the experiential nature of 

learning. She talked about buying things at the supermarket and needing to do 

measurements when painting your house, for example. While she connected it to “math,” 

or more formal academic learning, her emphasis was on the out-of-school experiences 

that can contribute to learning. So, while some children positioned themselves as active 
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agents in their learning, many others shifted most if not all responsibility to others—some 

qualified knower is responsible for determining what is worth learning and/or for 

imparting that knowledge or skill on the child. 

Implicit learning. It is important to note that scattered throughout the 

conversations about out-of-school learning, students mentioned spaces and learning 

experiences that are less connected to formal schooling. Five children talked about 

learning “soft skills” or “life skills” when their families explicitly talk with them about 

respect and responsibility or “how to be a good person.” Relatedly, one student talked 

about learning how to interact with individuals with disabilities, specifically Down 

Syndrome. He said,  

I think I already said this but I like to go to the Down Syndrome association walks 

and then that helps me learn and take notes on what I should do to a person when 

I walk up to them and meet them and what I should not do. Because then that 

helps me be a better person and a better face to face person with people that have 

disabilities and people that have disabilities that are severe or just non severe so 

then I can take notes and figure out what I need to do and how I should walk up to 

them.  

Sociological research tells us that children learn a great deal of their social behaviors and 

practices from their home environments, yet few children talked explicitly about such 

learning. Does the implicit nature of such learning render it less present in children’s 

consciousness or is it that children place less value on such learning as compared to the 

learning associated with formal schooling? While data collected in this study cannot 
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definitely answer this question, it does suggest that many children’s mental model of 

learning overlaps with that of formal schooling. 

As mentioned above, apart from social behaviors and practices, some children 

mentioned other skills and knowledge less associated with formal schooling; they shared, 

for example, about learning magic, yoga, and how to throw a football from various 

people in their lives. When analyzing the conversations with students more broadly—

beyond their responses to specific questions about out-of-school learning—children 

shared about an even broader range of experiences that could and has likely contributed 

to their skill development and knowledge base. One student, for example, explained 

about a student club that she organizes; the purpose of the club being “to help the 

community and the environment.” She shared that the previous year, the club had 

donated $160.00 to local nonprofits and this year they are working to donate money to a 

school-based field trip scholarship fund. Her words reveal a developing set of leadership 

and management skills. She did not, however, discuss the club in terms of her own 

learning and development; rather, she mentioned it as a transition into a conversation 

about how she and other club participants were recently discussing desired improvements 

to the physical school space. 

Another student shared about having a teaching intern from El Salvador and a 

high school student from Galapagos staying with her and her family—one for 4 months 

and one for a school year. Later in the conversation she talked about valuing 

opportunities her parents provide to travel and have people live with them. Another 

student also talked about his family trips, and a favorite trip to Montana in which he and 

his family hiked. He shared about this in the context of what he wished he had taken 
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photos of with his iPad (in order to share with his class). Again, the students were not 

discussing such experiences in terms of their learning necessarily. When discussing what 

she loves about her community, a student shared: 

I like the fact that my community is very we have a bunch of things that you can 

do like you can go to the library. In my library there is like this fun zone part 

where they serve you lunch and you can read books in there and play on 

computer, play the Wii. Um, yeah. There’s a couple. There’s a bunch of parks 

around my house.  

Again, this student did not bring up these ideas or experiences when specifically asked 

about her out-of-school learning.  

Another child, when asked during the pre-Community Exploration Project (CEP) 

interview where and what he learns outside of school talked about playing board games 

with his grandpa, who lives further away. A piece of our conversation follows: 

I: What kind of board games do you like? 
 
R: Um, Scattegories, um, Monopoly, um, Risk, and there’s 
 
I: Do you think you learn things from your grandpa? 
 
R: Um, a little.  
 
I: A little? Why do you say a little? 
 
R: Um, I don’t know. I know I learn things from my grandpa but I just forget. I 
haven’t been there in such a long time.  

 
While I do not wish to question or undermine the student’s statement about not spending 

much time with his grandpa, it is worthy to note that even after just commenting on 

playing strategy-based games such as Risk and Monopoly, the student did not draw on 

such experiences as sources of learning. He instead got quiet and discontinued the 



102  

conversation by saying that he forgot. Could schools and formal educators do a better job 

of making the implicit more explicit? In other words, what benefits might come from 

supporting students in appreciating the breadth of knowledge and skills they bring with 

them into their formal school environments? 

Bridging learning. If specifically asked whether a particular out-of-school 

activity or pastime might contribute to their learning in school, students seemed to 

struggle to make any connections. The comments below exemplify this sentiment: 

I: Any skills you learn at hockey that you think help you at school?  
 
R: Um, not like well I mean I learned like I learn agility and stuff for gym but it’s 
not like I’m not learning anything that can help with like math or stuff or like 
writing it’s all like gym or something. 
 

This student seemed to make sense of the question via a lens of academic learning equals 

learning. When I asked another student about whether or not her teacher would learn 

anything about her from seeing her photographs, she responded, “I mean she’d learn that 

I like these places, but she wouldn’t learn anything that has to do with school.” Her 

comment suggests that she perceives some type of boundary between what is valued 

outside of school and what matters inside of school. This is an important observation 

given that research tells us that connections between students’ in-school and out-of-

school knowledge and experiences facilitate learning. While this theme was less present 

in the data, as it was not a key focus of the work, it does lead to additional questions 

about how children value their own learning and the extent to which they can actively 

draw on particular skillsets or knowledge across a variety of contexts. 

In sum, the data suggests a much wider array of sites of learning than even the 

students themselves identified when specifically asked where and what they learn outside 
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of school. One interpretation of this is, as I argued above, that students to varying degrees 

are trying to make sense of what it means to learn and be a learner within an existing 

narrative of learning that tends to privilege academic learning and formal schooling.  

The Value of Connectedness 

With a very broad definition of place or site, students were asked to share about 

their out-of-school and community-based learning experiences via the Community 

Exploration Project. A quick glance at students’ photographs suggests that the 

participants depicted their community(ies) in terms of places (e.g., bookstores, 

restaurants), people (parents, siblings), and objects they encountered  (e.g., video games, 

computers). The children’s comments, however, underscore an early awareness that the 

relationships or connectedness they experience, and more specifically, social networks 

matter. They spoke about connectedness in terms of supporting theirs or others sense of 

belonging whether in school or in their broader community(ies). While less apparent in 

the overall data, the examples below also suggest that some students saw a benefit in 

connecting with others that were in some way different from them. Other students spoke 

to the notion of connectedness in terms of social reciprocity; while some spoke more 

about the benefits they receive, others spoke more to the benefits they provide. Lastly, a 

few students spoke to the idea of connectedness by talking about the absence of particular 

relationships or networks. 

  A sense of belonging. As mentioned above, when asked about what they liked 

about their school, several students identified relationships with peers. While some spoke 

of this in terms of experiencing a sense of belonging or strong friendships, others’ 

comments suggested a deeper understanding of the importance of networks for the 
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purpose of supporting others’ sense of connectedness. One student, for example, talked 

about how he, as a fifth grader, knew the “school well” and thus could help out students 

that are new to the school, especially kindergarteners. Students also spoke more generally 

about valuing opportunities provided at Elston to “know a lot of people”; one student 

more specifically spoke to the diversity at Elston. A piece of our conversation follows: 

R: It’s very diverse.  
 
I: Okay. Why do you think that matters to you?  
 
R: (…) I want to have multiple you know friends. It really I don’t really care if 
they’re you know Black or White it doesn’t matter to me I just. I want to get along 
with people. 
 

Her words suggest an emerging appreciation for connecting with and building 

relationships with individuals whose experiences are different from her own, seeing the 

school’s diverse population as a positive attribute. She seems to value connectedness 

beyond reasons of her own social belonging or benefit, but also for the purpose of 

establishing relationships across differences of race/ethnicity.  

Another student spoke about connectedness in terms of bringing people together 

with a common interest or passion. He started with a general appreciation for knowing 

and recognizing members of his community(ies) and then said, 

[What] I most love about my community is that its different. You meet people and 

you get to know what they do and sometimes you meet people that like you like 

my mom she works at a bank sometimes she sees people when we go to Target or 

other places so that’s really cool (…) I like meeting new people and other people 

that have disabilities and it just makes me feel happy when I meet other people 
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that are really enthusiastic and especially people who are disabled. They are really 

enthusiasm so. 

Later in the conversation, the same student talked about his families work with a formal 

network—The Down Syndrome Association—because his brother has Down Syndrome. 

He again spoke to the benefit of belonging to such an organization in that it allows him to 

“connect with people” that are different from him.  

Further, children seemed to acknowledge that trusting relationships are at the core 

of healthy communities; in other words, what they love about their community is tied to 

the relationships that exist within and across their community(ies), and more specifically 

that people know them. One student named a local recreation center as something she 

loves about her community; she stated, “there’s a rec center really close to my house and 

a lot of people know me there so that’s really nice so I can go there.” Another student 

talked fondly about and photographed a rotating dinner group to which her family 

belongs. She explained that they are all friends from high school and/or college, “before 

any kids”. Now, they all get together—kids included—one Tuesday a month for a 

potluck dinner. 

Social reciprocity. Many also spoke to the idea of reciprocity—that is, they are 

part of social exchanges that may be direct and/or indirect. Some students spoke more 

explicitly about the benefits they accrue via existing social networks. Some students 

brought up how their connections with individuals benefited them in positive ways. One 

student talked about a friend in her neighborhood that has an ice rink in her backyard. As 

such, she and others can go over and play hockey and enjoy the ice (for free!). Another 

student talked about the benefit of have familial ties in his community; he shared about 
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his grandparents regularly taking him to his music lessons. Relatedly, a student 

recognized within a network, he, himself, can contribute value. He explained,  

R: (…) I was playing a game and some person was speaking Spanish and no one 
could understand him so I was just translating for him. 
 
I: Oh cool. Was it at a park or something? 
 
R: No, it was like we were playing on a gaming system like X-box. 
 
I: Oh, online or something. 
 
R: My friends didn’t know what he was saying, and I translated it. 
 

In addition to adding value to his network of friends, he was supporting the Spanish-

speaker in this story in, perhaps, building his/her sense of connectedness with the group 

of gamers. 

Another student acknowledged the social capital she and her family have as a 

result of long-standing and trusted relationships within her community. The students 

tended to speak of social capital in terms of relationships or networks that might exist 

between the students (and/or their families) and organizations as well as between and 

across individuals that benefit them in some way. In talking about, for example, a Dairy 

Queen Restaurant near her home, one student said “Yeah and sometimes DQ lets us [her 

family] pay with checks even though you are not supposed to, cuz we go there a lot.” The 

same student followed up by sharing how her family had formed a more formal 

relationship with Dairy Queen when the restaurant sponsored a sports team that her father 

coached. She shared about the benefits of the sponsorship in that Dairy Queen provided 

free ice cream to all of the team members. In other words, Dairy Queen is embedded in 

this child’s community as a value-adding institution rather than simply a service-

provider. 
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In a similar sentiment, a student talked about how her sister’s existing 

relationships might contribute positively to her own relationship with the school 

organization. When asked if there were any further things she wanted to share with me 

about what is important to her or matters to her (outside of school), she explained:  

R: Um, my sister she used to go to this school and she knew Sra. Avon and most 
of the teachers that I’ve had and so she likes visit the school sometimes and talk to 
them.  
 
I: Do you think it matters to you that your sister knows some of your teachers?  
 
R: Yes, because they might get to know me better instead of not getting to know 
me at all.  
 
I: Hmhm. How do you think it helps that you have an older sister that went here?  
 
R: She can tell me stuff that she knew before and maybe they are teaching the 
same things that she learned a couple of years ago and they’ll teach her here and 
they’ll teach me here and that will help me a little and she’ll also help me with my 
homework in case I’m getting mixed up on my homework or something.  

 
Not only could her sister’s relationships benefit her by facilitating her own relationship-

building with her teachers, but her sister’s experiences might also provide her with 

insights and skills for navigating her own formal education experience.  

Lastly, one child, spoke more concretely about connections that result in social 

organizing with the goal of creating public value. Unprompted by me, she shared with me 

the story of her role as president of a student club that she founded. Her story segued 

from her comment that one thing she would change about Elston would be to improve the 

bathroom stall locks. She continued by saying that she and “her” club had been 

discussing this same topic recently. She explained,  

I: How did the Tiger Hill Club start? 
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R: I just kind of had the idea when I was in second grade but I didn’t really do 
anything. But then when I was in fourth grade then I kind of talked to some of my 
friends and then we kinda got it together. 
 
I: And what’s your what’s your purpose? 
 
R: Well we want to help um the community and the environment um. We raise 
money to donate to places that help the environment including animals and (…) 
Last year we donated roughly $60.00 to feline rescue. Then this year, we donated 
some of the stuff of the money we raised to Concordia. But then $100.00 to um 
Parkland Conservatory and Zoo (…) 
 
I: Is it anyone that wants to be or how do people join? 
 
R: Well, I, well they can just ask or one of my friends in the club and they can ask 
me and um, uh, then they can have basically a trial period um because if they 
don’t go to the meetings then they wouldn’t be in the club because some people 
that are still in the club don’t go to meetings when we call them so 

 
This story illuminates that she understood that collectively, a group or club could have 

greater impact than she alone. In addition, the closing comment in the above excerpt 

suggests an understanding of relationships and networks as a mechanism for “growing” 

or developing her club. 

 The absence of networks. The theme of the importance of networks and 

connectedness was also illustrated when students talked about its absence. As mentioned 

above, one student shared that what she did not like about Elston Elementary was the 

times she felt isolated from her peer group. Another student told an elaborate story about 

her older sister’s disappointment after she camped outside a local athletic shoe store to 

get a pair of a newly released and highly popular athletic shoe. Her sister (with her father) 

waited from midnight until the store opened, only to find that store employees (that did 

not camp out) were given priority. When it was her sister’s turn to buy shoes, her size 

was sold out. When discussing what he did not like or would change about Elston 

Elementary, another student said he had heard once that Elston was going to start a pre-
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kindergarten program. He lamented that such rumors never manifested into a reality, as 

he wanted to be at Elston with his four-year-old brother to support him has he started his 

formal school experience. Instead, his brother had to attend a different school for pre-

Kindergarten. 

Students clearly voiced what has been documented in the sociological research 

across a variety of fields, a sense-of-belonging and connectedness matters. In addition, 

the work of the students involved in this project suggests that they also, to varying 

degrees, recognize and even appreciate that formal and informal social networks can both 

contribute to their sense of belonging and also carry with them additional privileges such 

as access to resources. 

Minimizing the Distance between In-School and Out-of-School Experiences 

Children articulated that strengthening the linkages between their in-school and 

out-of-school lives has value—both individual value and value for the common good. 

Throughout the data, students’ comments about sharing their photographs, about what 

they learned throughout the project, about what their teachers do and should know about 

their lives, and their overall opinions of the Community Exploration Project (CEP) 

suggest value is added when the relationships between their in-school and out-of-school 

lives are strengthened. With that said, while many comments underscored a wholly 

positive perspective of tightening the linkages between in-school and out-of-school 

experiences, some exhibited a (at least slightly) more ambivalent tone.  Further, the data 

suggest educators should consider the strategies and mechanisms they put in place to 

“build relationships” with students and their families. Are they resulting in the intended 

outcomes? I examine this theme in greater detail in the discussion in Chapter 6. Here I 
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focus on students’ perceptions. I organize them into two broad categories; those that 

discuss the linkages in terms of having positive impacts on learning and those that are 

less sure or voice some level of hesitation about their teachers knowing more about their 

out-of-school experiences.  

Positive learning from CEP.  Children tended to speak positively about building 

connections across their in and out of school experiences; they characterized such 

linkages as contributing positively to the school environment in terms of strengthened 

classroom communities (i.e., strengthened peer-to-peer or student-teacher relationships) 

and making learning more germane to their lives. Learning impacts were also discussed 

in terms of the learning that came out of the Community Exploration Project (CEP) 

specifically—both learning about oneself and about one’s peers, which also contributes to 

a healthy classroom climate. 

Student-teacher relationships as a mechanism for learning. Several students 

spoke of student-teacher relationships as the way learning is transferred between out-of-

school and in-school experiences. When, for example, students were asked if teachers 

knew about their out-of-school lives and experiences, two of the five that answered with 

a yes, elaborated by talking about a particular teacher that knows their family in some 

capacity outside of school. They joked with smiles about how the teacher knows a lot 

about them, because they have talked with their families outside of school.  

Overall, students’ explanations for why they, if a teacher, would do the project 

varied somewhat, but a clear theme emerged. Ten students, in some way, spoke to the 

value of building a stronger classroom community. Several spoke about how they, as the 

teacher, would learn new information about their students and a few spoke to the value of 
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building a community among the students in their hypothetical classroom. When asked 

why she would have her students complete a CEP-like project, one student said, for 

example, “So they can become friends and they don’t have to argue and have like fights.” 

Other students talked about their own curiosity to know about their students or “find out” 

about them. While most of the focal students did not explicitly state why they would want 

to “find out” about their students, one might infer that even at ten or eleven years old, 

children have a keen awareness of the value of relationships—classroom learning is 

dependent upon caring and trusting relationships among students and between students 

and their teachers. These same ideas emerged as a student talked about why it matters for 

teachers to know about students’ out-of-school experiences. Other students’ comments 

suggest value beyond the individual student-teacher relationships. The child below, for 

example, commented on how sharing between students and their teachers can contribute 

to a more democratic learning environment.  

I: Can you think of any examples of when it would be important for teachers to 
know about what matters to kids outside of school?  
 
R: Um, like if they learned something like oh today I learned that let’s say today I 
learned that dolphins are the smartest animals in the world. They’re just like oh 
cool pretty interesting.  
 
I: Why do you think it would matter for teachers to know that you know that?  
 
R: Well because sometimes if they don’t know it like if they’re asking a question 
and they don’t know the answer to it like maybe I might know it or someone else 
might know it and they might answer. 
 
When students were asked whether or not it matters that their teachers know 

about their lives outside of school, nine students said with confidence yes, it matters; 

these same students voiced a variety of explanations as to why. Some explained that 

knowing about students’ out-of-school lives could lead to improved teaching or 
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academics, value for the common good. For example, one student shared, “I think it 

would because then they can put that more into the lessons and stuff to make kids more 

interested.” The same student went on to give specific examples about how teachers 

could bring her own interests in birds and Neil deGrasse Tyson into the classroom 

learning. Others spoke about building relationships and being able to support students’ 

social-emotional development. One student talked about if teachers know more they will 

know how “to treat” students. When asked to explain he said, “Like if they have some 

kind of problem at home or something”—the student recognized the value in teachers 

designing a practice that is responsive to students’ social-emotional needs and wellbeing. 

Implications for teachers. Moving even deeper, another student talked 

specifically about the potential consequences of strong relationships and strong classroom 

culture for a teacher’s practice. This fifth grade student shared why she would do a 

project such as the CEP if she were a teacher,  

R: A lot. I mean, because if I was a teacher I would want not just I would want 
my students to be able to be open (…) and express themselves I guess and I feel 
like this could be or it would be a good way for them to express themselves and 
express them how they are 
  
I: Hmhm. And why do you think that’s important?  
 
R: Because, I mean school isn’t just about learning. There’s a certain way you 
have to teach and I feel like if you know somebody’s likes and dislikes or how 
they’re what they’re good with, what they’re not good with that could really help 
you out and make your job easier  
 
I: As a teacher?  
 
R: Yeah. As a teacher. 
 

This student eloquently captures the core of sociocultural learning theories—learning 

occurs via interactions. A second layer is that these interactive spaces are maximized 
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when all participants feel accepted—when relationships are positive and strong. Further, 

she stated, “school isn’t just about learning there’s a certain way you have to teach.” Here 

she gets at the importance of creating a classroom culture in which all students can 

“express themselves” or bring their true self into the space. My interpretation is that she 

inherently understands that students’ success as learners is dependent on teachers’ own 

actions and capacity to connect the learning to students’ lives. The importance of such a 

connection is validated by teaching and learning theories such as culturally relevant or 

culturally sustaining pedagogy (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris, 2012) and authentic 

pedagogy (Newman, Marks, and Gamoran, 1996). 

Students that said they would have their students complete the Community 

Exploration Project (CEP) or a similar project if they were a teacher were then asked if 

they would make any changes to the project. Six students talked about changes to the 

content of the project; two students said they would have their own students focus more 

generally on what they like and do not like (not with the emphasis on their community). 

Another child said he would have students focus more deeply on how they spend their 

time—activities that they like and/or do not like. One student said he would incorporate 

more art into the project; this same student said he would not have his own students take 

photographs about where they feel safe, because he did not think it was safe to take 

pictures and share their homes since their addresses could be visible. One said he would 

have students do more writing about the photographs—something more in-depth than the 

captions. Lastly, a student said he would make changes to the prompts, but he did not 

have any ideas of how he would change it; he said he would need more time to think 

about it. Several others commented on the project logistics—they would have more time 
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for sharing, or more time for students to take pictures, for example. In other words, the 

fact that all students said they would do a similar project with students if they were a 

teacher and further, that several provided details of how they would alter the project with 

a focus on the content or amount of sharing suggests that opportunities to share and learn 

about one another matters to children. In other words, their responses further underscore 

their interest in learning about and building relationships with their hypothetical students. 

Student learning about self via the CEP. When the conversation moved into 

whether or not the CEP helped students learn anything new about themselves or think 

about ideas in a new way, eight students talked about the project moving their thinking in 

new directions. The students’ comments fit into three categories—a renewed or 

strengthened appreciation for his/her community, reflection about familial relationships 

and/or friendships, and skill development.  

In describing her newfound appreciation for her community, one student 
reflected: 
 

R: I liked it because it helped me realize what places that I like most.  
 
I: Say more about that.  
 
R: Well, I didn’t realize I liked these places as much as I did until I was told I had 
to take pictures of it.  
 
I: Ahh. So you just hadn’t really thought about it much before until you had 
something you had to do is that what you are thinking  
 
R: Yeah.  
 
I: Anything else it made you think about?  
 
R: That I’m lucky to have all these places that make me feel safe.  
 
I: Say more about that. 
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R: Well, I mean I’m guessing some people don’t even have like a place where 
they can feel safe or anything and like I can’t even imagine like how much relief I 
have that I do.  

 
Three other students talked about thinking about their community differently after 

completing the project; a student mentioned a renewed appreciation for her neighborhood 

library, another described his realization of all the alternatives to watching TV, and a 

third student said the project pushed him to think about where he does and does not feel 

safe—he had never thought about that before.  

Regarding relationships, one student shared that the project helped him realize 

how much he cares for his brother with Down Syndrome. Another shared reflections 

about his parents’ divorce. He explained how sharing photographs from both his mother’s 

and father’s house made him realize that he needs to talk more with his friends about his 

parents’ divorce. He said his photographs led to questions such as I thought you did not 

have gaming system X? He did not want his peers to think he was lying and so needed to 

explain he had access to different things depending on whether or not he was staying with 

his mom or his dad. A third talked about wanting to get outdoors and do more activities 

with her parents (e.g., running and biking). In other words, the CEP encouraged some 

students to reconsider some of the relationships in their lives and how they might 

strengthen those relationships.  

Lastly, three students’ comments depicted newly acquired skills or at least a 

more-developed confidence in existing skills. One student reflected on not wanting to 

take the iPad to her swim practice because she was nervous something happened, but the 

project helped her realize she was “mature enough”. Another student also talked about 

being able to take her iPad home without any trouble, and a third student mentioned 

learning how to use the “Skitch” app that they used to write captions on their 
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photographs. Comments such as these suggest that the CEP provided an outlet for 

students to develop and/or recognize their capacity to manage and utilize technology for 

learning. 

Eleven of 19 students said the project did not make them learn anything new 

about themselves or make them think about anything differently or they were not sure if 

it did. One student said, for example, “No, not really because we only did just I just took 

photos of just our house and what I did that night so. Just normal.” In sum, the project 

pushed some, but not all, of the children to reflect more about the spaces and places in 

which they spend time outside of school, how those places may add value to their lives, 

and how they are agents of their own learning.   

Learning about peers. Although a minority of students reported learning more 

about themselves, most students indicated that they learned new information about their 

peers or deepened existing knowledge of their peers. When expanding the conversation to 

inquire whether or not students learned anything new about their peers, only two out of 

fifteen21 students said no. The remaining 13 students shared new learnings and insights 

about their peers and their experiences outside of school. The children’s responses varied 

greatly. Students described learning about the following: pets, where their peers live 

(home location and/or style of home), sibling or family arrangements, participation in 

hobbies or athletics. Two students described a pattern they noticed across the 

photographs. After explaining that she was surprised that one student took a picture of a 

carwash, because he did not like it, she stated that it stood out, because, 

R: It was different than all the other ones everybody else was like taking pictures 
of their backyard or their mom’s face. Their backyards.  

																																																								
21 Note that the total number of focal students here is 15 instead of 19; this is due to the fact that Sra. 
Avon’s class did not have time in class to share their photos.  
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I: So you noticed a pattern it sounds like? Why do you think that was? Why do 
you think you saw a lot of yards and parents or families?  
 
R: Because I guess that’s important to them. It’s just what they wanted to put 
because it’s important to them.  
 

Her comments illustrate how the project allowed students to “enter in” to the project in 

various ways. That is, some expressed their learnings in terms of surprise or what they 

did not expect. Others pointed out commonalities between a classmate’s and their own 

experiences or interests. 

One student expressed his surprise that a classmate did not feel safe near his own home. 
 

R: That some people felt unsafe when they’re in the streets or something. That’s 
what I learned.  
 
I: You heard people share feeling unsafe in the streets.  
 
R: Yes.  
 
I: Why do you think you remembered that part?  
 
R: it’s kind of weird they’re your neighbors and they are scared of their 
neighbors. I’m never scared of my neighbors so that kinda surprised me.  

 
Some of the students from Sra. Avon’s class that did not have an opportunity to share 

(beyond taking initiative to look through photographs posted on Google Drive), 

expressed an interest in sharing because of the learning aspect: 

I: Would you be interested in seeing some of the pictures your classmates took?  
 
R: Yes.  
 
I: Why would you want to do that?  
 
R: Because I would like to see what they like and what they don’t like instead of 
them just seeing what I like and don’t like. Because it would be more interesting 
to see what their what they don’t like because then I could learn something from 
that.  
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Further, when I asked the children if classmates did or would learn from viewing their 

photographs, twelve said yes (with varying degrees of what their classmates could have 

learned). Some students spoke generally about what their classmates may have learned. 

One student, for example, spoke to the value in the photographs providing a visual 

representation of his interests outside of school; he shared, 

I: So what would they have learned about you that they didn’t know from just 
seeing you in school? 
 
R: Well in school you don’t have a lot of opportunity to show what you like cuz 
you can’t bring a skateboard to school and start riding it around in the classmate. 
You can’t shove a drum set inside the room either so.  

 
Other students were somewhat more specific in who in their class may have learned 

about them. One girl explained, 

Yeah, my close friends the only person that’s super close to me that’s been to my 

house are really Brianna, Jaeya, and Sarah. And I want to say Ally a little bit. She 

hasn’t been to my new house, but they all have been. I think Teresa learned a lot 

from me. That is what I think because we are really close friends in school, but we 

are not close friends outside so I think she learned like what kind of house I live 

in and if I have a dog so like if she does come over she knows what to expect.  

Three students voiced uncertainty commenting that maybe some people in their class may 

have learned something, but they were not sure. One of the 19 focal students said no; she 

did not believe anyone learned anything new about her. The exchange is below: 

I: Um, do you think your classmates learned anything new about you?  
 
R: Um, probably not.  
 
I: Probably not. You think they knew all this about you already?  
 
R: Probably. Yeah. 
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It is important to note that, regardless of the fact that the students had spent 

approximately six hours a day together for some 130 days, a few students felt their 

photographs shared new aspects of themselves (that many of their classmates had never 

seen). For example, one student shared about how her class would learn that she is very 

different outside of school—she described herself as shy in school, but the “least shy 

person she knows” outside of school. The photographs allowed her class to know more 

about her full self. When asked about why she was so “shy” in school, she explained that 

she observes peers being picked on and as a result, she has chosen to remain quiet in 

school—her strategy for avoiding ridicule. A consequence is that her “true” self rarely 

enters the school building. Overall, the data clearly suggests that even after spending 

more than six months learning together, the children identified new learning that occurred 

when they were given opportunities to visually share about their lives outside of school; 

the learning was described in terms of self-reflection and awareness, learning about peers, 

peers learning about them, and teachers learning about them. Further, while the themes 

were somewhat less prevalent in the data, several comments suggested that students saw 

or understood the potential benefits of the learning in terms of strengthened relationships 

and improved learning environments. 

Ambivalence – the limits of sharing and norms of privacy. When asked about 

whether or not teachers should know about their students’ lives outside of school, only 

one student gave a quick no. Eight students, however, responded with “it depends” and 

then went on to qualify their thinking. Their rationales varied. The excerpts below 

attempt to capture the breadth of students’ perspectives. The first example illustrates that 



120  

some students’ immediate response was it depends, but then could not come up with any 

specifics about what they would not want to teachers to know. She shared, 

R: Depending on what it is. 
 
I: Tell me more about that. What do you mean?  
 
R: If it is sports, anything that doesn’t matter about then that’s fine. They should 
learn all of your information so that is fine.  
 
I: What kinds of things shouldn’t they know? It sounds like you were thinking 
some things yes and some things no.  
 
R: Nothing comes to mind.  
 

Another child’s comments hint at an underlying concern for students’ privacy rights, but 

at the same time she expresses the value in teacher-student relationships. She responded, 

R: I kind of do, but kind of not at the same time. I think they should know to keep 
us safe so that we are not drinking or something like that really bad. And I think 
they shouldn’t know because it’s not their business to know what I am gonna do 
out on the weekend. But sometimes it is good to share what you’re gonna do. Like 
sometimes, like today or like last Friday I’ll I sometimes will ask the teacher what 
she is gonna do over the weekend. She tells me then she asks me and I tell her 
what I do over the weekend when we are walking out to the buses on Friday. 
  
I: Do you like that time to share?  
 
R: Um, yea. Yea. Hmhm. I do.  

 
A few students talked about intentionally withholding or guarding certain information. As 

above, a few talked about privacy and not wanting to share home addresses, for example, 

as a safety issue. One student talked about not wanting to show a picture of her friend’s 

old house, because students might then ask questions about her friend. Given that her 

friend recently moved out of state, the student did not want to revisit the emotions of 

missing her friend. Others talked about not wanting to share family members’ bedrooms 

for example, because they might be embarrassed that they are “messy.” One student said 

he did not want to show his brothers’ room because he thought that his classmates might 
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make fun of the fact that his brother—who has Down Syndrome—has things in his room 

that “are more younger than him.” The data suggests that at least some children see a 

value in maintaining particular boundaries. While the exact reasoning is not clear in the 

data, one interpretation is that children are aware that particular information can lead to 

control or judgment.  

The data suggests that students believe educators can do better at minimizing the 

distance between their in-school and out-of-school lives as well as the need for some 

boundaries. The evidence for this claim comes primarily from one interview question. 

While nearly all focal students agreed that, at least to some extent, teachers should know 

about their students’ out-of-school lives, only two students responded with a definitive 

yes that their teachers do know about them. These two students’ comments were less 

clear about how this learning occurs. The excerpt below captures this uncertainty: 

I: Do you think your teachers here at school know about what you learn and what 
matters to you outside of school?  
 
R: Uh, yeah.  
 
I: How do you think they learn about that about you?  
 
R: Some teachers probably drive by my house. I’m probably playing some sports, 
football.  
 
I: Do you think you have some teachers that live in your neighborhood, live near 
you? How else would they learn about the things you do outside of school?  
 
R: I don’t know. 
 

An additional three children said yes teachers know about them but went on to talk about 

a specific teacher, two of which discussed teachers that know their families in some 

capacity outside of school. The third told a story of a previous teacher that had helped her 

with her English reading; she said from this experience, she “connected” with the teacher 
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and was able to share more with her. Four students said no their teachers do not know 

about what they do or what matters to them outside of school. Two of the four were 

unsure about why. A third student said, “I don’t think so. I don’t really talk to my 

teachers about that stuff.” The fourth student took even more agency for the explanation 

by saying that he just goes “on with the day” and does not share anything “too private.”  

Eight students’ responses suggested they were unsure, or at least they tempered 

their response with situational details. The following comments suggest that time for 

learning about one another is confined to a particular in-class activity. The child said, 

I don’t know. I don’t really think so, because we don’t really talk a lot about that. 

I mean sometimes we do during the morning meeting and stuff, but or in 

conversation but otherwise yea it is not mentioned that much.  

A second student agreed that the teachers’ understanding is, perhaps, limited. She said,  

“Tsss. I think it’s like 50-50. Some things they do know and some things they don’t and 

they don’t understand.” Another student perceives that her teachers may “think” they 

know about her. She said: 

R: Uhh. Kind of.  
 
I: Say more about that. 
  
R: Some teachers think that I like go out and just play sometimes. I just sit inside 
in my bedroom doing homework and reading and I usually just fall asleep early. 
 

In sum, the data clearly suggests that children find value in strengthening linkages 

between their many sites of learning. They are keenly aware of how transferring learning 

can contribute to healthy classroom communities and ultimately enhanced learning. They 

are less sure, however, about the extent to which their teachers do know about their out-

of-school experiences. Further, some struck an ambivalent tone; speaking both about 
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positive consequences of strengthened relationships and at the same time about particular 

boundaries that should be respected, particularly regarding privacy and safety. 

Closing Thoughts 
 

The children in this study spoke candidly via their photographs and interview 

conversations. Their work suggests an appreciation for connectedness and belonging both 

in and outside of school; more specifically, they have an emerging awareness that the 

networks—formal and informal—that are often precursors to such feelings of 

connectedness and belonging can produce additional benefits. This understanding spills 

over into the general claim that tightening or strengthening the linkages between their in-

school and out-of-school experiences can have positive consequences for their and 

others’ learning and wellbeing in school.  

Where the data seemed less clear was in identifying where, what, and how 

children learn outside of school. The photographs and less explicitly the interviews 

revealed a diverse set of places and spaces in which learning occurs and a broad range of 

kinds of learning. When talking about their learning, the children seemed to filter their 

thinking through a mental model of learning rooted in formal institutions of education—

one in which a qualified knower imparts knowledge and skills as defined by him/her. Via 

their photographs, however, the children tended to highlight their agency in the learning 

process—both individually and when depicting learning in groups (e.g., I learn with 

others versus I learn from others).  In their photographs, children also acknowledged the 

experiential nature of learning. The data did not fully resolve this tension; that is the 

discrepancy in how children talked about their learning and how they represented it 

visually. In addition, children’s perceptions about what kinds of learning and which 
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spaces of learning mattered and why they mattered were also unclear. The consequences 

of these findings—both as they are described here and in relation to the teacher 

participants’ stories—will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 6. While the children’s 

work may result in more questions than answers, as is often expected in exploratory 

research projects, the sincerity and simplicity they brought to this work, reifies my own 

belief as a researcher-practitioners that practitioners, researchers, and policymakers must 

more actively and authentically bring students into the work of school reform. 
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Chapter Five 

Teacher Perspectives on Students’ Lives in Community 

 
I want kids to feel like they’re at home. They are here [at school] a huge majority of their 
life. I want them to feel like we’re part of a family here and we can share with each other 

and we can trust in each other and we should respect each other because we care and trust 
in each other. 

-5th grade teacher 
 
All three fifth grade teachers accepted—without hesitation—my initial invitation 

to collaborate on the Community Exploration Project (CEP). They voiced a general 

interest to learn about students’ out-of-school experiences, a curiosity regarding how 

students would choose to share and talk about their community(ies) via photogrpahs, and 

an excitement about integrating the recently acquired iPads into their classroom routines. 

The teacher’s comments opening this chapter were not unique; all three teachers worked 

from a belief that connections between students’ homes and school matter. The ways in 

which the three teachers interpreted their students’ live outside of school, home-school 

relationships varied, however, as did their classroom engagement with the CEP.  

While there were some patterns or commonalities in the data, I want to preserve 

the unique or diverse elements of the teachers’ individual perspectives. For this reason, 

with intention, I dedicate a specific section to each. I begin with a general introduction to 

the fifth grade team and then quickly move into a description of each teacher’s path to 

Elston Elementary and her perspectives on school-community relationships and student 

learning. I then describe her interpretation of and learning from the students’ work with 

the Community Exploration Project. In Chapter 6 I will go on to summarize the 
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overarching themes of the data as presented in Chapters 4 and 5 as well as discuss 

implications for research, theory, policy, and practice. 

Fifth Grade Teachers at Elston Elementary 

The three fifth grade teachers at Elston Elementary collectively have over 50 

years of experience teaching elementary school students. Table 5.1 provides an overview 

of their teaching experience, and indicates that all three had chosen to live in the city in 

which Elston Elementary is located.  

Table 5.1 Overview of Teacher Participants 

Teacher Year Started 
Teaching 

Total Years 
Teaching 

Years at Elston 
Elementary 

Lives in Elston 
Attendance 

Area 
Sra. Avon 
 

1980 35 25 Yes 

Sra. Mora 
 

2002 13 5 Yes 

Sra. Olsen 2005 10 8 Yes 
 

The fifth grade teachers operated as a relatively cohesive team. During the 2013-

14 school year they piloted a new organizational structure that grew out of an increased 

awareness of their individual strengths and interests. Each teacher has an assigned 

homeroom group of students with whom they start the day. Students also attend their 

specialist classes (e.g., art class, music class) with their homeroom group. All three fifth 

grade teachers provide math instruction to their homeroom group; students then rotate 

from classroom to classroom for their remaining core content areas. When asked about 

how they came to the decision to redesign their service delivery model, the following 

responses were provided as rationales for the change:  

• Creates a more family-like structure; students are cared for by more than one 

teacher. 
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• Provides students a “fresh-start” multiple times a day 

• Prepares students for middle school—experiencing many transitions and 

multiple teaching-styles in a single day 

• Provides opportunities for students to move frequently throughout the day 

• Allows teachers to specialize in content areas 

Sra. Mora provides reading instruction to all 84 fifth graders, Sra. Olsen social studies, 

and Sra. Avon writing. All students finish the day and walk out to the busses with their 

homeroom teacher.  

Arguably, the team defies, in many ways, the narrative of the typical urban 

teacher who lacks required credentials, has minimal teaching experience, is likely to 

leave the profession or change schools within a few years, and/or lives outside the 

community in which he/she teaches. In sum, the fifth grade team— Sra. Olsen, Sra. 

Avon, and Sra. Mora—is well-respected and held in high regard by the Elston 

community. 

The teacher team meets together each week to share about student learning and 

growth as well as to coordinate upcoming activities and lessons. They are intentional 

about designing themed units so that the learning in one content area extends into and 

connects with another. For example, in a unit on colonial America Sra. Mora 

purposefully chooses reading texts that are situated in this time period. In writing class, 

Sra Avon has students draft biographies or reports about people of that era. Sra. Olsen 

facilitates a series of activities to teach students about the economics, geography, etc. of 

the time period.   
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Although they represent a cohesive instructional team, each of the teachers had a 

different perspective on urban students, their communities, and learning environments. 

Sra. Olsen—An Introduction 

Sra. Olsen grew up in a suburban community of just over 20,000 people located 

about 20 minutes outside the metropolitan area in which Elston Elementary is located. 

She earned her education degree at a university that was close to her home, but upon 

graduation she moved to Mexico, where she taught in an English immersion program. 

After two years in Mexico, Sra. Olsen returned to her home state; at which time she was 

hired at Elston Elementary. Once accepting the position at Elston, Sra. Olsen recalled 

driving around the surrounding neighborhoods seeking out available apartments. She has 

been living in the neighborhood and teaching fifth or sixth grade at Elston since. The 

2014-2015 school year was her tenth year teaching.  

Sra. Olsen’s classroom reflects her organized and detail-oriented approach to her 

work; all of the desks are neatly organized into rows and books and materials are nicely 

tucked in their assigned places. The tidy appearance is somewhat misleading:  Passing by 

during the school day, it is common to find students and their materials sprawled out on 

the floor, in the hallways, or tucked away at a quiet workspace. Group work is common, 

and students are often working together on a variety of activities and projects, supporting 

one another in the process. This teaching philosophy, however, is moderated by her belief 

that part of her role is to acknowledge and attend to students’ individuality. She 

mentioned the importance of students having their “personal space,” each with their own 

desk, acknowledging that each student has his/her own interests and needs even in project 

work.  
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When asked what she most wants students to learn in their time with her, Sra. 

Olsen described her struggle years earlier as a new teacher when she wanted students to 

“learn everything” and contrasted that with her current goal of building a foundation of 

learning upon which students can attach future learning. While her passion about the 

content, particularly math and social studies is evident, she described a realization that 

came with experience: She needed to teach her students skills such as “how to use 

resources, how to use textbooks, how to do research” that would support their learning of 

the academic content throughout their later school years. She also explained that much of 

her curriculum is project-based because those are the pieces of her elementary school 

days that she remembers, and she wants her own students to engage in experiences they 

too will remember. 

Perspectives on School-Community Connections 

Sra. Olsen’s words speak to a perceived boundary between students’ in-school 

and out-of-school experiences. In describing her interest in the Community Exploration 

Project (CEP), Sra. Olsen said, “I think it will be interesting to see how they present 

[their photographs] and how they can put things together and show their real world in a 

clear way.” The language “real world” speaks to a mindset that, at least in some aspects, 

formal schooling experiences are somehow isolated from students’ other experiences. 

Sra. Olsen also spoke about being purposeful in how she organizes and decorates her 

room so as to make it more “home like.” The inferred value of a school environment 

better reflecting students’ lives outside of school being that of facilitating an increased 

level of trust, comfort, and/or safety. In building on her comments that open this chapter, 

she went into detail about making her classroom feel more like “home”. She explained, 
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And so just things like the library I always I brought in all the shelves. I didn’t 

like the old metal shelves. I wanted it to feel more home-like. So just wanting the 

library to feel more homey. Inviting kids to go look at the books because they’re 

bookshelves you might have at home or having random games that you might 

have at home. 

Sra. Olsen acknowledged that she actively works to facilitate a sense of community and 

mutual support within her classroom. 

Overall, Sra. Olsen’s comment suggests that purposeful intervention is needed to 

bridge an existing disconnect between home and school environments, with explicit 

attention to both the classroom community’s needs and individual student needs. What is 

less clear from her responses is how she conceptualizes home and how her efforts are 

perceived by her students and their families. In other words, she has not articulated a 

question about whether her efforts are achieving the desired outcomes.  

Sra. Olsen’s words point to a general belief that building connections across sites 

of learning can result in both improved relationships and academic outcomes, and carries 

this assumption into her perspective on student-teacher relationships. Regarding the more 

relational outcomes, Sra. Olsen explained that a sense of care emerges when students 

“know you know them.” She also spoke more concretely about how learning about her 

students’ lives outside of school influences her work as an educator. She shared an 

anecdote of sitting with a group of fifth graders while eating dinner during an overnight 

field trip. She explained how they engaged together in prayer,   
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And they went around literally and were like thank you for this food. I was so 

impressed but I think learning that about them I can also approach them from a 

different angle too and understand that side of them. 

She continued by sharing about one of her students that has an older brother with Down 

Syndrome; she said that knowing that about him allows her to better understand the 

empathy and compassion he brings to his class work. While her responses did not point to 

specifics about how this knowledge influences her teaching practices, she was clear that 

such learning allows her to better relate in-class learning to students’ experiences and 

interests.  

Further, Sra. Olsen commented about how the morning meeting practice, 

designed to build and sustain a healthy classroom community, may not allow for the 

same depth of understanding of individual students as other practices, the Community 

Exploration Project included. In reflecting on whether or not she would do the CEP or 

some iteration of the project (if students are unable to take their iPads home in coming 

school years), she described the value of such a project in that students’ responses are 

“more mindful” than the sharing that is typically a part of their morning meeting routine. 

She attributed value to the CEP in that students had time to think more deeply about what 

they wanted to share. In other words, she recognized that in-class relationships and 

classroom climate benefit when students have opportunities to share about what matters 

to them. 

 Sra. Olsen highlighted the beginning of the school year as the key time for 

building relationships with students—both student-to-student and student-teacher 

relationships. In reflecting on the CEP, she several times mentioned wanting to do the 
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CEP or a similar project again, but that she would do it at the start of the school year 

because during that time classrooms are focused on building community. Further, she 

seemed to characterize the work of the CEP as laying the groundwork for deeper or more 

sustained relationships between the school and home. She commented that knowing 

students familial situations—with whom they live and primarily spend time can “explain 

a lot.” She went on to say,  

And I think if we knew some more of that in the beginning of the year we’d know 

how to approach them and their family in a different way to maybe engage with 

them a little bit better or know who to engage with. With some kids you don’t 

know the actual lead parent until the end of the year. 

Sra. Olsen gave specific examples about how, through the CEP, she learned that a 

particular student’s grandparents were much more involved in her life than she realized. 

She learned that another student’s older sister and infant niece lived with her. The student 

had mentioned the baby, but Sra. Olsen did not fully understand the family configuration. 

She also learned that a student’s mother was studying to become a police officer. She said 

the new knowledge provided insights into how the parent’s busy schedule might 

influence her son. She said the CEP, particularly the student’s photographs and captions, 

helped her put “pieces” together. Sra. Olsen’s words underscore the potential difficulty of 

acquiring such perspectives even for those that value them. 

Sra. Olsen also described relationship building as a mutual process. In discussing 

the CEP, Sra. Olsen talked about wanting to bring in some photographs of her own 

community—both as a model for how they might approach the CEP and also as a means 
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of sharing with students about herself. In our post-project reflection, she commented how 

she wished she had participated more in the CEP:  

I think it would also be kind of interesting to do the reverse and have me as the 

teacher take (…) the same pictures of my community because then I think the kids 

might feel the same way I feel like I know them better they probably feel like I’m 

a more real person and not just a teacher that has no heart or soul. (…) That some 

of the kids think I’m a living creature. 

Her poignant comments suggest a perhaps deeply rooted assumption that a professional 

teacher is emotionally distant or limits personal emotional displays. Her candid 

comments underscore a belief that relationship building requires sharing and vulnerability 

by both parties; a belief that seems to be pushing up against her mental model of the 

professional teacher.  

Sra. Olsen expressed a belief that students engage more deeply in their schooling 

when she can effectively connect the academic objectives with their experiences out of 

school, which she referred to as “bringing the learning home.” She gave specific 

examples of bringing sports into the classroom, not only when talking with students about 

their interests and pastimes, but also tying it into the learning. Using sports as the topics 

of math problems, for example. While she commented that it might be “just little 

ridiculous things,” she saw a benefit to connecting students to “school at a personal 

level.” She talked about seeking out books and other resources that are aligned with 

students interests as one strategy for achieving the goal of bringing the learning home. 

In sum, Sra. Olsen spoke to both strengthened relationships and improved 

learning as potential consequences of strengthened links between students’ in-school and 



134  

out-of-school experiences. She was also observant that such links require intentional 

effort on the part of the teacher, particularly given an often inevitable disconnect between 

students’ home and school environments. Her words also suggested that some of (what 

she identified as) the most effective ways for building strong relationships with students 

was in tension with her mental model of a professional teacher. Further, her comments 

suggest a particular mental model of teaching and relationship-building; that is, 

relationship-building makes most sense at the start of the school year. 

Students’ out-of-school learning. In describing her experiences teaching in 

Mexico, Sra. Olsen commented, “They [the students] had so much schooling there it was 

ridiculous. Those kids were brilliant because there was just so much schooling going on.” 

This comment highlights a belief that formal educational institutions play a major role in 

“schooling” children. At the same time, however, Sra. Olsen recognizes and appreciates 

other sites of learning, and moreover, she assumes that participating in out-of-school sites 

of learning influences students’ in-school behaviors and consequently learning outcomes. 

The comments below exemplify this notion, 

Well a lot of them are related to church organizations. I know a lot of them do 

different stuff on Wednesday nights with their church groups. A lot of them are in 

different sports groups. And just from observing kids who are and are not on 

sports teams you can tell that they learn a lot about sportsmanship and friendships 

and caring for one another. Not just the sports stuff but getting along with others 

on a team if they are part of a sports team.  

As in this comment, Sra. Olsen tended to frame out-of-school learning and experiences in 

terms of observable social and functional skills in school. She mentioned several times an 
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association between those that are involved in organized programs and activities outside 

of school and an enhanced ability to meet the behavioral expectations placed on students 

in school. This showed up in conversations about who did or did not complete homework 

or complete tasks in school, for example.  

 Sra. Olsen also spoke specifically about how familial structure contributes to how 

students perform in school. She talked about the benefits of a project such as the CEP in 

that,  

understanding (…) who they live with and where they spend the most of their 

time at home I think explains a lot of how they learn and why they do what they 

do and helps understand their organization (…) helps to know how you can help 

them to get their work done at home.  

She went on to discuss differences in students who go home and have a parent that is 

home to provide a more “structured evening” and those that have less predictable or less 

consistent support systems outside of school. She described how she might, for example, 

create time in the morning or before the start of the day for students to work on 

homework if she knows they do not have someone at home that can help them or if they 

do not have established home routines of completing homework.  

This conversation underscores her belief that students learn outside of school; not 

all, however, sites of learning contribute equally to students’ in-school learning. As a 

result, she must tailor her classroom structures and pedagogical decisions accordingly. 

However, she does not allow her assumption to overshadow her focus on the uniqueness 

of her students.  For example, she noted that,  
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There’s one [student] that definitely like – wow, he does sit home and do his 

homework every night. …there’s obviously some type of structure at home where 

he knows it’s to be done and it does get done there but [at school] he’s just… so 

distracted by friends but you could see that there’s that structure [at home] … 

because if he was just a normal like just super distracted kid you wouldn’t expect 

him to get his homework done but he does 

This insight lends itself to additional questions about how the patterns educators 

understand to be true—in this case, more structured care and organized activities out of 

school is associated with higher levels of engagement with and performance on in-school 

tasks and activities—might influence their work if they were less attentive to individual 

student differences than Sra. Olsen. 

Community Exploration Project (CEP) in Sra. Olsen’s Room 

In terms of both input into the CEP designing process and the in-class 

implementation, Sra. Olsen assumed a higher level of responsibility than her fifth-grade 

teacher colleagues. I visited her classroom to “kick-off” the project; this involved a 20-25 

minute visit that included an overview of the project, an explanation of why I was 

working with their teacher and with them to complete it, and a question and answer 

session. After this, Sra. Olsen and I conferred on several occasions about both the 

logistics and the progress, but she was the primary interface with students. In addition, 

she created a more formal system of sharing; she noted that each week they dedicated 

two of their morning meetings to sharing photographs. These are possible explanatory 

factors as to why Sra. Olsen’s class demonstrated the highest level of participation in the 

project as measured by the number of students that took and uploaded photographs to the 
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class Google Drive folder and to the overall number of photographs taken. Twenty-seven 

of 28 students took and uploaded photographs. Of those, one student’s mother did not 

give consent for his photographs to be included. Two hundred and seventy photographs 

from Sra. Olsen’s students were uploaded and included in this study. 

Sharing photographs. Sra. Olsen described a general interest or even excitement 

on the part of students when it was time to share their photographs. Her reason being that 

students wanted their peers “to see about themselves.” She also acknowledged that the 

project allowed for student choice; that is, students had the authority to censor their work 

by only taking and sharing photographs of their choosing. 

Sra. Olsen explained that during the first couple sharing sessions she invited 

students to the front of the classroom and projected their photographs on a large screen. 

After about a week into the project she decided to meet according to their regular 

morning meeting practice—all students sat on the floor, forming an oval in the library 

area of the classroom. Sra. Olsen explained her realization that all students could access 

and view the photographs on their individual iPads. From this point, they then checked in 

two times per week to share any newly uploaded photographs. On the morning I 

observed, the conversation seemed to move randomly about the circle; I quickly realized 

that they were swiping through the photos in the shared Google Drive folder. Whichever 

student’s photograph was next in the online folder would share. Sometimes they moved 

directly to the next photo; sometimes a student would throw out a comment or question 

and the presenter would respond; the process seemed organic and minimally teacher-

directed. 
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Sra. Olsen kept a close eye on the time and guided students to move from 

photograph to photograph so all that wanted would get a chance to share. She also 

reminded students to speak in Spanish. Two students were instructed to put their iPads 

away because they “hablaron en ingles.” In the interview, Sra. Olsen called attention to 

students’ comments that highlighted commonalities among students. She stated, “(…) 

stuff like oh that’s the same in my life. Oh you have a cat or dog oh you do that with your 

mom too oh my family’s just like that.” In my own observation, I did not make note of 

any such comments.  

 Student learning (as perceived by the teacher). A few comments suggested Sra. 

Olsen’s perspectives about what students learned from participating in the Community 

Exploration Project (CEP), primarily in terms of identifying commonalities among 

themselves and building skills for navigating the iPads themselves. As noted above, Sra. 

Olsen commented a couple of times about the photographs allowing students to see what 

they had in common with their peers. She talked, for example, about how most students 

took pictures of both the interiors and exteriors of their homes. From this, students 

realized that no one lived in a big “suburban” home. Essentially all students lived in 

“100-year-old” houses. She qualified this comment by noting that maybe she just made 

this observation, suggesting that perhaps she was over-generalizing her own reactions 

onto her students. Her comments also suggested that students saw things in the 

photographs that they did not necessarily have in common. She said, 

I think it [the CEP] helped them too. They’re like we know each other but they 

would all comment on the new things they saw and just seeing how they interact 
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with their siblings and their families at home because a lot of them had their 

siblings in there. 

Sra. Olsen provided a more specific example of how students got to know one another in 

new ways. She described how a “really organized student”—Laura—showed a 

photograph of a “messy” room. She noted that it “probably helped some of the 

unorganized kids see that some people like Laura has a messy room (…) even the perfect 

kids aren’t perfect everywhere.” She speaks to the value of humanizing one another or 

understanding one another from a more realistic standpoint.  

Apart from seeing such emotional/relational connections, Sra. Olsen also 

mentioned that the CEP provided opportunities for the whole class to learn together about 

using the iPad in their learning environment. She talked about problem solving when 

technical glitches arose as they shared (e.g., a student could not find a particular 

photograph), and laughing together about how the autocorrect function of the caption-

writing application often incorrectly “corrected” spelling. She said, “So that’s a new thing 

we are learning with the iPads. I think kids are just realizing that they need to really look 

at what they’re writing.”  

Teacher learning. Sra. Olsen entered into the Community Exploration Project 

(CEP) with the expectation that she would learn about her students. During our initial 

conversation, before the CEP, she shared about an experience in which a couple months 

prior she learned that one of her students could play the piano—she stumbled upon him 

playing on an old piano that sits in the school atrium. She spoke of her surprise; she said 

she would not have thought he could “concentrate” long enough to learn the piano based 

on his performance in her classroom. This story underscored her belief that she could 
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learn about her students even several months into the school year. During our post-CEP 

conversation, Sra. Olsen seemed to frame her learning in terms of how what students 

showed conflicted with or supported her expectations.  

Before even asking a question during the post-project interview, Sra. Olsen began 

sharing her surprised response to the students’ photographs. She explained that she 

expected to see a lot more people and specifically, family members in the students’ 

photographs. She observed that students seemed to focus more on the “things” in their 

lives rather than the “people,” and that this did not match her own definition of 

community. She acknowledged that the way students represented their community(ies) 

was different from how she would have approached the project. She described her own 

experiences as a young adolescent with organized sports and church activities almost 

every night of the week and explained that she thought students would have documented 

organized activities more readily than they did. She also talked of an expectation that 

students would have shared more about their neighbors. She again reflected on her own 

experience that many of her friends as a child, particularly outside of school, were also 

her neighbors. She thought aloud, “(…) I don’t know if it’s a city thing compared to 

suburban thing it’s also probably a then and now thing I think.” 

 Sra. Olsen tended to describe more specific new learning about students in terms 

of surprise. While she made some general comments such as, “I had no idea you were a 

part of this. I had no idea you were part of that,” she also spoke about individual students 

in her classroom that have musical talents, for example. She explained, 
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Some of the kids that are able to play the piano surprised me because they can’t 

sit at their desk for five seconds but they can play this intense song at the piano, 

it’s like what? 

I think it was good. Like the one kid that played the piano. Had no idea that he 

had it in him to be that disciplined. 

She also shared with some wonder about the diverse perspectives around where students 

do and do not feel safe or comfortable. Sra. Olsen observed that several students talked 

about the streets near and around their homes—some noting spaces they feel safe and 

others spaces they feel less comfortable. She again made sense of this through her own 

experience by noting that she always felt comfortable in the streets by her house as a 

child and in fact, they often functioned as gathering spaces for her neighborhood.   

 Sra. Olsen learned more about important relationships in her students’ lives. She 

observed that pets are of great importance to her students. She did not expect such a high 

number of students to photograph their pets. She said it was “good to know,” because she 

often talks about her dog and now has better evidence that students would be interested in 

her sharing. She also learned that some of her homeroom students have good friends in 

the other fifth grade classrooms. She acknowledged she would likely not have understood 

these peer connections if not for the CEP project.  

 Hints of surprise emerged in her words when describing the technical aspects of 

the Community Exploration Project. She explained that while she expected students to 

use their iPads at home until the batteries were drained, she was surprised when “none of 

them [the iPads] really needed to be charged,” and further, there was no damage to any of 

the iPads during the project. In reflecting on students’ photographs, we discussed how 
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several students had identified a device (e.g., a computer, a Internet site, a gaming 

system) as a site of learning, which she described as being “funny”. This prompted a 

reflection in which Sra. Olsen shared about a couple of her students that accessed 

YouTube to find a step by step tutorial for creating a drawing for one of their social 

studies projects. She spoke with a noticeable amount of awe about the ease with which 

they found the tool and used it effectively.  

 Sra. Olsen seemed to make sense of a lot of what she learned from students’ 

photographs in terms of what she observed in the classroom. She commented generally, 

“I think I feel like I got to see a new side to a lot of them how they interact with their 

parents explains a lot about how they interact with people at school.” She also inferred 

more specific conclusions based on what she saw (and what students shared in class). For 

example, 

(…) so the ones that don’t do their homework that they were more of the ones that 

played the video games at night. (…) They had multiple family members at home 

of multiple ages who were all on electronics and then the other ones that do get 

their homework done and are more on task with their work they had more pictures 

of (…) hanging out with their parents doing things like interacting with their 

parents and (…) a lot of them showed doing their homework some how 

She went on to say, 
 

And you could see a difference. Those are the kids that don’t get their homework 

done. They obviously don’t have the same structure at home, they don’t 

communicate with their family members the same way and so they don’t know 
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how to interact with adults or their peers at the same level. They don’t have the 

same vocabulary when they speak to each other or social conscious. 

Sra. Olsen’s above interpretations are not fully substantiated at least in the data collected 

for the CEP. In reviewing the data, only one student from her homeroom, for example, 

uploaded a photograph that supported the idea of family members on electronics (as 

opposed to engaging with the student). The student took a picture of her mother on her 

cell phone with a caption reading, “I like watching movies with my mom, but she is 

always on her cell phon.” While it is possible that this topic emerged more during the in-

class sharing sessions, the photographs and the sharing-session I attended did not support 

Sra. Olsen’s claims. Further, Sra. Olsen observed that students seemed to focus more on 

objects than the people in their lives, an observation that is in tension with her claim 

about learning from the photographs how her students interact with their family 

members. Here, Sra. Olsen moves beyond what the photographs show to draw 

conclusions about why students behave in particular ways in her classroom. Her 

interpretations suggest that teachers may selectively use perspectives that children share 

to corroborate their own assumptions. 

A Brief Summary 

 Sra. Olsen assumed a relatively active role in the Community Exploration Project 

and integrated it into her regular classroom routines. She, more than her colleagues, 

highlighted the reciprocal element of relationship building; that is, she readily 

acknowledge her role in the work, as evidenced by her reflections on her lack of 

participation in the CEP and the explicitness with which she discussed her learning 

throughout the process. Further, while all three teachers valued learning about students’ 
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many sites of learning, Sra. Olsen spoke more specifically about the intentionality on the 

part of educators to build connections across students’ many experiences. Sra. Avon—

An Introduction	 

Sra Avon is the most experienced of the three teachers, and has spent most of her 

35-year career teaching fifth or sixth22 grade at Elston. During the interview, we joked 

about her being Elston’s resident historian; she commented that, “So I’ve watched how 

the city has changed too and the demographics.” Her experience is personal: She grew up 

in and around the same neighborhoods in which many of her current students live. She, 

herself, attended schools, k-12, in the same district, and earned her education and Spanish 

degrees at a local university. Apart from two years she spent teaching in a border town 

while living in La Cuidad Juarez, Mexico, Sra. Avon spent the remainder of her 35-year 

teaching career working with the same school district. The 2015-16 school year was her 

25th year teaching at Elston Elementary; she moved around between 5th and 6th grades 

until 6th grade was moved into the middle school.  

 Similar to Sra. Olsen’s teaching approach, yet more explicitly stated, Sra. Avon 

characterizes her role as supporting her students’ in recognizing and developing 

confidence in their own abilities, particularly in the skills of learning and problem 

solving. This was evidenced across the data. When talking about what she most wants 

students to learn during their time in her classroom, she talked about moving away from 

“facts-based learning” and teaching them how to learn; she explained more specifically 

that she wanted her students to be able to identify a problem and seek out the resources 

and information to solve or move past it. In visiting her room as students arrive in the 

																																																								
22 As part of the school district’s strategic plan, sixth grade moved into the middle school during the 2011-
12 school year. 
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morning, it is common to find Sra. Avon standing in the hallway laughing and smiling as 

she talks with students. Even if the conversation centers on a potential problem, such as 

missing homework. Sra. Avon does acknowledge it as a problem, but quickly guides the 

student through a problem-solving brainstorm. What can you do to fix the issue? During 

the interview she commented that she wants students to realize that all problems “have a 

solution.” She also shared that part of her work is 

Just trying to boost them up. I think a lot of times by the time they get to be 10 or 

11 some of them have heard (…) a message—be it clear or not clear—that they 

can’t be successful.  So to just try to remind them that yeah you can. It’s not 

always easy, but you can. 

This theme also emerged when the conversation turned to the characteristics of an 

environment that is conducive to learning. Sra. Avon brought up strategies within the 

school that involve acknowledging positive behaviors. Both her words and actions 

suggest she values honoring where students are developmentally, yet pushing them to 

refine existing or develop new skills. 

Perspectives on School-Community Connections 

Sra. Avon’s words suggest she values school-community connections both in 

terms of learning about her students’ out-of-school experiences as a means of building 

relationships and in terms of deepening student learning by connecting it to the broader 

community. Her words also suggest some factors that may limit or restrict a deepening of 

these relationships. 

On most mornings, if you happen to walk by Sra. Avon’s classroom, you will see 

students quickly and quietly at work arranging the room—moving all chairs to the 
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outside perimeter of the classroom and building a large circle of chairs at the center—as 

their peers continue to trickle into the third floor classroom with their breakfast-to-go 

bags. The 15-20 minute class meeting is a regular practice in their work together. Sra. 

Avon referenced this time as critical for getting to know her students. She shared, 

So we can talk and share about some things that are going on in our lives as well 

as to have some time to be fun as the teacher not to always be in an academic 

setting that’s real structured and learn, learn, learn. So I’ve really appreciated that 

and it’s enabled me to get to know the kids better. 

Her words here suggest an underlying assumption about her work as a teacher that 

emerged throughout her interview: There is a perceived boundary between academic 

learning and relationship building; that is, they originate from distinct activities. Further, 

the words “some time to be fun as the teacher” suggest that she seems to be making sense 

of school-community relationship building through an existing mental model of teacher 

as purely an academic instructor. Sra. Avon’s comments below about how she learns 

from students’ writing also hints at her understanding that teaching and learning require 

different roles.  

Yeah and then it’s when … that teacher-learner [role] shifts--you know I’m 

learning about them and they’re teaching me things …so it’s not teacher always 

as teacher, but teacher as being the learner (…) 

Again, in describing how she gets to listen and create space for voices to be heard and 

consequently learning about them, she is “shifting” away from teacher. This theme is 

also illustrated when she discussed that she enjoys learning about students’ out-of-school 
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activities, because if she knows about events and activities outside of school, she can then 

support them in those activities. She said,  

I’ve watched kids go play hockey or at softball games or football games or 

whatever so I think that’s a nice way for them to kind of see their teacher as not 

just their teacher but as a person that’s interested in them. 

These words illustrate a tension between her conceptions of teacher or her philosophy of 

teaching and what she values as important aspects of her work—knowing and caring 

about children, a more holistic notion of teacher. 

When talking about what she is looking forward to with the Community 

Exploration Project (CEP), Sra. Avon’s words illustrate her interest in learning about her 

students’ lives outside of school; she explained that, “as a teacher I think you always just 

get to know them to a certain point and then after that you just don’t have time.” As 

above, the words here suggest that learning about students is something distinct from 

other elements of her work and further, that the other elements of her work take priority, 

thus limiting the time spent on learning about students. When reflecting on the CEP, Sra. 

Avon said she would encourage colleagues to incorporate a project such as this into their 

curriculum. She explained,  

I would share that they do it. I mean I think it’s totally valid. I think it’s a really 

easy way to incorporate the technology into your curriculum and as I just said I 

would think about doing it in my writing unit in the fall as part of the way to kind 

of get to know them better.  

Again, her comments underscore the value she places on building relationships with 

students. In explaining that she would do a CEP-like activity at the beginning of the year, 
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she seems to suggest that relationship building is in some ways time bound or time-

sensitive. Similarly, in discussing how she learns about her students—what matters to 

them outside of school (apart from the CEP), Sra. Avon highlighted the kick-off writing 

unit, memoir writing. She noted that this starts “right off the bat” and, 

I get to know the kids better and so they’ll talk about things that happen to them 

and through that then I get to know them a little bit better. So that’s how I start 

knowing how to connect with them, knowing what their likes [and] dislikes are 

(…). So, I always think that writing is a real powerful way to get to know kids 

and it’s a real powerful way too to let them, especially at this age, vent some of 

the frustrations and some of the issues they might be facing. So, I guess through 

the writing I really see quite a bit of what’s going on with them outside of school. 

The data suggests Sra. Avon is trying to make sense of the value of the CEP against an 

existing mental model of student-teacher relationship building that, at least in part, seems 

to define student-teacher relationship building as relegated to a particular set of activities 

and most relevant at the start of the school year. In addition, her words suggest that while 

she actively creates the conditions for sharing, the students are positioned as the sharers 

and she as acquiring the information—in this regard, the energy of relationship-building 

is not equally distributed.  

Throughout our conversations, however, some ideas surfaced that, perhaps, 

pushed up against this existing set of beliefs. As we spoke together, Sra. Avon pondered 

the potential value of doing the CEP at a point other than the start of the year. She 

explained that it might make sense because if students have some foundational 

relationships and sense of comfort with one another, they might be more willing to share 
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more deeply about their photographs. She also talked about creating a CEP-like project in 

which students would take pictures at points throughout the school year. While she spoke 

about being interested in seeing how they grow, she framed the activity more as a student 

reflection tool for documenting their individual change and growth, as a tool for their 

own learning. She did not speak about such an activity has supporting her own work with 

students in terms of relationship building or influencing her pedagogical practices. In 

sum, Sra. Avon’s words suggest a dominant mindset that relationship-building activities 

make the most sense at the start of the school year.  

 In addition to relationship building with students and families, Sra. Avon’s words 

suggest a belief that school-community linkages can enhance learning through increased 

engagement, which results when students can make connections between their lives more 

broadly and what they are learning in school. Sra. Avon, for example, spoke with a 

nostalgic tone, about an earlier point in her career during which she and her students went 

out into the community more frequently. She talked about “sciencing” out in the 

community when students would identify questions and develop projects for answering 

them. She gave an example of students wanting to explore air pollution so they put 

Vaseline on cardboard squares at various points in the community and then examined 

them to determine air pollution levels. She spoke generally about more “walking” field 

trips and utilizing the city bus to explore the community. While she does little of this kind 

of teaching now, she still appreciates the value in assisting students to see the connections 

between their classroom work and the broader community(ies). Here, she speaks to the 

impact in terms of positive affect, 
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No, it’s exciting. It’s fun. I think when kids get to do things out in the community 

it’s exciting and how they get to connect their real life with their school life which 

is also part of their real life but you know what I’m saying. When I say real, I 

mean authentic. 

Sra. Avon seems to believe in the value of linking curriculum to students’ out-of-school 

experiences, making the learning more “authentic.” She spoke, however, more about how 

structural challenges, such as larger school and class sizes, as straining her ability to 

make such linkages. While not mentioned explicitly by Sra. Avon, other explanations for 

a decrease in taking school out into the community could be explained in part by the 

recently implemented fifth grade model at Elston in which students spend a limited 

amount of time with each teacher each day or that roughly five years ago, the district 

implemented a science specialist program; as such, science learning was relegated to two 

fifty-minute classes and taught by someone other than the homeroom teacher.  

Students’ out-of-school learning. Sra. Avon was clear that children learn a 

significant amount outside of the school building. In reflecting on her own graduate 

school thesis project, Sra. Avon talked about coming to the realization that much of her 

own learning as a child happened outside the school building. This sentiment was 

reflected as she spoke about her own students’ learning as well. She said, 

I think that students actually learn a whole lot outside of school. I know they learn 

in all sorts of different environments. I think obviously the first place they learn is 

in the home when they’re little and they learn for better or for worst how to get 

along with people and how not to get along with people and how to take care of 

themselves or not. 
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In illustrated in the above comment, Sra. Avon suggests that children primarily acquire 

social and functional skills in their homes. When asked about the kinds of questions she 

would ask students if she had more time to get to know them, she listed several that 

would deepen her understanding, such as 

So, how did they learn that? Why is it something they thought of? I’m thinking of 

if a student is taking like Hebrew classes after school. Who influenced that? And 

where does that come from? Or sports? Or music lessons? 

Her interest in learning more about students’ out-of-school interests, specifically about 

more structured or organized activities, suggests an assumption that students learn via a 

wide-array of activities. She also recognized that while many students learn through more 

organized activities such as athletics and music lessons, such opportunities are not 

available to all of her students. She stated, 

I think some of our kids that maybe come from families that have more resources 

obviously go on to learn through music lessons or the ability to be in sports or 

whatever. Not all of our kids, however, are able to do that. So, I think that’s where 

the scales get to be out of balance is some of them sit in front of video games and 

do that for a long time (…) so that could be our learning source. So the media 

becomes our teachers and parents rather than our parents and coaches and other 

teachers.  

Thus, Sra. Avon acknowledges that families contribute greatly to their children’s social-

emotional development but also assumes that the perceived quality of other learning 

experiences is associated with a family’s socioeconomic status. In the above quote, Sra. 

Avon’s suggests that she associates a greater value with organized athletics and music 
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programs and a lesser value with, for example, video games. Further her words hint that 

she believes that there is a greater level of parental or familial influence in homes with 

more resources. When prompted, however, Sra. Avon went on to comment that some 

students from less-resourced homes might develop a greater interest or capacity for 

accessing public resources such as libraries. That is, when posed with a question, she 

seemed to reconsider her initial position and acknowledged that students from lesser-

resourced homes might acquire skills and access experiences via more communal 

resources.  

 When asked about how students’ out-of-school experiences might impact her 

pedagogical choices, Sra. Avon spoke about organizing her classroom (e.g. seating charts 

and table arrangements) in ways that support students’ social skill development. She 

talked about some students coming in with a range of social skills, at least in part based 

on their learning outside of school. She said, 

(…) if we’re not getting a lot of guidance there [at home] then the school becomes 

the kind of that parent person that needs to help with the social piece, social being 

pretty important at this age. 

Sra. Avon also spoke about the power of sharing with families about school expectations 

as a strategy for further developing students’ social and functional skills. She spoke about 

how she builds an effective classroom community,  

[By] having the consequences, being consistent I mean it’s like being a parent, 

you know. So if you say this is something that is going to take place in your room 

then you have to reinforce it. You have to be consistent. You have to talk with 

them. You have to talk with families. I think we do a lot of communication. I 



153  

think that’s really, really important. So we communicate to the kids. (…) We 

communicate also to their parents. 

In general, while Sra. Avon’s words underscore a belief that students are exposed to a 

wide variety of activities that contribute to their skills, knowledge, and development, she 

spoke most about how students’ families influence to their social-emotional development.  

Sra. Avon’s words suggest a conception of teacher and schooling that in part 

functions to “fill in” what students or their families are missing. This comes across when 

discussing both academic and social skill development. In describing her role as a writing 

teacher, she explained, that writing has many real life applications,  

and especially writing I find writing is challenging for kids now a days because 

they see such little writing that’s good unless they’re you know real avid readers 

so they see a lot of texting and they see a lot of instant messaging and those kinds 

of that kinds of writing has got its place but (….) 

Rather than naming texting and instant messaging as a skillset upon which to build, here 

it is framed more as a nuisance, displacing other models of “good” writing. Part of her 

job then is to compensate by providing other writing experiences. This approach is 

mirrored in her comments about what she most wants students to learn in her classroom. 

While she first talked broadly about wanting students to “learn how to learn,” she 

provided details about achieving this outcome; her approach is to identify what students 

do not know and then providing them experiences to fill in that gap. She spoke about 

math learning. She said if a student approaches her for help, she first wants to figure out 

what they do not understand and then what skills they are missing in order to do the 

problem. 
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She also gets at her role to support families and children, particularly those that 

have limited access to “things”—likely a reference to, for example, time and money. 

I think it’s always got to be, you know, child-centered …. so … you make 

decisions about the kids first -- what’s going to benefit them. I think they’re our 

most important stakeholders and then after that I think you need to think about 

their families and their parents and know[ing] where they’re coming from as far 

as, you know, what kind of access do they have to things at home and what are 

they able to help their children do --  and to not be judgmental… not think they’re 

not doing, you know, enough for their kids, because it’s tough being a parent. It’s 

tough out there. It’s hard you know making ends meet nowadays and so just being 

open to the idea that kids and parents need support. 

While Sra. Avon is explicit about her nonjudgmental stance, her words suggest she 

perceives her role as needing to make up for or fill a void. In general, these examples 

suggest a tendency to frame her work around insufficient skills or knowledge as a starting 

point for her teaching. 

Community Exploration Project (CEP) in Sra. Avon’s Room 

Sra. Avon acknowledged the (potential) value of having students go out into their 

communities and take photographs in response to the series of prompts we put together; 

her behaviors, however, suggested the potential value did not take priority over other 

classroom projects and activities. As noted above, Sra. Avon spoke about how, prompted 

by her graduate school thesis project, she came to the realization that much of her own 

childhood learning occurred in spaces other than a formal educational institution. In 

talking about and planning the CEP, Sra. Avon made comments such as, “So I’m looking 
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forward to that. I’m looking forward to seeing the pictures that they bring in and um to 

see their perspective you know on how what they find is important.” In addition, she was 

extremely flexible when I spoke with her about finding dates and times to launch the 

project. She and her students were always very welcoming whenever I stopped by to, for 

example, check in on how the project was going or to pick up consent forms. Even after 

the CEP, Sra. Avon commented that she would tell other teachers to do a project such as 

this. She spoke to both using the project to “get to know” students better and to support or 

prompt students’ reflection of their learning progress. She specifically commented on the 

choice and freedom inherent in the project design; she said, “So, to me I thought that was 

really, really great. You know, nobody had given them any restrictions or limits.” Within 

these comments, perhaps, is a belief that in formal education institutions, children are 

typically given parameters or guidelines for their work. Sra. Avon spoke positively about 

how students could engage with the project on their own terms, a tacit endorsement of 

constructivist philosophies of learning.  

 Sra. Avon’s practices regarding the CEP, however, are somewhat in contradiction 

with her words. Regardless of the fact that on multiple occasions—to varying levels of 

detail—she and I discussed possibilities for facilitating photograph sharing-sessions in 

class, Sra. Avon did not allocate time for students to share their photographs with one 

another. Further, Sra. Avon herself spent minimal time reviewing students’ photographs. 

The result is that of the 28 students in Sra. Avon’s homeroom, six of 28 students took and 

uploaded 40 photographs. One possible explanation for the relatively low level of 

participation is that Sra. Avon dedicated less time in class to discussing about the project 

and sharing photographs. 



156  

Sharing photographs. As noted above, Sra. Avon explained that they did not do 

any sharing of the photographs in her classroom, other than if students took it upon 

themselves to look at what their peers had uploaded to the Google Drive folder. She said, 

That would be something now that we are through [Artist in residency program] 

and [Social studies projects] and everything that still I don’t know if it fits in your 

project time line but it would be cool for them to be able to do that now.  

At the time of our post-CEP reflection/interview in late May, there were about three 

weeks left of the school year. As she shared above, Sra. Avon said she might allocate 

time during some of their morning meetings to do some sharing before the end of the 

school year. When I checked in at the end of the year, they had not done any sharing.  

An alternative explanation for less student engagement with the project could be 

that Sra. Avon misread their confidence. Perhaps more students had questions about the 

technology or the project expectations and for this reason they did not engage fully with 

the project. Additional data is needed to better understand the students’ perspectives; it is 

likely that several factors influenced their willingness and/or ability to participate. I now 

move on to describe Sra. Avon’s reflections of her own learning from the CEP since there 

was very minimal data that spoke to her perspectives on whether or not students learned 

anything about one another.  

 Teacher learning. Sra. Avon seemed to make sense of her own learning from the 

CEP based on a pre-existing mindset that “learning about students” happens at the start of 

the school year. Even though Sra. Avon herself admitted to not seeing all of the 

photographs prior to our interview, her initial responses to questions about if she learned 
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anything new about her students or about the communities to which they belong were 

respectively:  

Probably not at this point in the year. Um, I think it would be interesting because 

we do this personal narrative unit at least our writing unit that we start the year 

out with and I could see incorporating some of that into that unit. 

She went on to say, 

Again, not at that point in the year. Again it would’ve been more like in 

September when I was meeting the kids. By this time in the year, (…) I’ve sent 

things home or I know the families or I know where they live and stuff so it 

wasn’t really too great of a surprise. 

Throughout the conversation, however, other comments hinted that the CEP both sparked 

some personal reflection and provided new insights into how her students think about 

their community(ies). Sra. Avon shared her reflections regarding how students 

approached the project in a way she had not considered based on her own experiences, 

I guess I was thinking as an adult and maybe it’s because we think when you were 

taking a picture with a camera and having them developed you know you 

wouldn’t take pictures of just anything and the kids took pictures of the funniest 

things like a car wash or you know what I mean or (…)I think what surprised me 

was the content but also the  mechanics of how they got to what they picked 

She also commented on the fact that no students came to her with questions about the 

project, particularly regarding the technology (e.g., how to use the iPad application to 

write a photograph caption). She spoke about the “confidence” they had in their own 

abilities to complete the work.  
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 When looking at the photographs (that students had uploaded to the Google Drive 

folder) together, Sra. Avon commented, “I guess I was more surprised by the things I 

wasn’t expecting [to see but saw in the photographs].” She went on to explain that she 

expected “things from their houses” especially given the time of year and that they likely 

spend a lot of time indoors. She shared examples such as a photograph of a TV with the 

caption “I learn from Fox 9.” She also commented about a student’s photograph of a local 

car wash with a caption explaining that he does not like going to the car wash, because it 

is boring. So, while Sra. Avon’s initial response was that she did not learn anything new 

about her students, even with only a few pictures taken by a small group of students from 

her class, she identified examples of how students approached the project and how the 

content of their photographs did not align with her expectations.  

A Brief Summary 

 Like her colleagues, Sra. Avon’s words suggest a clear appreciation for building 

linkages across students’ multiple sites of learning and she attributes different kinds of 

learning to different spaces. She tended more readily to position herself as a recipient of 

information about students’ experiences (less about her actively sharing with them) for 

the purposes of connecting their experiences to the content of school and/or supporting 

social/emotional development for those with limited out-of-school opportunities to 

acquire, practice, and build such skills.  

 While her less active participation in the Community Exploration Project (CEP) 

could be interpreted as a contradiction to her statements about valuing students’ out-of-

school experiences, an alternate interpretation is that her teaching approach places greater 

freedom on students to determine their level of engagement. Yet another explanation is 
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that the crowded fifth grade schedule and pressure to meet other teaching standards took 

priority.   

Sra. Mora—An Introduction 

Born in Costa Rica to Bolivian parents, Sra. Mora, the only native Spanish 

speaker on the 5th grade team, came into teaching via a less direct route than her 5th-grade 

teaching partners. Originally interested in immigration law, she found her passion for 

teaching while working for a local university tutoring program. Through this work she 

not only spent time working with children in area elementary schools, but also formed a 

relationship with a local school leader that encouraged her to pursue a teaching license. 

She earned her teaching license through a local “fast track” urban educator’s program and 

had no question that she wanted to teach in a city school. She attributed her passion for 

urban schools to her own experiences as a student: 

And [as a k-12 student in a city school] I really liked the schools and I really liked 

all of the staff and everyone that helped um I like I remember the ELL teachers 

because English is my second language and so I remember working with the ELL 

teachers and I remember just the good experience and how much fun. 

She added that as a young adult, she very much enjoyed her experiences working with 

children in schools. After her first year of teaching in a neighboring district, Sra. Mora 

then moved to River City (or whatever you are calling it) district to teach, also upper 

elementary grades. There she was part of a developing bilingual education program. After 

six years, she accepted a position teaching at Elston Elementary, a one-way immersion 

program in the same district. She explained that she was always interested in immersion 

programming and another important factor in her decision-making was that her own 



160  

daughter was scheduled to begin kindergarten at Elston that fall. The 2014-15 school year 

was Sra. Mora’s fifth year at Elston, and while she has moved around the metro area 

since she moved there at five years of age, she now lives in the city in which Elston is 

located. 

 Sra. Mora seems to find comfort in an active classroom. It is not uncommon to 

have to scan the classroom upon entering in order to locate Sra. Mora; she is often sitting 

with a table group engaged deeply in a conversation, often about whatever novel they are 

currently reading. The remainder of the class is typically working in groups at tables or in 

the hallway reading, discussing, or completely tasks connected to the texts they are 

collectively reading. Students move about the classroom as needed to access materials or 

collaborate with classmates. She works to establish a learning space in which students 

feel confident seeking out and/or asking for what they need. 

Sra. Mora’s words suggest a teaching philosophy that includes deliberate action to 

identify, celebrate, and attach new learning to existing knowledge and/or skills. Like her 

colleagues, she too, emphasizes the importance of students acquiring the skills of 

learning. She, however, more readily spoke to her role in encouraging students and 

building their confidence for the work. When asked what she wanted her students to learn 

in their time with her, Sra. Mora explained, 

I think it’s just teaching them how to be positive in what they say to themselves. 

So, for example for reading, a lot of kids, even when they’re really little they’ll 

come up to you and they’ll say read a book to me and then my reply is you read it 

to me first and then they’ll say I don’t know how to read and then I’ll give it right 
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back to them and say yes you do, show me what you do for reading and so just 

letting them know that they naturally have skills to learn. 

Sra. Mora went on share an example of students coming up to ask for help with writing 

with a general request for help. Sra. Mora described how she first acknowledges what 

they do know how to do or what they did well and then looks for a specific area in which 

the student can focus his/her learning, such as a grammatical or spelling focus.  

Perspectives on School-Community Connections 

As evidenced in the data, Sra. Mora values community-school connections and 

further, she assumes at least partial responsibility for building or facilitating these 

linkages. Her words also, however, suggest a mental model of the professional teacher 

that is in conflict with what she experiences in practice regarding school-community 

relationships. 

Along with her colleagues, Sra. Mora supported my research and expressed 

interest in seeing what students would choose to document and share about their 

community(ies). Sra. Mora, in particular, expressed an awareness of a potential 

disconnect in her own thinking and that of the fifth graders in her class. She stated, 

I think I’m interested in seeing what kinds of photos they bring in like what they 

value as their community or what’s important to them because just (…) seeing 

from Julia’s [Sra. Mora’s 4th grade daughter] point of view what she thinks is 

valuable or community, I’m just like I don’t understand. 

Whether these differing perspectives are a factor of generational differences or the 

students’ level of social-emotional developmental or something else entirely, Sra. Mora is 

acknowledging a value in bridging the gap in her and her students’ perspectives, 
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particularly regarding where and how they identify “value” in their community(ies). 

Exactly why Sra. Mora deems this an interesting learning opportunity is unclear, but in 

describing why learning about students’ out-of-school experiences might have meaning 

for her teaching, Sra. Mora shared, 

There’s that merger of learning the kids culture home culture so that you know 

how to teach them at school. For some of them their home culture could be really 

different than mine and for others it could be very similar so understanding what 

their home culture is makes it a lot easier in the classroom to understand and to 

know what level of work to expect from them because of that. 

Here, Sra. Mora speaks to a now well-documented phenomenon; children whose home 

culture more closely aligns with the school culture (typically reflective of White middle 

class norms and values) tend to perform better on a variety of school success indicators 

(e.g., standardized assessment scores, attendance, graduation rates). The above statement, 

which may reflect Sra. Mora’s participation in a focused urban teacher preparation 

program, suggests that Sra. Mora sees value in gaining a deeper understanding of the 

students’ lives outside of school. She also seems to frame herself as the learner both in 

terms of understanding what students value in their communities and in terms of their 

“home cultures.” What is less clear in the data is what pedagogical actions might stem 

from such knowledge. Further, her words suggest that she adapts expectations for student 

learning based on what she knows about their out-of-school experiences, but she 

volunteered few examples of how this would become part of her teaching practice.  

Sra. Mora discussed opportunities to link students’ interests and experiences up 

with the school curriculum, and talked about how knowing them might allow her to 
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predict or better understand their responses to in-class work or their sensitivities to 

certain social topics. She also talked about how she can encourage students to pursue 

topics of interest when opportunities present. She, for example, shared about how when 

studying famous or influential woman in history, she worked diligently with a student to 

find sufficient resources for him to study a women leader in the area of Down Syndrome 

advocacy and/or research. The student was highly interested in this topic because he has a 

brother with Down Syndrome. Her words suggest a belief that there are benefits when 

students find connections between their lives with the curriculum. More specifically, she 

observes students engaging more deeply with the in-class activities when they connect 

the topics or concepts to their lived experiences. Her responses suggest that Sra. Mora 

actively seeks connections between students’ interests and the existing curriculum; what 

is less evident in the data is whether she designs curriculum and/or specific activities 

based on what she knows about students’ interests and curiosities, or proactively seeks 

out the information prior to lesson-planning.   

While focusing primarily on the idea of relationship-building in terms of creating 

a sense of belonging for every student, Sra. Mora’s language use when describing the 

characteristics of schools that are conducive to learning underscores the value she places 

on within-school relationships and “knowing” students. She discussed the importance of 

a school culture or climate that is “family-like”:   

(…) people come in and everybody knew who everyone’s kids were. You know 

we have 700 kids and I might not know every single one but the kids that 

definitely need that attention or who like excel in one thing or another definitely 

get you know they get noticed and I feel like okay if I know at least 400 of these 
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students that means that at least one other staff member who knows the other you 

know the 300 that I might not know as well. 

In a June 2015 email seeking clarification, Sra. Mora expanded that while she cannot 

speak for all students, she feels strongly that Elston has a “family” feeling and that most 

students maintain a strong connection to at minimum one adult in the building. School-

community connections were, however, less apparent; Sra. Mora lamented what she 

perceives to be a diminishing parent involvement in the school and questioned how she 

might act to reinvigorate greater parent participation in the school building. 

Like her colleagues, Sra. Mora also shared that she learns about students’ out-of-

school lives largely at the beginning of the school year. When specifically asked, she 

said, 

I think it’s just by talking to the students getting to know them, at the beginning of 

the school year. I always do like these student interest surveys and all of like my 

activities and games and questions have to do with getting to know them 

She followed up with examples of topics covered on the survey such as, who do you live 

with at home, what kind of music do you like, what kinds of foods do you like, and do 

you speak Spanish at home. She said she starts the year by putting up some artifacts that 

express her own background, culture, and experiences. Later in the conversation, Sra. 

Mora spoke about providing space in the classroom for displaying student work, which 

she described it as a tool for valuing individuality. She leaves much of the “decorating” 

up to the students and commented that she has a special space behind her desk reserved 

for student notes, drawings, and other creations. Her words suggest a keen interest in 

“getting to know” her students, particularly at the start of the school year. 
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When asked what questions she would pose for students to get to know more 

about them, she said she thinks she has asked them or can ask them anything she would 

want to know but indicated that she would like to “spend time with them” outside of 

school. She went on to talk about her positive experiences on an overnight class trip to a 

local camp, during which she was able to assume the role of “chaperone” instead of 

teacher. She explained, 

Fun and very nurturing to be on the other end of that where I’m not, I’m there as a 

chaperone, I’m not there as a teacher as a lead teacher. I’m not teaching them 

activities. I’m there participating with them. I’m you know there to give them a 

hug if they need a hug because they miss home and that’s why I love going to 

[Camp Caribou]. Like that’s a lot of fun. 

She seemed to perceive a deeper or different type of relationship building as possible 

when stepping outside of her role as “teacher.” In other words, her mental model of 

teacher does not encompass particular behaviors or practices that might contribute to 

student-teacher relationship building. 

 All of these examples from the data support the claim that Sra. Mora believes 

there is value in building connections across students’ home and school experiences, but 

that she does not incorporate it as part of her regular work. A notable tension exists 

between role definition as determined by her mental model of the professional teacher 

and by what she reports as her teaching practice. While she occasionally highlighted her 

own agency in relationship-building work, it is less clear why she values such 

connections, particularly in terms of implications for her work as an educator.  
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Students’ out-of-school learning. Sra. Mora characterized students’ learning 

outside of school in terms of social and “real world” skill development and distinguished 

this from that which happens inside the school. In addition, she seemed to perceive her 

role as a teacher as in some ways inhibiting or predefining the relationships she builds 

with students.  

When asked where she feels students learn outside of school, Sra. More first 

mentioned the Internet. Her initial comment was one of frustration with the amount of 

misinformation that is available to her students via the Internet. She quickly qualified her 

response by acknowledging the positive possibilities of the Internet and commented that 

she both feels “love and hate” for it. She added that the Internet adds to her work in that 

she must teach computer literacy skills, particular skills for sifting through information, 

“talking about truth”. She did not elaborate on how students do (or might) acquire 

specific content knowledge via that Internet that they could then bring into the classroom. 

She instead went on to explain that beyond various forms of media, much of the learning 

that happens outside of school depends on a student’s parents. She said, 

(…) they’re probably—you know—learning from the Internet, TV; some kids 

actually their parents will take them to like the library or they’ll take them to have 

hands on like real world experiences but otherwise I think a lot of them I would 

say 50% or 40% their parents aren’t that involved with educating them outside of 

school. 

In other words, her initial response suggests that for many students “education” primarily 

occurs at school. Sra. Mora went on, however, to suggest a more expansive definition of 

learning one that moves beyond just knowledge acquisition to include skill development 
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and experiential expertise. She spoke about students learning to “be savvy” or acquiring 

“real world skills” outside of school and more “book-learning” in school. She added,  

I think they also learn like social stuff here at school but I think outside of school 

that’s pretty much their learning because they’re seeing the adults around them 

and so they’re learning I guess that culture and that social piece of how to 

socialize with people. 

While she acknowledges an overlap in school and out-of-school learning, her words 

suggest a belief that social and “real world” skills are primarily developed outside of 

school and academic skills and information are acquired in school. 

 While Sra. Mora did not in any way claim that students do not acquire literacy 

skills outside of school, she emphasized examples involving academic skills and 

knowledge that are traditionally valued in a formal education environment. Further, when 

out-of-school experiences were discussed throughout our conversation, there seemed to 

be a general tone of concern, often framed to some extent as a liability that she has to 

manage rather than as contributing to student development, skills, and learning. 

Misinformation acquired on the Internet at home was one area she pointed to along with a 

diminished sense of responsibility on the part of parents to participate in their child’s 

schooling. Further, she spoke about wanting to do the Community Exploration Project 

(CEP) earlier in the school year, but hesitated because she was unsure if her students 

would be “mature enough” at that point, with a consequence being that some parents 

might do the project for their child. 
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Community Exploration Project (CEP) in Sra. Mora’s Room 

Fifteen members of Sra. Mora’s homeroom uploaded a total of 98 photographs to 

the Google Drive folder. In this section, I describe Sra. Mora’s thoughts about the project, 

particularly as related to student engagement with the project, student learning, and her 

own learning.  

Sharing photographs. In Sra. Mora’s class, sharing occurred across several of 

the team’s 15-20 minute morning meetings. While sharing photographs from the 

Community Exploration Project (CEP)—rather than form the typical morning meeting 

circle—students stayed seated at their assigned tables. Sra. Mora invited one student at a 

time to the front of the room as his/her photographs were projected on a large screen. 

Each student shared his/her photograph, read the photograph captions, and responded to 

any off-cuff comments or questions. Sra. Mora explained that all 15 that participated in 

the CEP were invited to share and all shared. She said there were no surprises; rather, 

students’ engagement with the process fell “under their personalities.” She explained,  

I think overall everyone wanted to share. There was just a few kiddos whose 

home lives aren’t as steady so they didn’t—they were a little more hesitant about 

what to share. That was kind of interesting because I would guide them and say 

“why don’t you share, you know, that stuffed animal you took the picture of” or 

you know because (…) I could see what they had on there so I could give them 

suggestions like tell us the story of it so we could just focus on that instead of 

everyone wondering like where’s you know your picture of your parents or 

where’s your picture of da da da. 
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The above excerpt, along with field note data, suggests that Sra. Mora assumed a 

facilitator role during the in-class sharing sessions. She both guided conversations that 

popped up and supported students in navigating the technology. She saw value in 

allowing students to explain their photographs, because in some photographs the 

important elements were not always obvious. 

Students’ learning (as perceived by the teacher). While not articulated as 

learning, Sra. Mora’s comments suggest that students’ gained something both from 

sharing about the spaces and places they spend time outside of school, or in her words 

seeing what one another “cherishes”. 

That is the piece they really wanted to share like the parks they would go to or 

like some of them where they play hockey; there was no ice anymore, but they 

were like this is where I play hockey and so they were really excited to share that 

piece what they do outside of the school to everyone because not everyone lives 

in the district and so not everyone lives by each other which I think makes it hard 

for some of these kids to connect at times. 

Given the diverse geographic communities to which the students belong, Sra. Mora 

perceived the CEP as functioning as a tool for building connections, with a presumed 

consequence of strengthened peer to peer relationships. Further, she shared how a project 

like the CEP could be especially beneficial to students that are newer to the class, or did 

not start off the school year with the group. She spoke specifically about two students in 

her class; she said that although they are both “pretty open” she feels the CEP “helped 

them open up.” 
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Sra. Mora also shared a story about a student’s cat. She explained that a few 

months prior to the CEP she received an email from a parent informing Sra. Mora that the 

family cat had passed away; the father wrote that his daughter was very close to the cat. 

The cat slept with her each night. Sra. Mora said, as of the time of the CEP, the student 

had not once mentioned the passing of her cat. She chose, however, to share a picture of 

her cat as part of the project. The data does not allow any speculation as to why the 

student chose to share a picture of her cat or any consequences of her decision. One 

interpretation, however, is that the photograph served as a mechanism for processing the 

loss of her pet. In sum, Sra. Mora spoke to the learning potential of the CEP in terms of 

deepened peer-to-peer connections and as a personal reflection tool. 

Teacher learning. When directly asked, Sra. Mora said she did not learn 

anything new from the Community Exploration Project (CEP) and attributed this to the 

fact that students did the project so late in the school year. As we reflected together, 

however, her words revealed that the students’ work on the project both deepened 

existing understandings of her students’ experiences outside of school and also promoted 

self-reflection about her own parenting. 

Sra. Mora talked about a greater potential for learning if she were to have students 

do the CEP project earlier in the year when she is “get[ting] to know them.” She also 

spoke about how she would “spotlight” a couple students at a time, because she felt that 

the way she organized it for this project “seemed rushed.” In other words, Sra. Mora 

believed the value of the project could be increased via a few revisions.   
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When asked about what she learned about her students or their community(ies), 

she responded respectively: 

At that point I didn’t (…) I already knew them well (…) but had we done it earlier 

in the year like if this was something like we kicked off the year with. 

 
No, I don’t think so I think it’s just because we started that much later in the year.  

 
She went on, however, to say, 
 

But it was nice to see what they had been talking about so when they talked about 

the park that they play at or the field that they go to or for example, [John] loves 

his cat and I know he loves his cat. We’ve talked about his cat plenty of times but 

then after that it was like he would send me pictures of his cat and videos of his 

cat. So he would share a few more of those with me and have his mom send them 

to me [laughter] so it was really cute. 

Thus, while claiming not to have learned anything new about her students, she 

acknowledged a value in having visuals of what her students appreciate about their 

community(ies). She noted, “It’s fun. It was nice to make that connection.” She provided 

one specific example of how the CEP altered or expanded her views of a particular 

student. Elaborating on the student that shared about his cat, she said, “He’s like oh she is 

just so sweet and you have to see her she’s all mine and I was like oh, okay. From this kid 

who’s like such a boy at times and like jumping and playing.”  

 Further, other learning was visible in comments about what surprised her or what 

she did not expect. She shared about one student taking a picture of the cracks in the 

sidewalks and being frustrated with the lack of care for the sidewalks in his community. 

She said while this is something she cares about, she did not expect one of her students to 
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attend to such an issue. She also shared about expecting to see more pictures of family 

members, but instead students seemed to focus more on objects and pets. She also 

commented explicitly about the benefit of learning more about family situations and with 

whom students live. In addition she spoke about how learning from the photographs 

helped her better understand two students behavior in school. She explained that two 

students are inseparable in class. She learned from the project that they both lived outside 

the school district and on opposite sides of the city, making it very challenging for them 

to spend time together outside of school. She explained that after learning this, she 

offered to have them stay after school to play together; since she often worked beyond 

the students’ school day, they could stay with her and ask their parents to pick them up 

maybe an hour or so after the end of the school day. Thus, not only did she share about 

new learning about her students, but also offered glimpses into how such learning might 

impact her interactions with students. 

 The comment below highlights another area of learning about her students, but 

also suggests how learning more about the pre-adolescents in her classroom has 

implications for how she understands her own daughter. She shared with surprise that she 

realized many of her students have friends that do not attend Elston, 

Which made me feel better because I always feel bad that my kid doesn’t live by 

any really of her school friends. So, we are always looking for neighborhood 

friends that she can play with and we go out of our way to make play dates with 

some of her school friends which is fine but I just grew up a different way. So 

hearing this made me reflect more as a parent like “Oh it is normal. It is okay.” 
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Like we’re not that I was thinking more like we are like the outliers that like just 

for some reason picked a neighborhood where there weren’t a lot of kids. 

In sum, Sra. Mora learned new information and deepened existing information about her 

students’ out-of-school experiences. Further, learning about her students’ experiences 

resulted in reflection on her own role as a parent and also validated her and her 

daughter’s experiences. 

A Brief Summary 

Like her teaching partners, Sra. Mora was clear about the importance of school-

community relationships. Her words corroborated the perception noted by her peers that 

student-teacher relationship building in most pertinent at the start of the school year and 

further, that the professional teacher role may constrain relationship building. Also, like 

Sra. Olsen and Sra. Avon, Sra. Mora highlighted the social-emotional and skill 

development that students tend to acquire via their out-of-school experiences, with 

minimal mention of any academic knowledge.  

 Regarding the CEP, Sra. Mora initially responded that she did not learn anything 

new about her students or their community(ies). Her reflections during the interview, 

however, revealed ways in which the children’s photograph’s both deepened Sra. Mora’s 

knowledge of their experiences as well as inspired reflection about her own work as a 

parent. 

Closing Thoughts 

I first want to reiterate the experience, skills, and knowledge of the fifth grade 

team of teachers. By many indicators, the team defies the image of a typical urban 

educator. They all have 10 or more years of teaching experience, all reside in the city in 
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which they work, and all have been at Elston for five or more years. Further, all teachers 

demonstrate a commitment to creating learning spaces that engage all students. 

The data is clear that all three of the fifth grade teachers believe students’ lives 

outside of school contribute to their knowledge, skills, and overall development. Further, 

they all shared candidly about a value that comes with deepening school-community 

relationships. While the specifics about the kinds of knowledge students’ acquire outside 

of school and how and in what ways it matters for their work as educators varied across 

the three teachers, there were some common themes that emerged.  

Existing mental models of the student-teacher relationship building, formal 

schooling, and the professional teacher seemed to influence how teachers interpreted new 

learning about their students and their students’ communities. In addition, new learning 

was filtered through existing stereotypes and/or personal experiences. In many ways, data 

suggests that these dominant mental models and filters often functioned to constrain or 

interrupt teacher learning. These themes along with a burgeoning grounded theory of 

school-community relationships (as mediated by students) are discussed in greater detail 

in Chapter 6. 
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Chapter Six 

Summary, Discussion, and Conclusion 

In this chapter, I briefly summarize the study and answer each of the three guiding 

research questions in turn. I follow with a general discussion of findings in the context of 

the literature and organizing framework that were presented in Chapter 2. I then describe 

implications for research, theory, policy and practice. Lastly, I underscore the most 

salient conclusions from this study. 

Summary of the Study  

 I designed this project to explore the role of students as mediators of school-

community relationships. While, as noted in Chapter 2, there is clear evidence that 

school-community relationships are linked to positive student growth, learning, and 

development outcomes, less is known about the role of students in supporting linkages 

between schools and their community(ies). The Community Exploration Project (CEP) 

was designed to address the following questions: 

1. How do students interpret and understand their in-school and out-of-school 
learning experiences? 

 
2. How do teachers interpret and understand children’s lives out of school and how 

their out-of-school lives contribute to their in-school lives? 
 

Given the exploratory nature of this study, I did not develop an elaborate 

conceptual or theoretical framework. I instead explored theories and concepts that 

informed the study design, and summarized these in a very general figure that pointed to 

areas suggested by the research literature (see pages 40-47). In particular, investigations 

of culturally relevant and authentic pedagogy and the idea of Funds of Knowledge that 

contribute to student experience, underscored the value of linking students’ out-of-school 
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lives to their in-school learning. Further, research on the role of social capital in 

promoting educational and developmental outcomes for students provided useful 

perspectives for analyzing how students and to a lesser extent teachers described learning 

acquired in the community. Research on family and community-based assets suggests the 

importance of redressing a deficit-oriented approach to working with children from lower 

socio-economic and/or students of color. Finally, research on sensemaking provided a 

lens for how participants’ interpreted new learning from the CEP. 

 An exploratory intervention and case study, which are described more fully in 

Chapter 3, were the basis for the Community Exploration Project (CEP). The project was 

carried out in a single school, Elston Elementary Spanish Immersion School, located in a 

large Midwestern city. Participants included three fifth grade teachers and their 

homeroom classes (a total of 76 students). I collaborated with teachers on what we 

termed the Community Exploration Project (CEP), an adapted photovoice assignment in 

which students took their school iPads home for about one week, during which they were 

asked to take photographs with captions around a series of four prompts. The prompts 

included: 1) What do I most love about my community(ies)? What don’t I love? 2) 

Where do I learn outside of school? What do I learn? 3) Where do I feel cared for? Where 

do I feel less comfortable? and 4) What else do you want to share about your community? 

I encouraged the teachers to incorporate the students’ photographs into a classroom 

website and into their own instruction, but I did not provide any framework for how they 

might do so. 

I had access to all of the photographs that students uploaded to the shared Google 

Drive folder (a total of 399). In addition, I conducted individual interviews before and 
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after the CEP with the three teachers and 19 focal students, and observed the school and 

classrooms. The ethnographic field notes and relevant school documents provided 

contextual information. I now report on the findings from the data analysis to each 

research question in turn.  

Answering the Research Questions 

 Due to the large, complex data set, I highlight here the most central findings—

those that contribute to a deepened understanding of the relationship dynamics within a 

classroom and between a classroom and students’ community(ies). 

How do students interpret and understand their in-school and out-of-school 

learning experiences? Three key themes emerged as students described and depicted 

their sites of learning via interviews and photographs that were annotated with Skitch, an 

iPad application. First, children had a clear mental model of learning that was school and 

instruction-focused, and which seemed to constrain the way they talked about learning. 

While the photographs depicted many sites of learning outside the school walls, the 19 

interview participants primarily described their photographs using a dominant model of 

schooling in which a qualified knower both determines the content of learning and is 

responsible for transferring that knowledge to the student. All 19 saw learning as 

something that occurs in school (with a teacher), while outside learning occurred 

primarily when another adult (a parent or similar) provided them with formal assistance 

in learning something. 

 As noted in Chapter 4, many photographs suggested more experiential and 

reciprocal learning, and were labeled as such through captions—playing basketball “with 

his dad” or learning to cook are two examples. In such photographs the students 
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emphasized a more mutual learning experience as well as their own agency in the 

learning process. Others’ photographs depicted implicit learning, for example, caring for 

pets, gardening, and their karate studio. The labels that were given to these photographs 

did not acknowledge the potential learning inherent in such experiences. While students’ 

photographs suggested a broader conceptualization of learning than their words, the data 

suggests that the children in this study made sense of their experiences via an existing 

mental model of learning—one that privileges knowledge acquired from a more qualified 

knower/teacher.   

Second, while the photographs and captions seemed to depict primarily objects, 

people, and businesses, in discussing the spaces and places that matter to them outside of 

school, the focal students articulated value in feeling connected within and across their 

varied sites of learning. More specifically, some children recognized the importance of 

social capital in encouraging their learning outside of school. Several students, for 

example, described the places they loved in their community as those places in which 

they know people or people know them. Some students articulated specific benefits that 

emerge from such social connections; one student, for example boasted that a local 

restaurant allows her family to write checks even though it is against company policy. 

Lastly, children valued opportunities to minimize the distance between their in-

school and out-of-school lives. To varying degrees, children acknowledged the potential 

for positive social, emotional, and academic consequences of their teachers knowing 

more about their out of school experiences and interests. A less common parallel 

narrative, however, emerged; a few students clearly acknowledged a need for negotiating 
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boundaries—deeming some information sharing unnecessary. As expected, when and 

why such boundaries mattered varied. 

How do teachers interpret and understand children’s lives out of school and 

how their out-of-school lives contribute to their in-school lives? All three teachers 

believed that they knew their students well and believed that it was important to invest 

time in knowing students individually, yet all three learned new information about their 

students and/or their families through the Community Exploration Project (CEP). 

However, even when presented with new information about their students or their 

students’ community(ies), teachers tended to incorporate that learning into their existing 

understanding of the student and his or her context and character. In no cases did teachers 

(even when they expressed some surprise at the photographs) reflect on ways that they 

might change their instructional practices to accommodate the new information.  

The teachers recognized that deepening their understanding of students’ out-of-

school lives has value. They articulated this value in several ways, largely around helping 

to connect with students’ families and providing an entry point for strengthening and/or 

sustaining student-teacher relationships. They also spoke in general terms about helping 

students find connections between their out-of-school experiences and their in-class 

learning. Another narrative, however, was absent from the conversation. None of the 

teachers spoke about how broadening their knowledge of students’ many sites of learning 

impacts (or could impact) their own curricular choices and pedagogical approaches.  

While all three remarked on differences in students’ out-of-school experiences 

that were apparent in the photographs, only one spoke explicitly about equity, remarking 

that some students have more access to resources than others. However, since she did not 
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see out-of-school learning as related to academic learning, even this reference was rather 

vague. In other words, teachers made sense of students’ out-of-school learning against an 

existing mental model: Academic knowledge is primarily acquired via formal schooling 

experiences. I discuss this below when exploring how teachers interpreted new 

information about their students’ lives outside of school.  

New learning from the Community Exploration Project (CEP). Teachers 

interpreted new information learned from the Community Exploration Project to varying 

degrees through three main filters. They considered the new information in terms of (1) 

their own experiences, (2) existing stereotypes, and (3) existing mental models of 

relationship building.  

First, the teachers tended to make sense of new learning about individual students 

in terms of their own experiences and subsequent expectations. One teacher, for example, 

was surprised by how students approached the project. This resulted in reflection about 

how technology (the iPads) allowed students to first take photographs and then think 

about the quality of their photographs. Whereas in her experience as a child, one had to 

think very carefully about taking photographs, the process of developing photographs 

both timely and costly. Another shared her surprise about some students being afraid in 

streets near their homes. She compared the experience to her own as a child in a suburban 

area in which the streets near her home often served as a community gathering space. The 

third considered her students’ work through the lens of her own daughter’s experiences. 

Overall, the teachers tended to make sense of new information about their students out-

of-school experiences first in terms of their own experiences and expectations. From 
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here, all three teachers posed reflective questions in attempts to deepen their 

understandings of their students’ experiences and intended messages.  

Secondly, at least in some instances, teachers’ interpretations seemed influenced 

by existing stereotypes. One, for example, several times mentioned learning about the 

negative influences of technology in the homes; she explained that predictably several 

students’ families spend time on devices and as a result have limited interactions with 

their child. Only a single photograph, however, of the 270 shared by her students 

depicted a parent on a phone. Another teacher mentioned a hesitation in moving the CEP 

to the start of the school year because she assumed that students may lack the maturity to 

complete the project and as a result, some parents would do the project for them.  

Finally, data suggests that the teachers held existing mental models of student-

teacher relationship building, formal schooling, and the professional teacher. The finding 

that new information was incorporated into an existing “picture” of each student is, 

perhaps, explained by the finding that all three teachers maintained a mental model of 

relationship building as a time-bounded and relatively narrow process. It is not surprising 

that they emphasized the importance of getting to know students at the start of the school 

year; what was less expected was how they discussed relationship-building as being 

largely confined to the first few weeks of school, with little to no acknowledgement of 

the dynamic and fluid nature of relationships. This manifested as resistance to changing 

their perceptions of the children, their lives, and their own teaching as suggested by the 

fact that two of the three teachers, when asked if they learned anything new about their 

students from the Community Exploration Project (CEP), initially responded no. They 

observed that since it was so late in the school year, they already knew their students 
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quite well. As the conversations evolved, however, all three teachers shared their new 

learning in terms of smaller surprises or unexpected content in their students’ 

photographs and/or captions.  

Even as the leadership at Elston Elementary has created and continues to reinforce 

structures such as a daily morning meeting with the primary goal of continuous 

community-building, the teachers commented on how the Community Exploration 

Project (CEP) would make more sense to do at the start of the school year. The morning 

meeting, in contrast, seemed to be viewed as a way of maintaining but not altering either 

individual or group relations. 

In addition, teachers made distinctions between relationship-building activities 

and academic activities. While two teachers discussed their fall memoir-writing unit as a 

tool for getting to know students, in general academic activities were not discussed as 

opportunities for building, extending, or developing relationships. This apparent 

bifurcation of relationships building and learning was also reflected in their attitudes 

about out-of-school learning. All three agreed that that such learning has implications for 

students’ experiences in school, but they tended to interpret out-of-school learning as 

contributing to social-emotional development and life skills, which could then be applied 

in the classroom. Some of these were concrete and immediate (i.e., structured 

environments out of school could influence their ability to perform in-school tasks such 

homework completion or conflict resolution). None articulated a relationship to the core 

of their work, which was related to subject matter, which they saw as the work of formal 

schooling.  
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All three teachers affirmed the dominant institutional scripts of the professional 

teacher. Mawhinney and Smrekar (1996) drew on neo-institutional theories in their 

analysis of collaborative service-delivery in two schools; they wrote, “Individuals are 

constrained not only by systems of control, or by normative elements of culture, but also 

by the iron cages of deeply embedded rules and routines of organizations” (p. 492). Here, 

teachers seemed to perceive that the professional educator must maintain a certain 

emotional distance from her pupils. All three educators made comments suggesting that 

experiences that allow her to step outside or “shift” the teacher role positively contributed 

to her learning about her students and subsequently to student-teacher relationships. For 

example, two teachers spoke about an event in which they were a chaperone and “not a 

teacher” that allowed them to interact with students in different ways. One of the teacher 

spoke about creating a structure in-class for sharing student writing that allowed her to 

shift from teacher to learner; she spoke of this as an experience that supported positive 

student-teacher relationships. Again, however, experiences that were deemed as powerful 

for student-teacher relationship building were often contextualized as moments when the 

teacher was not a teacher. 

General Discussion of Findings 

We know from the literature that children carry with them into their formal 

schooling environments a set of assets and experiences acquired via their 

community(ies), including both familial, peer, and other community assets. Here, I am 

referring to this collectively as social capital for learning. Teachers also bring with them 

into their work a set of experiences and assets that directly influence how they design and 

lead learning environments. Here, I am referring to this as the social capital for teaching. 
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I define social capital for teaching as the knowledge teachers have of their students, their 

inter-cultural competence, and knowledge acquired and sustained via their peer 

community(ies). The research also tells us that linkages between classroom learning 

experiences and children’s out-of-school experiences bolster learning (e.g., Ladson-

Billings, 2006; Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996).  

In this study I set out to explore this cycle; the information exchange between 

students’ out-of-school and in-school communities. Figure 2.1, explained in the literature 

review in Chapter 2, illustrates the original intention of this project. Initially, I assumed a 

very pragmatic purpose. I wanted to explore how children, when given the agency to take 

and share photographs about the spaces and places in their community(ies) that matter to 

them, could bring authentic learning into the classroom (as a means of minimizing the 

distance between what they know and value in their communities and what their teachers 

know about them and their communities). In Figure 2.1 (on page 41) the line labeled 

child is solid while the line labeled educational practitioner is segmented, suggesting that 

their understandings of a child’s community experiences and assets are more and less 

complete respectively. Via the iterative process of data analysis, I altered the figure to 

illustrate that the knowledge exchange (and interpretation) among students and their 

teachers is always present and thus more cyclical than originally depicted. Figure 6.1 

portrays this revision. I designed this project to explore how children could influence the 

information exchange when granted more agency and voice over what was shared.  
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Figure 6.1. The school-community learning cycle 

Given that an experience may be a learning event for some and not others, the 

interpretive case study design situated in the grounded theory tradition was appropriate. It 

is important to note here that I did not set out to contribute to the research about mental 

models of student learning or teaching practice, but rather how children and their teachers 

interpreted events and defined learning via the students’ photography project. What I 

learned, however, is that how teachers and children made sense of new learning tended to 

be constrained by existing mental models. Figure 6.2 and 6.3 depict an emerging theory 

of school-community relationships (when students assume the mediator role). I next 

describe them in turn. 
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Figure 6.2. Emerging Theory: School-community relationships (with students as mediators) 

The data suggests that, when given opportunities, students have the capacity to 

serve as mediators between schools and their community(ies). More specifically, by 

sharing about the spaces and places that matter to them outside of school—what they 

love, what they learn, and so on, children are able to capture and present information 

from which both their teachers and peers can learn. Further, student participants 

perceived the new learning as useful for deepening student-teacher and potentially 

teacher-family relationships and to a lesser extent contributing positively to their 

teacher’s practice.  

Although student enthusiasm for the project—their interest in participating and 

their willingness to engage in conversation—was apparent, the interview data also 

revealed how existing mental models and institutional scripts might function to constrain 

both children’s and educators’ perceptions and interpretations of new learning. The 
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dotted line cutting through the school-community learning cycle represents the mental 

models that may limit or influence both how information is shared and received.  

The children tended to conceptualize learning in terms of instruction and formal 

schooling experiences. When they talked about more experiential or reciprocal learning 

experiences, they tended to do so in more implicit terms—with little or no 

acknowledgement of the learning aspects of the experience. Moll et al.’s (1995) Funds of 

Knowledge concept and other work on the asset approach (Scales et al., 2000) underscore 

the value in validating and accessing the skills and knowledge students bring into the 

classroom as a catalyst for learning.  

	
Figure 6.3. Influencers of the social capital for teaching 

One could extrapolate from this emerging theory that children are conditioned to 

discount or dismiss their own learning and assets. This has numerous implications for 

teachers that desire to identify and utilize students’ out-of-school learning experiences in 

meaningful ways in the classroom. Further, the theory suggests that students are inclined 
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to minimize their role in the learning process. This has additional implications for how 

teachers create more democratic learning environments in which learning is less 

unidirectional and more reciprocal in nature. 

The reason for the thicker line (or potential boundary) between teachers’ mental 

models and student learning than the line between children’s mental models and student 

learning is twofold. First, while nearly all 19 focal students agreed that, at least to some 

extent, teachers should know about their students’ out-of-school lives, only two students 

responded with a definitive yes that their teachers do know about them. Three others said 

yes, but referenced a specific teacher and rationale for the deepened relationship. The 

children in this study recognized information does not flow freely between their in-school 

and out-of school community(ies). They, in fact, seemed to recognize the interruptions in 

the school-community learning cycle more than the teachers.  

The second reason that the line between teachers’ mental models and student 

learning is thicker is that educators’ voices suggested three mental models—a truncated 

model of relationship-building, a model of schooling that prioritizes content knowledge, 

and a model of the professional teacher—all of which my constrain opportunities to 

understand and capitalize on students’ diverse learning experiences. In addition, teachers 

at times (and perhaps expectedly) interpreted student work through a lens of their 

personal experiences or existing stereotypes, both of which influenced the sensemaking 

process. 

First, the teachers in this study described student-teacher relationship building as 

most relevant at the start of the school year. Students’ lives, however, are dynamic; their 

experiences change over the course of the year. While this is true for all students, we 
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know that poor and urban school students often face more challenges that are due to 

instability of housing or family changes than students in other settings. One consequence 

of this mental model is that teachers may miss ongoing opportunities for developing new 

or deepening existing relationships.  

Educators also depicted the behaviors and practices of relationship building as 

being distinct from more academic learning experiences. Thus, teachers may not 

capitalize on opportunities to nurture relationships via academic content. Theories of 

authentic pedagogy (Newmann, Marks, & Gamoran, 1996) and culturally 

responsive/sustaining pedagogy (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 2006; Paris, 2012) suggest that 

students’ lives should be infused throughout their academic experiences, serving as 

inspiration for the content of classroom learning and as a bridge between what happens 

inside and outside the school walls. The data underscores a need to consider the strategies 

and mechanisms educators put in place to “build relationships” with students and their 

families to determine whether or not existing practices are achieving desired outcomes. 

Third, teachers tended to speak most candidly and positively about relationship 

building experiences in which they believed they were able to assume a non-teacher role 

or at least shift away from the teacher role. In other words, the dominant organizational 

scripts of the professional teacher—at least as internalized by these three educators—did 

not jive with the more democratic or “power with” dynamics in which relationship 

building flourishes.  

It is worth reiterating here that the teachers in this study are experienced educators 

who are dedicated to engaging all students in high levels of learning. Based upon my 

experiences teaching and leading in three city districts, I confidently claim that all three 
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would be assessed as proficient or exceeding on the standards of effective teaching. 

Further, when asked, all three educators were, without hesitation, willing to participate in 

my study and expressed interest in what they could learn from the Community 

Exploration Project (CEP). This was clearly articulated in the quote that opens Chapter 4; 

one of the teachers shared, “You know a lot of ‘school’ is really outside the school walls, 

so it will be interesting to see [what photographs students’ take].” In other words, the 

teachers were not unwilling to connect with students’ community(ies). The emerging 

grounded theory outlines some of the existing mental models and filters that can function 

to interrupt connections between schools and their community(ies), particularly when 

mediated by children, but does not point to any resistance or opposition to the value of 

learning from children about their communities. In other words, although the sample of 

classrooms and teachers is small, it does not seem likely that the results can be attributed 

to the particularities of the teachers or students.   

One hypothesis is that the current era of educational accountability—both formal 

and informal—and the resulting consequences for practicing and pre-service educators 

may be contributing to a hardening of the boundaries between in-school “academic 

learning” and out of school “social-emotional skill acquisition”. The accountability 

discourse privileges certain vocabulary and skillsets as well as influences teacher 

evaluation tools, all of which may reify both the model of the professional teacher and the 

primacy of content knowledge. A further consequence being that relationship building is 

relegated to particular activities at the start of the year to make room for the “real work” 

of teaching, material that will be tested. Next I turn to a brief discussion of implications 

for research, theory, policy, and practice.  
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Implications for Research 

This project inspires several areas of additional research. First, as the grounded 

theory framework suggests, once a researcher has an emerging grounded theory, the next 

step is to “test” that theory in other contexts. That is, additional research is needed to 

determine if similar findings would emerge in a replication study at a different site. Given 

that this was a single nested case study—students and teachers in classrooms in one 

school—would a similar study in another elementary school or a different city lead to 

similar conclusions? Additional research should attend specifically to how a school’s 

unique (e.g., political, social, geographic) context interacts with the ways in which 

students and teachers make sense of relationship building—by what means? For what 

ends? This is of importance in that the research of Ladson-Billings (1995), and others has 

underscored that a key component of culturally relevant pedagogy is based in teachers’ 

appreciation for and understanding of children’s social political experiences which 

requires that teachers know about their students, their students’ families, and their 

experiences both in and outside the school walls.  

Second, regarding research methodology and research design, this project 

illustrates the utility of a photovoice or an adapted photovoice methodology as a 

mechanism for greater student agency in the research process. Students were able to 

influence the conversation in ways rarely seen in the research on school-community 

relationships, particularly research based in elementary schools. Such a methodology 

could be employed in any research seeking to create space for multiple perspectives and 

voices. Further, in this study, the photographs themselves suggested a more expansive 

definition of learning than they described in interviews. This leads to additional research 
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questions about photography as an expressive device and more specifically, as a tool for 

prompting richer conversations with children.  

Also related to research methodology, the data from teacher interviews 

underscored the importance of exploring the guiding research questions via a longitudinal 

study design. Data collection for this study took place from approximately February 2015 

through May 2015. The teachers voiced a belief that teacher-student relationship building 

is most relevant and fruitful in the fall. As such, future studies should explore student and 

teacher perspectives around relationship-building strategies and the outcomes of such 

strategies across a school year to better understand the work as a dynamic process.  

Lastly, this project was designed to explore teachers’ and students’ perceptions of 

new learning gained through a student community photography project. Next steps would 

be to design and conduct research that examines the results of the new information 

(shared by students) on teachers’ practices. 

Implications for Theory 

A grounded theory of school-community relationships (as mediated by children) 

emerged from this study. While in the nascent stages, the theory outlines a set of ideas for 

explaining how the exchange of information between a child’s in-school and out-of-

school communities can be interrupted or disrupted.  

In addition, findings affirmed some existing theories and posed questions for 

others. The ways in which participants shared their experiences and interpreted new 

information gained through the Community Exploration Project (CEP) aligned neatly 

with neo-institutional theories of dominant scripts and theories of sensemaking. That is, 

in this study, both students’ and teachers’ perceptions were constrained by their existing 
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mental models of learning, schooling, student-teacher relationship-building, and 

institutionalized scripts of the professional teacher role.  

Findings also lead to questions for theories of authentic and culturally relevant 

pedagogy. Such theories clearly articulate the importance of children’s in-school 

experiences connecting with their out-of-school experiences, suggesting most broadly 

increased engagement and learning. In order, however, for teachers to design authentic 

and relevant instruction they must know their students and their experiences (across their 

many sites of learning) beyond existing stereotypes and more deeply than the constrained 

perceptions that emerged in this study. This study attempted to deepen our understanding 

of how students might take a more active role in the relationship-building process and 

further how teachers make sense of new information acquired from students. Additional 

contributions to this line of research might function to extend pedagogical theories 

dependent upon healthy and fruitful relationships by further exploring the how of the 

work. 

Implications for Policy and Practice 

This study primarily contributes to policy and practice in three ways. First, it 

outlines a strategy for increasing student voice generally, and explores how students can 

serve as mediators of school-community relationships more specifically (particularly at 

the elementary school level). The children participants in this study narrated their 

experiences across their many sites of learning via the Community Exploration Project 

(CEP) from which all three teachers acquired new information about their students and 

their families. All of the participants spoke to the value of such a project in terms of 

learning information that could strengthen student-teacher and/or teacher-family 
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relationships. As access to technology grows, educators can implement a project such as 

the CEP with minimal resources. Further, educational leaders might consider policies and 

programs that support teachers in learning about and implementing this or similar 

projects aimed at expanding approaches for school-community relationship building. 

There was a subtle trend in the data that teachers (and to a certain extent students) 

minimized certain experiences and underscored others. In particular, teachers tended to 

speak with more of a deficit-oriented tone, interpreting certain photographs as evidence 

of a child’s (mis)behavior in the classroom. One example is interpreting a child’s 

photograph of a video game as evidence of low social interaction and structure in the 

home.  In some instances, teachers identified this as an explanation for (mis)behavior in 

the classroom. Empirical studies of the funds of knowledge (González et al., 2001) 

underscore the inherent value in recognizing and valuing children’s out-of-school 

knowledge, skills, and experiences in school. In addition, work on developmental assets 

(Scales, Benson, & Leffert, 2000) suggests that schools and teachers can play an 

important role in identifying and developing assets in children that are related to positive 

learning and development outcomes. This study leads to additional questions about 

practices and policies that might support educators in uncovering and exploring existing 

biases for the purpose of more effectively identifying, utilizing, and building upon 

students’ assets in the classroom.  

Lastly, the study sparks conversation about the how of culturally relevant 

teaching. Educators across the country are increasingly putting resources into better 

understanding and minimizing the existing opportunity gap. Embedded in that discourse 

are conversations of implementing pedagogical practices that are relevant to all students, 
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rigorous, and based in strong relationships. There is much less written, however, about 

how educators do culturally relevant teaching. This study suggests there may be a missing 

dimension to the conversation. That is, what kinds of professional learning experiences 

might disrupt existing stereotypes or mental models and bring to light personal 

experiences, all of which—as this study suggests—might constrain how educators make 

sense of new information about students’ lived experiences. Further, this study inspires 

questions such as the following: 

• Could educators and school systems do a better job of making the implicit 
more explicit? In other words, what benefits might come from supporting 
students in appreciating the breadth of knowledge and skills they bring 
with them into their formal school environments?  
 

• How might educators (re)consider dominant strategies for relationship-
building with students and their families?  
 

• How might teacher education programs and policies better prepare pre-
service teachers to do culturally relevant teaching? 

 
All of these questions have relevance both for practitioners in the field of education and 

those aspiring to join the field.  

Conclusion 

 In introducing this study, I made the claim that school-community relationships 

matter. Research exists at the individual, classroom, and organizational level that stronger 

connections between schools and their communities have positive implications for 

student learning, growth, and development. Through this study, I sought to explore how 

children could serve as mediators of school-community relationships by bringing into 

their schools and to their teachers information about the many spaces and places in which 

they spend time. Learning happened and all participants to varying degrees valued the 

experience. What emerged, however, is that at least in this case new information was 
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filtered through existing mental models, stereotypes, and personal experiences, which in 

some cases prompted additional reflection, but in others seemed to constrain the 

sensemaking process.  
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Appendix A 

Community Exploration Project Student Information Handout 

El Proyecto: 
La Exploración de Mi Comunidad 

marzo/abril 2015 

 
Mi trabajo/tarea: 
 

1. Tomar fotos (con mi iPad de la escuela) para responder a las cuatro 
preguntas. 
 

Pregunta 1: ¿Qué es que más me gusta de mi comunidad? ¿Qué es 
que no me gusta? 
Pregunta 2: ¿En	donde	aprendo	fuera	de	la	escuela?	¿Qué	aprendo?	
Pregunta 3: ¿En	dónde	me	siento	bien	cuidado?	¿En	dónde	me	siento	
menos	cómodo?	
Pregunta 4: ¿Qué	más	quieres	compartir	sobre	su	comunidad?	

 
2. Elegir 4 fotos (para cada pregunta) y escribir un pie de foto para cada una 

(usa “el app” Skitch).  
a. Se tiene que escribir por lo menos dos de los pies de foto en español. 
b. Pon su nombre al fin de cada pie de foto.  

 
3. Subir las fotos a la carpeta con el nombre de tu maestra en Google Drive. 

a. Para hacer eso… 
 

i. Clic           
ii. Elige “otra aplicación”. 
iii. Elige “Abrir en Drive”. 
iv. Clic “Subir” 
v. Clic la “i” en la esquina de la foto. 
vi. Clic “mover a” y elige la carpeta de tu maestra. 

 
Información importante:  

è Si quieres representar un lugar o algo importante a ti, pero no tienes la 
oportunidad de sacarle la foto, puedes dibujarlo o tomar la foto de un artefacto 
que lo representa.  

è No es necesario tener Internet en la casa. Puedes subir las fotos a la carpeta de 
tu maestra (en Google Drive) cuando llegas a la escuela.  

è ¡Tienes que pedir permiso antes de sacarle la foto de alguien! 
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Appendix B 

Interview Protocols 

 
School Practitioner Pre-CEP Interview Protocol  
 

 
1. Describe your experiences as an educator (e.g., Share about your journey to your 

current position? How long have you worked as a _________? How long have 
you worked at this school? What subjects/grade levels have you taught? What 
brought you to your current position?). 

a. Follow-up questions getting at where the educator lives (e.g., in CITY 
NAME? near the school? For how long has he/she lived in/near CITY 
NAME?). 

 
2. What is it that you want your students to learn in their work with you? In their 

work at this school? 
a. How do you teach them those things in school? 

 
3. How, if at all, are students cared for in this school? In your classroom?  

a. How else might you describe a school environment that is conducive to 
learning?  

 
4. Where do your students learn when they are not in school? What do they learn? 

a. How do they learn those things?  
b. Where do they learn those things? 
c. How do you know they are learning those things? 

 
5. How does what students learn outside of school relate (if at all) to how you 

approach your work with students? (Or how you wish to do so?) 
 

6. How does what students learn outside of school relate (if at all) to how organize 
your classroom? (Or how you wish to do so?) 
 

7. If you had a chance to learn more about students’ out-of-school experiences, what 
questions would you ask? What would you want to know? 

 
8. Is it important that teachers learn about the neighborhood/community(ies) of their 

students?  
 

a. If so, why?  
b. How? What might that look like in practice? 

 
9. Any closing thoughts related to the topics we have discussed? 
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School Practitioner Post-CEP Interview Protocol  
 
 
1. Did anything surprise you as students’ shared photographs of their community(ies)?  

 
 
2. You’ve known the students now for several months, is there anything new you 

learned about a student? Did you learn anything new about the community(ies) to 
which the students belong? 
 
 

3. What would you share with a colleague about doing this type of project with 
students? 

 
 
4. Is there anything you learned that might impact your work in the classroom? [Follow-

up question: Can you provide an example?/Say more about that…] 
 
 

 
NOTE: The majority of the interview will involve reviewing and discussing student 
photographs. The goal is to capture how school practitioners make sense of the 
photographs and any changes in how perceive students. 
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 Student Pre-CEP Interview Protocol 
 
 
1. Tell me a bit about you—e.g., How old are you? Where are you from? How long 

have you attended SCHOOL NAME? What school/s did you attend before SCHOOL 
NAME? 
 

2. What do you like most about SCHOOL NAME? Why? 
 
3. What don’t you like about SCHOOL NAME? Why? 
 
4. What does it mean to learn? To be a learner?  
 
5. Where do you learn when you are in school? What do you learn? 
 
6. Where do you spend your time when you are not in school? 
 
7. Where do you learn things? [Follow-up questions: How do you learn things? Who 

teaches you?] 
 
8. What do you love about your community (the places you are when you are not in 

school)? What don’t you love? 
 

9. (If not answered in question 4 or 7) Where are your favorite places to spend time 
when you are not in school? Where do you love to be when you are not in school? 
[Follow-up to get more detailed information—why? Tell me more about the place? 
When did you first go there? What do you do there? Etc.] 

 
10. Do your teachers at school know about what you learn/do outside of school? [Follow-

up questions: Tell me more. How do you know? How do they learn about what you 
do outside of school? Do you think teachers should know about the things you do 
when you are not in school?] 

 
11. What does it mean to be cared for? How do you know someone cares about you?  
 
12. Where are the places you feel most comfortable? Where do you feel cared for? 
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1. What did you think about the community exploration project?  

 
 

2. Which of your photographs/videos/drawings is your favorite? Why? Which is your 
least favorite? Why? 
 
 

3. How did you choose which photographs/videos/drawings to share with your 
classmates? 
 
 

4. Did you learn anything new about yourself? Did the project make you think about 
anything in a new way? 
 
 

5. Do you think your teacher learned anything new about you that she didn’t know 
before? 
 
 

6. Do you think your classmates learned anything new about you? 
 
 

7. Did you learn anything about any of your classmates that you did not know before? 
Please share. 
 
 

8. If you were a teacher, would you have your students do a project like this? Why or 
why not? 


