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Abstract

Supervisor
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Abstract

Self-study research method allows for the reflecbbone’s practice for the
purpose of understanding and often to facilita@ngfe. This study of myself in relation
to at risk students who struggle with low motivatiembodies the qualitative research
method, self-study, along with narrative inquirydam arts-based method, creative
writing, in order to reflect on my practice as @ueator and bring a greater awareness to
my work. This study sought to answer the followqgestion: How does my story as a
teacher of at risk students within an inner cittycsu facilitate a greater understanding of
the possibility of achievement and success foiststudents who struggle with a lack of
academic motivation?

Over the course of this study, | collected eighitrpal entries of my own
reflections of my time with the classroom. | theganized this data into various themes
and created short stories of my learning and egpee. After analyzing both my data
and my short stories, | was able to reflect onvidmdous themes and lessons, reflect on
my learning process, and on the meaning of thimieg for myself as teacher and a
professional.

The outcome of my study allowed me to facilitaghange in my practice that
will lead to an increase of success for some oftagents. My plan is to share my
learning with my colleagues and hopefully faciktat greater awareness of the struggles
and successes of at risk students.
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Frontispiece: The Creation

A Rocky Start
The day before semester two starts, our classdgear in our staffroom boxes.

| always look forward to reading over my listssigort of like peaking at a Christmas
present on Christmas Eve. There is this feeling foésh start and the excitement of new
ideas and new learning.

As | walk through the halls and climb the threais®to my classroom, | scan
over my lists. | am pleased with my two lists foglsh 12 and English 10 Challenge.
They seem well balanced and include some kidd diegady know. My class list for
English 10 is massive (over 30 students) and laderady see that at least six of the
names are students with learning designations arektare students with behaviour
designations. | stop in the middle of the hallaag read over it again. Could this be a
mistake? How can a class of this composition benadtd? | immediately feel
overwhelmed and exhausted. Frustration buildstagmk over the two weeks of lesson
plans that | have put into this course that willinbave to be reworked and reorganized.
With teaching four out of four classes, | wondeewhwill find the time.

The next day | stand in front of a busy, noisyotit class. | give the course
outline and stop every 30 seconds or so to addrekaviour and enforce classroom
management. | am overwhelmed and alone.

After class, | sit at my desk and stare out inelright afternoon. | know that the
best thing would be to ask for support. | fear ioglike a less competent teacher and

being perceived as a complainer. | feel like a tether. | decided to tough it out.



The first three days of semester two go by in a bkeceive a steady flow of
emails from various counsellors and resources teeshbout individual students and
their individual learning programs. | spend timeeafschool and during the evening
working through strategies for many of my studeirastempt to track down the kids that
are already not attending and | try to accomplisi ovn assessments. | feel like I'm
swimming upstream and | am running out of optigidhe end of day three, | swallow
my pride and ask for help.

| sit across from my principal in his office. Thead is closed; a sure sign of a
serious conversation. The blind over his windoagen though and | can see various
students coming and going from the office. A sacydaughs. | feel anxious and try to
focus. | know it's important to steer the conveimatowards the needs of my students
and not on the fact that | am totally overwhelmisll talk, | realize that | do have my
principal’s support. Feeling brave, | begin to gties why a class like this even exists. |
tell him that it is too much for one teacher. Hgigas me an Educational Assistant. | feel
a small sense of relief coupled with a sense aingh&Vhy do | need ‘an assistant'?
Then we both realize a crucial piece of informatibat changes the dynamic of my
teaching.

We realize that most of my students have comef &riglish 9 Adapted and
should have been placed in English 9, not Engl&h $tare at my principal and wait for
his decision. He looks at me and asks if | woutnemend that class be split into two. |
jump at the opportunity for a smaller class. Imnagely | feel relief and a sense of
potential. As | leave his office, | realize thag thuestion of why these students are not in

the proper level of English has not been addredsaldo realize that | no longer require
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an Education Assistant. | ponder this for a momsimtyg my shoulders and head back

up to my classroom.
A Balancing Act

The bell rings to end lunch and | head up fromdfmvded staffroom to my
classroom. | am, of course, the first one to arriverite the agenda in purple pen on the
white board. | smile at the colour. Perhaps usingteeerful’ colour will bode well for
the lesson of the day. Today we are building paapbs.

My students slowly shuffle in. Some are carryingks in plastic containers,
bright and frozen liquid. They talk loudly abougithlunchtime adventures. | catch pieces
of sentences that | don’t really want to hear, swweards that | ignore. | remind a few
kids that they will need supplies today (and evayydThey complain and head back to
their lockers to get their books, paper, and pémssand outside the door while the hall
grows quiet and my classroom gets louder. | sniike @lleague who nods knowingly as
he passes by. | sigh and close the door, callitgnéibn to the front of the class.

We get underway. | explain the process of parajgtaylding and get several
students to contribute ideas around what a paragregoks like. No one uses hands as
most prefer to shout out the answers. Pride airggthe ideas right is more important
than insisting that they follow the rules. | kebp tesson light and easy and most
students are actively engaged. | tell them thatatttevity today involves cutting, pasting,
and gluing parts of a paragraph together on frebket of white paper. This idea goes
over well as they collect their craft supplies framg own collection. | quickly throw them

into groups and the work begins. As | circle thesssfoom, one of my students asks to use
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the washroom. She disappears. | mentally kick mysshould know better than to expect

this student to participate in group work.

As the block rolls forward, the classroom buzzasdé&hts continue to build their
paragraphs and chat about their social lives. Onalent asks to go get his lunch from
his locker. He returns several minutes later withag of chips and a pop from the
vending machine. | shake my head at him. He sistilespishly and rejoins his group,
offering to share his chips with others. | notibattmost groups have divided tasks up
amongst themselves to cut down on the amount iefdodl work. | allow this process to
unfold. As they are working, | hesitate to be takpabout the actual form of the
learning. | keep my eye on the door hoping to sgenmsing student return.

The end of the block arrives and | let me studientsv they can pack up. They
load their backpacks and I tell them that theraagshomework for today. They seem
pleased. One student admits that he never doesvimarkeHis classmates seem happy
about this news and contribute their own ideas atbbhomework. Cell phones start to
come out and the bell rings. My missing studepsgijuietly through the door, grabs her
books, and slips out.

| stare at the door and try to process what | hewmessed from this particular
student. | feel a bit deflated and defeated. Thede had gone well, but not for everyone
in my class. My next class piles into the classr@oth loud chatter. | am immediately
surrounded by a new group of students who ask abeuthomework from last night
and the possibilities of extensions. My own thosigihé quickly forgotten. | smile and

begin to address the questions.



A Hallway M oment

The bell to begin the day has gone and | stantercorner between two hallways
with one of my colleagues. We can see the rairdmugsd the hallway is in partial
shadow. Students’ footprints have left damp patomethe floor and many that pass us
are in desperate need of a towel and dry shirt. €meéent in particular shows us how
wet his jeans are. They are too big already andh wie added weight of the damp denim,
he seems to swim inside them. He seems pleasésligwhfound fashion and heads
cheerfully down the hall calling out to his buddyead. Both of our vice-principals pass
by and say hello. | assume they have just comefameeting. One of their walkie-
talkies crackles and comes to life with a voicéhey move away.

This is a typical morning start for us. We act agacher presence in the hall as
students move to their lockers and slowly drifthtair classes. As my colleague and |
chat, we smile and say hello to students who @akiFessing them by their names and
asking them how they are. We also encourage fasdgement from our kids with a
reminder to “get to class on time”. We wave to otteachers down the hall who are also
standing ‘on alert’ and monitoring the hallway aaty.

One of my students slowly comes down the hathilesand wave and ask what
class is first this morning. The answer is a shang a lack of eye contact. | tell this
student that | hope the day is a good one and noeceee me if they have any questions
about English work. The student nods and move$tmhallway grows quiet as the last
of the late comers disappears into a classroomavevbye’ to my colleague and head
into my own classroom. It's full and noisy. | snakel come through the door. “Good

morning. Let’s get started”!



A Gift

This afternoon is a due date for my English 1@etts. | anticipate the lack of
assignments that will be completed and, beforescd¢arts, | begin to put together
strategies. | know | have already told my studémas there is no extension for this
assignment. | also know that this will not matddany assignments still will not be
finished on time.

During quiet work time, | meet with one of my stoutd who has not completed the
assignment. | ask if the due date was clear. bgges” in response and a half smirk. |
ask why the assignment was not completed. The arf®eeause | didn’t do it”. | count
to three in my head and respond with “yes, | untierd that. Butvhy didn’t you do it?”
The answer is a shrug. | know that there are marssible answers for this, including
not having a safe place to do school work, to hgtcnwork a part time job late into the
night, to having to babysit siblings, to not undensling the assignment. A cell phone
beeps signalling a text message. My student resptonithe text, watching me out of the
corner of an eye. | take this opportunity to thaflan appropriate consequence. | realize
that | want my student to do the assignment sm lassess a piece of writing. | need the
assessment to be accurate. Clearly the threat bhaaing an extension has not resulted
in the work being completed as | had hoped. | ravealea...

“What do you think an appropriate consequenceniatr having your work done
on time would be?” My student answers my questiidim awariety of answers ranging
from “getting zero” to losing marks, to detentidragree with detention and set this

student up in study hall. The time at lunch tomarmaill be spent finishing the
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assignment. The student agrees to this and a nevdalie is made. The cell phone goes

off and | ask it to be left on my desk. It is.

The next day the lunch bell rings. On my way ¢ostiaffroom | casually stroll
past study hall and see my student bent over tble @giting madly. | see a glimmer of
his success and my own. | smile and head to tlfilecgien to eat my peanut butter

sandwich in the company of my colleagues.



Chapter One: The Commencement

Introduction
Within the field of education, the primary focus feachers is often the task of

facilitating successful learning for students. F@any students, the concept of ‘success’
is varied, and as skilled professionals, teachave la variety of teaching and learning
strategies that they can draw upon in order tdifaig success for each individual student
within their classroom.

However, the motivation to learn is often somethimagt many students struggle
with, especially those students who are at riskyloo are not anticipated to graduate
from high school. If a student is not anticipatedjtaduate, or is at risk, it follows that
this student has had very little success regairttie academic school work. Therefore,
at risk students struggle with low academic motoratvhich further perpetuates the
problem of being at risk. Further to this pointf-sdficacy is the belief that one can
succeed; however, “at risk students commonly dysi@arned helplessness with regard to
their school work” (Bos and Vaughn, 1998, as citelacMath, Roberts, Wallace, and
Chi, 2009, p. 88). Again, this means that for matugdents who are at-risk, the struggle
around academic motivation can cause a feelinglpidéssness and an anticipation of
failure. If one anticipates failure, the motivatittnsucceed would be drastically reduced.
For the purposes of this study, student learnirthsarccess is defined as an increase in
attendance, completion of assignments, and andseceinvolvement in class discussion.
My focus of my study was not the cause of low mations. Low motivation and at risk
students are not single entities that exist diseotad from other factors and

demographics. Anyon (2005) states that “educasaniinstitute whose basic problems



are caused by, and whose basic problems reveaitliee crises in cities: poverty,
joblessness and low wages, and racial and classgagn” (177). Clearly, none of the
reasons for low motivation are stated as beindatk of teachers or students.
Nonetheless, low academic motivation for at rigkdstts is a struggle that is time
consuming, frustrating, and can often leave bothetfucator and the students in a state
of hopelessness. However, often the process @&ctesh can help one to understand the
problem and begin to work towards a possible sautBy illuminating my personal
experiences, the reflections from my own teachirg@ss have helped me and, | hope,
other educators understand how to begin to fatglitaotivation for at risk students and
break the cycle of failure. Using a qualitativee@xh design and self-study research
method, the purpose of this study is to reportstibees of my own experiences and
reflections as a teacher of at-risk youth who elgpee a lack of academic motivation
within an inner city school.
Overview

This project consists of the previously read frepitece and the following five
chapters. In the frontispiece | present my owmantk; my short stories. These stories
were created out of my journal entries, which arere specifically, my data collection. |
will speak more to how they came to be in the foghapter of this project. My intention
in presenting these creative pieces before thiedapter is to paint a picture of my daily
reality as an educator and to foreshadow my owmieg.

The first chapter focuses on an introduction tosthigiect of low academic
motivation and at-risk students, my own backgrouhe,context in which the study took

place, the researcher orientation, and the resemiestion. The second chapter is centred
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on a review of the literature in connection to mation and students who are at risk.

Chapter three is based on the methodology useddimg self-study, narrative inquiry
and arts based research methods. Furthermondlirtes the significance of the
proposed research and the limitations and delimoitat Chapter four focuses on the
method of data collection and what is revealed frathin the data. It also presents some
reflection on the methods used, including writisgaamethod of inquiry. The last chapter
provides an analysis of the data collected in cotioie to the literature. Furthermore, it
provides reflections on the learning process asdnamary of recommendations around
low academic motivation and student success.
Background

As a teacher within an inner city school, a laclacédemic motivation for at risk
students is an issue that | am faced with for ectass | teach. My position as teacher
who is white, educated, middle class, and femaés s@ed to be acknowledged as my
understanding of those | teach and my own pla¢kdarclassroom and within larger
social structures, such as the public educatiotresyand the community, are seen
through this lens of my experience and understandihis matter becomes increasingly
complicated as history for many of my students adocolonization and intersecting
elements of oppression exist within the larger evnin which | work. Anxiety, anger,
and frustration are prominent throughout the edacatystem in part because of the
history of oppression. Williams and Tanaka (20Q@)es“when an individual is
embedded as a member of a dominant culture evegytbidesigned to fit that cultural
world. From this position of relative comfort, & difficult to even notice that there are

people who might have a different approach, offer@int way of thinking than what is
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familiarly known and believed” (f 11). | am well are that as a white woman, | may

unintentionally perpetuate patterns that exist withe education system that benefit the
dominant culture. Iseke-Barnes (2006) quotes “wkave, how we act, what we think,
and what stories we tell become more intelligiblthim an epistemological framework
that begins by recognizing existing hegemonic hisso(Mohanty, 1994, p.148, as cited
by Iseke-Barnes, p.21). | am aware that even thel @t risk” may be problematic to
some readers, and that a different lens mighatdlfferent story. Nevertheless, when |
refer to ‘low motivation’ and ‘at risk youth’, | oegnize that the responsibility and causes
of low motivation and exhibiting at risk behavialoses not just reside within the
responsibility of myself, as a teacher, and myetis] as learners. Rather, | acknowledge
that many factors throughout our collective histbaye shaped and developed the
struggles that exist for many of my students today.

Specifically, for this study, my belief is thatrégk students struggle with low
academic motivation and it is this low motivatidwat results in low levels of success.
This low level of success perpetuates the classifin of at risk, and the cycle continues
from there. For the purpose of this self-studyefrition for at risk isthe definite
probability that a student will not complete high school; therefore, a student who is at
risk is a student who most likely will not graduate. Student motivation includes
motivation that is intrinsic or students’ self-mattion.

| am aware that the course completion rate foresttgiwithin the school | teach is
lower than the district average. Furthermore, laamare that on average the results from
standardized tests, such as Provincial Exams |soeébalow district average. According

to the Ministry of Education (Ministry of Educatievebsite), for the January 2011
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English 10 Provincial Exam results, my school ageth68.53 percent, while the district

average was 72.43 percent. Even though the aveatgee English 12 Provincial Exam
is 6.84 percent above district average, my schilbtanks a mark of 4.1 out of 10
according to the Fraser Institute’s Report Car@ger Institute website, 2011).

While many educators understand that our provinResort Card is “arguably,
an incomplete, superficial and misleading picturthe state of schools in just one of
Canada’s many provinces for which the Fraser bstissues Report Cards....” (Weber,
2006, p. 6), it is still widely read and widely dsas indicators of not just student success,
but also teacher success. Furthermore, even tHaamghdrawing on these statistics, |
realize that these high-stakes standardized test$deamotivating for the majority of
students and as Amrein and Berliner state, “sustis sctually decrease student
motivation and increase the proportion of studevrite leave school early” (p. 32).
Again, using these statistics is for the purposdwhinating some of the struggles that
educators face within an inner city school, nottfer purpose of justifying standardized
testing. However, the fact remains that our poputatincluding some educators, still
view these standardized tests as indicators oestugliccess, and therefore, the statistics
need to be revealed.

Over the past five years, | have found that mytegias for working with at risk
students who struggle with a lack of motivationd&aaried and have resulted in varying
levels of student success. In light of this contéxtas interested in documenting and
reflecting on my experience and my practice. Thlothis reflection, | came to a greater
understanding of my own work as an educator andabbesto find alternative ways of

promoting success for at risk students. Not onkytha information been important and
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meaningful to my own practice, but | have also balgle to assist my colleagues in

meeting the needs of at risk students who strugglelow motivation.

In essence, this self-study created a differen¢karunderstanding of my own
teaching practice, as it gave insight into mangskt students who | taught, and continue
to teach, and provided some insight into studentsivation. With reflection and an
understanding of the needs of at risk students) &ble to better myself as an educator
and will be able to pass along the reflections gfawn practice to my colleagues. This
information allowed, and continues to allow, faad¢bers to work more productively with
students who suffer from low motivation and, theref increase student success within
an inner city school. It has allowed for a greatederstanding of the possibility of
experiences of educators and learners within éesobom.

Context

As this study was a self-study presented in a tieeréormat, | present the
information of my own story in order to seek deegmowledge and understanding of my
own practice. The focus of my study was my reft@tsion my own practice as | worked
with students over the course of a term who weaassified as at risk and who struggled
with a lack of motivation. | journalled my reflectis as | worked and | reflected on
possible strategies to facilitate success for tisasgents. Again, | presented this through
a story of my experience.

Within this study, | presented articles on selfdstand narrative inquiry in order
to explain the background of my reflective procasd the format of my presentation. |
drew upon the work and studies that have been damamtly on at risk students and at

risk behaviour in order to reveal various aspeteneironment that contribute to a
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student becoming at risk and developing low moioratl also reviewed literature that

focused on motivation and struggles with motivafienyouth and highlighted the
connection between at risk behaviour and low mabwefor students. The goal here was
to reflect on the connection between these twafaand reveal how these factors may
manifest themselves within a classroom.

Research Orientation

My choice of research design was qualitative, whista means for exploring
and understanding the meaning individuals or gragasibe to a social or human
problem” (Creswell, 2009, p.4). The intention wagltiow myself, as the researcher, to
interpret the meaning of the information that wallected from my own observations
and experiences as an educator. | did not plaseéauy sort of research that would
involve numbered data nor did | intend to surveystudents or collect statistics or
numerical evidence to be interpreted. Rather, usiggalitative approach allowed me to
reflect on my experience using words.

Self-study was a way to reflect upon my own practiod allowed for a chance to
share that reflection with other educators. Speaify, for my own self-study, | focussed
my project on my own observations and experien@@imection to low academic
motivation for at risk youth; therefore, my projéobk the form of a narrative and | was
able to ‘story’ my data and my learning.

Research Question
I will be highlight one pertinent question for mgifsstudy: How does my story as

a teacher of at risk students within an inner sdafyool facilitate a greater understanding
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of the possibility of achievement and success fois& students who struggle with a lack

of academic motivation?

Summary
In this chapter, | have introduced the termsisk' rand ‘low academic

motivation’ and described how these terms are us#un education and the public
school system in Greater Victoria. | have providethe information on my background
as a high school teacher and outlined how thisystadhe to be a point of interest. The
purpose of this study was to create a self-studyhich | would be able to gather
information on my own practice and use it to bettgself as an educator. Further, in this
section | highlight the hope that my colleagues f@&tidw educators would also be able
to gather knowledge and gain a greater understgradithe struggles we face in
facilitating learning for at risk students.

Furthermore, within this section, | have outlineldere, when, and how this study
took place and articulated my orientation as bbéresearcher and the subject of
interest. | make the specific point that my purpiss® gain a greater understanding of
myself and my own practice. At the end, | haveudeld my research question for my
self-study.

I will now present a review of the literature tisafpports the study of at risk
students and low academic motivation. In particularill outline the connection
between at risk students, low academic motivatmal, those that attend inner city

schools.
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Chapter Two: The Frame

This chapter will discuss what the literature rés@a regards to at risk students
who struggle with low academic motivation. Furthers this section will explore the
literature that focuses on the connections betwsaahents who exhibit at risk behaviour
and those that attend inner city schools, andraithe contributions made by this study.
Review of Literature

As defined by Johnson (1998) students are at vidleh certain risk factors are
present, for example, low socioeconomic statuguage and cultural difference,
dysfunctional [sic] family situations, and resideno disadvantages communities” (p.
167). Johnson (1998) further stated that theraavie variety of factors and negative
outcomes (p.167) when one focuses on the realmradkastudents. Indeed, it is
recognized that “in the current literature the tetnnisk appears to be a euphemism for
students who exhibit a wide range of educationabl@ms, including the failure to
respond positively to the instruction offered osibacademic skills, the manifestation of
unacceptable social behaviour in school, the iitgtd keep up with their classmates in
academic subjects, and a limited repertoire of egpees that provide background for
formal education (Howard & Anderson, 1978; Slava89, as cited in Pierce, 1994). To
narrow this definition, MacMath et al. (2009) defihat risk as “those students who are
having difficulty achieving curriculum expectatioasd will be at risk of not completing
their diploma requirements” (p.87). While | recagnthat these definitions frame failure
as residing in the students, rather than a shasgbnsibility for how the school system

also fails these students, for the purpose ofgaer, the definition of at risk is a
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combination of these two reports in that many f&itors may be present that result in

students’ struggle to complete high school.

The previous quote from Johnson (1998) revealsyakpect within this study.
When one looks at the traits of students withiremeity schools, the connection between
being an inner city youth and being an at risk studecomes clear. It is clear that,
“studies have documented that inner-city youth eérpee high levels of life stress,
poverty, and exposure to violence” (Axelrod et 2004, p.514). When these factors are
combined, they often result in low academic acheset or school dropout (Axelrod et
al., 2004; Huang & Waxman, 1996). An additionaldstéound that “the highest
percentage of students at risk of failure is foumohner city schools, where the worst
social and economic conditions exist” (Cuban, 1998ggkinson, 1991; Peng, Wang, &
Walberg, 1992, as cited in Huang & Waxman, 19983). Indeed the link between risk
factors, inner city schools, and at risk studesifgrevalent. It follows that low academic
motivation results in lower achievement, which Hssin students being at risk.
Furthermore, inner city youth who are at risk oféethibit low academic motivation and,
therefore, fail to be in successful school — ot,@fierently, are ‘failed’ or not well
served by the current school system. Again it rbestoted that there is a risk of ‘pigeon
holing’ students. Anyon states that “urban schaotsat the center of the maelstrom of
constant crises that beset low income neighbouiogdd@7). This crises is not the result
of teacher who are not doing their job, nor ié tesult of ‘bad’ students, but rather a
cycle of low achievement and aspects that fostaslabehaviour that is present within
communities and social structures. One teachéilsctens on this cycle of students’

struggles is the focus of this study.
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In regards to at risk, inner city youth, it is uritmate that “community

demographics and family conditions...cannot be gyezthnged by educators...”
(Comer, 1987, as cited in Huang & Waxman, 1996)weleer, there are many studies
that focus on how to motivate at risk studentsgimd specific guidelines to creating a
classroom environment that supports at risk std@herce, 1994; MacMath et al.,
2009) or that outline the form and format of homewand assignments that are most
conducive to achievement and motivation of at yisiuth (Darling-Hammond & Ifill-
Lynch, 2006). Regardless of this information, tiestion that still needs an answer to is
how this ‘looks’ in the day-to-day life of a teachvathin an inner city school.

Specifically, the reality for many educators istitieey have full classes of up to
thirty students and sometimes more, and many aétildents within one classroom have
difficulty learning or adapting to a classroom sejt It is clear that the factors that
facilitate a low motivation to succeed academically compounded within an inner city
school where many students have multiple risk factagain, | will make the point that
the intersecting elements of oppression can beeptdésr many of the students within a
classroom. The point here is not to label or justyelents, but rather to identify that for
this study it is acknowledged that many studenksteixat risk behaviour due to a
number of different experiences, histories, angbsibns, and that this behaviour impacts
both their abilities to succeed in standard acadetassrooms, and teachers’ abilities to
teach standard curricula.

Furthermore, there are studies that show what stadkink about their classroom
situation or their own learning (Knesting, 2008hisI'study focussed on students who

were at risk for dropping out of school, but congd to persevere. Knesting (2008)
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interviewed students with the intention of factiite a “greater understanding of at risk

students’ experience in a comprehensive high scmbhow these experiences
influenced their decision to persist in school”4p. However, there is a lack of
understanding of how students who are at risk wgtded theiown academic motivation
(or perceived lack thereof) and how teachers adeetalpain this knowledge and reflect
on it in order to better facilitate success. Ladthere is little documented in the way of
self-study that ‘storys’ teachers’ experience wharkwvith at risk youth within inner city
schools who struggle with low academic motivatids.each educational situation is
different and unique, each story of experienceithateated reflects on the work of an
educator and brings something different to edusataderstanding of their own work
and their own practice. The intention behind thiglg was to reflect and record my own
experience as | learned more about how | respotietiat | perceived as at risk
behaviour and low academic motivation within thiaced that | teach.
Significance and Contributions of the Proposed Research

Using the qualitative research method writing,-sélidy, and narrative inquiry,
the purpose of this study was to report the storig®wn experiences as a teacher of at
risk youth who experience a lack of academic matwawithin an inner city school.
This study derived from my experiences as an Emgéiacher, as | used my observations
and reflections of my time teaching English 10 &nglish 12. The intention of this
study was to gain a greater understanding of nortsfin response to the lack of
academic motivation that exists for students wieoadrrisk, by presenting the story of my
work, and was to illuminate possible factors thatyrmcrease academic motivation for

these students.
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Within an inner city school, the academic succedsw in comparison to other

schools throughout the district. Educators understhat many factors play a part in low
academic achievement, but a lack of motivation seenie one of the largest hurdles to
academic success. As a high school teacher, inc@tiy struggle with the idea of the
lack of motivation that potentially accompaniesdgtots who are at risk. Often, as an
educator | am left feeling hopeless, helpless,defdated by what | perceive to be
students’ lack of motivation and my own lack of ce&s as one who is supposed to
facilitate learning.

Furthermore, the goal of this research was talfél gaps that are currently in the
literature and to answer my research questiormédito reveal how at risk behaviour
manifests itself within a classroom, and reflectlomway | understood students’ choices
and actions regarding success. Furthermore, mgtinotewas to understand whether or
not students who suffer from a lack of motivatiauld reveal a ‘shift’ in their behaviour
and | ‘storied’ my experience as teacher of at sisklents with low academic motivation
in order to bring a greater awareness to my calleag

This self-study created a difference in the un@aing of my own teaching
practice, as it gave insight into a large bodytoéients that | teach and provided some
insight into my own leadership practice. With eetion and an understanding of the
needs of at risk students, | am able to better thgsean educator and pass along the
reflections of my own practice to my colleaguesisTihformation should allow for
teachers to work more productively with student® whffer from low motivation and,

therefore, increase student success within an icityeschool.
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Limitations
Many educational theorists have critiqued the ableducation in society or have

exposed how the educational system disproportibnaemefits some groups of people
more than others. To name but a few, Pierre BourBeurdieu & Passerson, 1990)
demonstrated how dominant middle class norms alhgsdi.e. cultural capital) are
infused into educational curricula, thereby cregarsystem in which people who already
possess that cultural capital are at a clear adganbell hooks additionally discussed
how education is complicit in reproducing a systd#nmperialist white supremacist
capitalist patriarchy (hooks, 2003). Paulo Freammbusly critiqued the ‘banking’ model
of education—a model that continues to prevaihim €anadian public schooling system
(Freire 2003) and Indigenous scholars such as Lafileams (Williams & Tanaka,
2007), among others, have pointed to the legacploinialism still evident in today’s
curriculum and the generations of harm done byQheadian residential school system.
All of these scholars call for fundamental, radiegbrms—if not revolutionary
changes—to the way the current educational systesrates.

While these critiques are important in helping menderstand larger forces and
ideas at play in the educational system in whialoik, | admit they have provided me
with little practical guidance. | was still left wdering, what might | do in my daily
practice, within my sphere of influence as an ethrggor better or for worse)
responsible for teaching very specific curriculatiodents who do not appear to be
interested in learning it? | have been raised toevaducation, and have always had a

passion for learning, which is part of what ins@iree to become a teacher. In my
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professional role, | have been struggling with Howelp my students develop—if not a

love of learning, then at least a little joy andse of connection derived from their
interactions in my classroom. While | support savhthe larger efforts for educational
reform, and in the future may be in a position iifager influence over the nature of those
reforms, the reality remains that it is my currerfit to help these kids—kids about whom
| care deeply—to succeed within the system asrigig now.

Because | wanted to reflect more systematicallyhernvarious ways | responded
to what | perceive as low motivation, | intentidgdimited my study to an inquiry into
myself and my own practices in the classroom. im$eof a research process, the
limitation of this approach, of course, is that tfzga | generated was restricted to my
own perspectives, interpretations, understandiagd perhaps even misunderstandings
of my responses to classroom events — in shagtidd on data collected in my own
journals. I did not clarify these reflections wgtudents, colleagues, parents, or other
members of the school community. Let me be clearttiis isnot because | do not
believe in the importance of sharing these thouwfits others for the purpose of
clarification and co-constructing new understandjrimut simply because it was beyond
the scope of this particular study, at this patéictime. Moreover, students were not
interviewed or asked their opinion about their awotivation and learning.

What | did to manage this limitation was to (a) womally probe my assumptions
through a systematic analysis process describ&thapter 4 and (b) run drafts of my
analysis past my project supervisor as an outsidading board.

My intention was not to generalize the learninglbktudents, in all times, and in

all schools. Rather, my intention was to focustmnreflections of myself as an educator
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of a few students who were at risk and who expeadmwhat | perceived to be a lack of

academic motivation. To this end, | believe | arocassful. My own reflections on my
own practice brought a greater awareness and uaddmg of at risk students within an
inner city school. My intention is also to share stydy with my colleagues in the hope
that they too will be able to gain some greaterausihnding and knowledge of some of
the students that they teach.
Summary

Within this chapter, | have outlined a review loé titerature that focussed on
studies that have been done in connection to stedér exhibit at risk behaviour and
low academic motivation within the context of inrgly schools. | have also commented
on the gaps that exist in the current literatureg @nnected these to what | hope my
study to reveal, or perhaps present, in the wayossibilities regarding teachers who
work with at risk youth who struggle with low acade motivation. Lastly, the
contributions and limitations of this study arelmad.

I will now turn to the methods of inquiry that veeutilized for this study, in
particular writing as an arts-based method of meseaelf-study, and narrative inquiry.
The next chapter summarizes some of the challaghgégxist in regards to arts-based

methods.
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Chapter Three: The Heart

Academic literature reveals various aspects inrcetgaprofessional reflection as
a way to gain information and better one’s practi€be intention for Chapter Three is to
highlight writing as an arts-based method of resfeand the literature that accompanies
this form of data collection. Furthermore, this pte will illuminate the ideas behind
how educators use reflection in order to bettereustdnd an aspect like low motivation
and the method of self-study and narrative inquiry.
Methodology: Self-Study with Writing as a Method of Inquiry

This qualitative study was designed as a self-stddyother words, a study of
myself as the subject of inquiry. The idea of sélidy is informed by and related to
several methodological concepts and traditionsdudiag reflexivity, self-reflective
practice, auto-ethnography, and narrative inqusyl discuss below. Before moving into
a discussion of the concepts that informed my nddlogy, however, | will first give an
overview of themethod | employed to inquire into my own practice: wrgin
Writing as an Arts-Based Method of Inquiry

St. Pierre (2005) stated that “writimgthinking, writingis analysis, writings
indeed a seductive and tangleéthodof discovery” (p.96). As writing can also be at ar
it can become an arts-based method of inquiry.pFbeess of reflection and of using
writing as an arts-based method of inquiry is dva is full of potential and the
possibility of creating meaning, and bringing peofagether in a learning community.
Even though, this was not the aim of my particstady, it is my aim as an educator. As

an educator, | too need to reflect on my teachimdiscover questions that | have,
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patterns that | notice, and hopefully, through,thisill have some insights into my

practice that will allow me to better myself in ttlassroom. For this study, | have taken
my data and created short stories that embody amgiley. Much like the previous quote
from St.Pierre (2005), | have used creative writisga method of discovery. My
intention was that my final project and the refi@stof my own practice would bring a
greater awareness to my own learning and that ampileg would facilitate another piece
of understanding in the learning community that [gart of education.

However, this method did have some challenges.atisgh their own self-study,
Korthagen, Lunenberg, and Zwart (2010) found thaytwere having to “find [their]
way in unchartered territory” (p.1287), as selféstand auto-ethnography are still
relatively new methods of inquiry. Moreover, thegmdered “whether studying the
practice of one person could be taken seriously2®7). Indeed, this project was
focussed solely on my own practice, informatiort trgathered was subjective, and the
guestion of how to determine validity was raisedf jps it is raised in all studies.
Connelly and Clandinin (1990) state that “not omlgty one...write a fiction but one may
also use the data to tell a deception as eastlyeasuth” (p.10). When one focuses on
what can be described as the reflective processighrwriting, what one reflects upon or
the conclusions that are maae unapologetically subjective, unlike other studideere
the myth of scientific objectivity often continugsprevail. This does not mean that |
have attempted to “tell a deception” here; it osllggests that | am aware of my own
subjectivity as a researcher. Indeed, the artriting as a method of inquiry became a
venue for my own self-discovery. The essence aicavery’ is that it is not a truth until

it is, in fact, ‘discovered’ by the individual. Rber to this point, Clover (2007) quotes
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that “a perusal of studies...shows that predominaatig-based inquiry focuses on the

researcher exploring ‘self’ or the personal throaghaesthetic medium (Dunlop, as cited
in Clover, 2007, p.85. This reveals that as anlazated method of inquiry, the act of
reflective writing is something that is focusedtba self. For this study, the ‘aesthetic
medium’ took the form of both non-fiction journalimnd creative writing.

Furthermore, Richardson and St. Pierre (2005) dstatet “the more different
voices are honoured within our qualitative commyrtite stronger- and more
interesting- the community will be” (p.959). Thereeds to be arts-based methods of
inquiry presented within the realm of researclegaarch is to move forward and be a
part of insight and change. Ceglowski (1997) makesoint that “field notes refreshed
[her] memory of particular detail, and stories lgbu[her] back to the emotional and
physical memories associated with particular eveptsl92-193). The aspect of emotion
is important to discovering what the data reveats ats-based inquiry allows for this
aspect of research. Barndt (2007) makes the guatthe arts, when applied
appropriately and facilitated sensitively, can ilveoparticipants as full human beings,
touching minds AND hearts, healing the body/minlit ggherent in Western scientific
research methods” (p.359). To me, this meandnt@uder for research to grow and
continue to be meaningful, there needs to be a&pldere arts-based methods of inquiry
can flourish. Further to this point, within thermduction toThe arts and social justice:
re-crafting adult education and community cultuleddership Clover and Stalker
(2007) state that their book “is grounded in thdemtanding that the arts matter in our
lives, in adult education and learning and in hinggabout social justice and

transformation” (p. 1). The power of the arts dmel &bility for the arts to communicate
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meaning and bring awareness to either one’s oWoséie awareness of a collective

group make arts-based research a valuable methaduofy.
Self-Study as a Research Methodology

Due to the nature of the research question (hows doestory as a teacher of at
risk students within an inner city school faciléat greater understanding of the
possibility of achievement and success for atstskients who struggle with a lack of
academic motivation?) self-study is the methodolibgy was appropriate for this study.
It is crucial to understand that this methodolotaypd a major part in this study, and
because of this, attention must be given to howstetly provides a means for
understanding and change along with how it preseotsallenge. Samaras (2010) stated
that in “self study research, researchers inifg@iesonal inquiries situated in their practice
with attention to the play role as researcher msiht process” (p. 720). Indeed, self-
study itself tends to be a complex method as theareher is the participant. Teachers
and educators must maintain their practice, whith@same time they must actively
engage in a collection of data in the form of retilen — specifically, in my case, writing.
Bullough and Pinnegar (2001) stated that “to stagbyactice is simultaneously to study
self: a study of the self-in-relation to other” @@l). It was the awareness of the self in
relation to others that built the ground work foy observations and reflections within
the classroom.

Furthermore, Korthagen, Lunenberg, and Zwart (2@1&ed that as a result of
work that has been done in regards to reflectidhimwpractice, “reflection [has become]
a buzzword in the field of education” (p.1281). &seducator, | am continuously

reflecting on my practice and how my work has intpd¢he learning and success of



28
students and the practice of my colleagues. Thaaodeof self-study allows for

reflection to become the focal point of understagdehaviour and adapting one’s
practice to that behaviour. Indeed, Samaras (26128 d that self-study is a “way to gain
practical wisdom for improving [her] practice whaéso contributing to the educational
and scientific community” (p. 720). As an educatamderstand that unless | can
actively and immediately apply information, suggast, and strategies to my own
experience and my own practice, the chance of mmaky using information is quite
slim. Therefore, the idea of reflecting on my owagtice for the purpose of illuminating
an issue that affects many educators and manyrggidéthin inner city schools is
practical, useful, and informative. Furthermores ithformation that was gathered from
my own observations and reflections helped to doutie “to the knowledge base of
education and to the work and professional deveéoprof the practitioner” (Samaras,
2010, p.720). My own reflective practice betteneglunderstanding of myself as an
educator and | was able to engage it what Korthalgemenberg, and Zwart (2010) have
called “rapid professional development” (p.1284A)as able to find meaning within my
own reflection and readily apply it.

A challenge within self-study is that it is not wlgl used and therefore, it is not
widely published. Indeed, the validity and thefubeess of self-study have been brought
into question. Korthagen et al. (2010) stated ithatgard to the method of self-study,
“questions with reliability and generalization aed$p.1287). It has been noted that as
self-study is a study of the self, indeed an agbhm@graphy, it runs the risk of “becoming
idiosyncratic and narcissistic” (Korthagen et 2010, p.1281). This factor further brings

into question the reliability and validity of thigrm of research. Having said this, for my
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study, this did not prove to be true. Indeed, ladte to claim with full confidence that

the results of my self-study are and continue teodlel and accurate to my experience.
Further to this point, Korthagen et al. (2010)eefed on the fact that for the study done
“teacher educators also experienced a friction eetwstudying personal aspects of one’s
own practice and the idea of going public with tbsults” (1287). This means that self-
study can be challenging in that as educators theld practice close to their own
identity, to draw attention to criticism or to opéreir own practice up to the public can
be daunting.
Narrative Inquiry

The last method of inquiry for this study is naitr@at Connelly and Clandinin
(1990) stated that “the study of narrative...is thelg of the ways humans experience
the world” (p. 2). Indeed, as | focused on my owpegience as an educator and my own
understanding of my practice, it follows that itolying’ my experience | was able to
fully take account of my own knowledge and underdiag. | was able to gain meaning
from the act of storytelling and in telling the st@f my students’ struggle with low
academic motivation.

The method of narrative inquiry should not onlyseen as ‘story writing’.
Indeed, “lives are composed, recomposed, toldldeamd lived out in storied ways on
storied landscapes” (Clandinin, Murphy, Huber & 010, p. 83). If a study is to solely
focus on one’s experience, then it follows thaaeaative inquiry is one methodology that
allows for this authentic gathering of data. Howevir inquiry...the record of events in
one’s life...does not guarantee significance, megrand purpose” (Clandinin &

Connelly, 1990, p.9). Indeed, the meaning is derivem careful readings and analysis,



30
and what Clandinin and Connelly describe as “tlséorging quality of narrative” (p. 9)

must occur. In other words, as one studies thetieet reflects, and creates insight based
on what has been written, then meaning is made.

With regards to further challenges of both selfdgtand narrative, one needs to
understand that the meaning of one’s story angddhealled ‘truth’ behind experience
can be flawed — just as presenting a quote fromtanview transcript as ‘the truth’
creates an imperfect picture of reality. As bdih tesearcher and the participant, | relied
on my understanding of student learning and sudcegside my reflections and my
subsequent meaning for myself and my own practice.

Overall Design

Over the course of a term, which was approximatetyand a half months and
will ran from February, 2011 to April, 2011, | refited on the learning and the
motivation to learn for at risk students within fgglish 10 and 12 classrooms. As an
experienced English 12 teacher, | have a wide tyaoieknowledge to draw upon in
order to identify those students that are at riglk&@ho struggle with a lack of academic
motivation. | focussed my reflections of my owngdree in the realm of students who fit
these aspects and further reflected on how thia\netr manifested itself in the
classroom. My aim was not to focus on the learwihgn entire class; rather, | focussed
on two or three students within my own reflections.

My data collection took the form of reflection atie story of my own
experience. | attempted to answer my researchiquestd focussed the story of my
experience and my reflection of my own practicéhmithat question. My intention was

to record my reflection of my understanding of &id who were at risk and their lack of
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academic motivation. Firstly, | provided detailedlections on what | saw to be at risk

students and how they manifested a lack of academiwation. | included my
interventions and interactions with these studantstheir learning. Secondly, |

reflected on my experience as | navigated discassioth my students around their
learning and achievement (this is an ongoing potest most teachers attempt as
students engage in their learning and move forw@serd success) and | reflected on my
experience of students and whether | was ablecibitée increased academic motivation
over the course of the semester. Lastly, | attechft@locument and create a greater
understanding of my work as teacher within themeal learning and success for at risk
students who demonstrate low academic motivatighimvan inner city school.

The focus of the development of my study was my eelf and my
understanding of my students’ learning. As an ettuchengaged in typical activities,
like discussing students learning with other edusaand colleagues who work with the
same students, but the discussion was not the ffauy study. The focus of my study is
what | drew from the discussions to better my us@erding and the knowledge that |
was able to develop. Within this self-study, | vieash the researcher and the participant.
It is a reflection of my own experience as an etiuca

The records that were kept are in the form of nm aotes as they related to the
specific research question. The notes took ondhma bf a journal as | documented my
experience and as | reflected on my own practicgo@éirnal entries, | documented the
time and date of my experience over the courshetdrm. A story of my experience
emerged from the journals and | focussed on thev@mt® my research question. | kept

the records and reflections of my experience lodkedcabinet in order to ensure
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privacy. The ‘data’ that was analyzed was the jaliemtries, but as this is a qualitative

study, there was no numerical data to analyzerAtied gathered my data, | was able to
move the learning into an expression of creatiityas able to ‘story’ my learning in the
form of creative writing. | came to a conclusionaihgh my own reflections and found
possible or probable answers to my own researcstigue | was aware that indeed there
are no finite answers as education and learniagcntinual process of discovery and

my time is limited.

Summary
In this chapter, | have highlighted various forohsirts-based research methods,

including writing, self-study, and narrative inquiiThe overall design of the study was
outlined.

The next chapter will present the data that | heligited through journals, and the
process | underwent in the creation of short stofidne themes and lessons that emerged

through a detailed reading process are revealed.
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Chapter Four: The Revealing

The intention of this chapter is to present thedatich comes from eight
journal entries of my own reflections. | preserd tharning that emerged from several
different readings and the process of locating #eim detailed. Lastly, | highlight how

my short stories came to be and list the themesandections.

Lessons

Collection Process
Over the course of a semester, from February 8 April, 2011, | observed,

reflected, and documented my time as | work withotes students within English 10 and
12. The data collection included eight entries wad a total of nine pages. The dates
ranged from February"72011 to April 28, 2011. As | have already described, the focus
of this observation was not my students, but ratipeown understanding of the work |

do as a teacher and my reflections on my own selfgrowth. Furthermore, | attempted

to maintain my intention to write without constra@nd without hindering my thinking

in any way. | allowed myself to write within the ment of thought or observation.

Having said this, | am also aware that often oterpretation of a moment or a situation
can be created through our own positions and pges within our society. Even if | am
unaware of these at the time of observation, | ashkedge that my understanding of a
situation can be created through my biases or mymeconceived notions. Therefore,

as | have already discussed, these reflectionsanepresentative of ‘the’ truth per se;
rather they reveal ‘a’ truth, bound in a certamdiand place, and one that has helped me

to better understand my practice and might sinyilad useful to other educators.
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Readings

First Step: The Reading Process
| began the process by literally reading throughjonirnals a number of times. At

this time, | wasn’t reading for any particular posp, only to see what stood out for me.
My intention was to see what themes began to enserdef | could find ideas to
eventually guide the process of sorting and anagythe data. | adopted a ‘casual read’
in that | sat at home and read through each slawtywith the intention to not force any
analysis. Through my first few reads, | noticed tha&re was quite a bit of negative
emotion. | also noticed that there were severalemthat focused on what | would call
goals, intentions, or plans. Through the last feads of my data, | noticed that | tended
to list strategies that | believed would aid tharteng of my students; however, as
intended, | found that | reflected on my understag@f my own teaching more than my
students’ actual learning. | commented on whadlieled to be ‘roadblocks’ in learning
and how these situations hampered my own work tt the needs of my students. |
found that | concluded my last journal entry withasitive emotion, or what could be
called a ‘positive note’.
Second Step: Organizing

The next step | took was to read my data and,doasevhat | had noticed from
my first few readings, | highlighted various thenaesl findings that emerged. | adopted
a ‘low tech’ method of reading, using a yellow Highter and blue pen for notes. | had
printed off several copies of my journals in orttebe able to read for several different
themes and not get confused. In chapter six oftii@prOrganizing, and Indexing
Qualitative Data” (1996), Mason stated that datalmaread literally, interpretively, and

reflexively (p. 109). Indeed as | read for varidismes, | recognize that these themes fit
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into the different methods of reading. For examptel read for a particular theme, it

became clear that | was either literally seeing theme within the language and the
particular word choice, or | was actually interpngtthis theme from what | had written.
| allowed myself this freedom of interpretationthe data is my own journaling of my
own reflections and learning process.

For my process, | used four copies of my data abdlled them with the
following titles:

» Emotions/State of Feeling

Tools/Strategies

Change/Shift: Positive/Negative

Strength

| then moved my data into an art form and creabexitstories out of my experience. |
will now direct the reader back to the sectiorettlFrontispiece: The Creation. | politely
recommend that the reader take the time now tead-this section so that it is fresh in
your mind for the discussion that follows. In ligiftthis re-reading, | will now outline
how these creative pieces took shape and becanmeetiypd of inquiry. In order to fully
flush out this process, it is necessary to prouigeght into some of my writing history
and the meaning it holds for me.
Third Step: The Art of Writing

I must acknowledge that writing runs in my family father is a published
writer and has spent most of his later adult lifgging his own research and the writing
process. My younger sister is an aspiring writet as successfully published a short

story through an on-line journal and has been Bsied for several writing contests. For
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me, reading and writing have always been a partyofife. Even while in the womb, my

mother read to me.

In grade three | wrote my first ‘novel’. It was alidhe adventures of a badger. |
was very proud of this accomplishment and continoedrite through summers and
during ‘after school time’. As | became older, therld of academics took much of my
creative writing time and | found that an eventoasy school schedule was not
conducive to long hours exploring this art form.véwer, it was no surprise that when |
realized that | wanted to be a teacher, | alsozedlthat being an English teacher was the
right fit. Every day that | am in the classroomdrk to inspire young minds to read and
to write and to appreciate the art of literature.

For this study, even after | had undergone seveealings and pulled out the
themes and connections, | struggled with the formh&bw to present my data. My
journals felt too personal to share and | was aevgre of the private nature of such
personal writing. | attempted to highlight certagctions, but these left me feeling as if
something was missing. With the encouragement o$mpervisor, | realized that |
needed a way to include the ‘personal’ aspect witfeeling as if my privacy had been
breached. Short stories were the perfect way tamamicate my reality as a teacher.
They are creative, personal, and an accurate N of my time as an educator.
These fictional stories, created out of my joumrakies, became an arts-based method of
inquiry.

For the sake of organization, | will now preserd themes and connections that

were found within my short stories in bullet form.
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Themes and Connections
Emotions/State of Feeling

» exhaustion
* judgement
o fear
* embarrassment
» frustration
e progress
o quilt
* overworked
» overwhelmed
o relief
* sense of accomplishment
* recognition
» realization
* supported
Tools/Strategies
* revamping of class composition
» creation of an opportunity for greater connection
» creation of welcoming classroom
* maintaining a sense of belonging both within theost and within the classroom
* building of trust and relationship

* open communication with other support staff
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» allowing for more than just marks to show success

» shifting of priorities around homework and use laks time

* maintaining open communication with counselors

» allowing time and space for students to make clsaiegarding their own success

Change/Shift

» arealization that my students have struggles mibkivation and success that are
beyond my experiences

* a positive shift in acknowledging that there arenynkayers and sources that
contribute to lack of success and at risk behaviour

* an understanding that when a student faces atlyfe-that embodies at risk
behaviour, when they arrive in my classroom, thédytave the ability to be
motivated and find success

* increase in support within the classroom in thenforf a peer tutor results in a
positive shift

* increase in student connectedness and achievehmengh utilizing the support
of a peer tutor is a positive shift in motivation

* negative shift in motivation in connection to asseent and reporting

* negative shift in the relationship between me agdstudents

* shift in consequences and expectations resultagositive shift in student motivation

» shift in students’ perception of the possibilitysefccess facilitated the

assignments being completed
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Strength

» understanding of the professional opinion of teexhad their knowledge of
student learning
* recognition of teachers’ knowledge of students'dsee
* recognition of the importance of connecting studéatschool and the classroom
* motivation to learn can be achieved through thenfiog of relationships, not what
the report card dictates as success
* my own strength in understanding that ‘the workadd the only measure of
success or motivation
» the ability to look at motivation through a pos#ilrght and recognize that
success can be achieved in small steps
» the recognition that a lack of success at somet ploi@s not dictate a continued
lack of success and motivation
The process of reading that was done would emhddy Mason (1996) calls a
“reflexive reading” (p. 109). My data solely focssen my own interpretations and my
own situation or placement in the situation. Moeowas | saw myself “inevitably and
inextricable implicated in the data generation” @da, 1996). Indeed, this process of
journaling, the process of reading for themes aadning, and the process of writing
short stories embody a self-study and arts-basekat®f research. Due to the nature of
my research method, | am in fact, the subject obmg research.
Summary
This chapter presented the data collection praoefisding the details of time

and date. Furthermore, chapter four outlined théhatkof readings that were done and
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looked specifically at a two-step process. Shanties, which were formed from my data,

were provided, and a list of themes that emergem the data were listed, and examples
of each theme were given.

We will now move to Chapter Five, which will presen analysis of the data in
connection to the literature on at risk student$ lamw motivation. | will also provide
some reflections on my own learning that was aeguihrough using an arts-based
research method. Lastly, this chapter will concluith a summary of recommendations

around student learning and achievement.
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Chapter Five: The Wind Down

This final chapter will link the themes generaterbtigh the two-step reading
process to the literature on student learning aativiations. Furthermore, it will provide
some methodological reflections on the processfguan arts-based inquiry. Lastly,
this chapter will conclude with a summary of recoemaiations around student learning

and achievement through possible answers to manaseuestion.

Themes and Links

Reading One: Emotions/State of Feeling
Throughout each journal and short story, emotiannnection to a lack of

motivation and students who were at risk were unalance. For my students, those who
showed a lack of motivation also showed links tm@pet risk, such low attendance and a
lack of connection to school. Johnson (1998) stdtatithe factors that are prominent in
inner city schools, such as low socioeconomic stahd struggling families, “increase
the probability that students will experience adessutcomes such as pregnancy,
incarceration, suicide, or dropping out of schdpl’167). The concern is that students
who do not attend regularly, or who do not feebarection to school, may eventually
drop out. Throughout the data, words such as @ealt, and frustration were apparent. It
must be noted that these were my own feelings mmection to students’ behaviour, not
emotions expressed by the students. The weightaf Wperceive, because of my strong
value of education, to be negative possibilitiesnfiy students left me, as their teacher,
anxious and overwhelmed. Indeed, “one of our getateallenges in education is

addressing the large number of students who cailcbhsidered at risk of school
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failure” (Huang & Waxman, 1996, p.94). For mysékxperienced negative emotions

when faced with what | perceived to be at risk lvéha, such as a risk of dropping out
of school, and low academic motivation.

When | withessed students who struggled to compplsseggnments and who were
barely passing class (both indicators of low mdioraand being at risk), | noticed that
these were also students who benefited from ineckesnnection to their teachers,
counsellors, and other support staff. When theseedtions increased, | noted emotions
and states of feeling from myself such as relief aocomplishment. Once a greater sense
of connection was achieved, my own practice elicitey own positive emotions rather
than negative, and one could read this as a pessbllt of an increase in student
motivation. Huang and Waxman (1996) maintain thastering or maintaining an
effective classroom learning environment has beggested as a means of enabling
[students at risk for failure] to achieve in schiqpl.98). | would think that an increase in
connectedness for students can be looked at asffactive classroom learning
environment” (p.98).

Reading Two: Tools/Strategies

Similar to the previous readings, the tools andtsgies that seemed to stand out
in my data and my creative writing were those thaterpreted as facilitating an increase
in student connectedness and the intentional affdstiild relationships. For example, a
restructuring of class composition in order to hawamaller class allowed students access
to more one-on-one learning time with me. Alsovitmg alternatives to students for
their assignment completion, such as restructutiregdates and facilitating chances for

students to be involved in their learning procesduding co-developing consequences
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for missing deadlines, facilitated an increaseanrmectedness and motivation. | saw

students attend more, and even complete assignnienégards to her study, Knesting
comments that “students’ behaviour often changesrwihey feel like a part of the
community at school” (p.3).

It is key that the tools and strategies that we@udhented were well within my
choice as an educator. Within the classroom, | hlagebility to dictate how much effort
is put into connecting with students. | have thiitglio structure the learning
environment to be one of warmth and welcome. It &asnscious choice that | made to
put building relationships above marks. This walsaroeasy choice for me, as the
average mark in a class is still viewed to be eithe success or the failure of the
teacher, but this was a choice that ultimatelyltedun keeping students in my class and
continuing to progress in their work. Furthermdrimund that the additional pressure of
having my students achieve in order to reflectfpady on my success as a teacher was
not motivating for me. Through this understandihg@gative reinforcement (if | did not
teach my students well then | would not be viewed auccessful teacher), and the
understanding that ‘success’ is viewed and undedsito many different ways, | could
understand that the threat of a low mark for mgetus would not be motivating. | was
able to connect to my students’ lack of motivaton what the marks represented for
their success.

Reading Three: Changes/Shifts: Positive/Negative
Many of my journal entries, along with pieces of siprt stories, reflect on what

| perceived to be a shift or change in my studemistivation. However, as | made my
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way through my third reading, | was ultimately lauk for a shift or change in my own

thinking, choices, and understanding.

One of my first entries lists many of the obstaeled challenges that exist for
students within inner city schools and at risk yodierce (1994) states that in regards to
at risk learners, there are many underlying factush as “poverty, dysfunctional [sic]
family life, lack of positive role model, poor medi care, and inadequate diet” (p. 38).
Indeed, my own reflections of what | perceived ¢éoréasons for lack of motivation can
be linked to these factors. However, perhaps nmopoitantly is the realization | had
when | looked at what was really important in castion to facilitating my students’
success. | did not wonder how to fix these problemsho to blame for my students’
rough home life or what | perceived to be a lackitdrest in or value placed on
education. Instead | refocused my reflection ake@shis:How do | facilitate success
for students who sometimes attend but still striggth motivation?

When | focussed my thinking, | was able to underdtinat there are many factors
that contribute to low academic motivation that laegond my control, understanding,
and ability to ‘fix’. What | learned was that ifdlas to attempt to meet the needs of my
students within an inner city school, | would néedocus more on what was possible
and less on what problems were out of my reacts Whas a major shift if my
understanding and directly impacted my teachingag able to provide greater
connections for my students and implement othatesgies, such as a peer tutor, into my

classroom.
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Reading Four: Strengths
For many of my journal entries and within my sheidries, | noted that more

often than not, ‘strength’ was something perceiteelde a way to make a connection with
students. In support of this, “one of the possibkesons for some students’ staying until
graduation is a sense of belonging to a school aamityi (as cited in Knesting, 2008,
p.4). In one of my journals, | statanaybe forming a relationship with this student is
success, even if the marks on paper don'’t refledt't My thinking was that the
motivation to learn can be achieved through theiog of relationships. This sense of
connectedness was a strength of mine as an edacatar strength of my students as
learners. Indeed, one of my journal entries wagdahewing: “My goal is to keep her
connected.”In my own narrative, in reference to the abovetgubbluntly state what |
know to be the right goal in order to facilitatesess for my student.

Further to this point, the data has revealed metstdnding that student success
can be viewed in more ways than just what appaatkereport card. Students who are
at risk can be under a great deal of stress anubilirAs previously stated, “inner city
youth experience high levels of life stress, poyeahd exposure to violence” (as cited in
Axelrod et al., 2004, p. 514). My experience hasnbimat these students bring this
turmoil to class and, as a result, they often gfieigp maintain their motivation. In
connection to this, | made the following statemard journal entry: Fthink in order to
motivate some of my students through a time oftgteass there is a need to focus on
what success can still be achieved and not to dwethe lack of success thus fat.”
went on to recognize that this showed the abititiobk at motivation through a positive
light and recognize that success can be achievehall steps. Also, this thought reveals

the recognition that a lack of success at somet ploi@s not dictate a continued lack of
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success and motivation. As an educator, my stuse@ged structures and methods that

supported this type of thinking. It was only thrbugy own reflection process that | was

able to see this clearly.

Reflections

The Process of Arts-Based Research
Richardson (2005) stated that “writing stories padsonal narratives have

increasingly become the structures through whictake sense of my world” (p. 996).
Even though | understood this statement on a teagst, | did not comprehend how
much journaling and creating short stories fronséh@urnals would impact my
understanding of the work | do every day. In fatising writing and self-study as an
arts-based method of inquiry, | was given the famedo express myself; more precisely |
was able to express niyie self, and | was also able to collect, documend, r@flect on
specific data. Through my writing, | was able tedtiver distinct patterns within my
students’ learning and, in turn, my own teachind mowledge.

It was unexpected how much the “reflexive readifigason, 1996, pg. 109)
would impact me. When | collected the journals bagan the analysis process, | was not
prepared to be so “linked in the data generatipn109). Foolishly, | thought that |
would be somehow ‘detached’ from the work that swlaing. | quickly realized how
unprepared | was to face the limitations of my klemlge and understanding. When |
began to see patterns emerging from my data and Wbegan the writing of my short
stories, | experienced a great deal of discomfontyalimitations and the awareness that
as a teacher, | am in the position to (re)createrimlly damaging situations for those
students who experience oppression within the puaihool system. My assumptions

about what | believed to be low motivation andisi behaviour did play a part in how
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my journals were shaped. Because | did not cengselfn my journaling is a direct

reflection of some of these assumptions. The areatiories that came from the journal
entries are also shaped by my starting assumpdioth$he questions | asked of myself
and my students as | moved through the learninggss

Samara (2009) reflected that she studies her peah order to improve it” (p.
720). Indeed, | firmly maintain that it was the @®of an arts-based method of inquiry,
specifically creative writing, that allowed me telge into emotions, strategies, changes,
both positive and negative, and strengths, allluttvcan be daunting and fraught with
anxiety. As previously mentioned in regards to gsin arts-based method of inquiry, |
believe that it was only through writing that | walsle to accomplish what Barndt (2007)
referred to as “touching minds AND hearts, heatimgbody/mind split inherent in
Western scientific research methods” (p.359). Wima¢an by this is that even though |
knew on a basic level that maintaining connectimitls students was a key factor in
facilitating student success, | was completely waravof how interwoven
‘connectedness’ and ‘relationships’ were in evérgtegy, emotion, change, and strength
that occurred in my work and in my classroom eaghevery day, until | saw it in my
own writings.
Relationships and Feminine Leadership

In regards to connectedness, my journal entriesoflected words like ‘plan’,
‘goal’ or ‘intention’. Without realizing it, as | as writing, | was spending quite a bit of
my time thinking about ways to implement connedtiand foster relationships with my
students, particularly those that were at risk\@hd suffered from low academic

motivation. Furthermore, incorporating a warm aredlo@ming classroom environment
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that was still focussed on learning was also somgtthat | found myself journaling

about. Huang and Waxman (1996) make the poinféhatudents within inner city
schools, their school environment can “provide tivéith a sense of caring and
community that may not be available elsewhere @ir fives” (p.108). This sense of
safety can promote academic motivation and success.

Forming relationships with my colleagues facilitheeteam approach to
facilitating success for at risk learners. The oppaty to have an Educational Assistant
(EA) in my classroom and have an EA in study hallggmy students another adult with
whom to form a relationship. In maintaining my oegnnection to these other
educational leaders, we were able to collaboratealhtating student success and
creating goals for our students. Darling-Hammond lfi-Lynch (2006) stated that “to
develop effective strategies to address the neestsuggling students, educators need
opportunities to work together” (p.12). Indeed,tdrmy learning through this self-study
was the deep understanding that educators needrtoas a team in order to reach those
students who are at risk.

Even though leadership in itself has been defirsetha essentially contested
concept” (Grint, 2005), | maintain that for my ownderstanding of myself as an
educational leader, a leader is one that facilitatesitive change. In regards to
leadership, Shapiro and Gross (2005) quote th& &ssential for educational leaders to
move away from top-down, hierarchical model for mgkmoral and other decisions and
instead turn to a leadership style that emphaseasonships and connections” (Becks,
as cited in Shapiro & Gross, 2005, p.28). It watsthat | previously employed a ‘top-

down, hierarchical approach’, but rather there avéesck ofintentionaland meaningful
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relationships. Through this self-study, | have babkle to recognize a need to shift my

leadership style to one that can be defined asniemieadership.

| define feminine leadership to be one that holkaboration and shared
responsibility at its core. Indeed, feminine leatigy is not built on a system of
hierarchy. | approach this understanding withikihewledge that ‘feminine leadership’
is one that is problematic and the term itselfmgsleading and risky in terms of gender
equality and social development” (Due Billing anty@sson, 2000, p. 144). However,
Due Billing and Alvesson (2000) also state thapbtaitive feature [of feminine
leadership] is that it challenges traditional no§@f organization, hierarchy,
management, and leadership” (p.151). Through nmieg journals, | have found that
there is data that supports this leadership shiftinvthe classroom away from an
approach that implements tough consequences acetifoules to one that embraces
collaborative learning, shared intentions and id@asnd structures and consequences,
and embraces the forming of relationships and ottiores.
Recommendations and Conclusion

My research question asked: how does my storyteacher of at risk students
within an inner city school facilitate a greatedenstanding of the possibility of
achievement and success for at risk students whggie with a lack of academic
motivation?

Through this self-study, | have discovered thatdlege many possibilities for
facilitating success for at risk students and thast of these possibilities focus not on the
students per se, but on the important work thatatbus do each day. There is great

potential for educators to meet the learning neé¢dsudents who are at risk and struggle
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with a lack of motivation. Having said that, thisdy took place over a very short period

of time and only focused on my reflections as |kearwith a few students. This does not
mean that my recommendations will be suitable ficeachers, in all districts, in all
times.

My understanding is that in order to meet the neédsudents who experience
low economic status, difficult or unsafe familyugitions, violence, and disadvantages in
their communities, educators need to build a pasisafe, and connected learning
community. For me, this meant fostering a classrtdmahwas warm and welcoming and
intentionally forming relationships with studentsit were built on trust and care. | was
able to put the importance of making solid conmediwith students over the concern
that they would score a high mark on their standachtest. | need to be clear that this
did not mean that all work, assignments, and leartwent out the window’. Rather this
meant that building relationships wasvayto increase student achievement and promote
the finishing of assignments. In other words, Ifduhat when | actively built connection
with students, | noticed an increase in my studestsignment completion.

Furthermore, in connection to building relationshipat embody trust and care, |
realized that in order for my at risk students awdna greater chance of success, | would
need to use a feminine leadership style. Femiaddrship is one that celebrates and
encourages leaders who are compassionate, nurtandgengaging. Indeed, the notions
of shared responsibility, change, compassion, anel @&re ideas that | began to utilize in
order to meet the needs of my students. | invothed in their own learning, facilitated
a shared responsibility in the learning throughjtivet creation of goals and

consequences for missing deadlines, and allowed tbesee that | was invested in their
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well being and their success. Furthermore, | drpanumy relationships with other

educators to facilitate change for my studentis. bty recommendation that traits of
feminine leadership be considered when one is tapfor leadership styles that will
facilitate success for at risk students within incigy schools.

In conclusion, my self-study took me on a learrjowgney that | did not fully
anticipate. | was humbled by my lack of knowledgd &y the power that reflection and
an arts-based method of inquiry can hold in suppgpthange and growth. My hope is
that | will continue to utilize these strategiestald on my practice as an educator within

an inner city school.
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