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ABSTRACT 

Riverfront Girls Making the Transition to High School 
 

Christina Long 
Doctor of Education 

Temple University 2010 
Doctoral Advisory Chair:  Dr. Corrinne Caldwell 

 

  The purpose of this one-year ethnographic study was to explore and make meaning of 

the “lived reality” of white working-class girls from “Riverfront” who are at risk for 

dropping out as they make the transition from eighth grade to ninth. The focus on white 

working-class girls from Riverfront a deindustrialized, blue-collar neighborhood in an 

urban area in the Northeast, reflects the fact that they are one of many subgroups 

vulnerable to dropping out in Philadelphia.  While the dropout problem has been hidden 

for many years, a recent study (Neild & Balfanz, 2006) found that the four-year 

graduation rate for cohorts of first-time freshman who formed the classes of 2000 through 

2005 ranged from only 45% to 52%.  This same study found that white females had a 

combined dropout and near dropout rate of 13.1% in the 2003-2004 school year in 

Philadelphia. The year that most often makes or breaks a student is ninth grade. Neild and 

Balfantz found that dropping out happens early in the high school years with almost two-

thirds of the students who dropped out of high school in 2003-2004 in grade 10 or lower.  

 While large quantitative studies are providing us with information about who drops out, 

when they drop out, and the “official” reason based on school codes, the voices and 

views of students are glaringly absent.  As a result, we do not have information on how 

students experience high school, or the impact that out of school factors, such as 
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pregnancy or the influence of the neighborhood, have on students persisting in -–or 

phasing out of school.   

  This study provides an in-depth account of seven girls as they made the transition to 

high school, employing the methodology and analytic techniques of ethnography.  

Situated in the context of class, the study explored how these girls and their families 

made decisions, and the study investigated their beliefs, feelings, and behaviors during 

this critical year.  

  The study found that the girls’ lives and educational experiences sharply diverged after 

they left their neighborhood elementary schools and spread out to various high schools.  

The girls who attended magnet and other selective schools in the district increased their 

chances to realize their potential as these schools were far superior in terms of offering 

students curricular, pedagogical, and environmental advantages that would prepare them 

for higher education and well paying jobs.  In contrast, the girls who went on to 

neighborhood schools further increased the likelihood that their economic position would 

remain stagnant, as the schools they attended were poorer in every respect from teacher 

quality to curriculum and classroom environment.  While the neighborhood negatively 

impacted the education of these working class girls, the influence of their families varied.  

There was social stratification within the working class families studied in Riverfront.  

Families that had social capital transmitted many advantages to their daughters, while the 

poorest and most socially excluded families unwittingly perpetuated poorer life outcomes 

for their daughters.    
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 CHAPTER 1   
 

Introduction 

 

 For the past nine years, I have taught eighth grade in Riverfront, a neighborhood in 

Philadelphia that for years was populated by blue-collar families of Irish and Polish 

decent, and is now going through gentrification. As jobs have been lost from nearby mills 

and factories being closed over the past few decades, the neighborhood has been 

especially hard hit by drugs and violence. While many of my students have at least one of 

the “predictors of failure,” most leave the eighth grade both excited about the challenge 

of high school and are armed with the academic skills necessary for success in the ninth 

grade, namely the ability to read at grade level. Yet year after year I am dismayed and 

alarmed by the number of my students who drop out or begin phasing out of formal 

schooling by the end of the their freshman year.  Though tragedies abound for both 

genders, for low-income girls dropping out often forecasts a marginal lifestyle that may 

include teen pregnancy, drug and alcohol abuse, homelessness and poor employment 

prospects.  I will forever be haunted by the memory of one of my former students who 

dropped out shortly after ninth grade and whose body was found a few years later 

dumped in a Northeast park after overdosing on cocaine as an escort. Another young 

woman is in prison for the part she played as a juvenile in the murder of a fellow student 

who attended elementary school in Riverfront with her.  Although not on the scale of 

these tragedies, many of my former students greet me with their newborns in arms well 

before they have graduated from high school.     As Gary Orfield (2006) warns, 

“Dropping out often leads to economic and social tragedy.  High school dropouts are far 
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more likely than graduates to be unemployed, in prison, unmarried or divorced, and 

living in poverty” (p.1). 

 

   Statement of the Problem 

   

 Recent statistics testify to the dropout crisis that has emerged in Philadelphia.  Though 

the problem has been obscured for many years, a study published in June 2006 by 

Editorial Projects in Education Research Center in Washington reported that only 55.5 

percent of ninth graders in Philadelphia’s public schools complete their senior year and 

graduate.  According to a more recent report published by the Philadelphia Youth 

Transitions Collaborative (Neild &Balfantz, 2006) those figures may be low.  They found 

that for cohorts of first-time freshman who formed the classes of 2000 through 2005, the 

four-year graduation rates ranged from 45% to 52%.  Indeed, it appears that more 

students drop out of Philadelphia high schools than graduate from them. In their work 

comparing high schools across the nation, Balfanz and Legters (2006) listed Philadelphia 

as one of ten cities with high schools (a total of 20) with the worst promoting power (50 

% or less) in the country.  

  The chance of dropping out is greatest in the ninth grade  (Neild & Fraley, 2004; Neild 

& Balfantz, 2006). The transition from eighth grade to ninth grade is often traumatic, as 

students learn to adjust to changes in schedules, procedures, teaching styles, more 

demanding work, as well as new peer groups.  It is not uncommon for students’ grades to 

decline in ninth grade no mater where they attend school  (Morgan & Hertzog, 2001; 

Roderick & Camburn, 1999).  Yet academic decline is far worse in large urban districts, 
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where students must leave small, familiar elementary schools and middle schools and 

move  to various magnet, vocational, charter, and large neighborhood high schools. This 

difficult transition occurs just as most students are also grappling with the onset of 

adolescence. While students are susceptible to dropping out throughout their high school 

years, according to the latest research (Neild & Balfantz, 2006), about one-third of 

students who dropped out were in grade nine or lower.  

  White working-class girls from one of the many deindustrialized neighborhoods in 

Philadelphia are one of the subgroups at risk for dropping out. The Neild and Balfantz 

(2006) study found that white females across the district had a combined dropout and 

near dropout rate of 13.1% in the 2003-2004 school year.  Dropping out is a pervasive 

problem among all racial and ethnic groups, as well as a problem for males and females. 

Though certain groups are considerably more likely to drop out-- especially males across 

categories and Latinos-- each of the vulnerable groups merits study.  

  While large quantitative studies are providing researchers and policy makers with 

information about the numbers of students who drop out in large urban areas as well as  

when students drop out and the “official” reason based on school codes, the voices and 

views of students are glaringly absent from current research. As a result, we are lacking 

crucial research on how students experience high school or what impact outside factors—

the family, neighborhood, and peer groups-- have on students persisting in, or phasing out 

of school. 
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Purpose of the Study 
 
  

 As we begin to confront a national crisis in urban dropout rates, we need to look closely 

at all of the various populations most likely to disengage from school.  While much 

attention has been given to the experiences of middle-class girls in school, there is a 

vacuum in the literature about the experiences of white working-class girls as they make 

important school transitions.  

  In their recent study, researchers Ruth Curran Neild and Robert Balfantz ( 2006) have 

given us the most comprehensive picture to date on Philadelphia’s dropout crisis by 

mining individual data on students from the School District of Philadelphia and 

combining it with data from the city’s social service agencies and then analyzing it.   

Their work provides an excellent framework for researchers, educators, and policy 

makers as they begin to confront and address this problem.  However, there still are many 

unanswered questions about the phenomenon of dropping out and school disengagement 

that cannot be addressed by quantitative studies that relies on data bases of report cards, 

attendance records, and school district codes.  The voices, experiences, and perceptions 

of students are markedly absent. Do urban students experience high school as positive 

environments that have a stake in them and their futures?  What impact do out of school 

factors such as the neighborhood or life circumstances—pregnancy, or taking care of an 

ill family member--have on students’ decisions to stay or leave school?  Before shaping 

new policies and determining how urban schools might better serve all high school 

students, we need to hear and learn from the various populations of students most 

vulnerable to dropping out.     
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   Since the ninth grade is such a pivotal year in the life of a high school student, the 

purpose of this qualitative study was to provide an in-depth account of the lives of a 

“typical class” of girls from Lenape, a public elementary school in a deindustrialized 

urban neighborhood,  as they make the transition from eighth grade to high school in 

district schools. While there were ten girls assigned to the homeroom chosen for the 

study for the 2006-2007 school year, seven girls ended up participating in the study from 

the beginning to the end.  The other three girls moved from the district, chose to attend 

private or parochial schools, or dropped out of the study.  Employing the methodology 

and analytic techniques of ethnography, the study incorporated focus groups, open-ended 

interviews with the girls, their parents/guardians, and teachers or counselors, on-site 

observations of the girls in their high schools, field notes, students journals, and the 

collection of relevant documentation, such as report cards, attendance, and disciplinary 

records.  The goal of the study was to make meaning of the lives of these girls during the 

transitional year to better understand the structural, social and, cultural factors that shape 

and determine their educational futures.  

 
Research Questions 

 
  

 What is the lived reality of white working-class girls in a deindustrialized urban 

neighborhood in the Northeast as they make the transition from eighth grade to high 

school in their district?  

Subquestions: 

How is this reality shaped and impacted by schooling? 

How is this reality shaped and impacted by social class? 
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How is this reality shaped and impacted by gender? 

How is this reality shaped and impacted by living in a deindustrialized urban 

neighborhood? 

How do the participants’ goals and aspirations change during the transitional year? 

 

 

Definition of Terms 

 

Since the latest data available for Philadelphia were produced by researchers Ruth Curran 

Neild and Robert Balfantz (2006), I will employ their definitions for the following 

categories of students.   

 

Graduates:  Students who earn a regular high school diploma.  Since information is 

currently not available about students who dropped out, but later earned a GED, these 

students are not counted as graduates. 

Dropouts: According to Neild and Balfantz, high school dropouts fall into the following 

categories:   

          *Students who withdraw from the School District of Philadelphia to go into the     

workforce, the military, or Job Corps, or because they are pregnant or are needed to assist 

at home. 

          *Students who do not formally withdraw from school but who are removed for 

non-attendance.  This category includes students who are under the legal school-leaving 
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age but who have stopped attending school, have not given a reason for leaving, and 

cannot be located.   

          *Students with incomplete information, namely a) those who are removed from the 

district rolls but are lacking an indication of why they withdrew (or were withdrawn) and 

b) those who have neither officially been removed from the rolls  nor are listed as being 

enrolled.  These are students who have vanished with no indication of where or why.    

          *Students who are expelled from school.   

          *Students who are incarcerated in a juvenile justice facility not under the 

jurisdiction of the public schools.  

Incapacitated:  Students who are deceased or withdrawn from school because of mental 

or physical illness.  

Near-dropouts:  Students who attend school less than 50% of the time. 

  In addition to definitions for categories of students, there are several other definitions 

included below.  Since there are many competing definitions for working class, I am 

offering the reader the operational definition used in this particular research.  In addition, 

since the district in which the study was conducted has several categories for the over 80 

high schools in its jurisdiction, their definitions for these categories are also included.  

Working Class:  Those who work in lower paid jobs such as manual, blue-collar, or semi-

skilled occupations who typically are in a lower socio-economic rung and whose 

education has not exceeded high school.  

Neighborhood High Schools:  High schools with open admissions to students who attend 

a grade eight school that is within the feeder pattern.  Students from outside the feeder 

pattern may apply, but space is based upon space availability.  
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Citywide Admission High Schools:  Fourteen high schools in the district which students  

throughout the city apply for the limited spots.  In order to be eligible for the lottery to 

attend these schools, students must attend an on-site interview and meet three of four 

criteria:  marks of A, B, or C; no more than ten absences; no more than five latenesses; 

and no negative disciplinary reports.     

Special Admission or “Magnet” Schools:  Each school has its own set of criteria related 

to attendance, punctuality, behavior, grades and standardized tests.  Students citywide 

may apply to these special admission high schools, however these schools have the most 

selective admissions criteria based on previous scholastic record and standardized test 

scores.  

 
Delimitations and Limitations of Study   

 
   

  This qualitative study employing ethnographic methods was confined to interviewing 

and observing white working-class girls from Riverfront, an urban deindustrialized 

neighborhood in the Northeast as they made the transition from eighth grade to ninth 

grade. As such, the study is not generalizable to white working-class girls making the 

transition to high school in the other areas of the Northeast, or even in the city where it 

was conducted.    

  The project possesses several limitations. As in most ethnographic studies, the research 

was confined to only a small number of participants. Secondly, since students in the 

district under study have the option of attending a wide variety of high schools, the group 

of students being followed did not attend the same high school. This introduced a 

complicating variable; as a result it was difficult for the researcher to completely evaluate 
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the impact that a particular high school had on a participant’s experience.   Another 

drawback of the study was that the researcher was the former teacher of the participants, 

and the outcomes of the study could be partially reflective of the student/teacher 

relationship. Finally, simply participating in a study about the transition from eighth 

grade to ninth may have made students and their families more aware of their behavior 

and decisions during the study, and thus  influence the outcome.          

 

Significance of the Study  

 

 It should be obvious to all that with a graduation rate of only about half of its students—

no matter how the district is faring on statewide exams—secondary schools in 

Philadelphia must examine how they are doing business.  Recent research by Neild and 

Balfanz (2006) has done an enormous service by exposing an epidemic that has remained 

invisible for much too long.  For the first time ever, we know how many young people 

drop out, who drops out, when they drop out, and the categories of students most likely to 

leave school.  As Neild and Bafantz point out, dropping out is not a single event, but 

more often a gradual process of phasing out of school.  Yet before we can effectively 

tackle the problem, we need to hear from the students who are most likely to be 

disengaged about how they experience the social, academic, and organizational structure 

of Philadelphia high schools.  Just as any business with falling profits would initiate 

market research with clients about its product, urban school districts need to start asking 

students directly about their experience in school to begin to understand why so many 

students are leaving without diplomas. Moreover, we need to evaluate the impact that 
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“life issues” and neighborhood and community attitudes toward schooling have on our 

students. This can only be done through qualitative studies that give voice to specific 

populations of students.   While much attention has been given to white middle-class 

girls, currently there is a lack of research on white working-class girls.  Since it has been 

shown that the ninth grade year is a make or break year for high school students in 

Philadelphia, it makes intuitive sense to study the “lived reality” of these girls during this 

crucial period.  

   By documenting these girls’ experiences during the ninth grade year, it is hoped that 

their stories will help us better understand how to restructure secondary schools and 

community support systems so that they truly meet the needs of these and other students. 

If we don’t do something to change things soon—for these girls and other students in 

urban areas---the personal and community-wide costs will be great. As researchers Neil 

and Balfanz write, life after dropping out “is a road too often taken that diverges from 

self-sufficiency toward dependency, from active citizenship to a life at the margins, from 

a future of bright promise to a struggle for dignity and survival” (p.1).   According to 

Achieve, Inc. the earnings of high school dropouts have declined nearly a third over the 

past three decades from a median family income of  $33,379 in 1974 compared with 

$22,476 in 2004, measured in 2004 dollars (Medina, 2007).  Moreover, there are huge 

costs to our community when students are dropping out in these numbers-- both in lost 

income that could have helped to support the regional economy and in the high cost of 

social services that dependent individuals may require.            
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CHAPTER 2 
 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 

 Introduction 

 In attempting to understand how white working-class girls in urban areas experience the 

transition to high school, I have chosen to organize my literature review according to the 

following:  scholarship on the working-class; working class families and neighborhooods; 

adolescent development of girls; adolescence and schooling of working–class girls; 

dropouts; transition to ninth grade; and adolescent development as it relates to secondary 

school organization.   

  From small former mill towns in Maine and Appalachia to deindustrialized urban areas 

in Detroit and Philadelphia, white working-class neighborhoods in urban and rural areas 

have been devastated in recent years as the industrial infrastructure that supported them 

has crumbled.  When Deborah Hicks  (2005) describes Lower Bond Hill, an urban 

neighborhood in the South with ties to Appalachia, it could be any one of the places 

above:  “As late as the 1970s there were still working class jobs available in Lower Bond 

Hill. The largely deserted warehouses and factories that frame one side of Sixth Street 

speak to the businesses that once helped sustain a solid blue collar community.  

Communities such as Lower Bond have been particularly hard hit by the loss of 

manufacturing jobs, and today 56 percent of its residents live below the poverty line” 

(p.3).          



 12 

  As jobs and stable incomes have moved elsewhere, some residents in these communities 

have fled, but many others have been caught in the downward spiral of unemployment 

and poverty.  As often happens, drug and alcohol abuse, health problems, and increasing 

violence partner with poverty.  Yet most of the soldiers in this war on poverty have long 

vanished.  Hicks (2005) aptly describes the abandoned factories and warehouses in 

Lower Bond as “ghostly vestiges of a forgotten manufacturing economy” (p.3).  Indeed, 

some might say these ghostly vestiges may as well be surrounded by invisible people ---

considering the lack of public attention and policy on the downward spiral the working- 

class has experienced in recent years. 

 

 

Scholarship on the Working-Class 

  

 Despite the considerable upheaval that white working-class people living in areas like 

Riverfront have confronted, they have been neglected as subjects of research.   At the 

same time that a discourse of class was absent in the U.S research community, British  

scholars were developing a rich body of literature on  working-class youth.   As Hicks 

(2005) explains, ”Once the subject of intense public interest and policy debate during the 

Johnson Administration’s War on Poverty, poor and working-class white Americans have 

since receded from our collective consciousness about how poverty is lived.  As a result 

the experiences of youth coming of age in this hidden face of poverty have eluded our 

research discourses in educational anthropology and psychology “ (p 9).   While studies 

on gender and race were ubiquitous, class seemed to fade into the background. As many 
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scholars have noted, class is a difficult subject to address since class experiences and 

struggles are interlaced with gender and race and fraught with cultural variations, 

complications, and contradictions. 

    Perhaps the salience of class was forgotten as the white working-class was splintered 

as jobs gradually diminished and unions were compromised.  Epitomized by the popular 

T.V. show, American Bandstand, the white working-class of the 1960s was vibrant and 

culturally rich.  Composed of blue collar workers across the country who valued hard 

work, honesty and strong families, the white working-class of this era was not only a 

visible segment of the population but one that had pride and political clout. But by the 

1970s a brash, bigoted, and sexist Archie Bunker had surfaced as the symbol of a way of 

life that was increasingly threatened.       

   Some scholars have contrasted the fate of the white working-class in Britain—long 

known for its rigid hierarchical social structure--with its United States counterpart. 

According to Stevenson and Ellsworth (1993), unlike in Britain, where working-class 

youth developed a collective identity from which they derive some self worth, white 

working-class youth in the U.S. are the product of a working-class that has “lost any form 

of collective consciousness that is distinctive from the dominant culture” (p.269).  As a 

result, as Fine and Burns (2003) assert, there is no social movement for poor and 

working-class youth in America equivalent to other liberation movements of the 20th 

century--such as feminism, civil rights, queer liberation, disability rights—outside of the 

trade union movement,  and that movement is suffering.  Citing AFL-CIO union 

Membership trends, Fine and Burns (2003) found,  “Even in the labor movement, union 
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membership continues to decline, from a 1954 peak of 35%, to 13.5% in 2000…” (p.  

855).   

  Another reason why class has been unacknowledged and underappreciated as a factor in 

U.S. life is our ideological insistence that class doesn’t exist or matter. Many Americans 

from all social strata operate under the notion that we are a classless society, and to 

suggest otherwise is being disloyal to the American dream.  Since there is no pride in 

being poor in America, working-class and poor people often distance themselves from 

their class of origin and express a desire to be mobile.   As Fine and Burns (2003) 

observe, “When it comes to the United States, it is just assumed that it is ‘better’ to be 

middle-or upper middle-class than poor or working-class“ (p.855).  Our nation’s silence 

about matters of class is evident even in our literature. Hicks (2005) quotes author 

Dorothy Allison (1994) who turned to writing fiction after failing to find an 

understanding audience for her own story of growing up poor:  “The need to make my 

world believable to people who have never experienced it is part of why I write fiction.  I 

know that some things must be felt to be understood, that despair, for example, can never 

be adequately analyzed; it must be lived.  But if I can write a story that so draws the 

reader in that she imagines herself like my characters, feels their sense of fear and 

uncertainty; their hopes and terrors, then I have come closer to knowing myself as real; 

important as the very people I have always watched in awe” (p. 14).  

  When class did finally emerge in U.S. studies in the 1970s and 1980s, the subjects were 

limited to males—the macho symbol of the manual laborers that comprised much of the 

working-class.  The experience of females-- as students, pink collar, or household 

workers-- was largely neglected. According to Julie Bettie (2003), “While there is a long 
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tradition of school ethnographies in the overlapping fields of sociology, anthropology, 

education, and cultural studies, these studies have focused almost exclusively on the 

experiences and identities of boys, describing (and at times romanticizing) rituals and 

resistance to class reproduction at school, at work, and on the street” (p. 33).  In her own 

work, Bettie felt compelled “to redress the androcentric and ethnocentric biases found in 

the conceptual apparatuses of much of this scholarship” ( p. 33).   

   Interestingly, it was through much of the scholarly work on gender and women-

centered research that the variable of class emerged.  Weiss (1990) was one of the first to 

hone in on class with her book, Working Class Without Work, a study of the identity 

formation process of white working class youth in a deindustrializing economy. Despite 

the book’s title, Weiss focused primarily on the gender identity of males and females in 

the face of a rapidly changing economy. Throughout the nineties, feminist approaches 

produced many important studies on adolescent girls.  The American Association of 

University Women’s published Shortchanging Girls, Shortchanging America in 1992, the 

same year that the Brown and Gilligan study came out, and girls’ “loss of self -esteem 

during adolescence” was front page news across they country. These reports spawned a 

number of other studies of girls, including Peggy Ornstein’s (1994) book School Girls, 

which viewed class in broad strokes, comparing adolescent girls in a suburban middle 

school with those from a poor urban school comprised of 90 percent ethnic minority 

students. As Ornstein explained her approach, ”The popular research on girls has too 

often addressed the needs of white and privileged girls, or assumed that while there are 

vast differences between boys and girls, the ethnic and economic differences among girls 

are irrelevant” (p. xxii).   
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   Despite their best intentions, Ornstein and other researchers have been faulted for 

ultimately giving scant attention to class in their analyses.  Bettie (2003) criticizes 

feminist scholars like Ornstein for neglecting the experience of class in all its dimensions, 

and instead highlighting gender or race. Lyn Mikel Brown (1997), who herself comes 

from a working-class background, premised her study of white working-class girls in 

Maine on her conviction that “amidst growing attention to the psychological struggles 

and losses primarily middle-class white girls sustain as they confront dominant cultural 

norms of femininity…very little attention has been given to poor and working-class white 

girls, and researchers rarely directly interrogate the very notions of culture and femininity 

on which their work rests” (p. 685).  Seven years later Bettie lauded  Brown  (1998 ) for 

her study on anger in adolescent girls and “making an explicit attempt to dismantle the 

assumption that all working-class girls are of color and all white girls are middle-class,” 

yet she found the study still fell short in terms of fully fleshing out or characterizing class 

as a variable.   As Bettie writes, “While gender is explored as an unstable construct, class 

and race both remain static, undefined, and analytically subordinate to gender. As with so 

many books on girls, to the extent that race (whiteness in this case) and class appear, they 

do so as demographic variables, not social and political constructs” (p. 37).                    

  Instead of criticizing these earlier works, Bettie and others would do well to understand 

the scholarship on working-class girls as an evolution or journey.  Certainly, feminist 

writers and scholars must be credited with blazing the trail that took us into an 

exploration of the lives of girls —despite the flaws of some of these early studies--- that 

eventually led researchers to the importance of emphasizing, refining, and foregrounding 

other distinctions, including race, ethnicity and social location. Moreover, as class 
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became a credible variable to be studied-- and a foundation of research on class was 

established-- scholars simply became more adept at isolating what Brown would call “the 

social and material location on girls’ emerging subjectivities” (p.684).  

  In the last decade or so, a few studies have begun to fill the previous void in scholarship 

on working-class girls.  As research has caught up with reality, scholars from a variety of 

fields agree that class is much more than a position designated to someone because of 

their economic or job status. As Walkerdine, Lucey, and Meolody (2001) emphasize, 

“class is lived as an identity designation and not simply as an economic relation to the 

means of production”  (p.13).  Class infiltrates every aspect of one’s life, or as Bettie 

(2003) explains, ”One’s experience of class may be expressed not only in terms of work 

identity and income but also in terms of familial relations, social relations unrelated to 

those of employment (such as school and peer relations), and in leisure and consumption 

practices, including ‘identity formation material‘ offered up by popular culture” (p. 42).  

 

Working-Class Families and Neighborhoods 

 

  That the demise of industry in this country has taken a toll on white working-class 

families can be deduced from what Martin (2004) has found to be “growing evidence of a 

divorce divide” between socioeconomic groups in the United States.  Since 1970, the rate 

of divorce and cohabitation has increased for families in the bottom two-thirds of the 

socioeconomic distribution, while it has remained constant for families in the top third 

(McLanahan, 2004; Martin, 2004).   
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  While economic stress is obviously a leading cause of marital problems, also 

contributing to domestic upheaval in these families is the dismantling of traditional 

gender roles, particularly the idea of the male as the sole provider and head of household.  

McRobbie (1978) found that appropriate gender behavior for working-class girls 

throughout their adolescent years was geared toward finding a man, getting married, and 

raising a family.  However, Weis (1990) found that de-industrialization not only strips 

jobs from working-class communities, but also disrupts the hegemonic gender roles and 

hierarchies previously established in families. In order to survive in the new economy, 

working-class families must conform to new more egalitarian standards in which husband 

and wife share equally in family life and work.  In interviews with high school students in 

Freeway, a Midwestern town built around the steel industry, Weiss also found that unlike 

previous generations of women who embraced what she calls the “Domestic Code,” these 

young working class women were less optimistic than young men about marriage and 

expressed fears of oppressive and abusive marriages and divorces.  Moreover, the girls’ 

primary goal was obtaining wage labor, albeit in traditionally female ones.     

  While the girls in Weis’s study (1990) were determined to get a good education, it may 

not be as easy for other working-class young people living in more marginalized 

neighborhoods than Freeway to pursue schooling.  Though education may seem like the 

means to a better future or a “way out,” studies have long pointed to the deleterious effect 

of living in a poor neighborhood on the educational outcomes of young people. Using 

data from the 1980 U.S. Census, Clark (1992) found that the characteristics of the 

neighborhood played a large part in whether or not a teenage boy dropped out.  For 

certain groups of adolescents the effect of the neighborhood is especially detrimental to 
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their education.  Crowder and South (2003) found that, “The negative effect of 

neighborhood distress on high school completion is particularly pronounced among black 

adolescents from single-parent households and among white low-income families, results 

broadly consistent with Wilson’s claim that the exposure to neighborhood poverty 

reinforces the damaging consequences of individual disadvantage” (p. 659).  MacDonald, 

Shildrick, Webster, and Simpson (2005) found that poor deindustrialized neighborhoods 

in England had a similar effect on young adults living in them.  According to the authors, 

“While local networks helped in coping with the problems of growing up in poor 

neighborhoods and generated a sense of inclusion, the sort of capital embedded in them 

served simultaneously to close down opportunities and to limit the possibilities of 

escaping the conditions of social exclusion” (p.873).    

   Even when families are given the opportunity to move out of the neighborhood, the 

outcomes are not always better for children.  Fauth (2004) examined 7-year follow-up 

data from the Yonkers Project, a study of court-ordered neighborhood desegregation in 

Yonkers to determine the effect on low-income minority children who were randomly 

assigned to move from high poverty to low poverty neighborhoods.   The outcomes were 

most unfavorable for children who relocated to more advantaged neighborhoods, 

particularly for youth 15- 19 years old and girls--who had lower academic achievement 

and more behavior problems after moving.   Apparently, the influences of their former 

neighborhoods followed these families, which the authors partially attributed to their lack 

of social contacts with the new neighbors.   
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  Just as a neighborhood shapes the lives of its young inhabitants, class and family status 

play an important role in transmitting advantages and disadvantages in children.  In her  

study comparing social class and childrearing in black and white families, Lareau (2002) 

found that class was much more important than race in child rearing dynamics.  In 

contrast to their middle-class peers, black working-class and poor children were less 

involved in organized activities and instead expected to play on their own, were subject 

to more directives from their parents, and were more likely to be physically disciplined. 

The parents of working-class and poor children were fearful and distrusting of any and all 

government officials, including teachers and school staff, and unable to advocate for their 

children when interacting with these adults. While the parents appeared “baffled, 

intimidated, and subdued in parent-teacher conference,” Lareau observes that “working-

class and poor children seemed aware of their parents frustration and witnessed their 

powerlessness “ (p. 770).  

   Studies in Britain (Reay, 1998; Walkerdine, Lucey, & Melody, 2001) comparing 

middle-class and working-class parental interaction with schools describe similar 

frustrations and difficulties for working class parents.  While middle-class parents 

demonstrated strong negotiation skills on behalf of their children, working-class parents 

had neither the cultural nor social capital required to advocate effectively for their 

children.  As Walkerdine, Lucey and Melody  (2001) write in their study of working-

class girls, “Parents who feel inferior to teachers find it extremely difficult to make the 

kinds of demands made by middle-class parents and in the manner in which they do it.  A 

persistent theme in the working-class narratives was impotence in the face of what they 

viewed as the teacher’s authority…” (p. 127).  Walkerdine et al. found that working-class 
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parents employed either defensive strategies in home-school interactions, including 

silence, withdrawal or compliance, or the other extreme—aggressiveness and anger. 

Unfortunately, neither of these strategies was effective, and often resulted in the school or 

teacher taking no action on behalf of the child. The authors outline the potentially 

disastrous effect that poor parent-teacher communication can have on a child’s (in this 

case, girl’s) education: 

 For many working-class parents, their requests for help were forcefully blocked   
 by the school, and we suggest that this could have a powerful negative effect on   
 their daughters in a number of ways.  Firstly, of course, the needs of the daughters 
 were denied…Secondly, and perhaps more importantly in the long term, the  
 school’s dismissal of the parent, and indeed of the parent’s knowledge of the  
 child, connected with the school’s dismissal of the girl’s own abilities and  
 knowledge. By dismissing the parent, the teacher also dismissed the child; in  
            some cases this meant that the success or failure of the child was dependent on the  
 relationship between parent and teacher. (p.130) 
 
  Given this research, in order to understand how working class girls make the transition 

to high school, the stories of their parents may be as important as the stories of the girls 

themselves.  

 

 Adolescent Development of Girls 

 

  During these crucial years when girls are developing, they are also coping with issues 

particular to their gender.   Brown and Gilligan (1992) found in their longitudinal 

qualitative study of a group of mostly white middle-class girls that as they entered 

adolescence, they began to “lose their voice” or their ability to speak up about their true 

thoughts and feelings in order to avoid conflict or hurting others.  The researchers 

described the changes that they observed in the girls as the following: 
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 Girls reaching adolescence adopted survival strategies for spanning what often  
 seemed like two incommensurate relational realities. And girls enacted this  
 disconnection through various forms of dissociation: separating themselves or 
 their psyches from their bodies so as not to know what they were feeling,   
 disassociating their voice from their feelings and thoughts so that others would 
 not know what they were experiencing, taking themselves out of relationship so 
 that they could better approximate what others want and desire, or look like some  
 ideal image of what a woman or person should be…Girls, we thought, were  
 undergoing some kind of psychological foot-binding, so that they were kept from  
 feeling or using their relational strengths.  Instead, these strengths, which explain  
 girls’ remarkable psychological resilience throughout the childhood years, were  
 turning into a political liability.”  (p. 219)  
 
  

  While the above finding was the one most publicized about Brown and Gilligan’s study, 

Brown (1998) later regretted that other equally important findings were dismissed, for 

example, “the fact that most girls resisted these losses in some capacity” (p. vii).  As she 

points out, this may be attributable to the publication in 1992 of two studies by the 

American Association of University Women—one (previously mentioned) giving 

evidence to a self-esteem crisis among girls, and the other connecting this crisis to the 

unfair treatment girls receive in U.S. schools.  In their first study, the AAUW (1992) 

found that not only did girls’ self-esteem and self-confidence erode as they moved from 

childhood to adolescence, but that there were “sharp differences in self-esteem among 

girls from different racial and ethnic groups”  (p.12).  The study reported that overall 

white and Hispanic girls experienced the lowest drops in self-confidence, and that black 

girls had higher levels of self-esteem in other areas but lower levels of confidence as 

related to school and academics.  Furthermore, their research showed that the drop in 

confidence that first appears in early adolescence—marked by declining self-esteem, 

negative body image, and depression-- persists as girls mature through high school.   The 

second report issued by the AAUW, How Schools Shortchange Girls, called for system- 
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wide change that would reverse documented trends that “girls do not receive equitable 

amounts of teacher attention, that they are less apt than boys to see themselves reflected 

in the materials they study, and that they often are not expected or encouraged to pursue 

higher level mathematics and science courses” (p. 84).   

 

 

Adolescence and Schooling of Working-Class Girls 

 

  Since Gilligan and Brown’s groundbreaking study dealt primarily with white middle- 

class girls, following studies (Brown, 1998; Ornstein, 1994; Leadbeater & Way, 1996; 

Taylor, Gilligan &Sullivan, 1995; Way, 1998) have focused on other racial and socio-

economic groups of adolescent girls.  A qualitative study conducted by Taylor, Gilligan 

and Sullivan  (1995) found a similar developmental pattern among 26 poor and working-

class girls, representing a variety of ethnic and racial backgrounds, who were interviewed 

over a period of three years. (However, the authors warn that since the group was 

relatively small and not drawn from a random selection, it is not a representative sample 

of at-risk or poor and working-class girls.) Still, they found these at-risk girls faced an 

additional burden as they matured through high school. Not only were their voices 

increasingly ineffective, but when they made mistakes, they had few, if any, resources to 

assist them.  As the authors write: 

 A main finding…is that the vitality and psychological brilliance we have 
 encountered in our previous studies with girls in more privileged school 
 environments, and also among public school girls who were not identified  
 ‘at-risk’ girls,’ at the time were also evident in our interviews with these ‘at-risk’ 
 girls at the time they were roughly thirteen and in eighth grade—the first year   
  of our project.  Over the three years of the study, we observed a fight for  
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 relationship that often became dispirited as girls experienced betrayal or  
 neglectful behavior and felt driven into a psychological isolation they and others  
 readily confused with independence…In contrast to other girls whom we have 
 studied, there were few safety nets available to these girls when they made  
 mistakes, took wrong turns, acted on impulses that turned out to be misguided or 
 foolish or simply unlucky, or sank into a kind of depressive lethargy and  
 withdrew from the world. (p. 3) 
 
 

    In the collection of research on urban girls edited by Leadbeater and Way (1996), the 

new tradition of understanding the development of  diverse groups of adolescents by 

focusing on their reality and perceptions was further cemented.  Invaluable work on 

urban girls on everything from identity development to sexuality and family relationships 

was presented.  However, the samples of girls in most of these studies were comprised of 

a mix of racial and ethnic groups, often excluding the experiences of poor white working 

class girls.  The lead researchers Erkut, Fields, Sing and Marx (1996), whose work on 

what makes girls feel good about themselves is included in the book,  to suggest, “There 

is also a need for exploring the implications of white identity in development, rather than 

viewing whiteness as neutral or as a norm” ( p. 57).   

  Studies conducted in the ensuing years have found that girls from poor and working-

class families display vastly different behaviors and discourses from the dominant white 

middle-class culture.  In a study comparing white girls from middle-class families with 

those from poor and working-class families in rural Maine, Lyn M. Brown (1998) found 

that “these two groups of girls are worlds apart in their experiences, in the voices and 

messages they take in from their families and local communities about appropriate 

femininity, in their expressions of their thoughts and feelings, in their perceptions of 

themselves, and in their understanding of their relationships with one another” (p. 202).   
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  Brown’s study showed that white middle-class girls submerged their anger, while 

working-class girls were much more likely to openly express their anger and frustration--

and expected and encouraged by their families to do so—even when that anger turned 

physical. Smith (1987) argued that working-class women lived in complete subordination 

to their husbands.  But the daughters of the working class, according to Anyon (1982), 

were expected to be subordinate to the point of being submissive at home--where the 

father’s authority reigned-- but outspoken and even defiant of rules and regulations in 

public.  

  In her longitudinal investigation of a small sample of urban poor and working class 

teenagers, Way (1998) interviewed twelve boys and twelve girls from a mix of 

backgrounds ( African American, Puerto Rican, Dominican, West Indian, Bolivian, El 

Salvadoran, Irish American, or half Irish American and half Puerto Rican) at a high 

school in the Northeast with a 33 percent dropout rate. Way’s work is strongly linked to 

that of Lyn Mikel Brown and Carol Gilligan, who created “The Listening Guide,” one of 

the analytical tools employed by Way. Although her findings are broken down according 

to gender, they are only occasionally broken down according to ethnic group, and hence 

it is sometimes difficult to tease out differences between the girls. Nonetheless, Way 

offers significant insights into the evolution of the lives of poor and working class girls. 

The girls in her study were confident in their voices, especially as they advanced in high 

school. As Way writes, “In the present study…the willingness “to speak one’s mind by 

telling all one’s heart”---to speak out about anger and pain as well as love and loyalty—

was expressed by the majority of the adolescent girls in their junior- and senior- year 

interviews.  The theme was heard among the girls who were struggling as well as the 
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girls who excelled in school” (p. 105).  Way suggests that the girls’ outspokenness may 

be a matter of survival:  “In a society in which girls, particularly those who are poor or 

working class, are neither heard nor taken seriously, girls may learn quickly that they will 

have to speak up for themselves if their needs are going to be addressed” (p. 107).   

  Yet Way found that the same girls who could speak out with friends, teachers, and 

family members, lost their voices in relationships with boys.  Way postulates that, “In 

order to maintain even tenuous relationships with boys, girls may believe that the best 

strategy is to remain silent, especially when they know, as many indicated, that some 

boys perceive outspokenness as grounds for terminated relationships” (p. 109). Some of 

the girls in her study went so far as to completely avoid male-female relationships, 

believing “it is simply too dangerous” (p. 109).    

  Several studies (Brown, 1998; Hicks, 2005; Stebbins, 1999) have identified a discourse 

among the working-class girls that is louder and more direct than their middle-class 

counterparts-- and sometimes subversive. Hicks recounts one of her Appalachian 

student’s “medley of creative cursing (fucking bitch, bitch punta) as a softly uttered 

subtext to my attempt to establish a middle-class pedagogical discourse” (p. 5).   Brown 

believes this discourse and behavior among working-class girls is a kind of acting, staged 

for their mostly female, middle-class audience.  As Brown (1997) writes, “ The girls’ 

expressions of invulnerability, their raucous behavior, their swearing, and their dramatic 

tales of drinking and fighting seem at times to be performances for our benefit, a way to 

distance themselves from who they believe we are and what they think we might want, or 

perhaps to exaggerate who we think they are” (p. 696).   
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  Whether done intentionally or not, the behavior, attitude, and language white working- 

class girls often exhibit do not serve them well in school.   Like chalk scratching against 

the blackboard, the girls may sound a jarring note in school and classrooms that value 

middle-class norms.  Brown  (1997) states:  “Their range of feelings and behaviors put 

them at odds with the expectations of middle-class teachers and other adults invested in 

the conventional feminine ideal, and thus underscores their displacement in school and 

white middle class society” (p. 698).   In her study of 25 working class-girls in upstate 

New York, Stebbins (1999) also found that girls were handicapped at school because they 

didn’t conform to the expectation that girls should be quiet, restrained, and undemanding 

of the teacher.  Stebbins describes an incident when a staff member told a group that she 

had never heard such loud girls before.  One of the white working-class girls or ‘tufs’ as 

they called themselves, shot back:  “Well, you have now”  (p. 12).   

  In her work on African American females, Fordham (1993) found that girls at a 

predominantly African American high school in Washington, D.C.  employed “loudness” 

to resist their proclaimed “nothingness” in academic settings.  Yet this “loudness” 

impeded their academic achievement. The academically successful girls were the ones 

who adopted a strategy of deliberate silence.     

  Describing her work as an “ethnographic portrait” Bettie’s (2003) studied a group of 60 

high school girls from “Waretown”—a town in Central California facing 

deindustrialization--to learn about the experiences and identities of certain groups, 

including “las chicas” (Mexican American working-class girls) and working-class white 

girls of varying economic statuses. Her goal was to learn “how these young women 

experience and understand class differences in their peer culture and how their and their 
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parents class location and racial/ethnic identity shaped the girls’ perceptions of social 

differences at school and the possibilities for their futures” (p.7).   Though class was 

never openly discussed, Bettie found that it played a large part in students’ day-to-day 

interactions and education.   She observes that schools are the site of mixed-class 

experiences for many students, and unfortunately, also the place where class injuries are 

often experienced and inflicted. As she writes, “Class specific styles of speech, such as 

the use of non-standard grammar, accents, mannerisms, and dress (all of which are also 

racially/ethnically and regionally specific) are learned sets of expressive cultural practices 

that express class membership…Cultural differences in class (linked to both education 

and income) are key to the middle-class practice of exclusion that make school ‘success’ 

difficult for working-class students across color and ethnicity” (p. 51).   

  But class identity is both “fluid and fixed,” according to Bettie. For example, she 

discovered that some girls who were working-class in origin were able to become 

middle-class “performers” at school by consciously imitating middle-class culture in an 

attempt to fit in and achieve mobility.  In rare cases, she found middle-class girls who 

performed working-class identities.  Class is fixed, according to Bettie, in the sense that, 

“Social actors largely display the cultural capital that is a consequence of the material and 

cultural resources to which they have access” (p. 51).  Referring to Bourdieu’s concept of 

habitus, these are behaviors that are socially learned and unconsciously enacted, 

reflecting inequalities built into our social structures.   Bettie found that while it was 

relatively easy for the working-class students to identify the ways in which a lack of 

money, or economic capital, affected them (no name brand clothes, cars, time or money 

to participate in extracurricular activities), it was difficult for them to understand how the 
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lack of cultural capital disadvantaged them as well.  According to Bettie, this list is an 

extensive one, and includes the following:  “the use of nonstandard grammar, parents 

who cannot help with homework, who may not know about the distinction between 

college-prep and non-prep courses, who may not know about college entrance exams, 

who themselves lacked the academic skills to go to college, who might feel they have to 

devalue themselves and their own lives in the process of encouraging their children to go 

beyond them, who may wrongly assume that the school will adequately educate their 

child without their participation, who might desire to avoid the school themselves 

because it is a familiar site of failure and intimidation where they are required to interact 

with middle class professionals like teachers and administrators” ( p. 108).    

   Unlike many researchers who frequently categorize all working-class students together, 

Bettie (2003) describes two-tiers of students within the white working-class student body 

at Waretown:  the “settled living,” whose families had relatively secure, stable jobs with 

health benefits and the “hard-living” families whose lives and jobs were both unstable. 

This was perceptive of Bettie, because not all working-class families—or working-class 

girls-- are the same.  If research is going to have value in elucidating the lives of 

participants, researchers must provide as much background information on families as 

possible less they make assumptions that aren’t accurate.   (Benson (2006) criticized 

Weiss for not adequately describing her sample and claiming that all students were from 

similar economic backgrounds in her follow-up to Working Class Without Work, the  

2004 publication,  Class Reunion: the Remaking of the American White Working Class.)  

Families without health or other benefits whose major breadwinner may be self-

employed, underemployed or on disability are facing tremendous struggles.  As Bettie, 
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writes,  ”Instability in one area often contributes to instability in another: a rough 

marriage might lead to drinking or drug use, which in turn leads to missing work or job 

loss” (p. 13).  In addition, students from “hard living” families might also have high 

records of absenteeism at school as they stay home to help their families cope.  

  Even when at school, Bettie found that the students from “hard living” families 

essentially were invisible in the school.  Willis (1977) found a similar pattern of what he 

referred to as “student mobility” in his study of working class boys in England.  These 

students were not truant, but instead of in class attending to the tasks of getting an 

education, they were involved in other activities such as “being free out of class, being in 

class and doing no work, being in the wrong class, roaming the corridors looking for 

excitement, being asleep in private” (p. 27). In Bettie’s study, the students who were 

ranked lowest socially and academically often cut class and chose to hang out behind the 

school smoking cigarettes. Referred to as “the smokers,”  “the rockers,” and sometimes 

“poor white rash,” they overtly rejected academics and refused to participate in any of the 

organized activities of the school like pep rallies, dances and lip-syn contests. Bettie 

attributes their refusal to join in the life of the school as their way of resisting their 

subordinate status that was apparent to them and every one else.  These students were 

also nonentities to faculty and staff. The following incident suggests the staff’s 

discomfort in discussing, acknowledging—or reaching out to-- this group.  As Bettie 

writes: 

 
 When I asked teachers and counselors to direct me toward students from low- 
 income families, they automatically listed programs for immigrant students… 
 I had to explicitly ask for recommendations of white students from low-income 
 families. But school personnel were often incapable of naming who these  
 students might be or where they might be found.  When I asked if it was possible  
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 that there simply were no or very few white students who were from low-income  
 families, I was quickly assured that this was not the case.’ There are plenty of 
 poor white families in Waretown,’ explained one counselor.  But she was still 
 unable to tell me where I might find theses students or to name any. (p. 101) 
  
         

  Since the late 1970s, studies have documented the formation of subcultures and 

rejection of school-- as well as the middle-class norms that it represents-- among 

working-class girls. McRobbie and Garber (1976) first wrote about girls and subcultures  

when they described the Teeny Bopper culture of the 70s in Resistance through Rituals.  

While there was a tendency up until that point to study girls in male subcultures, the 

authors suggested an alternative way of considering how girls organize their cultural life.  

As they write, “The important question may not be the absence or presence of girls in the 

male subcultures, but the complementary ways in which girls interact among themselves 

and with each other to form a distinctive culture of their own”  (p. 219).   Studies 

conducted in the ensuing years also have shown an anti-school culture among working-

class girls (Blackman, 2000; Davies, 1984; Griffin, 1985;  McRobbie, 1978; Mikel 

Brown, 1997; Walkerdine & Lucey, 1989).  Connolly and Healy (2004) describe how this 

phenomenon often manifests itself:   “Within a context where their educational 

opportunities are severely restricted, the research has shown that a tendency existed for 

some working-class girls to construct particular subcultures enabling them to gain status 

through alternative means, often via a heightened emphasis on femininity. For many girls 

this meant an emphasis on romance, sexuality, marriage, and motherhood at the expense 

of a concern with education, work and future careers”  (p.512).   Recent studies offer a 

conflicting picture of the current attitudes of working-class girls.  While some studies 

argue that working-class girls from England to America still subscribe to the traditional 
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pattern of dropping out of school early, finding marginal employment, getting pregnant 

and bearing a child, marriage, and raising a family (Arnot, David, and Weiner, 1999), 

others show that working-class girls are challenging their subordinate role, though 

perhaps not articulating this position in feminist terms (Weiss, 1990).  

  In the early 1980s Wendy Lutrell (1997) interviewed older women returning to school 

in the exact neighborhood of this study when it was still a thriving industrial area. 

Possibly the grandmothers—and great grandmothers-- of girls presently growing up in 

Riverfront, these women reported that school was a place of strife for them, too. Though 

generations apart, the reality of school for these women mirrors that of many working-

class girls today.  As Lutrell summarizes, ”Their stories feature childhood experiences of 

exclusion, difference, and illegitimacy in school and explain how they learned to think 

about these in gender-, race-, and class-based terms.  In their explanations, the women 

spoke of embattled and ambivalent relationships with other teachers, students, and (most 

surprising to me) their mothers…in each institutional setting, they came to see 

themselves as less than equal, if unworthy, students.”  In the following passage Lutrell  

describes one of her participants: 

 Doreen was born and raised in (Riverfront), an Irish and Polish working-class, 
 urban-industrial neighborhood in Philadelphia.  She was a student in my first 
 adult education class and became an eager participant in my study.  Describing   
 her early school experiences as ‘uncomfortable,’ she explained that as an 
 adolescent she could not wait to quit school so she could go to work in the local 
 box factory. (p. 1)  
   
 
   Two decades later, the anti-school culture that Bettie (2003) found among the smokers 

at Waretown, was based on similar—though more pronounced-- sentiments about school.  

As she writes, 
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 They (the smokers) created a reverse economy in which they found ways to  
 value self where the institution did not in its daily infliction of injuries.  It was  
 cool to not know what was due in class, to be regularly late or skip class, to go to  
 class stoned (on pot) or tweaked (on ‘crank,’ that is speed or methamphetamine), 
 and to receive poor grades that indicated one’s indifference—all as if to say, ‘I  
 cannot fail at your game if I opt out.’  Their cocky attitude and behavior, their  
 refusal to ever let down their guard …lent support to the outsider perception 
 that these were kids who chose their lot, didn’t care and deserved what they    
 got.  (p. 108)   
 

  These behaviors are along the same continuum that some researchers (Willis, 1977; 

MacLead, 1987, Foley, 1990) have described as the “passive resistance syndrome” 

among working-class students--a syndrome that includes behaviors such as sharing 

homework and test answers, being content to merely pass a class, and engaging in 

manipulating behaviors to distract teachers from the work at hand.  In her study of girls in 

upstate New York, Stebbins (1999) observed similar attitudes. As she explains, “On the 

surface, the behavior of the girls in arriving early and sitting up front would seem to 

indicate an interest and attention to the teacher.  But in fact, from my vantage point, I 

could see and hear the girls talking to each other throughout the class, passing papers, and 

thumbing through books or their backpacks” (p. 7).   

  While many working-class girls display behaviors that are exasperating to their teachers 

in the classroom, there is evidence that teachers’ responses may exacerbate the situation 

(Bettie, 2003; Brown, 1998; Plummer, 2000). Plummer (2000) recognizes there are many 

dedicated teachers helping working-class girls, but also many teachers who harbor 

negative attitudes toward these students.  According to Plummer, “ For it is in teaching 

that we persistently meet, with the D’s syndrome, the notion of ‘deprived,’ ‘disturbed,’ 

‘disaffected,’ ‘disadvantaged’ pupils from ‘dsyfunctional’ and ‘demoralized’ families.  It 

is here that concerns with compensating working-class children were and are voiced, the 
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belief that teachers have to compensate for their pupils’ extreme learning ‘deficits,’ 

which are attributed to personal and family failing rather than structural inequalities” (p. 

31).    When teachers make negative remarks, students are justifiably defensive. Plummer 

(2000) gives the example of a pupil who wrote on a survey that  “some teachers make 

comments about how I’m brought up and what my parents are like, but I don’t think they 

have any right to say this’ “ (p. 31).  Plummer cites King’s study (1978) that documented 

teachers describing their students as ‘not too bright’ and ‘below average, ’ as well as 

distancing themselves from their students behavior with comments, such as ‘I never 

behaved like that when I was their age.’  

  Even when teachers do not intentionally mean to harm students, they often make 

remarks that leave scars and project the deficiency label onto students. Bettie (2003) 

found that well-meaning teachers were often not aware that their statements were hurtful 

and insensitive to those students living at the margins. For example, Bettie recounts a 

conversation she had with a teacher who thought she was encouraging students when she 

told them that they “’need to work hard in school and go to college, so they don’t end up 

on welfare’’ (p.105).  The remark prompted the student’s mother to call the teacher in a 

rage, because she had made the student “feel like he was not as good as everyone else, 

just because we get food stamps” (p. 105).   According to Bettie, off hand remarks related 

to students’ or their families’ suspected drug use, sexual morality, or low-status jobs ( ‘no 

one aspires to pumping gas for a living…’) were frequently made by both “prep” students 

and teachers.  It is reminiscent of the working-class elementary school where I work.  

Many teachers make highly derogatory comments in front of students and among 

colleagues in the teachers’ lunchroom--where the most challenging students are typically 
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referred to as “pieces of shit.”  Whether disapproval of students and their parents’ lives is 

overt or subtle, poor and working-class students are keenly aware that they are looked 

down upon by the school staff.  These are truly the “hidden injuries of class” –all too 

commonplace in institutions like schools that should be safe havens for students--and 

instead often inflict more pain and shame on those struggling the most.     

    Even in a school with an open, relaxed environment and one that enjoyed a good 

relationship with the community, Brown (1998) found profound misunderstanding 

between working-class girls and their teachers. Though many of the teachers in the 

school had working-class backgrounds themselves, “such a personal history of 

enculturation would not necessarily ensure their connection to the girls, or for that matter, 

protect them from deep ambivalence about their role in the lives girls’ lives” (p. 180).  

(As Brown perceptively notes, students of teaching training programs are not exposed to 

issues of class or a critical examination of dominant cultural norms and values.)   The 

working-class girls reported feeling “ignored and dismissed” by their teachers-- who the 

girls angrily denounced and routinely called “ignorant” in the group sessions conducted 

by Brown. And yet from listening to the girls describe their own behavior--- from angry 

outbursts with yelling and swearing to acting out and resisting even simple rules, like not 

slouching or removing a coat—Brown recognizes that teachers must feel misunderstood 

and frustrated as well. Brown offers a keen insight into the relationship difficulties that 

working-class students and their teachers so often encounter: 

 I wish to highlight what appear to be radically different communicative styles and 
 a clash of cultures, and suggest that the (working-class) girls’ intense anger 
 toward many of their teachers is, in part, about their emerging awareness of the  
 difference between who they are and what their teachers want them to be.  That  
 their teachers ‘holler’ at the girls so much, even as they demand public  
 compliance with middle-class conventions of speech and behavior, intensifies the  
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 girls’ confusion and anger and contributes to their sense of betrayal. At best  
 school becomes a place where girls negotiate the intersection of cultural and class 
 values; at worse it represents a disingenuous imposition of ‘appropriate’  
 femininity and middle-class views that serve to denigrate their experiences 
 and contribute to their growing distrust of authorities.  (p. 194)     
         
 
    Without a discourse of class or understanding of the structural hurdles in their way, 

studies show that working class students who fail or dropout of school often take it as a 

personal failure (Bettie, 2003; Gilligan & Sullivan, 1995; Plummer, 2000; Stevenson & 

Ellsworth, 1993; Walkerdine, 1991) Throughout the literature, we read about working-

class students who blame themselves for school failure, dropping out, and their lot in life 

in general. Given the emphasis on individualism in America and the pervasive notion that 

anyone can succeed if they only try, working-class students who fail are likely to believe 

it is their lack of intelligence or effort that explains their failure. In recounting how one of 

their participants perceived dropping out in eleventh grade as her own fault, Taylor, 

Gilligan and Sullivan (1995) quote Stevenson and Ellsworth (1993):  “Without the 

working-class having a clear oppositional identity, the culture of individualism, which 

already dominates the social fabric of white America, becomes a more powerful 

influence on the white working-class as well.   In the case of dropouts, since 

individualism means that everyone has an equal chance to succeed irrespective of their 

personal or family circumstances, failure can only be attributed to deficiencies in the 

individual.” (Although since No Child Left Behind, ascribing failure to a particular 

school is increasingly common.)   A view of failure as personal inadequacy not only 

causes psychological harm to the student (Plummer, 2000), but prevents us from seeking 

system-wide solutions that could benefit children of all classes and races.   Though 

Plummer (2000) is talking about Britain, her comments that follow are just as applicable 
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to 21st century America:  “The all-pervasive social pathology model—inadequate 

working-class homes, language and culture—is still with us. It continues to distract 

attention from the ideological purpose of perceiving working-class values, behavior, etc, 

as ‘deficient’ instead of  ‘different’ and from a serious analysis of the structural 

conditions which promote differences, exploitation, and oppression”  (p. 43).     

 
 
 
 

Working-Class Girls—The Anomalies 
  

  Despite the rejection of school among the vast majority of working-class girls, there are 

some who meet with academic success and make the leap to the first rungs of upward 

mobility. In their recent work, Bettie (2003) and Walkerdine, Lucey, and Melody (2001) 

have attempted to elucidate the psychological, social, geographic, and institutional factors 

that account for the educational achievements of  girls who are the exceptions. Along 

with the studies, there are the personal stories of women with working-class origins who 

have met with professional success who have much to tell us about their propitious—yet 

often perilous—passages.  In Bettie’s study (2003) the anomalies are the handful of 

working-class girls who she calls middle-class performers, because at school they were 

able to “perform class identities other than their own” that put them on the path to 

mobility and going on to college.   Bettie attempts to answer both why these girls are 

exceptional so that educators and policy makers can shape policy and educational 

environments better suited to at-risk students, and how they do it-- that is  “negotiate the 

disparity between the working-class identity acquired from home and the performance of 

a middle-class identity at school…” (p. 141).  According to Bettie, the reasons are many 
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and complex behind the success of girls who are exceptional, yet some patterns did 

emerge. Some of the girls’ academic motivation to succeed came out of their desire to 

differentiate themselves from delinquent or troubled siblings who had caused their 

families pain. She gives as an example the story of Mandy whose brother had his first 

child in high school and whose family thought she was destined to follow in his footsteps. 

By ten years old, Mandy’s personal goal was to prove her family wrong.  Heather was 

another student whose determination to succeed emanated from a conscious decision not 

be like her “hoodlum” brother who had dropped out of high school and gotten into drugs 

and alcohol.  After seeing her parents in “so much agony about him all the time,” she 

committed herself to doing her schoolwork and staying out of trouble.  At the same time, 

Bettie observes that delinquency may be easier for working-class girls to avoid than boys.  

As she writes, “The social pressure for girls to conform and follow rules as part of the 

definition of femininity makes it a possibility that they might do better in school than 

working-class boys, for whom defining manhood includes more pressure to engage in 

risk-taking behavior and overt resistance to control” (p.143).   

  Bettie found that participation in sports provided scaffolding for girls who were 

reaching for mobility. As one student explained to Bettie, it was through playing 

basketball that she met high achieving middle-class girls and was exposed to information 

about college requirements, college-prep courses, and a more privileged life than her 

own.  Though Bettie doubts that sports as a route to mobility would be as common for 

girls as it would be for boys-- since high schools often offer more athletic options for 

boys and boys are more still more likely to involve themselves in sports—other studies 

have suggested the value of sports in the lives of at-risk girls.  Cadwallader (2001) 
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conducted a study of white urban adolescent females considered at-risk, and found that 

sporting experiences had a positive impact on the lives of these young women, and that 

coaches and physical educators played an important role in girls’ level of sport 

involvement. She suggests that further study needs to be done correlating resilience and 

sporting experiences of at-risk girls.   

  Bettie states that geographic variability is a determining factor in class mobility as well. 

She emphasizes that school curricula are not standard across the country, no less in the 

same school where tracking exists to separate the college-bound from the vocational and 

trade track. Jean Anyon (1980) compared school knowledge in five elementary schools in 

New Jersey, and found that while standardization existed in the form of curriculum topics 

and material, there were also subtle and dramatic differences in the curriculum and 

curriculum-in-use among the schools that suggested social stratification. In large urban 

areas where neighborhood elementary schools can run the gamut from high- to extremely 

low-performing, geographic location is a key determinant in the quality of the education a 

student receives.  In suburban and rural areas, geographic location also helps or hinders 

one’s chance for exposure to a challenging curriculum and mobility.  As Bettie (2003) 

writes, “Being working-class and attending a well-funded school with a middle-class 

clientele where a curriculum of knowledge that is highly valued by society is made 

available is a far different experience from attending school in an isolated working-class 

community where the mere exposure to a college-prep curriculum is limited”  p. 145).    

A student’s location within a school is also a determining factor in mobility. For example, 

the working class girls who were in college-prep courses with middle-class girls 
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benefited from observing how success was achieved through hard work, and not some 

“innate difference.”  

  Indeed, it was the perception that they had to work harder than their middle-class 

peers—on a variety of fronts-- in order to be attractive to colleges that may have been one 

of the most important factors in girls’ achievement. According to Bettie, these girls had 

sized up the social landscape, grasped the differences in class between themselves and 

their peers, and had consciously chosen not just to perform like middle class girls, but 

pass as them --no matter the personal cost.  With little time left for leisure or a social life 

because they put such effort into academics and extracurricular activities, the girls who 

were exceptions “worked extra hard to catch up for all they had missed out on compared 

to their middle class counterparts” (p. 165).  Bettie explains that, “On the one hand these 

upwardly mobile working-class girls were on occasions passing as middle-class.  But, on 

the other hand, the experience of a college-prep curriculum really did give them academic 

skills that helped them refashion a class identity and enable their mobility…In short, they 

displayed a bicultural class identity as they inhabited the space in-between, a state of 

becoming; class performance /passing/ becoming class performative.” (p. 165).     

  Other scholars would not venture as far as Bettie in asserting that girls who are the 

exceptions must act –even be able to pass- as middle-class girls. For defining it as such 

implies that in order to be successful, working-class girls must “enter in the back door”—

so to speak—and deny their class of origin, their roots, and their families.  Hicks (2005) 

whose work focuses on a socially responsible pedagogy for working-class girls, believes 

that working-class girls need only become bilingual— “capable of moving productively 

between a working-class-idiom and the middle-class language and literacy practices of 
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school” ( p. 10 ). According to Hicks, this means learning “to speak, read, and reason as 

bilinguals, in their case in more than one class-specific voice” (p. 10).   Walkerdine, 

Lucey, and Melody (2001) apply the concept of “hybridity” to explain the “psychosocial” 

space that educationally successful working-class young women often occupy. According 

to Walkerdine et al., “Hybrid cultures are transmitted and transformed within new 

locations and contexts, creating new forms or developing old forms of new ways“ (p. 

287).   Rather than assimilation or collaboration as Bettie’s notion of middle-class 

performance suggests, the notion of hybridity is one that acknowledges the necessity of 

“discursive doubleness,” but at the same time encourages a critical stance toward 

hierarchy. As such, Walkerdine et al. emphasize, it is not by being like middle-class girls 

that working class girls succeed. As the authors write,  

 Why should we assume that, if modes of regulation or working-class and middle-
 class girls are different, the paths to success for working-class girls should be a 
 copy of middle-class ones?  We have made it clear in the past that the injunction  
 to be a particular kind of subject in education is quite different for children from 
 different social positions.  We consider that the social and psychic economies, 
 modes of regulation, discourse and bodily performances were all different for the 
 two groups (middle-class and working –class) of girls. (p. 138) 
 

  Their analysis is based on data gathered in a 17-year study of working-class (from a 

variety of ethnic and racial backgrounds) and middle-class girls as well as subsequent 

interviews with working-class participants who actually succeeded at school and gained 

entrance to a university.  The overwhelming evidence pointed to working -class girls who 

did not make it in school.  As the authors write, ”Compared with the educational success 

that characterized the middle-class girls’ histories so far, the educational failure of the 

majority of the working class girls was indisputable” (p. 139).  Like Bettie (2003), 

Walkerdine et al. found it “extremely difficult to see any clear patterns that can explain 
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both their failures and their successes” (p. 138).  It is worth reading about the researchers 

struggle in identifying common themes: 

 

 There are contradictions and anomalies at every turn when we look at the  
 production of working-class educational success. Things that were clearly 
 important to some young women in relation to educational achievement were  
 unimportant to others; some had a positive experience at school, some did not; 
 some did as they were told, others were rebellious and challenging; some found  
 study easy, others intensely difficult. Importantly, some of the young women 
 remained on a path that took them to higher education, others faltered and gave  
 up after the GCSE level or A level.  In the case of parents, some had high 
 expectations of their daughters, but not all; some parents enjoyed learning and  
 study and had returned to education as adults; for some their children’s schooling  
 provoked intense anxiety and failure.  While some of the working-class girls had  
 ‘sensitive mothers,’ it was certainly not the majority.  (p. 141) 
   
  Nonetheless their research did show some patterns that intersect with the findings of 

other studies and shed light on how these girls manage to succeed despite the odds.  Girls 

who did well came from families in which rigid boundaries existed concerning 

schoolwork.  Working-class parents in the study were more likely to allow the child to 

give up when they experienced difficulty—putting their child’s immediate happiness 

first.  However, the authors found that the more effective response was provided from 

families who gave the children the necessary emotional support, but encouraged them “to 

keep going even when the going gets tough” (p. 151).  The working-class girls who 

achieved uniformly saw themselves as strong and independent—messages that came 

from within, or sometimes from their parents.  For some girls, independence and the will 

to succeed emanated from their determination “not to be as economically or materially 

poor as their parents.” As a participant named Holly told them:  “I couldn’t see myself 

spending the rest of my life in a burger bar.”   When parents also seek a better life for 

their children, the authors believe this can be powerful motivation.  As Walkerdine et al. 
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write, ”In her study…Pilling (1992) concludes that one of the central reasons for the 

success of working-class children at school occurs when the social disadvantage is 

compensated by a psychological advantage—not so much from the practices of the 

parents but from the children’s belief that their parents want them to do well, and to do 

better than they have done.  Such beliefs allow children to keep going against difficult 

odds, no matter what“  (p. 157).   But a central finding of the study is that success came at 

a great psychological cost, for in moving ahead, they were forced to leave their families, 

neighborhoods, peer groups,  and former lives behind. According to the authors, “ Of 

course, psychic separation from parents is an issue for everyone to a greater or lesser 

extent.  But for able working-class girls who do well at school, education is the arena in 

which it is played out” (p. 159).         

  

Dropouts 

 

  Since all of my participants will have one or more predictors of failure, they are in a 

vulnerable group to become dropouts or near dropouts. Ninth grade is such a precarious 

grade for students in urban high schools that many will not make it to the tenth grade. 

Finally, the literature review will discuss recent research on the mismatch between 

adolescent needs and the way in which many high schools, especially in urban areas, are 

organized.   

  In her book, Framing Dropouts Notes on the Politics of an Urban Public High School, 

Michele Fine (1991) was the earliest researcher to clearly and forcefully place the 

nation’s dropout problem in a political and ideological context.  Fine spent a year in a 
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New York City comprehensive high school that she called CHS engaged in ethnographic 

research interviewing staff, parents, students, and dropouts in a high school where only 

20 percent of the entering cohort earned a diploma after six years.  Rather than finding 

blame with the students, Fine denounced the “perverse structures, policies, and practices 

that place (the students) ‘at risk’” p. 25.  One of the factors most responsible for the 

“unequal outcomes,” according to Fine, was the over enrollment of “low skill” students 

in these urban high schools.  As she wrote,” Exclusion operates powerfully and 

institutionally inside city schools.  Although educational laws, policies and practices have 

been dramatically transformed over the century, the exiling of those least privileged 

nevertheless persists, institutionalized inside those buildings we call ‘comprehensive high 

schools’”  p.25.   

 Over two decades have passed since Fine wrote her book, but little has changed.  The 

strange irony of the Bush Administration’s No Child Left Behind Policy is that while the 

public’s attention has been focused on raising test scores, schools across the nation have 

been silently hemorrhaging students.  Though figures vary due to how graduation rates 

are calculated, nationally only about two-thirds of all students who enter ninth grade 

graduate with a high school diploma four years later (Orfield, 2006), and even fewer poor 

and minority students graduate. Schools are required to keep track of enrollment, 

attendance, and free lunch status in order to qualify for federal and state monies, but they 

are not held accountable for graduation rates. Though a provision in the 2001 No Child 

Left Behind Act included graduation rate accountability, that requirement was reversed 

when the Department of Education issued regulations allowing schools, districts and 

states to all but eliminate graduation rate accountability to the point of not even requiring 
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graduation data for minority subgroups. Urban districts that stand to be exposed the most 

are also those most likely to hide or underreport the numbers of students who drop out of 

school.  As stated in a report issued by PCCY (2006) entitled The Dropout Crisis:  An 

Invisible Epidemic, “We do not know the exact numbers of youth who drop out because 

they have not been counted and have been invisible to most of us for many years.  They 

have not been tracked by any public system” (p.3).   

   Yet in the last few years several studies have brought attention to the problem both on a 

national level, and specifically, Philadelphia’s crisis.   A report issued by Editorial 

Projects in Education (EPE)  Research Center mapped 2002-2003 graduation rates for 

public school districts across the nation and found the a national graduation rate of 69.9 

percent.  The lowest levels of graduation were concentrated in urban areas as well as rural 

areas in the South, Southeast and Southwest.  The EPE used the Cumulative Promotion 

Index (CPI) to calculate graduation rates, a method that estimates the probability that a 

student will complete high school on time with a regular diploma by capturing four steps 

a student must take in order in order to graduate—three grade-to-grade promotions and 

earning a diploma in grade 12 .(www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2006). With a graduation 

rate of 55.5 percent, Philadelphia had the 24th lowest graduation rate among the 50 largest 

districts in the study (Woodall, 6.21.2006).  The nationwide estimates of graduation rates 

correlate with studies produced by the Manhattan Institute for Policy Research, a 

conservative think tank, which found that only 70 % of all students in public high schools 

graduate, and only 51% of all black students and 52% of all Hispanic students graduating 

(Greene & Forster, 2003).   In their work comparing high schools across the nation, 
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Balfanz and Legters (2006) listed Philadelphia as one of ten cities with high schools (a 

total of 20) with the worst promoting power (50 % or less) in the country.   

  In the fall of 2006 Philadelphia Youth Transitions Collaborative and Project U-turn 

issued probably the most sweeping and detailed analysis of the dropout problem of  any 

major city in the United States when it published, The Dimensions and Characteristics of  

Philadelphia’s Dropout Crisis, 2000-2005 conducted by researchers Ruth Curran Neild 

and Robert Balfanz of the Center for Social Organization of Schools at John Hopkins 

University. The report was based on data from the Kids Integrated Data System (KIDS), 

a data base that merges School District records on students with records from the city’s 

social service agencies (Department of Public Health, Department of Human Services, 

and the Office of Emergency Shelter and Services) located at the University of 

Pennsylvania’s Cartographic Modeling Laboratory.  Containing both cohort and cross-

sectional analyses, the study offers the first in-depth account of who drops out in 

Philadelphia, when and why.  Among the findings, especially relevant to this study are 

the following: 

          *Of all the young people who comprised the School Districts Classes of 2000 

through 2005, about 30,000 students who began 9th grade in Philadelphia’s high schools 

left without earning a diploma. 

          *Despite differences in severity, dropping out of high school is a serious problem 

in all racial/ethnic groups, as well as for both males and females.  

          *For the Classes of 2000 though 2003, among females, just over half of Latino 

females graduated, about 65% of African American and Whites graduated, and 75% of 

Asians.   



 47 

          *Dropping out happens early in the high school years:  almost two-thirds of the 

students who dropped out of high school in 2003-2004 were in grade 10 or lower, and 

about one-third were in grade 9 or lower. More than 50 students in grades 6 through 8 

were officially listed as having dropped out.    

          *Eighty percent of the students who eventually dropped out were either at-risk 

eighth graders or at-risk ninth graders because of poor attendance or course failure.  

          *Large numbers of near-dropouts also surface in the ninth and tenth grade years.  

In addition to the 8,278 students who officially dropped out during the 2003-2004 school 

year, there were another 5,199 students who attended school less than 50 % of the time. 

About 70% of near dropouts were in the 9th and 10th grade.   

          *Schools with the highest concentrations of low-income students also have the 

highest concentrations of students who have dropped out and students with poor 

attendance.   

          *While nearly every neighborhood in Philadelphia has at least 10% of its students 

dropping out, Riverfront’s  percent of dropouts is one of the highest in the city at 16% to 

20%.   

          *  A strong relationship was established between dropping out of high school and 

teen pregnancy.  Thirty-three percent of female dropouts gave birth within four years of 

starting high school, and 41% gave birth within five years of starting high school.  

Overall 68% of females from the Class of 2000 who had a child within four years of 

beginning high school ultimately dropped out of school. Females who have a child early 

in high school are more likely to drop out than females who have a child in the 11th or 

12th grade.     
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   There have been numerous studies in a variety of social science disciplines to try to 

explain why students drop out of school.  Russell Rumberger (2006) conducted a research 

review focusing “on both the individual and institutional factors, and how these factors 

can or cannot explain differences in dropout rates among social groups” (p.131).  In 

attempting to make sense of the many theories that have been proposed to explain the 

phenomenon of dropping out, Rumberger organized his review into two conceptual 

frameworks based on two different perspectives for understanding the phenomenon:  the 

individual perspective that focuses on individual factors associated with dropping out and 

the institutional perspective that focuses on the contextual factors found in students’ 

families schools, communities and peers.   

   In reviewing the research on the individual perspective, Rumberger found that many 

theorists suggest dropping out is a process, not a single event.  As he writes, “Several 

theories have been developed in recent years that suggest that dropping out of school is 

but the final stage in a dynamic and cumulative process of disengagement (Newman et 

al., 1992; Wehlage et al., 1989) or withdrawal (Finn, 1989) from school” (p.133). While 

there are differences among these theorists, they all agree that there are two dimensions 

to engagement—academic engagement or engagement in learning and social 

engagement, or engagement in the social dimensions of schooling.   

  Rumberger presented some of the most important individual predictors for dropping out 

from of the large body of empirical work that has been on the subject. Studies have found 

that poor academic achievement is a strong predictor for dropping out ((Ekstrom, Goertz, 

Pollack, & Rock, 1986; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger & 

Larson, 1998; Swansen & Schneider, 1999; Wehlage & Rutter, 1986).  Other studies 



 49 

have found that absenteeism and student discipline problems, both indicators of student 

engagement, are also strongly associated with dropping out ((Bachman, Green, & 

Wirtanen, 1971; Carbonaro, 1998; Eksrom et al., 1986; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; 

Rumberger, 1995); Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Swanson & Schneider, 1999; Wehlage & 

Rutter, 1986).   Student mobility was also related to dropping out in high school, with 

both residential mobility (changing residences) and school mobility (changing schools) 

raising the risk of dropping out (Asone & McLanahan, 1994; Haveman, Wolfe & 

Spaulding, 1991; Rumberger, 1995;  Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Swanson &Schneider, 

1999), Teachman, Paasch & Carver, 1996).  Among the experiences associated with 

dropping out are high school employment and teenage pregnancy.   

  Other studies have been based on long-term studies of cohorts of students in order to 

determine the predictors of dropping out from as early as early childhood. According to 

Rumberger, “These studies found that early academic achievement and engagement (e.g. 

attendance, misbehavior) in elementary and middle school predicted eventual withdrawal 

from high school”( p. 136).  As researchers attempt to identify early patterns that predict 

dropping out, retention is another indicator that has been widely studied. Although some 

studies point to the positive effects that retention can have on academic achievement, 

Rumberger emphasizes, “virtually all the empirical studies to date suggest that retention, 

even in lower elementary grades significantly increases the likelihood of dropping out 

(Goldschmidt & Way, 1999); Grisson & Shepard, 1989; Jimerson, 1999; Kaufman & 

Bradby, 1992; Roderick, 1994, Roderick, Nagaoka, Bacon, & Easton, 2000; Rumberger, 

1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998)” (p. 137).  Citing his own study, “Rumberger (1995) 

found that students who were retained in grades 1 to 8 were four times more likely to 
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drop out between grades 8 and 10 that students who were not retained, even after 

controlling for socioeconomic status, eighth grade school performance, and a host of 

background and school factors” (p. 137).   

  In his review of studies that focus on the institutional perspective, Rumberger found a 

large body of empirical research on dropouts that identified predictive factors in dropping 

out that had to do with students’ families, schools, and communities.  According to 

Rumberger, research still points to family background as the single most important factor 

in student success, specifically socioeconomic status and family structure.  As he writes, 

“ Research has consistently found that socioeconomic status, most commonly measured 

by parental education and income, is a powerful predictor of school achievement and 

drop-out behavior (Bryk & Thum, 1989; Ekstrom et al., 1986; McNeal, 1999; Pong & Ju, 

2000; Rumberger, 1983,1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998)”  (p. 138).  Furthermore, 

research has shown that students from single-parent families and step-families are more 

likely to drop out than students from two-parent families (Astone & McLanahan, 1991; 

Ekstrom et al., 1986; Goldschmidt & Wang, 1999; McNeal, 1999; Rumberger, 1993, 

1995; Rumberger & Larson, 1998; Teachman et al., 1996).  Particularly applicable to this 

study, Hauser, Simmons and Pager (2005) found that “among whites, having a female 

head of household (vs. male) increases the odds of dropping out by 47 percent and having 

a non-employed head of household increases the odds by 28 percent” (p. 100).    

  Rumberger also cites the work of sociologist James Coleman (1988) who asserted that 

social capital—as manifested in the relationships parents have with their children, other 

families, and schools was more influential than either human capital (parental education) 

and financial capital (parental income) in student achievement.  According to Rumberger, 
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other studies implicating the significance of social capital “have found that students 

whose parents monitor and regulate their activities, provide emotional support, encourage 

independent decision making (known as authoritative parenting style) and are generally 

more involved in their schooling are less likely to drop out of school  (Astone & 

McLanahan, 1991; Rumberger, 1995; Rumberger et al., 1990)” (p.140).    

  Of relevance to this study is also research Rumberger reviewed on the role that the 

community and peers exert in students’ leaving school.  Just as having high-achieving 

friends can reduce the likelihood of dropping out of school, “several studies have found 

that having friends of siblings who have dropped out increases the chances of dropping 

out (Carbonaro, 1998; Ellenbogen & Chamberland, 1997; Rumberger & Thomas, 2000)” 

(p. 144).  Furthermore communities themselves influence dropout rates.  In poor 

communities, these influences may emanate from a lack of resources for children, 

negative peer influences, such as having dropouts as friends (Brooks-Gunn, et al. 1997; 

Hallinan & Williams, 1990; Wilson, 1987), and other parenting practices prevalent in the 

community (Klebanov, Brooks-Gunn & Duncan, 1994).              

   

 

 Transition to High School 

  

 In school systems across the United States, the transition to high school is fraught with 

anticipation and anxiety for students (Mizelle & Irvin, 2000; Morgan & Hertzog, 2001; 

Zeedyk, Gallacher, Henderson, Hope, Husband & Lindsey, 2003).  It has been shown to 

negatively impact both students’ GPAs and attendance (Barone, Aguiree-Deandreis & 
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Trickett, 1991) as well as their extracurricular participation (Blythe, Simmons & Carlton-

Ford, 1983). Nonetheless, it must be mentioned that a recent study by Weiss and 

Bearman (2007) contradicts these earlier studies. After directly comparing the ninth grade 

outcomes of students in a nationally representative sample who make a transition in 

moving to ninth grade with those who do not, Weiss and Berman showed that for both 

academic and non-academic outcomes, the transition had no bearing on students’ ninth 

grade outcomes relative to those students who do not change between eighth grade and 

ninth grade.  While important changes did occur in both academic and non-academic 

outcomes, the authors did not attribute these changes to a change in the school itself.   

   In recent years, the ninth grade hurdle seems to have grown much larger.  According to 

a study done by Abrams and Haney (2006), “the rate at which students disappear between 

grades 9 and 10 has tripled over the last 30 years” (p. 183). Attrition or loss of students 

between grades 9 and 10 started increasing in the late 1970s and has continued to 

accelerate until, as the authors write, ”By the end of the century the grade 9 and 10 

transition was clearly the largest leak in the pipeline” (p.183).  For students in urban 

areas, the leak is more likely to be a gaping hole. Ninth grade often marks the beginning 

of serious academic difficulty as well as a decrease in school engagement, factors that 

eventually may lead to dropping out (Roderick & Camburn, 1999).  Ninth graders in 

urban areas have an extremely high rate of failure for their coursework (Roderick 

&Camburn, 1999; Neild & Weiss, 1999).  In Chicago, over 40 percent of entering ninth 

graders fail a major subject in the first semester, while 20 percent fail two or more 

subjects. Student achievement continues to decline with one of two Chicago tenth graders 

failing at least one major subject (Roderick & Camburn, 1999). In Philadelphia, 58 
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percent of ninth graders failed at least one course in a major subject, and one third of 

students failed three or more academic subjects.  While poor academic performance was 

found throughout the district there was a stark contrast between how students fared in 

neighborhood and vocational schools compared to magnet high schools.  In the average 

magnet school, 25 percent of students failed at least one course on the ninth grade 

compared to nearly two-thirds of students in neighborhood and vocational schools (Neild 

&Weiss, 1999).  The high failure rate of coursework for urban ninth graders is significant 

because many students are never able to reverse this pattern.  As Melissa Roderick and 

Eric Camburn (1999) commented, “Our analysis highlights the importance of students’ 

early adjustment to high school, in part because academic difficulty is often the beginning 

of a downward spiral in school performance.  Once students encounter difficulty, there is 

little recovery” (p.336).  

     The way in which most U.S. high schools are structured—particularly those in large 

urban areas-- is at odds with the research on the developmental needs of adolescents.  The 

typical high school is a large, bureaucratic institution where students are offered little 

support or guidance about how to negotiate new rules, expectations, and increased 

academic demands (Lee, Bryk, & Smith, 1993).  The mismatch between adolescent needs 

and the learning environment is at least partially responsible for the difficulty most 

students encounter as they transition to high school (Eccles & Midgley, 1991).  Changes 

in school environments that may be detrimental to adolescents include more teacher 

control of classroom assignments and discipline, fewer opportunities for student choice 

and self-management of classroom activities, less variety within the class of learning 

tasks and materials, increased use of ability grouping, more competition for grades with 
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stricter standards and more public evaluations, and less instructional attention to 

cognitively challenging activities (Braddock &McPartland, 1993).  On the other hand, the 

research shows that effective school organization can ameliorate the transition to high 

school.  High poverty minority schools that implemented a reform called school-within-a-

school practice made impressive gains in promotion, dropout, and achievement outcomes 

(Legters &Kerr, 2001).  Additionally, certain structural features in high schools such as a 

committed faculty, an orderly environment, and emphasis on academics, and small school 

size mitigate against failure and dropping out (Bryk & Thum, 1989).     

 

Theoretical Framework 

  

  This study focused on the lives of white working-class adolescent girls, and viewed 

through two theoretical lenses---Gilligan’s (1982) theory that girls are relational beings 

and Bourdieu and Passeron’s  (1977) theory of symbolic violence. Gilligan and Brown 

have done extensive work with adolescent girls, beginning with studies of white middle-

class girls and over the years spawning studies of girls from different racial, ethnic, and 

socioeconomic backgrounds.  Gilligan (1982) was one of the first to question whether the 

individuation process is the same for girls as for boys.   Emphasizing that girls are 

‘relational’ beings, Gilligan asserted that optimal development for girls is not moving 

away from relationship, since girls’ development of self is dependent on a mutually 

empathetic relationship with a parent or other close adult.  Gilligan (1982) also 

hypothesized that female social roles may be in conflict, especially during adolescence. A 

later study (Taylor, Gilligan & Sullivan, 1995) of at-risk girls found that this group was 
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often in a “fight for relationship that often became dispirited as girls experienced betrayal 

or neglectful behavior and felt driven into psychological isolation they and others readily 

confused with independence” (p. 3).  According to the authors, the best protection --not 

just from disconnection but also damaging choices for these girls--came from having a 

strong connection to a female adult.  As the authors write, “ A resonant relationship with 

a woman, meaning a relationship in which a girl can speak freely and hear her voice 

resounded as a voice worth listening to and taking seriously—a voice that engages the 

heart and mind of another and calls forth response—was associated with psychological 

health and development and what are commonly regarded as good outcomes for the girls 

in this project:  no early motherhood, graduation from high school, for some, higher 

education and social mobility, and a continuing sense of psychological vitality and 

involvement in life” (p. 4 ).  

  With the realization that the struggles facing the group of girls in this study are not 

simply relational but deeply rooted in systemic problems of poverty, social stratification, 

and classism, the study will also use Pierre Bordieu and Jean Claude Passeron’s (1977) 

theory of symbolic violence, which attempts to explain how the school system 

contributes to reproducing the structures of inequality in society.  This theory identifies 

three fundamental forms of capital:  economic, social, and cultural.  All of these forms 

confer social advantage to people, as well as play a role in social differentiation. 

Bourdieu and Passeron place economic capital ahead of other capitals in importance, 

while stressing the interdependent relationship between the three forms of capital.  Social 

capital is a resource resulting from social connections that can be employed in social 

mobility. But cultural capital, according to the theorists, holds the most sway in the 
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process of education, suggesting that while working-class children can acquire certain 

social, linguistic and cultural competencies, they can never achieve the natural familiarity 

of those born into the upper and middle classes, and as a result, they are permanently 

disadvantaged in school and in their quests for mobility.  Moreover, Bourdieu and 

Passeron believe that even in modern democracies, schools are accomplices in the 

legitimization and perpetuation of those most privileged.  As Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977) write in Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, “In a society in which 

the obtaining of social privileges depends more and more closely on the possession of 

academic credentials, the School does not only have the function of ensuring discreet 

succession to a bourgeois estate which can no longer be transmitted directly and openly.  

This privileged instrument of the bourgeois sociodicy which confers the privileged the 

supreme privilege of not seeing themselves as privileged manages the more easily to 

convince the disinherited that they owe their scholastic and social destiny to their lack of 

gifts or merits, because in matters of culture absolute dispossession excludes awareness 

of being dispossessed” (p. 210.)     In order to move forward, Bourdieu and Pasteron 

believe the educational system itself bears responsibility to transmit the cultural capital 

students need to succeed.  As they write, “An educational system based on a traditional 

type of pedagogy can fulfill its function of inculcation only so long as it addresses itself 

to students equipped with the linguistic and cultural capital---and the capacity to invest it 

profitably—which the system presupposes and consecrates without ever expressly 

demanding it and without methodically transmitting it” (p. 99).   Ortner (1996) and others 

have criticized this theory for locking individuals into a never ending loop of social 

reproduction, and she insists that we need to “look for slippages in reproduction, the 
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erosions of long-standing patterns, the moments of disorder and outright resistance…” (p. 

17).  While being ever alert for the emergence of these new patterns, Bourdieu and 

Passeron’s theory will be useful in understanding the complex role that class plays in the 

lives of the girls as they progress in school.  What influence does their families’ social, 

cultural, and economic capital exert in the quality of their secondary school experience?     
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 

 
Assumptions and Rationale for a Qualitative Design 

 
 
 
  While large quantitative studies are providing researchers and policy makers with the 

percentages of students who drop out in large urban areas as well as information about 

when students drop out and the “official” reason based on school codes, the voices and 

views of students are glaringly absent from current research. As a result, we are lacking 

information on how students experience high school or what impact outside factors—the 

family, neighborhood, and peer groups-- have on students persisting in or phasing out of 

school.   It is only through qualitative research of various groups vulnerable to leaving 

school that we will begin to uncover some of the structural, social, and cultural dynamics 

that help explain student perseverance, or alternatively, disengagement in high school. As 

Merriam emphasizes, “The key philosophical assumption… upon which all types of 

qualitative research are based is the view that reality is constructed by individuals 

interacting with their social worlds.  Qualitative researchers are interested in 

understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how they make sense of 

their world and the experiences they have in the world”  (p. 6).    

  Of the various types of qualitative research, I have chosen to employ the methods and 

analytical techniques of ethnography, which offer the most potential for revealing the 

beliefs, feelings, and behaviors of these girls as they negotiate the transition from 

elementary school to high school. LeCompte and Goetz (1982) offer this definition of 
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ethnography: “It delineates the shared beliefs, practices, artifacts, folk knowledge, and 

behaviors of a group of people.  Its objective is the holistic reconstruction of the culture 

or phenomenon to be studied” (p. 54).  

  Through the participant observation method, I recorded detailed field notes, conducted 

interviews and focus groups based on open-ended questions, observed participants, and 

gathered site documents.  The goal of employing these methods was to elicit what 

ethnographers call the “emic” perspective or the point of view of my participants, rather 

than imposing my own conceptual framework. Moreover, the analysis lent itself to 

ethnography because cultural context-- including the history of the neighborhood, 

socioeconomic factors, and attitudes of the parents and teachers--were central to the 

interpretation.  The study was placed specifically in the context of class, since Riverfront 

is a severely de-industrialized urban area where poverty is prevalent and class inequities 

are often reproduced.  As Merriam writes, ” It is the essential anthropological concern for 

cultural context that distinguishes ethnographic method from fieldwork techniques and 

makes genuine ethnography distinct from other ‘on-the-site’ approaches.”  

  Producing an ethnography requires an extended stay in the field in order to gain a 

thorough and accurate account of participants’ experiences.  As Yin (2003) suggests, 

” Ethnographies usually require long periods of time in the ‘field’ and emphasize detailed 

observational evidence” (p.11).  As a teacher in Riverfront for the past several years, I 

was already in the field by virtue of my job, and if not a “native” in the community, at 

least a familiar face and trusted individual.  During the course of my research, I did 

intensive work in the field, conducting interviews and observing participants in their 

schools, homes, and around the neighborhood.  However, since I was already known as a 
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teacher, this added another dimension to the relationships between the subjects and the 

researcher.  Certainly, my own bias and values about education were apparent to all those 

who participated in the study and may have influenced the findings.   

 

 

The Role of the Researcher    

 

  As the primary instrument of data collection in the study, I was acutely aware of my role 

as researcher and how my presence could influence the outcome of the study. My 

qualifications brought with them both advantages and disadvantages.  As a teacher in 

Riverfront for the past several years, I was already intimate with the neighborhood and 

many of its families and residents.  Over time, I had become a trusted member in the 

community--a rather insular one, not readily accepting of outsiders.  As such, I had the 

kind of access and trust with the informants that could make the study valuable and 

authentic.  

  Yet my role as a researcher also had its limitations.  While acknowledging the class 

differences between my participants and me, I tried not to stand in judgment of working-

class people, or to assume that upward mobility is the only route to happiness and 

“success.” As Luttrell (1997) suggests, the value of upward mobility in American culture 

is so instilled in us that we rarely question it. As she writes, “This value is perhaps best 

captured by Lillian Rubin’s observation that we judge people according to how well they 

‘move up or down, not just through’ the class structure” (p. 4).   Nonetheless, since this 

was a dissertation on education, I could not give up my own value base that success is 
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equated with staying in school and attaining an education.  I would argue that these are 

not just my own values, but the values shared by many, if not most, of the residents in the 

community. With the massive loss of jobs from industry and even the trades over the last 

few decades, families in Riverfront realize that opportunities for their children are almost 

only available now through education.  Students in Riverfront frequently talk about how 

proud they would make their parents as the first high school graduate or the first college 

graduate in the family.  Even those families seemingly most content with their lives in 

Riverfront express the same desire that generations of Americans stuck in the lower 

economic strata have hoped for their children—better paying jobs with benefits and 

vacations, improved housing, good schools, and safe neighborhoods.   

 I also attempted to remove my “hat” as teacher while conducting this research. The 

sample that I had selected was a group of girls who I taught, and surely associated me 

with all sorts of teacher expectations for behavior and performance.  And as their teacher, 

I was invested in their doing well (by my standards) during this transitional year and 

going on to complete high school. But as a researcher interested in learning why so many 

of these students find the transition to high school so difficult, I tried to suspend my 

teacher-ingrained reactions and responses.  By being as neutral an observer as possible 

and avoiding “reactivity,” I knew that I was less likely to influence my participants’ 

responses and ensure the gathering of much richer, more accurate data. I feel that I was 

successful in removing the teacher hat, because the participants—both the girls and their 

mothers-- revealed so much about their personal lives, giving me a deep and intimate 

understanding of what transpired both at home and in school during the transitional year.   

Nonetheless, a certain amount of bias and my own experience and expectations were 
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bound to enter the research.  As the University of Pennsylvania’s website on ethnography 

realistically explains, ”We all have backgrounds, biographies, and identities which affect 

what questions we ask and what we learn in the field, how our informants let us into their 

lives and how our interpretive lenses work.”   

 

Setting 

   

  Riverfront is a neighborhood in a Northeast city circumscribed by the triangle created 

by a major shipping river and two streets; it is officially a subsection of Milltown the 

heart of the former industrial area in this city. Riverfront was first inhabited by members 

of the Turtle Clan of the Lenne Lanape Indian tribe, later six Swedish farming families 

arrived, then British landed gentry shipbuilders and German fisherman.  Between 1800 

and 1900 German, Polish, and Irish immigrants came to inhabit the area.  Many of the 

people living in the area today can trace their ancestry to these immigrants. In the 1800s, 

some of these residents went to work on the waterfront as commercial fisherman using 

gill nets to haul in shad.   The area gradually became the center of shad fishing along the 

river.   Rich Remer (2002) describes life along the shoreline:  “Like other commercial 

fisherman in the nineteenth century, the … shadders tended to cling together, intermarry, 

and live in the same neighborhood, often for generations.  Over the course of the 

nineteenth century, the families had gradually bought or leased all of the shore fisheries 

of the lower river estuary and by mid-century they controlled the catch” (p.2). 

     Milltown eventually became a bustling industrial area that produced a wide array of 

manufactured products from textiles and carpets, to iron, steel and glass, as well as tools 
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and machinery.  All of the mills and factories depended on a skilled labor force.  Houses 

for the workers were often built around the mills and many are still standing, such as the 

“trinity” houses built for John Hewson’s textile workers on Hewson Street.   The 

proliferation of work sustained generations of families and bestowed a certain prosperity 

on the area that allowed it to expand, as well as to build churches and schools and to 

provide other services to its residents.  The smoke belching from these factories signaled 

good times for the community, but after a century began to be extinguished.   Since the 

1960s, industries in the Northeast and other parts of the country have been hard hit.  

Textile manufacturers began leaving for non-union locations in the South, while heavy 

industries merged and moved out or succumbed to overseas competition. By the 

beginning of the twenty-first century, the Riverfront landscape was littered with large 

abandoned factories that had become canvases for graffiti artists and homes for drug 

abusers and the homeless.   

   The working-class residents who stayed in the neighborhood have faced the difficulty 

of growing poverty and finding new employment; now they are fighting the incursions of 

gentrification. With views of downtown skyscrapers, Riverfront has undergone a recent 

resurgence, causing a rise in property values and taxes. Many longtime residents have 

been forced out, and an influx of artists and young professionals has moved in.   A white 

working-class neighborhood for generations, Riverfront has experienced other 

demographic changes as African American, Hispanic, and first generation Albanian 

families began populating the area during the 1980s and 1990s.  However, there still 

remains a core of white working-class and poor families, many of whom are related to 
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each other, whose families are descendants of the original German, Polish and Irish 

immigrants.  

  The Cartographic Modeling Lab at the University of Pennsylvania’s Neighborhood 

Information System (NIS) (http://www.cml.upenn.edu/nis//nishelp@ssw.upenn.edu) 

offers the most recent demographics on Riverfront’s population. With a population of 14, 

601 residents in 2000, the racial makeup of the neighborhood was as follows:  African 

Americans, 17.38%; Asians, 1.50 %; Hispanics, 16.68%, Whites, 68.34%; and other 

races, 9.01%. The median household income was $29,940.  Poverty is widespread, with 

20.97% of residents living on incomes below 100% of the poverty level and 42.91% of 

residents living below 200% of the poverty level. As Jean Anyon (2005) emphasizes,  

even at double the poverty rate, people are very poor considering that health and housing 

costs have soared in recent years. According to Anyon, ”A recent national assessment of 

working families concluded that twice the official poverty level is a more realistic 

measure of those who face critical and serious hardships in the United States” (p.25).   

Educational attainment is markedly low with 29.28% of the adult population over age 25 

having earned high school diplomas and 12.13% of the adult population over 25 having 

earned bachelor’s degrees.  That this is a neighborhood in transition is apparent from the 

number of vacant properties:  an L &I survey found 1,976 vacant properties, almost one-

quarter of total properties in the area.  Of these vacant properties, 474 were vacant 

buildings—obviously, the many abandoned factories easily observable to the visitor.  

  NIS crime statistics are more recent, having been gathered from the year 2005, and 

show a pattern of high crime in the neighborhood:  1,297 serious incidents excluding 

homicide and rape; 257 serious incidents against persons (robbery, aggravated assault, 
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rape); 1,040 serious incidents involving property (burglary, theft, auto theft).  

Considering that the population of the neighborhood is 14,601 residents, the number of 

incidents involving assault or abuse is high; there were 1,154 incidents of domestic abuse 

and 417 (800 series) assaults, or those not counted among the serious assaults.          

 

Sample 

   

 The is a study of  white working-class girls from Riverfront who were making the 

transition from eighth grade to ninth.  All of the neighborhood girls assigned to one 

homeroom at Lenape for the 2006-2007 school year, who continued to attend high school 

in the School District of Philadelphia, were invited to participate in the study.  Although 

there were ten girls in the homeroom by the end of the school year, some of the girls 

planned to move, or attend private or religious schools. Other chose not to participate.  

The final number of participants was seven girls.      

  Most all of the girls fell into the at-risk category by virtue of the fact that their mothers 

have less than a college degree and their income levels qualify them for free or reduced 

lunches. (According to the most recent data available, 71.2% of students at the school 

were eligible for free or reduced lunches, indicating that almost three-quarters of the 

students would meet the criteria for free or reduced lunches.)  After carefully considering 

various ways to construct the sample, the researcher decided that the most useful and 

illustrative sample would be a “typical” class of neighborhood girls.  As Merriam (1998) 

asserts, ” A typical sample would be one that is selected because it reflects the average 

person, situation, or instance of the phenomenon of interest. “  While this group of seven 
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girls was homogeneous in that they all attended the same elementary school --many of 

them since kindergarten-- and grew up in the same deindustrialized white working-class 

neighborhood, they were dissimilar in their academic abilities, attitudes toward school, 

interests, and aspirations.   Four of the girls attended neighborhood high schools, two 

attended a magnet high school, and one attended a citywide admissions high school.    

Such a sample allowed the researcher to investigate the transitional year from not only 

the perspective of students who might be expected to drop out because they have one or 

more of the predictors of dropping out as identified in the literature, but from the 

perspective of as diverse a group as one would find in the average classroom. According 

to Glasser and Strauss (1967), since most ethnographers study characteristics and 

behavior of human groups rather than the effects of specific treatments, ethnographic 

subjects should be chosen for relevance to specific interests.  

  In May of 2008, students and their parents were informally told of the possibility of 

such a study, and asked if they were interested in participation. After approval from IRB 

and the School District of Philadelphia, the researcher contacted the students and their 

parents by the telephone to ask them to attend a meeting explaining the purpose of the 

study as well as specifics about subject confidentiality, the length and breadth of the 

study, and expectations of participants.  It was explained to parents and students the study 

was completely voluntary, and at any time during the study a participant could choose to 

withdraw. At that time, participants received a Children’s Assent Form and parents 

received a Parental Consent Form. All forms were signed prior to the first interview or 

any part of the research began.     
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Instrumentation 

 

  The research design included a mix of data collection over the course of the 2007-2008 

school year including the following:  open-ended interviews with participants, their 

parents and teachers, focus groups with the girls, on-site observations, field notes, and 

relevant documentation, such as report cards and standardized test scores.  All interviews 

were audio-taped and completely transcribed by the researcher.  The decision was made 

to collect data—not just from the girls—but from multiple sources, to determine how and 

the extent to which their habitus, or unconscious, socially learned dispositions and habits, 

affected their experience making the transition to high school.  If indeed, as Bourdieuu 

and Pasteron argue, cultural differences in class are key to the practices of exclusion by 

the dominant class that make school “success” difficult for working-class students, the  

participants had to be studied in the context of their families, communities, and their 

schools.  

  The participants were interviewed in one-on-one sessions lasting approximately one 

hour, a minimum of two times during the course of the school year-- in October and 

November of 2007 and June 2008.  The interviews were based on the protocols written 

by the researcher and included in the proposal.  Most of the questions were open-ended 

and required further probing in order to provide clarification.  Participants were given the 

option of where the interview would be conducted, either in a classroom in the 

elementary school where they attended or another public place, such as a local coffee 

shop. While the majority of participants were available the whole time, only one could 

not fully participate because of hardship. In order to remain in contact with her, phone 
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interviews were arranged and conducted. Two focus groups, one that included five of the 

seven participants and another one that included four of them, were conducted in 

February and June of 2008.   All interviews and focus groups took place before or after 

school so as not to disrupt the school day for the students or the researcher.   

   The mother of each of the participants was also interviewed in one-on-one sessions 

lasting approximately one hour.  Although the researcher attempted to interview at least 

one parent three times during the school year, hardship prevented some parents from 

attending all the sessions.  However, all of the parents were interviewed for 

approximately forty-five minutes, either in person or by phone, at least twice during the 

school year.  These interviews were based on protocols previously written and included 

in this proposal.  Parents/guardians were given the option of where the interview would 

take place, either in a classroom in the elementary school where their child attended, their 

home, or another convenient setting.  These interviews were also held before school or 

after school.   

  Finally, a high school teacher or counselor of each of the participants was contacted and   

interviewed in one-on-one sessions lasting approximately 30 minutes twice during the 

school year---in October 2007 and June 2008.  These interviews were based on protocols 

previously written and included in this proposal. For the convenience of the teachers and 

counselors, these interviews took place in a room/classroom in the high schools where 

they worked.  The principal of Pierce High School, where three of the girls attended, was 

also interviewed twice, for approximately an hour each session, during the course of the 

school year.   
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  On-site observations of the students in their high schools were conducted twice during 

the course of the school year.  Permission for these observations were requested in 

advance from the building principal. These observations occurred on various days of the 

week and at different times (before school, during school, or after school), depending on 

the students’ schedule and my own teaching schedule.  These observations were short and 

unobtrusive, but recorded the visit in detail.   Unstructured observations, their goal was to 

take notes on the participant in their new setting— arriving at school, socializing at 

lunchtime, walking in the halls, or interacting in class.   

  As further documentation of their transition to high school, participants were asked to 

record their impressions and experiences in a journal, responding to a variety of prompts 

suggested by the researcher. However, none of the participants followed through on 

keeping a journal, and so this aspect of the research was abandoned.  

  The gathering and reviewing of various documents related to the research was also part 

of the data collection. Students and parents/guardians were asked to share report cards, 

including attendance and lateness reports, interim reports and any other official school 

business related to the student for the school years 2006-2007 and 2008-2009. In this way 

the researcher could compare academic and behavior data from the last year the student 

attended elementary school through the first year of high school.  Individual performance 

levels on state standardized tests (PSSAs) was also retrieved for the eighth and ninth 

grade years.  In order to learn about the participants’ high schools, the research included 

the collection and review of  various school documents such as the student/parent 

handbook, the school’s report card (obtained from the state Department of Education 

website), information posted on the school’s webpage, and the school newsletter.  Each 
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of the high school’s history of performance on the PSSAs was also examined.  Finally, 

relevant documents from the community, such as the local neighborhood newspaper, 

which often contains articles about school-related events as well as opinion pieces about 

school policy, were read and analyzed.   

 

Table 1 

Number of Interviews 

 

Girl 

 

Mother 

 

Teacher/Counselor 

 

Focus Group 

 

Jessica--2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

1 

 

Marie--2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Catherine-3 

 

3 

 

2 

 

0 

 

Julia--2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Anna--2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

Allison--2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

1 

 

Peggy--2 

 

2 

 

2 

 

0 
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Data Analysis 

  

 Data analysis is not a function separate from data collection in a qualitative study, so 

analysis was ongoing.  Throughout the time I was in the field, I was developing and 

refining ideas about what was happening as the girls made their transition to high school.  

Ås the study progressed, I was reformulating questions to ask in the participant 

interviews in order to clarify information and test assumptions.  The interviews were 

transcribed and reviewed regularly—both because of the difficulty of the task and the 

possibility that the transcripts could yield further lines of inquiry.  Field notes from 

observations as well as site documents— report cards and other official school records—

were collected and examined frequently to find connections, similarities, and disparities 

in the data.   

 Once fieldwork was completed, I thoroughly read and reviewed all the data so I was 

completely familiar with it and could gain an overall sense of how it answered my 

research question. Data analysis proceeded with the process of open coding of the 

collected data and continued with the identification of patterns or themes. Since my study 

employed ethnographic methods, the analysis and representation followed the traditions 

of this method as closely as possible.   As Merriam (1998) writes, “ Rich, thick 

description is a defining characteristic of ethnographic studies” (p. 156).  According to 

her, there are many models for categorical schemes employed by anthropologists that can 
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be helpful in interpreting the data, but usually the categories are derived from the data 

itself in educational ethnographies. As Maxwell (2005) explains, categories are often 

divided into organizational (broad issues), substantive  (derived from the participant’s 

concepts and beliefs), and theoretical ones (based on prior theory or ‘inductively 

developed theory’). Substantive categories are particularly emphasized in ethnographies 

as a means of identifying  ‘local categories of meaning’ or terms informants have for 

things.  Theoretical categories were based on the theoretical lenses that underpin the 

research.  In the tradition of ethnography, a sociocultural analysis of the unit of study was 

emphasized, incorporating not just the views of participants, but the history of the 

neighborhood, socioeconomic factors influencing its development, its racial and ethnic 

makeup, and attitudes of the community toward education. While existing theories 

offered structure to the analysis, I remained open to the potential of building upon--or 

perhaps even departing from-- existing theories. As categories and subcategories 

emerged, they provided the basis for a descriptive framework of the ‘lived reality” of 

white working-class girls from Riverfront, as they make the transition from eighth grade 

to high school.    

 

Validity 

 In order to ensure the validity of my study, I took several steps to ensure the accuracy 

and reliability of my findings.  First and foremost, the methods of the research are fully 

described and transparent.  As scholars LeCompte and Goetz (1982), write, “Replicability 

is impossible without precise identification and thorough description of the strategies 

used to collect data” (p. 43).   Hence, both explaining and  adhering to my methods of 
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data collection should give reassurance that another researcher given the same 

phenomenon would generate similar conclusions.  

  Since my goal was to describe the lived reality of white working -class girls as they 

make transition from with grade to ninth, I felt that it was important to enlist the 

assistance of the participants themselves as researchers and collaborators throughout the 

study. As LeCompte and Goetz (1982) suggest, I sought their feedback “to confirm that 

what the observer has seen and recorded is being viewed identically and consistently by 

both subjects and researcher” (p. 43I).   In addition, I asked for their reactions to my 

analysis of the data and assistance in the identification of themes and categories as the 

study progressed. 

  The validity of my study was enhanced, because I was already familiar with the 

phenomenon to be studied, and I was immersed in the field for a prolonged period.  

Triangulation, or using different sources of data to form a coherent understanding of the 

phenomenon, was built into the study.  I was collecting data from a variety of sources 

using a variety of methods.  Although I attempted to describe the lived reality of the 

transition to high school primarily from the girls’ point of view, I also interviewed their 

parents/guardians, teachers and counselors for their perspectives and corroboration.  The 

participants were also observed in various settings—in their schools, neighborhoods, and  

homes.  While interviews provided the bulk of the data, alternative sources of data 

included field notes and official school records.  As a result, rich think data was produced 

to authenticate and verify findings.  

   Although I was aware there could be discrepant cases, the sample did not include any. I 

originally thought that my research findings might replicate the anecdotal evidence that I 
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have noted over the years of former students’ persistence in high school, and reveal 

discrepant cases.  Other teachers at the elementary school where I teach are often puzzled 

how one student who faced so many struggles made it to graduation while another 

student who seemed so promising has left school by the tenth grade.  The discrepant 

cases in the study, or the ones that defy commonly held assumptions, could have been the 

most revealing, but this study did not produce any.  However, as a researcher I did not 

ignore these cases --even if it is was challenge to fit them into a neat, coherent 

explanation of student persistence or failure in school.  

  Despite all attempts to ensure validity, the researcher acknowledges that the study 

inherently contained a number of variables that could make it difficult to support or 

replicate findings. Most importantly, the seven students making the transition to high 

school did not all go to the same feeder school, but to four difference high schools in the 

district—creating numerous variables and making comparisons difficult and possibly 

inaccurate.        

 

Ethical Issues 

   

  It was imperative that I carried out this research with the utmost attention and care to 

ethical issues, because exploring young people’s feelings and perceptions had the 

potential of provoking emotional responses, both negative and positive. The researcher 

conducted herself professionally at all times, and established her relationship with the 

participants as an investigator. Participation in the study was strictly on a volunteer basis, 

and did not cause harm or exploit the informants.   According to the guidelines 
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established by the IRB, participants and their parents/guardians were fully informed of 

the purpose of the study as well as its potential benefit to future school district initiatives 

to help students make the transition to high school. Furthermore, the study protected the 

anonymity of the participants by assigning them aliases or pseudonyms.  If sensitive 

issues arose that involved abuse or potential harm to the student, the researcher was 

prepared to take appropriate action in the same way that a teacher would be legally 

responsible to report the possibility of such incidents to authorities. If a participant 

appeared to need counseling about a personal or school related issue, the researcher was 

prepared to suggest scheduling an appointment with the school counselor, or offer the 

student and or parent/guardian a list of possible resources.    

  Confidentiality of participants was observed by securely retaining all collected data, 

including interviews, field notes, transcripts, related documents, names and any other 

material through which a participant could be identified. Pseudonyms were created for 

both the neighborhood and school sites, and participants remained anonymous throughout 

the study.  Moreover, all materials related to the study have been kept in a locked filing 

cabinet accessible only to the researcher.              

 

Time Line  

 

  Data collection began on my study in October 2007, the beginning of the 2007-2008 

school year.   Since I was studying the transition from the eighth grade to the ninth, it 

took a full school year to collect the data from the time I began interviewing the 

participants until their ninth grade year was completed in June, 2008.  The process of 



 76 

completing transcription of the tapes, data analysis, and writing up my findings took over 

a year after data collection had ended. 
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CHAPTER 4 
FINDINGS 

 
 

   Overview 

 

  After intensely reviewing transcripts from the interviews, focus groups, observations 

and field notes, it became clear that living in Riverfront had a profound effect on the 

participants and their families. All of them talked about their relationship to the 

neighborhood and its reputation as a place where many of the residents get swept into the 

vortex of underemployment, drugs, drinking, “drama” and even violence. As one of the 

girls so aptly explained, Riverfront may be more a “state of mind,” than a place. While 

Riverfront has become a tony address for the many new residents moving into rehabbed 

housing (classified disparagingly as “yuppies” by longtime residents), its skeleton is still 

made up of the white working-class families who have lived there and for generations 

and whose families were formerly employed in the now shuttered factories.  Many of the 

participants—girls and their parents—had the perspective that a “better” life existed 

outside Riverfront.  As Julia said in one interview, “I’ll say what I want (to neighborhood 

boys). You’re stuck in the neighborhood and I won’t be. That’s the way I’m looking at it. 

I don’t care who I have to leave.”  Her father talked passionately about wanting her to 

have a “better life” than he and his wife, saying he hoped that she could live on the 

suburban “Main Line” while pointing to the small quarters the family of six share in a 

row house.  When pressed to define a “better” life, the participants and their families 

mentioned specifics such as job opportunities, improved housing, not having to struggle 
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to put food on the table, safe and peaceful neighborhoods, and communities that don’t put 

children at such risk.  As it became clear that the participants’ viewpoint on living in 

Riverfront was central to understanding the data, three themes emerged that reflected 

their varying perspectives:  the “up and outs,” girls clearly focused on the need to get out 

and extricate themselves from the effect of the neighborhood and their present 

circumstances; the “torn,” girls ambivalent about the neighborhood who had aspirations 

for a “better” life yet were still enmeshed in the community, and the “embedded,” girls 

who saw themselves living in the neighborhood in the future and whose lives already 

closely mirrored their parents’ lives.   

  Not every girl fit each theme perfectly, and there was some movement within 

categories.  For example, in terms of educational influence a participant might have met 

the criteria for being an up and out, while in the realm of the neighborhood, she would be 

considered torn.  However, in order for the participants to be included in a category, they 

had to meet the criteria for that category in at least two out of the three areas ---influence 

of the family, influence of the neighborhood, and influence of the school. For the most 

part, the participants strongly shared the characteristics of their theme group, and there 

was surprisingly little ambiguity. The vignettes of the girls have been organized into the 

three themes of up and outs, torn, and embedded.   

  Finally, the effect of being part of the “Riverfront Girls” study should be mentioned.  

The girls functioned loosely as a group. While many of them had known each other since 

kindergarten and shared the same eighth grade homeroom, they had already started to 

splinter off over the summer before starting high school.  As they dispersed to various 

high schools throughout the city, they became more distant from one another, except for 
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four of the girls (Julia, Anna, Marie, and sometimes Catherine) who remained best 

friends.  We first met together in the fall at a local pizza shop to discuss the study and 

distribute consent forms.  Although I had planned to interview the girls only on a one-on-

one basis, I realized from observing the girls interacting together at the pizza shop and 

later accompanying each other to interviews that they were more open and revealing in 

the group than with me alone.  As a result, I added two focus groups to the research, from 

which much rich data emerged.  The first focus group was conduced in February, 2008; 

five of the seven girls were able to participate.  The second focus group was held in June, 

2008; four of the seven girls were able to participate.   

  The most obvious effect that being part of the group had on the girls was in how they 

perceived and reflected upon their high school experience.  The girls were deeply 

interested in hearing how their classmates’ experiences at different schools compared to 

their own.  Two of the participants most affected by the group were Julia and Jessica.  

When Julia heard about the strong curriculum and varied extra-curricular activities 

offered at the citywide and magnet schools, she became more and more disconcerted with 

her neighborhood school, and ultimately initiated the process of getting herself 

transferred. It became an intervention when she identified me as the person to assist her.   

As she said in a focus group, “I decided to wait until the end of the year to finish out, and 

then get transferred out—with a little help from Ms. Long!”  (The result of the 

intervention is described later.)  On the other hand, Jessica’s allegiance to her school was 

solidified as she listened to her peers describe the poorer learning conditions and lack of 

academic choices at the neighborhood schools.  
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Table 2 

 
Socioeconomic and Educational Data on Riverfront Girls and Families 

 
 
 

Girl Age  High School Residence Parents’ 
Educational 
Attainment 

Parents’  
Source of Income 

 
 

Jessica 

 
 

14 

Independence 
(Citywide) 

Family-
Owned 
Home 

 

Mother-
High School 

Degree 
Father-Drop 

Out 

Mother-Secretary 
 

Father- 
Housekeeper/Electrician 

 
Marie 

 
14 

Roosevelt 
(Magnet) 

Family-
Owned 
Home 

Mother-
High School  

Degree 

Mother- 
Home Business 

 
Catherine 

 
14 

Roosevelt 
(Magnet) 

Shared 
Rented 
Home 

Mother-
High School 

Degree 
 

Mother-Traffic Court 
Cashier 

 
Julia 

 
14 

Pierce 
(Neighborhood) 

Family-
Owned 
Home 

Mother- 
High School 

Degree 
Father-Drop 

Out 

Mother-Account 
Manager for Furniture 

Manufacturer 
 

Father-Disabled Roofer 
 

Anna 
 

14 
Pierce 

(Neighborhood) 
Family-
Owned 
Home 

Mother- 
High School 

Degree 
Father- 

Drop Out 

Mother-Account 
Manager 

 
Father-Disabled Roofer 

 
Allison 

 
14 

Pierce 
(Neighborhood) 

Rented 
Apartment 

Mother- 
GED 

Mother- 
Bookkeeper 

 
Peggy 

 
16 

Milltown 
(Neighborhood) 

Shared 
Rented 
home 

Mother-No 
Data on 

Education 

Mother-Factory Worker 
and Pizza Shop 

Cashier/Waitress 
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Vignettes of the Riverfront Girls 

 
 

The Up and Outs 
 
 
Jessica 
 

  Jessica and her twin brother, Joe, are the youngest of four children from a stable, 

working class family that have lived in Riverfront since they were two years old. 

Jessica’s father grew up there, and her parents decided to move back after the twins were 

born--- seeking affordable housing that could meet the needs of their growing family and 

closer proximity to relatives and friends in the area.  

  An athletic fourteen year old who has played soccer in Riverfront ever since she can 

remember, Jessica is a no-frills young woman who wears her light brown hair tied behind 

her head and non-descript jeans and tee-shirts. Her parents have made a conscious 

attempt to steer their children away from the bad influences in the neighborhood by 

keeping them busy with sports and Scouts, and Jessica and her siblings still have an 

innocence about them. While Jessica was often the quiet observer in class, she is talkative 

and opinionated when conversing one-on-one and or with her peers. At home, her mother 

claimed, she can be stubborn and argumentative, and liked to have the last word.  But her 

strong will has its advantages. As her Mom described her, “She knows what she wants, 

she knows who she likes and who she doesn’t like, and she’s not going to compromise 

anything for those things.”   When some of the friends she had known since kindergarten 

started drinking during the summer after 7th grade, Jessica simply dropped them and 

never looked back.     
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  Both Jessica and Joe were top students in elementary school.    Often in the same class, 

the siblings competed with each other for grades --and protected each other from bullies 

and name-calling. Jessica was always the conscientious, hard working student, while Joe 

was the brain who could do his work at the last minute and still excel.  As Jessica’s 

mother explained, “ She’s hard on herself and she studies.  Then there’s Joe.  Like I’ve 

seen them do the same project. And her do it from the day it was assigned to the day she 

handed it in—during a four-week period.  And then Joe—three days sitting at the 

computer and get it all done.  And they get the same grade.  A couple of times, Joe got a 

better grade.  She was like, what do you mean?”  While Jessica would become incensed 

whenever a teacher suggested that she ask Joe for help, she was also quick to come to 

Joe’s defense.  In a community that appreciates brawn more than brain, Joe was made fun 

of by classmates during middle school, and in eighth grade, he was jumped by another 

student after school and badly hurt.   Jessica remembered when the painful remarks 

started: “ Joe doesn’t really follow the crowd.  He’ll goes his own way. That’s when they 

all started making fun of him. They’d be like,’ Oh he’s so gay.’  He’d be like, ‘I’m not 

gay.’” Though mild mannered with teachers in class, Jessica refused to back down when 

it came to Joe. She recalled one sixth-grade classmate who was constantly teasing them 

both; Jessica told the classmate, “ I’m tired of fighting.  If you don’t make fun of Joe, 

then I won’t make fun of you.”   After the incident when Joe was jumped, the parents 

blamed the school and the principal for not intervening sooner. As Jessica said, ”That’s 

when my Mom started getting mad about the school. ‘Cause no one stopped him.”  

  Jessica has learned the value of hard work from her parents who both hold down jobs 

and find time to volunteer in the community.  Her father is a former electrician who 
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works in housekeeping at a local university and does part-time electrical work on the 

side.  The family has never been able to put away money for college, and Jessica’s father 

has stayed at the university because it offers substantial tuition benefits for the children of 

employees.  Her mother –who spends evenings as a Girl Scout leader in Riverfront--

works as secretary in a government office “full of professionals with degrees that get paid 

a lot of money.”  As an outsourced employee, she doesn’t make as much as a regular 

federal employee, nor does she qualify for benefits.  And as a clerical worker, she is often 

treated poorly by the higher-ups.  As she said,  ” Some of the professionals I work for are 

great, but then there are others who won’t even get a paperclip out of the closet. They’ll 

call me on the phone, and I’ll have to get them a paperclip.”   

  As a result of the struggles she and her husband have faced, she has high aspirations for 

her children. As she said, “I just don’t want them to settle.  I work the job I do to pay the 

bills, because I dropped out of college.  My husband works the jobs he works because he 

dropped out of high school.  If he had gone on to get his GED it would have helped him 

along the way.  If he had done that twenty years ago, maybe the outcome would be 

different… People at work always say,  ‘Why don’t you bring your kids to work?’  And 

be like you see us three (clericals)—that is what you’re going to grow up to be if you 

don’t go to college.”     

  From the time that Jessica attended the high school fair in seventh grade with her older 

brother and sister, Jessica was determined to go to Independence High School, a  

citywide admission school that emphasizes history, citizenship, and democratic 

leadership.  Jessica explained how she made the decision:  

          My dad wanted me to go to one of the magnet schools—and Pierce High School 
was my back-up school.  But I went to the High School Fair, and they were there.  I took 
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a brochure, and it was all about law. And I wanted to be a lawyer. And that’s what got me 
into it.  It was the only school that I wanted to go to. I was all excited. And then they 
didn’t accept me. I was on the waiting list.  And then I was going to Mudd, because I 
didn’t want to go to a big high school at all.  I went to Stanton High –an all-girls school, 
and I didn’t like it.  I don’t really get along with girls that much, like only certain ones. 
But they were preppy, and I didn’t really like it.  My dad was a little upset.  They were 
upset when I didn’t put Roosevelt on my list…and the Academy accepted us. Me and 
Joe.  And they were like, ’You’re going.’  And I am like, ‘No.’ They were like, ‘You’re 
not going to Independence; you weren’t accepted.’ And here they (Independence High) 
called my mom and left a message saying that there was a computer glitch and I had been 
accepted.     
 

  When Jessica filled out a survey at the end of eighth grade, asking her to describe 

herself in ten years, she wrote:  “ I might be a lawyer living out of Riverfront, because I 

don’t like it.” 

 

Marie 

 

  Marie and her brother, who is ten years older, are the third generation in their family to 

live in a row house that sits in the middle of Riverfront—across the street from the 

Recreation Center, and so close to the corner stores that they run over in their pajamas for 

a quart of milk.  Marie’ s grandfather came to live in the area in the 1940’s.  He 

subsequently married, and he and his wife raised Marie’s brother and uncles in the area. 

Marie’s mother, who divorced Marie’s father shortly after she was born, now supports 

the family by selling adult sex toys from home.  She is a vivacious 45- year- old who has 

retained a sense of humor that is often self- deprecating. Despite the hardship of life in 

Riverfront, she told this story laughing, “It was always like you’re a Milltowner, ‘cause 

Milltown was considered below (in status) to Riverfront, and they would say the 

difference between the girls from Milltown and the girls from Riverfront was five more 
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teeth.  Girls from Riverfront have five more teeth than girls from Milltown.”  Yet she has 

fond memories of growing up in the neighborhood when it was a bustling industrial area 

surrounded by small streets of row homes where no one locked their doors and everybody 

knew everybody. As she recalled,  “It was pretty much like it is today, but it was more 

industrial.  There were iron smelting plants and ship welding plants.  And the factory up 

the street from me had to deal with making chemical—corrosives—to clean the outside 

of the ships.  We had a popcorn factory, a baseball factory, American Can Company, and 

Domino Sugar.. It was very industrial.  What do they say, blue collar?  Dirty collar?”  

Not only were jobs plentiful, but there were lots of activities for the children (her own 

father coached football for the Police Athletic League, which was “really big”).  Crime 

was nonexistent. As Marie’s mother added, “The climate was a lot safer. I would walk 

from my house to the Riverfront at one o’clock in the morning and not have a problem.  I 

was maybe twelve or thirteen years old. We never locked our doors.  Everybody walked 

in and out of each other’s house.”  

  Marie is slender and on the short side (5’2”), but she has inherited the large personality 

of her mother.  She is a fast and loud talker who spices her comments with colorful 

phrases and funny remarks that keep her and her friends laughing. Marie made up the 

following riff when she heard she was participating in a study that would be called 

Riverfront Girls. “They’re all gonna think we go down to the river and fish. I’m like, 

Yea, back in the day!  Can’t you see I got my little boots on and I’m going right after 

school?  I’m gonna miss peak hours; I gotta go before the sun goes down.  We’re having 

carp for dinner tonight.” 
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  Marie has long blond hair and big blue eyes, and is more of a girlie girl than some of her 

other friends; her nails are polished, her hair is always carefully arranged, and her jewelry 

and outfits are coordinated. Her friends frequently tell her that she’s beautiful, but she 

shrugs it off –perhaps, knowing that she’ll need more than just good looks to get her what 

she wants in life-- or from her mother’s constant reminders that she has to be “more than 

the typical girl.”  Having been brought up in a household where there was always a 

crowd, Marie—who started out as a shy child according to her mother-- is now outgoing 

and makes friends easily. As her mother said, “People that didn’t know me around here 

thought that I had five kids.  ‘Cause if it wasn’t for my son and his friends, it was Marie 

and all her friends. Her social skills have always been good. I always told my kids that 

…a smile and a hello never hurts anybody.”  

  A straight A student from the time she started school, Marie has found a way to straddle 

popularity and academic success. Her mom has always emphasized education, and has 

taken steps to ensure that her kids received the best –whether it was pushing to get them 

tested for Mentally Gifted classes or finding the time and money to give them outside 

enrichment like music and dance classes.  Working as an aid in her children’s elementary 

school, she was able to hand pick their teachers. Marie’s mothers intense focus on her 

children’s education seemed to be directly related to the resentment she felt about the 

lack of opportunity in her own life and how she has been treated as a working- class 

woman.  As she said, 

 The thing is I’ve been kicked in the teeth and stigmatized from this neighborhood 
 all my life.  “Oh you’re from Riverfront.  You’re a piece of shit.’  But quess 
 what? I may not use the fifty- cent words somebody else uses, but you know what 
 I’m talking about every time my mouth opens because when I talk, I talk in 
 pictures.  
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  While Marie’s “education was the one thing that was constant,” according to her 

mother, their lives at home were often in turmoil. Marie’s mother suffered several 

“nervous breakdowns.” As she said,  ”I think it matured Marie.  It matured both my 

children actually.  Just to be in a situation like that. As much as I tried to maintain a 

childhood for my children, they were thrown into adult situations that I couldn’t control.”  

When Marie was in the third grade, she lost her maternal grandmother—who had lived 

with the family when she was recovering from an illness and to whom Marie was very 

close--- to a random act of violence.  For Marie, her grandmother’s death “was the worst 

pain she ever experienced in her life.”   

   Her mother had hoped she could persuade Marie to attend Stanton, the only all-girls 

public high school in the city, because she wanted a school that is “women oriented” for 

her daughter. It would also vindicate her own experience of failure at Stanton. As she 

recalls the experience, it is reminiscent of the stories of “exclusion, difference and 

illegitimacy” told by researcher Wendy Lutrell about other white working-class  women 

of her generation.  

 I was one of them kids who never recover.  I went to Stanton for six to eight 
 months.  The reason why I flunked out –other than issues at home—was 
 environmental.  The school did not prepare me.  I basically was thrown into a sea 
 of sharks.  It was so much more advanced economically, educationally, I could 
 not compete.  There was no competing.    
 

  After flunking at Stanton, she enrolled in the local vocational high school.  There she 

wasn’t allowed to take auto shop, because girls were only permitted to take traditional 

courses like cosmetology and culinary arts.  She explained, “Since Day One, when I 

knew I was having a girl, I wanted to gear her toward women empowerment, because 
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they are options I never had…I was taught growing up, why bother getting an education 

‘cause you ain’t gonna be nothing but a housewife.  Here I am!”  But Marie was intent on 

following in her brother’s footsteps and attending Roosevelt High School, a large special 

admissions school that offers an International Baccalaureate and aims to educate the best 

and the brightest in the city.  Though Marie would have considered a school in the 

neighborhood where her friends were planning to attend, her mother told her that option 

was out of the question. As Marie put it, ”She made me go there (to Roosevelt). She just 

wanted me to go there.  She wanted the best education.”   

 

 Catherine 

   

  At closing exercises in the 8th grade at Lenape, it came as no surprise to anyone in the 

audience that Catherine received the award for the highest academic average in her class. 

The oldest of three daughters, Catherine is a red-haired, blue-eyed, bespectacled 14- year 

-old who has always been at the top of her class.  While pleased to receive the award, 

Catherine is so painfully shy that she blushed profusely when accepting it. Catherine’s 

best friend is Marie—the social butterfly of the class. Although they are both high 

achievers, their personalities are like night and day. Marie is the talker, whereas 

Catherine is the quiet observer.  The two girls have been friends since pre-school and are 

treated like kin in each other’s homes.  Catherine was even quieter when Marie’s mother 

first met her.  “She would stay at my house weekends—weeks at a time—and if I heard 

her say twelve words, it was a lot.  When I first met Catherine’s mom, she asked me, 

‘Does my daughter talk to her or draw pictures--- how do they chat?’”  
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  According to her mother, Catherine has loved learning and school since she first stepped 

foot in a school.  “She wants to learn. She’s one of them children—she has to know.  

When she was younger in pre-school, they had to bribe her to leave. Literally bribe her to 

leave…She always loved school, loved to go to school.  Teachers love her because she is 

so good.”  

  Born and raised in the neighborhood, her mother is determined to give her daughters a 

better chance at life than she had, and is willing to sacrifice everything for them.    The 

daughter of a roofer who was married four times and fathered fifteen children, her mother 

is estranged from her own family. She couldn’t understand why she was the only blond 

haired and blue- eyed child in a family where everyone else was brown-haired and 

brown- eyed, and began questioning her mother.  “I said, ‘All right, lady, joke’s over.  

Who are my real parents?’ She told me she got struck by lightning at the beach when she 

was six months pregnant with me.  I said, ‘Okay, what beach are you sitting on in March?  

Come on.’ That’s why I came out white, she said.  I don’t belong to those people. I was 

always the outsider.“ Still she enjoyed growing up in the company of a large family.  “I 

grew up not far from here. There were like fifteen of us in a three-bedroom house.  We 

had bunk beds.  There were people everywhere.  We were on the walls.  Oh my god, it 

was fun though… trying to get everybody in and out of the shower—it was hard.  All 

right your turn; five minutes up—let’s go!”    With a younger sister who became pregnant 

at 14 and an older brother who was always in trouble, Catherine’s mother said she “tried 

to be the good daughter.”   “You know, I went to school, I got my grades. I did what I 

was suppose to do.”  But with only a high school education and strapped with the burden 

of low expectations for girls from working-class families, she has been chronically 
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underemployed since she left Catherine’s alcoholic, abusive father.  She now works at 

traffic court—a job she loathes because of how she is treated by the public and a noon to 

8:00 p.m. schedule that takes her away from her family during after school and dinner 

hours, the time when her family needs her most.    Catherine’s mother still finds time to 

volunteer at school, and knows all the neighborhood kids so well that she feels 

comfortable intervening when they misbehave. But she acknowledged that it has become 

harder and harder to raise kids in Riverfront.  “The parents don’t care anymore.  The kids 

run wild, and they don’t care. They send them out the door,  and go do whatever they 

want.  They don’t care whether they come in drunk or high.  I’m hearing that sixth 

graders are having sex on the steps (in the park).  We’re talking about 11-year-olds! No! 

No!  If you teach your kids right, then they shouldn’t be coming out this way.”  

  Catherine spends time playing with her four year old sister, talking to her friends on the 

Internet, or writing.   At the beginning of the study, she said she hoped to be an author 

someday and was “in the middle of writing a story—it’s like a fantasy—with both 

characters that are real and some that are made up.”  She has been involved with sports 

and Scouts in the neighborhood, and the summer after eighth grade had the time of her 

life when she traveled to Australia with an educational organization that enhances 

international understanding and friendship through student visits and exchanges. 

Catherine’s mother found out about the program from a friend at work, and raised 

thousands of dollars to pay for it by hosting Beef and Beers and selling pencils. 

Catherine’s experience abroad—rare in a neighborhood where some kids don’t even 

travel downtown--- opened Catherine’s eyes to how other people live: “It was just fun 

seeing what they do everyday.  Like their area –the land—is so pretty ‘cause you got 
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mountains and stuff.  It’s not city after city…it’s not a whole bunch of buildings. It’s 

everything; it’s so pretty. And it feels a whole lot safer over there. Like everyone is like 

close and talking; it’s not the same.”  

   For Catherine choosing a high school was straightforward, because Roosevelt is 

considered one of the most academically rigorous high schools in the district.   “That’s 

where I wanted to go.  I wanted to go to Roosevelt because I heard it was the top school.  

So it sounded pretty good, and I knew I could probably handle it.  And other schools 

wouldn’t be much of a challenge—which I was looking for.” Catherine’s mother liked 

the school because her step-daughter had gone there, and she knew it was one of the best 

in the city. As she said, “ I was very happy, because I knew she couldn’t slack; she had to 

work.  And that’s what I wanted for her. To me, I don’t want her slacking where she can 

get off easy. No, I want her to work…Roosevelt was her number one choice because it’s 

a good school, a strict school.  It’s not in the neighborhood where she can go with all her 

friends and do what she wants to do.”     

 

The Torn 

Julia and Anna 

   

 Julia and Anna are boisterous twins who are so close that they still share the same chair 

while watching television at home.  Catherine, Marie and the twins have all been best 

friends since kindergarten.  Though Catherine rarely goes out with them, Julia, Anna and 

Marie are an inseparable trio. They consider each other “family not friends,” according to 

Marie, and see each other every day, call and text each other constantly, and sleep over at 
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each other’s houses on weekends.  Julia and Anna, who are extremely proud of their 

Polish heritage, assert that Marie is “one percent” Polish, because she’s so close to them.  

The twins live with their mother and father, two older sisters (fifteen and seventeen) and 

their maternal grandmother in a well-kept two-story row house in Riverfront. Their 

father, a roofer, became disabled after falling through a two-story high building. The 

twins’ mother became pregnant when she was in 12th grade; nonetheless she graduated 

from a local public high school that concentrated on trades.  An articulate woman who 

describes herself as a “workaholic” --keeping home and hearth together-- she now works 

for a local furniture manufacturer, selling to clients as far away as Canada and China. The 

family moved to Riverfront when the girls were babies to escape the neighborhood where 

their mother-- the daughter of a truck driver-- had grown up.  Once a stable working- 

class area, it had become a place where there were “a lot of drugs, a lot of violence.”  As 

their mother recalls, ”We had just had the twins, and I said, ‘We have to move.  I don’t 

care what it costs.  We have to do this.  And we are really glad that we did, because the 

neighborhood was terrible, really terrible.”    

  Though unmistakably twins, Julia and Anna are dissimilar in style, personality, and 

aspirations.  Julia, a young woman of medium height who has long blond hair and hazel 

colored eyes, is a dedicated athlete who plays softball and basketball and an above 

average student who her fellow students looked upon as a leader at Lenape. At closing 

exercises at Lenape, Julia won many citizenship awards for her willingness to volunteer 

and for her courage in always standing up for right.  As she described herself, “I’m 

courteous.  I think I’m a leader.  I don’t follow anyone really.  I do most of my work, and 

I volunteer a lot and stuff like that.  I was always a good student.”   
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    Two- inches taller than her sister, Anna is gentle, fun loving, and easy going --unless 

pushed to the edge—and prefers spending her time with friends rather than playing on a 

sports team. Learning came easily to Julia, in contrast to Anna who struggled in school 

until she became eligible for resource room help in the fifth grade.   The differences 

between her two daughters were evident from the time they were born, said their mother.  

“Julia has always been the stronger of the two—always, always very outspoken. While 

she’s very popular, very funny and super aggressive, she never cared whether you liked 

her or not.  You never had to guess what she thought, because she would tell you.  From 

the time she was little, she would tell you exactly what was on her mind.  Didn’t care if 

she got in trouble.  I used to wish that I could take a little bit of Julia and put it in Anna, 

and a little bit of Anna’s niceness and give it to Julia. But obviously you can’t do that.  

And with Anna-- she looks at you sometimes like she’s scared to death and ready to cry; 

you have to pull words from her at times.”   

  Anna’s learning difficulties became obvious to her mother in kindergarten when she 

couldn’t get through her homework-- no mater how hard she tried. Her mother said,” I 

would be like, ‘Anna we have to do this.’ At the time we didn’t know she had ADHD. 

And I would be so frustrated. I would be screaming—‘Forget it; put it away. I don’t care 

right now. Wait until your father gets home. She would start to cry, ‘But I want to do my 

homework.’ It was everyday.  And he would come home, and I would say, ‘I can’t do this 

to her anymore.’  

  Despite everyone’s best efforts, including Julia’s, to assist Anna, by the third grade 

Anna’s teachers raised the possibility of retaining her.  Since the twins had never been 

separated, their mother carefully thought about how to break the news—“trying to be 
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tactful and not make her (Anna) cry.”  She and her husband sat the two of them down.  

As she recalled the conversation that day, “‘You know, Anna, how you had a lot of 

problems and things just weren’t easy?’  And Anna’s going along,’ uh huh, uh, huh.’  

‘And you know I love you anyway.’  I said, ‘Well, maybe next year you will do it all over 

again, and Julia won’t help you out.’  So Julia says, ‘You’re going to leave her back?’ 

And I said, ‘No, I’m not…if it is what she needs.’ So I said, ‘Well, if you think you can 

help her?’ She says, ‘Well, if I can’t, I guess I’ll just have to fail for the rest of the year.  

And then I will stay with her, because she can’t stay (in third grade) by herself.’” 

   Both girls were promoted to fourth grade, but Anna’s learning difficulties persisted.  

Her parents finally took her to see a physician, and Anna was diagnosed with ADHD and 

prescribed medication. It was a grueling period of “trial and error,” trying to find 

medication that was effective and without negative side effects. According to her mother, 

“The first medicine turned her into an animal.  It may work wonders for some kids, but 

that one was not for her.  She kicked our door through the wall, painted our Pomeranian 

pink, and talked to me like I was a nobody…  That lasted about six weeks.  I had to give 

it a chance. The second one was one of the stimulant ones.  And Anna is thin to begin 

with. She lost 38 pounds in maybe five months…So then they gave us another 

medication to stop that and increase the appetite.  But we never could get a happy 

medium…by the time it came for her to take the third medication, she still didn’t want 

dinner at eleven o’clock at night. It was like she never slept.” 

  Finally, after almost a full school year of experimentation, her parents decided to stop 

all meds. ”I said, ‘that’s it—I’m not doing that to her anymore.  If she fails, she’ll fail on 

her own.  It’s not going to be because this medicine didn’t work for her.’”  In sixth grade 



 95 

Anna became eligible for Special Education services at the resource level of support.  

Although being included in regular education classes, she received additional support in 

reading and math from the Special Education teacher.   In time, Anna began to make 

progress. “Working with Mrs. Contento, the Resource Room teacher, really helped me. If 

I thought I was going to fail, I would always go to her, and she would help me really 

good with it.”  By the time she finished the eighth grade, Anna was reading only a year 

and a half below grade level and had a C average in math.  With an IEP (Individualized 

Education Plan) in place, Anna was assured of receiving extra support in high school.    

 When it was time for eighth grade students to choose a high school, the twins’ mother 

describes herself as “petrified” because of the negative experience that her oldest 

daughter had in making the transition to ninth grade.  “My oldest daughter, Jane,” said 

their mother, ”was also very bright and was accepted to Jefferson High (a magnet 

school), which we thought was fabulous. But Jefferson did not work out for her. It was a 

horrible experience.”  Jane had also attended Lenape for most of elementary school, and 

found the workload at Jefferson overwhelming. By November, she was barely sleeping,  

because she was doing homework around the clock. Her mother, who has become a 

seasoned advocate for her four daughters, attempted to intervene.  “I went to the school 

and I said, ‘I need to speak to you. I need to know what’s going on.  This is not my 

daughter.  My daughter is an honor student. I’m not saying she’s above reproach, but 

she’s crying ‘I’m doing my best.’”  The mother says she “saw red” when the principal 

didn’t offer tutoring or extra help, but told her, “Your best isn’t good enough.”  Turning 

to Jane her mother said, “You know what? You’re absolutely right.  You’re not good 

enough for her.  Get your things. We’re leaving.” Despite the school’s efforts to get her 
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to change her mind—or wait 24 hours—mother and daughter went to the locker, cleaned 

it out, handed in her books, and left.   Her mother said she made a “mistake” when she 

enrolled Jane the rest of the school year in a high school set up predominantly as a trade 

school for special education students.  The classes were considerably below Jane’s ability 

level, and she stopped going to school.  At the end of the school year, the twins’ mother 

took Jane to meet the principal at Pierce—a comfortable walk from their home.  The 

principal there was willing to count some of Jane’s credits toward her freshman year. But 

her mother refused, because she wanted Jane to learn a lesson from the experience.  “I 

said, ‘No, no, no.  Can we just start fresh? Pretend ninth grade never happened. You 

know, let her repeat it.”   

  Jane did very well at Pierce, graduating and receiving a full scholarship to a state 

university.  (However, she had an attack of “separation anxiety” a few weeks after 

beginning her freshman year and returned home.  While planning to return to the local 

community college, Jane became pregnant a few months later.)  Rosemary, the twins’ 

next oldest sister, who requires accommodations because she is legally blind, is thriving 

in the tenth grade at Pierce. As a result of the positive experience of Jane and Rosemary 

at Pierce, the twins’ mother was leaning toward sending the younger girls there too.  “I 

saw the changes that happened at Pierce.  They were really good with Jane and very 

accepting of the situation with Rosemary.  I said to myself, okay, let me try. It’s small, so 

maybe they won’t get lost.”    
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The Embedded 

Allison 

 

  Like newcomers to a small town who are greeted suspiciously, students who enroll after 

kindergarten or first grade to Lenape are often treated as outsiders by the other kids.  

Allison, who didn’t attend until the end of third grade, made many friends among the 

students, but was never quite accepted as one of the gang.  She had started elementary 

school at a public school in the southern part of the city, then moved back to the area and 

attended another elementary school where, according to her mother, she had a problem 

with an “alcoholic teacher.” When her mother recognized the problem, she immediately 

moved her to Lenape, a school she was familiar with because all her cousins and relatives 

went there.   A tall, pretty girl with black hair and fair skin, Allison is always 

meticulously dressed and enjoys experimenting with different hairstyles.  She is named 

after and shares an amazing resemblance to her mom.  Though her mother is outgoing, 

Allison is reserved, and rarely answered with anything other than a few words.   

  School was always a struggle for Allison, and it wasn’t long after she came to Lenape 

that her teachers recognized that she was reading below grade level and having difficulty 

with reading comprehension and basic math skills. She was put into the comprehensive 

support process (CSAP). As Allison described her early years in school, “ It was all right 

in the beginning, and then it just got harder and harder as it went by.”  When 

accommodations and various strategies didn’t seem to be working and she was still 

failing or close to failing, Allison was finally tested for Special Education services in the 
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sixth grade. However, she ended up not being eligible, because there was not a significant 

discrepancy between her IQ and school performance. As her mother remembered, “She 

ended up being fine.  That’s why I realized that it was her not applying herself, because 

she did fine on that test.” Nonetheless, Allison continued to have difficulty with reading, 

and in 7th and 8th grade she was targeted for special help, and put into Lenape’s Read 180 

program. Allison claimed that she greatly benefited from the program: “It just helps you 

read, comprehend…they would let you read a story on the computer and you got to 

answer the questions.”  By the end of eighth grade, she had passed reading and math with 

a D, and had mostly C’s in her other subjects, but her report card was filled with 

comments from teachers about missing homework and assignments and low test grades.   

  Part of her problem, said her mother, was that she was always more interested in her 

friends than the school work at Lenape.   Allison was a student whose ego had been 

bruised by failure at school, and by adolescence, she had started to tune out.   She usually 

hung out with the girls who had “attitudes” or appeared disaffected from the institution of 

school in one way or another.   Most of the time she was extremely quiet in class, but she 

and her best friend shared a reputation for responding to minor slights from teachers and 

classmates with sudden, loud outbursts and aggressive behavior in class, the halls, and the 

schoolyard.  A former vice-principal at the school teased Allison when he ran into her in 

ninth grade, “Do you still enjoy duking it out with classmates or have you finally become 

a lady?”   Yet by the time she left Lenape, after a lot of counseling and stroking from the 

staff, Allison had settled down considerably. She and her best friend were even awarded a 

Tops pin for improved behavior, but instead of displaying them on their shirts like 

everyone else, they wore them --somewhat subversively-- on their Converse sneakers.    
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  Allison’s mom is an attractive, divorced single mom, still fighting her ex-husband for 

support payments. She openly admitted that it has been a financial struggle to support her 

family without a college degree. Having grown up in the neighborhood, she dropped out 

of Milltown in the tenth grade.  As she said,  “It was really bad back then. I was afraid to 

go.  I didn’t stick it out after a couple of years.  I asked my father if I could quit. He said I 

would have to get a job and a GED, and I did both. After passing her GED, she went on 

to post-secondary school to be a medical assistant, worked in the field for two years, and 

realized she didn’t like it because she was always sick.  After staying home with her kids 

for a while, she started working in offices as a secretary, and then went back to school –

but didn’t complete a program in accounting. She presently works as a bookkeeper, and 

hopes to go back to college soon to get her bachelor’s degree.  

  Last year Allison and her mother moved from Riverfront to an adjacent neighborhood, 

Port Henry. Allison, her mother, stepfather and aunt all share a first-floor one bedroom 

apartment that seems larger than it is because of its open floor plan. On some weekends, 

Allison’s brother who is one year younger and lives with his father, also comes to stay.  

When the family’s lease was up in Riverfront, Allison said her mother decided to move to 

find an apartment in a quieter neighborhood “’cause it was too much for her.”   And her 

mother feels that it was a good move for both her and Allison:  “I don’t hear kids running 

up and down the block screaming, yelling and fighting…And I was afraid of drugs, 

drinking at the Rec ‘cause I know they do that there.  I was just always stressed 

out…always walking around looking for her to make sure she was okay.  And I was just 

always afraid. I didn’t want them to start doing the wrong thing.”  When Allison got 

involved in a physical fight during the summer after eighth grade, and a 21-year-old 
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woman hit her, that was the final straw.  (The girls in the study and other adults in the 

community report that both verbal and physical battles between girls and women are not 

uncommon.) “There was actually a fight between two other girls,” explained her mother, 

“and they were all yelling and saying stuff. The woman who hit her is supposed to have 

mental issues, and she just went after her…Her father’s mother went over looking for her, 

but we couldn’t press charges because we couldn’t find her. It was a mess.”   

  Her mother has found the new neighborhood much calmer.  “People have more control 

over their kids somehow,” she said.  The other advantage in moving is that the apartment 

is in the same neighborhood as Pierce High School, the one Allison attends. 

With several of her cousins already attending and several other Lenape students planning 

to go-- including her best friend—Allison was happy with the choice as well.  In her 

survey at the end of eighth grade, Allison said that although she didn’t “know right now” 

whether she wanted to attend college, she intended to obtain a high school diploma 

“because I would like to become a hair designer.”   

 

Peggy 

 

  Peggy is a tall, freckled brunette who is sweet and charming one-on-one, but has 

developed a tough exterior to deal with personal loses and the daily threats she faces on 

the streets and in school.  Two years older than the other girls, Peggy turned sixteen the 

summer before she started her ninth grade year as a result of failing second and third 

grade at Lenape. Although she claimed the age difference between her and her classmates 

doesn’t bother her, she had already begun to distance herself from her Lenape friends by 
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the beginning of the ninth grade year, and replaced them with older friends who her 

mother fears are a bad influence.  Of all the girls, Peggy was the most difficult to keep 

involved in the study, because she didn’t show up for appointments or her phone was 

disconnected and she couldn’t be reached. She experienced a painful ninth grade 

transition, and it was clearly not something she was comfortable discussing and sharing.   

  Peggy is the youngest of three girls, living with and raised by a single mother who 

works two jobs—as a factory worker at a printing business during the day and as a 

cashier at a pizza shop at night. The absence of her father in her life has had a tremendous 

impact on her. She is uncertain about the details of his death: “They tell me he choked in 

his sleep or something and he died of a heart attack when I was three weeks old.”   Yet 

she was well aware of what she has missed out on.  “Like every time I see people with 

their fathers and stuff, I wish I had one.  I always wanted a dad in my life to play, hug, 

and tuck me in at night.  When I was seven, every night I stared at my dad’s picture and 

always wanted him to come back.”   She sounded in denial when she claimed that as she 

has matured, she realized, “It’s not important, so I got over it.”   

    Peggy’s early elementary school years were marked by transience and academic 

failure.  She started school at a public elementary school nearby, and when the family 

moved to Port Henry, she began attending Lenape in second grade.  According to her 

mother, Peggy “loved school” but since she had never been taught to read properly in 

first grade, she began having difficulties at Lenape immediately.  “She had no reading, so 

she failed.”  After repeating second grade, she went on to third grade, and failed again.  

Despite the questionable educational soundness of retaining Peggy a second time --and 

placing her in a classroom with peers two years younger -- her mother doesn’t recall 



 102 

discussing the matter with the principal, or being offered counseling or other options for 

Peggy.  “They just failed her.  In third grade, she failed with a D. She didn’t get no F.  

That was before they had combined all three grades like they do now.” When asked if 

Peggy was upset about failing her mother says “not really.”  

  Tired of the “bad influences” in the neighborhood and Peggy’s lack of progress in math 

and reading, her mother sent her upstate in sixth grade to live with relatives. Peggy 

attended a middle school there. “But she wasn’t doing any better than she was doing 

down here,” explained her mother, ”’cause she was having problems in 6th grade with her 

grades. She wasn’t doing any better, even though they (relatives) were like, ‘Oh, a better 

school.’”  After six months, she came back to live with her mother and returned to 

Lenape.  

  In interviews, Peggy minimized the obstacles she has faced learning, saying that most of 

the subjects were  “not really” difficult.  She remarked, “I just didn’t like science and 

social studies, ‘cause in science you have to dissect stuff.  I don’t do that at all.  And 

social studies, I don’t like reading it, or doing it. But it ain’t difficult.  Once you get 

through it and all, it will be easy.”  Yet in the next breath, she acknowledged that she still 

feels inadequate when it comes to reading. “Yea, I know how to read,” she said, ”it’s just 

that I can’t comprehend… Like if someone asks me what did I just read?  I’m like, I 

don’t know.”  By the end of eighth grade, she still had a D in reading and was reading 

almost two years below grade level, but had brought her other grades to B’s and C’s 

“cause my mom told me to try real hard.”   

  Academic frustration is often accompanied by “behavior problems,” and Peggy had a 

few incidents at Lenape that brought her to the discipline office. In fourth grade she was 
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the victim of rough play on the schoolyard when she got elbowed in the face, and 

suffered a concussion and required stitches.  A few years later she claimed that she had 

learned  ”to stand up for herself. ”  Although Peggy said her mother, “doesn’t like me 

fighting because she thinks I’m going to get hurt and she’s worried, she told me to stand 

up for myself.”   She remembers an episode that happened in 6th grade that resulted in her 

getting suspended:   ”I threw a book at Karen. She was getting me mad, so I threw it at 

her… I’m not going to lie.  When she was little and we used to go to this school, she used 

to be a quiet girl. And we used to talk and never used to hit anyone back. Then she came 

back (from being away over summer vacation) and started talking ‘diesel,’ and I’m like, 

Okay!”  When the principal told Peggy that she was getting suspended, she compounded 

her problems by walking out of school.   

  The process of applying to high school in a district that offers such a wide array of 

choices—magnet, specialized, charter, and large comprehensive high schools-- is 

confusing even for the best of students and most informed families. For marginal students 

like Peggy, the process is also often humiliating and degrading.  With poor scores on her 

standardized tests and a reading level almost two years below grade level, Peggy had few 

options when applying. At Lenape, most students receive word of their acceptance in 

class when the counselor hands out district letters that have been sent to the feeding 

elementary school en masse.  Inevitably, the students all query each other-about their 

assignments—despite requests from the counselor to share the information only with 

their parents.  As Peggy recalled that day in eighth grade when she got her letter,” I 

wanted to go to Pierce, or Jefferson Learning Center, but they gave me the papers and I 

had to go to Milltown, and I heard it was a bad school. When I got the letter, I was like, ‘I 
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ain’t going there.  I’ll get beat up or something, ‘cause it’s crazy.’”  Milltown and the 

other comprehensive neighborhood high schools that are required to take students living 

in their boundaries have long been treated as the stepchildren of the district.  Frequently, 

they suffer from a lack of resources and cultures that have fostered poor academics and 

high rates of violent incidents.  Peggy had already heard many frightening stories about 

Milltown from neighborhood kids.  “My friends, Hannefah, and Amy-- who lives around 

the block from us-- go to the school.  They said it’s a bad school, that you’ll get beat up 

every day and all that kinda stuff.  I was like, I don’t care… If I get beat up, I get beat 

up.”   

  At the end of eighth grade, Peggy still refused to accept that she would be attending 

Milltown. In her survey, she wrote that she expected to go to a Catholic vocational high 

school. Over the summer she said that thinking about going to Milltown made her “so 

scared—like my stomach had butterflies.”  Remarkably, Peggy was still optimistic about 

her education when interviewed during the fall of ninth grade:  “I am not going to drop 

out.  I wanna go to college and stuff, and make something of my life.”        
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Findings 

Influence of the Neighborhood  

 

Where I’m From… 

I’m from a place where there’s a lot of killin’ 

Walking down the street and all you see is druggies chillin’ 

This place is like being trapped in a hole, 

Where there is nothing to do, but get out of control.   

                                       Anonymous 14-year-old, Riverfront 

 

  Without exception, all of the girls in the study described Riverfront as a neighborhood 

with social influences that could negatively impact their education and chances to be 

“successful,” both because of the low expectations of local residents and the prevalence 

of drugs, alcohol, gang activity, and teen pregnancy. All of the girls’ spoke of their 

concern about responding to pressure in the community from friends and even family 

members to drop out, “party,” and give up on their dreams.   Like the 14-year-old male 

student who wrote the poem above about being trapped in a hole, many of the girls talked 

about their fear of the neighborhood imposing serious limits on their lives, and ultimately 

being unable to escape the destitution of many of the families they knew in Riverfront. 

Even those girls most confident and assured about their direction found it complicated to 

negotiate the boundaries between school expectations and the neighborhood reality.     
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 Indeed, most of the girls stated that there were more negative influences in the 

neighborhood than at their schools.  Both the girls and their parents vividly described 

drug selling at the area recreation center and street corners, neighborhood bars on every 

corner with young and old alike openly drinking alcohol, doing pills, and smoking 

marijuana on the steps of homes and park benches. As Marie asserted, “You ain’t going 

to be ignorant about nothing ‘cause you know everything that’s going on—drugs, 

drinking, hookers.”  According to Marie and the others, prostitutes can be found under 

the elevated tracks-- the border of Riverfront and a predominantly Hispanic section of the 

city.  Some of the girls refer to the neighborhood as “Oxynation,” because of its 

reputation for easy access to and use of Oxycotin, the drug that has resulted in so many 

deaths of young men in the neighborhood. All of the girls have waited in the long lines 

outside the funeral parlor on the Avenue to pay their respects to the victims.  Laid out in 

fine suits with their caskets decorated with baseball and soccer trophies, stuffed animals, 

and pictures from their First Communions, these boys never even made it to manhood.  

   Despite the challenges of growing up in Riverfront, many of the girls also verbalized 

their deep connection to and affection for the community. Their networks of family and 

friends, many of them going back several generations, generated a sense of inclusion and 

supported these young people in coping with the stress of growing up in a neighborhood 

ravaged by deindustrialization. Evidence of these formal and informal networks could be 

found everywhere from the local corner stores and bars to the recreation center and ball 

field.   

  Though all of the girls’ lives were firmly rooted in Riverfront, each of the categories of 

girls responded differently to the pressures of living in such an environment. By the time 
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they were teens, the up and outs had isolated themselves from the neighborhood, rarely if 

ever, participating in social life of the community. Though they couldn’t physically 

remove themselves, they had psychologically withdrawn from their ties and connections 

in Riverfront. The torn girls, on the other hand, were ambivalent about neighborhood 

culture, still participating in some of the social networking, while voicing their desire for 

a better life.  The torn girls were also more likely to be less open to diversity, and to hold 

the prejudicial attitudes toward minorities and other ethnic groups previously associated 

with this white working class community.   The embedded girls were completely 

enmeshed in neighborhood culture, and had already adopted some of the area’s negative 

ways of coping with their frustration, including aggression, use of drugs and alcohol, and 

truancy from school. Girls who were embedded had a social network firmly established 

in Riverfront, and had few ambitions of seeking friendships or associations outside the 

neighborhood.   

 

Up and Outs 

   The up and outs withdrew almost entirely from interacting in the neighborhood by the 

time they were teenagers. While Jessica’s mother had encouraged her participation in 

Girls Scouts and sports in the community, her mother had also deliberately exposed 

Jessica to the “downside” of the neighborhood when she was a young child.  As she said, 

 

 When we first moved here we lived across the street from the park where the drug 
 use was right out there in the open.  I used to keep the blinds closed during the  
 day a lot.  And at night I would keep the blinds closed.  But then I decided it  
 was kind of good for the kids to see it because then they knew that this isn’t  
 suppose to happen.  They see grown men not working and sitting in a park 
  every day drinking.  That just gives them something not to want to do when they  
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 grow up because my husband goes to work every day.  Their uncles go to work 
 every day.  And they knew some of them people in the park-- they knew their  
 Dads. So there’s a downside, but them again it’s kind of educational because ‘I 
 know that’s not what I’m suppose to do.  I know that’s not right.’   
   
  Whether due to this early dose of reality or not, Jessica and her brothers and sisters seem 

to have absorbed their parents values.  However, putting them into practice has come 

with the price of being lonely and isolated at times.   When Jessica observed the friends 

she had made in kindergarten start to engage in risky behaviors in middle school, she 

knew she wasn’t going down that path.   

 

 It was the summer between 7th and 8th grade when people started getting like that. 
 I used to be friends with Theresa, but we just stopped hanging out one  
 summer.  I don’t know what it was-- we just stopped hanging out.  Between 7th 
 and 8th grade people started drinking, like Kenny…He started hanging out with 
 the wrong crowd.  That’s what happens in Riverfront, though.  I know everyone  
 thought it was cool to smoke and drink, and that’s what they did.  Now I always 
 see them walking around and drinking and stuff.   
 
 
  In eighth grade, Jessica intentionally set about to change the way she dealt with her 

Riverfront classmates, and started making decisions that would further her education—

despite potential consequences to her social status.  Though in class she rarely spoke or 

participated, she was clearly able to establish her “voice” and speak out with her peers.   

As she explained, ”I always wanted to be everyone’s friend, so if someone asked me to 

do something, I would do it.  Like in class I would let them copy, because I wanted to be 

their friend. But toward the middle of the year, I stopped because I realized I can’t be 

everyone’s friend and I was leaving anyway—I wasn’t going to the same school as 

anyone. I realized—what’s the point?”  
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  By ninth grade, Jessica had stopped socializing with almost all of her friends from the 

neighborhood, only keeping in touch through e-mail and instant messaging with a few 

girls on a similar school track. Her mother vouched, “She don’t hang out at the Rec.  She 

don’t hang out at Newt’s.  She don’t hang out with people drinking, because she’s just 

afraid.” Like other working-class girls who put school first, Jessica was experiencing the 

tremendous psychological cost of breaking with peers and life-long friends in order to 

move forward.  To make matters worse, she couldn’t escape running into former 

classmates going to and from school, or clashes at her doorstep that made her feel like 

she was the enemy in a war-torn country.  Her father was at battle with the “lost boys” in 

the neighborhood—kids with whom she had grown up, but dropped out a few months 

into their ninth grade year ---who loitered on the street in front of their house –drinking, 

smoking pot, and occasionally destroying property. As she recounted, ”My dad hates 

them so much ‘cause every time he tries to park his car, they are sitting on his new truck.  

He started flipping out…Like the cops came one time after he called them, and Bob was 

running down the street.  He was so drunk that he was stumbling.  He fell right into my 

Dad’s truck. He was like, “There better not be a dent!’” Now Jessica is almost a prisoner 

in her own house.  As she put it, “It’s hard to go out, ‘cause you’re worried if someone is 

going to say something to you.”    

  Jessica’s family became so embattled with the neighbors that even her mother—who 

relished living close to Jessica’s cousins, aunts and uncles and grandparents in the area--- 

had discussed the possibility of moving after an altercation. As Jessica recounted:     

 

     At the bar across the street, a girl from school—her  mother ---was outside 
 the bar yelling at my Mom.  And after awhile the bar just got more 
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 and more out of control. There was kids there that my Mom knew were our age, 
 and she started getting mad and upset. So she wanted to move.  But we never did, 
 because all the houses were way too expensive.  That’s what it’s like growing up 
 in a bad neighborhood, though.  I can’t imagine what they go through in  
 Milltown.  That’s even worse.  And that’s not that far from here.   
   
  By the end of her freshman year, Jessica had continued to isolate herself from her 

Lenape classmates, especially the boys, but she had developed a thicker skin. As she said, 

“I see them all the time, but I don’t really care.” Having experienced commuting 

downtown every day, her detachment to the neighborhood was  becoming more 

pronounced. 

 

 I still don’t like Riverfront.  Nothing has really changed.  I just don’t like it. 
 You can’t walk around by yourself that much.  You get jumped. You might not 
 get jumped, but you could possible get jumped.  There’s nothing to do either.  
      
 
 
  Catherine was another up and out girl who retreated into her own world to avoid being 

confronted with situations and choices that made her uncomfortable in the community.     

Like Jessica, she found it too dangerous to be part of the neighborhood, and so she 

withdrew—even from outings with close childhood friends like Marie, Anna and Julia.  

When asked about how she avoids peer pressure, she said, “I really don’t like to go out so 

much.  And then I have to stay home and watch the kids.  So I really don’t meet (peer 

pressure) a lot.”  In all of the interviews her mother confirmed that Catherine rarely, if 

ever, goes out --preferring to chat with her new high school friends or write her book on 

the computer. As her mother said, “I have to kick her out the door. I’m like, ‘Catherine, 

go blow off some stink.  Go hang out with your friends. ‘ She just don’t.  I don’t know 

what it is.  She would rather not.  I guess, she thinks she stays out of trouble that way.”   
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   While Catherine’s goal is to “just get out of here…to go somewhere better like the 

suburbs or something,” she still faces many obstacles to her dreams.   Neighborhood life 

encroaches, even if she stays home. Just getting a good night’s sleep so she can be alert in 

school can be a problem: 

    I mean there’s a bar on every corner… and the people around here are always 
 arguing. Like on my street,  at three o-clock in the morning, they’ll be breaking 
 bottles and just knocking each other out, waking us up.  They fight with their  
 friends, their girlfriends, family, everything.  Who’s ever there --they just argue  
 with.  
 
     Catherine grew more adept at distancing herself from the neighborhood and some of 

its problems during her ninth grade year. Teenage girls are often preyed upon by 

neighborhood men,  and so Catherine and Marie’s walk home after school from the 

elevated train could be uncomfortable—and even risky. Catherine and the other girls 

recounted how men would frequently whistle at them and make sexual overtures. Marie 

characterized the mindset of neighborhood males by the oft-heard local expression:  ”If 

you ain’t easy, you ain’t pretty.”   Catherine’s reaction to such an incident reflected her 

broadening viewpoint and growing confidence in herself.  She explained, ”Like I was 

walking home one day (from Roosevelt) and a guy just all of a sudden started blowing 

kisses.  I was like, okay.  I just turned my head and kept walking.”   

 

 Torn 

 

  When outspoken Marie was asked about her future at the end of ninth grade, she 

sounded determined to surmount the low expectations of those growing up in her 

neighborhood. Yet despite her bravado, there was uncertainty in her answer. 
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 Hopefully, I’ll be somewhere other than Riverfront.  I’ll be damned if I’m fucking 
            sitting in Riverfront on the steps of a rowhouse.  Riverfront is a state of mind.  
 You have to break out of it, ‘cause if you live in Riverfront, you die.  You need to 
 leave while you still have the backbone to do it.  Other people do anything they  
 can to keep you here. I’m not knocking Riverfront for what it is, but they don’t  
            want you to do anything…I don’t know what I want to be, but I know I want to  
 be something.       
        

 

  In contrast to Jessica and Catherine who distanced themselves from their surroundings, 

Marie, Julia and Anna evinced ambivalence about life in the neighborhood—wary of its 

pitfalls, but also appreciative of the support and social network it provided. When asked 

about her experience growing up in Riverfront, Anna responded, “ It’s been good.  It’s 

been bad…like all the deaths around here.  That’s crazy.  Like how many kids are dying 

on drugs and everything, and dropping out of school.  I don’t know how they put 

themselves in that position.”    Yet she also quickly listed what she considered some of 

the positives of living in the area:  “It’s all one race, kinda.  There’s not all that much 

grafitti…The neighbors are close.  If someone’s trying to mess up someone’s house or 

vandalize someone’s car, they’ll come out and yell.”  Julia’s view of the neighborhood as 

being a lot of “fun” when she was a young child has gradually changed: “When I was 

little, I really didn’t notice anything, but now when you grow up, you’re like everyone is 

doing it (drugs).  But they better not be expecting me to jump on the bandwagon, because 

I won’t.”  Julia was also expressed awareness about how being raised in such a close- 

knit community could be potentially limiting.     
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 It’s sheltered. Everyone basically knows each other.  But the downside is that 
 being sheltered when you venture somewhere, you don’t know that many people 
 and you get kinda nervous and scared.  You get nervous when you’re around all 
 these different kind of people.  They have different accents—and you look at 
 them like, ‘Whoa, we’re not going to get along.’  
 
  

 While the torn girls had established contacts outside the neighborhood, they still 

interacted in local social networks that were obviously important to them.    For a young 

woman as socially inclined as Marie, the neighborhood----which her mother likened to 

Peyton Place-- provides an irresistible mix of a scintillating cast of characters and lots of 

drama. As result, her mother is constantly trying to rein in her activities in the 

neighborhood:  “It breaks my heart that my daughter can’t play in a city recreation center 

after the sun goes down.  The younger ones are strong-armed by the older ones to deal 

drugs.  You know, they got turf wars.  All the wanna-be-gansters are in there.  I don’t 

play with that…And even though I live right down the street from the recreation center, I 

don’t condone any congregating on our block.  Nobody hangs on the step. If you get them 

to (age) twenty-four, twenty-five, then you can breathe.  Other than that, you have to hold 

your breath.”  While her mother perceives the local recreation center as a dangerous place 

for her daughter, Marie finds all the action there so fascinating that she shared tales of the 

place with her new classmates at Roosevelt: 

 

 I told them about the playground wars. They think it’s hilarious.  It’s the “Rec” 
 versus A &W.  The older guys at the Rec are just crazy—they will hit 
 somebody in the head with a bat. The younger guys at the Rec are just corney, 
 like “Oh my god.”  I remember when Johnny from outside the neighborhood 
 came around, and they came out like, “What are you doing in my 
 neighborhood?”  I was like, “Oh my God, youse are crazy—this is a playground.  
     But I’m not allowed in there past sundown.  I was in the Rec one time picking up 
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 Friends and I don’t know how my mother saw me, but the minute I stepped in 
 there, my phone went chirp, chirp. It was my mother saying,” Get out of there 
 Before I come over and get you.”  
 
  The torn girls were also equivocal about their relationships with the boys from the 

neighborhood. As Marie remarked, “Sometimes I really like them—or something like 

that—well, I never really like them—but I think they are cool or something. And then 

other times they disgust me.”  For a few of the mothers, one of the biggest threats their 

adolescent daughters faced was the prospect of becoming romantically involved with one 

of the young men from neighborhood. As Catherine’s mother asserted, “I don’t want her 

with anyone from the neighborhood.  ‘Cause I don’t think they are going to make nothing 

of themselves…The parents don’t push them the way they should push them. Some of 

these kids are not going to graduate high school; eighth grade is their last graduation.”   

  Marie’s mother was equally emphatic about her daughter staying away from the 

neighborhood boys, having seen the fate of so many of the friends her son grew up with.  

“A lot of them,” she said, “ are all heroined up—or cleaned up and have babies.  That’s a 

‘product’ of their recovery…You would be surprised by the number of kids.  I’m 

devastated. I’m devastated and disgusted.”   

  Indeed, several of the boys who went to elementary school with the girls in the study 

dropped out—or were truant—shortly after they began ninth grade. While the up and outs 

had severed ties with these boys, Marie, Julia and Anna were torn about their 

relationships with them.  They disapproved of their choices and lifestyles, but still 

seemed to be seeking affirmation and acceptance from them.   The conversation from the 

June focus group revealed the clear pressure the girls felt from the neighborhood boys not 
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to perform at school, as well as the pain and confusion they experienced in their 

continuing relationships with them: 

 

 Has your relationship with the neighborhood changed at all?  Like how do the  
 Guys you went to school with treat you now?g 
  
 Marie: I love how they think that we’re too good for them now.  That really gets  
  me mad.  
 
  Anna:  They are like, ‘You’re a snob.’  You’re a snob ‘cause you don’t talk to me. 
 You’re too good for me.  No, you don’t talk to me. 
 
 Marie:  If you think about it, we used to have those boys protecting our backs.   
  
 
 Julia:  I’ll say what I want.  You’re stuck in the neighborhood, and I won’t be.   
 That’s the way I’m looking it.  I don’t care who I have to leave.  Whatever.  
 
 Marie:  They don’t want to do anything.  And then they get mad at you for doing  
 something.  
 
 Julia:  Are you going to college?  No. Why not?  ‘Cause I don’t want to.  It’s not 
 for me. Allright, it’s not for you but at least take up a trade or something.  They  
 just sit around.   
 
 Marie:  The only boys I am cool with are Colin, Jay, and Anthony. 
 
 Julia:  Anthony will do something with his life, though. 
 
 So anybody who does something with his or her life is looked down upon?  
 
 Julia:  Yea, because I want to go to school—‘cause  I choose school over friends- 
 I’m an asshole now.   
 
 Anna:  I am too good for you.   
 
 Julia: If I think about it, maybe I am. 
 
 Anna:  See, I want her attitude though. 
 
 Marie:  I know.  
 
 Anna:  I want her attitude…like I don’t care if I’m accepted, as long as I’m  
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 successful.   
 

    While the three torn girls were as close as sisters and shared many of the same 

opinions, they held dissimilar views about race and diversity. Their split on this issue 

may reflect the current dichotomy in traditional white working class communities over 

race—one group holding onto the virulent racist views passed down over generations, 

while the other group adopting more open, accepting attitudes.  When Marie, who grew 

up with a mother encouraging an inclusive world view, dared to bring home an African 

American friend from Roosevelt, her best friends resented this intrusion of blacks into a 

white neighborhood, what they perceived as their territory. While exposed at school to 

the unacceptability of racism, Anna and Julia could not let go of the entrenched prejudice 

in which they had been raised. The following conversation between them about the 

incident was recorded during a focus group: 

 
 Marie:  Apparently, Johnny seen me with some black boy that I brought down 
 here.      
  
 Julia:  And he told me. He was like, ‘I saw Marie with a few black kids yesterday. 
 I’m like, what?  I was like, Marie is really trying to get hurt.  What are you  
 doing? 
 
 Marie:  They didn’t say nothing to him though.  Like he’s pretty husky. 
 
 Julia:  I’m not trying to be racist, but I agree with them.  All black neighborhoods-
- -they are a wreck.  
 
 Marie:  So you wouldn’t talk to him if I brought him around?  
 
 Julia:  I would ask you what are you doing?  I wouldn’t be rude, but I would ask, 
 Why are you bringing him into this neighborhood? 
 
 Anna:  That’s like setting them up. 
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 Julia:  No, that’s like giving them an okay to come into the neighborhood.  I’m 
 not being racist or anything like that, but that’s how it is.   
 
 Marie:  I told him like they are really racist.  He’s cool, and he’s understanding.  I 
 was like I don’t really think you should come to Riverfront.  He was like, ‘Why?’   
 I was like, because you are black, and they are really racist where I live.  
 
 Julia:  It’s just how we were brought up, I guess.   
 
 Marie:  I really don’t care what people think of me, but I don’t want them getting 
 jumped or something…Cause if Ronnie had seen me with him, tell me he 
 wouldn’t have pulled over and said something. 
 
 Anna:  He would have called him the N word. 
 
 Marie:  He’d be like, “Get out of here.”  He would be like, ‘What are you doing 
 with him anyway? 
 
 Anna:  And like Robert—he would do something, too. 
 
 Marie:  If I had walked to the Rec with him, it would have been a rap. 
 
 Interviewer:  A what? 
 
 Julia:  A rap.  She said, a rap.  Like it would have been over.  The kid would have 
 been hit—he would have been hurt severely. 
 

 

Embedded 

 

   Peggy and Allison were the two girls in the study whose social connections remained 

most firmly rooted in the neighborhood— and the two who seemed most enmeshed in 

lifestyles and activities that are not supportive of their education. While Allison’s mother 

had consciously decided to move from the area before her daughter “started doing the 

wrong thing,” Allison’s patterns of socialization had already been established. When 

asked if her friendships had changed since the move, her mother acknowledged that when 

Allison was not with her boyfriend, she gravitated to her old friends in Riverfront—two 
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girls who were part of the crowd involved in risky behavior.  Although both Allison’s 

mother and Peggy’s mother had moved to nearby, quieter Port Henry, they still could not 

extricate their daughters from their friends or the temptations in Riverfront—a pattern 

similar to studies that found the influences of their former neighborhoods followed 

families. Peggy’s mother attributes many of the problems she has encountered raising her 

daughters to the neighborhood: 

 

 What has been your experience raising Peggy here?  

 Peggy’s mother: Bad influences. They were good kids before I moved to 
 Riverfront—both of them, yea. 
 
 What are the bad influences? 
 
 Peggy’s mother:  The people they hang with.  It happened within two or three 
 years after they were here.   
 
 What happened? 
 
 Peggy’s mother:  Them being defiant—doing what they think they want to do---
 without permission—stuff like that—late for curfew all the time.  Her sister 
 not wanting to go to school.  And Peggy, too.  Peggy today was sick.  ‘I don’t 
 want to go to school.  I’m sick.’ The truant officer already contacted me, because 
 she was absent seven times this year.  
 
 

   Girls who were embedded were also more likely to adopt negative means of coping 

with their adverse circumstances, including aggression, truancy, breaking curfew, and 

experimenting with drugs and alcohol. Though Allison didn’t admit to succumbing to 

peer pressure in any of the interviews, according to the principal at Pierce, she was 

“hanging with some tough kids,” and her closest friend had been sent to a disciplinary 

school after punching another student who accused her of  “standing out on the corner 
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drinking and smoking pot.”   Peggy’s mother acknowledged that Peggy had gotten 

involved in risk taking behaviors:   

 She’s kind of a follower, but she’s kinda on her own too.  Like you can’t make 
 her do anything she doesn’t want to do.  But I’m not saying she won’t try it.  I 
 know she’s drank before. Drugs, as far as I know, no.  She actually stayed out 
 until two in the morning one weekend. I went up to her and she seen me and ran.  
 So I went home and called the police.  And I said my 16-year-old daughter just 
 broke curfew and told them where to find her…    
  

 Girls who were embedded were more likely to use aggression or the threat of aggression  

in their interactions.  Peggy’s interviews revealed that she had experienced the rougher 

side of Riverfront, a place that she described as having “a lot of drama, but where there 

ain’t any shootings or anything—like where I used to live.”  By “drama,” she was 

referring to all of the conflicts that turn physical—for both young men and women.  Like 

many other girls in the neighborhood, Peggy had chosen to toughen up rather than be 

perceived as weak. “If someone gets in my face, I just swing at ‘em, ‘cause I don’t let no 

one get in my face.  Like I don’t like fighting, but if it comes to it, and they tick me off, 

I’m not going to take it.  Then I just fight them.” She found comfort in having a lot of 

friends in the area who offered protection: ”If  I’m in trouble or whatever, they got my 

back.  Like I ain’t got nothing to worry about.” Though quiet and diminutive, Allison also 

had a reputation to be combative.  During one meeting, a former vice principal of Lenape 

saw Allsion and inquired if she was “still duking it out” with another Lenape girl.  

Allsion called the girl a “whore,” and said she had recently gotten Allison in trouble at 

Pierce when she accused her of taking the teacher’s I-Pod.  

  By the third semester of ninth grade, Peggy had twenty-five absences from school, and 

was failing three out of four major subjects. Her mother expressed deep concern that 



 120 

Peggy had stopped hanging out with her old friends from Lenape, and had befriended an 

18- year- old woman from the neighborhood who had dropped out of school.  Peggy’s 

friendship with this girl illustrates how the sort of social capital often available in a 

neighborhood like Riverfront, while offering a sense of closeness and inclusion, may 

ultimately serve to close down opportunities and to limit possibilities.  As her mother 

said,       

 She hangs out with this one girl and I don’t like the girl.  She’s 18.  And I don’t  
 like her at all.  Peggy never cut school in her life.  And one day she cut school 
 and I would have never known it but somebody else told me.  And that’s who she 
 was with. After she got caught cutting with the girl, I said Peggy, you’re not 
 allowed to hang with the girl.  She keeps hanging with her anyway.  When I call, 
 I’ll say, ‘Where are you?’ She’ll say, ’I’m at Mary’s’—this other little girl who 
 goes to private school.  ‘You’re at Mary’s, well, let me talk to Mary.’ But she 
 won’t put her on the phone. That’s how I know she’s lying to me…  
 
 
    

 

During their ninth grade year, the girls in the study clearly staked out different paths in 

response to living in a poorer, deindustrialized neighborhood where substance abuse and 

apathy have taken root.   As a result, friendships that they thought would last forever 

began to unravel.  Anna recalled how the girls at Lenape had made a pact to stay close, 

“Like a month before we graduated, Marie was like, ‘Don’t think that just because we’re 

graduating, we’re not going to know each other, because we’re still going to be good 

friends.’  We said that we’re never going to stop talking to each other.”   As close- knit as 

the girls were at the beginning of the study, a process of sorting began to take place 

whereby the up and outs  and the torn girls distanced themselves from  the embedded — 

the girls drinking a keg and consorting with the guys at the Rec.  Midway through the 
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school year, the up and out and the torn girls still spoke with affection and understanding 

about former classmates like Mary, who had been forced transferred out of Pierce, sent to 

a discipline school, and had gained a reputation for partying. Julia spoke for the group 

when she said, “ Mary is smart. But she’s kinda dense; she’s gonna learn the hard way.  I 

know she will.  She’s hardheaded, Mary—stubborn.  But I love her.  She’s gonna learn 

everything the hard way.”   But by the end of the school year, Julia, Marie, Anna and 

Jessica had all stopped interacting with Mary and many of the girls they had known since 

grade school.  As Julia commented,” I don’t even associate with any of them. It’s not that 

I act like I am better. They’re going nowhere in life.  If you look at them sometimes, you 

know they are not going to do anything.”  Her sister Anna echoed these sentiments, 

“People from Lenape—I see them falling down, but there’s nothing I can do about it.  

They won’t listen to me.  So I tried to warn you.  When you’re on the street asking for 

money, it’s not going to be me; it’s going to be you.”     

   In summary, the lives of the seven girls in the study was greatly impacted and shaped 

by virtue of being raised in an urban white working class neighborhood struggling with 

poverty, the loss of jobs, and family disintegration. So in trying to understand the lived 

experience of these white working class girls, it is crucial to emphasize the relevance of 

place and class.  The participants in the study had three distinct responses to their 

environment and the social capital that existed there.   As other researchers of similar 

neighborhoods have noted, the social capital available in the neighborhood—instead of 

serving to advantage residents---often acted to disadvantage them further. The up and 

outs had psychologically isolated themselves from the neighborhood in order to shield 

themselves from the people and influences that they deemed harmful. The torn girls were 
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conflicted about neighborhood—relishing the sense of closeness and human interaction 

while fully aware that certain influences could suffocate their ambitions.  The divergent 

attitudes of the torn girls on race exemplifies the growing chasm in many white working- 

class communities between those who still harbor racist beliefs and those who embrace 

diversity. The embedded girls had the strongest social network in the neighborhood, and 

had adopted some of the maladaptive ways that teens use to cope in economically 

disadvantaged communities, such as fighting, being truant from school, breaking curfew 

and using substances.   As a result, the girls with networks most firmly rooted in the 

neighborhood were the ones whose future opportunities appeared most limited.       

 

 
 
 

Influence of the Family 
 
 
 

  Parents, particularly mothers, played a central role in the lives of the Riverfront girls.  

The girls, most of whom were being raised by single mothers, talked about their mothers 

when they were asked directly about their relationships with them, but also brought them 

up on their own in discussions about school, boyfriends, life philosophies, the 

neighborhood and their futures.  The three girls in the study who were living in two-

parent households—the twins, Julia and Anna, and Jessica—also expressed deep 

connectedness to their fathers, but still tended to speak more often of their mothers.  

 Although the girls shared much in common, including being raised in the same 

disadvantaged neighborhood and attending the same elementary school, their family lives 



 123 

were quite different in terms of economic security, attitudes, structure, expectations, and 

parenting styles. Within the scope of the study, four factors emerged as most salient in 

identifying the differences between the influence of the family on each of the three 

groups of girls:  socio-economic group; bestowing the belief that they wanted their 

children to surpass them; being “pushy” in relation to school issues; parenting style; and 

openness to diversity.    While all of the girls were living economically disadvantaged 

lives compared to middle class children, there were significant disparities among them.  

Parents of the up and outs and the torn girls were in a more solid socio-economic group 

compared to the parents of the embedded whose financial situation was much more 

precarious. Families also varied in their ability to instill in their daughters the belief that 

they wanted them to succeed, and do better than they have done, even if it meant 

ultimately leaving them. Parents of participants differed to the degree to which they were 

“pushy”-- with their child, enforcing the practices necessary to be successful at school, 

and with the school system, ensuring opportunities kept opening for their children.  In 

terms of regulating other areas of their teens’ lives, there was a broad spectrum of 

parenting styles represented, ranging from strict to permissive. Finally, while some of the 

parents of the girls embraced a worldview of inclusiveness, others exhibited negative 

attitudes about race and ethnicity and distrust of difference.       

    

 

 

 

 



 124 

 

Up and Outs 

  

  The up and out girls all came from families that researcher Julie Bettie would classify as 

“settled living,” or families that were struggling, but economically secure. According to 

this definition, “‘settled living’ families are supported by jobs that have relative security, 

higher pay, and at times, health benefits.  Settled living families are orderly and 

predictable and sometimes include the ownership of a modest home.”  Jessica’s family 

was the most traditional.  With her mother working as a secretary and her father working 

two jobs --as a housekeeper at a university and electrician on the weekend-- the family 

owned their own house, and had benefits for their four children—including partial tuition 

reimbursement.  Though Marie’s mother was a single mother, she had inherited the 

family home, ran her own business, and always provided for her children.  Catherine also 

came from a stable -–though non-traditional--family. After divorcing her husband, 

Catherine’s mother blended households with her sister.  With both sisters working at 

modest hourly wage jobs, and their income supplemented by selling Avon products, the 

family had rented a home and supported Catherine and her two younger sisters, and 

Catherine’s two cousins—a younger boy and a girl.  Despite the relative stability of these 

families, their daily struggles should not be minimized.  As Jessica’s mother described 

their situation, “We’re always broke.  We have struggled to give (the children) the nicer 

things in life and we don’t get nothing for free. We don’t get free tokens because we 

make a lot of money.  But when you spread it out over bills, the clothes, the cell phones, 

and this and that—it’s not a lot of money.”   For Catherine’s mother it was a matter of 
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priorities:  “Once you have children, your life is done.  Your children come before you.  

That’s how I feel.  I buy them clothes. I don’t buy me clothes. I buy them shoes.  I don’t 

buy me shoes. They come first.” 

  In addition to being more secure economically than some of the other families, the up 

and outs benefited from a psychological advantage that other studies have found to be 

one of the central reasons for the success of working-class children—the conviction that 

their parents want them to do well and surpass their position.  Catherine’s mother set the 

bar high for her daughter from early elementary school on:  “I want her to do really good 

in high school and graduate.  We’re graduating no matter what happens.  I’m hoping that 

she’s going to go to a good college. She’s looking at those already.” Marie’s mother—

resentful that she never had the education she would have liked for herself-- has also 

drilled the importance of a college education into her children: “No matter what—

throughout their life—I’ve always instilled education as the most important gift that I can 

give you. Once you have an education, the world is yours.” She added,  “I was always 

preparing her for college…I have gotten her things on the outside from Scholastic and 

Wordsmart, which is all college prep.  We used to do Sunday morning reading.  No TV.  

Everybody grab a hunk of paper. Get your coffee, your hot chocolate, your juice.  I don’t 

want to hear from you for two hours.”  According to Jessica, her father is the one who has 

all the high expectations for her.  Being forced to juggle two jobs, he felt he had a paid a 

price for not having completed high school.  As she said, 

 It’s not really my Mom…My Dad—he’s expecting so much from me.  My history 
 grade went down because of my attitude or something—and my Dad got really 
 like—he’s the only one who’s really hard on me.  He’s talking to me about 
 scholarships already, because I’m the only one that knows I want a four-year 
 college.  It’s not really my Mom either.  She’s like, ‘If you want to change your 
 mind you can.’ My Dad is like, ‘If you’re going to do it, you’re going to have to 
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 keep at it.  You can’t just change your mind like everyone else can.’  He talked 
 about how—if I do bad on a test—like if I get a B on a test—he’s like, ‘That’s not 
 going to get you the grades that you need.  He’s really hard on me.  
   
 

 The up and out girls, who had fared well academically and socially in elementary school, 

also felt pushed by their parents, especially their mothers.  These girls’ parents 

considered it their job—if not their raison d’etre-- to push their daughters.  Though Marie 

was the typical teenager who often made impulsive decisions, her mother consistently set 

standards and enforced consequences.  Marie’s mother had insisted she go to Roosevelt, 

one of the most demanding high schools.  A few months after she started, Marie begged 

her mother to allow her to “drop out” of Roosevelt and transfer to Pierce, so she could be 

back in the neighborhood with her friends. As her mother reported in the fall interview,  

“She hates Roosevelt.  She hates this about Roosevelt and that about Roosevelt, but 

Pierce is all wonderful.  I said, ‘While that may be true for somebody who doesn’t have 

your intellectual level, but—you know what—I’m not going to put you into a school 

where you’re going to coast. I said, you’re not going to be a shiny penny in a sea of 

turds.’”   Marie remembered her mother putting it even more bluntly: “I was so fed up.  I 

wanted to leave.  But my mother told me, I’m not leaving that school. She said something 

about ‘If you leave, I’ll break your legs and you’ll be going around in a wheelchair.’” By 

the end of the year, Marie appreciated that her mother had insisted she stay:  “Now that I 

think about it, a lot of different doors are going to open ‘cause I go there.  Everyone said 

it was hard, but it’s not all like that.  It’s not that bad.”   

 Being a pushy parent, Marie’s mother supported her daughter-- not by acquiescing to her 

wishes-- but by offering practical advice about how to cope in a new and challenging 
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environment.  When Marie got her first D ever on her first report card in high school, her 

mother took it in stride: “ Let me tell you, I was making cartwheels up the street I was so 

happy with her first report period, ‘cause my son had a lot of D’s and F’s.”  But she also 

coached her about how she thought she could improve:  “I told her one of the best things 

you can learn is time management.  And listen.  If a teacher tells you to do something, 

they ain’t just blowing air out of their mouth ‘cause they want their lungs to expand.  

They’re telling you for a reason…” Marie’s mother, who drove Marie and Catherine to 

school every day, used their time in the car together to counsel the girls on social matters 

as well: 

 When they first started school at Roosevelt, one of the big running jokes was, 
 ‘Did you make a friend today?  I’ll give you a quarter.  You gotta make a friend.’  
 That was the thing.  Make a friend today, even if you just say hi.  I was especially 
 worried about Catherine ‘cause sometimes she won’t talk.  Some days she was 
 kinda extra mopey. But Marie said by the end of the day she’s fine; she’s back to 
 herself.  You know, she talks to people.  
 
        Parents of the up and outs were also pushy in terms of making academics the 

priority in their teenager’s life and carving out the space necessary for them to do school 

work. Not only did they set limits on their teens’ socializing, but they discouraged 

employment-- even when an outside job might have helped the family’s finances.  

Marie’s mother understood the kind of social and cultural capital her daughter would 

need to get ahead, and based decisions about raising her accordingly.   As she said, “ The 

whole time they are in high school—I know some kids got to get jobs and stuff like 

that—I don’t want mine to work.  School is their job.  Okay, because what they do in 

these next four years is crucial—it’s going to determine whether she is going to college 

and to help her make college contacts, improve her interpersonal communication.”    
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  When asked what keeps her focused on her school work, Catherine also readily 

admitted, “My mom is always trying to push me to do everything.”  Catherine’s mother 

was unrelenting whether it came to her choice of school, involvement in extracurricular 

activities, or supervising homework and evenings. At the end of her ninth grade year at 

Roosevelt, Catherine’s mother felt pleased with the school, because “I need somewhere 

that’s going to push her.“  While some parents might have complained about the grueling 

workload, Catherine’s mother viewed it as an opportunity for Catherine to grow.   

 You got to get through four hours—eight hours—of homework a night.  Some 
 days she had a lot of homework—and she would be up the next morning still  
 working on homework.  Like went from like nothing to eight hours of 
 homework.  It was a little rough an adjustment.  And trying to remember every 
 subject she had homework in.  She was writing it down for a while, but toward the 
 end of the year, she started slacking off.  ‘What do you mean you don’t 
 remember?’  
  

  According to a counselor at Roosevelt, it’s typical for freshmen to work harder than 

ever before in school, yet fare worse on their report cards.  “Many parents, he said, “make 

the mistake of getting angry at their child instead of supporting them. It’s a delicate 

balance between allowing the child room for growth, but not backing off too much.”.   

Catherine’s family faced the dilemma of how to react after Catherine received a notice 

that she was failing three subjects at the beginning of the fourth quarter. Catherine’s 

mother, who intuitively seemed to know how to get Catherine back on track, recalled 

how she handled the incident:    

 She got one interim report.  And I’m like, ‘Catherine…’ 
 ‘All right, Mom.’ I usually don’t have to be on her tail.  I’m like, off the 
 computer.  No computer until the homework is done. ‘Cause she was doing the 
 homework  and be on the computer at the same time—you know chatting and 
 homework. No, no, no, no, that’s done.  You get your homework done, and then 
 you can chit-chat all you want.   
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 Catherine’s father, however, responded by going “ballistic”, and her mother had to act as 

a buffer between Catherine and her father: 

 
 Her dad starts flipping out.  And he said to me, ‘Is she drinking?’  He said, ‘She  
 can drink at school.  Is she doing drugs?’  I’m like, ‘Do you even know 
 Catherine?  Seriously, do you know her?  The child don’t go out the front door.  
 He says, ‘But she can get all that stuff in school.’  ‘But she’s not you.’ I said. ‘I 
 raised her.  I taught her a lot better than that. She doesn’t go out the front door 
 and she doesn’t hang with her friends, because they are smoking or they are 
 drinking.  She doesn’t want to be bothered.’ And Catherine was so upset when she 
 found out that he said  that. She’s like, ‘Are you serious Mom?  She said, ‘He 
 don’t know me at all.’   
 

  Since Catherine lives with her mother and has a much closer relationship with her, her 

mother’s reaction weighed more heavily of the two.  With her mother’s confidence in her 

and tutoring from a close friend who shared many of her classes, she was able to raise all 

her failing grades, and ended the year with mostly A’s and B’s.  When asked what got her 

through the hard times, Catherine sounded much like her mother when she said, “Deal 

with whatever comes at you.  Just do it.” 

  Unlike some working-class parents who studies have shown to be intimidated in a 

school environment where they may have experienced failure, parents of the up and out 

girls were also pushy with teachers and administrators about getting their children’s 

needs met. Somehow these parents were able to overcome their own feelings of 

inadequacy about their educations and effectively advocate for their daughters. As 

illustrated by the following story told by Marie’s mother, parents of the up and outs  

might have expressed themselves louder and in a different style than  middle class 

parents, but they managed to get their message heard and acted upon.  
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 That’s one thing I had to stress with Marie is that I am the only one she has to 
 answer to.  I don’t care if a teacher is trying to tell you that the sky is striped.  If  
 You believe it to be blue, and he’s trying to tell you otherwise, tell me because I 
 will straighten it out.  Cause some of them—unfortunately—have God complexes.  
 My older son’s English teacher failed him in 12th grade.  She gave him the same 
 grade as a student who never came to class.  He did all his homework.  He did all 
 his assignments.  He was failing because he couldn’t grasp the work.  But she 
 seen fit to give him an F.  So I wasn’t having it…I got it reversed but it took a lot 
 of arguing.  One of the things I said to the president, ‘Let me tell you something—
 you know what I have that you don’t?’ And he said, ‘What’s that?’  I said, ‘Time 
 and a fat ass. And I said,’ guess what?  I’m going to take the time and apply my 
 fat ass right onto your countertop until you do something. My kid graduated, and 
 he graduated with a C.         
 
   Jessica’s parents changed into pushy parents after Jessica’s older siblings barely passed 

their freshman year. Her mother said, “Jessica’s older sister would say, ‘I’m fine; I did 

my homework at school. Then first report card came, and I was like, ‘You’re kidding 

me!’” Not wanting to repeat that experience, Jessica’s parents established new rules for 

the younger twins, including imposing expectations for grades and rarely allowing them 

out until they proved themselves on the first report card.  As her mother recalled, “With 

Jessica and Joe, I was like you need to get A’s and B’s. I’ll accept a C if there’s a 

problem.  And they said, ‘No, that’s not fair.  They failed last year!  And I was like, oh 

well… having siblings that close in age, whatever they do wrong, you can’t do wrong.”  

  Along with being pushy about school issues, parents of the up and out girls tended to be 

strict—if not “old fashioned”-- setting limits on boyfriends, social activities, computer 

use, clothes, and appearance.  Unconcerned about how others raised their children or 

making decisions that would be popular, the parents of the up and out girls went to great 

lengths to shield their daughters from influences they felt could be detrimental to their 

education. As a single mother who had assumed most of the parenting duties, Catherine’s 

mother describes herself as a firm disciplinarian; she “doesn’t play,” as she put it.   “I’m 
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strict with them. I want to know where, when, why and how.  Where you’re at—I want a 

number. I want to know where I can get you.  I want to be able to reach you at all times 

whenever I feel like it.  And I have to know who you are with.”  

  With a niece the same age as Catherine who had just become pregnant, Catherine’s 

mother has also forbidden Catherine to have a boyfriend.  “Like her friends all do the 

boyfriend thing—and she’s just not allowed.  Sorry.  You’re fourteen.  You got plenty of 

time in life for that.  I said, so there is no boyfriend right now.”   Whether it comes to 

boyfriends or other temptations, Catherine’s mother has confidence her daughter will 

make good decisions.    “She does what she wants to do and don’t care what anybody 

thinks or says.  She knows better.  She knows that she’s got to deal with Mom.”    

  Jessica’s parents would also be described as strict disciplinarians.  Though her parents 

were apt to tightly regulate their children’s lives, they showed flexibility in their decision 

making and compassion and understanding of the changes their teens were going 

through.  As Jessica’ mother said: 

 

 Her Dad stresses about her and her sister dating—even my sons—we’re strict 
 about their dating.  We said they couldn’t date until they were sixteen.  But at the 
 end of the summer, we decided we would let it lax as long as it wasn’t a serious  
 relationship. This was more so for the older two because they will be sixteen in 
 February.  So Jessica was like, ‘Oh so I can have a boyfriend five months before I 
 turn sixteen?”  Well, five months makes it the beginning of the summer, which 
 means that you don’t have to spend the whole summer telling people ‘No, I’m not 
 allowed to date.’  Or going behind our back, which would be  an obvious thing a 
 kid would do.  Jessica was like, ‘Okay.’ Makeup was another issue.  I fought with 
 my husband to let her older sister wear lip gloss. She wore it the first two weeks, 
 And then stopped—the novelty wore off.  Jessica is just the opposite.  She is like,  
 ‘No, I don’t want to wear it.’  And I am like, ‘Well, that is going to change.’  
 
   Since Marie was the most gregarious of the three up and out girls and “tries to be the 

typical girl” as her mother put it, her mother faced the greatest challenge in setting limits 
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on her social life. Although her mother said, “I keep her away from boys,” her efforts 

were futile because Marie had several flirtations—and some relationships-- with boys in 

the neighborhood and at school during her ninth grade year.  While Marie claimed boys 

were “ a big waste of time and a big distraction,” she was more intrigued by boy-girl 

relationships than the other up and out girls, as the following conversation at a focus 

group revealed:  

 

 Marie:  I am so dumb when it comes to them.  I am so fed up with all the little 
 boys.  Like last month, I was like, okay I want a boyfriend.  And you know how I 
 am.  
 Julia:  This happens every other month with Marie though.  ‘Oh, I like him so 
 much,’ and then she starts to get to know them and they are really jerks. You 
 should  listen to me.  I hate to say it, but I told you so.  
 Marie: You know I learn the hard way. 
 Anna:  And then I want to murder them—hurt them real bad ‘cause they hurt my 
 sister. 
 Marie:  Sometimes like—I’m so weird when it comes to that.  Sometimes I really 
 like them—or something like that. Well, I never really like them—but I think 
 they are cool or something..  And then other times, they disgust me, and I just 
 want them to get out of my face, like when they are too clingy.  
 Julia:  You love that you hate boys.  So do I.  
 
      While boys may become even more of an issue as Marie goes through high school, 

her mother was struggling mightily during her ninth grade year just to set sensible 

boundaries for Marie between school and her social life. Marie’s use of the phone and the 

computer were the sources of the major conflicts between them, according to her mother.  

Even for up and out parents like Marie’s mother, who has the best intentions of being a 

firm and fair parent, the teenage years can be an uphill battle.  As Marie’s mother 

recounted: 

 Ten o’clock her phone comes downstairs.  See, she was given that privilege.  She 
 abused that privilege, not once but twice.  Third time, no, you’re not spitting in 
 my face. Unless you’re a pervert, you don’t need to be on the computer after ten 
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 o’clock.  Or an adult doing stuff, but at her age, why is she on the computer?  
 Fourteen years old,  If you ain’t accomplished your conversation and finished by 
 ten o’clock, oh well e-mail the (recreation center).  So the week I had the flu, my 
 daughter knew I was a little out of my head, so she figured she could stretch the 
 rope a little.  Little does she know, I’m on invisible AOL—I can see everybody 
 on my buddy list…Well, she’s a stupid kid, so she has lips for an icon.  All I have 
 to do is glance over and I see the lips up there.  So here it is 11:38 p.m. and my 
 daughter is still on the computer.  So I just come upstairs, walk down the hallway, 
 booted her door open—which I got a shocked response—asked her to open her 
 bedroom window and the screen and told her to unplug your laptop and toss it the 
 hell out because I ain’t having it in my house.  So Marie didn’t have the computer 
 for two weeks.     
 
 
 
  Aside from similar, though not identical parenting styles, the last factor that the parents 

of the up and out girls shared was an openness to diversity and desire for their daughters 

to be educated in an inclusive environment to prepare them to navigate a multicultural 

world.  Despite having grown up in a predominantly white neighborhood—where racism 

still exists—the parents of the up and outs did not exhibit any of the bias and prejudice 

stereotypically associated with the white working class. Catherine’s family is an example 

of how the racial makeup and attitudes in the community are gradually changing. Her two 

biracial cousins with whom she lives are among a growing number of mixed race 

children in Riverfront. And her mother had no qualms about sending her to Roosevelt 

where she would be with students from every neighborhood and ethnic group represented 

in the city. As Catherine’s mother said, ”I think it’s good for her.  It’s not just her part of 

the city.  Now she’s getting experience with people from other parts of the city and see 

how they react and how they live and what they do.  I think it is better for her.  So now 

she’s experienced more things than just what her friends are doing—and what people in 

her area do.”   Marie’s mother who attempted to “steer her away from the neighborhood 

friends and gear her more toward her Roosevelt friends,” was adamant that her children 
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be instilled with open and accepting attitudes.  She was even willing to confront her 

“Archie Bunker-head husband” on this issue.   

 That’s what I call him, Archie Bunker-head.  Even when (my oldest son) went (to 
 Roosevelt), one of his best friends was Robert.  That boy is like my second son.   
 My husband would make him sit on the step; he wouldn’t let him in our house 
 when we were married.  Did I bash his father with the end of a lamp? Absolutely.  
 I wouldn’t see to it.  Hey, if that’s your narrow-mindedness, then you should keep 
 it in your head—you are not polluting his head like that.   
 
As a result, her son developed friendships with a wide variety of students at Roosevelt, 

and that’s that she hoped would occur to Marie.  As she said, ”When my son went to 

Roosevelt-- since Rivertown is a predominantly white neighborhood-- not too many 

different kinds of families lived around here. Well, my son has three white friends.  He 

has Asian friends, he has Chinese friends, Japanese friends. He has friends from Ghana.  

He has friends from Thailand.” 

  Jessica’s parents were similar to the parents of the other up and out girls in their firm 

belief that it was advantageous for her to go to a school with students from all over the 

city. Jessica’s mother said,” I think it’s a benefit.  She’s going to a school where kids 

come from all different parts of the city. One girl she goes to school with has to take the 

regional rail line. I think being diversified helps you to get along. She goes to school with 

a deaf girl, and she’s learning sign language so she can talk to the girl.” Her parents’ 

commitment to those values was tested when Jessica was offered the opportunity at 

school to interview an African American woman associated with a militant Afrocentric 

group.  Her mother admitted that she and her husband were “ afraid.”  As she said, 

“When Jessica came home and said,’ I might be able to interview her,’ my husband was 

like, ‘’She don’t like white people.’ And I work (downtown), and I see that woman down 

there at least once a month protesting something, and she can be nasty to people.  I didn’t 
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want that reality to smack my child in the face.”  As a federal employee, her mother 

works  in a diverse environment herself, and when an African American lawyer in her 

office heard the story, she offered to accompany Jessica to the interview.  Jessica’s 

mother said,  “I actually had a black co-worker who said, ‘I’ll go with her.  I’ll take care 

of it.”   

   
Torn 

  The parents of the torn girls were in a similar socio-economic group as parents of the up 

and outs, though their home life may have been more tumultuous.  Julia and Anna’s 

mother worked for a furniture manufacturer and her father, a former roofer, collected 

disability, so the family could count on two reliable sources of income.  However, their 

household was not as “orderly and predictable” as the parents of  the up and outs.  Their 

mother confessed that the household was often in turmoil because of the “horrible 

relationship” she had with her husband.   

 We’re more on than off than on, yea.  And it’s better that way. He never wanted 
 to grow up.  You know, he got hurt.  It was very unfortunate, very unfortunate.  
 But I didn’t do that to you.  He was a roofer.  He made great money.  I didn’t have 
 to work. But I didn’t push you off that roof.  You know you’re getting older, you 
 think (the children) don’t see this.  You think they don’t know you haven’t been 
 here for two days.  You know you have been out drinking with your friends.  Am 
 I supposed to be impressed? I’m not one of those who believes we’ll do it for the 
 kids.  We’re hurting them by doing this…but they’ve come to terms with this.  
 They’re okay with it. 
 
  

  The twins’ parents also differed with each other about how they expressed their hopes 

and expectations for their children.  While their father gave a strong message that a good 

education and a better life was what he wanted for his children, their mother wavered at 

times.  Anguished about his own decision to drop out of high school, their father was 
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adamant that his children do well in school and surpass his economic level. As Anna 

commented, “He’s always telling us not to mess up in school because we could wind up 

in a job like his.”  On a visit to their home, their father spoke openly about his 

disappointment in their oldest daughter who had just dropped out of her freshman year in 

college and given up a full scholarship to return to her boyfriend in Riverfront.   Insisting 

that Pierce “hadn’t challenged” Julia in ninth grade, he discussed the possibility of 

transferring her to a better high school that would prepare her for college.  Her mother 

shrugged her shoulders in a gesture of surrender, saying, “Whatever makes her happy.”  

Her ambivalence about both her daughters’ futures was also apparent in an early 

interview: 

 

 Interviewer:  Where so you see Anna in a few years?  She mentioned that she 
 might like to become a paralegal.     
 
 Julia and Anna’s mother:  Really?  That would be great if she could do that. She 
 really hasn’t expressed anything to me.  I see her with me for a while.  I don’t see 
 her willing to say, ‘Oh, I don’t want to be here.’  Julia, I can see her saying,” I’m 
 18; I’m moving out.’  I don’t know.  I don’t know.  As long as Anna is happy, I’ll 
 be ecstatic.  If she goes to college, that’s great.  If she doesn’t, that’s fine, too.       
 
 
 The parents of the torn girls were also not consistently assertive or pushy in respect to 

their children’s education, and they were more apt to capitulate to the wishes of their 

children as school demands toughened. Still, Julia and Anna’s parents closely monitored 

their children’s school progress, and attempted to set limits and enforce consequences 

that would ensure achievement at school.  As Julia’s grades declined during the first two 

semesters of her freshman year, she acknowledged that there was pressure from home to 

raise them.  “My Mom and Dad are much harder on me about things.  At Lenape my 
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grades were up, and now I have C’s and all they don’t like that.  I wanted to get my 

tongue done, and my Dad was like, ‘You’re not getting it done.’  I was like, ‘Why?  If 

I’m doing good in school and all, then why can’t I just get it done?’”  And both girls were 

clear about how their parents would respond if they crossed certain lines at school, like 

cutting class.  

 

 Julia:  If they  (teachers)look up and you’re not there, they know that you’re not 
 there.  That’s how little Pierce is.  They don’t even have to take roll…I cut a few 
 times and went into the bathroom. 
 
 Anna:  It’s easy to cut, but I never did it. 
 
 Interviewer:  What would your Mom do if she found out you cut? 
 
 Anna: Julia, tell her what Mom would do. Tell the audience what Mommy would 
 do.  
 
 Julia: All right, my Mom drag me from wherever I’m at, beat me from one end of 
 the school to another, make me apologize to whoever I cut class for, get my work, 
 and do extra work, and stay in.    
 

   While able to hold firm to school rules on these issues, the twins’ mother took positions 

that were sometimes harmful to her children’s education on others.   When her older 

daughter felt “overwhelmed” by a high school math project, she came home crying 

saying “I can’t do this anymore.” With her daughter’s happiness of paramount 

importance, their mother-- who feels she has a “fairly strong math aptitude”-- proceeded 

to do the report for her. And then she was incensed that her daughter received a failing 

grade. “So I did the report for her, and they failed me!”   (Parents of the up and outs 

would have supported their daughters through the project, but not coddle them by doing 

the work intended for their children.) But the incident also revealed how difficult it is for 
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working-class parents to help their children navigate school issues when they themselves 

may have a sense of inferiority from their own lack of success at school.  Moreover, 

unlike middle class parents, they lack social access to teachers and other professional 

educators to offer guidance in such a situation. When Julia and several other students in 

her English class were accused of plagerism after all handing in the exact same paper, 

Julia’s mother again adopted the defensive position many working class parents have 

with school administrators. As a coping mechanism this position may be useful, but in the 

long term, it could erode Julia’s ability to succeed.  As her mother described the incident, 

 

 There was an issue with plagiarism.  I said, ‘Look I understand that it is a serious 
 offense, but my daughter is quite literate, so I don’t think so.’  They said all the 
 parents have to be there.  I said, ‘Well, you’re going to be minus one.’  They were 
 bringing everybody in. I said, ‘I can’t do it.  Look, I work. I’m in at 7:45 on the 
 clock…If I even thought my kid  (plagiarized), I would hit her with it.  You 
 know, what are you insane?        
 
 
  Though the parenting style of the torn girls, resembled that of the up and outs, it was 

more permissive, with the rules particularly more relaxed about dating and boyfriends.  

The twins’ mother had gotten pregnant her senior year in high school and had to turn 

down a full scholarship to a local university to raise the baby.  Unlike mothers of the up 

and outs who discouraged or forbid their daughters to date, Julia and Anna’ s mother 

seemed to believe that it was inevitable that her teen daughters would pursue 

relationships with boys. As Julia said, “They are fine with us dating. They just have a sit-

down talk.”  When asked if she has a policy about boyfriends, she instead described her 

daughters’ recent relationships: 
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 Anna’s boyfriends just broke her heart.  Yea, he broke her heart.  But she had a  
 few choice words for  him, and I was very proud of her.  She always seemed to 
 think he put her last.  He really didn’t.  That was just her take on it.  So anyway, 
 he said to her that’s just the way it’s gotta be.  And when he ended it, he called 
 her a bitch.  So she in turn called him a pansy-assed daddy’s boy.  And I said, 
 ‘You said what?’ And she said, Mom he just made me so mad. Okay, do what you 
 gotta do then.  
 
  Julia is a loser magnet… She definitely got that from me.  So she had a few 
 boyfriends, and they all turned out to be idiots.  She luckily sees that.  And she’s 
 told a few of them, ‘See ya!’       
 
 

  It may be that parents of the torn girls have not so much conceded on issues of sexuality 

as it is part of a cultural expectation in Riverfront.  After all, for generations many 

Riverfront families have had sexual relationships and children in their teenage years.    

On the afternoon of the twins’ fifteen birthday, Anna never emerged from the second 

floor bedroom where she was ensconced with her boyfriend, while her parents, 

grandmother and aunts and uncles celebrated below, seemingly oblivious.  It was 

apparent that Anna’s relatives considered such teen activities the norm.   Anna’s sister, 

just recently graduated from high school, was living with her 17-year-old boyfriend.  As 

Anna recounted: 

 
 The other day, my Mom says, ‘You’re always up (stairs) with Peter.  I’m like, 
 ‘I’m not outside doing drugs though.  I don’t know.  She worries too much.  
 She’s always on my back—You got homework this weekend?  
 

 While voicing their concern about their daughters’ intimacy with boyfriends, the parents 

of the torn girls, like Anna’s mother, seemed to have made an “uneasy peace” with their 

daughters’ sexual activity.  
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 Finally, the parents of the torn girls were less able to accept diversity and the demands of 

living in a multicultural society.  They seemed to be tenaciously hanging on to the old 

ways and attitudes that had prevailed in white working class neighborhoods when they 

were in their heyday.    Julia and Anna’s fifteenth birthday party was held at home in 

their two-story row house across from a large abandoned factory in Riverfront.  Julia and 

Anna’s aunts and uncles as well as many of their friends were crammed into a postage 

stamp-sized yard eating hot dogs and hamburgers, and drinking Light Budweiser beer 

and sodas.   It was a sweltering hot day, and both her aunts and uncles were dressed in 

shorts and tank tops, exposing tattoos on every part of their bodies from their chests and 

arms down to their ankles.  When someone asked the youngest uncle--whose most 

prominent tattoo was a playboy bunny on his right arm-- what he did for a living, he 

responded,  “I work at a prison as a security guard where I beat niggers.”   Concerned 

about how this comment might be received by an outsider (the researcher), the twins’ 

aunt quickly changed the conversation.  While Riverfront has been attempting to shed its 

reputation as a racist community, it is not uncommon for comments like these still to be 

overheard at local bars and barbershops.  

   Julia and Anna’s parents—if not outwardly racist—certainly perceived the world 

outside of their predominantly white working-class neighborhood as threatening. When 

the twins’ mother explained why the family had moved to Riverfront, she said, “The 

neighborhood we lived in—well, it’s going to sound terrible and I don’t mean it—every 

neighborhood has a racial divide—but I’m partial to being majority, not minority.”  

Although Julia was accepted at Stanton, an all- girls school with an excellent reputation, 

as well as other special admission schools, they discouraged her from considering it 
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citing the various threats she might face taking public transportation.  In contrast, the 

parents of the up and outs accepted that there were certain dangers in putting their 

daughters on public transportation, but were willing to take the risk in return for the 

educational benefit.  And they attempted to minimize the risk of traveling outside the 

neighborhood by carpooling and teaching the girls how to handle themselves in all types 

of situations.  The parents of the torn girls were protective of their turf and local customs, 

and passed down to their children fear of venturing outside Riverfront.   

 

Embedded 

  One significant difference between the families of the embedded and those of the other 

girls in the study is that the parents of the embedded more aptly fit the description of 

what Julie Bettie termed “hard living” families. Both were single mothers who were one 

paycheck or one part- time job away from disaster.  Allison’s mother supported a 

household that included her unemployed husband and sister, and daughter on her wages 

as a part-time  bookkeeper. She frequently talked about how burdensome it was to be the 

only wage earner in the family.  

 
  I don’t want her (Allison) to turn out like my sister.  I’m paying all her bills, 
 everything.  I’m stressed out.  It’s been two months now.  I said, Get a job!’ And 
 My husband’s been out of work.  Everyday they lay around and watch my nice 
 big TV.  They just don’t get what I’m going through. They think it is just fine that  
 They lay around all day.  
 

  Peggy’s mother worked two minimum wage jobs seven days a week to support herself 

and her two daughters. As Barbara Ehrenreich so deftly pointed out in her book, Nickel 

and Dimed, many working poor mothers must work two back-breaking jobs just in order 
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to make the rent.   Peggy’s mother had been forced to move into her friend’s home, 

because it was the only way she could make ends meet. The demands of her jobs 

inevitably diminished her ability to supervise the home front. When asked if Allison kept 

her curfew, her mother responded, ”I upped it. She’s broken it a couple of times.  She 

knows I work Friday and Saturday nights.  I work at (the pizza shop) until twelve 

midnight.  So she’s broken it a few times—came in at the same time I did or whatever.”    

Bettie elaborated on how the lives of these two distinct working class families differs 

from one another:  

 ’Settled living’ families are supported by jobs that have relative security, higher 
 pay, and, at times, health benefits.  Settled living lifestyles are orderly and 
 predictable and sometimes include the ownership of a modest home.  ‘Hard 
 living’ families are supported by low-paying, less stable occupations that lack 
 health benefits and make home ownership impossible—self-employed work, non-
 union labor, service work—and have lifestyles that are chaotic and unpredictable. 
 (Instability in one area of life often contributes to instability in another: a rough 
 marriage might lead to drinking and drug use, which in turn leads to missing work 
 and job loss.) Or losing a job might lead to drinking or drug use, an eviction and 
 marital crisis.ª p.13) 
 
  

  The mothers of the embedded, whose own lives had been marked by desperation, 

expressed uncertainty about their daughter’s futures.  Though Allison’s mother sounded 

hopeful at the beginning of her freshman year that things were turning around for her 

daughter, she was clearly pessimistic about her chances of success after another year of 

near failing grades by the end. When asked if Allison’s career goal or plans for the future 

had changed at all, she responded: 

 I don’t know what her plans are for the future.  And I actually did ask her that 
 question—‘What do you want to be?  What do you want to do?  She said, ‘I don’t 
 know.  I don’t know.’  She was miserable.  And I still never got a straight answer.  
 My daughter wants to ruin her future.  Guess I have to get back on to that 
 question.  It was last week that I asked.  She said she don’t want to go to college. 
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 I said, ‘You know what?   You’re going to finish (high school), go to a four-year 
 college, and then at 22 you’ll be done.  You’ll never have to go back to school 
 again. All you’ll have to do is work and make a living.  Hopefully, she gets into it 
 enough that she wants to go.     
 
  Peggy’s mother was equally discouraged about her daughter’s education and chances of 

success.  At times she attempted to put on a brave front, while at other moments she 

seemed to acknowledge that Peggy’s future was precarious. In the interview below, she 

vacillated between the two positions:   

 

 Where do you see Peggy in the future? 

 Hopefully, in her own place.  But at the rate I’m going I don’t think so.  I think 
 Peggy will move out before (her sister) will. I don’t think (her sister) has any 
 plans to go anywhere.  Peggy is more of a go-getter…I think she’s gonna work 
 with children, like a social worker or something like that.  That’s what she wants 
 to be—a social worker.    
 

  After Peggy failed her freshman year and was sent to an alternative school, Peggy’s 

mother was realistic with herself and Peggy about her downward trajectory. According to 

her, “I said, ‘When do you want to get out of school?’  Because she’ll be 17 in tenth 

grade.  ‘Do you want to be 20?  Do you want to be 21?  Decide.  How long do you want 

to be in school for?’”  Yet the mothers of the embedded could hardly be blameworthy for 

their defeatist attitudes about their daughter’s education after years of damning 

indictments of their children from the school system in the form of failing report cards, 

unfavorable remarks, suspensions, and meetings with principals.     

 Having been held responsible for their children’s failure, it is a testimony to parental 

devotion that the mothers of the embedded girls still strove at all to push their children’s 

education.  Unfortunately, just as their strategies had failed in the past, they were even 
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less effective with teenagers seeking increased independence.  By February of her 

freshman year, Peggy was failing most subjects at school, had been suspended twice for 

fighting and other serious incidents, and was breaking her curfew. Her mother described 

the dialogue between the two of them about Peggy’s failing algebra, 

 

 It’s her algebra that’s slipping.  She don’t do the homework, I’m telling you.  She 
 has her algebra book at home.  I say, Peggy, you don’t need this for class?  She 
 goes, no, I got another one in class. That’s too heavy to carry back and forth.  I 
 leave that home for homework.  But she never does the homework.  The book is 
 just sitting there collecting dust…The interim report said she is failing algebra.  
 It’s last period.  She’s disruptive.  Sometimes she’s late getting to algebra.  She 
 don’t do the work.  She’s missing assignments.  But when I ask her, she doesn’t 
 know what he’s talking about.  ‘I show up. I don’t know what he’s talking about.’    
 
    When asked if any disciplined her, Peggy’s mother answered, ”Well, she doesn’t care.  

I’ve taken her off-line, I’ve taken all her time off her phone, stuff like that…she doesn’t 

care.  She don’t care.  She sits there and bugs you and bugs you and bugs you.  Like 

when she got suspended, she was grounded.  I made her stay in.  And she didn’t care.  

Usually she bugs me. She’ll sit there and say, ‘Please, please,’ until I finally give in.”  

  Allison’s mother also had difficulty enforcing the practices necessary for school 

success, such as homework and study time.  Allison’s mother initially characterized her 

relationship with her daughter as one of close friendship.  As she commented, “ She calls 

me her best friend.  I like that.  That’s awesome.  She knows that she can tell me anything 

at all--anything at all.”  Yet as the school year progressed and Allison’s grades were 

declining, she admitted that she had difficulty following through on consequences and, as 

a result, her attempts to discipline her were ineffectual.  As she explained, 

 
 I try to keep her in, which is really hard to do ‘cause I feel bad for her.  
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 She has nothing to do.  I really have to stick to my punishment though.  I feel bad, 
 because I know when I was a teenager, I never wanted to stay in.  I mean I do 
 keep her in.  I said, ‘Okay, you can go out Friday, Saturday and Sunday—be in at 
 8:00 p.m. on Sunday.  And then you stay in Monday through Thursday… But  
 I’m really going to put my foot down. 

    Not only were the parents of the embedded frustrated in their attempts to get their 

children to comply in school related matters, but they expressed inadequacy about their 

own ability to advocate for them in the school system. In trying to find an appropriate 

high school, Peggy’s mother felt she had been blocked at every turn. As she said, “I 

couldn’t get her in anywhere.”  Bewildered by all the choices for high school, Peggy’s 

mother said that the counselor at Lenape had been no help, because  “they didn’t talk to 

her about where she could go.”   Her mother described the infuriating months leading up 

to the district assigning Peggy to Milltown, a story that illustrates how powerless many 

poor working class parents are in changing their fate, despite their attempts.    

 

 She didn’t pass the interview at Pierce. That’s what they said.  She answered the 
 questions, but it was stupid.  What was your favorite subject?  Do you get along 
 well with others? Stupid questions—yes or no answers.  She didn‘t pass the 
 interview.  So she didn’t get in.  I called them and said, ‘So you would rather take 
 a D student whose probably going to wind up dropping out a year or two alter 
 than may daughter whose got a B to C average?’ They said we have to go by the 
 rules, and she didn’t pass the interview. I was going to try to get her into a better 
 neighborhood high school up by my sister.  I would have used her address. She 
 let me use her address for (Peggy’s sister).  But they were always sending interim 
 reports, calling, ‘cause she was cutting or she got caught cutting, or got 
 suspended.  Peggy said, ‘No Ill go to Milltown.  I said, ‘Well, I can get you into  
 Douglas until I get you into somewhere better. She said, ‘I ain’t going to Douglas, 
 that’s for stupid people.’  So she said, ‘I’ll try Milltown.’      
 
   Though not to the same extent, Allison’s mother also expressed uncertainty about how 

to effectively “fight for her daughter” or negotiate with the school on academic issues.  

When Allison had D’s and F’s in her second report cycle, her mother threatened Allison 
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that she would have to repeat ninth grade, but had not communicated with the school or 

her teachers about how to get her grades up.   As she said, 

 
 I just need her to work harder, I guess.  I could go and try to talk to the teachers, 
 but it’s just they say she’s fine. And the daily report I had her on, they said she 
 was doing her work.  Then why is she not getting good grades then?  I don’t 
 understand.  I don’t understand on her report card why it’s so bad.      
 

  At another point in the interview, the same indecision about how to handle school 

affairs surfaced when Allison’s mother discovered that Allison was spending a lot of time 

in the office “helping the secretary.”    

 

 And I am wondering why is she always in the office, why isn’t she in class?  I 
 have to find out.  When I sent my husband around one time for the report, she was 
 in the office. He said, ‘I think she hangs in there (with the secretary).  I think they 
 are like buddies.  I think she should be in class more.  She’s sitting in the office a 
 little too much.   
 

   Whether in relation to institutions or in dealing with their children, the mothers of the 

embedded tended to feel powerless.  In contrast to the parents of the up and outs who 

retained clear lines of authority, the parents of the embedded seemed to have surrendered 

to their teenagers to the extent that they sometimes sounded victimized by them.  Their 

lives were in such a state of crisis that parenting their children had become secondary to 

survival.   By ninth grade the embedded girls were adept at concealing many aspects of 

their lives from their parents. When asked about Allison’s current social life, her mother 

responded, ”She doesn’t tell me anything.  No, nothing at all. She’s not in Riverfront that 

much. The last few weeks she’s been going over there to hang with Tara, but she doesn’t 
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say anything about the people she used to go to school with or anything.”  Peggy’s 

mother was also in the dark about much of her daughter’s life.  As she said, 

 

 (My older daughter) and Peggy are secretive.  I have to eavesdrop in order to find 
 something out.  Upstairs, I have to turn my TV down so I can listen.  They won’t 
 tell me nothing.  If I ask them a question, they tell me, ‘Don’t worry about it 
 Mom; it’s my business. So now I eavesdrop on them.  If I had two phones, I 
 would listen on the other end.   
 
 

     The level of parent-child conflict along with inconsistent disciplinary practices had 

created a situation in Peggy’s home in which her mother no longer had any control.   

Peggy’s mother felt helpless even when it came to preventing the physical fighting 

between Peggy and her older sister that often resulted in damage to her home.  As she 

said,  

   I just had to get the holes in my walls fixed from them pushing each other or 
 throwing something at each other.  I went to a cordless phone, because they get 
 aggravated and they throw it at each other.  There’s a big hole in the wall ‘cause
 the person will duck.  They can’t stand each other.  I don’t get in the middle of it 
 no more.  They’ll kill each other.  Which ever one survives-- that’s the one I’m 
 supporting.   
 

 
  Not surprisingly, her mother was also ineffective in motivating Peggy to go to school.  

While the school district and city continue to design truancy programs that penalize 

parents for their children’s excessive absences from school, they might get farther 

teaching parenting skills.  As a single mother overwhelmed by work and responsibilities, 

Peggy’s mother wanted to do right by her children, but simply didn’t know how. During 

our interview on a cold winter day, she confessed that she couldn’t get either of her 

daughters out of bed to go to school.   
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 The only person whose called me from the school is the truant officer, saying that 
 she missed seven days, five of them unexcused.  And you have to take care of it, 
 they said. Like she didn’t go to school today.  I said, ‘Peggy, you gotta go to 
 school. They are going to come and take you away.’ ‘My throat hurts. I can’t go 
 to school.  I’m not going.’ I said, ’Well, don’t go. When they come out and beat 
 your butt, I don’t want to hear you crying.’  I said, ‘I’m going to be late for work, 
 I gotta leave.’  I said the same thing to her sister who was giving me a hard time.    
 The school she goes to you can’t miss more than three days, or they drop you 
 from the program. And then you have to go back at the new semester and start all  
 Over again.  So I said, ‘What are you going to do?  Are you going to school, 
 ‘cause I can’t keep waking you.  I gotta leave.  ‘Leave me alone, mom. ‘All right, 
 it’s on you,’ I said.  ‘but if you don’t go to school, you better get out and get a 
 job.’   
 
   
 The girls who were embedded in the neighborhood were also more likely to be involved 

in a serious relationship that their mothers felt interfered with their ability to perform at 

school.  As other researchers have noted, these low-income girls who were failing at 

school might have been seeking an arena where that could provide them with the power, 

attention, and love lacking in their lives.  In the first interview, Allison’s mother seemed 

to feel that having a boyfriend provided a certain protection for Allison. As she 

commented,  “I’m glad she has a boyfriend.   I don’t want her relationship to be so 

serious that it’s going to take her away from her friends, but then again her friends are 

doing some bad stuff.”   But by the third marking period when Allison had received two 

C’s and the rest D’s and F’s, she had changed her mind about the boyfriend: 

 

 When I got her report card, I called her from her boyfriend’s house,  ‘cause she 
 always has me under the impression that she’s doing well.  Then I get the report 
 card…I think he’s a good kid.  I just think that when she’s with him, her mind is 
 more on him than her school work.  I would actually like to see if they stayed 
 apart for a month how she would do with her schoolwork.  Like now until the 
 next report card.  
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   By the second semester, Peggy’s mother was blaming Peggy’s lack of focus in school 

and truancy on a lesbian relationship she was involved in outside of school. The principal 

at Peggy’s school, described her as “initially quiet and under the radar screen until she 

developed friendships.”  She added,  “She had a lot going on about her sexual 

orientation.”  Over the summer, Peggy had told some of the other girls in the study that 

she had come out as a lesbian.  According to the principal, Peggy had made overtures to a 

girl in school, but “the girl she liked was not reciprocating.”  The girl’s mother, who the 

principal described as “livid” had accused Peggy of sexual harassment.   The principal 

was “sympathetic with Peggy,” but said she felt “pressured” to honor the mother’s 

request to move the girl to another school.  It seemed that Peggy’s gender, sexual 

orientation, and class all conspired against her. While sexual harassment can take the 

form of a lesbian harassing a heterosexual with unwanted sexual attention and innuendo, 

under Title IX guidelines, the accuser would have to prove that the harassment was 

“severe, persistent, and pervasive,” and the principal also would have had to initiate an 

investigation. However, this principal seemed to opt for expediency -- skipping the 

investigation and simply transferring the other student.  It appears that she assumed that 

Peggy’s poorly educated, working-class mother did not have the capacity to advocate for 

her daughter.  Some time after this, her mother said, “Peggy hangs with this one girl and I 

don’t like the girl.”  She added, ” I don’t like her at all.  And I tell her, ‘cause Peggy 

never cut school in her life. And one day she cut school and I would have never known it 

but somebody else told me.  And that’s who she was with.”      

  While the families of the embedded girls followed many of the expected patterns of 

poorer white families, there were anomalies. Despite the stereotype that racism is more 
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pervasive farther down the socioeconomic ladder, the mothers of the embedded girls 

were open to diversity.  Allison’s mother was asked,    “What are the other students like 

at the school, and how would you describe her interaction with them?” She answered,  

“She did say she has some black friends and they are really cool. They really like her.  So 

she connected well, and I’m really glad. I thought she would be scared, but she’s fine.”  

While Peggy was one of the few white students in her school, her mother never 

mentioned anything about racial or ethnic makeup of the school.  Though admitting that 

Peggy was failing at Milltown, she insisted that she had adjusted well socially.  As she 

said, 

 

 She gets along with juniors, seniors, even the teachers and the security guards.  
 She gets along with everybody.  She’s just goofy; nobody really messes with her.  
 I see a lot of kids are afraid to go ‘cause they are going to get beat up after school. 
 She says nothing scares her.    
 
 

  In summary, while people from neighborhoods like Riverfront are often lumped 

together as the “white working class” there were significant differences between the 

families of the girls and how those families impacted the lives of the girls.  Clearly, the 

families of the up and outs had a better store of social, cultural and economic capital from 

which they could draw to transmit advantage to their daughters. If the families were 

represented on a continuum with the up and outs on one end, the torn in the middle and 

the embedded on the other end, the factors that influenced their schooling would line up 

under those categories—with a few exceptions-- just as might be expected.  The families 

of the up and outs offered their children the most stability in terms of financial support, 

shelter, household organization and parental supervision.  The family structures of the up 
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and outs ranged from a divorced single mother with a strong social network, a mother and 

her sister who were raising their children jointly, and a traditional two-parent household.  

Whether in traditional or non-traditional arrangements, the families of the up and outs 

managed to provide their children with a stable, secure environment-- notwithstanding 

financial hardships. The families of the torn girls resembled the parents of the up and outs 

in many aspects. Julia and Anna’s family also would be considered  “settled living” with 

two sources of income and a strong family structure that included a mother, father and 

grandmother.  However, there was more conflict in the family due to the animosity 

between her parents and open disagreement about how to raise the children. This conflict 

may have eroded the family’s ability to act decisively and coherently on their children’s 

behalf.  The families of the embedded clearly suffered the most economic strain, and as a 

result, their family life tended to be more chaotic and unpredictable in all aspects, 

including income, housing, ability to supervise children, and quality of the relationships.  

The parenting styles of the three groups fell into line similarly, with the parents of the up 

and outs displaying a strict, authoritative style; the parents of the torn, a more lenient 

parenting style; and the parents of the embedded, a permissive parenting style --

sometimes manifesting in dangerous dysfunction.         

  Parents of the up and outs were unequivocal in their belief that their daughters could and 

should be successful, essentially giving them the psychological permission to surpass 

them in education and class.  The parents of the torn girls remained ambiguous about 

their daughters’ success, especially if success came at the cost of their immediate 

happiness. Having been hardened by years of school failure, the parents of the embedded 

expressed only vague notions about their daughters’ educations and futures.    
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  Parents in the study also varied in their ability to be “pushy”—with their children and 

institutions—in educational matters. Whether it came to choosing a challenging academic 

environment for their child, accessing various resources (books, lessons, travel), or 

mediating an issue with a teacher, the parents of the up and outs showed they had ample 

enough social and cultural capital they could tap into to benefit their children.  The 

parents of the up and outs consistently demonstrated power in advocating for their 

daughters in the school system.   Though it may have been performative, they displayed 

the same confidence as middle class parents who believe the system should and will work 

for them and their children. They also demonstrated strength with their daughters in 

enforcing the practices necessary to be a good student.  The parents of the torn girls were 

assertive-- but often defensive and less effective-- in advocating for their daughters. 

Moreover, they were less supportive of the discipline and study habits required to 

succeed at school. On the other end of the continuum were the parents of the embedded 

who displayed a sense of anxiety, frustration, and helplessness in relation to school 

matters. The sense of inferiority felt by these “hard living” families –all single mothers--

made them passive, rather than proactive, about their daughters’ education.  They 

expected little, and often received even less, from administrators, teachers, counselors, 

and their own children.  

  Parents’ openness to diversity was the one area that did not fall on the continuum as 

might have been predicted. The parents of the up and outs most clearly understood the 

need to instill in their children an openness and acceptance of all people—and 

intentionally sought an educational environment for them that would be compatible with 

this vision. These parents realized that by sending their daughters to schools like 
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Roosevelt and Independence they were contributing to their success by making them 

comfortable with multiculturalism, an increasingly important form of social and cultural 

capital.  The parents of the torn were the only group to exhibit the racist attitudes 

commonly associated with white working class communities. And as a direct result of 

their fear and bias, they refused to send their daughters to better schools outside the 

neighborhood in favor of a neighborhood school with a larger white population. 

Surprisingly, however, the parents of the embedded also embraced diversity, and 

encouraged their daughters to socialize and get along with students from a variety of 

ethnic, racial, and religious backgrounds at their new schools.  While understanding and 

accepting diversity may now be a prerequisite for academic success of the white working 

class, our implicit and explicit assumptions about who remains prejudiced may have to 

alter.     

 

 

 
Educational Influence 

 
 
    While all of the participants in the study attended the same elementary school within 

walking distance of most of their homes, they ended up attending four different high 

schools within the district: Roosevelt, a magnet high school with rigorous academic 

standards; Independence, a citywide admission school with a selective admissions 

process, Pierce, a small neighborhood high school, and Milltown, a large comprehensive 

neighborhood high school.  Though the girls were in the same grade, school district and 

year, their ninth grade school experiences were vastly different from one another.    
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Interviews with the participants and their parents, counselors and principals at the schools 

as well as on-site observations revealed great disparities between the high schools on a 

number of issues, including facilities, climate and safety, curricular and extra curricular 

offerings, quality of teachers, homework, and academic and behavioral expectations for 

students. Although there were many different variables to consider, a few factors 

surpassed all the others as impacting the education of the participants as they made the 

transition to high school.  According to the findings of this research, the five factors most 

influencing the secondary education of these white working-class girls were the 

following: admissions process,  access to appropriately challenging course work, teacher 

quality,  academic environment, and attentiveness to diversity.  In a school district that 

has long struggled with issues of equity, the high schools attended by the up and out girls 

were far superior in each of these factors compared to the schools attended by the torn 

and the embedded, further exacerbating educational outcomes between them. 

 

 

Up and Outs 

 

   Though different in size, mission and academic standards, the high schools attended by 

the up and out girls all had a selective admissions policy, along with behavior and 

academic return policies. Jessica attended Independence, a newly conceived, college 

preparatory high school that opened in the fall of 2006 with a class of 113 ninth graders 

that has continued to add another grade every year. According to their mission, 

Independence “aims to develop the next generation of engaged citizens in government, 
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public policy, and law by engaging students with an appreciation of history and 

understanding of the democratic principles embodied in the U.S. Constitution.” As a 

“citywide admission school” they accept students throughout the city who meet their 

criteria and who are selected in the district’s lottery system. In order to be a candidate for 

admission, a student must earn all A’s, B’s and C’s on their seventh grade report cards, 

have 10 or fewer absences or incidents of lateness, and possess a positive behavior 

record.  To be considered students must also submit an essay on citizenship and be 

interviewed at the school.  According to the counselor, the school is not allowed to take 

into account the student’s performance on the annual state exams. She also said that their 

first year the school did not have an admissions policy, which contributed to many 

behavioral problems in the sophomore class. “As a result of a much better admission 

process  and interviews of the students,” she said, “ the ninth grade is better all round.”    

  While Jessica “went through some growing pains,” as her mother said, the transition to 

Independence went fairly smoothly as a result of the supportive academic environment—

carefully thought through by the staff.    After attending school with the same 

neighborhood children throughout elementary school, most district students must adapt 

not only to their new high school, but to commuting to school and mixing with students 

from all over the city.  Jessica and her mother felt that the school’s summer orientation 

was crucial in helping her to make the adjustment.  As Jessica, said, “Leaving my friends 

was difficult at first, but then I went to an orientation and I made friends really quick.  I 

had my first friend, and she made friends at the next orientation.  So I had my whole 

circle of friends.  And then the first day of school, I was going to class—and in each 

class—I made new friends.” At the orientation, students were introduced to the 
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democratic theme of the school by holding their own constitutional convention where 

they wrestle over a school issue, such as the name of the yearbook or the student dress 

code.  Nonetheless, when fall came Jessica faced some struggles, such as learning to 

follow a roster on her own and opening her locker: 

 Oh, god, the lockers!  I couldn’t work my lock the first week of school.  I thought 
 someone was going to steel my books ‘cause I couldn’t figure out the 
 combination.  But then I finally figured it out.  I knew that was going to be a big 
 difference…Sometimes my combination didn’t work, and I would almost be late 
 for class.  He ( the principal at Lenape) kept saying that  switching classes 
 there was getting us prepared for high school, but the truth is I never looked 
 at my schedule, I just followed my class. 
 

 Independence tries to pay as much attention to the learning environment as it does to 

academics, and according to the counselor, the principal has mandated several programs 

with that goal in mind. As she said,  “The principal wanted everyone to have a connection 

with an adult in the building, and so every student is assigned a mentor who they meet 

with regularly and helps oversee their National History Day projects.” Moreover, at the 

beginning of the year, the counselor calls in individual freshman students for a one-on-

one meeting “to ask them how they are adjusting, how their schedules are working out, 

and explain her role as a counselor.”  Unlike in elementary school where counselors often 

handle behavior problems, she tells students that she is willing to work with them on “big 

and small issues,” including questions about college preparatory, academic and family 

issues.  From the viewpoint of Jessica’s mother, these initiatives and others, such as block 

scheduling and reduced class size, allowed Jessica to make a soft landing at her new 

school.  As she commented, 

 In addition to orientation, they had Freshman Day before school started.  And it’s 
 smaller class sizes.  I think there are like 87 kids in the freshman class. And in a 
 regular class, she may have 15 or 16 students.  They tried to make it so they 
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 weren’t in the same classes with the same people, but she had a few kids that 
 she’s in the same classes with….She’s also on a weird program, because they 
 have ninety minute classes, and they have a four day schedule. So they are with 
 their teachers a lot longer that a traditional high school.  
 

 In addition to getting acquainted to a new building and following a roster, Jessica said 

she was unprepared for the amount of homework as well as certain organizational skills 

required in high school, such as keeping a notebook.   

 
 We used to get homework every once in a while, but now I get homework every 
 single night.  Sometimes I do it at lunch…I’ll get 20 math questions.  I’ll have to 
 write something in English.  And in science she’s really strict.  If you don’t do 
 your homework, you can’t go back and do it.  She checks your book.  If you 
 don’t have it, she’s not going to check it.  If you don’t write in pen, she’s not 
 accepting it. It can’t be colored pen either.  If you write in a colored pen that is not  
 Black or blue, you get a zero.  Like she’s strict, but a lot of the kids need it. 
    
 

 According to the counselor at Independence, Jessica’s struggles were typical of other 

freshman they encounter.  “They are smart kids who are shocked that they have to study 

and review.”   Indeed, at all four schools that were visited counselors and principals 

complained about ninth graders coming in without the know-how to be a student, citing 

the need to teach middle school students study skills, time management, note taking, and 

organization. At a project-based school like Independence, the counselor said they find 

they have to teach students “how to organize for a long-term project, because they 

misjudge how much time it takes.”     

  In terms of subject matter, Jessica and her mother felt strongly that the instruction 

offered at Independence was high quality and the course work challenging.  Except for 

science, Jessica said her elementary school education had prepared with the knowledge 

base necessary in all subjects, except science.  Since science is not counted toward a 
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school’s annual yearly progress (AYP), it is often neglected as a subject in the district’s 

elementary schools.   Jessica summarized how she encountered the academic transition: 

 

 I was prepared for all the classes.  The only class that I wasn’t prepared for was 
 science.  I didn’t really know it.  ‘Cause (at Lenape)  we read, we did the 
 questions, but we never really went over anything. Them teachers (at 
 Independence) don’t mess around.  It’s a college prep school.  But that’s the only 
 class I wasn’t prepared for.  Every other class was fine. Like math—I was 
 prepared for it to be hard.  And in English, we had learned everything. But we 
 didn’t go into detail about it. And that’s what he’s doing now.    
 

 

    At the same time that the course work was at a level that was challenging to Jessica, 

she also found it engaging.   For someone like her who was fiercely determined to 

become “a lawyer or a judge” in sixth grade, the opportunities offered at Independence 

were unparalleled.  Aside from a strong focus on history, the school offers law and 

history related trips to Washington, D.C. and Gettysburg, mock trial teams mentored by 

lawyers from a large corporate law firm in the city, job shadowing at the law firm, and 

project-based learning on historical subjects. Even Jessica’s mother had rarely seen her as 

motivated as when she began working on the topic for her National History Day project –

“developing her own opinion” of an incident that gained national attention when police 

dropped a bomb from a helicopter on an African American group that advocated a back 

to nature lifestyle. As Jessica’s mother said,   “In the next few weeks, they only do 45 

minute classes because they spend all afternoon on their National History Day projects.  

It’s a big deal there.  She even went to the Urban Archives of a local university to get 

(first hand documents), and may even be able to do an interview (one of the members of 
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the group). It is these extras at the school that served to further connect Jessica to her 

future.  According to her mother,    

  This company just paid for the kids to go to Washington.  They went to the  
 Supreme Court and the Capital.  Nancy came home and said, ‘I saw my seat on 
 the Supreme Court.’ And that opened her eyes more because now it’s not just 
 being a lawyer, but each Supreme Court Justice has like twenty-four people who 
 work under him or her.  Even to be page, you have to have a law degree… But 
 she liked Washington.  I was surprised.  I was real surprised.    
 

    In the spring of her ninth grade year, Jessica was grappling with course selection for 

her sophomore year.  Along with the required courses, she was tantalized by the selection 

of electives that included SAT Prep, Chorus, Constitutional Law/Mock Trail, Sociology, 

Women’s Studies, Museum Studies/Internships, and Journalism.    

   In addition to an exciting curriculum, Jessica and her mother perceived the teachers at 

Independence as demanding, but fair and caring. As a site selection school, Independence 

has the power to select its own teachers, as opposed to having them assigned by district 

headquarters.  A selection committee-- made up of the principal and peer-selected 

teachers-- interviews candidates and makes the final decision about who will be hired. 

According to the counselor, the principal at Independence is proud of the team of 

teachers they have assembled as a result of this process.  Indeed, Jessica provided much 

anecdotal evidence confirming the high quality of the teachers.  While getting good 

grades in all her other classes, Jessica said she “had a big problem with math---with the 

algebra.”  As she explained, “That’s probably my weakness though—math.  Like I pass, 

but it’s really hard… I’m not bad at it, but it’s so hard to stay with it.  Like I failed a test 

and I was so upset.”  Both Jessica and her mother were surprised by the teacher’s 

response.  “My teacher,“ said Jessica, “was like, ‘You have to start coming before school 
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or after school… So if I come in the morning, she helps me.”  Indeed, it seems to be part 

of the culture at the school that all teachers provide assistance and support.  As Jessica 

said, 

 All the teachers help you with stuff like that.  If you’re having trouble, they will 
 see you after class.  Like one teacher, every week we get a report of what our 
 grade is.  Like my grade went down because of the test, and I got help.  And then   
 I got another report and my grade went up, ‘cause I got help.     
 

While offering different examples, her mother shared the same high opinion of the 

teachers:  

  
 She had a 79, and her teacher was like, ‘I’m not going to hold you back from a B, 
 because you’re a good student.  She was like, ‘If I added in your class work, your 
 attendance, and how hard you work, she said you would automatically get a B.  
 So she gave Jessica her extra credit...The teachers there really try... Her English 
 teacher told her, ‘I want you to write me a letter about what you think you’re 
 getting and why you think you deserve something else. So Jessica started to write 
 it, and he said, ‘No, Jessica whatever you write isn’t going to help, because your 
 grade is as good as it gets.’ 
   
  Despite high quality teachers and an engaging curriculum, not everything was perfect at 

Independence from Jessica’s perspective. Being a small school, there were few sports or 

extracurricular activities offered. In the fall Jessica sounded excited about signing up for 

the newspaper, but was disappointed to discover that it was a work in progress. “They’re 

new, so they don’t really have a newspaper everyday.  We’re going to try to get at least 

two out this year.  They said last year they only got one out.”  In the spring, Jessica would 

have loved to play soccer, but Independence didn’t offer it.  The counselor found her the 

opportunity to play for another school, but she refused.   By the end of the school year, 

she was clearly disappointed that Roosevelt didn’t offer a fuller range of activities. She 

said,  “They told us they had so many extracurricular activities, but you can’t join them 
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all because they are all on the same day.  Like I’d like to do debate, and that and 

newspaper and sports, but you can’t because they are all on the same day.”  Even the 

counselor admitted the school is lacking extracurricular activities, especially sports.  

Having taken over a building in the city that formerly housed a museum, Independence 

does not have the facilities to offer many after school sports, even though they are trying 

to expand the sports program incrementally. The counselor, who attended a suburban 

school herself where sports “helped to unify the school body,” admitted, ”It’s tough to go 

to a high school without sports.  We’re missing that aspect.”          

  Jessica also found discipline to be somewhat lacking at the school.  The counselor 

claimed that, “being a small school,” we’re able to handle most discipline problems.” But 

Jessica asserted that some of students cut class “even though there was no place to go-- 

they found places to go” and that misbehavior in class was not uncommon.  As Jessica 

said, “They didn’t really discipline the kids that good…Some of the kids don’t really 

listen to any of the teachers that much.  They usually do like whatever they want, and (the 

teachers) didn’t do anything about it.  In some of my classes we didn’t really get to learn 

anything because everyone else was yelling.”  On further inquiry, however, Jessica 

admitted that acting up  was limited to a few classrooms--not all.   As she said, ”It was 

mostly only history.  The teacher is a really bad teacher. It was her first year of teaching 

ever.  And she was teaching ninth graders, and they weren’t cooperative.  She tried to be 

all nice and like a friend, and it didn’t work.”  She added, “Some kids would curse 

teachers out.  Like my math teacher always got cursed out.  But she would never say 

anything.  When (the principal) did something, he just yelled at them.  That was it. And 

they just did it again.“  The counselor conceded that there had been some discipline 
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issues at the school, and the staff was addressing it by ”really trying to up our standards 

for students who are admitted,” and enforce academic and behavior return policies.  In 

the sophomore class, the first class to matriculate at Independence, five students had been 

told they couldn’t return. The fear of being returned to one’s neighborhood school is a 

powerful motivator for students like Jessica who attend magnet and other selective 

schools in the district.  As Jessica discussed her concerns: 

 At Independence, if you have one F, there is a possibility that you won’t come 
 back.  Like if I got an F in algebra all year they might not accept me back. If you 
 got in a fight and had bad grades, you have to be invited back.  There’s a 
 possibility that you won’t come back, and you’ll have to go to your neighborhood 
 school.  Like some of the kids have good neighborhood schools. I was like, ‘My 
 neighborhood school is Milltown.’  They are like, ‘Oh, that sucks.’  Yea, so I 
 can’t fail out.  
 
  
   

   Throughout the ninth grade year, the counselor said the school addresses “the huge 

clash of cultures that you have when you have kids coming from different areas all over 

the city.”  At the start of school, she observed, students are usually “so friendly,” until 

“they get to October when many conflicts arise.” Along with school- wide efforts to 

promote acceptance and inclusiveness,  she does “a lot of mediating to help diffuse 

conflicts.”  She added, “After awhile they get used to each other, and get tired of the 

pettiness. By tenth grade most of the problems have been smoothed out.”   Jessica’s 

transition to high school meant adjusting to an entirely different ethnic make up of the 

school body.  Having spent all of her school years in a predominately white school, she 

was now one of a few white students immersed in a school with mostly African 

American students.  As she discussed her feelings about it in a focus group of her white 

peers, Jessica displayed the acceptance and tolerance of someone raised during the 



 163 

Obama era. As she said, ” It’s mixed, but it was weird ‘cause in each class, there are 

about four or five white kids.  That’s really it. I was like, “I went from having two black 

kids in my class to most of my class being black.”  When asked who her friends were, 

Jessica replied, ”All of them.  I am friends of black kids; I’m probably friends with all the 

white kids, too.  I don’t care.  I don’t care what color people are.  It doesn’t bother me. 

Some of the black kids think the one girl don’t like black people, cause she doesn’t really 

talk to them.  That is a problem. Like if you are not friends with black people, you 

probably shouldn’t go to schools like Independence.”    

   Throughout the year, Jessica was a keen observer of the cultural differences between 

herself and her African American classmates. As she explained, 

 I wasn’t really used to hearing party music all day long in every single class. 
 Sometimes they start dancing out of nowhere.  Oh God, it’s crazy.  And when 
 they are slapping their heads in the middle of class ‘cause it itches, I’m like, ‘Oh, 
 please.’ One kid brought his I-pod radio to school and in the middle of 
 constitution class, he blasted it.  My teacher was so mad, but she couldn’t get him 
 to turn it down or nothing.  And they were all dancing. Mrs. Workman and my 
 friend, Nicole were just sitting there. She’s like,’ We didn’t dance ‘cause we don’t 
 listen to that.’      
    

  And Jessica’s black classmates were equally curious about white culture, wondering if 

the preconceptions they held about white people were true.   When asked if her 

classmates ever said anything about her being white, Jessica responded,  

 They swear, this one kid says I have the coolest accent…Sometimes they make 
 jokes.  They will say, ‘No offense’ when they talk about white people.  They 
 weren’t saying it to be mean.  The would talk about how white people like certain 
 kinds of sports, like NASCAR.  They are like,’ Do you watch it?’  I was like, ‘No, 
 but my Mom and Dad do.  It was weird, but no one from our grade for was made 
 fun of for being white. 
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   While race did not seem to emerge as an issue for Jessica, she admitted to suffering  

subtle injuries as a result of perceived class.  Already sensitive about having “to eat ham 

and cheese every day because that’s all we can afford,” and having to forgo a vacation 

because her father couldn’t afford the gas for the truck, Jessica found herself defending 

her plain wardrobe. With the availability of credit and proliferation of designer labels, 

many families can purchase status, but Jessica’s family lived frugally. As she said, 

 At my school they are like, ‘Are you poor?’  I’m like, ‘No, what are you talking 
 about? They are like, ‘You don’t wear Abercrombie and Finch or none of that.’  I 
 said, ‘I just don’t like it that much.’  ‘Where do you shop?’ When I told them Old 
 Navy, they went, ‘Ew!’  They don’t like it.    
    
   Admitting to feeling “somewhat lonely” at the end of the year, Jessica asked her parents 

if she could transfer to a magnet school closer to home. But her father told her she had to 

stick with the high school she chose. She was disappointed, but accepted his decision 

because, ”I’m there for the education.”  A perfectionist student, Jessica ended up with a 

report card of straight  A’ s and only one absence. Like other working-class girls who get 

ahead, Jessica exhibited a strength and independence that is rare among teenagers.   As 

she said, “It’s not that bad.  I’m getting used to it.  I’m only there for three more years.  

Three more years and I’m done.”  

  Up and outs, Catherine and Marie, attended Roosevelt, a magnet school that has an 

admissions policy that is one of the most selective in the city. One of the oldest high 

schools in the country, Roosevelt has a long-standing reputation for excellence. With a 

total enrollment of over 2300 students. Roosevelt seeks “only the best and brightest” for 

its college preparatory program. Applicants must have major subject marks of A or B 

with the exception of one C in the 7th grade.  Along with “exemplary attendance, 

punctuality, and behavior,” candidates must be in the advanced range on state exams, or 
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have reading and math scores in the 88th percentile, and submit an original essay.  Even 

just an acceptance from Roosevelt confers a certain amount of prestige on students.        

   For Catherine and Marie at Roosevelt, the adjustment from a small neighborhood 

elementary school to a large high school like Roosevelt was traumatic.  As Catherine 

remarked,” Basically, I felt unprepared, because we only switched classrooms and 

walked like five feet.  So it wasn’t much. And we didn’t switch up the students.  In 

elementary school, it’s the same people every day.”  Catherine’s mother was so 

concerned that Lenape hadn’t prepared her for high school that she feared she would fail 

her freshman year: 

 I don’t think she was ready for how high school was going to be.  She went from  
 Lenape, a kindergarten through grade 8 school, with the same children, the same.  
 It wasn’t like they were traveling.  At this school (Roosevelt), they have to go 
 from one end of the school to the other—up the stairs, down the stairs, 
 everywhere.  And I don’t think she was ready for that.  It was shell-shock.   
 
   A summer orientation for freshman students, according to the counselor, is one of the 

ways the school begins to acclimate students.  Initially, Marie was excited and 

enthusiastic about the move to high school.  In the fall interview, she referred to 

Roosevelt’s orientation as “really big” in terms of easing the transition from a nurturing 

elementary school “where everyone knows your name like on Cheers” to one where 

students often feel anonymous on a campus equivalent to the size of a small college. 

 

 They told you a little something about the school, and how to navigate and then 
 practice a roster run.  The roster run is like—they give you a list and you’re 
 partnered up with someone who you don’t know in your little group.  I was 
 partnered up with this girl who I met on MySpace.  So I already knew who 
 she was—we were already cool and everything.  They give you different spots 
 to go around the school.  There are seniors there and they tell you to do 
 something crazy; you gotta do it to get their signature.  It’s crazy—like they 
 made two boys slow dance and tell them that they love each other and 
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 propose to each other. I had to propose to some old dude and tell him how hot he 
 was and what a great body he had.  It was so funny…I was laughing the whole 
 time.  I’ve met seniors who told me to do stuff and who said I was a good sport 
 about it.  They say hi to me in the hallway…People who I met at orientation—I   
 don’t have any classes with them, but I see them in the hallway, and they say ‘hi’ 
 and everything.    
 
 

   
   After the initial excitement wore off in the fall, however, both Marie and Catherine 

wanted to quit.  As Catherine said, “In the beginning, I didn’t want to go.  I would tell my 

Dad, ‘Can I leave now?  I don’t want to go no more.’” Marie struggled so much with the 

adjustment that she begged her mother to allow her to transfer back to Pierce for much of 

the fall.  Despite her straight A average in elementary school, she feared failing at the 

highly regarded Roosevelt.   As she said, “I’m just so scared that I’m   going to be kicked 

out of Roosevelt, ‘cause I heard the more years that you get into it, the harder it gets.”  

The tone set by the administration only exacerbated her anxiety.   She recalled one of the 

first assemblies when the president addressed the incoming freshman class.   

 He said, ‘Look to your right, look to your left, because the people who you’re 
 looking at won’t be there next year. I was like, ‘Wow, we just got here.  Like 
 calm yourself.  Like why don’t you say welcome, we’re happy to have you.  
 There’s been a lot of people they got rid of already.  Like there are at least 
 fifty kids who’ve left already.  Like Johnny (another Lenape student), he 
 don’t go here anymore.  If you don’t ask for help, you don’t get it.  That’s just the 
 way it is.   
 
  The social adjustment also posed a challenge to Marie, despite her popularity at Lenape 

and facility for making friends. In the last focus group Marie admitted, “The hardest part 

about high school was separation from my friends.”  Catherine’s counselor at Roosevelt, 

who by the second semester confessed to not knowing either of the girls because of her 

case load of 350-400 students, indicated that the girls’ situation was not unusual. As she 
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said,  “Some students feel overwhelmed by the number of students at Roosevelt; making 

friends can be intimidating.” As Marie elaborated: 

 Everyday at the beginning of the year—I’m not playing—I was miserable. I was 
 unhappy as I’ve ever been. It was hell.  I cried a lot.  I didn’t cry at school.  Forget 
 that. If I put my head down, they thought I was dead or something.  Like, oh my 
 god, what’s wrong with you?  I was ignorant at the beginning of the year.  The 
 kids were just so annoying, ‘cause I didn’t want to be there, and I didn’t want 
 to make any friends or nothing.    
  

 While threatening to return to a high school in Riverfront, Catherine and Marie were 

gradually beginning to appreciate the supportive atmosphere at Roosevelt--a strong 

characteristic of the schools the up and out girls attended. When asked to describe the 

climate at Roosevelt, Marie answered emphatically, ”They are really, really like scary 

friendly.  Like I’ll put my head down and somebody will be like, ‘Are you all right?  

What’s the matter?’  I was like, ‘I’m fine. Chill.’”    The school counselor said an 

important goal of the staff is “to try to make it as nice and friendly as possible so that kids 

love it here.”  The school accomplishes this is by actively encouraging students to 

support each other and developing school pride and unity through everything from 

freshman teas and dances to school wide athletic competitions and concerts, and special 

celebrations.  “Students like to be here; it’s a very nice place,” he said. “The 

overwhelming majority don’t want to leave.”  By the end of the year, even Marie 

sounded captivated by all the activities. 

 

 Everything is extra big (at Roosevelt).  On Valentine’s Day, kids come in dressed 
 up like cupid and they go around the school with arrows and things.  It’s odd, 
 ‘cause I’m not used o it.  And like on Christmas, you got dudes dressing up like 
 Mr. and Mrs. Claus—like dudes in a dress.  They have reindeer walking around.   
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 And then Multicultural Day is the biggest thing in the school…the biggest 
 hallway was the Indian hallway. They had all this incense burning and Budhas 
 and stuff.  When you walked in, it was like in a movie set. In the Italian hallway,  
 all the Italian boys were there.  They were speaking Italian.  It was cute.  And we 
 got extra credit in Spanish and languages if we made certain foods for 
 Multicultural Day. So we did that. 
  
 
 
        
  It is not by accident that Multicultural Day is “the biggest thing in the school.” With 

students feeding in from approximately 160 different schools and speaking almost 40 

languages, Roosevelt has made one of its primary goals to “ celebrate and cherish the 

diversity of our student body as a precious resource of mutual education and ethical 

development.”    As the counselor said, “The school culture is that diversity is something 

to celebrate, so everybody starts to own it.”  Hence, diversity at Roosevelt may be part of 

what Elliot Eisner would regard as the “implicit curriculum,” or what it teaches because 

of the kind of school it is.”  Both Marie and Catherine seemed to relish being part of such 

an academic community.  As Marie said,  

  It’s completely different from here.  It’s a lot bigger.  It’s a lot more people, and 
 there’s so much diversity.  Like there are different ethic groups, cliques, and stuff 
 like that.  Like I hang out and talk to kids that I never would have talked to if they 
 came to Lenape.  
 

   According to the school counselor, the school offers over fifty clubs, and also 

celebrates diversity by hosting Multicultural Day, International Day, and Women’s Day, 

among others.  The school helped to broaden the Riverfront girls’ understanding of 

diversity.  As Marie remarked,   “You don’t even know—that school has everything--

even transvestites sitting on the corner, transvestites, like cross dressers. They have a club 

for everything. There’s a club for the Albanians, the Asians, the Lesbians.  The only 
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thing-- there is not a white person’s club or whatever.” Marie saw the irony of her 

situation, but also appreciated that she felt accepted at Roosevelt. Unlike her mother who 

felt looked down upon by her classmates a generation ago when she attended Stanton, 

Marie didn’t experience prejudice at Roosevelt as a result of her white working-class 

background. Instead she seemed to receive some notoriety for being from Riverfront.   

 

 They all think I’m a novelty or something.  Like they thought I made Riverfront 
 up.  There were like, you’re lying. Where are you from?  I was like 
 Riverfront!  I told them there are seven other people in this school from 
 Riverfront, ask them.  And then they were like, ‘I’m going to follow you to 
 Riverfront one of these days.’  And I  said once you get off the bus, and my friends 
 are there, you are probably going to run. They are all from (black 
 neighborhoods) and stuff like that.  They also say I talk weird.  I say I don’t talk 
 weird, you just listen weird.  They joke around about it…     
 

 While valuing much about the atmosphere at the school, the up and outs indicated that 

Roosevelt may have been unwise in granting so much freedom to young people who 

don’t always have self-control. Part of the mission statement reads that, “ Young people 

must learn to exercise freedom and learn to make choices.”  Coming from an elementary 

school where they were supervised at all times, both Marie and Catherine expressed 

amazement at the amount of freedom at the school. As Marie said, ”There is a lot of 

freedom at my school.  At the end of the year they just let walk you out the door.  It was 

awesome.”  Though students and faculty value the open and trusting environment, not 

every student can handle all the freedom.   “The biggest problem at the school,” the 

counselor said, “is the freedom piece.  The place is run like a mini-college campus, and 

just like in college, nobody is checking whether students go to class regularly or not.”  

According to her, “Ninth graders especially have a tough time managing all that freedom, 
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and some kids feel they can do whatever they want.”  It didn’t take long for Marie to 

figure out, “It’s easy to skip…it can be really easy to skip.” Unlike some high schools, 

there are no hall sweeps after lunch periods, and students are allowed to sit in the halls 

eating and socializing.   By the end of the year, Marie had collected several stories about 

students cutting that she found amusing.     

 They don’t even notice if you cut class.  There is this girl who cuts class all the 
 time. It’s hilarious.  They have a bet going to see how long before the teacher 
 notices.  She cut like two months in a row.  She gets her friend to hand in her 
 homework like she was there.  She just comes in on test days.   
   

  From Marie’s perspective, the problems with drugs at the school also go largely 

unnoticed by the administration. As an incoming freshman she sounded shocked when 

she reported, “There are three junkies who are always in the bathroom.  I only went to the 

bathroom like three times, and every time they were in there.”  By the end of the year, 

however, she seemed unfazed, if not resigned, to the drug activity.   

 On the back patio, they all smoke weed back there.  And then there are the drug 
 dealers outside my school.  They get on my nerves ‘cause they are always  
  trying to say something, like ‘Hey you got a boyfriend?  You got a boyfriend?’ 
 I’m waiting for Catherine—she takes forever—she has biology on the fourth floor 
 and I’m on the first floor.  So I am waiting for her outside on the bench, and they 
 are like, ‘You got a boyfriend?’  Sometimes the security guards catch them and 
 tell them to leave; other than that, no one says anything so they don’t leave. 
 
  Inside the classrooms, however, the girls claimed the environment was conducive to 

learning, with few disruptions or discipline issues.   As Catherine said, “ Like I haven’t 

seen an actual big problem in any of my classes.  There will be a few talkative people and 

my teacher—the algebra teacher—will just hand out a 30-minue detention after school.  

And that’s the end of it.”  In contrast to the climate in some of the classrooms at Lenape, 

Marie said, ”Nobody (at Roosevelt)  would do anything like throwing stuff.  Like I was 
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telling stories about my old school, how they would throw keyboards and stuff, and the 

other students were like, ‘Oh my God, did anyone die?’”  Roosevelt’s counselor agreed 

that there are few discipline problems at the school,  “because students are carefully 

screened before they are accepted including their discipline, suspension, and attendance 

records.”  Another school counselor said,  “Diversity can bring with it some discipline 

problems,” but that the administration strictly enforces the district’s Code of Conduct on 

such issues. As Catherine’s mother strongly asserted,  “This school does not play, and I 

love the school for that.”  She explained, “There is not tolerance for anything in there, 

which I think is awesome.  Like there’s no sexual harassment—like that (student from 

Lenape)—he would have been out the door so fast it’s not funny.  There’s no tolerance 

for racism—no tolerance for it.”  Marie’s story about Catherine’s biology teacher, 

illustrated the point: 

 Who’s she got for biology, Ms. Hicks? She’s a lesbian, a stirred up lesbian.  If   
 you say ‘That’s gay,” she will kick you out. There was this kid in Catherine’s 
 class. She was like, ‘This paper is gay.’ She was like, ‘That word will not be 
 used.’ She brought her girlfriend into class.  The kid called her a dike or whatever, 
 and he  got kicked out.    
   
  In a district where violent outbreaks occur all too often in the schools, Catherine and 

Marie felt entirely safe inside the confines of Roosevelt. As Catherine said,    “The 

security guards are really good, too.  Like today we were all leaving when a fight broke 

out—like one guy against five.  The security guards jumped right on them and got them 

off.  It was quick.”    

    Among the top public high schools in the nation for its academic standards, one of the 

stated goals of Roosevelt is “to provide an academic environment that fosters in our 

students a commitment to the highest order of academic achievement.” Indeed, few high 
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schools anywhere can surpass the quality of instruction and challenging coursework 

offered at Roosevelt.  The curriculum is rooted in the ETS College Board Advanced 

Placement program, providing students an array of choices from 22 different AP courses, 

six foreign languages, research-based science, as well as top quality music, visual arts, 

and athletic programs. Certainly, one of the benefits of a large public high school like 

Roosevelt is that students have access to wide array of options.    

  With students feeding into Roosevelt from over 162 schools, not every student is 

equally prepared for its academic demands.   According to the school counselor, “The 

biggest shock for incoming freshman is the level of work and high expectations. Many of 

the students don’t know how to study or how to ask for help.  They’ve always been the 

top students in their classes before coming to Roosevelt, but they start to question 

whether they are bright and capable. If they lose self esteem, it is hard for them to recover 

unless they have a support system.”    

    While the freshman class at Roosevelt is significantly reduced in size every year as a 

result of students failing, the up and out girls found the work more strenuous than 

elementary school, but appropriately challenging.  During the first marking period, both 

Catherine and Marie were holding their own academically at Roosevelt, and sounded 

confident about their ability to handle the course load.  Marie complained that she had 

much less time to “hang out with friends” or  “take gymnastics and dance, because of the 

amount of homework.  She said, “I have a big load.  Some days it’s nothing.  Some days 

it’s a lot.  It’s mostly projects and stuff that you have to write about.  Like yesterday, I 

stayed in the whole day to do a project and I went from 12 to 7.” As Marie summarized 

it, “ Some of it (the work) is hard; some of it is easy.  But I’m not doing that badly in any 
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of my courses. In the first marking period, Marie had all A’s and B’s, except for a D in 

Science, and C’s in Spanish and World History.  Catherine, the more conscientious 

student, had all A’s and B’s except for one C in World History.  She, too, seemed 

reassured that she could make it at Roosevelt: 

 
 I thought it was going to be a whole lot harder, like so much more work to do in 
 class, and then after school homework.  It’s not as much as I thought it would be. 
 It’s a lot less. The work in there is not that hard to do.  And the homework—
 there’s not a whole lot to do after—like maybe an hour or two, but that’s about 
 It.  It’s not that hard.   
  

 The up and out girls and their parents at Roosevelt found most of the teachers to be fair 

and effective, with a few exceptions. Perhaps just as importantly, they each had at least 

one teacher with whom they developed a relationship and whose class they found 

exciting. At the end of the year, Marie described her experience with the teachers there: 

 
 My easiest teacher was biology ‘cause he was really nice.  Mr. Soloff is my 
 favorite teacher.  And so was Ms. Haskins.  Mr. Soloff was forever giving us 
 extra credit.  If you answered a question in class, you would get two points added 
 to your grade.  In the beginning of the year, I had this teacher, Ms. Murphy, in 
 Algebra, and she was really tough.  And she really pushed you.  And I was 
 surprised ‘cause I was getting a B in her class ‘cause she was really hard.   
 She was mean too.  But she left and then Mr. Wright came and he was more lax.  
 So I guess, I really slacked when he was there. And then my grade went down, so 
 at the end I had to crank it up.       
  
 

   Marie’s mother was impressed with how her Spanish teacher handled the situation  

when Marie started to fail her class. During the third semester, the winter slump for many 

students, Marie admitted she was slacking off, and had become lackadaisical about her 

work.  She said ” No, I don’t do my homework until I get in school the next morning.  

We got like a half hour advisory.  I just do it in there, or I just grab it off of somebody 
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else.”   During the focus group session at the end of February, she announced that her 

grades were “going down in Spanish,” and she perceived it as the teacher’s fault.   

 She’s just ignorant.  And I don’t get what she’s saying half the time.  They’re two 
 Kids in the back of the class who are constantly talking.  And there are kids who 
 are back there who are singing and stuff.  She’s like, ‘So God help me, I’m going 
 to go back and smack them in the face if they don’t shut up right now.’  She 
 goes from being so nice to so ignorant.  But I’m so glad that I don’t have Senor 
 Gomez for Spanish.  He lives around here.  So if I was failing or something, he 
 would come to my house.   
. 
   The third semester, Marie had maintained her A in English, but had C’s in all her other 

major subjects, and was failing Spanish.  Along with an interim report from the school, 

Marie’s Spanish teacher called her mother, which made all the difference.  As Marie’s 

mother recalled: 

 I’ll tell you what I appreciated.  She started slacking off in Spanish.  I got a phone 
 call from the teacher.  And in the phone call she simply stated, ‘I am available.  If 
 she needs it, I’m here in the morning, and I’m here after school.  So right then and 
 there, the teacher squashed any possibility of my daughter wiggling out.  I was 
 like, ‘You know what’s ahead of you.  I can’t do it.  It’s up to you to apply 
 yourself.  You know what is required.  Make it so.   
 
  For Marie the pressure at Roosevelt became more intense as the school year went on.  

“Like I thought it was going to ease up, but it just kept getting harder and harder and 

there was no end in sight, especially with Spanish.”  Although the school had encouraged 

students to take advantage of the drop-in center for extra tutoring, Marie wouldn’t even  

consider going there, because “ it’s also the sex-ed room so if you walk in they 

automatically assume that you’re getting condoms or birth control or something.”  Rather 

than going to the Spanish teacher, Marie said she preferred “to get help from my friends:” 

 I asked this girl at school, her name is Vanessa, and her Mom owns a Spanish 
 school.  So she’s cool in all the grammar and stuff. So she tutored me.  And then I 
 forced myself to read (Spanish) before I went to bed.  I had to do repetition like a 
 kindergartener when you write your letters over and over again.  I kept having to 
 write the words because she took off for spelling, too.  
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  Marie’s persistence paid off and by the end of the school year, she had brought up all 

her grades up to B’s and a C in Spanish.  Though usually effusive, Marie pronounced 

simply, “I’m glad that I passed.”  

   Marie was only enthusiastic about one teacher, her English teacher, Ms. Harrity, who 

also happened to have been assigned to her as a mentor.  In an early focus group she said,  

“I’m in English MG (Mentally Gifted), and I got an A in that course. My English teacher 

is new this year, and her class is fun.”  Later in the year she remarked,  she  had a “cool” 

English teacher, who will “pull you aside to talk about a problem.”  But other than Ms. 

Harrity, she hadn’t encountered teachers at Roosevelt who she felt offered support to 

students.   “Unless you asked for it, you ain’t getting it.  That’s the way it is. If you’re 

failing, the teachers really don’t care.”   

 Marie’s English teacher spoke confidently about her ability to succeed at the school.  

“Marie was never was distressed about things that were hard or new and different; she 

took the bull by the horns.”  As Marie summed up the year: 

 
 I hated it at first. Getting up that early in the morning, going that far.  People 
 were getting on my nerves every day…By the end of the year, they were all right.  
 They were tolerable.  Like I made friends, yea I made friends.  And they were 
 down here.  They’re cool though—like a handful of friends 
 
 

  Catherine also found most of her teachers at Roosevelt to be of high quality, though her 

mother contended, “She didn’t use the teachers at all for support.”   As her mother said, 

“Her English class was an MG class, but she loved it.  She loves, biology, loves biology.  

Fundamentals of Science was tough.  He’s tough; he don’t let you turn in work late or 
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nothing.”  However, Catherine had one teacher that she regarded as incompetent, who her 

mother said she complained about all year. 

 

 World history.  She can’t stand that teacher. I kept telling her, Catherine, if you’re 
 having trouble with world history, you have to go talk to him.  And she was so 
 adamant, ‘I’m not doing it.  I’m not doing it.’ I couldn’t fight with her about it any 
 more.  And even her friend was saying—‘cause she was in there—that he would 
 start talking and go way off in left field.  And you mean, he’s telling them that he 
 hasn’t had a woman in a year.  And I am like, I understand world history, but 
 hello.  This is not what we are supposed to be discussing—that he hasn’t had the 
 pleasures of a woman.  That’s what he’s telling them.  You never knew where he 
 was going.   
 
  

        But Catherine’s world history teacher seemed to be an outlier in an otherwise strong 

group of teachers. Catherine had what constituted a transformational experience as the 

result of an excellent biology teacher who influenced her to change her field of interest 

from literature and writing to the sciences.   As her mother explained, “She was so 

against biology, complaining,  ‘This is going to be boring.’  Now she’s like, ‘Mom I love 

biology.  I love biology.’”  The course was taught by a young woman who Catherine said 

she “really likes,” and provided the opportunity to work cooperatively in a serious 

science environment. On the day she was observed, Catherine was attentive in the front 

row in a classroom equipped with science charts, books and state-of–the-art lab 

equipment—obviously used regularly by students.  After a brief explanation of the 

assignment in genetics, A Case Study of Autosomal Recessive Inheritance, the teacher 

urged them to find a partner and get to work on the assignment. Catherine turned to work 

with the girl next to her, and within a few minutes, all 29 students had paired up with 

their calculators and appeared deeply engaged in solving the case.  By the end of the 
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school year, Catherine had decided to pursue the sciences, and her biology teacher was 

acting as a mentor as she plotted out her future coursework at Roosevelt.  It was difficult 

to choose among all the electives offered, but Catherine said, “I decided to take Algebra 

II.  My science teacher said it is good to take Algebra II with the chemistry, because 

chemistry goes with the Algebra II.  It’s just better to do it that way. If I want to, I can 

take Calculus my senior year.”  

  As much as Catherine and Marie relied on each other when they first started at 

Roosevelt, they gradually made their own friends and began to shape their own paths at 

the school.  Catherine kept so much bottled up that it was often difficult to ascertain how 

her year was going. However, interviews with her English teacher at Roosevelt and her  

mother helped to draw a more complete picture. Catherine’s English teacher described 

her as ”a solid B student who arrived to class on time, worked steadily, but was very 

reserved.”  While “socially, it‘s harder to say how she fared,” her teacher observed, “she 

had made a good friend in class who sat behind her and they often paired up with one 

another.”   

   Just as Catherine had the resolve to distance herself from distractions in the 

neighborhood, she used that same strength at Roosevelt to get through the first few weeks 

of a new school. While Catherine claimed the social adjustment was as easy for her as 

“meeting people who are new to elementary school,” Marie said the only people 

Catherine initially talked to were the ones she introduced to her at the lunch table.   When 

she faced subject matter that was difficult, she drew on her inner resources—and support 

from her mother.   She commented in the fall of her freshman year, ”I try to help myself.  
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I push myself to actually do better.  I ask my Mom if she can help me some, and she will 

as much as she can.”  

  Though Catherine rarely showed her vulnerability at school or during the interviews, her 

mother shared that Catherine had gone through an extremely tough time when Johnny, a 

childhood friend from Riverfront who came to Roosevelt with her and Marie, had 

dropped out only a few short weeks after being there. A few years earlier, Johnny had 

found his father dead from an overdose of drugs, and now seemed to be following in his 

footsteps. Catherine tried to understand the tragedy unfolding before her eyes:  “ Johnny 

had a lot of potential and he could do so much. He had a lot of people who supported him 

too.   And then he dropped out, and he’s doing all kinds of horrible stuff now. I guess 

they see some of their friends doing drugs and they just follow after them.  I guess they 

think it makes them better than others. “    Like other working-class girls who are forced 

to make a psychological break with past friends, Catherine also may have been realizing 

that the path to her goals was going to be a lonely one. Even her mother was surprised by 

her strong reaction: 

 She was really upset about the whole Johnny thing.  At first I didn’t know why 
 she was crying.  ‘What are you crying for?  What’s the matter?  Something is 
 wrong.  What’s wrong?’  Finally, she told me it was all about Johnny.  Because 
 they were so close, and all of a sudden he was disappearing and running away 
 from home and not going to school.  I don’t know why it affected her the way it 
 did; she was a mess.  Oh my god, she was a mess.  The three of them went to 
 Roosevelt and then Johnny dropped out.       
 
  Traumatized after her mother had a serious car accident in April, Catherine started to do 

poorly in three of her classes—Fundamentals in Science, Spanish and World History.  

After interim reports were sent home, she, too, sought assistance from her peers.  She 

said,” I guess making a lot of friends did help.  They help in a lot of classes.  They help 
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you pass most of them, especially if you are not getting something, they help the most.”    

The school offers tutoring after school, but according to her mother, “She would not use 

it anyway, ‘cause she doesn’t want to stay at school any longer than she has to because of 

the transportation issue.” Instead, one of Catherine’s friends, with whom she had four 

classes, guided her through homework assignments via an on-line instant chat room.  “I 

went to my friend, Laura, and she helped me get through a lot.  We actually went on-line 

after school, and she helped me a lot.”   

  By the end of the year, Catherine received five A’s all together, two B’s and one C.  

Much of her diffidence had melted away, and Catherine seemed more confident in 

herself, asserting that she had become a vegetarian at our last meeting.  Her parents had 

arranged another student exchange program for her, and she was looking forward to 

visiting France, Italy and Malta.  

 

The Torn 

 

  In contrast to the schools attended by the up and out girls that had selective admissions 

policies, Pierce had much less flexibility in choosing its student body. Considered a 

neighborhood high school by the district, it was open to most students who attended a 

grade eight school within their feeder pattern.  Students outside the feeder pattern could 

apply as well to be selected through a lottery if space was available.   In the fall that the 

torn girls applied, Pierce had attempted to be more selective by putting in place an 

admissions process that included an application and student interview.  However, the 

following year the district overrode the process by randomly placing neighborhood 



 180 

students in Pierce who might otherwise have been placed in Milltown. As the principal 

explained, “For next September, kids were assigned here either because they put us as 

their number one choice on their eighth grade slip, or the placement office began to look 

at our racial and gender numbers and pulled kids based on those numbers to come here as 

opposed to Milltown.” Formerly an academic recovery school, Pierce is a small high 

school with approximately 300 students that has a reputation in the neighborhood for its 

nurturing environment.  Its dedicated principal has tried to upgrade standards, and the 

school has made tremendous progress under her helm.  Yet the school was still struggling 

to make Annual Yearly Progress when the torn girls were admitted with only 22 percent 

of all 11th graders proficient or advanced in reading 2006 and 56 percent below basic.  

Average daily attendance was low at 75 percent, while mobility (number of students 

entering and withdrawing after the first day of school) was high with almost a third of the 

students coming or going during the school year.  The principal said, “We lose almost an 

entire class of kids to disciplinary transfers and kids whose parents are moving to other 

areas.”       

  Three of the girls in the study---Julia, Anna, and Allison-- all attended Pierce. The 

twins’ parents made the decision to send Julia and Anna to Pierce because their two older 

daughters had a good experience at the school. While Pierce was a good fit for Anna who 

had learning disabilities, Julia was an outstanding student who had applied to and been 

accepted at selective high schools in the district. When it came to make a decision, her 

mother refused to let Julia consider any other school but Pierce on the grounds that 

transportation would be too difficult.   As her mother said, “I didn’t want her to go to 

Stanton (an all-girls magnet school) … I didn’t know how I would fit getting her to 
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school into my morning routine. And I also had a little anxiety attack, like God what if 

(the public transportation system) goes on strike?  How am I getting her to school?”   

  When asked if Julia had considered applying to Roosevelt with her two best friends, her 

mother acknowledged that it probably “came into play.” Her mother explained why they 

rejected the idea: ”You know that discipline school is right there? There’s no way I could 

even think about my daughter on the subway platform with some lunatic trying to push 

my daughter.  I would be completely insane. I’d probably not sleep for then next four 

years.”  (When told of Julia’s mothers comment, the counselor at Roosevelt said that the 

adjacent school is not a discipline school, but one for physically disabled children.  

“Parents who raise safety as an issue,” he said, “ often are disguising the real issue—their 

fear of putting their child in a diverse environment.”  

  Julia’s mother also vetoed her selection of a high school in the southern part of the city 

that offered, according to Julia,  “a really good program in law—like law enforcement—

that I was interested in.”  Her mother felt, “Julia always wants more. If Julia got into 

Drexel, she’d say, I don’t care—I want Harvard. If she got into Harvard, she’d say big 

deal, I want to go to Oxford.  Julia will never be happy.” According to the principal at 

Pierce, like many working class parents, “It’s easier for the mother to say ‘Do what I’m 

familiar with.’”  She added, “Many kids don’t want to change history either.”   

 When making the final decision, Julia respected her parents’ wishes and agreed to attend 

Pierce with Anna. As she said, ” And they (my parents) were like if you go there, this 

could happen and this could happen. I was like, ‘Okay, I don’t want to be stuck in that 

neighborhood if (public transportation) goes on strike’.”   
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  When asked about how she felt about her choice of high school at the end of eighth 

grade, Anna wrote, “ I actually like it because it (Pierce) is close to home and small.”  In 

contrast, her sister had trepidation about going to Pierce, stating, ” I feel that it is rather 

risky for me to be going to this type of school rather than one of higher education.” Later 

her parents’ attitude seemed to have rubbed off when she told the other girls in the study, 

“All of the good schools are in bad neighborhoods.”  

  Both Allison and her mother felt fortunate that she was accepted to Pierce.  Without 

grades that are predominantly A’s and B’s, good behavior records and PSSA scores in the 

advanced or proficient range, the options in the city’s public schools for students like 

Allison are limited to neighborhood schools or charter schools.  Above all her mother 

didn’t want Allison to attend Milltown, where she had dropped out.  A teacher 

encouraged Allison to apply to Pierce, and when she was accepted, her mother was 

“ecstatic.” As she said, “I knew Pierce was around the corner, and they were only 

accepting a certain amount of students.  So when I went on the interview, I was praying. I 

know when I was a child it was for slow kids or whatever. When I went on the interview, 

I loved the amount of students that they had and the way everything was set up. I was 

praying she would get picked, and she did.”   

    According to the principal and the torn girls, the school was working to improve, but 

the course work at Pierce was uneven in challenging students. As an alternative school, 

for many years, Pierce had been the school of last resort for many district students, and a 

culture of low expectations had evolved.  When the vice principal arrived, he said, 

“discipline essentially amounted to giving problem students tokens to take the bus home 

early.”  Since she was appointed four years ago, the principal has been attempting to 
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rebuild the school and the staff, replacing retiring and transferring teachers with new 

teachers who suit the collaborative vision of the staff.   Still, it is a slow process, and 

there have been obstacles along the way, including a revolving door of foreign language 

teachers who are certified, but can’t manage some of the difficult student behaviors.  In 

an honest appraisal of her school, the principal said, 

 I still know that the kids don’t feel challenged enough, because it is not consistent 
 in every single room that they go.  There is a teacher here and there, but it is not 
 every place.  And that is something, as a school, that we need to work on.  I walk 
 into some classes, and I think, so what?  Then there are other classes and I walk 
 subject area—and the kids are giving it right back to them. It happens here in 
 science all the time… The ninth grade science teacher does a lot of hands-on with 
 them, and he makes them do their own research to find things out. He will give 
 them a topic to go and research as a group, and everybody has to demonstrate that 
 they understand what’s going on plus do their part of the presentation to the whole 
 class. That’s an example of where the kids are really taking ownership.    
 
 Furthermore, since the school is so small, the curriculum sticks close to the district’s 

mandated high school requirements with few options or electives built into it. Though 

some small high schools are imaginative and find ways to offer a selection of courses, it 

is far easier with a large population to support an array of specialized courses.  After  

hearing the wide selection or courses that the up and out girls had at their schools, Julia 

commented, “You can’t pick your electives.  You need so many credits to graduate. So 

you basically need every course that they give you.”   

   During the ninth grade year at Pierce, students are grouped homogeneously, despite the 

research showing that academic tracking is not an effective or equitable method of 

organizing instruction and that tracking ultimately causes students to fall farther and 

farther behind until they eventually drop out. However, the principal at Pierce felt 

strongly that tracking the freshman is necessary with a class of students with wide 

disparities in their math and reading levels. As she explained: 
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 With us, you will have a small group of kids who come out based on a reading 
 level or a small group of kids that come out based on a math level. The science 
 group is based on their math ability level.  The social studies and the French 
 group is based on their reading levels.  So they are not constantly with one 
 another, but they are with each other a lot.  We only have three classes of kids.  
 But it’s important for them to be in a reading or math group that is going to 
 address their deficiencies and build up their self -confidence. Next year that 
 doesn’t happen.  Everybody is thrown together.     
 
       
  Interestingly, the torn girls had different opinions about being tracked.  Anna 

appreciated it because even though she thought she “wasn’t ready to go,” to high school, 

she surprised herself and found she could manage the work at Pierce.   As he said, ”Like I 

thought math would be really hard.  And English.  It’s not really that hard; you just have 

to get used to it.  Like I knew A squared plus B squared equals C squared.  That was 

cool.”  Her sister, however, who was used to being in a mixed ability class, found the 

groupings irritating.  Julia remarked:   

 
 They are a pain in the ass.  Because they just are.  Like they have the advanced 
 class, the regular class, and the kids who need assistance. They (the teachers) are 
 like, well you are supposed to be the brightest of the ninth grade and you’re sitting 
 here slacking.  What do you mean we’re slacking?  You think we are slacking 
 because we don’t want to do this?  I don’t know.  They are just annoying.   
 
Once an inquisitive, engaged student in eight grade, Julia had begun to question her 

abilities. When asked, “Are you being challenged this year?”   She answered,    

 “ Yea, a lot.  I used to be really smart at Lenape, and now I’m like duh…”  Julia’s 

mother was concerned about the change she had seen in her daughter as she transitioned 

to high school.  She commented, ”Julia is just not challenged. Julia doesn’t like to be just 

anywhere. She is the kind of kid who can walk into a room and take it over. It’s not her 

just to blend in. Julia always had that something. There’s no way she’s challenged (at 
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Pierce).”   In contrast to the up and out girls, the torn girls were receiving few homework 

assignments at Pierce. As their mother said,” I don’t see homework.  Nothing that gets 

them going. Not like that.” 

  Pierce’s principal felt that the transition to high school for her ninth grade students was 

largely determined by the strength of her teaching staff.  According to her, “The question 

is do you have a competent teacher in every class? If you have a teacher who doesn’t 

have classroom management skills, kids walk all over them and little learning takes 

place.”  As the principal, she believed that the quality of Pierce’s teachers was 

inconsistent, with some teachers providing excellent instruction in a well-managed 

classroom while others were weak or ineffective. Among the roadblocks to building such 

a staff, she named seniority, union rules that make it nearly impossible to fire a teacher, 

and difficulty finding adequate substitutes. She said that in the mix, however, Pierce had 

many fine, dedicated teachers. She observed: 

 
 My teachers all stay after school.  When I look at the 10th grade and 11th grade, 
 Mrs. P. has real high expectations for the kids and demands proficiency from 
 them. Because she has such high expectations for the kids, she also puts herself   
 Out there to stay and work with the kids just about every day after school So if a 
 kid is having trouble with poetry and needs the help, she’s available after school.  
 Mr. C. does the same thing in science.  Mr. D doesn’t usually stay after school,   
 but lots of times, he’ll ask the kids to come for help during lunchtime. What I 
 am finding from the kids is that his demand for excellence is stating to pay off.  
 Things are starting to click.  
 
 

  Explaining that the ninth grade class that included the torn girls had “some of the worst 

dynamics” of any of the classes, the principal said the ninth graders have also suffered 

because they had substitutes for English and French. The English teacher was out on a 

long-term illness, and the French teacher had quit mid-way through the year,  after the 
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students accused him of having an erection in class.  With substitutes instructing three of 

her core classes the first semester, Julia expressed frustration in the fall with her teachers:  

 Something happened to our English teacher during the summer where he hurt his 
 shoulder, and a substitute came in and they picked up an elective journalism and 
 so I have two periods back to back –7th and 8th—and I have a substitute in there. 
 He just cannot control the classroom.  He just goes crazy.  It’s not even like if you 
 wanted to learn, you could because it’s just impossible.  People throw stuff, It’s 
 crazy.  He stands there and he calls the office and the kids unplug the phone on 
 him.  It’s complete chaos. The principal comes in and yells because we didn’t 
 leave the classroom. How are you suppose to disrespect the teacher like that and 
 just walk out and get (the principal)?  It’s crazy.   
 
 And that’s your English class? 
 
 Exactly, and we need to graduate.  I keep telling that.  If we don’t get our credit, 
 we don’t graduate.  And they really seem not to even care. 
 
 When is the English teacher expected back? 
 
 Like at the end of the year.  Like that a little bit too late, don’t you think?  I was 
 like, okay, I guess we won’t be learning much this year.  And because our French 
 teacher quit, like he only had five years before he could retire. So he was like, 
 forget it, I’m just done.  So he quit.  And now we get our credit for class, but we 
 don’t actually have the language.  Like there is no one in the school. Period.  
 There’s no Spanish or French. I just sit there. Someone comes in and hands us 
 French sheets, but like we have to look back in our notes, but we really are not 
 learning anything.. 
 
 So there’s nobody there to really teach you French? 
 
 So we won’t be able to speak French fluently.  We’ll be able to say like bonjour 
 and stuff like that. 
 
 Do you feel jipped? 
 
 Yea, I  feel like I’m gonna need that.  They should try to teach me something that 
 I need to know.  I’m gonna need it if I’m going to have a conversation with 
 someone.  They keep telling us that jobs are really looking at people who are 
 bilingual, trilingual, stuff like that. Hello, we’re here.  We need to learn that. 
 
 
  Despite the challenges of staffing a small high school like Pierce, the principal was 

fiercely determined to do it. By January she had taken over teaching Julia’s English class 
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herself until the regular teacher returned from his sick leave.  In the meantime, she was 

trying to retain the talented and dedicated core of teachers she was gradually building at 

Pierce, even though there were attractive assignments at “better schools” in the district.  

Most of the torn girls and their parents recognized that there were many qualified and 

hard-working teachers at the school. As Anna said, “They’re nice… Unlike in elementary 

school, they don’t mess around.  In high school, they’ll fail you… They’re not messing 

around.  In high school, you actually have to work in order to pass.”  They also concurred 

with the principal about the strength of the science teachers.  As Allison said, “ Well, Mr. 

Kurt, the science teacher, he’s fun and teaches us a lot.  He’s good with all the students.  

Like he plays around with them all.”  Her mother was also impressed with the staff.  She 

commented, “I like her teachers, especially her English teacher. And the people in the 

office are really nice.  Something happened…I got one of those recordings that Allison 

was tardy.  I’m like, ‘Why was she tardy? She left out of here at 7:45.  So I went around 

to the school and the secretary looked at me and said, ‘I’m trying to keep (Allison) away 

from those bad people.’  

   Allison’s English teacher said she had worked with her all year to “get her to believe in 

herself.”  She said that Allison had failed Reading Support the first two semesters 

because she had not handed in several assignments and had migrated to the back of the 

class.  After pairing Allison up with a stronger student for support, Allison started 

handing in almost identical essays as her peer tutor. During a focus group, Anna who was 

in the same track as Allison had implied that she was copying off her work as well.  As 

Anna said, “(Allison) likes (Pierce) ‘cause she’s with me…’Can I see your paper?’   But 

her teacher refused to accept the blatant cheating and told Allison she had “best attempt 
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to figure it out herself.” By the end of the semester, her teacher said she had “improved a 

lot” and had raised her failing grade to a D.             

  No matter how much individual teachers cared, Julia still found it difficult to be 

motivated to learn at Pierce where apathy among the students was ubiquitous. She 

explained, “A lot of them care, but the math teacher doesn’t really care.  If you don’t 

want to do your work, you just put your head down. That’s fine. But some teachers 

actually push you to do stuff.  But if you’re in a classroom environment where no one 

feels like doing anything, then it’s kinda hard to learn.  Mr. Torban cares. He’s the one 

that helped me revise my writing.    

  Unlike the high schools that the up and outs attended where the atmosphere was almost 

always conducive to learning, Pierce was fraught with much more tension—in the halls, 

classrooms, lunchroom and outside the building. According to the principal the problems 

were largely concentrated in the freshman class, the largest class they had ever taken.  

From almost 100 students, the class was down to 70 by the second semester, largely as a 

result of disciplinary transfers.  According to the principal, Pierce has many more 

students who haven’t learned to deal with “the social-emotional issues that have a 98 

percent impact on academics.” She elaborated: 

 

 They haven’t learned to interact with one another and work with one another—
 and to keep a work and social life separate…And here, even more so than the 
 bigger high schools, because ---you know—that six degrees of separation. You 
 take any six kids and you can find a thread between those six kids.  So that if you 
 said something to her, and she repeats it  here, the third person was connected  to 
 that person in some way.  And it gets back to that person.  So we have a lot of that 
 going on here.  A lot more this year than in the past.    
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 Certainly, the torn girls had many stories of chaotic classrooms and disruptive students.  

Julia’s ninth grade track seemed to be the worst, since they had the misfortune of having 

two substitutes unprepared for managing a tough class in an urban high school. As Julia 

recalled, “In the beginning of the year, they were throwing books in my English class.  It 

was completely crazy.  I was about to go underneath my desk.  That’s how many books 

were flying. I was sitting  in the back and thinking that’s all that needs to happen.  Let a 

book hit me.”  Yet toward the end of the year, many the behaviors hadn’t improved. Julia 

said:     

 The teachers are not good at discipline.  Like some don’t play games… but  
 the algebra teacher, he’ll be like just get out of my classroom.. You want to know 
 how immature (the students) are.  They would stick pencils and pens--throw them 
 up at the ceiling.  And if you looked at the ceiling, it looked like decorations 
 straight back.   That’s how immature they are.  And at the end of the year, they 
 would be like, ‘I don’t have a pencil.’ They would stand on a desk and put a 
 broom up to take them down. 
 

Her sister, Anna, found some of the same “immature behavior” in her section.  According 

to Anna: 

   In our school it’s not very well controlled.  Seeing textbooks thrown around the 
 classroom makes it hard for you to learn.  And teachers can’t do nothing cause 
 you can’t leave the classroom without your classroom getting messed up.  The 
 office is all the way downstairs, and if you make a call, they’re gonna be bad.  
 And they come in, and nothing is gonna happen.  
 
   
        
 As reported by the torn girls, situations in the classroom often escalated to fighting.  

Unsurprisingly, the principal and vice principal at Pierce were often forced to be 

disciplinarians, instead of instructional leaders. According to the principal, conflict in the 

school has been especially prevalent among the girls.  While “the boys walk away and it 

is over and done with…the girls don’t do that.”  Moreover, social skills that should be 
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part of these girls repertoire by high school are often missing.  The principal described 

the nature of the conflict amongst the girls at Pierce: 

 

 I think we see more threats of physical fights among the girls.  We don’t have   
 many actual fights where they come to blows.  We have a lot more accusations, 
 threats, and they start to take their earrings off and get ready to fight. I don’t think 
 any of our girls are afraid to fight --or that any of our girls are mature enough to 
 walk away from a fight and be that bigger person.  They know the phrase—‘I’ll 
 be the bigger person.  ‘But she just really got to me.’  They don’t understand that 
 just because somebody said something stupid today, it’s not going to have any 
 bearing on what is going to happen tomorrow.  They really don’t understand that 
 because they don’t let it go.  They don’t see that they are strong, even if they walk 
 away.  And I don’t necessarily know how to teach that to them. 
 
 
  Just as the torn girls were accustomed to seeing conflict in their neighborhood turning 

physical, they seemed to accept—if not revel in—the battles at school.  In one of the 

focus groups, they asked if the researcher had ever been in a physical fight with another 

girl, and seemed genuinely surprised that she hadn’t.  In a moment of true camaraderie, 

they shared their strategies for female battle, like ‘Never fight with your hair down.”  

And just like proud--though unlikely-- warriors, they shared stories of their exploits at 

Pierce. Similar to research that points to the tendency for girls to engage in relational 

aggression, the fighting of the torn girls was often initiated as a result of name calling and 

rumor spreading.  The following conversation was recorded during a focus group: 

 

 Julia:  Anna got in a fight.  Did she tell you about that? 

 Anna:  Yea, I got into a fight with my old friend over Marie.  Now, I don’t want 
 nobody talking about Marie. 
 
 Julia:  Our sister.  Can I explain it?  Marie went out with Brett in eighth grade.  
 She’s like our sister, so we bring her (name) up.  We hung out with (friends from 
 Pierce) outside of school before with Marie.  They are like, Marie is so pretty, 
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 ‘cause Marie is.  And then some girl named Karen, who started to go out with 
 Brett, sits there and calls Marie ugly.  Now all of a sudden she has Big Daddy, 
 and Marie’s ugly.  Like what is he Fabio?  So they got into a fight.  And this is 
 when (Anna) gets involved. 
 
 Anna:  All right.  We were arguing over Mypace. I was like, ‘I’m done.  I’m not  
  arguing with you no more.’  She bumped into me. I was like, ‘What was that 
 about?’  She bumped me, and she was like, ‘You bumped me.’  I was like, ‘No 
 you bumped me, bitch.’  She was like, ‘What do you want me to do walk around 
 you?’ I was like, ‘Well, then start. And then she started to walk away.  I was like, 
 ‘Karen, I’m not afraid of you.  Drop your stuff and fight me.’  So we just started 
 fighting.   
 
 Julia:  She don’t fight with her hair down. 
 
 Anna:  I didn’t get suspended though.   
 
 Marie:  You don’t fight with your hair down. 
 
 Julia:  If you do, they are going to latch onto it. 
 
 Anna:  She did have my hair though, I’ll give her that.  She pulled my hair, and I 
 pulled her hair.  It took two people to get me off of her…some big old kids. 
 
 
 Juila:  But that’s how it is in (city) schools—survival of the fittest.  That’s how it 
 is! Fortunately, I never got into a fight.  People know better.  They would be 
 stupid  to fight with me.   
 
 Anna: (The vice principal) sent me home, so nothing else happened, and we had a 
 meeting on Monday.  And then I had an in-house suspension.  And everything is  
 supposedly settled—because of Julia. 
 
 Julia:  I sat them all down and told them all what they had to do.  Yea, did you 
 ever see Mean Girls? Well, I had them all sit down and tell them what they 
 thought of each other, if they trusted one another, and why it got started in the  
 first place.  And they all just settled it.  I did it inside of school.   I had every 
 Freshman on those little steps…We all talked about it.  I was the peacemaker.    
  
 
  Though this dispute ended without disastrous consequences to either of the girls 

involved, not all of the conflicts involving girls from Riverfront did that year.   According 

to research, girls may engage in fighting to gain a sense of power and respect among their 
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peers.  The principal at Pierce felt that Mary –one of the Riverfront girls who dropped out 

of the research project—began fighting her first year at the school for this very reason.  

As she said, “I think Mary was trying to establish herself more on the academic lines, and 

she was having trouble doing that.  While she was trying to run with a tougher crowd, she 

was also looking for a place for herself in the school.”  One of the altercations she was 

involved in began when Mary became irritated by a girl in class-- who belonged to the 

same popular group as Mary--refused to take her hood off.  Mary got up out her seat and 

attempted to pull the hood off the girl’s head.   The girl shot back, ”At least, I’m not 

standing on the corner drinking and smoking pot like you are.”  At that point, the 

principal said Mary “went right after the girl.”  The principal understood that Mary was 

“set off because the girl had defamed her in front of the other kids—and the fact that 

(what she said) was true made it even worse.”  She added that “Neither one of them was 

right, but neither one of them was equipped enough with social skills to be able to back 

off gracefully.”  After a pattern of such incidents, the administration finally requested her 

forced transfer when Mary made a violent threat and stabbed a fellow student with a 

pencil, breaking his skin.    Mary’s need to prove herself at her new school through 

fighting is illustrative of the necessity to provide other avenues through which students 

may gain acceptance and notoriety.  

  Certainly, at Pierce there were few sports or extracurricular activities offered where 

students might learn real-world skills, or show prowess in areas outside of academics.  

The torn girls and their parents expressed frustration that the school didn’t offer any frills.  

Although Julia was an excellent baseball player, Pierce had only intramural co-ed 

baseball, whereas Julia preferred to play for a competitive all-girls traveling team. As 



 193 

Julia said, “They had baseball this spring, but it was co-ed, and they didn’t play (any 

other schools)…they didn’t play any teams!  So why would I do that?”  Her mother 

agreed that her daughter would thrive in a school with more athletics.  She said, “Julia 

would love to go to a high school that had sports.  She would work our around the clock 

if she could.  She can play in Riverfront until she’s eighteen.”  Allison’s mother 

understood the importance of extracurricular activities, and seemed puzzled why the 

school didn’t offer more.  She said, “ I want to try to get her into extracurricular activities 

in school.  In case she gets a scholarship for college, I want them to see that she is doing 

things like that. I said, ‘Do you know is there a school newspaper?’  I said, ‘Well, may be 

you could start one.’    Julia, as usual, was the most outspoken about the lack of activities 

at Pierce that build community and round out an education.  Calling it a “poor school,” 

she said:   

 They never even got a newspaper out at Pierce. They didn’t have time.  They 
 procrastinate in every single thing you can think of.  Being serious.  Prom.  They 
 didn’t have a prom because they didn’t have enough seniors.  So they invited 
 sophomores.  Okay. That’s cool.  Cause it’s a small school anyway.  Not that 
 many people paid. They didn’t pay before the deadline.  And don’t you know they 
 didn’t have a prom this year. Literally they had twelve—no seventeen—senior 
 graduate this year.  Tell me, that’s not sad. They didn’t have a yearbook, nothing 
 no video.  And graduation—their graduation is in the gym.   Every other high 
 school you can think of, they usually rent a hall or something.  Not here. They had 
 it in the gym. They gym is so hot and nasty.   
 
  Unlike the environment at the schools of the up and outs, where acceptance of diversity 

had been strongly established, the school attended the torn girls was the site of many 

clashes of culture and unyielding attitudes among the students with respect to race, 

ethnicity, and sexual preference.   While much research has confirmed the link between 

prejudice and individual hardship, it would be unfair to state that the Riverfront girls and 

their parents all fit that pattern because there was much variability among the 
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participants—both in terms of how and if prejudice was conveyed and toward whom. For 

example, while Anna  and Julia expressed deep-seated racism at times, Allison never 

made any biased comments about her black classmates. As she casually observed, 

“They’re cool and everything.  They don’t bother you.”  Yet all of the torn girls were 

openly anti-gay and lesbian.  

  According to the principal at Pierce, prejudicial attitudes ran rampant among the 

students at her school, and caused numerous conflicts. Confronting the issue daily in her 

job at Pierce,” made her realize that, ”We’re still having serious questions about the 

divide among us.”   As she said: 

 We’ve had more (clashes of culture) this year than we’ve ever had before. It’s 
 mostly the white students toward the African American students. There are days 
 when I feel like I am in red-neck territory.  We address it with the kid, and we 
 address it with the parents.  We even have a cultural divide between he Albanian 
 students and the other white students. They come from a war-torn country where 
 it’s okay to carry a weapon…Well, you’re in America now.  I’ve been talking 
 with people downtown about doing sensitivity training with the kids so the kids 
 understand that it’s okay to be different, but that we respect differences.      
   
 
  While the principal felt the biased attitudes were more entrenched among the white 

students, Julia and Anna perceived themselves as victims.  As Julia explained during and 

interview at the beginning of the year: 

 
 Are there cultural divisions? 
 
 Not really, no nothing.  But shockingly, the black people are actually racist 
 against us.  And we don’t know why, but I guess they feel that they need to call us 
 white whatever.   
 
 What do you mean? 
 
 They’ll say it.  You’ll walk into a classroom and they say, ‘White seabirds, and 
 this and that.  And we’re like, ‘We didn’t say anything to you.  Like if they 
 actually have a reason to hate you, then they will actually get up and hit you or 
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 whatever.  But you can say something like, ‘Wow, you’re not funny,’ or you can 
 call them a black whatever.  Like a black be-atch, which is like bitch.  But if you 
 said the N-word, not that many people would like you.  But you gotta say 
 something back. You can’t let them walk all over you.  Then you’ll get jumped. 
 
 While a lot of the talk of the torn girls seemed to be defensive posturing, their discourse 

revealed their strong sense of  being protected and privileged, since the school was in a 

white neighborhood-- indeed, their neighborhood.  Moreover they assumed that the black 

students at Pierce understood these unstated turf rules. As Julia and Anna became more 

comfortable in the school, the following conversation was recorded during a focus group:   

 
 Julia:  In my classes, it’s mostly white. But it is a little mixed.  But they mess 
 around.  Like there is this boy, Hakim, like they will mess around with each other 
 saying, ‘You’re a black-assed nigger.  They mess around with it, but if I was to be 
 called a white cracker—I’m dead serious—I wouldn’t think twice about calling 
 them out on their thing.   
 
 Anna:  I wouldn’t either.  Like I’m not going to sit there and be like, ‘You’re a 
 nigger or you’re a spic.’ Cause I’m not that ignorant.  But if I was called a 
 cracker, obviously, I’m gong to say something back to them.      
 
 Julia:  Me, too, I would put somebody in their place. 
 
 Anna:  But that’s a white neighborhood.  How are you going to say something to 
 me?   
 
 
  The friction between students at Pierce was not just about race, but also about class. 

Apparently, the black students made the assumption that the white students were better 

off than they were simply because they lived in a predominantly white neighborhood.  

Both black and white students failed to realize the commonalities that they shared as a 

result of being “working class” in a society with a widening gap between rich and poor.   

As Anna remarked, “Like every time I say Riverfront, the black people call it, ‘rich-ass 

Riverfront.’  Her sister added, ’I don’t get that.  Riverfront is not rich.  It’s regular, if 
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anything.  If you say you’re from Riverfront, they automatically assume your parents 

have money.’ 

  The Riverfront girls who attended Pierce were more likely to hold rigid attitudes about 

sexual orientation, and be uncompromising in their traditional views of male and female 

sexual roles. Whereas the up and outs who attended Roosevelt had developed an 

acceptance of sexual difference, the torn girls at Pierce expressed little, if any tolerance 

for their LGBT classmates.  Below Anna, Julia and Allison participated in a discussion 

on the topic: 

 

 Anna:  Half of the freshman girls are gay. 

 Julia:  More like all of them, yea! 

 Anna:  They think it’s cool. 

 Julia:  They are like, ‘I’m bisexual.  I’m gay.’  Good, don’t come near me. 

 Anna:  There’s a good fifty lesbians at my school. 

 Allison:  Girls go out with girls? 

 Anna:  Yea, and they think it’s cute.  Ew, that’s nasty. 

 Interviewer:  Are they out in school? 

 Anna:  Some people do.   

 Julia:  They’re loud and proud.  Some girl—I don’t like her, I don’t care—she had 
 her gay pride socks on today.  And she’s bisexual.  Ew. 
 
 Allison:  Yea, she wrote me a note.  I asked her something, and she was like, ‘I 
 broke up with my boyfriend, do you want to be my wifey?  I was like, ‘oh no.’   
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Embedded 
 
  Peggy was the only participant of the seven to attend Milltown,  a comprehensive 

neighborhood high school.  As a result of a tumultuous year, Peggy and her mother did 

not sign the consent forms until later than the other participants, and did not fully 

cooperate in the study, often missing interviews and not returning phone calls. As a 

result, I was only able to do one brief observation of Peggy at Milltown and an interview 

with the principal.  By the spring, Peggy had left Milltown, and been assigned to an 

alternative school.  As a result, the data were lacking to fairly or accurately describe the 

school or her experience there.   

 

  In summary, the school experience of the Riverfront girls as they made the transition to 

high school differed dramatically between the up and out girls and the torn and the 

embedded. The quality of the schooling of the up and outs on every level far surpassed 

that of the torn girls. The district’s process of sorting children according to their academic 

achievement and behavior that begins in elementary school is accelerated as students 

disperse to various highs schools.  The schools attended by the up and outs had selective 

admission policies that essentially allowed them to skim off –if not the best and the 

brightest—certainly capable students with few behavior issues.  On the other hand, the 

neighborhood schools attended by the torn and the embedded girls were ghettos for lower 

achieving students, many with behavior records, who had been rejected from other 

schools. While the school district has adopted a standardized curriculum, the curriculum 

offered the up and outs was not only more rigorous in terms of preparing students for 

college, but more engaging, imaginative and varied. Through their explicit and implicit 
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curriculum, the schools attended by the up and outs –in the words of Bourdieu and 

Passeron—“methodically transmitted” social and cultural capital to students.   The 

curriculum offered the torn girls was strictly bare bones, sticking closely to the district’s 

high school graduation requirements for math, English, history, and science.  Julia herself 

realized the lack of cultural capital being imparted at Pierce when she complained about 

her French class commenting, ”They should try to teach me (French) that I need to know.  

I’m gonna need it if I’m going to have a conversation with someone.  They keep telling 

us that jobs are really looking at people who are bilingual, trilingual, stuff like that. Hello, 

we’re here.  We need to learn that.”  Extracurricular offerings (sports and clubs) and 

other school-wide activities were also much richer at the schools of the up and outs.  

   The up and out girls also benefited from attending schools that attracted strong teachers 

through site selection or their own reputation, and they were able to retain these teachers 

because they were good places to work.  While many of the teachers of the torn girls 

were just as qualified and dedicated, they were constantly battling a culture of low 

expectations that would challenge even the most talented teachers. Yet it must be 

emphasized that there was variation within the school attended by the torn, and good 

teaching flourished in some classrooms there. However, the torn girls were also subjected 

to many more substitute teachers who couldn’t manage the classes, which greatly limited 

both their ability to learn and time on task.   

  Finally, the environments at the schools differed greatly, with the schools attended by 

the up and outs consciously shaping a supportive academic community, and the school 

attended by the torn struggling just to maintain order.  The up and out girls reported 

relatively few classroom disruptions and almost no school-wide issues with fighting. 
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Though certain problems are to be expected in any high school, administrators at the torn 

girls’ school were overwhelmed by discipline problems.   Julia described a ‘survival of 

the fittest mentality” among the students that manifested itself in everything from hurling 

racial epithets at each other to making verbal threats and physical fighting.   

   While it is true that the schools attended by the up and outs fostered acceptance and 

tolerance of diversity through their programming, they also seemed to have a student 

body more open to the message. Nonetheless, the high schools of the up and outs 

reinforced student competency in negotiating a diverse urban environment, and thus can 

be credited with increasing their students’ social and cultural capital in this area.  Instead 

of being unified from all attending the same high school, the students at the torn girls’ 

school exhibited suspicion and misunderstanding of each other on issues of race, class, 

ethnicity, geography, and sexuality. Perhaps even more intensive effort needs to be put 

into “methodically transmitting” social and cultural capital in myriad ways for students at 

these institutions.  Despite the politically fashionable argument that the poorest schools 

can be reshaped by simply replacing the staff or making coursework more rigorous, 

principals and the teachers at neighborhood high schools face barriers to educational 

success that go well beyond the “core curriuculum”, or the aptitudes and abilities of their 

students.       
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CHAPTER 5 
 

CONCLUSIONS 
 

 
 Summary of Findings to Research Questions 

 

 After more than a decade teaching eighth grade in Riverfront, I undertook this research 

project as a result of a distressing question that confronted me daily as an educator—why 

weren’t more of my students making it?  As a strong believer that education was the route 

to a more just and equal society, I was perplexed after teaching so many intelligent, 

talented, resourceful students, so few seemed to graduate from high school, let alone go 

on to college or jobs worthy of their potential.  I had naively assumed that if I prepared 

them for high school by raising their reading levels, teaching them to write, and exposing 

them to great literature, most of them would undoubtedly graduate from high school and 

go on to higher education. While there are success stories, many more of my students 

have returned seeking consolation and advice after dropping out, becoming pregnant, or 

straying from the path they set out for themselves.  As someone long concerned about 

women’s issues, the lives of the girls were particularly compelling to me. How could 

these girls who were so smart and vibrant in eighth grade seem so diminished in a few 

short years?  Some suffered from poor physical health from drugs and alcohol, smoking, 

poor nutrition, and lack of dental care. Others just seemed resigned to the daily grind of 

life as they struggle to support babies-- or to make ends meet at low paying jobs in the 
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neighborhood—scooping ice cream, working as  cashiers at the gas station, waitressing at 

Applebees.   

     

What is the lived reality of white working class girls in a deindustrialized urban 

neighborhood as they make the transition from eighth grade to high school?   

  Since ninth grade seemed to be the make or break year for so many students, I wanted to 

know what transpired that year in these girls’ lives at home, in the neighborhood, in their 

schools.  As my overriding research question states, what is the lived reality of white 

working-class girls in a deindustrialized urban neighborhood in the Northeast as they 

make the transition from eighth grade to high school?  My findings reveal that while 

sharing so much in common with each other—including early schooling experience and 

geographic and socio-economic location- their lives sharply diverged as they left their 

neighborhood elementary schools and spread out to various high schools throughout the 

city. The up and out girls were on an upward trajectory resulting from the synergy of 

several factors-- at home, in the neighborhood and at school—interacting to augment 

their chances of success despite the odds.  The torn and the embedded girls were on a flat 

or downward trajectory as factors impacting them combined to minimize their 

educational opportunities and decrease the likelihood that they would experience 

economic mobility.  While some of the factors influencing the lives of these working 

class girls are difficult to attack systemically, there are many policy changes in the school 

district and the city that could improve their life outcomes.  

How is this reality shaped and impacted by schooling?  
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   The inherent social stratification in the district is exacerbated as students make the 

transition to high school with higher achieving students being grouped together in better 

quality schools and lower achieving students clustered in neighborhood schools.  While 

no school was perfect, the high schools attended by the up and outs were far superior in 

terms of offering students curricular, pedagogical, and environmental advantages that 

would prepare them for higher education and jobs that would allow them to transcend 

their current economic position.  Not only did these schools offer students access to the 

kind of rigorous and challenging courses regularly available to middle and upper income 

children, but they instilled a broad world view and prepared their students to work in a 

diverse environment.   In stark contrast, the school attended by the torn girls was poorer 

in every respect from a curriculum that stuck to the basics to the classroom environment 

where chaos often reigned. There was variation in the quality of the teachers, with some 

offering high quality instruction under difficult circumstances and others reinforcing the 

stereotype that little learning takes place in urban schools for lower income students.  

Moreover, the students at the school of the torn girls were more likely to harbor racist and 

sexist attitudes, and aggressively insult each other about their differences.   As the 

principal admitted, there are days when she feels like she is “in red-neck territory.”  

Rather than breaking down some of the prejudicial beliefs passed down for generations to 

Riverfront children, the schools attended by the torn and the embedded girls served to 

further cultivate them.   As Julia assessed her school, “ The school feels like it is a step 

above Milltown.  You’re not LD, so you don’t go to Douglas. You’re not bad so you 

don’t go to Milltown.  So you just go to Pierce.  When someone goes, ‘What school do 
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you go to?’ ‘Pierce.’  They say, ‘Oh’ but in the back of their minds they’re thinking, ‘Oh 

wow!’  They just said, ‘Oh, ’ not to be rude.”   

 

 

 

How is this reality shaped by social class?   

 

  While the reality of class distinctions is often denied in this country, the white working- 

class girls in this study were clearly impacted as a result of their class. Although their 

experience with class was far more subtle than their parents’ generation, it still played a 

powerful role in shaping their fates.   Many of their parents still hurt from the overt bias 

and rejection they encountered as white working-class folks.  Marie’s mother’s narrative 

exemplified the deep injuries that many of the parents had suffered as a result of class.  

As she said, “’ Everywhere I go, people ask, ‘You’re from Riverfront?  Don’t talk to her.’  

Even when it came to jobs, if somebody found out that oh, I’m from Riverfront, they kept 

looking down their nose at me.  And I basically (would ask them) a question, ‘Do you get 

up in some weird way in the morning that you don’t put your shoes on one at a time, like 

I do?  ‘Cause I don’t see it.  I shower.  I mean, if I smell like crap…Either you were 

treated like a dirtball, or you were treated like a gangster ‘cause  they assumed you were 

so anti-black or anti- any color.” When industry was thriving as their parents grew up in 

the neighborhood, they were basically offered the option to attend trade school or 

Milltown, “ where you went if you flunked out,” according to Marie’s mother.  
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  For the girls in the study, class was an ever present, if often unacknowledged and 

misunderstood, force in the background. It was the force that caused Jessica to be queried 

by her classmates if she was poor because of the clothing she wore and the brown-bagged 

lunch she brought to school, the force that created tension between these white girls and 

some of their black classmates who accused them of coming from “rich ass Riverfront,” 

the force that made them long like Anna to dream of living “somewhere nice in a house 

with a white picket fence and grass.”    More importantly, without their being aware, 

class impacted---and in most cases, limited-- their access to schooling, resources, and 

other cultural and educational opportunities necessary to climb the economic ladder.  

Class was also reflected in how their parents managed their daughters’ education, often 

making the parents of the torn and the embedded girls defensive and powerless in their 

relations with the school district, teachers and administrators. As a result of their pushy 

parents who had the social capital to access better schooling, the up and out girls were the 

only group given the knowledge base and experiences routinely offered middle class 

children. 

       Finally, there was economic stratification and variation within these white working 

class families, with the more stable, secure families on the upper end parenting the up and 

out girls and the unstable, hard-living ones on the lower end parenting the embedded 

girls.  Family structure was not a determinant in caregivers’ ability to nurture, raise and 

educate the girls with both traditional and non-traditional families represented in the up 

and outs. However, all the parents of the embedded were single mothers.  Although 

hardship has often been associated with biased attitudes, it was not as prevalent in the 

participants of this study as might be expected. Indeed, only the family of the twins 
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exhibited explicit racism.  For the most part, these Riverfront families accepted diversity, 

having become more open to people’s differences after being exposed to them in the 

workplace, in educational settings, and in their own families.     

 

 

 

How is this reality shaped and impacted by gender? 

 

    Just as with the issue of class, the girls were not easily able to identify or articulate 

how their gender affected their lives.  Yet almost all their mothers, the prime actors in 

their lives, ingrained in them the idea that “Having been there, I want something better 

for you.”   From Marie’s mother who “geared her daughter towards women 

empowerment ‘cause I was taught growing up, why bother getting an education ‘cause 

you ain’t gonna be nothing but a housewife” to Jessica’s mother who said “I just don’t 

want them to settle” for a low-paid clerical position like she held, the mothers of the 

Riverfront girls actively encouraged their daughters to surmount the obstacles they faced 

from the intersection of class and gender.  From their own life experiences, the mothers 

understood the potential pitfalls in their path including low self-esteem, pregnancy, peer 

pressure, substance abuse, and dropping out.  And they were vociferous in their warnings 

to avoid these pitfalls, as Catherine’s mother was when she learned that her fourteen-

year-old niece was pregnant.  “ I said, ‘You’re fifteen and you can’t get yourself up to go 

to school, what do you mean you can handle this?  Oh, my God, I was going to hurt her 

that day…I’m 36-years-old, and it’s hard for me…Seriously how are you affording a 
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baby? You have your whole life ahead of you. You’re throwing it away.”  Many of the 

Riverfront mothers, especially the mothers of the up and out girls, were especially 

protective and vigilant of their teenagers, often ruling their lives “with a bat and a big 

mouth” like Marie’s mother.  

   The education of the up and out girls certainly reflected the progress that has been made 

since the passage of Title IX and other regulations and laws supporting the rights of girls 

and women.   The up and out girls were offered educational opportunities that didn’t exist 

a generation ago for women in this neighborhood, including the opportunity to attend 

Roosevelt, which was an all boys school until 1983 when its single sex policy was ruled 

unconstitutional.  Some examples of positive experiences that the participants reaped as a 

result of their gender include Catherine’s newfound devotion to the sciences as the result 

of an inspiring female teacher at Roosevelt, and  Jessica’s visualizing a seat for herself on 

the Supreme Court after a school trip to Washington, D.C.  In addition, the up and outs 

attended schools that exhorted them to accept and embrace sexual differences, preparing 

them to carry the message back to their communities and friends.    

  At the same time that gender offered some benefits, the Riverfront girls were also 

negatively impacted by the traditional barriers facing women.  The embedded girls were 

all being raised by poor single mothers, struggling to make ends meet with few outside 

supports, emphasizing how women are more susceptible to poverty, isolation, and 

desperate circumstances.  Furthermore, the embedded and the torn girls were beginning 

to assume some of the maladaptive ways neighborhood women and girls cope, including 

physical fighting and “talking diesel” to prove themselves or gain some power in 

situations where otherwise they feel powerless.   
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How is this reality shaped and impacted by living in a deindustrialized urban 

neighborhood?  

 

  Overall, there were many pressures exerted on the Riverfront girls to stay in the 

neighborhood and not challenge the status quo.  As Marie put it so aptly, “ Riverfront is a  

state of mind.  You have to break out of it…You need to leave while you have the 

backbone to do it.  Other people will do anything they can to keep you here.”  At this 

moment in time, the participants represented a dichotomy in their response to living in a 

deindustrialized neighborhood on the edge of a vibrant city brimming with possibilities.  

The up and out girls had psychologically isolated themselves from Riverfront by ninth 

grade, already understanding that in order to be successful they had to extricate 

themselves from their surrounding, because opportunities were nonexistent nearby.    In 

contrast, the torn and the embedded girls became more encapsulated in the neighborhood 

and its culture during this transitional year.  Since the social capital in the neighborhood 

was the kind that served to embed them deeper in the culture of Riverfront, their chances 

of getting out or realizing their potential were further diminished.   

 

How do the participants’ goals and aspirations change during the transitional year? 
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Up and Outs 

 Jessica’s father refused to allow her to consider leaving Independence, insisting that she 

stick it out. After her ninth grade year, she was still determined to be a lawyer, and had 

already started investigating local universities that offered law programs. With her heart 

set on going to University of North Carolina, she was considering the grades, SAT scores 

and scholarship money she would need to meet her goals.  When asked what obstacles 

she saw in her path, she realistically said, “money.”  Yet she was confident that she could 

make it through college with scholarships, loans, and savings. ”If I get a job, I’m going to 

save. I already put half my money away.”   

  Marie had come to appreciate what a Roosevelt education could do for her, often 

referring to the school as her “golden ticket to college.”  She said,  “Now that I think 

about it, a lot of doors are going to open ‘cause I go there.”  Several other immediate 

opportunities also piqued her interest:  “There’s all different programs for like everyone.  

There are financial programs.  Like if I maintain a B average and I want to sign up for 

something, I could get a check just for maintaining a B average.  If I really wanted to, I 

could go to university over the summer.”   Her mother joked, “We’re trying to figure out 

a job where she can do something with Myspace and her hair.”  Marie said that she was 

leaning toward being a psychologist because she “likes to fix people,”  having tried her 

hand at it with several boys from Riverfront.   

  Catherine was excited about returning to Roosevelt in the fall, saying “I’m really glad 

that I went there.” When asked what she liked best about the school, she said,” “Getting 

to know all the people that I did.  There’s a lot of nice people.  Real good people.”     
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Although less certain about what she wanted to be now, she seemed excited about  

exploring her options.  As she said,  ”I’m more thinking about now, what do I want to 

be?”  Having switched from English to majoring in the sciences, Catherine signed up for  

accelerated math and science courses for tenth grade. In the meantime she was preparing 

for a trip to Europe with the People to People program, disappointed that her father 

wouldn’t let her go with the group headed to the Galapagos Islands. Sounding like a 

budding biologist, she said,  “I really wanted to go to the Galapagos Islands, ‘cause there 

are turtles there and there are boobies--really cool birds-- and that’s where Darwin studies 

the finches and all.”      

 

 Torn 

  Julia’s experience in high school shows just how much  how environment impacts a 

student.  In a year, she went from being one of the top students in her class to barely 

passing.  As she said,  “ I was borderline failing algebra.  You want to talk about crash 

everything.  That’s what I did.  I did all my homework. I did all my classwork.  I studied. 

I passed all my tests. Talk about failing,..um, um, um,  I was going to summer school.” 

 Julia was also the Riverfront girl most unhappy about her choice for high school, and at 

the end of the year came to me asking for help to transfer to a high school that would 

challenge her. When her parents seemed unable to take the initiative, I agreed to 

intervene. In the focus group she was emphatic that Pierce “was not a good time.”  She 

added, “I think it was a waste of time.  ‘Cause I didn’t do anything.  They just play 

around, and I can’t do that.  I’m going to do something with my life.” Since her grades 

had declined from the straight A student she had been in eighth grade, her choices were 
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not as wide open as they had once been.   But on the merit of her previous record and a 

strong recommendation, I was able to help her get accepted to a high school with a 

selective admissions policy, drawing students from all over the city. It seemed a good fit 

since one of her best male friends from Lenape went there, and the school had a Mock 

Trial team and girls’ intermural softball team.  But Julia only lasted a few months in tenth 

grade before she returned to Lenape. Despite her best intentions, she was unable to make 

it outside the protective zone of her neighborhood.    

  Unlike her sister, Anna adjusted well at Pierce, and was looking forward to returning. 

When asked what she liked about her freshman year, she responded:  “My friends.  The 

new friends I made.  Like we became real close.  The ones from Lenape, we distanced 

from each other, but I made good bonds with others.”  Academically, the work seemed 

appropriate for someone who had faced many learning issues.  Her outspoken sister 

shared her view of the situation at the focus group:  “I’m not saying she’s slow or 

anything, but that school is perfect for her.  If you think about it, Anna doesn’t need 

anything too challenging. She don’t want anything bellow her, but it’s fine for her.”   

Anna had her sights on graduating from Pierce, and then going on to become a paralegal.  

Julia and Marie teased her that she should keep the French maid outfit she wore at 

Halloween so she could clean the condo they all planned to share if that didn’t work out.     

  Allison brought up her failing grades to D’s, so she didn’t have to attend summer school 

and was passed to the tenth grade.  At one focus group, she was the least talkative about 

her experiences.   Allison repeatedly answered, “I don’t know” to most of the questions 

she was asked.  Julia became exasperated with her and shot back, “Do you think you can 

get by in this life by saying I don’t know?” By the end of her ninth grade year, she had 
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also disassociated herself from the other Riverfront girls, spending all her time with her 

boyfriend and the party crew from Lenape. She was still talking about becoming a hair 

dresser, but wasn’t sure where or how she was going to get the training.   During her 

tenth grade year, a family member said they were concerned about Allison’s truancy—

and feared she would drop out.   

 

 Embedded 

  By May of her freshman year, Peggy who was turning 17 over the summer, was failing 

three out of four major subjects, had twenty-five absences, and a growing discipline 

record.   The principal and counselor at Milltown convinced Peggy’s mother to transfer 

her to an accelerated learning academy that targets overage students who have the least 

amount of credits and offers them intensive instruction and job placement assistance.   

She was enthusiastic about the idea that in a year she could be placed in 11th grade.  

After just starting there, Peggy thought it was “all right.”  She said “nothing could 

compare to Lenape” but she was relieved to be out of Milltown, which she deemed 

“bad,” because “there were fights like everyday.” Peggy said she would like to become a 

nurse in the future, but didn’t know where or  how to go about it.  In a phone interview 

with her mother, she said she was still having a hard time controlling Peggy who 

routinely breaks curfew and “thinks she can do anything she wants.”    
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Relationship to Literature Review and Theory 

 

   The findings of this study offer some interesting insights into the previous work done 

on working class neighborhoods, working class girls and their families, and their 

educational outcomes.  The research strongly supports studies that found that poor and 

working-class neighborhoods have a harmful effect on the education and potential 

opportunities of the children who reside in them.  The Riverfront girls found the effect so 

profound that even the most gifted students feared their ambitions would be overwhelmed 

by neighborhood pressure to maintain the status quo.  The findings particularly resonate 

with the study of Macdonald, Shildrick, Webster, and Simpson (2005) who found that in 

poor industrialized neighborhoods in England, local social networks provided young 

people a sense of connectedness and inclusion, but also served to lesson their chances of 

moving out and moving on.   

  While the studies in Britain on working class families also had strong relevance to the 

Riverfront girls, there was some important variation. While Walkerdine, Lucey, and 

Melody (2001) reported that all of the working class families they studied lacked the 

ability to effectively negotiate on behalf of their children with teachers and other school 

officials, the working-0000000class families in this study bifurcated in their ability to 

interact with school officials. The parents of the up and out girls closely resembled 

middle class parents who felt “the system” should and would work for their children, and 

showed confidence and strength-- even if they weren’t always right-- with school 

officials in advocating for their children. Though their discourse clearly marked them as 
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working class folks, they were not intimidated and sometimes even emboldened by their 

position.  As Marie’s mother told the principal at Roosevelt, “You know what I have that 

you don’t.  Time and a fat ass.  And I’m gonna take the time and apply my fat ass onto 

your countertop until you do something.” It is significant in itself for girls to see their 

mothers as powerful in the school setting.  But the parents of the torn and the embedded 

were like their British counterparts--passive, defensive, or angry and aggressive in their 

interactions with school officials—all strategies that ultimately harmed their children’s 

education.  Clearly, the families who were the poorest and had the fewest resources were 

the least effective advocates for their children. 

  In terms of the girls themselves, it is more difficult to make comparisons with past 

studies about adolescent and working class girls, since the sample was small and 

somewhat self-selected, in that the girls who stayed in the study tended to have a 

relationship with the researcher and be doing fairly well at school.  Yet there are some 

significant—albeit tentative-- findings that relate to earlier studies about working class 

girls.  Unlike the studies that showed an antischool culture among working class girls that 

often manifested in a heightened interest in romance, sexuality, marriage and motherhood 

(Blackman, 2000; Davies, 1984; Griffin, 1985; McRobbie, 1978; Mikel Brown, 1997; 

Walderdine &Lucey, 1989), most of the Riverfront girls strongly desired an education 

and the ability to support themselves.  Many of the up and out and torn girls put off 

having a boyfriend in order to concentrate on this goal.  And even if they were involved 

in a relationship, they did not see themselves as playing a subordinate role.  Nor did any 

of them have any illusions about a man taking care of them for the rest of their lives.  As 

daughters of single mothers who had struggled, they desperately wanted a good life for 
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themselves and saw education as the route. Secondly, unlike the study conducted in this 

very same neighborhood by Lutrell (1997) in the 1980s that found teachers had inflicted 

many injuries on working class women –making them feel uncultured and unworthy 

students, for the most part the Riverfront girls felt embraced and validated by their high 

school teachers and other staff members at schools.  Moreover, although some of the girls 

described ineffective teachers, none of them reported any harmful remarks by teachers 

that would “project the deficiency label onto students” as Bettie (2003) and Brown 

(1998) described.  

  Yet the findings confirm previous studies that have tried to explain the factors 

contributing to academic success among working class girls when the odds are so against 

them.  Most importantly, as Bettie (2003) and Anyon (1980) concluded, geographic 

location within the school system was a key determinant in the Riverfront girls’ ability to 

realize their potential.  While the up and out girls attended schools where Bettie calls “a 

curriculum of knowledge that his highly valued by society is made available,” the torn 

and the embedded girls attended schools with a curriculum geared toward meeting basic 

standards and making annual yearly progress, but offering little else.  Often instruction 

was delivered in classroom environments not conducive to learning.   Moreover, the torn 

and the embedded girls were tracked by the district into schools with almost all other 

low-performing students, many with behavior problems.  

   The findings of this study also supports the work of Walkerdine, Lucey,  and Melody 

(2001) who found that working-class girls who succeeded came from families that had 

certain characteristics. They had parents who drew “rigid boundaries” concerning 

schoolwork, similar to the parents of the up and outs who were pushy in enforcing the 
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discipline and practices necessary to be a good student. Furthermore, like the British  

working class children studied by Walkerdine et al., the up and out girls had the 

advantage of parents who explicitly wanted them to succeed and surpass them in 

education and class, even it meant leaving them. Just as Walkerdine et al. found that 

success came at a great psychological cost as working class girls were forced to move 

away from their families, neighborhoods, and friends, the up and outs seemed to be 

preparing themselves for their futures by increasingly distancing themselves from their 

surroundings and local social networks.  

     

   

 

   Key aspects of Pierre Bordieu and Jean Claude Passeron’s (1977) theory of symbolic 

violence, which attempts to explain how the school system contributes to reproducing the 

structures of inequality in society, were supported in the findings of this study.  Most 

importantly, the distribution of cultural capital at the secondary schools studied was 

inequitable with the curriculum at  (magnet and citywide) schools attended by the up and 

outs offering far more knowledge of and exposure to the “dominant culture” than the 

local neighborhood schools that served the poorest students.  While the mechanisms that 

have put such a system in place are complicated, the end result is the same as the late 20th 

century French institutions that Bordieu and Passeron described—the district appears to 

have given up on the poorest students who attend neighborhood schools and often don’t 

“get” the language, or students lacking in cultural and linguistic capital. Although they 

are called dropouts—insinuating that failure is a result of their own fault--in actuality the 
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system has been weeding them out all along by narrowing their opportunities as they 

traversed the educational pipeline.   Moreover, the more selective schools also were 

superior in “methodically transmitting” cultural and social capital to students in both their 

implicit and explicit curriculum.   As a result, the up and out girls who attended selective 

schools were given much more opportunity to become competent in the dominant culture, 

thereby increasing their chances to succeed.   

  Not only did the up and out girls attend schools that advantaged them, they also had 

families who had better stores of social, cultural, and economic capital than the families 

of girls who were torn and embedded.  The mothers of the up and outs, may not have had  

cultural capital themselves-- as Marie’s mother acknowledged, “I may not use the fifty-

cent words”—but they were keenly aware of the importance of giving their daughters 

cultural and social capital.  Insisting that Marie not hold a job during high school so she 

could take full advantage of her Roosevelt education, her mother believed, “What they do 

in these four years is crucial.  It’s going to determine whether she is going to college and 

to help her make college contacts—improve her interpersonal communication.” By 

working at the elementary school where her daughter attended, Marie’s mother was also 

able to find out about and access resources for her daughter like instrumental and 

Mentally Gifted programs. Jessica’s mother had insisted her children participate in Scouts 

and sports, which she viewed as avenues for gaining cultural capital.     

  The closing of local factories forced many women to look for jobs outside the 

neighborhood, and may have inadvertently increased the social capital of some women 

from Riverfront.  Through contacts some of the mothers of the up and outs made through 

work at their down town jobs—even menial ones-- they were able to benefit their 
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daughters.  For example, Catherine’s mother found out “through a friend at work” about 

the student exchange program that sent Catherine to Australia and Europe.  Jessica’s 

mother had befriended an African American lawyer at her job who offered to assist 

Jessica with a critical school project during her ninth grade year.  

  Most importantly, the parents of the up and out girls employed social and cultural 

capital in the process of getting their daughters into selective schools. In a system as 

complicated as the district’s with some eighty schools from which to apply and few 

counselors to help, parents must have both cultural capital to understand the language of 

the process and social capital to know who they can call on to assist in getting their child 

accepted at highly selective schools.  Catherine had a step-sister who encouraged her to 

apply to Roosevelt, while Marie’s brother had gone to Roosevelt at the suggestion of a 

Lenape teacher, and Marie wanted to follow in his footsteps. Conversely, with few social 

connections outside the neighborhood, Anna and Julia’s family never seriously 

considered any schools other than local ones and Peggy’s mother was completely 

frustrated in her attempts to get her daughter into what she considered an adequate 

school.  

  While even the up and out girls have many more obstacles to surmount in order to 

realize their potential, they have a chance to finally break a long-standing pattern of class 

immobility.  Although strong societal forces are still acting to foster social reproduction, 

the progress that has been made in civil rights, women’s rights and education has caused 

a rupture in class order in America.    

   Gilligan theorized that a resonant relationship with a female was associated with 

psychological health and development for adolescent girls and what are commonly 
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regarded as good outcomes.  This applicability of this theory to the findings in this study 

was harder to assess for several reasons: 1)  the study was not longitudinal, and long-term 

outcomes of the girls are not known;  2) it was difficult to determine the quality of the 

girls’ relationships with other females, such as teachers, coaches, or other mothers, since 

these relationships happened largely outside the parameters of the study, and 3) it was 

difficult to define “resonant relationship.”   In terms of Gilligan’s earlier work suggesting 

that girls “lose their voice” in adolescence, there was no evidence in the study to support 

this.  From the beginning of the study to the end, the up and out and the torn girls spoke 

loudly, confidently, and often eloquently about their lives both at school, at home, and in 

the neighborhood.  And according to them, their voices were equally vibrant and engaged 

in other settings, including the classroom or neighborhood corners where they would 

encounter their peers and local boys.  While the embedded girls were much quieter and 

less forthcoming in the interviews and focus groups, they hadn’t lost their voice or ability 

to speak up —though less and less people seemed to be listening.  

  Finally, it should be noted that while considering resilience theory in attempting to 

understand why some working- class girls are able to succeed, I decided against using it 

to frame this study. Although I realized that individual characteristics contributed to who 

they are, I decided not to focus on resilience but more on the structural, social and 

cultural factors that shape and determine their educational futures.  As Erkut, Fields Sing 

and Marx (1996) suggested, resilience may not be a cultural construct applicable to 

individuals in all communities. As they wrote,  “The notion that the more an individual 

believes in her own capability, the more persistent she will be in the face of obstacles or 

adversity is a cultural model that is not necessarily meaningful in all contexts.  One can 
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argue that a girl’s ability to rely on others, to access knowledge and resources in her 

community, and to cultivate a support network are just as important in enabling her to be 

persistent in the face of obstacles and adversity” (p. 55). Perhaps more importantly, a fair 

and equitable school system would ensure that all children realize their full potential—

despite their individual characteristics.    

 

 This study has added to the literature by demonstrating the unintended consequences of 

policies in urban districts that have created a more dynamic education environment.  

Although the range of school options for students has been greatly expanded, families 

must have social capital to access educational options that best suit their children. In a 

district with over eighty high schools,  students from the poorest and most socially 

excluded families are still most likely to be funneled into neighborhood high schools with 

other lower performing students where the conditions for learning are less than ideal.    

While school choice has been touted as a means of equalizing opportunity, in reality it 

may be further excluding the poorest students and their families from educational 

advancement and actually exacerbating the conditions of social stratification.    

 

 

Implications for Practice and Further Research  

 

  The study has generated some significant implications for practice that would ensure 

more equity, help make the transition to high school smoother for students in the district, 

and reduce the drop out rate.   Most importantly, the district needs to make certain that all 
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students and their families are aware of all the high school options offered by the district  

and receive adequate counseling and information about these choices.  Making the right 

choice for high school is a critical decision in a student’s life in an urban district. The 

district currently publishes and distributes a directory of high schools that is sent home 

with eighth grade students.  This should be augmented by the following:   (1) reducing 

the counselor-student ratio in middle and elementary schools  (2) training school 

counselors in advising students on choosing a high school (3) making attendance at the 

high school fair possible for all students by scheduling it as during the school day, instead 

of the weekend,  and providing transportation to all eighth grade classes, and (4) 

requiring high schools to produce professional quality power point presentations that 

reflect their programs and facilities and can be made available to all via the district’s 

website.   

  Secondly, the district needs to partner with the community in offering parenting 

workshops that address the challenging issues of parenting teenagers, including 

expectations regarding homework, friendships, phone, computer and television 

privileges, dating and sexuality, and sports, working opportunities, and extracurricular 

activities. As the parents-- mostly single mothers-- of the up and out girls so clearly 

demonstrated, parents matter. By believing in their daughters and being a pushy parent in 

enforcing the discipline and practices necessary to achieve, they greatly contributed to 

their daughters’ chances of success.    Parents in the community and neighborhood who 

had demonstrated success with their children could be trained and paid to offer these 

workshops.  Part of improving educational outcomes means expanding opportunities for 

the adults in these communities, too.  By utilizing parents as trainers, the district 
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reinforces and builds upon the kind of social capital needed to move children up the 

educational ladder and improve their lives.  

  Finally, the district needs to launch a broad-based effort to teach tolerance and 

acceptance of diversity from kindergarten on up. While many of the neighborhoods in the 

city are still partially or completely racially or ethnically segregated, students need to be 

prepared to work along side students of different cultures, races, ethnic backgrounds, and 

sexual preferences.   An understanding and acceptance of diversity in all it complexity is 

now a prerequisite for academic success.    

  Further research is suggested in a number of areas.  A longitudinal study of the  

Riverfront girls through high school and beyond would be valuable in ascertaining if the 

themes and conclusions generated in this study are supported over time. Are the 

structures in place in the 21st century to ensure these girls have the opportunities they 

deserve?  While this study has concentrated on the lives of white working-class girls in a 

deindustrialized neighborhood with only limited references to the boys, further 

qualitative research is suggested to examine the lives and educational trajectory of the 

boys in these neighborhoods.  Finally, a larger study with more participants in different 

urban areas would yield important information about whether these themes are supported 

in greater numbers and across institutions and geographical locations.   
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APPENDIX A 
 

STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL--I 
 

RIVERFRONT GIRLS MAKING THE TRASITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
 

College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies  
Research Project 

 
 

Interviewee ID#:________________________ 
 
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research and the ways in which the study may be disseminated or published.  The 
researcher will promise to protect the name and identity of the participant, as well as 
obtain verbal and written permission for the interview and audiotaping.  Along with 
assuring confidentiality, the researcher will explain that no one other than the researcher 
will have access to the tapes, because all tapes and transcripts of the interviews will be 
locked securely in a filing cabinet.  
 
The researcher will explain to the student that she does not have to be in the study if she 
does not want to, and she may choose not to participate at any time. The researcher will  
warn the participant that there is some risk involved, because some of the questions may 
be upsetting or raise sensitive issues. The researcher will explain that if any of the 
questions make a participant uncomfortable or she doesn’t want to answer a question, she 
doesn’t have to answer it. Furthermore, if a participant decides that she doesn’t want her 
answers used in the study, the researcher will respect her wishes.  
 
The order of the following questions may be changed depending on the response of the 
participant and natural flow of the interview.  
 
1.  Could you start by telling me how you came to live in this area?  How long have you 
lived here? 
 
2.  What has been your experience as a young person growing up in the neighborhood? 
 
3.  Would you please fill me in about the following: 
  How old are you? 
  Where do you live, and with whom? 
             Do you have siblings, and if so, what are their ages and schools they attend?  
             What kind of education did your parents/guardians have? 
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             What do your parents/guardians do for work? 
 
4.  What has school been like for you up to this point? 
      What elementary schools have you attended (private, parochial, public, home  
             school?) 
            What have you liked about school?  What have you disliked? 
        How would you describe yourself as a student? Strengths?  Weaknesses? 
        What are some of the experiences in school that have most affected you? 
 
 
5.  What are some activities outside of school that are important to you? 
 
6.  Considering all the magnet, charter and neighborhood high schools in the district, how 
do you feel about where you were assigned by the district to attend high school?   
      
 
7.  What are your expectations of high school? 
 Is it important to you to graduate from high school and receive a diploma?  
 What are your goals for your education and your career? 
 How do you think high school will differ from elementary school? 
  
8.  How do you anticipate the transition from elementary to high school will go? 
 How prepared do you feel for the transition to high school? 
 What programs through school have prepared you for the transition? 
 How do you think you will adjust to changing classes and a new schedule? 
   What kind of academic work load do you expect in high school? 
 What kind of relationships with teachers do you expect in high school? 
  Do you plan to get involved in any extracurricular activities? 
 
9. How do you think your friendships will be affected by the transition? 
 Who are your circle of friends now, and do you expect them to stay the same?  
 Do you anticipate making new friends, and if so, how will you make them? 
            How do you feel about attending school with other students from all over the city?        
 
10.  Many students find one or more subjects difficult in the ninth grade year.  How do 
you think you would respond if you are having difficulty with or failing a subject? Where 
would you think to seek help? 
 
11.  Will you be taking public transportation to school, and if so, how comfortable are 
you using SEPTA? 
 
12.  How do you see yourself in the future?  
         Where do you think you will be living? 
              What kind of job do you see yourself doing? 
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13.  Is there anything else I haven’t asked you that you feel is important for me to know? 
  

 
APPENDIX B 

 
PARENT/GUARDIAN INTERVIEW PROTOCOL--I 

 
RIVERTOWN GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 

 
Temple University 

 
College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

Research Project 
  

 
Interviewee ID#:___________________________ 
 
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research and the ways in which the study may be disseminated or published.  The 
researcher will promise to protect the name and identity of the participant, as well as 
obtain verbal and written permission for the interview and audiotaping.  Along with 
assuring confidentiality, the researcher will explain that no one other than the researcher 
will have access to the tapes, because all tapes and transcripts of the interviews will be 
locked securely in a filing cabinet.  
 
The researcher will explain to the parent/guardian that participation in the study is 
completely voluntary. The researcher will warn the parent/guardian that there is some 
risk involved, because some of the questions may be upsetting or raise sensitive issues. 
The researcher will explain that if any of the questions make a participant uncomfortable, 
he or she should feel free not to answer it. Furthermore, if a participant decides that he or 
she doesn’t want the answers used in the study, the researcher will respect the 
participant’s wishes.  
 
The order of the following questions may be changed depending on the response of the 
participant and natural flow of the interview.  

 
 
 

Interview 
 

1.  Could you start by telling me how you came to live in this area, and how long you 
have been living here? 
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2. The neighborhood has been going though a lot of changes in recent years. How do you 
feel about the neighborhood?  What has been your experience raising children here? 
 
3. Could you please feel me in about the following: 
          What is your marital status? 
          How many children are there in the family? 
          How many children attend school in the district, and what schools do they attend? 
          What schools did you attend? 
          What degree or certificates have you earned? 
          What do you and the other members of your household do for work? 
 
4.  Tell me about your child’s experience in school thus far.  
          What schools has she attended (private, parochial, public, home school)? 
          What has she liked about school?  What has she disliked? 
           How would you describe her as a student? 
           What are some of her school experiences that have most affected her? 
            Are there other issues that have impacted her education? 
   
5. Could you describe the kinds of activities she participates in aside from school.   
 
6.  Considering all the magnet, charter and neighborhood high schools in the district, how 
do you feel about where she was assigned to attend high school? 
 
7. What are your hopes and expectations of her for high school and beyond?  
 
8.  How do you expect the transition from elementary school to high school will go for 
her? 
          How prepared academically do you feel she is for the transition? 
          What programs, if any, at school helped to prepare her?  
           Do you think she will get involved in extracurricular activities?   
           What “bumps in the road,” if any, do you expect? 
 
9.  How do you think her friendships will be affected as she moves from a small 
elementary school to high school?  How do you feel about her attending school with 
other students from all over the city? 
 
 
10.  Many students find one or more subjects difficult in the ninth grade year.  What, if 
any, supports at home do you anticipate she will need during ninth grade? 
 
11. How do you see your daughter in the future?   
          Where do you think she will be living? 
           What kind of job do you see her doing? 
            How do you feel about her getting married and raising a family? 
 
12.  Is there anything else that I haven’t asked that you feel is important for me to know? 
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APPENDIX C 

 
 

STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL-II 
 

RIVERFRONT GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 

Research Project 
 

 
 
Interviewee ID#________________________ 
 
 
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research and the ways in which the study may be disseminated or published.  The 
researcher will promise to protect the name and identity of the participant, as well as 
obtain verbal and written permission for the interview and audiotaping.  Along with 
assuring confidentiality, the researcher will explain that no one other than the researcher 
will have access to the tapes, because all tapes and transcripts of the interviews will be 
locked securely in a filing cabinet.  
 
The researcher will explain to the student that she does not have to be in the study if she 
does not want to, and she may choose not to participate at any time. The researcher will  
warn the participant that there is some risk involved, because some of the questions may 
be upsetting or raise sensitive issues. The researcher will explain that if any of the 
questions make a participant uncomfortable or she doesn’t want to answer a question, she 
doesn’t have to answer it. Furthermore, if a participant decides that she doesn’t want her 
answers used in the study, the researcher will respect her wishes.  
 
The order of the following questions may be changed depending on the response of the 
participant and natural flow of the interview.  
 
 
 
1. Could we start by you telling me about how your experience in high school so far.  
Please share with me whatever seems important. 
 
 
2.  What do you think are the school’s greatest strengths? What areas are in need of 
improvement at the school? 
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3.  How would you describe the school climate compared to elementary school?   
 --safety in the building 
 --ways in which discipline is handled, from lateness to serious incidents 
 
4.  How would you describe your adjustment to high school? 
 
 --grades and academic achievement 
 --adjustment to new schedule and changing classes 
 --level of comfort in the school building 
 ---homework 
 --participation in extracurricular activities  
 
5. What has been your experience with the teachers and other staff members at high 
school? 
 
 
6.  What are the other students like at your new school, and how would your describe 
your interaction with them?  
 
7.  How have your friendships changed at all since attending high school?  
       
 
8.  What is it like for you in the neighborhood now that you are going to high school? 
 
 
9.  What kind of supports have assisted you during this transitional period? 
   school supports (counselors, upper classman, teachers, etc.) 
 home supports (parents/guardians, siblings) 
 other supports (neighbors, church or other agencies) 
 
10.. What has it been like to take public transportation to school?  How safe do you feel 
going to and from school? 
  
 
11.  Have your career goals or plans for the future changed at all since the last time we 
talked? 
 
 
12.  Is there anything else that has changed or affected you during the first half of your 
ninth grade year?  
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 PARENT/GUARDIAN INTERVIEW PROTOCOL--II 
 

RIVERTOWN GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
 

College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
Research Project 

 
 
Interviewee ID#_________________________ 

  
 
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research and the ways in which the study may be disseminated or published.  The 
researcher will promise to protect the name and identity of the participant, as well as 
obtain verbal and written permission for the interview and audiotaping.  Along with 
assuring confidentiality, the researcher will explain that no one other than the researcher 
will have access to the tapes, because all tapes and transcripts of the interviews will be 
locked securely in a filing cabinet.  
 
The researcher will explain to the parent/guardian that participation in the study is 
completely voluntary. The researcher will warn the parent/guardian that there is some 
risk involved, because some of the questions may be upsetting or raise sensitive issues. 
The researcher will explain that if any of the questions make a participant uncomfortable, 
he or she should feel free not to answer it. Furthermore, if a participant decides that he or 
she doesn’t want the answers used in the study, the researcher will respect the 
participant’s wishes.  
 
The order of the following questions may be changed depending on the response of the 
participant and natural flow of the interview.  
 
 
  
1. Could we start by you telling me about how you feel about you child’s experience in 
high school so far?  Please share with me whatever seems important. 
 
 
 
2. How comfortable do you feel at the school? 
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3.  How would you describe the school climate at the high school compared to 
elementary school? 
  
 
4.  How would you describe her adjustment to high school? 
 
 --grades and academic achievement 
 --adjustment to new schedule and changing classes 
 --level of comfort in the school building 
 ---homework 
 --participation in extracurricular activities  
 
 
5. What has been your experience with the teachers and other staff members at high 
school? What has been your experience at parent/teacher conferences? 
 
 
6.  What are the other students like at the new school, and how would your describe her 
interaction with them?  
 
 
7.  How have her friendships changed at all since attending high school?  
       
 
8.  What is it like for her in the neighborhood now that she is going to high school? 
 
 
9.  What kind of supports, if any, have assisted her during this transitional period? 
   school supports (counselors, upper classman, teachers, etc.) 
 home supports (parents/guardians, siblings, neighbors) 
 
 
10. What has it been like for her to take public transportation to school?  How safe do 
you feel she is going to and from school? 
  
 
 
11.  In your view, have her career goals or plans for the future changed at all since the 
last time we talked? 
 
 
 
12.  Is there anything else that you feel that has changed or affected her during the first 
half of her ninth grade year? 
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 STUDENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL-III 
   
 

RIVERTOWN GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
 

College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
Research Project 

 
 
Interviewee ID#_________________________ 

  
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research and the ways in which the study may be disseminated or published.  The 
researcher will promise to protect the name and identity of the participant, as well as 
obtain verbal and written permission for the interview and audiotaping.  Along with 
assuring confidentiality, the researcher will explain that no one other than the researcher 
will have access to the tapes, because all tapes and transcripts of the interviews will be 
locked securely in a filing cabinet.  
 
The researcher will explain to the student that she does not have to be in the study if she 
does not want to, and she may choose not to participate at any time. The researcher will  
warn the participant that there is some risk involved, because some of the questions may 
be upsetting or raise sensitive issues. The researcher will explain that if any of the 
questions make a participant uncomfortable or she doesn’t want to answer a question, she 
doesn’t have to answer it. Furthermore, if a participant decides that she doesn’t want her 
answers used in the study, the researcher will respect her wishes.  
 
The order of the following questions may be changed depending on the response of the 
participant and natural flow of the interview.  
 

 
1.  Now that the school year is coming to an end, tell me whatever you feel is important 
for me to know about you first year in high school. 
 
 
2.  How was your adjustment from elementary school to high school for you? 
          How prepared academically did you feel for the work in high school? 
          Did you feel prepared to meet the other demands of going of high school? Explain. 
          What were the most difficult aspects of your ninth grade year for you?  
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3. Considering all the magnet, charter, and neighborhood high schools in the district, how 
do you feel now about where you were assigned to go to high school now? 
 
 
4.  Did your expectations of high school match the reality? Explain. 
 
 
5. How do you feel about your grades and academic achievement this year?  
 
 
6.  Would you describe the kind of support you have received from teachers, 
administrators, and other staff members in the building this year? 
 
 
7. What, if any, support did you receive from outside sources?  
 
 
8.  How involved do you feel in the life of the school (extracurricular activities, sports, 
etc.)?   
 
 
9.  Could you describe the way in which discipline is handled at the high school and how 
you feel about it? 
 
 
10. How were friendships affected by the transition?   
 Who are your circle of friends now, and have they stayed the same? 
 Did you make new friends at high school from other neighborhoods? 
 
 
 11. What has been your experience with peer pressure in high school? 
 
 
12.  How has your relationship with the neighborhood changed at all during this year? 
 
 
13. Describe your involvement with activities outside of school now.  
 
 
14. How do you see yourself in the future? 
 Where do you think you will be living? 
 What kind of job do you see yourself doing? 
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APPENDIX F 

 
 PARENT INTERVIEW PROTOCOL-III 

   
 

RIVERTOWN GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
 

College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
Research Project 

 
Interviewee ID#_________________________ 
 
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research and the ways in which the study may be disseminated or published.  The 
researcher will promise to protect the name and identity of the participant, as well as 
obtain verbal and written permission for the interview and audiotaping.  Along with 
assuring confidentiality, the researcher will explain that no one other than the researcher 
will have access to the tapes, because all tapes and transcripts of the interviews will be 
locked securely in a filing cabinet.  
 
The researcher will explain to the parent/guardian that participation in the study is 
completely voluntary. The researcher will warn the parent/guardian that there is some 
risk involved, because some of the questions may be upsetting or raise sensitive issues. 
The researcher will explain that if any of the questions make a participant uncomfortable, 
he or she should feel free not to answer it. Furthermore, if a participant decides that he or 
she doesn’t want the answers used in the study, the researcher will respect the 
participant’s wishes.  
 
The order of the following questions may be changed depending on the response of the 
participant and natural flow of the interview.  
 

 
 

1.  Now that the school year is coming to an end, tell me whatever you feel is important 
for me to know about your child’s first year in high school. 
 
 
 
2.  Overall, how was adjustment from elementary school to high school for her? 
          How prepared academically did you feel she was for the work in high school? 
          Did you feel she was prepared to meet the other demands of going of high school?  
          What were the most difficult aspects of her ninth grade year for you? What were 
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 the easiest? 
 
 
3. Considering all the magnet, charter, and neighborhood high schools in the district, how 
do you feel now about where she was assigned to go to high school now? 
 
 
4.  Did your expectations of her ninth grade year match the reality? Explain. 
 
 
5. How do you feel about her grades and academic achievement this year?  
 
 
6.  Would you describe the kind of support she has have received from teachers, 
administrators, and other staff members in the building this year? 
 
 
7. What kind of support, if any, did she receive from outside sources?  
 
 
8.  How involved do you feel she is in the life of the school (extracurricular activities, 
sports, etc.)?   
 
 
9.  Could you describe the way in which discipline is handled at the high school and how 
you feel about it? 
 
 
10. How were her friendships affected by the transition?   
 What is her circle of friends now, and have they stayed the same? 
 Did she make new friends at high school from other neighborhoods? 
 
 
 11. What has been her experience with peer pressure in high school? 
 
 
12.  How has her relationship with the neighborhood changed during this year? 
 
 
13. Describe her involvement with activities outside of school now.  
 
 
14. How do you see her in the future? 
 Where do you think she will be living? What kind of work do you see her doing? 
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APPENDIX G 
 

 TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL--I 
 

RIVERTOWN GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
 

College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
Research Project 

 
 
Interviewee ID#_________________________ 
 
Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research, and that the interview protocol has been shared with the student’s family who 
have consented to participation.  The researcher will also promise to protect the name and 
identity of the participant by assigning a pseudonym.  Verbal and written consent for the 
interview and audiotaping of the interview will be obtained.  Along with assuring 
participant confidentiality, the researcher will explain that all tapes and transcripts of the 
interview will be locked securely in a filing cabinet for three years until being destroyed 
and disposed.     
 
1.  Could we start by telling me some demographic information about yourself? 
 
 --educational attainment and career path 
 --work history 
 --length of service in present school along with current responsibilities 
   
2.  How have you come to know (student’s name)? 
 
3. How would you describe (student’s name) experience in school so far?  
 
4.  How do you perceive the transition to high school has affected her? 
 - 
5.  How prepared academically and socially was she to make the transition? 
  
6.  How would you describe her as a student? Strengths and weaknesses? 
 
7. What supports (tutoring counseling, etc.), if any, are you aware of that she is getting 
from the school or other sources?     
 
8.  How involved in the life of the school (extracurricular activities, school events) does 
she appear to be?   
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9.  What kind of friendships has she formed at school?  What influence, if any, do her 
friendships appear to have on her schooling? 
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APPENDIX H 
 

TEACHER INTERVIEW PROTOCOL—II 
 

RIVERTOWN GIRLS MAKING THE TRANSITION TO HIGH SCHOOL 
 

Temple University 
 

College of Education—Educational Leadership and Policy Studies 
Research Project 

 
Interviewee ID#_________________________ 

 
 

Before proceeding with the interview, the researcher will explain the purpose of the 
research, and that the interview protocol has been shared with the student’s family who 
have consented to participation.  The researcher will also promise to protect the name and 
identity of the participant by assigning a pseudonym.  Verbal and written consent for the 
interview and audiotaping of the interview will be obtained.  Along with assuring 
participant confidentiality, the researcher will explain that all tapes and transcripts of the 
interview will be locked securely in a filing cabinet for three years until being destroyed 
and disposed.     
 
1. How would you describe (student’s name) experience in school this year?  
 
2.  How do you perceive she handled the adjustment to a new high school? How does her 
adjustment compare to other students in your school? 
 - 
3.  How prepared academically and socially was she to make the transition? 
  
4.  How would you describe her as a student? Strengths and weaknesses? 
 
5. What supports (tutoring, counseling, etc.), if any, are you aware of that she received 
from the school or other sources?     
 
6.  How involved in the life of the school (extracurricular activities, school events) did 
she appear to be?   
 
7.  What kind of friendships has she formed at school?  What influence, if any, did her 
friendships appear to have on her schooling?  
 
8.  What do you think is the likelihood that she will graduate from high school? Why or 
why not?    
 
 


