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SOUL Focus:
Summary Report of a
Special Observation Urban Learner
Focus Group

Objectives: designate a small number of urban learners to focus on, interview and examine as control cases. While certainly, each learner is a unique individual – it will be clarifying to study a select set of particular learners in depth, allowing for comparison and contrast of a broad range of specific information. This attempt to investigate and chart the diverse experiences of diverse urban learners is an opportunity to record and reflect on their real life challenges and strengths.
Focus Question: What specific range of issues is affecting an urban learner’s intellectual, social, and personal development? How are identified needs being addressed within the school system?
Overview
“Who we are culturally and how we interact with the world 
is an intriguing intersection of language, values, beliefs, behaviors,
and experiences that pervades every aspect of a person’s life.”
-- Margery Ginsberg and Raymond Wlodkowski

In Professional Learning to Promote Motivation and Academic Performance, Margery Ginsberg and Raymond Wlodkowski note that the study of culture is an interpretive science, done – not in search of laws, but rather – in search of meaning. The objective here is to research the contemporary circumstances of culturally diverse urban leaners, only in order to identify and support the range of needs, interests, and orientations to be found among them. No broad generalization made about a particular social group is truthful or useful. However, a close, cultural inquiry can reveal cross-cultural themes, communication styles, patterns and awarenesses. Conclusions on findings are merely interpretations, made in an attempt to reflect on actual urban learner experiences and broadly accepted, research-based instructional strategies.
This research project necessarily involves the collection and recording of private and protected information. Considering the sensitive nature of the material, this published project report is a broad summary and includes only the general outline of findings. Information was gathered from personal reflections on twelve urban learners. A sampling of five learners are tracked here by generic names. All details and potential identifiers have been removed.
Sample Group: 
· Joe 
· Sue 
· Jack 
· Bob 
· Janet 

Data and Analysis
Individual Summaries
Joe
Joe is an African American male learner. Joe was exasperated in class and having great difficulties. After working one-on-one through a bit of the directions and the assigned text with Joe – he instantly understood and began the task. When I jokingly marked the first answer in his journal with the word, excellent, the boy lit up! He was so proud and happy. I am not sure this student has ever seen that word on his schoolwork before.  Toward the end of the period, when he had finished his entire assignment, he brought it to me and proudly showed me what he had done. I said, “Excellent!” He pointed to his journal, indicating for me to write down that word again. I nearly cried to think this boy has not been told how bright, smart, funny, talented and excellent he is. I will investigate this particular learner – Joe -- and keep my eye on his progress. 

Sue
Meetings with an African American female student – who is failing nearly every class. She is inattentive, off-task, disruptive – and seems wholly unconcerned with the potential consequences of her continued misbehavior. Addressed specific personal problems and home issues. Notes indicate some improvement in attendance and behavior.

Jack
Jack is an urban learner who is having terrible behavior problems. I’ll call him Jack because he loves to jump around. I sat next to the African American sixth grader during the start of class. When he needed a pencil – as he always does – I had one for him. I opened his books for him, helped him write in his journal, listened to him read and generally kept him on task. Although he at first resisted, I stayed on him. He got a great deal of work done! Mid-way through the class, he opened up and became quite engaged. I was very proud of him and he could tell. Jack clearly has many issues, but when I showed him that I was going to stay by his side no matter what he did, he responded to the work very well. 

[Twice Exceptional Learners]
Bob
Bob is having many problems. His misbehavior stems from a lack of connection to the material. He is a white student with a great personality – but he tends to play the “class clown.” His misbehavior is sometimes so disruptive, he has to be sent out of the room. I personally feel bad when this happens, because I know why he feels a need to misbehave. I have tried to establish a relationship with Bob and I think he trusts me. We have talked about school. He says he likes most of his classes and teachers. He feels he is learning. However, I know that he is doing very poorly in his classes. Special education services are being investigated, but may not help. I am afraid he will be tracked away from the general classroom and into a social situation that he won’t like. Bob is exactly the type of young student who has plenty of “social smarts” but needs to have the academic content connected and made relevant, and needs to be trained in academic skills. Yes, he reads at a low level, but his intrapersonal, political-social and speaking skills are advanced. His coursework should actually be deepened and enriched! He not only has learning difficulties which may rise to the level of disabilities, but is also gifted/talented. His educational needs have not, at all, been met. I believe Bob, Jack and another focus student, Janet, are technically Twice-Exceptional learners. They have both, special challenges and special talents. Within the rigid system, their gifts have gone unnoticed and unaddressed due to behavioral issues, low standardized test scoring and other student data. 

I subsequently spent time speaking with Bob -- who is not turning in his homework. I think I was able to get through to him a little. While I don’t know the particulars, I sense he is having some problems at home. I know that he likes and respects me, so I used that to my advantage. I told him that when I was in middle school I had similar problems to the ones he’s having.  We spoke for about ten minutes. He promised he would try to do better. That’s all I can ask! I made sure to end by telling him he was a smart boy. I told him he could be successful. I said I believed he would improve his grades a great deal with just a bit of effort and explained that he had some options. He seemed surprised to understand that turning in unfinished homework was far better than turning in no homework. Bob is a student who needs a great deal of help. He has the potential to be, at least, an average student – though he is apparently scheduled to be tested soon. Still, he is clearly only failing, because he does not know how to “do” school. 

Janet
I spent a class period with one learner, referred to here as Janet, who is having very bad behavior problems in class. After a while, I asked her to read some poems and she was an excellent reader! Janet understood the significance of the poetry and showed herself to be extremely bright. While, I admit she has terrible behavior issues, which drive teachers crazy – at the same time, her educational needs are not being met. These things are, no doubt, related.  
I spent another period with Janet. Janet is extremely smart and perceptive. I do not know the reason for her behavior issues. I know she has been given the EBD label, but I do not actually know anything about the 11-year old African American girl. Janet is exactly the profile of the young, urban learner-type whose behavioral problems have masked educational needs.

Group Summary
The breakdown of the basic cultural background for the remaining seven research partners is as follows: African American female, European American male, Asian American male, African American female, Somali American male, Mexican American female, Asian American female. Almost all report they generally “like school.” Many say they feel “respected.” Most do not feel that – if they have problems, there is an adult school staff member or teacher they can go to for help. Less than half feel their school is “culturally inclusive. Less than a quarter say they feel “personally supported” at school.  Only seven of the twelve report they are passing all classes with at least a “D” grade.

Framework
[bookmark: _GoBack]In Professional Learning to Promote Motivation and Academic Performance, Ginsberg and Wlodkowski provide a motivational framework that instructors can use as a guideline for selecting culturally responsive motivational strategies and learning activities. The following is based on key items from that framework as applied to this report’s sampling of urban learners.


Culturally Responsive Framework for Supporting the 
Range of Needs, Interests, and Orientations of Urban Learners
	
	
Core Theme
	
Strategy Question
	
Core Applications

	1.
	Establishing
Inclusion
	How do we create or affirm a learning atmosphere in which we feel respected by and connected to one 
another?
	Make explicit the classroom norms so that if they are different from what students are used to at home or in their communities they are able to negotiate alternative ways of being.

	2.
	Developing Attitude
	How do we create or affirm a favorable disposition toward learning through personal relevance and 
learner volition?
	Develop creative and effective ways to learn about student’s lives and interests.
Organize regularly scheduled discussion topics that allow students to connect course material to the “real world”

	3.
	Enhancing Meaning
	How do we create engaging and challenging learning experiences that include learners’ perspectives and 
values?
	Examine the embedded values in your discipline that may confuse or disturb students, or may be challenging to their own cultural perspectives.
Have students identify their prior knowledge of key concepts, issues and content, or how these are understood in their culture/community.

	4.
	Engendering Competence
	How do we create an understanding that learners have effectively learned something they value and perceive as authentic to their real world?
	The norms, procedures and structures that create an understanding for learners of how they are or can be effective in learning something of personal value.
Provide frequent feedback that is standards-based, specific and constructive, and personally informative to student development and growing competence.


References
Ginsberg, M. B. & Wlodkowski, R. J. Professional Learning to Promote  Motivation and Academic Performance among Diverse Adults. In D. Bamford-Reese, B. Doyle, B. Klein-Collins, and J. Wertheim (eds.), CAEL Forum and News: Learning Never Ends. November, 2009, pp.23-32. Retrieved from http://raymondwlodkowski.com/Materials/ProfessionalLearning.pdf.





image1.jpeg




