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ABSTRACT

HANNAH M ARIE MCANESPIE
THIRD GRADERS SHARING CURRENT EVENTS THROUGH A PROBLEM-
POSING EDUCATION
Under the direction o f JANE WEST, Ed.D.

This study addressed the development and use o f a critical problem-posing 

education through current events. There are many stories o f social justice originating 

from the classroom; however, research studies o f students presenting current events 

through their own problem-posing framework o f education to promote social justice are 

scarce. The methodology o f the study was a case study with the third-grade teacher as 

researcher. The teacher presented a series o f five current events to students as a model 

for their own assignment. Each model included an article from a news source, a 

summary o f the content, and a period for the students to ask questions. The students and 

teacher developed a series o f critical questions to ask at the conclusion o f the current 

event summaries. The results o f the study include the patterns in the process that repeat 

with each new topic and presenter, yet require the nature o f student talk and the utility of 

student talk to promote social justice. Students prioritized understanding topic choice, 

working through the information, making connections to curriculum, and imagining how 

others felt as they experienced this current event. The teacher-researcher concluded that 

the role o f the teacher, the development o f rapport between students, and the resulting

x iii



concern for others facilitated the creation o f a positive, motivated learning environment 

in which the teacher and students shared meaningful, purposeful learning and gained 

content knowledge. Recommendations for future study include a yearlong study o f the 

current event project as current events continued beyond the project end date.



CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

This case study, Third Graders Developing a Critical Problem-Posing Education 

through Current Events, is an attempt to describe the unanticipated dialogue and active 

response within my 2015-2016 third grade classroom when students choose their own 

current events to share aloud to their classmates. The students developed a model o f 

sharing and questioning to encourage critical questioning in response to the content o f the 

presentations. A framework o f critical literacy by Janks (2010) provided the following 

areas to consider when developing questions: power, access, diversity, and design.

Instead o f a traditional summary and transmission o f what occurred in a current event, 

students prompted one another to inquire how and why the events took place. Students 

considered what would happen i f  the event happened in our own town or to one o f our 

own families. I captured their work and subsequent themes within a case study format.

In addition to capturing how students responded to events, I sought to answer the 

question o f how students learn from a critical problem-posing framework o f education 

with current events. I also sought to understand what motivated students to respond to 

current events within the framework.

Schiro (2013) categorized the four major curriculum ideologies as scholar-

academic, social-efficiency, learner-centered, and social-reconstruction orientations. The

current political involvement with public schools (Spring, 2011) creates a landscape

1
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identified within the scholar-academic ideology to prepare students for college and 

careers. This ideology implies what Freire called a banking model o f education. Freire 

(1974/2013) argued that knowledge as a deposit or transfer does not “ recognize 

confrontation with the world as the true source o f knowledge with its different levels and 

phases”  (p. 89). The importance o f this study is present in the interaction o f students with 

the world through the development o f their own critical lens.

Conceptual Underpinnings for the Study 

1 approached the research with a social constructionist epistemology as a 

foundational piece in the collaboration, cooperation, and understanding o f experiences 

with others. Furthermore, I see a humanist orientation to learning as the goal o f 

education. In a humanist orientation, educators must strive to meet the fu ll potential o f 

the students as well as the self. Critical theory scaffolds my life and my research as I 

refuse to accept surface level reassurance from administrators, political mandates from 

politicians, and compliance from small children. The case study tradition also 

complimented my conceptual framework as I sought to understand a phenomenon in the 

classroom with my students.

Theoretical Underpinnings 

This study contains a review o f the literature gathered in response to my calling 

for social justice in the classroom. Many educators seek social justice in the classroom 

with the implementation o f a critical pedagogy inspired by Freire (1970) and elaborated 

upon by Giroux (2007a, b), Kincheloe (2004), and McLaren (2007). Educators such as
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Cowhey (2006) looked to critical pedagogy and iconic individuals such as Martin Luther 

King, Jr. and Ghandi to infuse social justice in the classroom. Cowhey engaged young 

students in both history and action to prepare students to participate in a democratic 

society. In fact, the call for social justice is inherent in the ideals o f democracy, and 

Edelsky (1994) maintained the urgent call to engage in education for democracy.

Critical Thinking

In 1980, Schor positioned similar observations in the need to exercise a critical 

pedagogy into his college classrooms. He asserted.

The domination by mass culture, in an advanced society like the U.S., has left the 

population either functionally illiterate or uncritically literate, and politically 

undeveloped. The need for conscientization exists, to counter the interferences to 

critical thought in daily life. The questions o f dialogic pedagogy, cultural 

democracy, critical awareness and structural perception are urgently relevant in 

this technically advanced culture. (Schor, 1980, p. 127)

Schor directed attention to critical thinking at all levels o f education. I assume critical 

thought and critical awareness as necessary elements to my own teaching and learning. 

Many Americans would agree that critical thinking is a basic tenet o f education, but it is 

important to understand the dynamics o f critical thinking. In this study, critical thinking 

surpasses the logic o f cause and effect to question deeper in the approach o f neoMarxist 

and poststructuralist discourses (Janks, 2010).
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In the literature review, I argue that there is a need for critical thinking in the form 

o f critical literacy to promote social justice and prepare students to participate in a 

democracy, yet the directions are not clear for educators. Critical pedagogy inspires a 

mutual engagement o f students and teachers to question the dominant forces in economic, 

political, and societal forces to seek change, but I contend that this is too radical and too 

vague for elementary educators. I am not alone in this assessment o f critical pedagogy; 

Luke and Freebody (1997) explained several discourse-analytic approaches that infuse 

the knowledge o f text function with the ideology o f critique.

Critical Literacy

Critical literacy is an approach utilized by educators and students to question the 

social, economic, and political relationships communicated via words and positioned 

between the writer and audience. The specifics o f how and where to use critical literacy 

depend on the shared experiences o f teachers and students. Luke (2014) concluded that 

critical literacy is contingent upon “ everyday relations o f power, their [students and 

teachers] lived problems and struggles, and . . .  the educator’ s professional ingenuity in 

navigating the enabling and disenabling local contexts o f policy” (p. 29). Hence, the 

theoretical framework for critical literacy seemingly positions students and teachers to 

question dominant forces and language through literacy with the opportunity to make 

change.

Freebody and Luke (1990) described reading as a social practice to compliment 

critical literacy in The Four Resources Model. Freebody and Luke elaborated on the
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value o f difference in texts and discourses as a practice in classrooms. The elements in 

the model include coding practices, text-meaning practices, pragmatic practices, and 

critical practices. The authors did not advocate for sequence or chronology; instead, they 

called for the ability to figure out how texts function and how messages convey meaning. 

Freebody and Luke (1990) positioned reading as a social practice and prioritized a critical 

understanding, but the opportunity to elicit change is absent from the model. Janks 

(2010, 2013) demonstrated the applications o f a framework for critical literacy education 

to include power, access, diversity, and redesign. The potential for positive change and 

social justice is ready with the opportunity for redesign.

Statement o f the Problem 

Foundational books within a critical literacy curriculum require the use o f critical 

pedagogy, and the framework o f critical literacy assists teachers and students in 

understanding how they can make change. A framework o f critical literacy supports a 

problem-posing education for students in the classroom with questions that address the 

power, access, diversity, and redesign o f text (Janks, 2010). An area missing in the 

literature is a focus on current events within critical literacy. In many instances, current 

events or news clippings support the critical literacy applied to the focus o f a provocative 

idea or a piece o f children’s literature in the classroom (Cowhey, 2006; Janks, 2010; 

Michalove, 1999; Sweeney, 1999; Vasquez et al., 2003), but do not alone ignite an 

application o f critical literacy. In the literature, students engage in current events that 

support previously selected topics instead o f promoting the ownership o f individually
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selected current events to study. For example, studies include the achievement o f current 

event knowledge (Hofstetter, Hofstetter, Lapp, &  Flood, 2000) and the perspectives from 

those studying current events (Camicia &  Dobson, 2010), while simultaneously agreeing 

current events help situate students in an education for democracy. The studies do not 

explore current events in the classroom with the focus o f a critical literacy framework; 

therefore, a need for this research exists.

Overview o f Research and Research Questions 

Although there are stories o f social justice in classrooms utilizing current events 

and critical pedagogy, there is little knowledge about students presenting current events 

o f their choice through a framework o f critical literacy to promote critical literacy, social 

justice, and education for democracy. The purpose o f this case study was to understand 

the phenomenon surrounding the development o f third graders developing a critical 

problem-posing education through current events. The sharing o f current events defines 

a manner o f students presenting a problem-posing education. For the purpose o f this 

study, the definition o f current events followed my definition to students: current events 

are things that are happening in the world. The current events may involve us or other 

people. We often leam about different current events from watching the news or reading 

articles. We find articles in newspapers and magazines that are online or in print.

The main question directing the case study was as follows: What happens when 

third graders develop a critical problem-posing education through current events? Two 

subquestions guided the research:
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1. How do third grade students learn from a critical problem-posing education to 

share current events?

2. What motivates third grade students to respond to a critical problem-posing 

education through current events?

The totality o f the current events project was rich in a wide variety o f experiences 

both inside and outside o f the classroom. I assumed that all parents o f participants 

independently choose to give permission for their student to participate in the current 

events project. I also assumed that all participants had the intention and desire to make 

their own decisions concerning which current event they shared with the class. My limits 

within the study depended upon the participation and engagement o f the students in the 

classroom. In addition, the dynamics between the school and school district mandates 

possibly influenced the study in an unpredictable manner.

Key Terms

The following key terms support this qualitative case study:

Social justice is the understanding and alleviation o f undue distress, pain, and 

struggle.

Current events are things that are happening in the world. The current events may 

happen to us or other people. We often learn about different current events from 

watching the news or reading articles. We find articles in newspapers and magazines that 

are online or in print.
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Critical literacy is an instructional approach that teachers and students utilize to 

question the social, economic, and political relationships communicated via words and 

images.

Critical pedagogy is a mutual learning experience between teachers and students 

to question the dominant forces in economic, political, and societal forces to seek change.

Problem-posing education is the promotion o f critical thinking between students 

and teachers represented in dialogue and action.

Significance o f the Study

This study gives voice to our students as children. The research is rich with 

examples o f young students making choices about what they want to learn and teach 

others about in their third grade classroom. The students find understanding o f complex 

topics through the nature and utility o f their talk. They present solutions and imagine 

themselves in these situations in a way to promote social justice.

Summary

This chapter presented the importance o f students interacting with the world to 

develop their own critical lens. Literature on social justice as research in classroom 

practice is sparse. Critical pedagogy is a theory supporting social justice in the 

classroom, but may be elusive and radical to others. Implementing critical literacy and 

critical pedagogy together provided a theoretical framework to support the literature and 

research design. The study o f developing a critical problem-posing education with third
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graders through current events addressed the larger matter o f curriculum ideologies and 

political dialogues outside o f the schoolhouse.

Overview o f Subsequent Chapters

Chapter 2 includes a review o f the literature pertaining to social justice with 

examples relevant to the study. The literature review describes the theories o f critical 

pedagogy and critical literacy as a theoretical framework supporting teachers who seek 

social justice with students in the classroom. Relevant descriptions and examples o f 

social justice achieved via critical literacy from within the classroom are also included in 

the review. The review contains research studies focused on current events within the 

elementary school classroom that lack an emphasis on critical literacy.

Chapter 3 describes the qualitative case study and research questions regarding 

third graders as they shared current events through a problem-posing framework o f 

education. The chapter includes the research questions, participants, data collection, data 

analysis, researcher bias, ethical issues, and trustworthiness o f the study.

Chapter 4 describes the data analysis and interpretations from the research project. 

The chapter is chronological as 1 introduce and model the current events project with the 

students in the classroom. I narrate my first current event presentation, and then I narrate 

the current event summary o f the first student presenter. The patterns in the process 

describe how students speak to each other in the nature o f student talk and the utility o f 

student talk. I provide small vignettes from the current event discussions to exemplify
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the themes. 1 describe my roles as a teacher and teacher-researcher in this process. The 

chapter concludes with the students’ reflections and process o f feedback for their work.

Chapter 5 presents the conclusions and implications o f the research. I also 

include suggestions for future research.



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter includes a review o f the literature pertaining to the study with the 

necessary explanations o f critical theory, critical pedagogy, and critical literacy as an 

avenue to engage in productive dialogue. In the context o f current events, the framework 

o f critical literacy emphasizes the skill o f questioning power relationships within a text as 

a subject matter that is missing from the current research and literature. I position critical 

literacy as an underdeveloped target goal in the classroom as the existing research is 

sparse.

Following an explanation o f the search strategy and inclusion criteria o f the 

reviewed research is an introduction o f social justice and consideration o f the 

implementation models that teachers share from their classrooms in the development o f 

critical thinking. Then the seminal works o f Shannon and Edelsky ultimately lead to 

critical literacy theory as a practice o f developing political voice, democratic 

participation, and the examination o f power. I include examples o f social justice work 

guided by critical literacy, as it requires current events and critical thinking as a skill 

within critical literacy. Accordingly, 1 detail and compare several theoretical models o f 

critical literacy to guide practice in the classroom. The relevant studies surrounding 

current events and critical literacy present the need to examine the experience o f students

posing a real and current problem within a framework o f critical literacy.

11
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Search Strategy and Inclusion Criteria 

The initial steps o f the search strategy included performing an electronic search o f 

the academic databases to utilize ProQuest, Wilson Web, and Mercer University 

holdings. I conducted an electronic search from April 2014 to March 2015 using the 

terms critical literacy, current events, current affairs, elementary school, and classrooms. 

I read the title o f each article as a consideration to evaluate the relevance o f the article to 

fu lfill the criteria o f inclusion. I f  the title seemed relevant to the search, I read the 

article’s abstract and documented the article in the reference list. I included research in 

this review i f  it met four criteria:

® the review was written in English;

•  the articles were peer-reviewed;

® the review focused on the elements o f social justice, critical literacy, critical 

pedagogy, classrooms, and current events; and 

® both qualitative and quantitative methods were acceptable for the review.

The research prompted the addition o f critical pedagogy as a theory to include in the 

study. I applied a similar approach to the literature search in the area o f critical 

pedagogy. In addition, I read, reviewed, and i f  appropriate, included literature 

recommended by professionals in the respective fields o f education, social justice, critical 

literacy, and critical pedagogy. I obtained original sources in the review when citations 

included a repetition o f names and works.
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Social Justice

The current curriculum standards followed in schools funnel down through a 

curriculum ideology at a federal, state, district, and local level. Schiro (2013) 

acknowledged four politically charged curriculum ideologies that exist in educational 

settings: the scholar-academic ideology, the social efficiency ideology, the learner- 

centered ideology, and the social reconstruction ideology. According to Schiro, new and 

veteran teachers have trouble when attempting to understand the direction o f the 

ideologies and find common ground for productive dialogue. Teachers also struggle to 

change their own tightly held goals, philosophies, and practices within the classroom.

The knowledge gained from understanding the ideological goals, role o f the teacher, 

expectations o f students, and the process o f evaluation within the ideologies assists in the 

clarification o f existing or impending motives within the educational setting. Schiro 

(2013) insisted that understanding the ideologies can promote a greater perspective for 

individual educators to help inspire cooperation and promote collegial dialogue.

A scholar-academic ideology is important as politicians and educators view 

curriculum through the lens o f this ideology with Common Core State Standards for 

college- and career-readi ness. The ideology also indicates a banking model o f education 

or transmission model o f education, for Schiro (2013) described the subject knowledge as 

transmitted from the expert teacher to the student. In addition, the scholar-academic 

ideology seeks to instruct students in the knowledge accumulated over time as necessary 

for the academic disciplines. Students must also understand the framework o f the
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discipline and important models for thought used in the field. The goal is to prepare 

students to the position o f an all-knowing scholar in the field (Schiro, 2013). The 

traditional academic paths lead directly to colleges and universities.

By focusing on the competitive nature o f higher standards and the scholar- 

academic ideologies, the deeper problem o f oppression is not apparent. Teachers and 

students have explicit learning targets despite vast individual differences in learning 

environments. The result is a banking model o f education (Freire, 1970) in which 

teachers transmit knowledge to students versus engaging in dialogue with their students 

towards a goal o f learning together. The contradictions between giving knowledge and 

making knowledge have important consequences within the domain o f critical thinking.

According to Saltman (2009), the meaning o f social justice takes on many 

meanings for different people and groups within society as a product o f democratic 

values coupled with the understandings o f the past and the future. People involved and 

hurt by the struggle o f power call for justice through the alleviation o f physical and 

mental suffering as prompted by the denied access to freedom, resources, and 

participation in society. Education and schools are ideal places to learn about history as a 

deterrent o f future injustices to democracy (Saltman, 2009).

Ericson (1990) expanded upon the role o f education in his explanation o f social 

justice as compared to a distribution model that w ill share benefits within the totality o f 

society. Each person should receive a share o f the good to promote the maximum 

amount o f happiness. There are several ways to es. vision this distribution with people at



15

the center or people utilized as tools by the views o f liberalism or utilitarianism, but the 

primary focus is that o f a distribution model. The anticipation o f a greater and continued 

gain o f happiness centers on education in the center o f the distribution model. The debate 

begins when citizens attempt to decide how required resources and wealth center within 

the distribution model (Ericson, 1990).

Saltman (2009) argued that understanding the past allows a citizenry to defend 

itself with ideas for a just future. Current struggles in public issues such as healthcare, 

education, and poverty inextricably connect to historical periods o f similar ideas and 

struggles. The public’s inability to place such struggles within the past prevent new 

responses to social injustice while democratic values simultaneously suffer. Saltman 

(2009) explained,

Public culture is increasingly subject to an eternal present and an active 

forgetting. This has, in part, to do with the commodification o f knowledge and 

information as it is largely produced and circulated by corporate media with 

financial and ideological interests in se’hng fleeting spectacle for passive 

consumption, (p. 2)

The opportunity to understand the past and the present together is necessary in this view.

Furthermore, Boyles, Carusi, and Attick (2009) addressed social justice in 

classrooms with an emphasis on democracy. There is great difference in the terminology 

and implementation for teachers attempting to implement democratic ideals in their 

classrooms. Implementing elements o f a democratic society in the classroom help to
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prepare students for the democratic system and the democratic participation that awaits a 

citizen o f the United States. Participating in a democracy is the opportunity to have a say 

in the decisions that affect one’ s life; however, income disparities, corporate regulation, 

and education reforms have consequences for all citizens, as minimal participation is 

apparent in various pieces o f legislations.

Teaching for Social Justice in the Classroom

Stories o f social justice in the classroom are readily available as examples, but not 

as research studies because o f the specific components o f the research study. The most 

common example would give voice to the classroom teacher sharing a culminating event 

that began in the classroom through a student question, connection, or experience o f the 

class. Social justice in the classroom is an undercurrent o f the research project.

Literacy Education for a Democratic Society (LEADS). In Class Actions: 

Teaching fo r  Social Justice in Elementary and Middle School, Allen (1999) asserted the 

claim that teachers have the power for positive change within the classroom when 

utilizing the tenets o f democracy and a progressive literacy education. The authors 

within the book reminded teachers that the classroom is a community that can engage in 

meaningful dialogue as an avenue for change. A  definition o f change from this work 

would include processes such as finding, recognizing, and utilizing student voice to raise 

social consciousness inside and outside the classroom community. The teachers and 

teacher educators contributing to the book met on a regular basis to discuss their struggles 

teaching within classrooms and school systems in a group called Literacy Education for a
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Democratic Society (LEADS). Acknowledging the regular discussions within LEADS 

supports the understanding o f dialogue within a call for change.

Class Actions. Admiration for social justice issues prompted Michalove (1999) to 

set goals for an upcoming school year with fourth graders in Athens, Georgia. Michalove 

wanted the students to engage in a few projects over the school year that might challenge 

previous ideas surrounding the lim its o f childhood to create voice and action for students. 

The dynamics o f the classroom quickly presented the evidence that the class was not 

ready for the projects. Students were cliquish within both race and ability groups, and the 

students also projected the power o f those groups as evidenced through insults towards 

one another. In a process o f direct vocabulary instruction about tolerance and the 

identification the words in historical events and literature, the students began to make 

connections. Michalove (1999) posed questions to connect the unit o f study to the 

experiences in the classroom, and students recognized similarities between the unjust 

treatment o f a Mexican American in W W iI and a classmate named Ricardo. Within the 

process, students began contributing to the conversation by bringing in newspaper articles 

portraying injustice within the community.

Taylor (1999) contributed an idea to Class Actions that complicates the idea o f 

community building within the classroom. In this case, the middle school students 

utilized daily class meetings to address student needs, problems, and current events. 

Students felt safe to question the unfairness o f weapons and experiences related to people 

o f color. Student-led discussions were common and allowed students to participate in
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dialogue to raise a collective conscious within the classroom. In the mid-1990s, the test 

o f Taylor’ s confidence occurred when a student asked i f  the author o f her book was gay, 

and without a doubt Taylor expressed the opinion that gay was not bad. Taylor was 

seemingly alone in her opinion, but felt compelled as an educator to advocate that 

opinion. The students participated in a structure allowing them to question, reflect, and 

act, which required Taylor to do the same (Taylor, 1999).

Michalove (1999) acknowledged the importance o f building a classroom 

community in recognizing and seeking social justice. The students are reassured through 

the vocabulary instruction to contribute in the conversations o f literature and current 

events. The teacher is uniquely positioned to encourage and question the literacy within 

the classroom, yet the boundaries are uncontested by administration or parents. The 

awareness and consciousness o f the students develop through the stages o f learning about 

their own classroom dynamics. On the other hand, the embedded framework o f Taylor

(1999) presented a classroom community that pushed her as a teacher into new and 

unwelcomed territory. Taylor experienced commitment to the work o f questioning and 

dialogue for the sake o f present and ° :*ure issues for student understanding.

The examples from Class Actions occur in the isolation o f individual classrooms 

and model teachers working without peer support. Goodman (1992) presented a school 

with shared goals to support both students and teachers learning together to develop 

democratic participation. The concept o f making knowledge versus giving knowledge is
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a strong connection between Class Actions and Elementary Schooling fo r  Critical 

Democracy, yet maintains a contrast between isolation and unity.

The Harmony School. Goodman (1992) presented Elementary Schooling fo r  

Critical Democracy as a lived experience through the Harmony School. The foundation 

o f the Harmony School, as it fostered critical democracy, utilized a connectionist 

principle throughout the school to unite participants, practice, and theory in education.

A ll living beings were at the center o f the education process when applying a 

connectionist principle. The parents, teachers, students, and administers shared their 

voices as individuals, yet the school had to function as a whole. Critical democracy 

requires a balance between the individuals involved and the desired function o f the 

school community. This work is important because it represents a yearlong record o f the 

critically literate life (Albright, Church, Settle, &  Vasquez, 1999; Vasquez, Tate, &

Harst, 2013) for the adults and students at the school.

Student voice and classroom dialogue directed student engagement at the 

Harmony School. Goodman (1992) positioned a democratic education and a teacher- 

centered curriculum as cohesive through the value o f interest. Goodman asserted that 

teachers become the teacher-centered curriculum when they actively engage in the world 

outside o f the classroom with their own interests, passions, and academic fields to arouse 

a curiosity with students about these ideas. Students may not know what they want to 

study at age eight, but their natural curiosity elicits questions to extend the curriculum. 

Reading, writing, math, science, and many more subjects are inherent pieces necessary to
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understand the world outside o f the classroom. Key practices within democratic 

education, such as retroactive rule making, affirmation o f self-responsibility, honesty 

versus courtesy, and role-play in a non-threatening environment are transferable to all 

schools from the Harmony School.

Goodman (1992) shared many triumphs from a working dialogue between 

administrators, teachers, students, and parents at the Harmony School. While it was true 

that the Harmony School has many stories to share, it was not necessary to share them all. 

According to the Harmony School website, the school is thriving and celebrated a fortieth 

anniversary in 2014.

The Peace Class. The position o f the Peace Class is similar to the theoretical 

principles o f the Harmony School; however, the class functioned on a smaller scale 

without the voice o f the school community. Cowhey (2006) was a self-identified activist 

teacher leading a first and/or second grade class known as the Peace Class Jackston Street 

Elementary School in Northampton, Massachusetts. The students o f the Peace Class 

were vigorously engaged in a classroom community o f purposeful routine with an 

intentional and respected space for dialogue. Cowhey’s philosophy o f education, highly 

influenced by personal experiences o f living in poverty, an initial career as a social 

activist, and readings o f Freire, was evident in the commitment to a classroom based on 

social justice for all through classroom interactions with history, current events, and 

curriculum. Cowhey (2006) stated, “ I strive to teach critically in a social justice 

classroom. My teaching is always evolving toward that goal”  (p. 19).
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The methods in Cowhey’ s (2006) classroom were successful as she cared for 

students as children and human beings. There is no way to quickly summarize the work 

o f the Peace Class community, but Cowhey encouraged students to begin sharing their 

thoughts and making space for others to do the same. In the same fashion as the teachers 

at the Harmony School (Goodman, 1992), Cowhey made an introduction o f self and 

passions to students. Cowhey utilized a 30-minute morning meeting time to maintain 

routine curriculum matters and introduce important events, which were historical or 

current within the framework o f Cowhey’s curriculum framework or in connection to a 

piece o f literature, on the calendar. The interest o f a student might be recognized or a 

question posed that was relevant to the classroom dynamics. The community Cowhey 

(2006) established in the Peace Classroom allowed students to seek peace and justice.

Poignant examples o f children seeking social justice from the Peace Class 

resulted from Cowhey’s (2006) use o f critical pedagogy. Cowhey insisted on teaching 

history so that children would care. For example, when the 2004 presidential election 

was approaching, Cowhey taught the struggle for voting rights. The literature and 

primary sources supported those who worked to provide suffrage for all citizens. The 

discussions o f history allowed many o f students o f the Peace Class to realize they would 

have experienced disenfranchisement in the early twentieth century. Parents and 

community members supported the students in a school based voter registration drive. 

The Peace Class has been active in seeking social justice through the following projects: 

® organizing a voter registration drive at school and registering 34 voters;
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® making food for the Thanksgiving Food Drive and engaging in conversations 

with the mayor about resources for the hungry;

® understanding the process o f recycling with helpful role plays to show parents 

how to recycle at home;

® presenting data and ideas to the director o f food service to convince the school 

district to use sustainable lunch ware; and 

® identifying exclusive language within the school and suggesting new language 

to include all children through the words parents and guardian as opposed to 

mom and dad.

Each o f the listed events is rich with the possibilities o f teaching and complimenting 

academic subject matter within the curricular framework. The work requires the students 

to reach outside o f the classroom walls for knowledge. When challenged by adults about 

the value o f Cowhey’ s (2006) teaching, she responded,

1 ask these critics what they propose as alternatives: to teach children lies or teach 

children nothing? I f  you teach children lies, you condition them to passively 

accept and repeat lies. I f  you teach them nothing, or a superficial, sterilized 

version with gaping omissions, you turn children o ff to history, which in turn 

causes them to ignore current events, which are history in the making. I f  you do 

not create citizens who think critically about history and current events in the 

context o f history, then you give tyranny a free hand. Democracy doesn’t work as 

democracy with an ignorant and apathetic citizenry. Critically thinking citizens
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with a realistic sense o f the complexities o f history could not be bought by the 

largest campaign fund with the most television commercials, (p. 157)

Cowhey was committed to facilitate learning in a social justice based classroom to 

develop democratic participation.

Teaching to develop democratic principles. As in-service teachers, Bigelow 

(1990) and Christensen sought to establish democratic classrooms, yet admitted that they 

could never allow full democratic participation. Although Bigelow made decisions and 

followed larger orders for the class, Bigelow’s interest was in hearing the stories o f the 

students in the classroom to build a collective text. The course text became one that was 

about the students and written from the students. The students analyzed this text to 

understand that they had the power to generate knowledge. In Bigelow’s experience, the 

students identified themselves as victims in hopeless situations. The use o f role-plays in 

history and the discovery o f outside organizations fighting for social justice allowed 

students to contemplate hope. Students began to discuss solutions and see that inactivity 

perpetuates the unjust systems in society (Bigelow, 1990).

Teaching for Critical Thinking 

hooks (2010) shared insight from personal experiences as a student in Kentucky’ s 

Black segregated schools to the experience o f a student learning in predominately White 

university classes. The school experiences often differed through a lack or abundance o f 

an engaged pedagogy. Teaching as a model o f a living, giving voice to students, and 

encouraging critical thought beyond a surface level o f expectation ignites an engaged
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pedagogy, hooks (2010) perceived critical thinking as “ an interactive process, one that 

demands participation on the part o f teacher and students alike”  (p. 9). Sn the eyes o f 

hooks (2010), an evolution occurs between teachers and students to reach an engaged 

pedagogy to educate for the practice o f freedom:

The most exciting aspect o f critical thinking in the classroom is that it calls for 

initiative from everyone, actively inviting all students to think passionately and to 

share ideas in a passionate, open manner. When everyone in the classroom, 

teacher and students, recognizes that they are responsible for creating a learning 

community together, learning is at its most meaningful and useful. In such a 

community o f learning, there is no failure. Everyone is participating and sharing 

whatever resource is needed at a given moment in time to ensure that we leave the 

classroom knowing that critical thinking empowers us. (p. 11)

City University o f New York, 1970s

The opportunity to create a fresh approach to the banking model o f education 

presented itself for Schor (1980) in the Open Admissions period at City University o f 

New York in the 1970s. Schor empowered his students to find their voice from the first 

day o f class with personal introductions and a sharing o f expectations for the course. The 

students used their own language and perspectives in a flexible structure led by Schor. 

Classmates listened and dictated the details o f universal experiences in the initial work.

In an attempt to build the stamina and strength o f the community, Schor utilized free 

writes to start with the value o f one’s experience in a nonpunitive manner. Students
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affirmed one another’s knowledge through dictations and silent read-along activities to 

practice self-editing.

Schor (1980) chose articles for students to read that continued profiles o f 

provocative exchanges made by various individuals in society. The students used shared 

experiences as an entry point to understanding these texts. Next, the students used their 

own experiences to generate questions for prereading and incorporation o f reading 

strategies into the work o f others outside o f the classroom. After reading, the students 

then analyzed the profiles and prepared to interview individuals o f their own choice. In 

the final reflections, students utilized their own common experience as the basis for 

critical dialogue moving in and out o f the classroom walls. Schor (1980) stated, 

“ Education for critical thought begins with the concrete situation o f each class”  (p. 125). 

In this situation, Schor (1980) wanted “ to raise consciousness about the human power to 

make culture, as demonstrated in the everyday lives o f those people in class. Critical 

consciousness begins with an encounter between students and their human capacity to 

transform the world (p. 126).”

According to hooks (2010), an engaged pedagogy supports the classroom 

community in achieving goals similar to those achieved by Schor (1980). hooks 

emphasized the value o f each student voicing their name to the classroom, finishing a 

starter paragraph to read to the class or sharing a special object. The teacher must first 

model the risk by assuming any role required o f students. An engaged pedagogy fosters a 

meaningful interaction between all members o f the classroom to provide conditions for
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self-actualization. The theoretical underpinnings o f LEADS; Cowhey, Bigelow and 

Christensen; hooks; and Schor are embedded in critical pedagogy and educating for 

democracy. The following sections describe critical pedagogy as essential to educating 

for democracy.

Critical Pedagogy

Critical pedagogy is the theory supporting the dynamic education between teacher 

and students in which the learners question the social, political, and economic factors o f 

oppression. There are many ways to engage in critical pedagogy, but thoughtful dialogue 

and reflection are necessary in the process. This section presents the philosophy o f 

critical pedagogy, the elements o f critical pedagogy, the importance o f critical 

consciousness, and the concept o f problem-posing education.

Freire. Freire (1970) introduced literacy to oppressed populations o f people in 

Brazil. The process o f education was specific to each group o f people with generative 

themes and images. In order for the process to begin anew, it is necessary to begin an 

investment o f mutual respect, engagement, and dialogue with the people. The problem 

may not be a deficiency in only literacy skills, but rather a specific problem that arises in 

the dialogue o f educator and educatees. Freire said, “ Put men in consciously critical 

confrontation with their problems to make them agents o f their own recuperation”

(Freire, 1974/2013, p. 13). The knowledge gained in this authentic and meaningful 

manner is ready for action.
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The Pedagogy o f  (he Oppressed (Freire, 1970) is the detailed theory for critical 

pedagogy. It is important to understand the starting place for the pedagogy as a place for 

individuals. The educational purpose o f critical pedagogy is not to spur economic 

opportunity or advance scientific progress; instead, the intention is to love and humanize 

with the oppressed and the oppressors. The identification o f problems within a 

dehumanizing experience creates a problem-posing education to oppose a banking model 

o f education. Purposeful and respectful interactions and observations with the people 

provide knowledgeable dialogue between teacher and students. In many cases, the 

student becomes the teacher.

Critical pedagogy as a theory and the avenue to promote justice is powerful for 

students and teachers. Giroux (2007) said,

Civic education and critical pedagogy emphasize critical reflexivity, bridge the 

gap between learning and everyday life, make visible the connections between 

power and knowledge and provide the conditions for extending democratic rights, 

values, and identities; at the same time they draw upon resources o f history, (p. 

28)

The theoretical basis for critical pedagogy encompasses a powerful and holistic view o f 

an everyday reality w ith a possibility to progress.

Elements o f Critical Pedagogy

Political, economic, and social ideals intertwine to create powerful forces on the 

world and humankind. The critical moments o f questioning structures in terms o f social,
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economic, paid political arenas promote revolutionary ideas (McLaren, 2007; McLaren, 

Martin, Farahmandpur, &  Jaramillo, 2004) that can be overwhelming for a novice or a 

veteran teachers; however, purposeful reflection is possible within this praxis. Critical 

pedagogy is the meeting place o f practice and theory for students and teachers to team 

how to hope and make change together in our world.

Political. Education is deeply rooted in politics (Kincheloe, 2004; Spring, 2011), 

and for critical pedagogy to make significant progress in education, it must be political 

(Giroux, 2007a; Kincheloe, 2004; Sleeter &  McLaren, 1995). Critical pedagogy asks 

how and why structures are in place. McLaren (2007) questioned the structures involved 

in daily interactions from media and institutions o f higher education. The money 

channeled to research, scholarships, news stories, advertising, and political offices 

presents varied purposes benefiting someone in some regard. The message received by 

individuals is an enhanced political power i f  one reflects to create new knowledge. 

Knowledge is a powerful tool, and the distribution o f only certain amounts or types o f 

knowledge is powerful for some and oppressive for others. McLaren (2007) called for 

critical educational theorists to help teachers to understand the connection o f politics and 

power to the value o f the knowledge passed on to future citizens. Teachers should 

question what knowledge is taught and why.

Critical pedagogy functions when the politics o f the curriculum connect to the 

world outside o f the classroom (Giroux, 2007). The purpose for the knowledge must also 

be clear and worthy o f learning to promote and develop a critical consciousness.
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McLaren (2007) insisted that the critical questions that encourage change are the impetus 

for an authentic democracy. Schools need critical pedagogy to teach the skills and 

understandings necessary to live in an authentic democracy.

Economic. The economic components o f school present the terms o f education as 

a means o f supplying capitalists with workers versus critical thinkers. The meaning o f 

critical thinking in regards to all external forces has developed into a term to convey only 

thinking skills for cognitive purposes (McLaren, 2007). Currently, critical pedagogues 

see teachers preparing students to participate in an economic society. The push to 

managerial style teaching models, with outcome-based results, is also preparing future 

workers while simultaneously diminishing the value o f the teacher (McLaren, 2007). 

Top-down standards and scripted lesson plans are deskilling teachers and preparing 

students for the role o f a controlled worker (Kincheloe, 2004).

Social. The social components o f critical pedagogy revolve around the cultural 

position o f history, language through time, and power in cultures (McLaren, 2007). 

Curriculum with a clear focus on maintaining the dominant position o f power is not 

representing the totality o f the social arena. The faces seen in textbooks, the events 

deemed important, and the hidden curriculum favor the role o f the dominant society. The 

approach to critical pedagogy is revolutionary as it tirelessly questions that status quo. 

There are no limits to its revolutionary appeal, and radical views exist to push the 

revolution through a class uprising to form a socialist society. For the purpose o f this
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review, critical pedagogy has the potential for a limitless positive change that is not 

possible without the teacher and student working together.

Critical Consciousness

Teachers must have a broad knowledge o f social issues to begin to understand and 

connect with their students (Kincheloe, 2004). The process o f questioning for students 

initiates the praxis o f education and prompts the beginning o f a critical consciousness. 

Kincheloe (2004) positioned the development o f critical consciousness as the basis for 

understanding others, empathizing with others, and becoming the starting point to 

alleviate suffering. Reflective moments may produce critical consciousness for 

individuals to allow one to see the future as organized for change and transformation 

(Freire, 1970).

Problem-Posing Education

Freire (1970) recommended a problem-posing education to oppose the simple 

transmission o f knowledge from teacher to student within a banking model o f education. 

A problem-posing education promotes critical thinking on the part o f teachers and 

students together. The genuine experience o f a purposeful reflection assumes a dialogue 

to allow people to name a situation and think critically about the situation. A reflection 

then requires the individual to act in response. This process o f naming, reflecting, and 

acting enables a powerful starting point for change in society. Critical pedagogy 

empowers teachers and students to learn together in a meaningful process (Wink, 2011).
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Education for Democracy 

A t this point in the literature review, it is important to place the ideas o f social 

justice and critical pedagogy back into the larger understanding and purpose o f education. 

The curriculum ideologies all intend to prepare students for the future o f our society. The 

understanding o f democracy within the United States is a process learned through 

education and practice. Individuals must understand how to participate in a democracy in 

order to obtain and understand social justice. Edelsky (1994) connected the need and 

power o f language to necessary actions. Education for democracy is an essential piece o f 

the study to connect what needs to be achieved with why those needs must be achieved.

Edelsky (1994) insisted that the message embedded in the idea o f education for 

democracy can signal the purpose o f education fo r  use with an existing democracy or the 

purpose o f education fo r  bringing about a democracy. Edelsky argued for the latter usage 

o f education for democracy in response to the economic disparity and corporate greed 

initiated by tax reforms o f the 1980s. According to Edelsky (1994), tax reform, mergers, 

commercial values, and a system o f undue influence perpetuate a need to educate for 

democracy. The White benefit as undue influence calls for critical questions, reflections, 

and action. The definition o f democracy continues to support the argument o f a 

meaningful and significant participation “ among equals, negotiation among equals, not 

participation where a few are more equal than the rest”  (Edelsky, 1994, p. 252). In 

summary, Edelsky described politics as the engine for the economy as the economy then
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allocates resources. Undue influence gives an unequal opportunity for participation. In 

this case, undue influence is the systematic domination corrupting democracy.

Edelsky (1994) presented theories o f language and challenged the ideas that 

language instruction focuses on individuals instead o f focusing on societal needs.

Listening to the culture o f the child through critical discussions and small actions 

provides a fertile ground to begin education for democracy. Edelsky asserted a position 

o f educating for democracy to require a critical position, hope, and action. These 

requirements position the need for critical pedagogy to build democratic participation and 

begin to show readers how to use language in critical pedagogy.

Shannon (2004) elaborated on the work o f Edelsky (1994) with the use and the 

strength o f a democracy to fight corporate hog farms in rural Pennsylvania. Shannon 

drew comparison between corporate hog farms and present day public school classrooms. 

The scientific method and large companies presented opportunities for jobs as quickly as 

they did for best teaching practices, reading series, and moral literacy in the classroom.

In rural Pennsylvania, the citizens, united by their own strength in numbers, presented a 

sophisticated literacy to fight back against the inhumane treatment o f animals, hazardous 

waste, and the lingering stench o f the large hog farms. The people raised questions to the 

power o f the corporation. The questions illuminated values for both parties, and citizens 

accepted the cost-benefit analysis between the high price o f pork and a safe environment. 

The experience o f the citizens fighting the hog farms can be a model for teachers working 

to educate within the current climate o f politics and business interests.
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The sophisticated language referenced above by Shannon (2004) exemplifies the 

call o f Edelsky (1994) to connect language to power. Citizens united their abilities and 

experiences to present the most sophisticated language o f concerns and reflections with a 

request for action. The united front created their own call for action in response to the 

horrible conditions they witnessed. In this case, the collective voice was more powerful 

than the individual voice. The horrible conditions for the hog farm represent many other 

disappointments in society that are often disguised in daily routines.

Shannon (2004) explained that the identification o f values can be especially 

d ifficult and conflicting while teaching in the classroom:

It is not necessarily easy to name our values. It is often d ifficu lt to recognize that 

our values are in play when we teach. Like the work o f scientists, the work o f 

teachers is complex, messy, and subjective. Often our values are deeply 

embedded in our practice and sometimes our values contradict one another, (p.

24)

To recognize and avoid continued growth o f control, it is necessary to think outside o f the 

box. Shannon recommended that teachers assess their values in alignment to their work. 

The work o f teachers is like other professions working without autonomy, and Shannon 

(2004) used the pronoun we to identify with others struggling in different professional 

fields.

Shannon (2004) utilized the work o f Dewey to think about solving problems in a 

critical manner that utilized dialogue, cooperation, and reflection. The process o f
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democracy in education is a process for teachers and students to utilize while learning 

together to solve novel problems. Dewey provided a framework o f thinking about 

democracy as a charge to teachers and a manner o f thinking for students.

John Dewey

John Dewey contrasted bridge building and the building o f a new education in his 

short essay entitled Education as Engineering (1922/2009). According to Dewey, there 

are many habitual patterns inherent to education and schools that precede the 

establishment o f the scientific method. In order to advance education, Dewey recognized 

that individual teachers must meet the existing science o f education with their own art o f 

exploration. The presentation o f reforms to a school does not immediately produce 

results because the components are foreign. The new ideas should instead cause critical 

review o f existing habits. Experience with the new concepts should allow 

experimentation versus a specific direction (Dewey, 1922/2009).

Dewey also explored the moment between knowledge and advancement. There 

has always been the period o f knowledge available for advancement, but the progress 

comes from the “ courageous imagination, a quality which is personal, human, moral”  

(Dewey, 1922/2009, p. 3). The next step acknowledges, “ Honest and discriminating 

reflection w ill afford material for the elaboration o f an art, a fairly definite body o f 

suggestions and instructions for the later intelligent conduct o f an educative art”  (Dewey, 

1922/2009, p. 3). Dewey recognized the necessary academic preparation o f the teacher.
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but also made the argument to develop a new personal attitude for the teacher to navigate 

the state o f education.

The courage and new attitude explained by Dewey support Edelsky’s (1994) idea 

that individuals can retheorize language and educate for democracy by critique. It has 

become common today to dismiss a critical stance as radical. I dismiss this notion and 

argue that a critical stance is realistic. Edelsky demonstrated that when a critique 

prompts the questions o f motives, consequences, and profits subject to the functions o f a 

society stance, it is not simply accepting business as usual. In addition to critique, 

Edelsky inserted hope. A reflection o f what may improve the situation or benefit the 

greater society is necessary after realizing a critical position. The final position Edelsky 

required is action. Education for democracy requires critique, hope, and action.

Critical Pedagogy and Critical Literacy 

In order to critique, hope, and act (Edelsky, 1994), Luke (2014) positioned critical 

pedagogy and approaches o f discourse analysis together to create the definition o f critical 

literacy. The new and emerging technologies amassing text and responsive dialogue are 

not as threatening when students understand how texts work to position the reader. 

Critical literacy utilizes the features o f text structure and grammar in “ the reshaping o f 

political consciousness, material conditions, and social relations as first principles”

(Luke, 2014, p. 24). The complexity o f language with the possibility o f change led Luke 

to question areas o f voice within a binary dynamic o f teacher and learner or oppressor 

and oppressed. Critical literacy engages readers in questions, discussion o f text features,
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and situations requiring change in economic, political, and social arenas. Freire’s ideas 

embedded within critical pedagogy are extremely useful in guiding the framework o f 

critical literacy.

Books to Foster a Dialogue o f Fairness

Leland, Harste, Ociepka, Lewison, and Vasquez (1999) reported using a set o f 

books to foster a dialogue o f fairness while utilizing Luke and Freebody’s (1997) model 

o f critical literacy. The teachers and students represented in the study position the 

readiness o f critical thinking for adults and children. The study allows an opportunity to 

consider the views o f critical pedagogy in relation to accessing students through the 

framework o f critical literacy.

Teaching from a critical literacy curriculum, the teachers read critical books to 

their students. Leland et al. (1999) stated,

According to the definition we developed, critical books meet one or more o f the 

following criteria:

® They don’ t make a difference invisible, but rather explore what differences 

make a difference;

® They enrich our understanding o f history and life by giving voice to those 

who traditionally have been silenced or marginalized;

® They show how people can begin to take action on important social issues;

® They explore dominant systems o f meaning that operate in our society to 

position people and groups o f people;
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® They don’t provide “ happily ever after”  endings for complex social problems, 

(p. 70)

Leland et al. (1999) observed that the students quickly engaged in the work o f 

listening to the critical books. The stories, embedded in systems o f power and injustice, 

initiated student and teacher questioning, which also allowed students to ponder their 

own position as a witness to the story. A group o f third and fourth grade students listened 

to Making up Megaboy by Virginia Walter (1998) and responded to the Vietnamese 

teenager’s murder by offering solutions to gun violence. The students made 

informational posters on the dangers o f guns for their student body. Another example 

consisted o f fifth  and sixth graders examining power within the school after reading 

several critical books, and subsequently questioning the emphasis on lunchroom chatter. 

The students wrote an editorial to the school newspaper stating their need to talk at lunch, 

and in turn, the principal made space for the older students to talk. However, the students 

were not satisfied with the outcome and were determined to see the younger students 

receive the same opportunity (Leland et al., 1999).

The researchers conceded that not all teachers approved o f reading such books to 

children, although they were readily available in collections o f children's literature. 

Several teachers thought the texts were unnecessary, as they did not see such problems in 

the school. The teachers also objected to incidents o f bullying in the school as only an 

isolated problem. Furthermore, another teacher stated that the books were sad, and she 

did not want to expose her own child to such sad situations. In discussions regarding
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critical books, the most controversial issue was the opposition presented by teachers, yet 

the students were adamant in preventing future injustice after discussing the books. 

Examples o f Critical Pedagogy and Critical Literacy from a Third-Grade Class

Heffeman and Lewison (2000) observed what happens when a teacher makes 

meaningful choices in reading books about social issues in a third-grade classroom. The 

students easily engaged in a series o f books about race and difference to began speaking 

to one another about hate speech. Heffeman and Lewison reported that students made 

connections from the texts to various other situations with ease. In response to a special 

needs student who regularly barged in to jo in  the class, Heffeman read a story called 

Ian's Walk: A Story about Autism  written by Laurie Lears (1998). The students 

overwhelmingly identified with the unique traits o f the autistic child as opposed to the 

difficulties felt by the sibling in the story. Soon after the story, the students explored an 

editorial piece about school funding for people with disabilities. The students identified 

and manipulated powerful language within the editorial to respond to their state senators.

Critical literacy in the third-grade classroom positioned students to engage in the 

world outside o f the classroom and utilize current events, but it is unclear i f  the students 

obtained the editorial or i f  the teacher presented the editorial. Heffeman and Lewison

(2000) did add that the topics discussed in class meetings transitioned from personal 

sharing to stories from the news, positioning students for further engagement. The 

classroom parents were supportive o f the critical literacy applied to the curriculum 

(Heffeman &  Lewison, 2000).
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Critical Literacy Frameworks

Several theoretical frameworks for critical literacy exist, each encouraging 

students to engage with the teacher and classmates in a dialogue o f their experiences and 

shared interests. A dialogue with students necessitates questions and discoveries to 

prompt new thinking and action. The potential and possibilities o f critical literacy are 

without limits as the social interactions and planned actions are inherently political. The 

following section includes summaries and discussion o f the theoretical frameworks and 

examples o f critical literacy in the classroom.

Vasquez, Tate, and Harste. Vasquez, Tate, and Harste (2013) suggested a four 

stage progression o f “'disrupting the commonplace thinking, interpreting multiple 

perspectives, unpacking issues socio-politically, and taking social action for purposes o f 

creating a more just and equitable world”  (p. 8) to engage in critical literacy. An 

example given by Vasquez et al. (2013) was the consideration o f a food drive as a 

standard way o f thinking about hunger. Vasquez et al. (2013) claimed that a food drive is 

a surface level response that does not allow students to think deeply or critically about the 

issue. In a model o f critical literacy, students would investigate the different perspectives 

o f hunger to understand the reasons why the issue exists. Social action completes the 

framework and encourages the students to share their knowledge beyond a classroom 

conversation to address hunger in the community.

In recognizing that no text is neutral, the next step is to question the text.

Vasquez et al. (2013) identified the following set o f questions to disrupt the text:
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® What issues or stereotypes do you see being addressed?

® What do you find problematic?

® How does this text position you as a reader?

® Who is advantaged or disadvantaged?

® Who is missing from the storyline?

® From what perspective(s) are you reading the text? (p. 53)

The questions position the students and teachers as participants in education as opposed

to consumers when “ students come to understand knowledge as a set o f facts to be 

learned rather than as personal investment in understanding and transforming their 

world”  (Vasquez et al., 2013, p. 19).

The purpose o f Negotiating Critical Literacies with Teachers (Vasquez et al.,

2013) is to understand the theory and practice o f critical literacy in the university 

classroom and spaces for inservice teacher education. Literacy as an active response, and 

redesign to nonneutral texts was a priority for Vasquez, Tate, and Harste. The 

researchers concluded that critical literacy must be genuinely lived by the educator. A 

teacher cannot expect a student to unpack a message without the tools, experience, or 

model from the teacher. In understanding critical literacy, it is necessary to understand 

that no text is neutral, since it contains multiple perspectives in which readers must take 

the responsibility to find. Vasquez et al. (2013) sought guidance from the three types o f 

citizenship by Westheimer and Kahne (1998), and the four resources model o f reading by
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Freebody and Luke (1990), which promotes an active discovery and ownership o f the 

material that prompts critical literacy as equipped for redesign.

In addition to the framework, Vasquez et al. (2013) emphasized that action 

requires educators to self-evaluate with a critical lens to question justice and identify 

oppression. It is necessary to understand the power o f language, existence o f oppression, 

and position oneself in the engagement o f understanding multiple perspectives. Self

actualized teachers position themselves to engage in critical literacy as they are in a 

tireless motion o f understanding the relationships between students and self. Vasquez et 

al. (2013) argued that teachers must know themselves before they can fu lly know 

students and engage in meaningful experiences. In an earlier work, Vasquez (1999) was 

determined to lead a critically literate life to support work in the classroom.

Freebody and Luke. To acknowledge and push beyond the great debates o f 

reading instruction, Luke and Freebody (1997) engaged in reading as a social practice. 

Freebody and Luke (1990) purported four parts o f literacy to be essential for the complete 

understanding o f a reader as a participant. A reader must first break the code to read the 

text and message. Cracking the code allows a reader to determine the meaning o f the 

message. A  reader must also understand what to do with the meaning o f the text. The 

final piece o f the framework requires a reader to ask what the text does to him or herself 

as a reader. Labels for these pieces quickly portray situations as a code breaker, text 

participant, text user, and text analyst in reading (Freebody &  Luke, 1990). Luke (1992)
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further simplified the model w ith Freebody as coding competence, semantic competence, 

pragmatic competence, and critical competence.

Comber, Cormack, and O’ Brien. Comber, Cormack, and O’Brien (2001) argued 

that a back-to-basics approach to literacy would not support students as they navigate 

new illiteracies in the present or future. The need for critical literacy is to disrupt 

“ assumptions about students’ capacities and development; o f traditional views o f the 

literacy curriculum; and o f the teacher’s role as sole source o f authorized knowledge” 

(Comber et al., 2001, p. 84). The researchers discussed the use o f critical literacy in the 

classroom o f three teachers to emphasize that there is no precise formula or outcome for 

critical literacy. The first teacher and class o f students explored race relations from the 

South African apartheid. Comber et al. (2001) observed the necessary classroom 

environment and dynamics necessary to allow students the safety required to share their 

realities. The teacher in the classroom utilized writing notebooks for confidentiality, so 

not all students would have to share their work aloud. The second classroom o f first and 

second graders studied the health o f local trees in the area and collected various forms o f 

data as evidence for an urban renewal project, which was a a crosscurricular event 

requiring students to be consumers o f knowledge and a producer o f knowledge. In the 

final classroom situation, the teacher asked the students to examine the messages within 

Mother’s Day commercials and compare those to their own reality. The students 

corstructed surveys and did not see their cultures represented with the young and slender 

culture o f the Caucasian models (Comber et al., 2001).
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The examples presented by Comber and colleagues (2001) included current 

events through experience, setting, and personal interests. It was essential to provide 

various perspectives through texts and include the voices that were missing. The 

evidence gleaned from the text was truth and a record o f decision-making. The students 

could choose to make new and informed decisions as they experimented with language. 

Students created surveys to learn new information, listened to experiences o f peers, and 

compared their communities to others in dialogue. Comber et al. (2001) reminded 

readers that that critical literacy is not the norm, as many teachers do not accept the 

challenge. The researchers acknowledged that teachers need support from universities 

and schools, in addition to personal commitments to social justice and meeting the needs 

o f individual learners within classroom communities.

Janks. In agreement to the statement that no text is neutral, Janks (2013) stated, 

“ Words are not innocent, but instead work to position us”  (p. 227). Janks elaborated on 

the interdependency o f the domination, diversity, access, and design framework for 

critical literacy education with examples in curriculum, art, and text message 

communication. Janks (2013) also developed the framework language to expand 

domination to power, diversity to identity/diversity, and design to redesign. The most 

recent examples given by Janks allow readers to understand how the four parts o f the 

critical literacy framework apply to multimodal texts, such as a provocative art piece, the 

iPod touch, and a school district curriculum. The first example o f the critical literacy 

framework is an art piece immersed in a controversial debate between artists, Africans,
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and political parties as the piece embodied the South African President Zuma in the pose 

o f Lenin while exposing his genitals. The second example is an examination o f student 

messaging and writing on the iPod touch from within the critical literacy framework to 

share and explore work that is important to them as students. The final example from 

Janks (2013) relates to this study as generations o f Mexican Americans come together on 

a local level to design a critical and culturally relevant pedagogy in Tuscan, Arizona.

The collaboration involved in the new curriculum was a response to decades o f injustice 

and student failure. Student engagement in the new curriculum was high, parents 

approved, and achievement was on the rise until the state questioned the program as a 

threat. The state placed a hold on the curriculum (Janks, 2013).

Critical Literacy and Positioning o f Power

In discussions o f critical literacy, one controversial issue is the positioning o f 

power. On one hand, Freire (1974/2013) argued that knowledge as a deposit or transfer 

does not “ recognize confrontation with the world as the true source o f knowledge with its 

different levels and phases”  (p. 89). On the other hand, the state o f Arizona H. B. 2281 

contended that classes cannot position one ethic group away from another. In the 

example, a harsh legislative document ended the work from the Tuscan Unified School 

District implementing the Mexican American Studies Program (Janks, 2013).

Research on Current Event Instruction 

The literature is rich in the use o f current events as a classroom activity for 

practitioners, but the work o f researchers seeking to examine the meaningful experience
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o f current events in the classroom is limited. The following researchers recommend the 

use o f current events in the classroom as a meaningful tool to promote knowledge 

growth. In the studies, current events in the classroom become a tool to encourage the 

use o f political knowledge in American society and the proper function o f a democracy 

(Camicia &  Dobson, 2010; Hofstetter, Hofstetter, Lapp, &  Flood, 2000). The following 

studies focus on current events as a valuable application to the curriculum and life 

beyond the curriculum.

Hofstetter et al. (2000) reported the use o f current event materials to support the 

larger understanding o f the knowledge necessary to participate in a democracy in the 

effect o f the Weekly Reader on children’s knowledge o f current events. A focus o f the 

researchers included the knowledge for political participation within a democracy. In a 

quantitative study, the researchers utilized the access o f the Weekly Reader for 

classrooms o f specific socioeconomic status and reading levels with varying levels o f 

access to current event materials. Students in grades 2 and 3 with access to the Weekly 

Reader scored higher on current events knowledge than those students without access to 

a current events periodical. The students with greater socioeconomic levels and reading 

levels also scored higher, but the gains in knowledge tapered o ff with age. Hofstetter et 

al. (2000) concluded that students were better able to access information as they aged. 

The researchers called for continued research for many aspects o f current events in the 

classroom from the interactions between students and teachers to the emphasis on 

particular forms o f media for current events (Hofstetter et al., 2000). A weekly magazine
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presenting last week’s news may not speak to the events currently experienced by 

students and would look over most local news due to restrictions on magazine size. The 

Weekly Reader limits content and a problem-posing education.

Camicia and Dobson (2010) asserted that higher-order thinking skills are required 

for students to participate in a democracy. The researchers also suggested that students 

must find their voice and practice engaging in purposeful dialogue. The theoretical base 

o f democratic education and partner journals support the study entitled, Learning How to 

Respond to Current Events: Partner Journals between U.S. Preservice Teachers and 

Children (Camicia &  Dobson, 2010). The methodology o f the study matched four 

classes together using partner journals to correspond in the tradition o f pen pals. Students 

aged nine to eleven received the name o f a preservice teacher to write to on the topic o f a 

current event. The students, with perspectives o f adults and children, corresponded nine 

times over the course o f 12 weeks. Understanding student perspectives provided 

contrasting reactions between students and the opportunity for both sets o f students to 

understand the perspective consciousness o f others. One preservice teacher noted the 

current event topic gave the pen pals common ground for conversation, in addition to the 

opportunity to form opinions and contemplate solutions (Camicia &  Dobson, 2010).

Summary

Education for democracy, built on critical pedagogy and critical literacy as a 

theory, best relies on examples from numerous educators implementing critical language 

in their classrooms. The combination o f theory, praxis, and details provides others with
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the courage that Edelsky (1994) proclaimed millions need to understand. The literature 

on critical literacy has indicated that the uses o f current events are common in support o f 

the theory, and the studies utilizing current events do not include critical literacy. There 

are many practitioners utilizing current events, but there is a need to examine the case o f 

students sharing current events through a framework o f critical literacy.

This chapter contains the larger conversation o f the politics and curriculum 

ideology o f education to social justice. When I examine the stories o f teachers practicing 

social justice in their classrooms, I see critical pedagogy, and I see critical literacy as the 

tool to implement critical pedagogy in the classroom. The skills students gain when they 

question, reflect, and act upon their world are the necessary preparation for participation 

in a democratic society.

Chapter 3 provides an explanation and rationale for the case study methodology 

used to research what happens when third graders develop a problem-posing education 

through current events. The chapter includes descriptions o f participants and resources 

used during the data collection process. In addition, Chapter 3 describes the data analysis 

procedures and the measures taken to address researcher bias, ensure trustworthiness, and 

safeguard the participants.



CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY

The purpose o f this study was to examine and describe the experience o f third- 

grade students developing a critical problem-posing education to share current events in 

the classroom. Although there are stories o f social justice projects and philosophies in 

classrooms utilizing current events and critical pedagogy, there is a need to extend the 

knowledge base about implementing current events in the classroom.

This chapter provides the rationale for the research strategy and design for this 

qualitative case study. Also included are descriptions o f the participants, setting, and 

sample for the current events study in the third-grade classroom. The methodology for 

data collection, instrumentation, and analysis allow for dependability and credibility 

within the study. My role as researcher involves my own personal experiences as a third- 

grade teacher beginning to incorporate current events and critical literacy into the 

curriculum o f a large urban school district as I teach Common Core Georgia Performance 

Standards (CCGPS). The ethical safeguards for the study conclude Chapter 3.

The primary question directing this case study was: What happens when third 

graders develop a critical problem-posing education through current events? The 

following subquestions guided the research:

1. How do third-grade students leant from a critical problem-posing education 

through current events?

49
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2. What motivates third-grade students to respond to a problem-posing education 

through current events?

Research Design

The research design is a qualitative case study. Stake (1995) claimed that the case 

study consists o f understanding what is both unique and common for a people and 

program. In the case study, the program o f presenting current events in an elementary 

school classroom is common, whereas the attempt to understand what happens when 

third graders develop a problem-posing education through current events is unique. The 

experiences o f individuals within the class and the classroom community as a whole tell a 

story to extend and confirm new meanings (Merriam, 1988) o f the project through the 

theoretical framework. The meanings shared from the study act to build the theory o f 

critical literacy, as there is no research pertaining directly to current events shared 

specifically from students. The case study design also provided the flexib ility  to respond 

to participants as necessary.

The definition o f the case consists o f the current events period during the school 

day in my own third-grade classroom. In addition, the case study requirements o f study 

questions, study propositions, unit o f analysis, linking data to propositions, and the 

criteria for interpretation built the remaining components o f the case study design (Yin, 

1984). The questions presented a social phenomenon that is complex and required 

explanation through the research questions. The main proposition o f the study was the 

opportunity for rich learning experiences between the student’s individual interests in the
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current event, the presentation o f the current event, and the discussion o f the current 

event through a framework o f critical literacy. The context o f the case was my third- 

grade classroom community, while the unit o f analysis was the discussion and action 

responses made within the third-grade classroom. 1 also encouraged students to continue 

thinking about the current events through an interactive feedback solution, which 

included student commentary attached to the posting o f the current event summaries in 

the hallway outside o f the classroom. Digital audio recordings captured each current 

event presentation. I transcribed the data within a week or recording. The analysis o f 

data included searching for themes and coding data.

Finally, Yin (1984) emphasized the setting for the case study to be in a real-life 

context to compliment a contemporary phenomenon. The third-grade classroom is a 

thriving community o f learners supporting each other as students in many different ways. 

Students learn, gain confidence, and ask questions in the third-grade classroom. The 

opportunity to discuss current events as real world problems, many o f which require 

contested solutions, inside the classroom walls blurs the boundary between context and 

phenomenon. Yin argued that this gray area between context and phenomenon confirms 

the need for extensive data collection from multiple sources.

Research Participants and Context 

The research site was a Georgia school comprised o f a predominately Hispanic 

student population, followed by Black and Asian populations o f students. After receiving 

permission to conduct the study from the Internal Review Board o f Mercer University
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(see Appendix A), I invited all 25 third graders enrolled in my 2015-2016 class to 

participate in the study because the entire class took part in the current events project.

The diverse school population required translating services for families, so 1 reserved 

these services to ensure parents and guardians thoroughly understood the study 

parameters. 1 made contact with each parent personally through conference or phone call 

to confirm the understanding and answer all questions. Appendices B and C contain 

copies o f the informed consent form for parents and student permission form. Students 

without permission to participate were not included in the data analysis.

School Context

The school was a Title 1 school with a 92% free- and reduced-lunch rate. This 

school was also a choice school within the school district. Parents and guardians agreed 

to a contract requiring school uniforms, parent volunteer hours, mandatory PTA 

involvement, suggested tutorial, and high expectations for student behavior. The school 

offered many after school clubs and activities for students, ranging from Girls on the Run 

and Lego League to band and the Junior Master Gardener Club. Students, especially 

those in grades 3-5, had many opportunities to explore and nourish interests after the 

school day ended. My philosophies regarding teaching and learning with students paired 

well with the school traditions and community.

Modeling the Current Events Project 

The students initially observed and participated in the discussion o f current events 

presented by me, the teacher-researcher, as a model for their presentations. 1 chose
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current events that complemented the third-grade CCGPS and the interests o f the 

classroom community. It was essential for me to tell the students how I found the current 

event and why 1 decided to share with the class. I did not read the entire article, but I 

summarized the material, highlighted main points, and pointed out text features. The 

students helped me review the content o f my current event by answering the questions 

that begin with who, what, when, where, why, and how to summarize the information. 1 

showed several pictures and described where the current event took place using the 

coordinates o f latitude and longitude on the classroom map.

In preparation for the questions and discussion, I relied on the questions posed by 

Vasquez, Tate, and Harste (2013) in their study o f critical literacy with children’s 

literature, offered to help disrupt the text with the stated position that no text is neutral:

® What issues or stereotypes do you see being addressed?

® What do you find problematic?

® How does this text position you as a reader?

« Who is advantaged or disadvantaged?

® Who is missing from the storyline?

® From what perspective(s) are you reading the text? (p. 53)

However, based on previous experience, it was my expectation that the classroom 

community would develop their own questions to discuss, understand, and respond to the 

current events. With this in mind, after my introduction and summary o f the current 

event, I asked students i f  they had any questions or comments and prompted several
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questions to encourage discussion about the presentation o f the current event. The 

questions uncovered connections between our class experiences and elements o f the 

critical literacy framework to include access, power/domination, diversity, and re/design 

(Janks, 2010, 2013).

My initial plan to go back and review the depth o f our questions together was too 

elaborate for the public school classroom. Our anchor chart o f questions included my 

questions and the questions 1 highlighted during discussions. The classroom community 

recorded the questions in real time together.

Conducting the Current Events Project

I shared past examples o f current events in the classroom from the fall o f 2013, 

when I made a deliberate effort to share current events with my students. We had 

interesting discussions and referenced those events through the year. In December, a few 

o f my students began to ask i f  they could present current events. We made a schedule 

with a few guidelines and started sharing current events. We concluded these current 

events with a thought-provoking discussion, a momentous event, or reference o f the 

events throughout the year.

Student Projects

Students received the handout displayed in Figure 1 for guidance in preparing for 

the current events project. We discussed the components, and I modeled the project 

through five examples.
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Current Events Project 

Current events are things that are happening in the world. The current events may 

involve us or other people. We often leam about different current events from watching 

the news or reading articles. We find articles in newspapers and magazines that are 

online or in print. Your task is to pick one current event to share with the class.

!. Choose one current event. You can work on this before school with your 

teachers or at home. Some helpful tools to help you find your current event are 

websites such as www.indykids.com,https://newsela.com/, and 

www.timeforkids.com. You may also look at the teacher’s articles during reading 

time or talk to the teacher in the Media Center for help. Bring the primary source 

or directions to the source to class.

2. Read all about your event.

3. Talk with someone about the current event to help you understand.

4. Take some notes and write a summary about your article.

5. Be sure to answer the questions o f who, what, when, where, why, and how to 

explain your current event in the summary.

6. Please be able to locate your current event on a map.

7. Draw or print a picture o f your event for the class.

8. Share your current event summary to the class.

9. Remember your due date so your report is on time.

10. Please practice reading your summary at home before reading to the class.

Figure I. Current events project guide

I printed a schedule allowing students to present each week through October and 

November. Adjustments to the schedule occurred when needed, and our presentations 

ran through the middle o f December. I posted current events summaries for the class and 

visitors to reference throughout the project and spring semester. We initiated a feedback

https://newsela.com/
http://www.timeforkids.com
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system that allowed all students to continue their discussion questions and comments on 

sticky notes next to the summaries in the hallway. This was an unexpected development.

Green Invaders. Sn the spring o f 2014, a student presented an article from Yahoo 

News on Green Invaders. The third-grade student had worked on this project with a tutor 

and had five simple sentences that answered who, what, when, where, and how questions. 

The student asked me to help read the sentences, and the class quickly learned that Green 

Invaders is a name given to the green ivy, also known as kudzu, growing in our 

community. A student immediately asked to see Green Invaders via Google Images, and 

students gasped across the carpet as nearly all the students recognized the plant. Students 

reported seeing the Green Invaders in their yards, on the street, and on the trees near our 

playground. The article inspired a tour o f the playground and many more accounts o f 

kudzu sightings.

I remembered seeing a sign on the freeway and at the Farmer’s Market that read, 

“ Kudzu KILLS Trees!”  Suddenly, the text embedded in the sign was a position for us to 

examine. I took a picture o f the sign to share with my students. We discussed why 

someone would make that sign, why he or she would put it in an island plot in the 

Fanner’s Market parking lot, and what we would do with this new knowledge. Although 

we did not position ourselves to redesign the message o f the current event into an action 

project, we talked about our new knowledge, and how we could continue to share our 

knowledge. I helped the student read the report on Green Invaders, but the work still 

belonged to him as a teacher to the classroom community.
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President Nelson Mandela’s Memorial Service. In another example that included 

an action project, my students learned about the passing o f President Nelson Mandela.

Our principal highlighted this event through the morning announcements and encouraged 

teachers to share the life and times o f Mandela in our classrooms. The life o f this leader 

and the apartheid o f South Africa appeared to fascinate my students. We engaged in 

numerous discussions, and students began bringing in articles and Internet print outs 

about Mandela’s life. I was driving to work on the day o f Mandela’s funeral, and a news 

report on NPR talked about the presence and blessing o f rain during Mandela’s funeral.

It was simultaneously raining during my drive to work. I shared the news report with the 

students, and we decided to have our own memorial service for President Nelson 

Mandela.

My constant question o f how we would accomplish this task guided the students 

to create committees for that purpose. A cultural committee created the art and found the 

national anthem to play, a hospitality committee organized South African refreshments, 

and a program committee designed invitations and redesigned the original memorial 

service program to include our own names as the foreign dignitaries and speakers. The 

students wrote speeches to commemorate the life and times o f President Nelson Mandela 

with current event articles, elementary school research queries, and mainstream Internet 

searches. The students acknowledged all tactics used to end apartheid and respectfully 

communicated their own appreciation for the history o f South Africa. Thus, the students 

participated in a critical literacy through redesign o f the memorial events.
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West Virginia Chemical Spill. A student presented the West Virginia chemical 

spill o f January 2014 to the classroom community in the middle o f April. The students 

were just as alarmed three months later because no update was available on the West 

Virginia wildlife. The student’ s written summary was very dramatic with capital letters, 

key words underlined, and sincere outrage that residents were without water. The student 

may have calmed the classroom community by sharing that the residents knew who made 

this spill and that they would eventually figure out what to do about it. The fact remained 

that we were unable to find an update on the w ildlife near the river. This current event 

positioned us to take action by the fact that the media ignored the environmental 

devastation.

Data Collection

As recommended by Yin (1984), I collected extensive data from multiple sources. 

These included:

® audio recordings o f each current event presentation with class discussion;

® students’ current event projects and primary sources (included video clips, 

printouts, clippings, website addresses, and photos from web sources);

® social studies journals and writing notebook entries;

® participant observation;

® field notes; and 

® audio recording o f interviews.



59

Audio Recordings

I audio recorded each current event presentation and class discussions via my 

Galaxy Note phone, and I backed up recordings to my Dropbox account after each 

recording. My original plan was to utilize video recordings o f the current event 

presentations, but this proved to be a distraction and poor use o f time. My position 

allowed me to see all o f the students during the presentations. 1 also utilized a mirror to 

monitor my own facial expressions during their presentations.

Students’ Current Event Projects and Primary Sources

I asked students to follow the directions on the Current Events Project handout 

(see Figure /), but I did not grade their work. 1 took pictures o f all summaries and 

primary sources and stored the data in a Dropbox file. In addition, I posted the current 

event projects on the wall outside o f our classroom door at the completion o f each 

discussion. The primary source and current event documents provided textual data that is 

both verbatim text and rich narrative for analysis.

Social Studies Journals and Writing Notebook Entries

Each day I checked student journal entries at the completion o f work time and 

took pictures o f entries relating to current events or critical connections. Students 

continued class discussions o f current events in their journals and notebooks when 

prompted. The interactive social studies journals and interactive writing notebooks did 

not provide additional texts for analysis.
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Participant Observation

The role o f teacher-researcher is also the role o f participant observer. The access 

1 had to the students, the Current Events Project, and the student responses connected to 

my ability to prepare the project. Yin (2009) argued that some o f the researcher’s 

decisions and actions manipulate the inherent opportunity to collect data.

Field notes. I recorded field notes when feasible. The recording o f field notes 

occurred when participants engaged in the hallway feedback solution. I took notes on 

their interactions and brought them back to the room to record an impromptu group 

interview on their feedback session in the hailway.

Interviews

The interviews took place at school before class and/or during lunchtime with 

participants when in need o f clarification. Yin (1984) discussed the importance o f 

interviews in case study research as a center point to communicating human affairs. The 

focused interview provides a short ten-minute long interview with the opportunity for 

open-ended responses to incorporate the participant as both a respondent and informant 

(Yin, 1984). 1 inquired about the experience o f exploring a current event and engaging in 

dialogue with other students about the current events in the classroom setting. I wanted 

to ask the students what they learned from the discussions o f the current event project, 

and 1 wanted to ask about their responses. In addition, elements such as domination, 

access, diversity, and design focused the questions as the interdependent components o f
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critical literacy (Janks, 2010). Transcription o f the interviews occurred within two days 

o f the interview.

The following questions were the prompts for the initial interview questions.

® Why did you choose your current event?

® How were you able to learn about your current event?

® What else did you learn about your current event when/after you shared it 

with the class?

® What questions did the class have about your event?

® What other current events do you remember as important to you? Why was

that current event important to you?

® Who is in control o f this event?

® Do you think this event could happen to us? Do you see anything missing

from this current event?

® Do you think you can do something about these events? Do you think you 

can fix a problem that we encountered in our current events project? What 

makes you want to fix  that problem? Why should we try to take action?

® What can students learn from current events?

Data Analysis

The initial search for meaning began with a microanalysis the data using open 

coding. 1 utilized the first interviews and current event project transcripts to begin 

noticing categories. After identifying initial categories, 1 used them in a constant
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comparison model to “ look for confirmation and contradiction, dominance, patterns o f 

association, or extension o f the concepts being coded, while noting in detail memos the 

variations”  (Bazeley, 2013, p. 162). The additional pieces o f data followed this 

procedure i f  possible, but the opportunity for extension was always present.

Researcher Bias and Researcher Role 

My assumptions were that authentic learning experiences produce passion, 

empowerment, and service from students when supported by a positive classroom 

climate. I also saw high levels o f interest in current event projects from my students 

when the previously stated topics o f Green Invaders, President Nelson Mandela’s 

memorial service, and the West Virginia chemical spill entered in the classroom. One o f 

my students explained the tensions in Ukraine, and I saw 52 eyes follow her finger as she 

pointed to Crimea on the map. My students also wrote condolence letters to ranchers and 

their children who attended a one-room schoolhouse in rural South Dakota shortly after 

the unexpected blizzard o f 2013. Student interest excites me, and 1 often see that my 

enthusiasm propels their excitement.

In this study, I was both a teacher and researcher as I presented the Current Events 

Project with my students as my participants. First, I need to delineate between the 

researcher and Hannah McAnespie. The literature has indicated that I, Hannah 

McAnespie, strive to lead a critically literate life. My critically literate life may have 

started as early as my primary Catholicism classes at Sacred Heart Church, Brownie Girl 

Scout meetings, and nightly dinner with the newscaster Peter Jennings. The atrocities I
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watched on a nightly basis and the fact that my family never did anything for those 

hungry or homeless people across the world bothered me. There was an expectation for 

me to set the table, pray before dinner, drink my milk, eat my vegetables, tell my parents 

about school, and put my empty plate in the sink. The dinner routine was not enough for 

me, and so I left home after college and traveled to Clarkston. Georgia to help refugees 

acclimate to the United States. A few years later, I traveled to Liberia, and then returned 

to the United States to teach refugee children in Stone Mountain, Georgia. My students 

have always been low-income, refugee, or immigrant children. I have yet to teach a 

white child with blue eyes like myself.

My critically literate life illuminates the injustices that my students, my families, 

my colleagues, and my supervisors experience on a daily basis. Education in the United 

States is not an equal opportunity, and this makes me angry. McLaren, Giroux, hooks, 

and Freire are the voices that encourage my work. I am as honest as possible w ith my 

students, and I honor their voices. Their voices and interests are more powerful than my 

own, and we experienced success when teaching and learning together as a class as 

opposed to following a scripted curriculum map.

I know that students easily catch my enthusiasm for teaching and learning, but it 

in this study, it was essential for me to think before I spoke. 1 could imagine myself 

saying, “ We have to do something! What can we do?”  Instead, I sought to be deliberate 

and said, “ What do you think?”  and paused. My implementation o f a program o f current 

events implemented in the English Language Arts and Social Studies curriculum allowed
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me the opportunity to understand how and why third graders apply critical literacy to 

current events as a contemporary situation to which the researcher exhibits little control 

(Yin, 1984). I anticipated that my students would choose their own current events and 

find the appropriate time to ask critical questions when discussing these events.

Removing Hannah McAnespie from the teacher-researcher role allowed me to observe 

what the students did with a framework o f critical literacy and current events.

Trustworthiness

Shenton (2004) identified the major components o f trustworthiness in the 

qualitative research design to include credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability. Credibility is the alignment o f a researcher’s purposeful intentions and 

actions concerning the purpose o f the research. The research projects included in the 

literature review and utilized in the line o f questioning (Vasquez et al., 2013) supported 

the current research. My background and implicit knowledge o f the school dynamics as 

the teacher and researcher revealed both my experiences and position within the research. 

In addition to communicating the situation, context, and experience o f the research, rich 

descriptions o f the research conveyed the trusting relationships that existed between the 

researcher and the participants. Finally, a reflective commentary recorded by the 

researcher with regular debriefing sessions and peer scrutiny served to challenge my 

assumptions and provide new perspectives within the research project. The researcher 

built trustworthiness throughout the design and construction o f the project.
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Transferability is another element o f trustworthiness communicated by the limits 

and boundaries o f the project. There w ill not be another situation exactly like this 

research project, but the dynamic elements provided the unique opportunity for study and 

insight o f third graders developing a critical problem-posing framework share current 

events. I share the place, people, and situations without the violation o f participant 

privacy.

To conclude the discussion o f trustworthiness, dependability and credibility 

require detailed plans and reflections recorded in a manner in which another reader could 

understand without question. The researcher built trustworthiness throughout the design, 

active construction, and purposeful reflection o f the project. Yin (1984) provided 

protocol to increase trustworthiness in the case study through prior planning, 

documentation o f the research process, and development o f a chain o f evidence. 

Trustworthiness is strong when the documentation o f all research efforts relate to the 

case.

The extensive amount o f data collection and interviews provided the initial 

framework o f what Yin (1984) presented as a chain o f evidence for construct validity. 

Photographs, video clips, and other artifacts from the current events and participants’ 

responses added to the chain o f evidence as the provision o f multiple sources o f evidence. 

The case study database created and allowed for the cross-reference o f data between the 

case study questions and the conclusions in the study. The ability to follow the data
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points o f multiple sources o f evidence allowed for strong construct validity and 

triangulation o f data.

The organization o f anticipated interviews and transcriptions utilized pseudonyms 

to protect participants in Microsoft Office Word files and my own private Dropbox 

account. Copies o f photographs, video files, and/or artifacts joined the aforementioned 

file sources in electronic storage. The items established a database o f evidence, labeled 

and cross-referenced to support the case study report.

Ethical Safeguards

The researcher utilized pseudonyms to protect the identity o f participants within 

the research study. In addition, the institutions involved in the study and any additional 

individuals in the study received pseudonyms. As an ethical safeguard, 1 respected the 

wishes o f the participants and parents o f the participants, as they were involved in the 

study. Although we shared our interests with each other, I encouraged students to find 

and nourish their own interests as opposed to my interests in the classroom and current 

event selection.

Summary

In order to research and answer what happens when third-grade students develop 

a problem-posing education through current events, a case study approach described this 

process. The participants were third-grade students within a large urban school district in 

the southeastern United States. An ongoing sampling, or theoretical sampling, o f third- 

grade students, determined the number and selection o f interview participants. A ll
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participants shared artifacts and engaged in discussions from the current events project to 

help convey meaning from the experience. I utilize a system o f pattern matching to 

analyze the data gathered from the class discussion and interviews. Pattern matching and 

the subsequent data produced a database for cross-reference, also known as a chain o f 

evidence. Pseudonyms protected the participants and locations involved in the study.



CHAPTER 4 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 

I present the research findings o f this chapter by discussing the active responses 

o f third-grade students sharing current events through a problem-posing education. To 

begin the project with the students, I first explain the current event project and model five 

presentations over the span o f two weeks in September. My current event project 

examples included:

® the need for education in South African communities concerning owls;

® the association o f difficulties with heavy book bags in schools;

® the debate regarding the addition o f a woman’s face to the United States

currency;

® the proposal to utilize online school during school days; and

® the report that over half o f the world’s sea turtles have eaten plastic.

After my examples, 24 students presented a current event to the class over the period o f

10 weeks. Each student presenter summarized a current event and explored the topic

with their classmates through discussion to design their own problem-posing education.

The exploration o f the discussion context contains the content o f student talk, the utility

o f student talk, and the underlying experience o f social justice.

The organization o f this chapter is chronological in nature, but the description and

analysis o f the current event discussions are not in order. I begin this chapter with a

68
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section to describe the process and routine o f our project, using my first example o f a 

current event presentation. In the following section, I narrate the first student-led current 

event and discussion. I explain the themes, which emerge in the data, in the next section. 

The patterns in the process include the nature o f student talk, the utility o f student talk, 

and the experience o f social justice in two fu ll narrations. The subsequent section 

concludes the patterns in the process, and the final section summarizes the end o f the 

project.

Research Questions Reiterated 

The following question directed this investigation: What happens when third 

graders develop a critical problem-posing education through current events? This 

primary question generated two subquestions:

1. How do third grade students learn from a critical problem-posing education to 

share current events?

2, What motivates third grade students to respond to a critical problem-posing 

education through current events?

Introducing the Project and Providing Teacher Exemplars 

The elements and processes related to sharing the current events in the third-grade 

classroom require explanation. I started the process through a series o f examples and 

later positioned myself to support the student presenters while maintaining classroom 

management. I initiated the current events project as the teacher and then each o f the 

students took a turn to lead the project with their own current event summary.
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Upon distribution o f the participation consent forms, I found the opportunity to 

introduce my program o f study and research goals with my 27 third-grade students. 1 

informed them that we would start a project in class, and I would study their work as a 

requirement for my degree at the university. I explained to my students that I was 

curious to know how they learn from current events and what they would say. 1 allowed 

students to view pages o f my research proposal on the Promethean Board, and 1 

explained that the pages included many ideas 1 learned from other students learning about 

current events in the classroom. Each student received a consent form and the directions 

for the third-grade current event project.

The definition I shared with students for current events was simple: current events 

are things that are happening in our world. My suggestions were not limited to, but 

included, finding current events in articles from magazines or newspapers online, in print, 

or on television. I read the direction sheet to the students and emphasized choosing one 

current event to read, to talk about that event with a family member, and write about it to 

share with our classmates. I required the writing piece to be a summary answering who, 

what, when, where, why, and how questions directed to the topic. In addition, 1 asked 

students to be able to locate the event on a map and be fluent in the reading o f their own 

writing.

In the next section, 1 share an article that describes the misunderstood role o f owls 

in many South African communities. In the article I obtained from Time fo r  Kids, I 

learned that many South African people believe that owls forecast death or deliver curses,
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but in reality, they are useful in controlling rodent populations. Ecosolutions is an 

organization in South Africa that sends trained individuals to rescue owls, and the 

Township Owls Project w ill help educate communities about the benefits. Since 1998, 

the Township Owls Project has taught over 84,000 children about the environmental role 

owls play in the ecosystem. The Township Owls Project also trains children to manage 

and care for owls.

The following section also details my experience as the teacher and researcher 

modeling this first example with the students. The sample topics allowed me to 

demonstrate the assignment, as well as begin developing questions with the students. 1 

narrate this first session in its entirety, which includes my summary and the student 

discussion. This first discussion also includes the emergence o f questions to use during 

future discussions, while a later section in the chapter describes the authentic use o f 

student questions.

The discussions in our classroom were rich in the matnner in which students 

engaged in topics, complimented their classmates, produced unique questions, and 

understood the topic through questions. 1 use the word discussion to identify the periods 

o f verbal understanding after current event presentations, but most o f these discussions 

fell into a question and answer format. The discussions were not linear in thought, and 

the vignettes help situate the excitement o f eight- and nine-year-old students learning 

about the real life topics o f their choice. In later examples, 1 present short vignettes to 

illustrate the patterns in our process.
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This Current Event is about Owls

I was a slightly nervous teacher, nervous with excitement, gathering the children 

on the carpet for what 1 envisioned as a mature show and tell. I explained that it was time 

for current events, and I reviewed the minimum requirements o f the assignment: 

Remember you must pick a current event from the newspaper in the Media 

Center, www.newsela.com,www.timeforkids.com,www.indykids.org, or 

something you have seen on television. You need to read about it, talk to your 

family about it, and write a short summary to share with your classmates.

The students sat still and looked at me from their places on the carpet.

I prepared my article and summary the night before for the students to see. 1 

immediately read the title, In Africa, Owl Activists Work to Overcome Fear o f  Reviled 

Birds (Los Angeles Times, 2015), and asked the students what the word reviled means. 

The banter o f guesses began, and 1 decided to model yet another new process, 

www.dictionary.com, this time on the Promethean Board. Excitement and nervous 

energy bubbled from my core in unexpected ways, but the children followed my every 

move. They were eager to shout out the words they thought reviled meant from the 

definitions on the screen. I used their synonyms in place o f activist and reviled and said, 

“ So when we return to the title we can say, in Africa people who act out about owl 

problems, work to overcome those who speak rudely about owls.”  Now they were 

officially ready to begin with a basic understanding o f the title, but my nervous energy

http://www.indykids.org
http://www.dictionary.com
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once again diverted my own focus. I asked the students i f  they wanted to view the 

picture from the article or my typed summary, and they shouted, “ Summary!”  in unison.

1 began reading my two-paragraph summary that I displayed on the Promethean 

Board and the students gasped and giggled as they listened. I read with exaggerated 

expression:

In Africa, owl activists work to overcome fear o f reviled birds. In Johannesburg, 

South Africa, people and children are learning about owls. In many parts o f 

South Africa, people consider owls to be bad luck. [Students gasp] The article 

described the owl’ s screeches as haunting and many people often scream when 

the see them. [Students giggle] The author said that many people believe that an 

owl foretells death and could be sent by a witch doctor to deliver a curse!

[Students gasp] A man named Mduduzi captures owls that are not wanted in 

attics and transports them to nesting boxes to live.

I continued the owl summary continues with my voice inflections dramatizing the facts. I 

show my own emphasis as the speaker with italics. Students also spoke with emphasis 

throughout the project. I said,

A manager from the Ecosolutions owl team said that owls are just like any other 

bird and it's terrible to take away baby owls from their mothers. She also said 

that owls return to the same nesting place each year unless they find a new nesting 

box nearby. People from Ecosolutions are working hard to teach others that they 

work with owls every day and do not experience any negative consequences.
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Schoolchildren are also taught how to care for owl boxes and owlets, baby birds, 

to help teach them that they are like any other bird. The learning project began in 

1998 and since then 84,000 children have been involved. Ecosolutions is not just 

saving baby owls and their parents from death; they are offering a solution for the 

rat problem in cities and towns. Owls eat rats.

I said, “ This is what the text said:

They get rid o f an everyday evil: the large rats that crawl into people’s shacks and 

eat their food, clothing, and shoes. There have been reports o f rats gnawing o ff a 

baby’ s fingers, or elderly and disabled people dying after being set upon by rats. 

(Los Angeles Times, 2015, para. 23)

I added, “ When the residents allow the owls to eat the rats, they have fewer problems.”  

Before I could take a breath, a student shouted, “ I ’ ve never heard o f that!”  and 

Grace’s hand was waving in the air to ask, “ Is this a proposal?”  A t this point, my 

nervous energy was subsiding, as I was certain that I had student interest. The question 

about the proposal required me to explain the purpose o f my example and the signup 

sheet that would appear for students to choose a date for their own current event 

presentation. The students gasped at the idea o f a signup sheet and turned to chatter 

about the novelty o f choosing their own assignment date.

At this early point in the project, the students appeared already highly engaged. 

The gasps and giggles from the students communicated to me that students were eager to 

accept the information in the article. In addition, the student who shouted out her first
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thought before I asked for comments or questions signified her curiosity in the 

information. She already started to make connections in her head to share with her 

classmates.

I hooked the students back to me with a luring thought, “ So this was the first 

sample, and I see some hands up so I am wondering i f  these are questions or comments.”  

Nicola who was always confident and eager to learn new things immediately responded 

to the emotions she detected in the article. The nibbling o f baby fingers is an idea that is 

sad to Nicola, but 1 continued the discussion using the word disturbing, and another 

student asked why the owls could not eat worms like regular birds. Grace helped the 

class clarify these emotions and statements as she said,

Some people think that the owls are bad luck, but that’ s kind o f sad because owls 

are really helpful ’cause people who are disabled and babies, they don’t 

understand and think that they are toys and start touching, and the rat might bite it 

o ff and, no one, no mom or anyone that 1 know wouldn’ t want their baby to die. 

Although Grace did not explain why owls would not eat worms like birds portrayed 

through various media, Grace explained the emotions a mother may feel i f  her child were 

in a vulnerable position. Grace demonstrated her understanding o f the emotions Nicola 

identified in her first comments about disturbing information. 1 am again able to use the 

synonym disturbing to boost the knowledge o f the word sad.

Next, Gregory interrupted to ask i f  this story was from the real Africa or South 

Africa. I calmly responded, pointing to map, “ It ’ s in the real Africa, the whole continent.
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that whole piece o f land you saw on the map is the real Africa, but this story is coming 

from South Africa.”  The students breathed in a collective gasp; Gregory also gasped and 

responded, “ Get out!”  His parents were from West Africa, and his mother made two 

extended international trips during the school year that were d ifficu lt for Gregory. The 

importance o f this exchange with Gregory is that he expressed surprise with the negative 

connotations people o f South Africa may communicate about owls from his ancestral 

homeland.

I returned to the main idea o f the article and posed a question about the conflict o f 

ideas between those who did not fear the owls and those individuals who feared the owls 

in the greater community; however, Tyler interrupted with a technical question with no 

regard to the content o f the article. Tyler started to pepper me with questions about the 

proposal for the university, and Nancy was curious about whether I chose the article or 

the university chose my article. The technical pieces o f the project seemed just as 

fascinating as the content for the students as they sat on their carpet spots with their eyes 

fixed on me. I needed to clarify these questions in order to return to the content o f the 

article.

After working through the ideas associated with my project management, iosie 

raised her hand to comment on the choice o f words the author used in the article that I 

quoted in my second paragraph.

Josie asked, “ When they said that the owls’ screech is haunting . . . ?”

I responded, [acknowledging] “ Mmm . . . . ”
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Josie said, “ Well, it ’s like, i t ’ s like saying mean words about somebody that’ s 

weird or something or short.”

I answered, [acknowledging] “ Mmm

Josie added, “ ’Cuz that’ s just what they do, but you’ re calling it haunting.”

In the moment after Josie shared her idea, her classmates responded to their neighbors 

with chatter to digest this information. Josie identified words chosen by the author to 

position readers toward a degrading character trait.

I did not add to Josie’ s reflection, and instead returned to Nancy’s question about 

the topic o f choice and revealed my own reasoning for choosing the article about owls. I 

told the students that 1 selected the article as a topic that complimented the third-grade 

unit on animal habitats. I explained to them that 1 also appreciated how the community 

children from the article learned the benefits o f a creature cursed in traditional folklore.

Often, we found that the current events connected to other events in their lives, 

and this was true o f the owl article. For example, the students who participated in the 

gifted class experienced a semester-long unit on insects and the teacher encouraged her 

students, o f which 10 were in my homeroom class, to capture insects to study. Their 

interest in insects was contagious, and many teachers were not pleased with the various 

presentations o f insects, so, with time, it became necessary to leave the insects outside.

In this short period, the gifted students encouraged the regular education students across 

the grade level to explore the playground in search o f insects in a fashion similar to the 

enthusiastic encouragement o f the Owl Project Team. The Owl Project Team promoted
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education in South Africa to assist the community in learning the benefits o f owls. When 

I shared this connection with the students, many nodded their head in agreement and 

raised their hands to provide rationale. The following exchange exemplifies the students’ 

chorus o f agreement for the connection.

I said, “ Because some people are absolutely terrified o f dead bugs and it makes no 

sense to me.”

The students replied, [Referring to a teacher in the school who does not like 

insects] “ Ms. Franklin!”

I said, “ It’ s not going to hurt you.”

A student replied, “ I t ’s not like it ’s going to come back alive.”

1 said, “ I t ’ s not going to do anything to you.”

A student said, “ It ’s not a zombie.”

Another student said, “ It’ s not like its Frankenstein.”

I said,

So I saw some similarities for this article, I saw children taking care o f owls and 

learning about them and realizing there’ s no problem. I was really thinking about 

all my little bug trappers that go out and pick up the bugs and study them and 

think they’ re fascinating!

A student agreed, “ They are!”
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I said, “ And that’ s why I picked it. And also because later on we w ill leam about 

the needs o f animals in their habitats. These owls obviously need a home and they need 

food.”

The students were shouting out, but they remain focused on the topic o f 

discussion. The students were eager to understand why I chose the article and shouted 

examples in their chorus o f agreement. In this exchange, they demonstrate the 

understanding o f unfounded fears as a connection to the article. A student shouted out 

the name o f a well-known teacher in the school community for avoiding outside activities 

in fear o f insects dead or alive. The work in the gifted classroom helped the students 

better understand the role o f insects in nature, in a fashion similar to the role o f owls in 

the South African communities.

At this point, there were many hands raised with questions or comments for the 

current event about owls. The conversation seemed endless as it jumped from thought to 

thought. Nicola recalled a personal story about her father’ s warning about the family 

dogs interacting with rats in the backyard, Omar explained the dangers o f inhaling 

chemicals sprayed on crops as a reason to avoid rat poison, and Rita blurted out her 

disgust at the idea o f people having fingers the size o f grapes (because they were gnawed 

o ff by rats). In addition, Josie wondered how migration patterns would change i f  owls 

were no longer welcome in an area, and Maria wanted to know if owls live in Florida. 

The students engaged their classmates in continued thought, and all but five students 

raised their hand at some point during our first discussion.
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I glanced at the clock and thought about the unscheduled classroom observation 

that may occur at any moment by one o f my administrators. 1 had to wrap this up and 

return to my academic schedule, but I did not have a plan to end the discussion. I did not 

anticipate students would engage in a conversation about the folklore o f owls in South 

African for over 17 minutes, requiring me to end the discussion. 1 did not have a moment 

to hesitate, and I extended the opportunity for students to record any additional thoughts 

in their reading journals for the free time after their completed assignments. I sent them 

back to their desks.

In this vignette, it is evident that the students were able to generate many 

questions and comments on the topic o f educating South African communities about the 

role o f owls. Our discussion unpacked my current event summary to present many 

questions, ideas, and problems that I alone would not have generated. I saw the students 

who did not raise their hand to speak out from the group, engaged with those seated next 

to them in the student chatter regarding new information.

What Questions Did We Have?

My preparation for this project mirrored that o f a teacher preparing a lesson, and I 

believe a teacher needs an additional plan prepared in case the lesson does not work. 1 

saw the questions as an important component to understanding the content as well as 

scrutinizing the content. My intention was for the students to ask critical questions to 

help in their understanding o f the material. 1 define critical questions as questions that 

help the reader scrutinize the text for a larger understanding, an understanding o f the
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want to give critical questions to the students, but rather help them differentiate critical 

questions from simple questions. Although I knew I would play an essential role in this 

activity, I wanted to recognize and praise their voices to empower their role within the 

discussions.

My initial plan was to invite students to share their questions in the discussion and 

later look for the differences between the types o f questions students asked. S anticipated 

questions that were easy and quick to answer, while other questions would require more 

time and thought to answer. Upon discussion o f our questions, we would decide which 

questions to put on a list to help us navigate future current event discussions. My plan 

did not work as 1 had anticipated.

Around the ten-minute mark from the above owl vignette, shortly after I 

explained why 1 chose my article and before Josie considered owl migration patterns, I 

stopped to ask students about questions. 1 complimented a student who says she loved 

owls by saying,

It fits nicely with things that we’ ll learn and I ’m wondering, umm . . . I ’m 

interested in the questions we’ re having about it and the talk that we’ re having 

about it because the first thing Nicola said was that she had some emotions. Can 

you imagine this happening to us? How would you feel i f  this happened to us? 

Two preplanned questions slip out o f my mouth, “ Can you imagine this happening us, 

and how would it, and could it, be a problem?”  1 wrote the questions on the chart paper
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along with the question inspired by Nicola. I created the list o f three questions and 

incorporated three o f the students’ questions:

® What emotions does this make you feel? (Ms. McAnespie and Nicola)

• Can you imagine this happening to us? (Ms. McAnespie)

® What/how would it be a problem? (Ms. McAnespie)

• Who is missing? What is missing? (Omar)

® How do people know ____________ ? (Linda)

® Now that we know this . .. (Nicola)

The three student-generated questions were questions that 1 recognized as more critical 

than other questions in the discussion. We created our list o f questions, but as 1 

analyzed our transcripts, I saw my role as essential in this process. The plan for my 

original chart o f student-centered questions was too elaborate for 27 eight year olds in 

the public school classroom.

1 prepared critical questions, but I wanted to use the questions from the students, 

as they were able to generate many questions. The questions we encountered as 

encouraging and continuing the process o f questioning were important. 1 put a spotlight 

on the critical questions from our discussions. The final three questions displayed in 

Figure 2 occurred after my current event summaries. We referred to the list as our 

anchor chart o f questions.
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Figure 2. Anchor chart o f questions

The questions provided a scaffold for all students to participate in the discussion o f a 

current event summary. I often saw students looking to the chart before raising their 

hand. In the vignettes that follow, I underline the questions from the chart to differentiate 

them from authentic questions or questions for basic understanding.

Ms. McAnespie Pauses to Reflect

This heading identifies my own reflection as a teacher on the status and progress 

o f the project in the classroom. These reflections helped me to determine how to handle 

a certain situation or how to guide the students through the project. In these moments, I 

paused to think about how to best support different student presenters or explain d ifficult 

topics.

The day after my first current event summary, I returned to the news article about 

the owls and our discussion transcript to search for critical questions that we had not
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considered as a class. The word shacks stood out to me as a word that 1 could have 

shared with the students in contrast to a more familiar word such as house or apartment. 

This was an opportunity to ask, “ How does that position you as a reader?”  However, in 

the discussion, Josie pointed out another word, haunting, as used to describe the owls. 

Josie described that choice o f words as signaling a negative character trait as she said, 

“ When they said the owls’ screech is haunting, well, it ’s like saying mean words about 

somebody that’ s weird or something or short. ’Cause that’ s just want they do, but you’ re 

calling it haunting.”  Josie recognized that the author’ s word choice in the text caused her 

to respond. I did not notice this word choice, and she did not know the alternative 

meaning. I did not think to share the alternative meaning as I was thinking about her 

comment and supervising the classroom.

Students used the anchor chart o f questions when they wanted to engage in 

discussion, yet the questions continued to develop as students moved through various 

stages. Students wanted to engage in the content and understand the content while 

grasping the motivations o f the presenter. I could see students quickly checking the 

chart, while other students posed questions about the summary, context o f article, and 

answers from other questions within in the discussion. The students often thought o f 

questions 1 would have never thought o f by myself. We were learning together. 

Developing a Routine

The student participants quickly learned the procedures we created for the current 

event discussions. There were small steps o f our format that 1 would not have thought to
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implement without the participation o f the students. 1 do not remember who first slid a 

stool from the conference table to the teacher desk for presenters to sit on during 

presentations, but it proved to be natural and appropriate. Our class developed flexibility 

for the timing o f due dates and an appreciation for the process o f research, as we desired 

to read more on unknown topics. The context o f the current events project included the 

time and place, the due dates, and the process o f audio recording the discussions inside 

our classroom.

I replaced my scheduled silent sustained reading time after lunch two days a week 

for our current events project. We typically utilized the period after recess between 

11:35am and 12:00pm, and each current event discussion lasted between ten and twenty 

minutes. I directed the students to sit in rows on the classroom carpet facing my desk in 

order to see the student presenter seated on the stool next to my desk. I sat at my desk, 

slightly behind the presenter, in order to support students as they pronounced difficu lt 

words. In addition, 1 practiced preventative classroom management, as described below, 

with students and handled unexpected interruptions from visitors, phone calls, or 

announcements. The seating arrangement also allowed me as the teacher to quickly 

access the Internet to refer to the primary source or preview images before displaying 

them on the Promethean Board. Students demonstrated their own readiness for the 

project when sitting on their spots without direction.

The current events schedule included two current event assignment dates for 

Tuesdays and Thursdays, for about six weeks in October and November. The current
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events signup sheet included spaces for all 27 students to present a current event. 

Unanticipated interruptions to our schedule occurred on a regular basis, and we patiently 

found time towards the end o f the day or on a different weekday after the lunch and 

recess period. The students were in charge o f the signup sheet, and I allowed flexib ility 

in those due dates, since I was not grading their current event assignments. Our project 

extended into mid-December. I told students that this project would not change or affect 

their grades, and they had no questions about grading. On three occasions, mothers asked 

to allow their student to present later. I typically said, “ Ok, when you’re ready,’’ and 

gave them the time that they needed.

Preventative classroom management. 1 was clear with my expectations o f 

students in my classroom. My classroom management style requires me to teach the 

behaviors 1 expect. In addition, I understand that students need reminders and practice 

for these behaviors. Oftentimes, I compliment a nearby student for the desired behavior 

as a reminder to others. 1 prioritize my use o f the words “ please”  and “ thank you.”

When a student struggles in the classroom, 1 look for the good behaviors and minimize 

the focus on unwanted behaviors. Everyone in the classroom has a role to play in the 

successful dynamic o f our classroom, and my job is to find the right role for each student 

to fill.

The Students Take the Lead 

In this section, I describe how I first addressed my students as the “ Excitables”  to 

my peers, their parents, and eventually my students introduced themselves as Excitables.
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This group o f students obtained the nickname because they could not contain their 

excitement for learning. The section also describes how the Excitables presented their 

own current events and current event summaries to the class. I include the topics we 

explored and the schedule students used to sign up for presentation dates. In addition, 

this section includes a vignette o f the first student-led current event presentation and the 

subsequent discussion.

The Excitables

My class o f third-grade students knew each other very well, and their parents 

knew the group well because so many o f the students had started school together in Pre- 

K. In the school o f 700 students, the free- and reduced-lunch students averaged over 

90% o f the school population. Our community was international and included a large 

Hispanic population. This class contained 10 gifted students based on the standardized 

testing scores from first grade or special recognition in kindergarten. This class also 

contained two students whose mothers taught in the school. There was another well- 

known student on our roster, her notoriety due to the extended family who attended the 

school and two family members on staff.

I truly believe that all my students loved learning and loved learning new 

information over the years, but this group really loved learning. I believe it is the best 

problem a teacher can have when students love learning so much that they turn to their 

neighbor to repeat what you just said before you even finish your sentence. This group 

challenged me in many ways, but I could always see their excitement for learning. In
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many ways, this was the first group o f students that reminded me o f myself. I started 

using the adjective excitable to describe my students to parents and colleagues and soon, 

my students became the “ Excitables” . Grace always introduced our class to visitors as 

the Excitables without my prompting. Grace loved being an Excitable.

A ll 27 o f my students received the invitation to be a study participant, and 24 

students returned a signed consent form. Three students did not complete their current 

events projects; Shelly shrugged when I eventually asked why she did not complete her 

project, and Abbie did not know why she did not present. Shelly and Abbie were always 

active participants within the current event project discussions. Shelly and Abbie were 

both students in the gifted program.

Table 1 displays the dates, titles, and sources o f my own current event projects. 1 

chose topics that were appropriate for elementary aged students. One article focused on 

the problems students have with heavy backpacks, and I knew we had similar experiences 

with backpacks at our school. Another article explained how a neighboring school 

district wanted to utilize online learning programs during snow days. I saw the current 

event about women’s rights as interesting to all who use money. The final article 

featured the deadly consequences o f pollution for sea turtles. Pollution is a third grade 

science standard that we would study a few weeks later.
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Table 1

Ms. McAnespie’ s Current Events

Date Title o f Current Event Presenter

9/14/15 In Africa, Owl Activists Work to 
Overcome Fear o f  Reviled Birds 
NewsELA

Teacher

9/16/15 Big Backpacks Equal Big Problems 
www.timeforkids .com

Teacher

9/17/15 A Step fo r  Women's Rights 
www.IndyKids.org

Teacher

9/19/15 GCPS Considering Cyber School fo r  
Inclement Weather Periods 
Gwinnet Daily Post via www.AJC.com

Teacher

9/25/15 More than H alf the World's Sea Turtles 
Have Eaten Plastic, New Study Claims 
www.newsela.com

Teacher

9/29/15 Amish and Mennonite Community Seeking 
Better Healthcare fo r  Children 
www.newsela.com

Visiting teacher

Grace is our First Student Presenter

Grace was an eight-year old in my third grade class and one o f the students 

identified in the school system’ s gifted program. Grace was an American o f Bengali 

decent and a practicing Muslim. In January, Grace brought a DVD o f her parents 

achieving their United States citizenship at a Fourth o f July ceremony. Grace’s family 

came to the United States searching for medical advancements to assist w ith her older 

brother’s severe disabilities. English is a second language in Grace’s home, yet she is

http://www.timeforkids
http://www.IndyKids.org
http://www.AJC.com
http://www.newsela.com
http://www.newsela.com
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confident in all things. Grace w ill often mispronounce a word or phrase that she 

understands well from her reading, but the phrases are still foreign to her and her family. 

In the fall, she told me about a family member working at Texy-Taco, and I had not heard 

o f this restaurant. I asked a few questions for clarification to learn she was referencing 

the gas station known as Texaco. Grace presented the first current events project as a 

student, and she repeatedly told me how eager she was to present another current event.

In December, she presented her second current event and asked for the return o f current 

events several times throughout the spring semester.

This current event is about kids taking on dangerous challenges. Grace was 

prepared to share her current event. The excitement and confidence in her voice caused 

the students to sit up straighter in their desks. I was able to sit back just a bit more 

comfortably in my chair when 1 saw my students attentive and focused on Grace. She 

seemed to have a veteran teacher’s command o f the students on the carpet. She 

introduced the subject o f her article as a debate about whether or not kids should 

participate in dangerous challenges. Grace mentioned such challenges as skateboarding 

or mountain climbing, but she also listed challenges that were outside her classmates’ 

experiences:

Lots o f kids like to participate in risky and high-energy activities such as 

skateboarding, snowboarding, skiing, mountain climbing, etc. These activities 

involve some safety risks. A few years ago, Laura Dekker, a teenager, sailed 

around the world alone, and that was very risky. Jayden Larson, a 10 year-old-
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boy from Minnesota, won a big racing event driving a driving at fast speeds- 

driving at fast speeds around a track. Tyler Armstrong, 11, recently announced 

plans to begin the youngest, begin the youngest mountaineer to climb Mountain 

Mount Everest. His larger goal is to climb the so-called seven summits, some o f 

the world’s tallest mountains in the world.

Grace’s classmates started clapping without prompting. When the applause 

ended, Grace said, “ Questions, comments?”  and a series o f compliments began. Shelly 

was impressed by the current event and repeatedly called it really good; Mike 

complimented the big words; Rita enjoyed the explanation; and Nicola explained just 

how happy the summary made her feel.

Nicola said, “ I liked you’ re fluent, and you had emotions, and it really made me 

happy. 1 wanted to, I wanted to whistle, i f !  could, but I can’ t.”  Nicola giggled and the 

giggles o f happiness were so contagious that the students joined her.

Grace politely thanked Nicola for her compliment, and turned to ask me a 

question, “ Wait, can I say something too?”

I smiled and nodded, “ O f course!”

Grace wanted to explain why she chose the article for her current event. She 

stated that sometimes people get hurt when they play sports, and risky challenges w ill 

cause the possibility o f breaking bones. This statement caused Jennifer to ask what 

emotions Grace felt while exploring this article. Grace immediately responded with a 

one-word answer o f “ sad” , and I interrupted the discussion to help Grace elaborate.
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I asked, “ What about the emotions that you felt when you heard about what those 

different children did? Let me read this . . .

Grace said, “ I felt, I felt surprised that they did it.”

1 read from Grace’s primary source article, ‘“ Laura Dekker sailed around the 

world alone.’ That was very risky

Grace added, “ And a 10-year-old boy driving at fast speeds 

I read from Grace’s primary source article, ‘“ A 10-year-old boy from Minnesota 

won a big racing event, around a track. Tyler Armstrong, at age 11, said he is going to 

become the youngest mountaineer and climb Mount Everest.’ ”

The students exclaimed, [Gasp] “ Wow!”

1 said, “ People, grownups die doing these things. [Chatter from the students.] 

Raise your hands. Use your hands.”

Grace said, “ And a number o f fatal fatal accidents have occurred there.”

1 said, “ That means they die. Fatal. Fatal accidents mean they die.”  My attempt 

to have Grace elaborate may have been a distraction to Grace because she wanted to 

answer more questions. She was eager to facilitate the question and answer discussion 

without me, as she was intent on choosing students to answer their questions.

Next Grace called on Tosha, who shared a fantastic story about the time she 

climbed half o f Mt. Everest while on a Disney cruise to Alaska (I believe Tosha confused 

her Disney cruise adventures with another international trip when she talked about Mt.
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Everest). Grace then called on Abbie, who wanted to confirm the list o f sports listed in 

the article.

The procedural questions o f the current event project returned with a focus on 

Grace’s experience choosing an article. Shelly seemed determined to both compliment 

the big words Grace used, and she understood how long it took Grace to find her article 

while scrolling through the Internet pages. Grace seemed to give a simple and 

nonchalant answer, “ I don’t really know; { think it just popped up; 1 just was scrolling 

down or something.”

Josie pressed her by asking, “ Were there any more articles that you just saw and 

liked it a little bit like before you saw that one?”

Grace giggled and admitted that she forgot. Below John carried on with an 

additional question for clarification followed by Jennifer’ s questions. Grace successfully 

took on my role as teacher as she explained the project for the classmates who continued 

to generate procedural questions after my examples.

John said, “ Bid you find that on Google or did you write it?”

Grace replied, “No, I found ,. . this is my summary, and 1 got this one on Time fo r

Kids."

Jennifer said, “ Umm, did you use all o f your days to work on that or just some o f 

the days?”

Grace answered, “ Some o f the days.”

Jennifer asked, “ How many days did you do it?”
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Grace responded, “ I don’t know exactly ..

I redirected the discussion to the topic, and to the surprise o f the entire class,

Grace had a question prepared for us: “ I have a question for you guys. I f  you were the 

parent o f one o f these kids would you allow them to do this?”  The students gasped and 

their hands went up in the air. Grace responded, “ I knew this would get a lot o f hands.”

In the ensuing exchange, I interjected with only two reminders for behavior management 

to support Grace.

Grace said, “ Brandon, and 1 also want an explanation.”

Brandon answered, “ No because it ’s dangerous.”

Grace replied, “ Good. Maria.”  [Chatter from students]

Maria said, “ Um, no because they could die.”

Grace responded, “ You’ ll be a great parent one day, very great. Rosie.”

Rosie said, “No, because i t ’s dangerous, and you could die."

Grace said, “ Nicola.”

Nicola said, “ Umm . ..

I said, “ Please sit on your bottom.”

Nicola said, “ I would say yes.”  [Students gasp.

Grace asked, “ Why?”

Nicola replied, “ Because it would be nice, a nice experience, but 1 wouldn’ t let 

them do it at that age. A t least whenever they’ re like 20.”  The students chattered, and 

Nicola added,
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But then at least they would live for years, more years than ten and eleven and 

they would have more experience in life and they would change their mind and 

say, “No, 1 don’ t actually want to do this because I might Google up why, Google 

up about these places”  and especially yes to Mount Everest, so that way they can 

see how dangerous Mount Everest can be, so the end.

Grace said, “ Rita.”

Rita said, [staring into the air] “ Ummm . . .”

A student said, “ Let her think.”

Grace said, “ One more thing, would you do it alone or would you be there for 

them or not, would you make them do it alone?”

I said, “ Hands, hands.”

Rita said, “ 1 would probably say, umm . . . !  got nothing.”  [giggles]

Grace said, “ I ’ ll come back to you when you have something.”

Grace and the students continued to ask one another questions. Several students 

mentioned that they would like to see their future children wait until they are adults to 

engage in risky challenges, and Grace pressed Nancy by asking her i f  she would 

accompany then when they are old. Grace explained that children would always need 

their parents, no matter how old they become. There was a mixed response to the idea o f 

accompanying one’s future child on a risky challenge. 1 looked to the clock to see that I 

had to end the discussion, and several students shouted “ No!”  They realized defeat when 

they heard the afternoon announcements begin.
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This final exchange with Grace and her classmates is important for several 

reasons. Grace was the first student to present a current event to the class, and her format 

became a mode! for her classmates to follow. Grace prepared her own critical questions 

for students. Grace did not need my help, and she was ready to lead the class. In 

addition, there were few teacher interruptions due to the interest and active responses o f 

students.

I interviewed Grace about how she prepared for her presentation and how she 

generated those questions. Grace told me that she followed the directions about sharing 

her work with her family for understanding and fluency. When I asked her about how 

she gen-. her questions, she reported that she found similar questions below her 

article from Time fo r  Kids. Grace studied the text features o f her article and utilized the 

questions from the news organization.

The manner in which students engaged with one another during the first 

discussion repeated itself throughout the project. Two areas o f engagement that were 

strongest in the initial discussion faded in subsequent discussions. The students came to 

expect the dynamics o f the project and comments such as Nicola’s, “ I liked you’ re fluent, 

and you had emotions, and it really made me happy. I wanted to, I wanted to whistle, i f  I 

could, but I can’t ”  are not matched in later transcripts. The questions surrounding how a 

student picked an article were no longer necessary, nor were the questions about my 

research process at the university.
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Patterns in the Process 

In this section, I describe the themes that emerge in the data. The students’ active 

responses were evident throughout each discussion and the project as a whole. I attempt 

to explain the student responses as their engagement in choice, rapport, and authentic 

application o f questions within the section entitled “ The Nature o f Student Talk.”  1 

provide examples and discussion o f students providing information, connecting 

information, explaining curriculum knowledge, and understanding choice with the role o f 

the teacher in the section entitled “ The U tility  o f Student Talk” . The students attempt to 

make use o f the information for useful connections. The interaction between the nature 

o f student talk and the utility o f student talk produces the underlying theme o f social 

justice. Despite the differences between the nature o f student talk and the u tility o f 

student talk, a discussion inspired from a current event could easily invoke both 

categories o f talk. The process allowed a sense satisfaction amongst the students, as they 

would spread the word about these events. I situate the role o f the teacher in this pattern 

between the student talk and the experiences from the underlying theme o f social justice. 

Nature o f Student Talk

in this section, 1 explain the nature o f student talk in our class discussions about 

current events. Student talk contains the elements o f rapport, personal connections, and 

emotional connections. This section captures personal and interpersonal understandings 

o f the information shared in the classroom.
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Developing rapport. The 27 students in the classroom were excitable about all 

things. For example, I led the students through a series o f instructions for folding paper 

strips from halves to quarters and thirds and sixths to model fractions. The students 

erupted with joy when I said it was time to fold the strips into twelfths. Although this 

example is not from the current events period, the excitement for new and unexpected 

moments transferred to the anticipation o f hearing a classmate’s current event summary. 

The students were polite to each other and appreciated one another’s contributions during 

the school year. There are many examples o f positive feedback in the form o f 

compliments during the discussions and many examples o f lengthy discussion without 

the assistance o f teacher. The students started and ended discussions vrith their own 

positive rapport for one another.

The student compliments demonstrate the positive rapport students maintained 

with one another throughout the project and the year. Nicola made multiple compliments 

to Grace when she finished reading her summary, “ I liked you're fluent, and you had 

emotions, and it really made me happy. I wanted to, 1 wanted to whistle, i f  I could, but 1 

can’ t.”

Grace promptly responded, “ Thank you.”

Several weeks later, in a moment o f possible disagreement or competition, Tosha 

expressed appreciation to Jeff for clearly stating his own opinion at the end o f his current 

event summary. She stated, “ You and me are still doing the same topic, but 1 still really 

like how you had your opinion and your summary that tells you about life on mars and
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the bottom one about your opinion.”  Both students shared the same article about the 

discovery o f water on Mars.

The development o f rapport is an important theme throughout this project because 

the students were learning how to communicate and cooperate with each other. I did not 

explicitly teach students how to engage in purposeful dialogue, but we were able to make 

progress towards a purposeful dialogue within the current events project. The students 

were ab.C to engage in this opportunity towards dialogue because o f the manner in which 

they accepted information from one another. 1 modeled this behavior through my 

encouraging, patient, and accepting teaching practices.

Valuing peers’ choices. 1 encouraged students to find an article o f their choice, 

read the article, and talk with someone in the family about the article to assist in 

understanding. In most instances, the presenter was the most knowledgeable individual 

on the topic. As an adult and teacher, I could offer experiences and knowledge about a 

phenomenon such as El Nino weather patterns, but I was learning in real time with 

students about the yellow-bellied sea snake washing up onto the Southern California 

beaches due to this weather pattern. We also learned through continued questions that 

the El Nino weather patterns had encouraged Maria’ s parents to emigrate from Peru as 

the destructive weather often created colossal damage in cities and villages. Maria’s 

choice allowed me as the teacher to learn simultaneously with the students.

1 analyzed the transcripts o f 20 current event presentations and student 

discussions. In all but one discussion, the students asked the presenter why they had
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chosen the article. Mike was the only presenter not asked why he had selected the article 

about the Paris attacks. Student presenters reported choosing their topic based on 

interests and experiences.

I f  a student did not include an initial statement beginning with “ I chose this article 

because . . a student would ask, “ Why did you pick this article?”  or “ What grabbed 

your attention to this article when searching your current event?”  The students gravitated 

towards articles about science, animals, social issues, and sports. Students were 

especially interested in the topics that referred to family homelands or areas o f great 

personal interest. A step from the list o f directions for the current events project included 

parents and family. This component (Talk with someone in your family about the current 

event to help you understand) served two purposes as it encouraged students to engage in 

deeper understanding with their families and families assisted me as the teacher in 

screening for inappropriate topics.

Each student was able to provide a reason for choosing the topic. For example, in 

the following excerpt, Rita explains her current event choice. St is clear that Rita was 

already knowledgeable about her areas o f interest, but her current event topic expanded 

her current knowledge about cosmology. Jennifer and Linda, ask Rita why she chose her 

article on the recent occurrence o f the Blood Moon.

Jennifer asked, “ Why did you pick this article?”

Rita replied, “ I picked this article because I am interested in the cosmos and most 

lunar eclipses that occur every 2,000 or something years.”
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A few minutes later Linda asks Rita the same question and Rita responds with the 

same answer.

Rita said, “ Linda.”

Linda asked, “ Why did you pick this article?”

Rita responded, “ I picked this article because I ’m interested in the moon and 

certain cosmic events that happen every 2,000 something years.”

Rita clearly stated her interest in the moon and cosmic events. She also 

communicated knowledge that these events are not easily accessible for her to experience 

on a daily basis. Our third-grade curriculum did not include any science curriculum 

about space, but we enriched our English Language Arts standards with Rita’s student 

choice during the current events project. Rita also expressed her disappointment at 

missing the lunar event because she found the article shortly after the occurrence o f the 

Blood Moon. This excerpt is essential to communicating the importance o f current 

events in the classroom as it illustrates the idea that students know what they want to 

learn when they come to school.

In addition to student choice being a primary question, students often repeated it 

within a discussion. Nancy’s discussion on the Arthur Ashe’s Kids Day article included 

four different students asking Nancy why she had picked the article. Nancy initially 

replied, “ 1 picked it because I always wanted to play tennis.”  Below is a series o f student 

interactions with Nancy.

Nancy said, “ Jennifer.”
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Jennifer asked, “ Umm, why did you pick it and umm . . .  I liked how you had lots 

o f details.”

Nancy replied, “ Thank you.”

1 asked, “ Why did you pick it?”

Nancy answered, “ 1 picked it because there’s like, umm I always wanted to play 

tennis.”

I said, “ Because she’s always wanted to play tennis.”

Again, in the same question and answer session o f discussion, Gregory asked 

Nancy why she picked the article.

Nancy said, “ Gregory.”

Gregory asked, “ Why did you pick this article?”

Nancy asked, “ What?”

Gregory repeated, “ Why did you pick this article?”

A  few minutes later, Gregory assisted Nancy by restating another student’ s 

question o f choice.

Nancy asked, “ Why did I pick this article?”

A student said, “ No, why did you like this article?”

Gregory sais, “ No, why did you pick this article?”

Nancy replied, “ Umm, I picked it because, I picked it because I wanted to play 

tennis.”  Nancy then called on Shelly.
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Shelly asked, “ How did you feel when you saw this article and when you did see 

the article, what made you pick it?”

Nancy responded,

Well, how did I feel? I feel like, 1 feel like, 1 felt proud because like there was 

mostly like kids who go around the world and help kids and they have fun, like 

that, and I might want to do that. And what else was that other question?

Shelly said, “ Umm, what made you pick it?”

Nancy said, “ Um, I like tennis.”

The students repeated this question, but Nancy did not waiver in her reason. The 

students did not realize they were repeating the questions about choice. This series o f 

questions and answers supports the idea that students know what they like and what they 

want to continue learning. From the data, I learned that students chose topics based on 

ideas they were already familiar with: science, animals, social issues, and sports. For 

example, students never picked an article because the picture looked cool. The students 

expressed concern for others in articles related to their ancestral homelands, such as 

Maria and Gregory and continued curiosity for favorite or familiar subjects.

Making personal connections. The students demonstrated their eagerness to share 

personal connections to the current events with firsthand knowledge and experiences. 

Every current event prompted students to share personal connections in the form o f 

stories, experiences, or prior knowledge. The following examples o f personal
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connections were from the articles about the world’s sea turtles and the giant Asian 

hornet.

My final current event sample summarized an article entitled More than H alf o f  

the World's Sea Turtles Have Eaten Plastic, New Study Claims. NewsELA adapted the 

article from the Washington Post on September 25, 2015 and presented statistics related 

to trash in the environment. Maria, an American child bom to Peruvian immigrants, 

contributed to the discussion by sharing a personal experience describing an incident in 

which she observed people littering at the beach:

The people in the United States throw the trash on the floor sometimes, and 

maybe they don’ t care and throw it on the floor, and maybe they don’t really care 

because I ’ve seen people at the beach throw trash on the sand, and then it flies 

into the water.

Maria recalled an observation o f littering at the beach, considered the concern o f the 

individuals littering, and acknowledged the consequence o f littering on the beach.

In response to Maria, Jennifer suggested the promotion o f Earth Day in some 

place o f the world every day o f the year to clean up the earth. Nancy said, “ I think 

people should know not to litter and see what’s happening to all animals.”

Mike saw the consequences for the animals as an impending consequence for 

humans when he said, “ Like Nancy said, i f  there were no animals they would know how 

it would happen to them and they would feel bad so they would stop doing” .
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Shelly elaborated on this consequence o f littering at the beach by sharing a 

personal connection to a story her mother read to her about a Turtle named Peanut.

She [the turtle] was shaped like a peanut because when she was swimming in the 

ocean there was a soda can, the thing you put the soda cans in, floating in the 

ocean, and she thought it was jellyfish, so she swam in it, and it got stuck around 

her. She kept growing and growing, and she stayed shaped like that. She stayed 

shaped like that because she was growing with it on her. It said on the news that 

she has been growing for about 5 years.

The personal connection Shelly shared is the retelling o f a pertinent story. The turtles can 

accidently eat plastic trash or become entangled in the plastic trash. The actions were 

different, but very similar to the topic with a life threatening danger. The original 

personal connection from Maria started a series o f reactions from Jennifer, Nancy, and 

Mike to demonstrate the understanding o f consequences for all.

Jennifer and Jeff also made personal connections to current events with brief, but 

important additions to the discussion. In the discussion that followed Omar’s current 

event about the Giant Asian Hornet, Jennifer raised her hand to contribute a personal 

connection: “ You were just talking about honey, umm, from a honey bee and I just 

wanted to say to all o f you that I ’ ve ate chocolate covered honey comb” .

In response to the first current event summary about Owls, Jeff shared a short 

personal connection: “ One time when I went to Mexico, 1 was playing with my cousins, 

and we were like behind the house, and then at the comer this rat came, it was gray, and
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then it left.”  I responded to short personal connections with affirmations such as wow, 

terrible, and delicious with various levels o f app reciation.

Personal connections or stories related to the topic often led to tangents and 

digressions from the topic at hand, but they were also natural. The natural tendencies 

expressed by the students demonstrated their interest and appreciation for the topics.

Often times the connections also demonstrated the students’ age and maturity level.

These contributions also helped maintain the duration o f discussions and presented 

connections to later articles and events.

Sharing emotional responses. The range o f observable and audible emotional 

responses expressed by students varied from a gasp to a giggle. On several occasions, the 

students giggled at inappropriate times when presented with novel situations, or they 

enjoyed one another’s sense o f humor. The students also experienced emotional 

responses as they attempted to understand how others would feel in a certain situation. 

Students used simple words or used many words to explain their emotions. The 

following examples are from the article discussions on growing pumpkins, sharing coats 

to individuals in need, and the ISIS attacks in Paris.

Nancy presented a second current event with a summary o f an informational 

article she found about growing pumpkins. Josie complimented her descriptions o f how 

one can grow their own pumpkins and was curious about the emotions Nancy felt upon 

learning this new information. Josie said, “ It made me excited to know how to grow my 

own pumpkins.”
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Nancy responded, “ It made me so excited because I have a garden teacher.”  I 

laughed, and Nancy revealed that she chose the article because she has me, Ms. 

McAnespie, as a garden teacher.

Gregory commented aloud on my laugh: “ You, you, Ms. McAnespie laughs like 

she’s singing, woo-woo-woo” . The exchanges flowed easily, and the students giggled 

with Gregory’ s observation. The students experienced a pleasant exchange and exhibited 

emotional responses o f excitement. The students were happy in this moment.

The students’ giggles occurred in another current event discussion that was not a 

pleasant experience for me. Mike presented a summary on the ISIS attacks in Paris from 

Time fo r  Kids, and six children contributed to the discussion early on with statements 

regarding their current awareness o f the attacks. The first comment was one o f 

awareness by Gregory, followed by questions about destruction from Brandon, 

acknowledgement o f support for victims by Jennifer, and a personal connection referring 

to a segment Omar watched on Univision about the attacks. Omar provided additional 

information to M ike’s content knowledge on the subject.

Brandon asked, “ Did the Eiffel tower get destroyed?”

1 responded, “ No.”

Omar said, “ I remember on Univision, they found, heard about this woman and 

they were going to k ill her, but she had all these bombs on a belt around her.”

Mike said, “ Oh, yeah,”  and the students giggled and laughed.

I said,
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Let’s stop for just a minute, let’ s sit on our bottoms for a minute, and I want us to 

listen to Omar share that again, and I want you to really think, and a giggle should 

not part o f any o f it, so hopefully you got that out o f your system and I want to 

think. Omar please tell us what that person did.

Omar said,

So it was a woman, and she was just in the building; the French police was going 

to shoot her, but the terrorists all had bombs on their belts, so she just flipped on 

them— she showed what it looked like from outside, a bunch o f the people were 

kind o f scared, it was just a building, and it just blew up; inside there was a bunch 

o f fire.

I said, “ So there’ s nothing funny about that, i t ’s really, umm ..

The students replied, “ Sad.”

I said,

In movies, in a cartoon, they’d have a bomb over here attached to a little string, 

and they’d light the string, and the fire would go and detonate the bomb. And me, 

i f  1 was the bomber, would just walk o f f . . . [students giggle] but what he told us 

is that the lady had the bombs on her, and she turned it on and she blew up with it. 

[The students chatted to their neighbors.]

Mike said, “ She gave away her life.”

I said,
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So what Mike said was that she gave away her life, but she gave away her life to 

k ill other people, so it’ s very disturbing. I want you to listen and think before you 

giggle at something where so many people died.

Abbie asked, “ Is this the terrorist attack with ISIS?”

The students replied, “ Yes.”

Abbie said, “ I f  I was that woman, I would just fire it, I ’d just wait, that’ s a dumb 

thing to do.”

Omar said, “ They were going to shoot her; they were right in front o f her.”

I asked, “ Don’t you think that was her plan anyway?”

Omar said, “ I don’ t think they were going to expect all those guys; she just blew it 

up.”  [The students chatted with their neighbors again.]

I believe the novelty and shock o f such a horrific event caused the student giggles, so I 

felt it necessary to intervene and describe the severity o f the situation.

These examples in the nature o f student talk featuring emotional responses are 

important because they include age-appropriate responses with embedded opportunities 

to learn. Josie was excited that she had learned how to grow her own pumpkins; 

however, I was not pleased when I heard my students giggle at the deaths from an ISIS 

attack. These interactions were meaningful moments in our learning process. I include 

myself in this learning process because we were trying to understand a new and 

dangerous world threat.
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Ms. McAnespie pauses to reflect on current events. On November 30, near the 

end o f the current events project, M ike presented the current event about the ISIS attacks 

in Paris. A series o f events unfolded after M ike’s presentation on the ISIS attacks in 

Paris that resulted in emotional responses o f my own. In the week after M ike’s current 

event, Charlotte was prepared to present her current event on Donald Trump. I thanked 

her for her article, but made excuses for delaying her presentation. Charlotte’s summary 

was entitled Donald Trump with an 814 by 11 inch headshot o f Donald Trump printed 

from her home computer. Charlotte included accurate descriptions o f Trump’s position 

to k ill families o f ISIS members.

in addition, Nicola’s grandmother approached me that week to ask how often we 

talk about ISIS because Nicola’s sister, in the neighboring third-grade class, was not 

receptive to her sister’s retelling o f the ISIS attack. Nicola’s grandmother explained 

family dynamics that prompted us to decide on an alternative activity for Nicola for the 

duration o f the current events project. I knew that our presentations were nearing an end, 

and we could protect Nicola's sister. I told Nicola’s grandmother that 1 always have two 

priorities as a teacher: to prepare and to protect. I had never made such a statement 

before, but the reality o f these specific current events forced me to redefine my own 

teaching philosophy to prepare and protect children in every way possible. This 

statement requires continued explanation as this was preparation in thought and not 

physical preparedness.
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1 did not know how to explain the dynamics o f the presidential campaign with 

Donald Trump and his divisive comments about people who did not look like him. 1 did 

not want the sentences o f Charlotte’ s article read aloud to any o f the students in our class. 

I spoke to Charlotte privately and thanked her again for her article. When it was time to 

tell her 1 would not allow her to present the summary on Donald Trump, I was at a loss 

for words. I thanked her again for exploring the d ifficult topic, but reminded her o f the 

Paris attacks and asked i f  we could look for good news together. She returned the 

following day with an article by Terry Turner (2015) called Kids Wrap Lamp Poles with 

Free Coats to Keep Homeless People Warm.

Unbeknownst to any o f us, another ISIS inspired attack would occur in San 

Bernardino, California within two weeks o f M ike’ s summary o f the attacks in Paris. An 

employee o f the San Bernardino County health department and his wife murdered 14 

people and seriously injured 22 others attending a holiday luncheon o f 80 people at the 

Inland Regional Center. This current event was not simply close to home because San 

Bernardino is my childhood home. My mother grew up and married my father in San 

Bernardino, and she continues to attend her childhood church in San Bernardino. I grew 

up in the neighboring city o f Redlands where the shooters lived four blocks away from 

my parents’ house. When 1 was in third grade, I regularly rode my bike down to the pet 

store, alone without a worry in the world. I could not discuss this attack with children, 

especially students in my own classroom. I felt compelled to wrap up the official current 

events schedule, and this was the underlying reason why I did not do more to encourage
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the three nonpresenters to find an article. I also rejoiced in the happy news that finished 

our official current events schedule regarding holidays, an anniversary within the 

women’s movement, and Michelle Obama’ s work for girls’ education.

In addition, 1 knew that our class pen pals from San Bernardino endured a lengthy 

school lockdown the day o f the Inland Regional Center shooting. The day after the 

shooting, the FBI visited the school with canines to search for explosives. The male 

shooter was the original agent who signed the health department notice for the school 

cafeteria. Our pen pal teacher remembered smiling at this health department agent earlier 

in the year when he came to inspect the cafeteria. These details were our own personal 

connections to a current event that I did not need to share with my students. My own 

parents were telling me new stories each night for a series o f weeks after the event. Omar 

was the only student to mention the San Bernardino massacre in a pen pal letter, and his 

pen pal thanked him.

I reached my lim it for sharing current events with my students. 1 explained the 

attacks that seemed so far away in Paris, but 1 could not share the events to home. These 

events took place in my own hometown. I felt this was a moment in which I could still 

protect my students as children.

U tility  o f Student Talk

Students presented their own article summary with a wide range o f content 

mastery. There were some students with a basic understanding o f the article, while others 

provided personal experiences or examples o f additional research to explain their
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understanding o f the topic. The students as an audience were eager to know more and 

fully understand the topics presented in a useful manner. The questions utilized in this 

pattern o f the process consist o f the basic who, what, when, where, why, and how 

questions in addition to the anchor chart o f standby questions. This section focuses on 

how students provided information, connected information, explained curriculum 

knowledge, and understood student’ s choice o f topic in a useful manner.

Exploring problems and solutions. A  question from the anchor chart included 

“ What/how would [the article’ s topic] be a problem?”  with students offering solutions 

after discussing potential problems. My current event entitled Dollar Bill offered a 

discussion o f the addition o f a woman’s face to the ten-dollar b ill and included the 

discussion on the race o f that woman, which initially caused Omar to ask why Hispanics 

were missing from a piece o f United States currency. This questioning allowed us to add 

a new question to the chart: “ Who is missing?”  The problem o f whose face should 

appear on the ten-dollar bill became a cause for a problem and solution discussion in 

which many students offered their suggestion.

The following exchange includes Nicola presenting a solution to her classmates. 1 

noticed how Tyler listened and offered a humorous conclusion.

Nicola said,

I have a solution to their problem with the lady’s face. Why not put one side o f 

the b ill with a woman’s face, in fact change a man’s face into a woman’s face, it ’ s 

not fair that there’s more men’s face on dollar:' than a woman.
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I said, “ Right now they’re all men, and there’s never been a woman on a dollar

b ill.”

Nicola said, “ So change two-dollar bills to a lady with two colors.”

A student said, “ 1 agree.”

Tyler said, “ So a lady, so i f  you switch a man out to a lady, a woman has a 

mustache [students giggle].”

Although Tyler offered a humorous response, he showed that he was listening to 

Nicola’s thought process as she presented her solution. This piece is also important as it 

showed Nicola thinking aloud and improving her solution. The students also 

demonstrated an authentic exchange o f dialogue.

Students presented other solutions to problems, such as how to make online 

learning during snowstorms more enticing, utilizing ergonomic book bags, and creating 

machines to help sift through ocean waters to collect trash. These periods o f sharing 

imagination could last for long periods. I typically redirected the extensive periods o f 

imagination back to the topic at hand. When I think about my typical teaching schedule, 

there are few unscripted moments to imagine. Only one imaginative solution included 

our involvement beyond discussions in the world outside o f our classroom.

Providing and seeking information. Although the previous response engagements 

may be considered as providing and seeking more information, this idea is focused on 

delving into the content knowledge o f the topic by sharing prior knowledge or asking for
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more information. These examples from Grace, Gregory, Maria, and Nancy are clear in 

the expectation o f students asking for more information from the current event presenter.

The following excerpts are from the discussion from Grace’s current event 

summary on the Melanie Kletter (2015) article entitled Debate: Should Kids Be Able to 

Take on Dangerous Challenges? Grace was the first student presenter and understood 

both sides o f the debate when she posed questions to the students that required them to 

think about what they would do as a parent about dangerous challenges. The article 

presented a handful o f exciting and life-threatening activities, such as a teenager sailing 

around the word solo, an 11-year-old climbing Mount Everest, and a ten year old driving 

a racecar. Omar and Abbie asked questions seeking more information about the topic.

Omar asked, “ How long did it take her to get around the world?”

Grace asked, “ What?”

Omar asked, “ How long did it take the teenager to go around the world?”

Grace replied, “ They didn’ t really say anything about that.”

I said, “ 1 can look. I ’ ll look. You guys keep going.”

A few minutes later, Abbie asked Grace about the totality o f the sports mentioned 

in the article: “ I have a question for you. What was all the sports that was written 

about?”

Grace replied, “ There was a lot, that’ s why 1 just put a couple o f them. The ones 

that are skateboard, snowboarding, skiing, mountain climbing, football, basketball, 

baseball is kind o f . . . ”
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The students said, “ Naming sports.”

Grace said, “ There’s a lot, most o f them.”

The students wanted to know more about the topic at hand.

Gregory chose an article with the help o f his uncle using the word Africa as his 

search term. Gregory and his family were from West Africa, and Gregory was eager to 

make connections to his parents’ country. Although the article was from the summer o f 

2015, the death o f Cecil the Lion in Zimbabwe by the Minnesota dentist named Walter 

James Palmer was still news to the class. We were able to find news videos to watch and 

picture from an Internet search to enhance our discussion. Josie asked a question and 

made a statement that caused a lively buzz o f chatter from all students sharing their initial 

reactions to the idea: “ What was the name o f the park he was kept in? And I think that 

sometimes people k ill lions so they can use their teeth and claws to make jewelry, and 

skin for rugs.”  The students chattered, and the answer to Josie’s question was lost with 

the reaction to jewelry made from lions.

Maria’s current event about the yellow-bellied sea snakes presented another 

example o f seeking more information. The answer Maria gave not only answered the 

questions, but also provided the reasons behind the name.

Josie asked, “ And two questions I had earlier are what is the name o f the snake, 

and how would you feel i f  you actually saw one o f those snakes?
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Maria replied, “ The name o f snake is the yellow-bellied sea snake because the 

back is black and their belly was yellow. And their tail was flat with polka dots, and it ’ s 

flat to help it swim.”

Mike asked, “ Where do they like to be?”

Maria responded, “ They like to be in mostly warm waters.”

However, this is another example o f not being able to keep up with more than one 

question at a time. Mike interrupted to ask about where the snakes like to be.

Nancy presented her article entitled Arthur Ashe Kid's Day, but before she began, 

she asked the teacher to display her primary source on the Promethean Board. Nancy’s 

entire summary is below, and the excerpt from the transcript contained her oral reading 

mistakes and possible content gaps. She struggled to say the name Arthur, and the 

students did not in any way question the civil rights activities or fight for social justice 

from Nancy’s words, or their later understanding o f Ashe’s work in the discussion that 

followed. The students presented numerous questions to Nancy about the basic 

descriptions o f Arthur Ashe.

The article I read was about the U.S. Tennis opening opening day on Author- 

Auhto-1 can’t say it (Teacher: Arthur) Arthur Ash Kid's Day. To celebrate the 

life and ledge o f Arthur Ashe. He was the first African American man to win a 

grand slam tennis tournament in 1963, he won the US open, in 1970, and he won 

the opening in Wimbledon in 1976. He was a civil rights active, actives, he also 

fought for social adjust and health isz- {Teacher helped pronounce the word
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issues] issues, he was a co-founder o f the National Jr. Tennis Tennis League. 

There was lots o f fun things to, fun things to do like face painting and 

professional tennis players practicing with the US Opening. There was lots o f fun 

with families watching professional tennis players practicing for the U.S. opening. 

The mistakes in Nancy’s summary are evident in the excerpt. She was not fluent in her 

reading, and she struggled to read her summary.

In my role as teacher, I admitted my own content gaps by acknowledging that I 

did not know o f Arthur Ashe. 1 smoothed over my own content gaps by a quick Internet 

search and use o f context clues w ith the students. Gregory also asked a clarifying 

question about exactly who exactly the African-American person is in the article.

Nancy said, “ Tyler.”

Tyler asked, “ Is there umm, is he still living?”

Nancy replied, “ Yes, I think so.”

I said, “ I ’m going to double check and get a picture o f him. Be loud, please, 

Tyler because it’s really hard to hear you.”

Nancy said, “ Shelly.”

Shelly asked, pointing to the picture, “ Umm, when you were reading and it— 

Arthur Ashe, is that— his daughter or something?”

Nancy said, “ Hey, it didn’ t tell me it just showed me a picture like that.”

I said,
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It, the caption, under the picture says, “ Roger Federer (who is a famous tennis 

player) and Serena Williams celebrate at Arthur Ash’s Kids Day.”  So it was a 

Kids’ Day at a tennis tournament in honor o f a great man, and I ’m about to find 

the great man for you from Google.

In addition to the Internet search for the content material on Ashe, I pointed to my 

use o f text features for understanding who was in the picture. The questions and 

discussion that continued throughout this article now focused on how Nancy felt as she 

read her article, as well as various compliments for her reading. The rationale for 

celebrating this person and my additional descriptions o f “ a great man”  did not incite 

further questions about why there is a celebration for him each year. In this example, I 

notice that my role o f teacher was present, yet the students maintained the lead in the 

discussion. These exchanges exhibit the comfort students felt within their role in the 

current events project.

Connecting the information. Students connected article topics to curriculum, 

educational experiences in school, or previously presented articles on several occasions. 

The connections to the information were typically brief.

In the second article presented by Grace, entitled The Day Women Went on Strike 

by Sascha Cohen (2015), she shared her reason for presenting the article, as the topic is 

embedded in the third grade curriculum. The questions and discussions that followed 

complemented her knowledge o f the curriculum and the class experiences with previous
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articles. Grace chose the article because the students had studied Susan B. Anthony in 

our class as a historical figure and leader in the women’s suffrage movement.

Josie asked, “ I f  you were in this situation, what would you do?”

Grace replied, “ I f  1 were in this situation, I would do what the other woman d id ;! 

would do what Susan B. Anthony did to fight for equality.”

Nicola said, “ Okay, so this is kind o f related to Susan B. Anthony, i f  we were to 

compare this to Frederick Douglass, what would be the results o f the comparing, the 

results o f the differences?”

Grace responded, “ They both fought for civil rights, and the difference would be 

that they both fought for something. Frederick Douglass fought for slavery and Susan B. 

Anthony fought for women’s rights.”

Nicola said,

Okay, one more question, now that we know all about this march, well, I have a 

way that this could be a problem like Jennifer asked, but it ’s not related to the . .. 

But see i f  we have had this march throughout this town, then people could pretty 

much die because i f  someone falls i f  someone gets hurt, people might not notice 

and might get stepped on.

Grace said, “ Yeah.”

Nicola added, “ And this could happen throughout the march, over and over, and it 

would just be like a bloodbath.”
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Several students make small gasps in response to her statement, and I said, “ Oh, 

my gosh.”  [A  few students giggle]

Nicola connected this information to previous classroom curriculum about Susan 

B. Anthony and connected this information to another historical figure in the third grade 

curriculum. Grace accurately responded to Nicola’s question comparing Frederick 

Douglass to Susan B. Anthony. Nicola’s mention o f a blood bath was a reference to a 

long strand o f connections established in the holiday article presented by Erin. The 

article entitled The Holidays are Here by the Time fo r  Kids staff (2015) simply reminded 

readers and the students in the class that a handful o f holidays celebrated by numerous 

religions were approaching. The article was simple, but a student asked the question 

from the anchor chart: “ What could be a problem?”  Brandon immediately thought about 

images and stories regarding mobs o f people during Black Friday Sales, which prompted 

Grace to make a connection to the tragedy o f the recent Hajj pilgrimage to Mecca, in 

which over 700 people died. She briefly explained this tragedy, and this explanation is 

the source o f Nicola’s use o f the phrase blood bath during a march.

Many other connections and questions briefly entered the content o f student talk. 

For example, Maria’ s article about the appearance o f yellow-bellied sea snakes prompted 

Ronel to make a connection to a previous article. He asked, “ Would you want to have a 

pet snake like this, a yellow-bellied sea snake?”

Maria replied, “ Yes, maybe it would be fun.”  The students discussed an article 

about exotic pets the previous week as state legislators discussed a b ill to ban exotic pets.
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The students were working through their understanding o f the topics at both simple and 

complex levels, which invokes the use o f authentic questions about the content.

Shelly restated her understanding o f the dollar b ill exemplar by asking a 

seemingly common sense question, “ I f  they have 33 women that could be on a bill, why 

is it so hard to pick one woman?”  Omar also wondered why a Hispanic person was 

missing in the conversation. I encouraged the students to include “ Who is missing?”  to 

the anchor in o f questions after Omar’s observation.

In this section o f the u tility o f student talk, there are an array o f questions focused 

on the article and the presenter’ s point o f view on the topic. The students focused on 

clarifying the information from the topic and understanding the material. In addition, the 

students presented relevant connections to the information through previous articles and 

classroom experiences within the third-grade curriculum. A ll o f these connections 

allowed students to work through the topics that were often new to them and explained 

by a peer. The information is more useful when they understand one another from their 

own questions.

Applying authentic questions beyond the anchor chart. Questions sustained the 

student discussions after the initial presentation o f current event summaries. The anchor 

chart o f questions was always available throughout the discussions, but students began 

applying those questions from the chart to immediate content and experiences. Students 

applied questions to various situations in sometimes playful, yet earnest manners. The 

following section provides examples o f the development o f the question “ Can you
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imagine this happening to us?”  In addition, the question o f what we w ill do with this new 

information was a development toward a social justice conversation.

In the following examples, S provide examples o f how the students used the 

questions in novel situations. The question o f “ Can you imagine?”  was a great example 

question that led to authentic discussion. The original question from the anchor chart 

listed the question as “ Can you imagine this happening to us?”  The students applied this 

question to various topics. For example, after Gregory presented his article about the 

killing o f Cecil the Lion, Jeff asked Gregory, “ Can you imagine us being the lion?”  and 

Gregory replied affirmatively. The conversation continued with students asking Gregory 

many questions and ended with another “ Can you imagine?”  question.

John, who was not as active as most o f his peers in discussions, suddenly found 

interest in the date stamps o f the Ceil the Lion videos that we found online. He asked me 

how many days were in a month and then suddenly asked Gregory “ Do you imagine, can 

you imagine us being the lion and you killing the lion?”

Gregory responded, “ 1 would say no. I f  I saw your eyes, and I would recognize 

them, and I would say, uh this is Nancy.”  This question was accessible to all students at 

any time, and each student enjoyed this exchange.

The students commonly applied the “ Can you imagine this happening to us?” 

question to an actor or subject within a current event. The students spent a few minutes 

exchanging questions about how they would feel about holding a poisonous yellow- 

bellied sea snake in the exchange below.
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Jennifer asked, “ Could you imagine us to be the snakes going through the ocean 

to California?”

Maria answered, “ I would be scared because there would be big waves.”

Tyler asked, “ Could you imagine i f  we got ate by the snakes?”

Maria responded, “ Maybe, no . . .  .”

Nancy asked, “ Could you imagine you being the snake?”

Maria replied, “ Yes.”

Rita said, “ The world is perfect.”

Yet, Rosie asked one final question after this exchange, “ Could you imagine this 

happening to us?”  Rita ignored the question and redirected the discussion to Maria’ s 

reasoning for presenting this article. In response, Maria shared that her family was from 

Peru and experienced difficu lt El Nino storm systems. Her underlying concern is not the 

snake washing up in California, but her extended family in Peru.

The students applied “ Could you imagine?”  to living as African American tennis 

star in 1943, traveling to space on a field trip, and experiencing extreme weather. The 

students applied the question to human, as well as animals. The students considered the 

life o f a lion, dolphin, and snake in these discussions. Students would often include the 

feelings or emotions associated with imagining these unlikely events. Although this is an 

example o f applying questions from our list, the students adapted the questions to their 

understanding within a current event discussion.
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In this following vignette, the students applied the questions from the anchor chart 

to an informational article on how to grow pumpkins. Nancy admits that she was 

interested in pumpkins and wanted to know more about how they grow, so she followed 

the results o f an Internet search engine to find her article.

Jennifer asked, “ What grabbed, now that we know this, what do you think and 

what grabbed your attention to this article?”

Nancy said, “ What grabbed my attention? Gardening.”

Jennifer said, “ And now that we know this, what do you think?”

Nancy said, “ I think it ’ s cool, [calling on another student] Gregory.”

Gregory said, “ How do you people know?”

Nancy asked, “ How do people know this?”

Gregory said, “ And ..  .”

I said, “ I notice us asking two questions at once, two really wonderful questions. 

We probably need to do one at a time so she can express herself and let people know.” 

Gregory asked, “ How do people know this?”

Nancy replied, “ How do people know— well, I ’m not pretty sure, bu t . . . ”  

Gregory, said, “No! Can you imagine this happening? No, never mind.”

Nancy responded, “ Well, I ’ ll just answer the first question. When 1 get old 

enough, my goal was to go around and spread any kind o f news that was cool or smart.”  

Tyler asked, “ Can you imagine us being the pumpkin and people carving us?”  and 

the students laughed.
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Nancy said, “ Well, that’ s first hurtful. [1 laugh] Yes, 1 can, but 1 don’t imagine, 

because it said it could be all different types o f colors, I thought it was just an orange 

pumpkin; I thought it was just an orange pumpkin.”

In this exchange, the students demonstrated their collection o f questions and eager 

enthusiasm for questioning. I interrupted to slow the speed o f questions. Although 

Jennifer received two questions at once, she was no longer simply asking, “ Why did you 

pick this article?”

Jennifer gravitated to a new expression, “ What grabbed your attention to this 

article?”  She was also curious what we would do with this knowledge.

1 interrupted to help slow down the compound questions from Gregory. When 

Gregory asked Nancy how we know this information, she initia lly told Gregory that she 

did not know. Nancy returned to the question to say, “ When 1 get old enough, my goal 

was to go around and spread any kind o f news that was cool or smart” , which would 

allow others to know this type o f information. The students developed their questions 

and ideas naturally and in an authentic manner without my guidance.

From my desk, I could see Shelly and Grace inspecting the article on the 

Promethean Board and asking each other about the source o f the article. These two 

students anticipated a current event article as opposed to a report from an informational 

article. 1 saw their discrimination between sources as impressive, but to be specific, the 

topic fit the current events definition o f “ things happening in our world” . This article led 

to a small detour from the normal genre and current event sources, but the students
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welcomed Nancy’s article and did not dismiss her work. The rapport among the students 

encouraged learning from one another’s article every way possible.

In the following exchange, Grace questions Gregory about his current event 

summary about Cecil the Lion. Grace struggled with the concept o f hunting for sport in 

her initial comments, and attempted to ask Gregory what he would do in the future now 

that he knows this information from his current event.

Grace asked,

Now that we know this, what would you do, like now that we know this, i f  you 

went, saw someone go hunting, or i f  you just like just figured it out, what would 

you do, like i f  you saw someone hunting? It doesn’t matter i f  it was for lion or 

anything, what would you do? Would you stop them, what would you tell them? 

Gregory replied, “ Usually, i f  they were American and they came to Africa people 

would mad at Walter i f  he came back to Zimbabwe to go lion hunting again and k ill some 

other lions.”

I said, “ So people would be angry i f  he came back.”

Gregory said, “ It says people around the world are angry.”

Grace presented a series o f questions to Gregory in the exchange to the situation 

within the current event. Students struggled when asked more than one question at a 

time, but Gregory answered the theme o f her questions with an inference he made from 

the information in the text. Gregory did not say what he, Gregory, would do i f  presented



128

with this situation, but he answered that people in Africa would be mad i f  Walter 

returned.

This section details how students begin to use the information they are Seaming 

from the current events. The students asked questions to ensure they understood the 

content to their best ability in order to think about what the information means to them. 

For example, the students needed to ask who Arthur Ashe was before they could imagine 

being one o f the first African American tennis stars. The students also needed to work 

through the information o f the yellow-bellied sea snake. Ronel asked i f  Maria would 

want one for a pet. Surprisingly, she said yes and questioned the fun involved in have the 

snake as a pet. The utility o f student talk signifies how the students understood the topics 

in order to make the information useful for each other and future experiences.

The pronouns that signify distance. Students frequently utilized pronouns and 

common nouns during current event discussions when referring to individuals capable o f 

giving assistance when needed. The students’ language appeared to place a great 

distance between our classroom and our relation to the current events. The distance 

between the student discussions and current events was most apparent in the discussions 

described in this section about sea turtles dying, Amish and Mennonite community 

health, and head injuries in the National Hockey League.

This current event is about sea turtles dying after eating plastic. In my fifth 

current event sample entitled, More than H alf o f  the World's Sea Turtles Have Eaten 

Plastic, New Study Claims from NewsELA, the students were eager to make suggestions
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to help the sea turtles. According to the article, over 53% o f sea turtles over 90% o f birds 

had eaten plastic. I made a point to discuss parts o f a whole as related to simple fractions. 

I modeled 50% and 90% by identifying a number o f children on the carpet for reference. 

In addition, the article included the fact that humans dump 13 m illion tons o f trash into 

our oceans annually. In the following vignette, Linda suggested that we make signs to 

inform people o f the dangers o f litter, but her classmates did not agree to help.

Mike said, “ They could use machines to see i f  they’ re dead i f  ate plastic.”

I asked, “ Use machines?”  Maria.”

Maria said, “ They would like see them not swimming that much, they would be 

like deadish.”

Tyler said, “ They should use it for community services.”

I asked, “They who and it what? What is they and what is it in your sentence?”  

Tyler replied, “ Trash community service.”

Josie said, “ They could, the people could get on a boat and then they could have 

this machine that tracks every turtle in the water.”

I said, “ I bet they do some o f that. Nancy, real loud.”

Nancy said, “ Or they could have this thing, where it ’ s like this machine that’ s 

waterproof, and they could put it in the water and suck up all the trash and plastic stuff or 

you could use.”

I said, “ We certainly need that. Linda.”

Linda said, “ Maybe we could put up signs.”



130

! said, “ Maybe we could put up signs. Finish that thought.”

Linda said, “ So they could know.”

I said, “ Maybe we could put up signs.”

A student said, “ To inform them.”

I said, “ To inform them about this. So what would we be saying besides turtles 

are dying because they’re eating plastic? What else would go on that sign? What other 

information would we put on that sign? Rita.”

Rita said, “ Recycling.”

I said, “ Ahh, because at the end o f my article i f  we go back to my summary, the 

scientists in the article suggest we use less plastic bags [giggles as 1 pull out plastic bag] 

and water bottles. We need to find more ways to recycle.”

Tyler referred to the pronoun “ they”  and “ it”  in his suggestions that prompt me to 

clarify his direction. Linda offered an action-based solution that we could easily perform, 

but the idea does not gain interest within the group. The students distance themselves 

from the actions by using pronouns and do not engage in visible action. A t this point, I 

wanted to encourage Linda’s suggestion, but I did not in my role as the teacher- 

researcher. The students returned to imagining great machines to help clean the ocean 

waters.

This current event is about diseases in the Amish community. One o f my 

childhood friends, also a teacher, was in town in late September, and 1 invited her to visit 

my classroom. I told her about my school, our class, and our experiences in the current
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events project. She jumped at the opportunity to present a current event, and I thought 

this would be good timing, for it was after I had presented my own examples and just 

before our first student presentation. The visitor, Sandi Smith, went to NewsELA and 

found an article entitled, At Clinic in a Cornfield, Doctors Cure Children with Rare 

Diseases. The article related the unique diseases associated with the genetic background 

o f Amish communities. Large hospitals were less likely to encounter the genetic 

mutations, whereas the doctors in the outreach clinic were aware o f these problems.

In response to the article about the health o f Amish and Mennonite communities, 

the students insisted that doctors should visit the remote communities on a regular basis. 

Tyler said, “ I think that doctors should come all the way to Pennsylvania to help them. 

Yeah. They could travel somewhere else so they can have doctors.”

Erik continued by adding, “ ’Cuz we have a lot o f doctors here.”  Maria said this 

would be expensive ordeal.

Mrs. Smith emphasized the development o f the communities as she explained that 

many o f the medical services provided in the communities existed through a barter 

system. Mrs. Smith said, “ What’s cool about this clinic is they’ re actually providing it on 

a barter service, so people bring chickens for medical services.”  The students repeated 

the word chickens to themselves several time in wonderment, and they giggled.

Josie made another suggestion: “ I think people from other countries should come 

in, and where is stuff like this?”  Mrs. Smith explained that the communities are in the
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United States and specifically centered in the state o f Pennsylvania. She pointed to the 

state o f Pennsylvania on the state map carpet.

Josie elaborated, “ They should come to Pennsylvania and teach the people how 

to, how to like treat the children and the medication.”

Tosha provided a schedule for this work, “ I think what they should do in 

Pennsylvania is every week or two weeks after the doctors should go to help them stay 

well and feel better.”  This current event discussion ended with a long description o f the 

definition and meaning o f the world isolation. The students did not consider helping the 

communities in ways other than acknowledging we have many doctors ourselves and 

they should too.

This current event is about head injuries in the National Hockey League. Tyler 

insisted that he shared this current event with his family, but 1 saw him working on it in 

class. 1 almost called his mother, but decided it was not necessary to talk to her. Tyler 

loved to do his work and loved finishing early, and I commonly found him starting his 

homework in class. Tyler reported that his article was about a group o f three retired 

hockey players who were concerned about the National Hockey League promoting fights 

and not evaluating the risks o f injuries. The retired players were also concerned with the 

cost o f game related head injuries.

Jennifer immediately asked Tyler why he picked that topic, and Tyler told her 

“ because it ’ s about head injuries and it ’s dangerous” . There were two questions from 

Mike and Grace to clarify the main idea o f who was injured and why. Additional
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questions prodded Tyler to explain how he picked his article. In this exchange, 1 learned 

that a small group o f students assisted Tyler in picking an article by voting. The final 

vote was between an article about head injuries in the National Hockey League and an 

article about head injuries in the National Football League. Nicola, who was unaware o f 

this vote, was determined to know the number o f votes for each. Tyler responded, “ 1 

don’ t know”  in exasperation.

After determining the details o f Tyler’s experience in obtaining his article, Grace 

asked, “ Can you imagine this happening to us?”  and the following exchange occurred.

Tyler asked, “ What, what? [Tyler indicated he heard Grace as he tapped his chin 

and looked up to the air.] Who is us? The class or me?”

The students laughed, and Grace replied, “ Us is not one person.”  The students 

chattered.

Tyler responded, “ So us is those people, these people.”

Grace said, “No, us is the meaning o f us.”

The students said, “ A ll o f us.”

Tyler said, “ In the article, it said our brains would explode.”  The students 

laughed.

Tyler was the second student presenter in the semester after the first article 

presented by Grace, and this was the first time the students addressed the subject o f the 

questions. In the exchange, Tyler was identifying exactly who was in question. There
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was playfulness in the exchange, but deep intent between both students. Grace did not 

continue to press Tyler further on this point.

The vignettes from this section feature when students chose to use pronouns, and 

that created a distance between themselves and the current events. These were clear 

moments, in which I would have encouraged them to become personally involved. In 

this project, I refrained from encouraging action due to my role as a teacher and 

researcher. The examples give evidence that these students needed the encouragement to 

take a step towards making a visible impact o f their own. A model o f action was absent 

from this project and did not materialize within the group o f students.

The utility o f student talk allowed students to explore the problems related to 

current events and imagine possible solutions to the problems. This pattern in our 

process allowed students to feel comfortable sharing what they knew about the current 

events as well as ask questions for clarification. Students made connections to the third 

grade curriculum and previous current events to share their own understanding. The 

usefulness o f the student talk reached an active lim it with the use o f pronoun nouns and 

students do not engage in ideas that would place themselves in the action.

Teacher’s Role

The nature and utility o f student talk often required additional explanation by me 

as the teacher for everyone to reach a basic understanding o f the current event. I realized 

that my body language and facial expressions could influence content ideas as well as 

patience, interest, and respect. In the discussions, 1 attempted to support all students and
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provide additional explanation when necessary, as well as maintain classroom 

management. This role was also essential in facilitating smooth discussions.

A simple verbal acknowledgement from me as the teacher looks subtle to me 

when reviewing the transcripts, but I now realize that my acknowledgements gave 

students with eager ears and eyes signals that experiences within our discussions were 

okay. In the moment, my words were confirmation o f the student’ s words or actions. I 

did not always know how to address these moments, but a kind acknowledgement 

allowed us to move forward. In the following excerpt, 1 acknowledge Rita’ s answer.

Rita said, “ Shelly.”

Shelly asked, “ I f  you saw the picture o f the article the Blood Moon, and you were 

thinking about it and you were looking at it, what did it like make you feel when you saw 

the word o f it, the name o f it?”

Rita replied, “ Well, it umm . .. mmm . . .  1 don’ t know.”

I said, “ That’s fair.”

1 acknowledged that is okay for us not to know things and we can continue from 

that point. The role o f the teacher required me to navigate the exciting moments and the 

awkward moments for students.

The role o f the teacher also required me to extend explanations and simplify 

complex topics when I saw possible misconceptions. My explanations were minimal, 

with the exception o f the current event summary about the labeling o f GMOs. I made 

seven interruptions during Jennifer’ s four-page summary in an attempt to better chunk
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and scaffold Jennifer’s content for the students. The summary was a challenge for 

Jennifer as a student, and her mother later told me that Jennifer rewrote her summary four 

times. Jennifer wanted to include all o f the information from her article, as it was a 

regular topic o f discussion in her house. The following excerpt is one o f the seven 

interruptions I made during Jennifer’s presentation. I continue to think these 

interruptions were necessary for understanding. I said,

It ’s very complicated, but you can see these people protesting because they want 

to know i f  their food has a GMO or not. So that’s what they’re protesting for. 

These people say they are allergic to pesticides, the weed killers, and GMOs. 

These things make them sick. They don’t want it fast tracked. They say, 

“ W HOA!”  We need to study this more. They say it ’s a totally new way o f 

eating.

I wanted to stop, summarize, and review some o f what Jennifer said because she has 

some more pages. The role o f the teacher helped students attend to situations no matter 

what the circumstances. Some experiences required a simple acknowledgement, while 

other situations required extensive explanation.

My role as the teacher also provided censorship and guidance for age 

appropriateness. The parents were my first line o f defense for inappropriate topics, but 1 

still navigated several d ifficu lt situations in the classroom. I did not allow Charlotte to 

present an article about Donald Trump wanting to k ill the families o f ISIS members. 

Although Charlotte provided another current event summary, her final reflection in the
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“ write your talk”  homework assignment was about Donald Trump. She was still thinking 

about this topic. In a class o f older students, in middle or high school, I would probably 

approach the subject. I felt a tremendous urge to protect my students, as they were still 

very sweet and innocent children trusting my judgement. I wanted our classroom to be a 

safe place for as long as possible.

I redirect several other topics within our current event discussions. I do not 

necessarily view them as censorship, but rather redirection and pause. Shelly was curious 

about why it is so hard to pick one woman to place on the ten-dollar b ill when there are 

33 nominations.

Shelly asked, “ Why would that be i f  they have 33 women that could be on a bill, 

why is it so hard to pick one woman?”

I replied, reading slowly at times for emphasis,

That’s a great question. I can go back to the text to share some o f it; I ’ m going to 

read a couple things. “ The American Association o f University Women, college 

women, said putting a woman on the U.S. b ill when women make only 78 percent 

o f what men make and women o f color make even less. In this way, it seems 

hypocritical.”  So basically, they’ re saying you can’ t put a woman on that ten- 

dollar bill when women very often make less money than men and women who 

are brown and black [students gasp] also make less even less. So, they thought 

that would be ridiculous or crazy i f  they put a woman on there when they make 

less money on their paychecks than men. That’s not always the case, but in a lot
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o f places it is, so that was one reason. Shelly, their struggling because there’s 

criticism; people say, “ Hello we have a problem here, you can’ t just fix  the 

problem by putting a woman on there.”  And the other thing they said was they’re 

also struggling with whether or not they put a Black woman on there or a White 

woman on there.

Students gasp and begin chatting with each other. Tyler shouted, “ Racist!

Racist!”  The students continued their chatter amongst one another. Tyler repeated, 

“ Racist.”

I said, “ Let me read what they . . . ”

A few other students shouted, “ Racist! Racist!”

1 said,

Let me read what they said; we have to know why they are thinking like this. I ’m 

going to just read the whole paragraph. Put your hands down so we can just think 

and listen. “ However some opposing (or not wanting to put on) an African 

American woman such as Harriet Tubman [students gasp] or Rosa Parks [students 

gasp] on the bill because o f our ongoing struggle with racial inequality. The 

woman o f the Root says, ‘That’s not progress, it ’s hush money’ she argues that 

placing a black woman on the b ill would distract people from the racial tensions 

in the United States”  [students gasp]. So she’s saying, let me help you understand 

that, she’s saying i f  you put a Black woman on there, you’ re it w ill look like we 

have no problems, when there are still racial problems in our society. They don’ t ’
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want it to look like, “ Oh, there’s a Black woman on our money so what’s the 

problem?”

Grace said,

I have a thought and a question. It doesn’ t matter i f  you’ re black, white, whatever 

color you’re, it doesn’ t matter. Why does it have to put faces up there or anything 

like that? Can’t they just put a symbol up there like a dollar sign or birds or 

flowers?

After Tyler shouted out, I asked the students to slow down the responses to 

attempt explaining the content again. The content was very advanced, but we managed to 

navigate through the initial reactions. There were embedded elements o f racism in this 

topic, but I wanted the students to take time to understand more o f the content before 

reacting. I wanted the students to hear the woman in the article address their concern.

1 also helped redirect students when they reacted to the ISIS attacks in Paris with 

giggles. My approach was to slow down their reactions and explain that a laugh should 

not occur from a moment o f death. We repeated the information and practiced not 

laughing. This moment was shocking, and I am not surprised they laughed, but it was 

important to me to guide them through that situation with practice.

Social Justice and the Nature and U tility o f Student Talk 

I anticipated that my students would encourage one another to rise up and act 

upon discovering the complexities o f world events. 1 secretly hoped the students would 

help me secure a recycling vendor for the school after each article that included the
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slightest mention o f pollution. I imagined my students writing letters to protest the 

school ban on rolling backpacks. Perhaps my students would share an article about the 

opt-out movement for standardized testing. 1 was wrong on all accounts. The interests o f 

my students were never quite what I expected, and that is because my expectations were 

truly my own. I am grateful for the first data analysis session in which 1 heard my own 

vocal emphasis while reading my article summary. 1 immediately feared that 1 would 

encourage my own feelings as a model for the students before they were able to form 

their own thoughts. Upon hearing my initial enthusiasm and emotions, 1 tried my best to 

be deliberately neutral in my vocal and facial expressions as 1 presented summaries and 

information. It was necessary for me to be patient as I waited for their voices.

When students did not encourage one another to jo in  in on good ideas to make 

posters or clean up trash, 1 was startled. I knew something special was happening; it was 

just not what I expected. The students felt empowered by their knowledge and wanted to 

share it with anyone who would listen. My students reminded me that talk is an action; it 

is the first necessary' action to educate others. The students were thrilled to educate 

others.

Students made choices in what they wanted to learn, they felt safe to ask 

questions for understanding, they engaged in purposeful discussion, and they felt 

comfortable to share their opinions about topics. The following sections provide two full 

vignettes from Linda and Charlotte in which students engage in the nature and utility o f 

student talk to immerse themselves in an experience o f social justice. The mood o f
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Linda’s current event presentation was light, but the mood intensified between several 

students discussing Charlotte’ s current event.

Linda Thinks That No One Cares

Linda was an eight-year-old female in my third grade class and one o f the 

students identified for the English Speakers o f Other Languages program in the school 

system. Linda was an American o f Mexican decent and the youngest o f three daughters. 

She returned to Mexico with her family o f five for an extended winter break to see her 

ailing grandparents. Preparing for this trip was important to Linda because she wanted to 

continue her studies during the trip. During a conference, Linda’s mother mentioned a 

noticeable increase in her daughter’s drive to succeed in class. Linda’s current event 

allowed me to explain that people have jobs that function to educate others about events 

in the world. People have jobs that allow them to care about d ifficu lt topics.

This current event is about Sea World wanting to end the orca shows. Linda 

presented an important topic, but her mood did not change. Her face showed no emotion 

as she shared the claims. Linda was always a thoughtful, well-mannered, and soft-spoken 

student. She was a very polite child who found her own confidence after observing 

others. Linda was always ready to perform after she was certain o f understanding the 

expectations by first observing others. She would never volunteer first.

The first sentence Linda shared with the class contained a provocative title from 

IndyKids: Sea World Wants to End the Orca's Show , yet the body o f her work did not
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focus on Sea World. Linda explained the specifics she learned about orca whales. We 

learned many facts as well as Linda’ s opinion.

Sea world wants to end the Orca’s show. Sea World has had the orca shows since 

1970s. K iller whales are also known as orcas. The boy orcas grow to 23 feet 

long and weigh 7-10 tons. The girls grow up to 21 feet long and weigh 4-6 tons. 

No one knows the [I help pronounce population] population o f the killer whales, 

they live 30-50 years in the world. They are mostly found in the west coast o f the 

United States and Canada. Their habitat is both, [I help read coastal waters, and 

open oceans] coastal waters, and opens oceans. They eat fish, birds, and most 

[Teacher helps read marine mammals] marine mammals. Whales and dolphins 

need our help because they are getting killed. They are scared o f people because 

they have been stranded in a cage and they want to be free, not in a cage. Groups 

o f killer whales are called pods. They love to communicate with each other; they 

are at the top o f the food chain.

The students immediately applaud Linda, and Nicola asked how the article made 

her feel. Linda responded, “ It made me feel kind o f sad.”  When Nicola urged her to 

explain why, Linda reminded the class that that orca whales are an endangered species.

Abbie was curious as to what Linda would do i f  she was an orca stranded on the 

beach and Linda is silent. She did not respond until Abbie asked, “ Why would this be a 

problem?”
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Linda said, “ This would be a problem because orcas are like getting killed and all 

that, and I don’ t really think that the people w ill care.”  Tyler and Gregory continued to 

ask Linda about her feeling and she calmly told them she was “ upset that they’ re dying” .

Josie was ready to move on from the questions presented by Gregory and Tyler, 

and she announced that she had three ideas to share in this discussion. First, she 

complimented the diorama Linda made to represent the ocean with various forms o f 

pollution and small paper cut outs o f orcas swimming in the water.

Next, she was curious about how captivity could help the orcas survive, and 1 

assumed a definition was needed so I chimed in to repeat using different words “ in the 

cages, how could keeping them in the cages help them?”  Linda was quiet so I chimed in 

again by saying. “ We talked about this once, and I know that the fin on their back falls 

over in captivity, but in the wild they’ re up.”

Linda confirmed my contribution, “ Yeah.”  My contribution also distracted Linda 

and Josie from the answer to the question, as Josie shared her third idea. Josie wanted to 

know why Linda picked this article and what grabbed her attention. Linda simply 

explained, “ It got my attention like how they are dying.”

In this initial exchange with Josie and Linda, 1 interrupted to answer the question. 

My answer did not answer the original question. 1 only interfered in order to help Linda 

understand the question and give her a little more time to answer. Instead o f helping 

Linda, the two students accept my interference as an answer and move on two the other 

questions.
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Suddenly Tosha’s hand shot into the air, and she shouted, “ This reminds me o f the 

movie Free W illy !”  Tosha quickly summarized the movie for us.

He was in a cage and there were two people trying to k ill it, and the orca hit the 

cage and the crack got bigger and all the water started coming out. This boy that 

liked the orca tried to save him, and he did, but most o f the time like his fin was 

down but when the little boy helped the orca in the wild, he fin went back up 

because he was free.

Tosha continued to explain that young children who hit the glass walls o f the aquarium 

tanks are creating echoes in the water that disturb the whales. She reported that the 

echoes upset the whales and become the reason that the whales do not like being in 

captivity.

Grace also complimented the diorama and positioned the diorama in her question. 

She pointed out that we have now learned about noise pollution in captivity and human 

pollution in the ocean as depicted in the diorama. Grace asked Linda i f  she believed the 

orcas are safer in captivity or in the wild. Linda responded, “ W ild.”

Both Jennifer and Rita repeated the questions o f wonder to Linda about what she 

would do with this information. Linda said, “ 1 think people w ill start not to care about 

the orcas.”  There was a little chatter from the students on the carpet and 1 chimed in 

again. 1 needed to stop the student discussion to unpack her statement.

I said, slowly speaking her words.



145

I heard Linda say two things, and I want to clarify what she said, 1 want to ask 

you again and see i f  you answer differently. Before you got any questions, you 

said, “ I have an article about killer whales and they are dying, but I don’t think 

anyone cares.”  Did you say that?

Linda nodded her head.

1 said, “ That’ s kind o f how you said it. What did you mean by that? You mean 

kids on the carpet, kids in another class, people in the world, or citizens?

Linda replied, “ People in the world.”

1 asked, “ Who asked, I think Jennifer asked this, now that we know this what do 

you think people w ill do? Do you think it makes a difference i f  people know?

Linda said, “ No.”

I asked, “ Why do you say that?”

Linda replied, “ 1 don’t think they care because like they’ re not doing anything 

about it.”

I said,

But them, them, is only four letters but it ’ s kind o f a big word. Somebody is 

sharing the information with us, and we’ve had several other dolphin and killer 

whale articles, and we’ve had several articles about the harm o f pollution in the 

water, and we learned about Peanut the Turtle.

The students turned to their neighbors to talk about this idea without my direction. 1 

clapped my hands three times for attention and continued.
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So, somewhere out there, there are people that care and their job is to care. Their 

job is to get that turtle to be healthy again. Somebody’s job is to leam all that 

they can about these whales; we just wish that there were more people . . . .

A student said, “ Helping.”

I said, “ 1 know how you feel.”

I made the last call for questions and Gregory asked, “ Ok. Umm, i f  you were a 

zookeeper, would you leave them to take care o f other animals?”

Linda promptly replied, “ I don’t know.”

1 asked Linda questions to clarify her position, but 1 was curious to know i f  her 

opinion changed after hearing the interest from her classmates, and I wanted her to know 

that her classmates cared about the orcas. Linda’s concern and fear was legitimate, but I 

wanted her to know that we cared about her topic and the security o f the orca whales. I 

found it necessary to encourage her care and remind her that someone cared enough to 

write the article for us to study. This conversation allowed us to engage in social justice 

as we spread the word to each other as opposed to no conversation at all.

This Current Event is About Coats

Charlotte initially brought a full-page headshot o f Donald Trump and a written 

summary explaining Donald Trump’s plan to k ill family members o f ISIS in response to 

the attacks in San Bernardino, California. I was unable to share this with my students. I 

was horrified to share Donald Trump’s idea to k ill family members related to ISIS 

attackers to my students. I thanked Charlotte for her work, but encouraged her to find a
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piece o f good news for her current event. She returned with a summary from the Good 

News Network describing the distribution o f coats to people in need.

Charlotte was a petite student, and it was common for her classmates in the back 

o f the room or carpet to put a hand to their ear to encourage her volume, but this was not 

the case during her presentation. I teach my students from the first day o f school that we 

are always learning from each other, and it is imperative that we hear each other’s voices. 

The students experienced only one misunderstanding between the pronunciation o f 

clothes and close.

For her current event summary, Charlotte explained that a woman in Nova Scotia 

was collecting coats, gloves, and scarfs for the needy and wrapping the coats around 

downtown lampposts. Tara Smith and her group o f volunteer girls zipped the coats onto 

the lampposts and placed the accessories in the pockets. When someone was cold, he or 

she was welcome to unzip a coat and use it as needed. Charlotte told us that each coat 

had a small note that read, “ I f  you are out in the cold, please take me to keep warm.”

Although many o f Charlotte’ s responses consisted o f single word responses, her 

classmates continued to ask questions and pose various scenarios o f need and excess. In 

the following vignette, Tosha presented che idea o f stealing a coat to Charlotte, and 

Nicola began to consider how individuals could take advantage o f the program.

Tosha asked, “ How would you feel i f  you put a jacket on one o f those poles and 

someone just took it for no reason? Like they just stole it?”

Charlotte replied, “ Sad.”



Jennifer asked, “ How did you like this article?”

Charlotte responded, “ Because like other people start getting coats to the 

homeless people.”

Nancy asked, “ How do you feel?”

Charlotte said, “ Sad and happy.”

Nicola said,

Umm, well, I could imagine this happening to us, such as us being the people who 

really needed the coats and this could be a problem like Grace said because i f  we 

need, i f  people need coats and others just take them and say oh this is just a free 

coat and I ’m going to take it and then when they take it, and when they take it, i f  

it ’s a child, their mother w ill say “ Hey where did you get this coat?”  even though 

you have like, 10, 10 in the closet that you don’t even use, you could get in 

serious trouble, but then i f  you lied to your parent and said like that someone gave 

me this coat, and the parent finds out where you have actually got it, you could be 

in big trouble because that coat was for others who really needed it and not for 

that person who had like 10 or 20 coats, ’ cuz 1 have two coats and I want to 

donate one.

Nicola’s thought process is evident in her response as she imagines being the child in 

need to the child who takes a coat without truly needing one.

Grace said, “ Something that Nicola said made me think o f something, it made me 

think o f umm, come back to me.”
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Abbie said, “ Come back to me.”

Josie asked, “ Why did you pick this article? And I have something else.”

Charlotte replied, “ 1 picked this article because many people don’t have coats and 

they can die.”

Next, the students started to think about how to prevent theft in this need-based 

program regarding coats. Nancy thought o f the campaign initiated by a faculty member 

to collect professional clothes for parents as they prepare for interviews. Allison also 

asked Charlotte what she would do now that we know this information, and Charlotte 

believed she would also give coats. Nicola returned to the idea o f theft: “ Yes, now we 

have figured out there’s people out there that need coats and people that don’t need coats, 

what could we do prevent people from taking it when they don’ t need it?”

Charlotte answered, “ Put a camera or something to watch.”

Nicola said,

But the police don’t have the connect, directions system to watch that camera. 

They might not see or be able to come right away or i f  the school notices, we 

won’t be able to call because most o f the time we are not here because we are 

sleeping in our beds, which would be a perfect time for people come and steal 

coats.

I said to Charlotte, “ Call on one o f these boys in the back that have their hands up.
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Omar said, “ I was going to say something, on the house; I don’t know how my 

dad did it, but he hooked up a camera to his phone. So, you see everyone that comes in 

and out.”

Grace said, “ So he can see everyone coming in and out when he’s at work? 

Funny!”

1 said, “ Let’ s hear from those two that we haven’t heard from. Like Ronel and 

Tosha.”

Charlotte said, “ Ronel.”

Ronel said, “ Actually Nicola, they have tapes.”

1 said, “ Yes, tapes record it. In the old days it would be on film, on a tape, but 

now it’ s digital on the computers.”

Tosha said, “Nicola said you don’t have to connect it to the police, all you can do 

is leave the camera on your phone like Omar said, you don’ t always have to keep it. You 

can call when you see the problem.”  The students chattered.

Nicoia. said, “ I f  police has 50 things to do, and you just all o f the sudden . . .”  

Tyler asked, “ What i f  not Nicola?”

Nicola said, “ They might not be able to make it because they're out trying to deal 

with humongous problems.”

Tosha said, “There are a whole lot o f polices out there in this world, Nicola.”  

Nicola said, “ I know.”
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The students chattered and engaged in a lively debate about the role police would 

play in this need-based coat program and found several solutions within the debate. 

Charlotte’s simple answer for theft prevention— “ put a camera or something to watch” —  

was the beginning o f an elaborate group response. The students expanded and explained 

solutions to agree upon a surveillance system. Omar explained to the students about how 

his dad hooked up a surveillance system to their house to allow his dad to monitor their 

house via his cell phone. Tosha and Nicola leveraged the importance o f theft in an 

honor-based system with the possibility o f a larger community problem requiring police.

Charlotte’s current event was an excellent example o f the nature and utility o f 

student talk with the underlying theme o f social justice. Charlotte chose this article, but S 

directed her to good news because a question- and answer-discussion about Donald 

Trump could not follow the ISIS attacks in Paris in our classroom i f  I was to maintain 

feelings o f safety and security in third grade. Students asked questions originating from 

the chart as situated in Charlotte’ s current event as Nicola asked, “ How would you feel i f  

you put a jacket on one o f those poles and someone just took it for no reason?”  The 

student discussion led to a surveillance system that referenced police. The students 

seemed concerned about the well-being and survival o f others and understood others 

were in greater need than we were. The students wanted to protect that opportunity.

Ending our Project: Reflection and Peer Feedback 

In this section, I discuss the final words students share about the current events 

project through the authentic feedback solution, an impromptu interview, and a
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homework assignment known as “ write your talk” . These activities allowed the students 

to continue their sense o f satisfaction in learning about the topics and continue to spread 

the word about what they learned from the current events. The students continued to 

engage in social justice during their final words.

Current event discussions never ended naturally or just ran their course. Instead, I 

had to stop them because we were out o f time. The students often had many more 

questions, comments, and connections for one another on the topics. There were many 

times that current event discussions ended and the students groaned when I ended their 

discussion to move on to other subjects. I also noticed students rereading the current 

event summaries and articles that I had posted in the hallway for display.

There were school and district procedures and formats in place for posting student 

work in the hallway. The format included the curriculum standard, description o f task, 

and the expectation for the teacher to comment on each piece o f the student work. Each 

year I teach my students to read and initial all o f my feedback on their work. To my 

surprise, this particular class started replying to the commentary I left on their work with 

sticky notes. Students often returned to their work, answered questions that 1 left for 

them and commonly thanked me for the feedback.

Early in the semester, there was a moment that allowed me to highlight the 

purpose o f our work for others when a fifth-grade teacher brought two o f her students to 

our main bulletin board to share our opinion pieces. In this moment, I whispered to my 

students, “ Look! We have readers!”  My students were thrilled to encounter individuals
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reading their work. Soon, they became readers o f their own work and the work o f their 

classmates. The students were rereading the current event summaries and articles during 

any extra hallway moment. I had not yet posted the required information about their 

project, nor had I left individual feedback.

The shortage o f teacher feedback and the time constraints surrounding our 

discussions led us to an authentic and interactive feedback solution. I found a small red 

bin to hold a stack o f yellow sticky notes, ten ink pens, and a roll o f tape; and with a 

permanent marker, I wrote “ Feedback Bin” . I placed the bin on the floor to the right o f 

our classroom door, a place that was discrete, yet accessible to all. Figure 3 displays the 

feedback bin.

Figure 3. Feedback bin

I was hesitant to attempt the solution and process because I knew 1 would need to 

be near to prevent behavior disruptions. The expectation in our elementary school 

hallway is silence for all students; students are also to sit quietly and read as they wait for
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the school bells to ring. There is an additional expectation to stand on the silver line and 

wait quietly during hallway transitions. 1 was about to challenge the status quo, and it 

was essential for me to train and prepare the students to write commentary for the current 

events on display. I needed to model writing one note at a time with a comment or 

question and attach it to a piece o f student work, so it would not fall. I was worried. I 

did not think the Excitables would be able to engage in this task silently. I kept a close 

eye on my students and stayed near to remind students that it was a silent activity. Often 

times 1 needed to redirect students who crowded in towards a new article. My efforts 

allowed the students to continue their compliments, comments, and continued discussion 

through handwritten messages to each other on sticky notes. Figure 4 displays the 

current event summaries and feedback from other students.

Figure 4. Current event summaries and feedback from other students
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Their continued engagement exemplified the value o f challenging the status quo. 

This activity did not replace our current event discussions on the schedule, but gave us an 

opportunity to extend our discussion. My role in behavior management during hallway 

transitions would be present with or without the sticky note discussions, but the silence o f 

hallway transitions did not encourage the same rigor o f thought or action as the 

commentary students were exchanging.

Feedback

The most common type o f feedback was a compliment. Students were eager to 

tell the presenter that he or she did a good job or share how much they enjoyed learning 

about the topic. 1 modeled the first piece o f feedback for Nancy’ s informational article 

on pumpkins: “ Initial Feedback from teacher: 11/18/15 Nancy, I tried to grow pumpkins 

this summer in the garden, but I failed! I think the pumpkin plants needed more water. 

Ms. McAnespie.”

This was Nancy’s response: “ Yes but it was bether to grow pumpkins in the hot 

sun ms mcanesp.”

Students attached the following messages to Nancy’s summary or to the side o f 

her work.

® Cool

® I did not know that

® You did not no what!

® Good article Nancy



156

• I am excited to grow my pumkin! - Josie 

The written commentary and feedback process allowed our classroom discussions to 

continue without using any more academic minutes from our schedule. The students 

were proactive with the exchange o f dialogue in the notes.

In another example, Jennifer presented her four-page summary to the class 

entitled PRO: Many Believe CMOS Unsafe, Want Them Labeled. The feedback for 

Jennifer’ s article included compliments such as, “ I like your project”  and “ nice 

handwriting” ; however, students begin to record their own emotional reactions to this 

topic. The reaction to this article included appreciation for the new information, but also 

the question as to why she would present this information: “ Why did you had to show us 

that w hy!!!!”  Charlotte also captured her thinking about who was missing from the 

article summary as she asked, “ Can GMOS k ill animals?”  The article and our 

discussions did not include animals, but the effects would be just as catastrophic. The 

series o f messages below were the messages left for Jennifer. She responds to some, but 

not all. In the transcript below, 1 systematically record the notes in the order posted from 

top to bottom. Sometimes a student would reply directly on the note while other students 

would provide a new note.

« Why!

•  Wow! I never knew what GMO’s are until now! Thanks! Grace

® Good article Jennifer.

® Can GMOs k ill you? Circle yes or no. [Jennifer circled both] -M ichelle
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® Don’t like GMOs— I don’t either -Michelle 

® Why did you had to show us that why!!!!

® 1 do not like GMOs— Tosha

® I do not like GMOS also Tosha— Jennifer

® Interesting! You had a nice long story— Josie 

® Nice handwriting 

® Good one Jennifer

® I like this good jog Jennifer, Michelle [Jennifer responded] Thank you

® I like your project -  Maria [Response] Thank you

® I love it! Rosie

® Long, long artica

® Jennifer, where did you get this? www.newsela.com 

® GMOs are harmful, but how could we stop GMOs from hurting us?

® Can GMOs k ill animals? -Charlotte 

® Gmos are bad for you. Jennifer ©

® Like your Jennifer

The commentary is purely from the students. They asked for more information, 

shared emotions, and felt safe speaking through print. Maria was one o f the more timid 

students who did not like speaking in front o f the class, yet she easily joined this 

commentary session on two occasions. This opportunity for the free flow o f discussion 

enabled the students to repeat themselves and fully express themselves.

http://www.newsela.com
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The order o f these notes may not be as the students intended because we did not 

date or time stamp the notes. This process belonged to the students, but was accessible to 

the entire school. I f  I found a note on the floor, I simply put it in the red bin and 

encouraged others to do so. I am sure several notes traveled under the custodian’s broom 

to the trash, but the students attached many more with tape.

Students Reflect on Their Commentary

I watched the students leave feedback for 15 minutes on a day in early December. 

I captured some o f their interactions in my journal. This time it was not a silent activity, 

since I extended the bathroom break to allow all o f the students to read and leave 

commentary, and the students stayed on task.

Omar asked, “ Why does everyone write one word and waste notes?”

A student said, “ I need to write . . . ”

Grace exclaimed, “ We’ re out o f notes!”

A student said, “ No more pens. I ’m looking for a pen.”

I said, “ There are notes on the floor, they need to go up with tape or in red bin. I 

think Omar has the most notes.”

John said, “ This pen won’t work.”

A student said, “ You need tape Mike.”

A student asked, “ Did you write that to yourself? Yes, because I like it.”

A student said, “ We have the same pen.”

I said, “ Shh— silent activity.”
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Ronel said, “ Ms. McAnespie, why aren’t your articles up here? I like this idea.”

I asked, “ Why?”

Ronel answered, “ This way we can express our thinking in the hallway. I think 

this is important for other kids to answer. Most o f these are comments, not questions.”

I asked, “ Would you rather questions?”

Ronel said, “ Yes, because you can learn more.”

First, I share this moment because I think it is ridiculous to request complete 

silence in this activity with students. It was not necessary to be silent in this activity, but 

it was essential that they stay on task. In December, the principal complimented our 

work in the hallway, and I do not believe this would have occurred i f  she previously 

heard complaints. Second, listening in on this event provides the context o f their 

experience. A student questioned his classmate about writing his own notes, but did not 

respond with judgement. The student’s answer about liking his own article is evidence o f 

his continued enjoyment o f the topic and his experience. He was able to express his 

sense o f satisfaction by choosing the article and returning to it with his peers. Finally, 

Ronel articulated why he liked this process. He was certain he was learning more.

Should We Continue Current Events?

After the 15-minute period in the hallway on that December day, I brought the 

students in to ask more questions and record the group responses. I was interested in 

understanding the students’ thinking about our impromptu hallway feedback system. 

Abbie and Grace shared the idea that it was both important and fun to know what is



160

happening around the world. Nancy saw the activity o f sharing current events as one to 

help students learn more about reading. She detailed the process she encountered when 

she did not know a word within an article, as it forced her to stop and think about it.

Grace supported Nancy’s idea o f developing as a student as she pointed out the skill o f 

summarizing. Grace believed that all grades in a school should participate in learning 

about current events.

Tosha, Grace, Nicola, Josie, and Omar each discussed the opportunities to learn 

about new information based on student choice. Tosha said,

I think we should keep doing it because when I looked on NewsELA there was 

like a whole lot o f articles to choose from and I couldn’ t really pick so my mom 

helped me pick it, so I do want to do another one because they looked awesome. 

Grace offered a similar statement, “ My opinion is that current events are really 

fun and everyone picks a different article, we learn something new and our classmates 

learn something new, and it helps us know the world kind o f better, it ’ s just kind o f fun.”  

Nicola reminded us o f the possibility that the information we learn may alert us to 

possible dangers such as walking on ice or acknowledging the presence o f ISIS. Josie 

told us that she enjoyed adding the new information into her brain and having that 

information to share with others. The information about GMOs caused Josie to share the 

information with her mother. Josie said her mom would be more careful when shopping 

in the grocery store.



161

The appreciation students had for learning new information caused me to stop and 

compare this knowledge to that in their textbooks. I asked how current events were 

different from the information in their social studies books. We had a short discussion 

about exploring the world through fiction texts versus non-fiction texts when Omar 

considered publishing dates.

It could be old; it would be over due from when it was published, so it would be 

kind o f old. They learn new things about recycling, and in the other ones they 

don’t know that much, so then they don’t give as many informations, and they get 

the wrong idea sometimes.

Tosha suddenly interjected with a memory about the moment she saw a nonGMO 

water bottle in Starbucks and remembered Jennifer’s article. Many o f our events were 

enriched with Tosha’s extensive world travel. In our final parent conference, I thanked 

Tosha’s parents for taking our class on so many adventures via their family vacations.

In this discussion, many o f our familiar patterns emergeO. The personal stories, 

emotions, and desire for information returned to our discussion. In the buzz o f our 

discussion, Linda calmly raised her hand to speak in favor o f other classes sharing current 

events: “ I think they should because some people are scared o f talking and they w ill start 

talking.”

I rephrased her words for the class, “ Some people are scared to talk, and it might 

help them talk more.”  This comment did not gain traction with the Excitables, perhaps 

because so few ever seemed scared to talk.
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When I asked the students about the feedback system in the hallway, they were 

again excited to share their approval o f the system. Abbie thought it was a good idea for 

allowing students to share ideas with other classes and a good way to ask our questions 

when we did not always have enough time to do so. Abbie used the words “ express our 

feelings”  more than once in her explanations and upon review o f the transcripts, I see that 

1, too used that expression.

From this topic o f discussion, Grace gave the most complete explanation and 

rationale for the system when she said,

1 think the sticky note idea is a really good idea because that’s another way o f 

communicating without just talking, ’cuz we can’t just talk all day, and answer 

questions and then ask questions and all that. We won’t have time because we 

have to learn other things as well, and the sticky notes, it helps us whenever we 

have time, we can go over there and write a little note, or comment, or question 

and then stick it up there and the person can reply. Like in my article, some 

people ask me questions, and it was multiple choice like yes, no, or circle one.

A few students were ready to return to the discussion o f ISIS as they received new 

updates from the news or family conversations, but I was not ready to return to that topic. 

I announced that this discussion is about the feedback system in the hallway, so it is 

probably time to finish this discussion.

Nicola always attempted to restate a question or statement during our year 

together and helped me in this moment.
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About the feedback situation, yeah, it ’ s a great idea not only to keep the current 

events going, but the more current events we have, the more questions we have, 

and that can really help others learn, learn things that they didn’ t know.

I responded with the acknowledgement that 1 saw other students from other classes jo in 

in the sticky note discussions, and Nancy interrupted me. She said, “ We do that because 

we don’t want just us to learn about them, want everybody else to know.”  The students 

explained their satisfaction about learning these topics and the enjoyment they had in 

maintaining their discussion. Nancy accurately conveyed the understanding that this 

information was not a secret and the class was spreading the news with others.

“ Write Your Talk”  Homework Assignment with Family

A common practice in our classroom was to take a classroom lesson or experience 

home and share it with parents for homework. 1 encouraged students to write their 

dialogue with family at home and bring it back to school. This practice allowed students 

to revisit a lesson, story, or event from school and receive insight from family. In many 

instances, parents found the opportunity to extend the conversation to additional research 

or personal connections, which enriched the original classroom discussion. 1 often posted 

the returned homework for display or mentioned poignant pieces o f information that I, as 

the teacher, may have learned from this work. The end o f the current events project also 

became a homework assignment: “ Current events are nearing an end. Tell your family 

and write your talk.”  Sometimes I knew that students completed this assignment without 

family input, but other times I was certain the words were directly from the parents.
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The opinions o f the students and parents were overwhelmingly positive. Students 

responded to the assignment by sharing their fondness for the current event project with 

additional comments from their parents, or they returned to their current event. Linda 

repeated her previous statement about speaking up in class, along with the responses o f 

her two sisters and mother. Linda wrote, “ 1 think we should not end current events 

because people who do not talk can talk more.”  She shared her mother’s thoughts:

“ happy because we’ re improving” ; both o f her sisters shared with her that they thought 

current events are important. Linda’s oldest sister thought the current events were 

important because animals are dying.

On the other hand, Tyler returned to his current event and wrote only his mother’s 

thoughts.

1 told my mom about my current event, and she said, “ she hopes that the hockey 

players get a lot o f money because there is no price value for sanity although, she 

things that head injures are very serious there is no amount o f money that can 

compensate for a head injury she says this is the reason she is not allowing me to 

play football anymore.

Tyler presented his event early on, but was still well versed in his event and did not 

protest his mother’s decisions. This homework assignment also enabled us as readers to 

identify the cause and effect relationship that Tyler applied to his own life from his 

current event.
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While many students shared the support o f their parents in statements like 

Brandon’s mother: “ The current event was a good success because we get to leam more 

that is happening around the world” , Nicola shared her sister’s opposition to the project. 

Nicola’s sister thought we should end current events because it was mostly about ISIS.

The idea that Nicola was helping others leam from current events extended 

beyond the threat o f ISIS, as she disagreed with her sister and said, ‘i  think we should 

keep this going longer...  . My artical helped people students and teachers know to be 

carful on ice.”

Erin wrote that her mother liked articles from two students, but no others. “ Well 

my mom siad that she likes Allison, Rosie and I told her i f  she likes the rest and she siad 

no.”  Allison and Rosie were Erin’s closest friends.

1 see this assignment as an extension o f my role as a teacher. Although this 

assignment did not produce an action project, I was encouraging a continuation o f our 

discussions. This assignment also reveals the importance o f the project and various 

topics in the eyes o f the students and their families. Linda told me students who do not 

regularly talk were able to talk more because o f this project. She revealed her ease o f 

joining the conversation o f the class on three occasions during the project. Nicola 

communicated that her work in the current events project was about educating others, 

while Tyler has made a direct connection to educating himself. These students were able 

to communicate a purposeful and enjoyable engagement in the current events project.
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Understanding the Power o f Our Project

I hope that the sections in this chapter give voice to the child within each student. 

On a daily basis, 1 refer to my students as children. I enjoyed every current event 

presentation and discussion with my children. 1 want others to know that our children 

can participate in developing solutions and greater understandings at all levels as 

students. My analysis and ongoing reflections concerning the project present clear ideas 

about teaching with current events and my own role as a teacher. My experience with 

this project redefines my understanding o f student choice, the role j f  the teacher, the 

scaffolding critical questions, and the positioning o f self with a renewed appreciation for 

social justice.

The students in this project experienced choice at several levels. My current 

event examples were topics o f my own choice from various media outlets that were easily 

accessible for students and adults. In the initial question and answer discussions, Nancy 

clearly asked i f  the university chose my article for me or i f  1 chose it myself. This was a 

novel concept for the students that they enjoyed. Tyler utilized his peer circle to decide 

upon a final article topic, and Gregory leaned on support from his uncle, but both boys 

had interest in specific topics. The students were also welcome to choose their own due 

date and choose their own questions. I could release my control o f the project to help 

develop ownership through choice.

My role as teacher required me to ensure all students were able to understand the 

content, and 1 explained material when needed. I did not explicitly teach students how to
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be respectful and engage in dialogue for this project, yet they were able to do so. There 

are subtle moments in the transcripts that exemplify peaceful acknowledgement o f 

student contributions. Unbeknownst to me, this was a model for all students and this 

allowed us to move forward.

A ll students were able to participate in the discussions with the anchor chart o f 

questions we developed together. Although my involvement in the development o f the 

questions was more than 1 intended, I wrote the questions in real time with the students. 1 

described the questions as our questions, and they prominently hung next to my desk 

through the project. The questions appeared again through the feedback system in the 

hallway. Several reserved students were motivated to participate in the discussion when 

writing on sticky notes. The dynamics o f the excitable class offered additional 

opportunities to talk to neighboring students about novel concepts. Students were able to 

participate in the nature and utility o f student talk.

I anticipated that students would want to do something to help in response to these 

current events. The students did not rise to the actions that I anticipated, but they 

cherished their talk as an action. My students wanted to learn, and Nancy was able to 

verbalize that we were sharing our knowledge with others through the article display in 

the hallway. Nicola wanted to teach others about dangerous places and events to protect 

people. My role as teacher-researcher limited my input, and 1 did not encourage students 

to engage in action.
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The underlying experience o f social justice is present in the project from the 

acknowledgement o f devastating storms to the discussion o f theft in a program for people 

in need. Together as students and teacher, we learned about the world outside o f our 

classroom and city. The students delved deep into the understanding o f these foreign 

events as they tried to imagine what it would be like to be in that situation. Although the 

students did not formulate an action plan, they were committed to expressing their 

concerns and sharing those concerns with others. The students imagined numerous 

solutions utilizing police, doctors, or the U.S. Coast Guards.

Nature o f the Discussions

Figure 5 is an inverted pyramid displaying the nature o f the student discussions 

with current events in the classroom. The inverted pyramid builds from the choices, 

rapport, and personal connections students share in the discussions. Students continue to 

contribute to the discussions with new ideas about the topics. Students explore problems 

and solutions, provide and seek information, and connect this information to other topics. 

The critical questions developed at the beginning o f the project pushed students towards a 

sense o f social justice in their discussions. The teacher supported and helped students in 

each discussion, but never pushed students beyond the discussion o f the critical 

questions. There was no action response from students outside o f student talk.
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Nature of the Discussions

Figure 5. Nature o f the discussions

The role o f the teacher supported the progression o f the project by encouraging 

students, explaining content, and modeling appropriate responses. The teacher could not 

contain the broad extension o f critical questions and the experience o f social justice at the 

end o f a classroom discussion. Students connected information to previous current 

events and curriculum topics during the project, indicating that the knowledge and 

experiences gained from the presentations w ill build upon future experiences for all 

students and teacher involved in the project.
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Theoretical Framework Revisited 

Figure 6 displays the theoretical framework for developing a problem-posing 

education with current events. The theoretical framework used to seek social justice in 

the classroom begins with critical theory. I see critical pedagogy as too radical for the 

elementary school environment in which 1 work, but necessary to prepare students for the 

world in and out o f the classroom. In my review o f literature, I found critical literacy to 

provide the tools students and teachers need to begin understanding how a text can 

positions a reader. The positions within a text require students to think about themselves 

and others. Critical literacy also contains the elements o f redesign to promote a better 

position for others. I anticipated students would take action from the idea o f redesign 

within critical literacy.

HfsaiscriBgSiail (Ftraemretnorfc fo r ©«w«ll©pirag ® PrefeJem -peiBllimg EsfocarStan) Kfonsmgffa Cunnaert E m o ti

Critical Pedagogy

Critical' Literacy

♦

Social Justice i ■ Action 3

Figure 6. Theoretical framework for developing a problem-posing education with current 
events
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Summary

In this chapter, 1 presented the research findings o f the study by discussing the 

active responses o f the third-grade students sharing current events through a problem- 

posing education. 1 explained the data in the following sections: introduction, students 

take the lead, patterns in the process, and final words. Student choice and the teacher’s 

role contained the process o f the project. The process o f the project provided the 

opportunity to experience social justice through the nature o f student talk, the utility o f 

student talk, and critical questions.



CHAPTER 5

DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

In the fall o f 2014,1 introduced a weekly current event to my students. My 

current event topics complimented our curriculum and my students enjoyed the topics so 

much that a student asked i f  I would allow students to take over the presentations. I 

agreed and we immediately created a schedule together. The results were unexpected and 

shared with the school community through an action project. My students recreated the 

memorial service for South African President Nelson Mandela in order to both attend the 

service and invite the school community to attend. The dynamics o f the current event 

dialogues were exciting and unscripted. I longed to understand this phenomenon in order 

to share with others.

The review of literature in Chapter 2 contains examples o f social justice in the 

classroom (Cowhey, 2006) and the studies utilizing current events (Camicia &  Dobson, 

2010; Hofstetter, Hofstetter, Lapp, &  Flood, 2000), but without the sole focus o f students 

choosing their own current events to study. The literature contained the use o f current 

events in the classroom, but students did not use current events as a primary avenue o f 

understanding. The questions o f the study arose from my chance experience o f teaching 

with current events in the classroom and the sparse literature available on the subject.

172



173

The primary question directing the study was; What happens when third graders 

develop a critical problem-posing education through current events? Two subquestions 

guided the research:

1. How do third grade students leam from a critical problem-posing education to 

share current events?

2. What motivates third grade students to respond to a critical problem-posing 

education through current events?

Discussion

I modeled the presentation o f five current event summaries for the class and 

facilitated a question and answer style discussion for each model. In addition, I assisted 

the students in the identification o f critical questions to help frame our future discussions. 

As the teacher-researcher, I recorded the student presentations and the discussions they 

helped to facilitate. Upon analysis o f the data, several findings emerged in the process 

and pattern o f the student talk. The manner in which the students talked to each other and 

what they talked about allowed them to participate in a social justice experience. There 

were three findings from the research for discussion with relation to the literature: the 

role o f the teacher, the development o f rapport, and the experience o f social justice.

The Role o f the Teacher

The current events project would not be possible without the role o f the teacher. 

After my initial examples, I modeled subtle nods to show acknowledgement, and 1 

expressed interest in each topic. My verbal interest ranged from appreciation to surprise.
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The transcripts contain many examples o f me asking a student to “ be loud”  so all o f their 

classmates could hear. I told students when I did not know or understand an element o f 

their topic. In these moments, I always made the student aware that they were the teacher 

for me and their classmates. These actions propelled the role o f the teacher to a constant 

model o f respect for learning.

The examples within my role o f the teacher exemplify an engaged pedagogy as 

described by hooks (2010). I could not silence myself when students shared their 

passions with the class. I praised their contributions in subtle or encouraging manners.

To my knowledge, no student experienced failure in this project. The students who did 

not present a current event involved themselves in the business o f asking questions and 

leaving feedback on articles in the hallway, hooks (2010) stated, “ When everyone in the 

classroom, teacher and students, recognizes that they are responsible for creating a 

learning community together, learning is at its most meaningful and useful”  (p. 11). The 

students were eager to participate and explain the importance o f the project to others.

The role o f the teacher involved listening and valuing student voice in a 

timeframe dedicated to exploring world issues through current events. The teacher 

dedicated a structured period to understand current events allowing students to ask 

critical questions and imagine the alleviation o f suffering. This role o f the teacher 

mattered because it was a foundational model for students to understand the lifelong 

importance o f their voice.
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The Development o f Rapport

The students and teacher looked forward to the sharing o f current events each 

week. The students complimented one another and were eager to understand the 

reasoning behind each student’ s article choice. The connection between the complements 

for the work and the interest in article choice prompted continuous questions by students. 

On many occasions, the answers provided previously unknown insight into a student’ s 

background or interests. For example, Maria’s article about the yellow-bellied sea snake 

prompted new interest in weather patterns, sea snakes, and her fam ily’s immigration to 

the United States. The development o f rapport within the classroom is a catalyst for 

engagement, and this is important for the development o f student ownership in the 

learning process.

The Experience o f Social Justice

The students did not take actions to alleviate the direct suffering o f others, yet it 

was evident that they cared deeply for others. Students asked questions to promote 

understandings and possible solutions in response to the students’ article summaries. The 

questions delved into economic, social, and political arenas as understood through critical 

pedagogy; however, the teacher and students arrived at this opportunity through critical 

literacy. The students examined the world issues presented through current event texts 

with critical questions. The experience o f social justice through current events allowed 

students to think and care about others.
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Conclusion

The primary conclusion from this case study o f third graders sharing current 

events through a problem-posing framework o f education is that the students and teacher 

learned together in a meaningful manner. The students learned from the problem-posing 

education through their own talk with minimal clarification from the teacher. The 

manner and purpose o f their talk worked simultaneously to develop an understanding and 

use for the content. The positive rapport within the classroom motivated the peer group 

to engage in the diverse topic choices made by the students. The students and teacher 

found the exercise to be enjoyable and purposeful as they taught others about real world 

news.

Implications for Teaching

The findings o f this study serve to support the human ideal o f teaching in present 

time. I modeled five current event presentations and encouraged the active responses o f 

my own third grade students. I prioritized critical questions, and I shared ownership o f 

the process with my students. This was a novel experience for my students, and they 

embraced the opportunity to take the lead with their own presentations. The 

understanding o f these events required us to leam together as a class as opposed to a 

teacher educating students. These findings are important for the individual who serves in 

the role o f a teacher and wants to encourage a sense o f social justice with students.

In order to encourage a sense o f social justice in the classroom with students, 

teachers can organize instruction around critical ideas and questions. Teachers should
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recognize moments o f injustice with students and take the time to understand the 

moment. A teacher can easily ask about the differences that appear in texts and school 

experiences. Students need to know that teachers are individual adults who care about 

the differences in experience or the suffering o f others inside or outside o f the 

schoolhouse.

In this project, the teacher modeled the minimum expectations o f the project from 

the directions on the student handout. The teacher also modeled subtle 

acknowledgements o f performance and encouraged students to share their work.

Teachers can scaffold student understanding within a whole class discussion. Teachers 

should also be able to find the good in each student contribution and the value o f that 

contribution for the class as a whole. Students need to be valued in their classroom for 

their contributions o f knowledge.

This project allowed for a 10 to 20-minute period for a student presentation and 

class discussion. Additional time was necessary for students to continue exploring topics 

and understanding the meaning o f those topics. Teachers can return to critical ideas and 

experiences from past discussions when making connections to new material or projects. 

Teachers should encourage students to make those connections to homework 

assignments, before or after school activities, and independent reading assignments. 

Students need time to continue thinking about others in novel situations.

The project offered students choices at several levels within the project, and 

students were fascinated by one another's choices. Teachers can regularly ask students
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what topics they would like to see included in their curriculum as teachers make choices 

for read-aloud books. Teachers should present a variety o f choices within a subject for 

students whenever possible. Students need to express their interests and explain choices 

to share with their peer group.

The development o f rapport within this project was enjoyable for both the teacher 

and students. Teachers can develop rapport within their classrooms when they model 

good rapport with students, parents, visitors, and individuals in the world outside o f the 

classroom. Teachers should be explicit with students in how they plan to talk to another 

adult in the school and how students should talk to each other on a regular basis.

Students need to understand how to enjoy daily experiences with others and how to 

navigate new situations.

Recommendations for Future Research

Upon completion o f the research, I recognized several areas to continue the 

research o f sharing current events through a problem-posing education. These areas may 

provide useful as teaching strategies in diverse classrooms, and provide novel solutions to 

individuals, communities, and environments. The following list provides suggestions for 

future research:

® Based on my findings, third-grade students easily engaged in the topics and 

the rationale behind the presentation o f topics by their peers. Researchers 

may consider determining i f  the same is possible for a younger group o f 

students.
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® A major limitation for me as a teacher-researcher was the time I was able to 

devote to the current events project in the classroom. Researchers may 

consider discovering what happens when third-grade students are able to end 

their own discussions without the teacher’ s limitations.

® 1 would like to repeat this project as a regular classroom guest to see i f  there is

a difference in the eagerness o f student participation. How do the classroom 

teacher and her rapport with the third-grade students influence the success o f 

sharing current events?

® After our project was complete, there were occasions in which our current 

events returned to the daily news cycle. We made mention o f Harriet 

Tubman’s eventual placement on the twenty-dollar bill, but we did not take 

time to process that information. Researchers may consider extending the 

time period for the project to gain an understanding o f what happens when 

students return to current events as current events develop naturally over time.

Final Thoughts

I often find myself correcting my own words as 1 refer to myself because as a 

teacher I am never alone. My excitable students were with me every step o f this journey, 

and I would prefer to call it our case study. When I show them this dissertation, I w ill 

say, “ Look at our work!”  My students were always eager to learn, and they knew what 

they wanted to leam, but this is not always possible in the public school system. Choices 

are often limited for our youngest students, but in the Current Events Project, our children
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had a choice in what they wanted to read, talk about with our families, write for a 

summary, and share with their class.
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U N I V E R S I T Y

Sharing Current E

Tift College o f Education

Informed ComiseroS
through a Frffimsworlk ®f C urrent Everts

Your child is being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to volunteer 
your child, it is important that you read the following information and ask as many questions as 
necessary to foe sure you understand what your child will be asked to do.

Hannah M. McAnespie. a doctoral student attending Mercer University in Atlanta. GA, will be 
conducting a qualitative research study examining how third-grade students share current events through 
a framework of critical literacy. Dr. Jane West, faculty member at Mercer University in Atlanta. GA, is 
the advisor for this study.

PmniMiwe of the Resganngh
This research study is designed to examine and describe the experience of third-gmde students sharing 
current events within a framework o f critical literacy as a little known approach o f presenting a pmblem- 
posing model o f education. Your child is being asked to participate in this study because he/she is a 
third grade student in Ms. McAnespie’s classroom during the rime o f the study.

Prggi^jrgg
I f  you choose to allow your child to volunteer as a participant in this study he/she will he asked to share 
the current event project that would already foe a part of his/her classroom work, be willing to answer 
questions about his/her project with the class, and participate in an interview about his/her experiences 
from the current event projects. The presentation and discussions pertaining to the current event projects 
will foe video recorded, while the interviews will be audio-recorded.

IPotemttaaS Hista or Piaeorofoirta
There are no anticipated or potential risks inherent in this study. Participation in this study is strictly 
voluntary, and you are free to end participation at any time. Your child has the right not to answer and 
the right to refuse video recording o f their project.

I f  you wish to withdraw from the study at any lime, contact 1 latinah M. McAnespie at 770-374-1905 or 
Dr. Jane West at 678-547-6385.

Ptntemtiall Bemefite o f the Reseaareh
There are no explicit benefits for the student participation in this study: however, participation will allow 
the researcher to study the dialogue and active response from participants as they share current events 
within the classroom to help describe a problem-posing education model.
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CtmnifldmitMllto and Pate Storage

All o f the information collected from the study will be stored in a locked file box in the researcher's 
home. The researcher will be the only individual with access to the information gathered from tine 
interviews, liach participant will be provided a non-identiflable pseudonym. Once the interviews have 
been transcribed the data will be stored for at least three years before being destroyed.

Aiuidro or Video Tammg
The study will be audio and video-taped, which will later be transcribed by the researcher. Bach 
participant will be given a pseudonym in this study.

Signature of Parent or Guardian o f participant

Participant Name (Child's name Please Print)

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent

Date

Date

Date

Rev. 7/17/2009
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Tift College of Education

L®68«r ®ff Assent
Sharing Cmrrent Events through a Framework o f Critical Literacy

You are being asked to participate in a research study. Before you give your consent to 
volunteer, it is important that you read the following information arsd ask as many questions 
as necessary to be sure you understand what you will be asked to do.

You are being asked to participate in this research study because you are a third-grade student in 
Ms. McAnespie's third-grade class. By signing this document you are agreeing to allow the 
researcher, Ms. McAnespie, to us® your Current Event Project and related work or discussion 
during writing or social studies time. You are also agreeing to be audio and video taped when 
you share your Current Event Project and participate in class discussions regarding current 
events. Participation in this study is completely voluntary and will not affect your grade.

I ________________________________________  agree to participate in the study entitled
(PrimS Name)

Sharing Currerat Events thromgb a Fraomework of Critical Literacy.

Participant Signature Date

Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date
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