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Abstract 

This multiple case study of four college classes teaching basic English analyzed 

how Pacific Island English Language Learner (ELL) college students, their non-ELL 

peers, and their instructors opened or closed spaces for cultural interpretation during 

discussion of reading texts. Cultural interpretation, as used in this study, included 

students’ responses to texts based on their values, beliefs and shared practices with 

groups who speak the same language in their home cultures.  

 The results suggested that academic teaching structures characterized by 

perceived power relations between teachers and students can negatively impact the use of 

cultural interpretation of ELL students. Discussions in three out of four classes observed 

showed very limited or no evidence of cultural interpretation. These three classrooms’ 

discussions followed explicit guidelines that shaped course content in pre-determined, 

teacher directed, structured ways. Both Pacific Island students and other students 

perceived the curriculum as set and saw their role in discussion as guided by the teachers’ 

planning, teaching practices, and questions in the classroom.   

The closing or opening of spaces varied on a number of classroom conditions: (1) 

level of use of pre-determined structures in the classrooms; (2) differences in valuing 

diverse cultural views; (3) students’ fear attached to expressing cultural views in 

classroom contexts; (4) instructor selection of classroom set-up and  activities; (5) 

instructors’ questions.  

Pacific Island students in this study held a number of reservations about 

participating in discussions, yet they were likely to share their views when their instructor 

invited them to and when they felt safe.  
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 The results led to a preliminary formulation of a theory of classroom design to 

promote cultural interpretation. The design involves:  (1) role of the college instructor; 

(2) the questions ask; and 3) the responses of students. The instructors’ role in this design 

is to share their own cultures, set a flexible curriculum, allow varied structures, and use 

readings connected to students’ lives. Questions asked are designed to open spaces for 

comfortable and non-judgmental responses. Students’ responses in this design will 

disclose local worldviews, improve relationships among students and instructors, and 

integrate both multiple literacies to inform discussions of required texts. 
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C H APT E R I  

IN T R O DU C T I O N 

 When immigrant Pacific Island students arrive at one local university in Hawaiˋi 

as “conditional admits” they are required to attend an academic preparation program.  

On the first day of instruction they take standardized assessments for placement in 

reading, writing and math.  At the end of the five week program they take the same test 

and their scores are used to decide their official acceptance into the university. Three 

years ago however, a decision was made by the English department to include the 

standardized testing instrument as part of other assessments within the curriculum and 

not as a deciding tool for college acceptance. College instructors in both writing and 

reading reported student feelings of alienation related to the content of the texts they 

were asked to read in the academic preparation program.  These instructors objected to 

the lack of opportunity students had to incorporate their own cultural responses to the 

passages in the tests.  The entire developmental reading faculty met and wrote position 

letters to the Dean of the Humanities department. The objection to the standardized test 

resulted in a request for a new and more culturally inclusive set of testing materials to 

measure comprehension and English skills mastery.  

 In a high school in Honolulu, a Part Time Teacher (PTT) for the English 

language learners (ELL) program assisted the mainstream instructors of the classrooms 

and observed similar cultural disconnections. Students filled in the blanks to stand alone 

sentences, which serve to check their use of tenses, pronouns, verb use , and adjective use. 

The ideas inside these sentences were culturally irrelevant to the lives of the Pacific 

Islanders. As their PTT, she would quietly receive tourist packets from them during 
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breaks about their islands. With these materials they told her stories about the coconut 

climbing skills they had, their boat rides into the ocean when they fished, and the names 

of their plants and animals.  

Statement of the Problem 

Current International Pacific Island students in the United States (US) experience 

complex literacy demands from the college level reading tasks given to them as English 

Language Learners in American mainstream college classrooms.  This is also true with 

Pacific Island students who have immigrated to the US with their families. According to 

the US Census, between 2000 and 2008, the Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander 

(NHPI) population in the United States increased 20.8%, as compared to 7.8% for the 

overall US population. The census predicts that the NHPI population will double between 

2010 and 2050 (http://www.census.gov/population/www/socdemo/race/NHPI-US.pdf).  

As a college professor, I have noted Pacific Island students’ struggle to connect 

with English language texts. I have observed and reflected that college level reading 

requirements become challenging, in part, due to the lack of opportunities students have 

for multicultural reading and responses to their readings in ways that signify their culture.   

Instruction and choice of texts in many classrooms provides limited opportunity for 

cultural interpretations or opportunities for students to bridge the new readings to their 

life experiences. Students encounter comprehension problems due to unfamiliar 

vocabulary or limited conceptual understanding of texts. Their limited understanding, in 

turn, can impede their performance on assessments and block cognitive growth or 

engagement in college learning. Thus, this dissertation study was designed to explore the 
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uses of multicultural reading strategies and the development of Pacific Island students’ 

multicultural literacies in college literature classes on the island of Oahu, Hawaiˋi.  

Pacific Island college students attend classes and receive reading texts in English. 

Literature curriculum focuses on content that is analyzed, discussed, written about and 

graded in English. Pacific Island students’ first language is invisible in this process. Yet, 

according to Cummins (2001), who writes extensively about English language learners, 

“The destruction of language and culture is counterproductive to the host society” (p. 2).  

In addition he argues that by ignoring students’ first language, such instruction may 

“inadvertently rupture [immigrant students’] relationship with parents and grandparents.” 

He goes on to say that this “contradicts the very essence of education” (p. 2).  Although 

changes are slowly being introduced to add multicultural literature in the literary canon 

that reaches college literature classes, stories specific to Pacific Islanders are not well 

represented (Meyer, 2003, p. 6). In the absence of such selections, Pacific Island students 

lose an opportunity to develop their own sense of agency (Alexander, 2005) by sharing 

cultural perspectives that may facilitate cognitive sharing and transformations.  

There are six chapters in this dissertation. Chapter one covers the introduction 

followed by the literature review in chapter two which includes the theories on socio-

cultural literacies and multicultural literacy of texts. Studies relevant to this dissertation 

are also included in Chapter two. Chapter 3 outlines the methods for data collection and 

analysis. The participants for this study including the summaries of the assigned reading 

texts are found in Chapter four. Chapter five reports all the findings from the four 

classrooms ending with the cross-case analysis. Chapter 6 provides the conclusion and 

recommendations based on the findings of the study.  
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Background of the Study 

A study published in the Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy of April 2009 

found that majority of the books for young adolescents in schools generally represent one 

cultural group which is frequently the European American (Koss & Teale, 2009). Koss 

and Teale also found that when there were culturally different characters in the books 

they studied, the characters seemed inauthentic and did not “depict insights about the 

culture or cultural practices” (p. 566). Other textbooks for college reading list literature 

from different cultures. In the introduction to the Bedford Introduction to Literature (that 

is used in Hawaiˋi) what is considered important to read and study has undergone many 

changes to include, “writers who previously were overlooked, undervalued, neglected, or 

studiously ignored” (Meyer, 2003, p. 6). Many of the new inclusions were from women 

writers. Although the change shows the additions to literary canons, the introduction 

includes an admission that “no reading list can adequately or accurately echo all the new 

voices competing to be heard” (p. 6). In this particular anthology there was no story, play 

or poem about the Pacific Islands.   

When students do encounter literature of other cultures, it can seem disconnected 

from what they know.  While more responsive instruction for students seems needed, 

higher education systems follow instituted ways of teaching and testing that do not 

always value or provide space and time for ELL students’ cultural and linguistic 

interpretations in the reader responses to texts. Instead, according to Heine (2002) in an 

article titled “Culturally Responsive Schools for Micronesian Immigrant Students,” 

“much of the learning and teaching continues to focus on teaching English at the expense 

of the mother tongue. This leads to the development of students who are cognitively 



5 

 

proficient in neither language” (Heine, 2002, p. 6). The National Council of Teachers of 

English (NCTE, 2010) has recognized the same problem and supports the position that 

“students whose first language is not English make use of their first language to develop 

competency in English language arts and to develop understanding of content across 

curriculum.” Spiro (1978; 1980) also recognizes the importance of using the schemata 

structures (of bilingual and multi-lingual learners) that locate language learned based on 

the student’s background experiences.  

Need for Focus on Pacific Island Students 

This dissertation study focused specifically on Pacific Islander students for a 

number of reasons. A synthesis of research by Brown, Hammond and Onikawa (1997) 

entitled Language Use at Home and School: A Synthesis of Research for Pacific 

Educators showed that recently immigrated ELLs in Hawaiˋi have difficulty passing 

mandated competency graduation tests after finishing high school (Peterson, 1997 as 

cited in Brown et al., 1997). Their synthesis of research specifically noted poor 

performance in math and reading by ELL in Hawaiˋi and Guam, according to the 

National Assessment of Education Progress (NCES, 1993, 1996b & 1997, as cited in 

Brown et al., 1997). 

I became more aware of the needs of Pacific Island students through a pilot study 

conducted in 2009 at a private university on Oahu. I surveyed 32 students to find out the 

extent to which immigrant college students use translation and cultural interpretations 

when they discuss texts in English in their college classes. Eighteen participants were 

from the Pacific Islands. Translation was understood to mean finding words in their first 
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language that meant approximately the same or explaining the words used in English 

texts and classroom discussions.  

The results showed Pacific Island students infrequently used translation and 

cultural interpretation (i.e., 5 to 25 % of the time). In one-on-one interviews, Pacific 

Island students indicated interest in using translation and cultural interpretation, but 

expressed the need for their instructor and other students in the college classes to open 

spaces for such translation and interpretation as part of the class process. 

Some Pacific Island students reported they did not use translation because they 

perceived that they were good speakers in English and did not need translation and/or 

cultural interpretations to understand the texts written in English. In not employing their 

first language, however, current literature on ELL literacy (Heine, 2002; NCTE, 2010) 

suggests students may have been losing opportunities to develop cognitive proficiency in 

both languages. Results of the pilot study suggested a need to develop classroom 

processes for learning in which instructors can work with Pacific Islander students to 

encourage use of the first language/home culture in the interpretation of classroom texts, 

and to better support the development of students’ multicultural literacy.  

The use of English inside classrooms other than Pacific Islanders’ first languages 

can be viewed as a means of achieving multicultural literacy, when they evaluate both 

traditional and English-based texts using their cultural viewpoints. When they access 

their home experiences to understand these new concepts, they increase their views 

which are now not limited to one culture through the extension of their knowledge. Here 

the local cultures and English texts can exist in new patterns to construct or deconstruct 

old meanings and achieve new comprehensions (Slattery, 2006). 
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If and when translation into different modes of cultural viewing of information 

happens and the concepts discussed  move deeper into the nuances of languages from 

home cultures to the English language, then the classroom affords the learners a chance at 

the practice of multi-literacies. Multicultural literacy is a combination of the 

acknowledgement of “actual literacy practices that vary in significant cultural and 

discursive ways across communities, contexts and domains” (Street, 1997; 2005) and the 

exchange of these knowledges to understand how forms of language when exchanged 

affect the cognitive development of learners (Street, 1984; Vygotsky, 1978). According 

to the New London Group (2003) the basis of a new pedagogy requires that: 

Every classroom will inevitably reconfigure the relationships of local and 

global difference that are now so critical. To be relevant, learning 

processes need to recruit, rather than attempt to ignore or erase the 

different subjectivities, interests, intentions, commitments, and purposes 

that students bring to learning. (p. 18) 

Though the literature suggests the importance of cultural interpretation to ELL 

students’ comprehension, few ELL students appear to use cultural interpretation of texts 

in the Literature classroom frequently. Those asked in the pilot study I conducted seemed 

to think about their cultural views outside of the classroom on their own and not during 

classroom discussion. In this dissertation, I explored ways Pacific Islander students do or 

do not claim space for cultural interpretation in college classrooms and the ways that 

instructors and other students do or do not “open spaces” for cultural interpretation. 

Extended observation of four college classrooms during the instruction of two fiction or 
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non-fiction texts, interviews of students and instructor in these classes, and examination 

of students’ written assignments in response to the literature were the sources of data. 

Purpose of the Study 

There are three purposes of this study:  

1. To understand the varied ways in which immigrant Pacific Island students and 

instructors in higher education English classes use cultural interpretation to 

read and understand course texts.   

2. To explore ways that cultural interpretation affects literacy growth of 

immigrant Pacific Islander students.  

3. To contribute to knowledge on college classroom instruction (for ELL) 

viewed through multicultural and diverse lenses. 

To pursue these purposes, a constructivist qualitative case study was designed to 

explore how instructors and Pacific Island students who read fiction and non-fiction texts 

and engage in academic discussions use or do not use cultural interpretations to 

understand texts. The study explored ways students, who bring with them first languages 

other than English, offer subjectivities and viewpoints and find spaces to express cultural 

interpretations in their English classrooms. The study also explored the ways in which 

instructors and students in college classes interacted with their reading texts. It looked 

into the process of understanding readings through talk and written assignments, and 

specifically into ways learning experiences provided or did not provide space and 

freedom for Pacific Island students to read and respond to texts using multicultural 

perspectives.  
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While the concern of this study is primarily with the experience of Pacific Island 

students, there are potential benefits for others in the use of cultural interpretation in 

college literature classes. In a classroom allowing cultural interpretation, not only will the 

immigrant student use the knowledge from his or her cultural perspective, but also s/he 

will benefit from the knowledge of the other class members’ cultures contributing to a 

classroom environment that understands and values different perspectives.  Cultural 

interpretation allows classrooms to move beyond what Luke (2004) observed as the 

“instructional and evaluation practices….designed for mono-cultural, homogenous 

states” (p. 6).  

Importance of the Study  

Little is known about the language and literacy demands ELL Pacific Island 

students face in college classes and about ways students meet these demands. The study 

generated new understanding about the ways and reasons instructors and students bring 

or suppress cultural viewpoints during discussion of classroom texts. It also explored 

ways of incorporating multiple viewpoints as a way to create openings for cultural 

interpretation in discussing English texts. These cultural interpretations added to 

instructors’ pedagogical goals and students’ definition of their roles in the diverse 

classroom.  Bilingual or multilingual students carry an additional “reservoir of resources” 

according to Gonzalez et al., in Funds of Knowledge (2001), a clear value to any diverse 

learning community, and this study aimed to examine ways this reservoir emerged or did 

not emerge in college classes.  

 The socio-historical reality of the Pacific Islander immigrant students’ use of 

English and geo-political choice for higher education studies also contributed to the 
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importance of the study. Scholarships and grants for educational support from the US 

government in recognition of political, economic and geographical relationships are key 

factors to understanding the presence of Pacific Island students in the State of Hawaiˋi.  

The Pacific Island Nations became members of the COFA (Compact of Free Association) 

with a special relationship with the Unites States where they maintain their independence 

while allowing the US military access in exchange for financial and other support (United 

States Government & Federated States of Micronesia, 2003 as cited in Ratliffe, 2010). 

This compact was renewed in 2003 and allowed employment and education for students 

from the Freely Associated States (FAS) immigrants (Ratliffe, 2010).  This relationship 

may last for a long time due to the continued mutual needs among these countries. Yet, 

the inherent issues of immigration and consequently the cultural loss experienced become 

concerns for educators who understand the value of multiple knowledges embedded in 

their Pacific Islander students’ languages and backgrounds. 

Theoretical Perspective on Multicultural L iteracy 

Luke (2002), in the tradition of Paolo Freire, challenges educators to engage in 

emancipatory discourses in their classrooms, or “forms of talk, writing and representation 

that are counter-ideological and act to articulate and configure collective interests in 

transformative ways” (p. 105).  Viewing the minority cultural perspective as silenced in 

classrooms, Freire (1978) clearly emphasized that,  

attempting to liberate the oppressed without their reflective participation 

in the act of liberation is to treat them as objects which must be saved 

from a burning building; it is to lead them to a populist pitfall and 

transform them into masses which can be manipulated. (p. 65) 
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This study of multicultural literacy in college classrooms serving Pacific Island 

students aimed to discover emancipatory discourse perceived as essential to students’ 

learning.  For purposes of this study, ELL students were viewed as achieving 

multicultural literacy when they drew on both their own local cultures and English texts 

to construct meaning or comprehension through cultural interpretation. 

The learner achieving multicultural literacy assumes the complex relationships 

between discourses and literacies and identities. The process of growth of multicultural 

literacy echoes Bakhtin’s (1981) notion of ideological becoming which occurs when 

people from different discourses enter into dialogues or talk and encounter tensions and 

conflicts facilitating the surfacing of new understandings. These ‘contact zones,’ or ‘sites 

of struggle’ (Bahktin 1981; Freedman & Ball, 2004) allow the individual to develop new 

multicultural literacies.  

Pacific Island Nations and the United States 

Hawaiˋi’s unique cultural diversity reflects its colonial history: the British arrival 

in 1778, the sugar plantation recruitment of field workers from surrounding countries and 

colonies throughout the 19th century, and the recent affiliations of the Pacific Island 

countries to the United States. Students from The Mariana Islands of Guam and Saipan, 

Samoa and the Marshall Islands participated in this study. These countries have 

designated political relationships with the United States:  Guam is an unincorporated 

territory of the United States. Citizens of Guam are considered US citizens but cannot 

vote in the presidential elections. However, they may vote in democratic and primary 

presidential elections.  Saipan is the largest island of the Northern Mariana Islands and is 

a US Commonwealth in political union with the United States. Federal funds to the 
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Commonwealth are administered by the US Department of Interior, Office of Insular 

Affairs. The indigenous inhabitants are US citizens but they do not vote in US 

presidential elections. American Samoa is an unincorporated territory of the US with 

policy relations between American Samoa and the US under the jurisdiction of the Office 

of Insular Affairs, US Department of Interior. The Marshall Islands attained 

independence from the US under the Compact of Free Association in 1986 after four 

decades under US administration. This was part of the United Nation Trust Territory of 

the Pacific Islands. Compensation claims continue as a result of US Nuclear testing in 

some of the atolls between 1947 to 1967. This information was gathered from the US 

government’s Central Intelligence Agency website (www.cia.gov).  

These political relationships with the United States allow countries to take 

advantage of some federal government financial aid for colleges in the United States. An 

example is the Pell Grant for college through which students get a maximum of five 

thousand dollars per year for tuition.  

Hawaiˋi College Profile of Institutions 

 The island of Oahu in Hawaiˋi consists of four community colleges, three private 

universities, and one state university. Three colleges or universities were the sites for data 

collection for this study. The data were disaggregated when possible to determine the 

likenesses and differences between Asians, Native Hawaiians  and Pacific Islanders. 

Pseudonyms were used to protect the identity of these institutions.   

It is important to note that data reported by all three institutions to the US 

Department of Education differs from data reported internally by the colleges due to the 

limitations of ethnic classifications imposed by Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 

http://www.cia.gov/
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System (IPEDS). For example, Malama University’s internal data differentiates between 

Chamorro, Palauan, Micronesian and Marshallese students, whereas IPEDS data 

combines Asian, Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islanders, along with students who self-

identify as “diverse.” According to the US Census, as of July 1, 2008, Native Hawaiians  

and Pacific Islanders (NHPI) are listed as one group. The Pacific Island groups included 

in this research have political relationships with the United States that differ from those 

of Native Hawaiians. Native Hawaiians are U.S. citizens who belong to the 50th state. 

Hawaiˋi is governed by the same political, economic and educational system as other US 

states. For the purposes of this research, Native Hawaiians are separated from Pacific 

Islanders as distinct groups.  

Both internal university data and IPEDs data are presented throughout this 

document; however, in this section I am profiling the institutions based on their internally 

reported data. The IPEDS reports are noted in the introductions to the findings in each of 

the cases. 

The Malama University Enrollment by Ethnicity (see Appendix F) shows a 

significant number of Pacific Islanders, disaggregated by specific Pacific Island ethnicity. 

Malama University has 39% of its student population self-identify as Asian/Native 

Hawaiian and Pacific Islander (A/NH/PI). At Kuleana Community College this group 

comprises 77% of the population and at Kamoa Community College this group comprises 

81% of the student population. These data were retrieved from the National Center for 

Education Statistics (NCES) website (http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator).   

 Malama University, one of a handful of religious institutions in the state, has 

several defining characteristics that set it apart from many institutions of higher learning. 
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These are reflected in such elements as a highly diverse population with many minorities 

represented. Most distinctively, Malama has a high proportion of Asian/Hawaiˋi ancestry 

students and Pacific Islanders.  

 Kuleana Community College’s is part of the state university system. 

Located in a suburban area away from the main city in the state, Kuleana Community 

College is a regional community center, creating both an environment for academic 

learning and a center of cultural life for the local community.  

 Kuleana Community College’s (see Appendix F) enrollment by ethnicity is based 

on information from their website. In this case, the Kuleana Community College website 

does distinguish between Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders, and also separates 

Japanese and Chinese from the overall Asian group, but does not make further 

distinctions among the various Pacific island ethnicities. 

 Kamao Community College was founded in the 1920s as a trade school. The main 

campus is near the downtown of the city in walking distance to shopping and near the 

airport.  In their website, the college announces its service to the Pacific Rim as the 

primary technical training center in areas such as transportation, information technology, 

education, communications, construction and public and personal services.  

Kamao Community College’s enrollment by ethnicity separates Asian from 

Native Hawaiian and Pacific Islander, but does not make further distinctions between 

Native Hawaiians and the other Pacific Islander groups (see Appendix F).
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Table 1. Comparison of Institutional Profiles Included in Study 

Institution Carnegie 
Classification 

Admissions Policy Location Awards 

Malama 
University 
Private not-
for-profit, 4-
year or above 

Master's Colleges 
and Universities 

For unconditional 
admission a 
minimum of: GPA 
2.5, SAT 900 
(critical reading 
and math) or ACT 
19, or TOEFL (if 
English is not your 
first language) 
paper-based 
minimum 550, 
computer-based 
minimum 21, or 
79-80 internet 
based 

Urban, with 
some 
student 
residence on 
campus 

Associate's,  
Bachelor's, 
and Master's 
degrees 
awarded 

Kuleana 
Community 
College 
Public, 2-year 

Associate's-Public 
2-year Colleges  

18 years of age by 
the first day of 
instruction, a high 
school graduate or 
have received a 
General Education 
Diploma (GED) 

Suburban, 
no on-
campus 
residence 

1-2 year 
certificates; 
Associate's 
degrees 
awarded 

Kamao 
Community 
College 
Public, 2-year 

Associate's-Public 
2-year Colleges  

Any U.S. high 
school graduate, 
General Education 
Diploma (GED) 
recipient  

Urban, no 
on-campus 
residence 

1-2 year 
certificates; 2-
4 year 
certificate; 
Associate's 
degrees 
awarded 

Note. From National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS).  

Colleges that served the most substantial number of Pacific Islanders were 

specifically chosen for this study. A comparison of all three institution’s enrollment by 

ethnicity according to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) Integrated 

Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS) data is included in Appendix F. The 
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problem with IPEDS data is that it is limited to IPEDS classifications. Unfortunately, 

IPEDS considers Asians, Native Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders to be of the same group 

for their purposes. When viewed in this way, the percentage of enrollment that is Asian, 

Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander is very large (47% at Malama University, 82% at 

Kamao College and 78% at Kuleana College).  

Research M ethod  

 The researcher conducted a grounded theory, qualitative multiple case study 

following the tradition of constructivist approaches in data gathering and analysis.  The 

researcher observed and took notes on the instruction and reading discussions with 

specific attention to teaching approaches and to Pacific Islander students’ use of cultural 

interpretation when reading and responding to actual classroom texts.  Four classes that 

served Pacific Islander students were chosen from three universities.  

 The researcher audio-recorded interviews and collected written documents 

including assignments and student responses on the reading texts.  Analysis of the data 

revealed varying degrees of depth.  This allowed the data to lead to significant themes 

(Charmaz, 2006).  

 The researcher identified patterns in the data which began with the coding and 

collecting of more data to perform theoretical sampling. The assignment of codes to the 

data and the resulting application of the constant comparative method (Merriam, 2009) 

revealed emerging themes. Data were grouped together according to these themes and the 

dimensions they added to each theme.    
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The Research Questions 

1. In what ways do multilingual Pacific Island students open or close/silence their 

cultural interpretation into the classroom discussions/written reading responses 

after reading fiction and non-fiction texts? 

a. In what ways do Non English Language Learners (N-ELL) students using 

English as their only language at home and school open and close spaces for 

cultural interpretation?   

2. In what ways do instructor views and classroom actions close or open spaces for 

students’ cultural interpretation in the classroom? 

Data sources consisted of observations and semi-structured interviews and student 

and instructor written documents in four college classrooms. Two observations were 

conducted during the reading and discussion of reading texts in English. Additional open-

ended questions were used to interview selected participants (ELL Pacific Islander 

students, Non- ELLs, and instructors) from the three different colleges. In depth 

interviews were conducted and recorded from a purposively selected total of 18 students 

from the four classrooms.  These included interviews with 7 students who were 

monolingual, non-Pacific Islanders who specifically use English as their only language. 

Data comparisons were made among instructors and students who were ELL Pacific 

Islanders and monolingual non-Pacific Islanders regarding use or non-use of cultural 

interpretation of reading texts.  
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C H APT E R 2  

L I T E R A T UR E R E V I E W 

In 2006, when I directed a speech choir in the Philippines for a visual artist from 

New York, I asked the students to express meanings of the English words through their 

voices, actions, and facial expressions. The text was the entire write up of Michael 

Jackson’s denial of molestation charges. The visual artist chose this text to show how 

technology was used to deny a crime to a larger public. When the students had to express 

the word “disgusting”, unsure facial expressions and a confused interpretation came 

with the delivery. I stopped to use the moment to understand more deeply their take of the 

context and the word. . It was not that they did not understand the word. It was that they 

had not associated this as part of their lives to the context of the piece. We searched for 

cultural counterparts and used a Cebuano word, “lu-od” that meant disgusting. We 

talked about instances that we use this Cebuano word in our lives, the situations that 

made us feel “lu-od,” or recollections of something disgusting and how our body and our 

faces would express this word. We talked about what the text might have meant in the 

context of the culture the piece came from and about the purpose of the performance. At 

the end of our group discussion, the students achieved a stronger, nuanced version using 

their local meanings to shape their expression, at the same time accessing the meaning of 

the English word. 

I suggest that different ideological backgrounds are reflected in local versions of 

meanings ELLs use to understand words in English in different communities.  A history 

of research that reflects a movement away from scientific models of inquiry and toward 
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socio-cultural and historical perspectives informs this study .A focus on learning as social 

(Vygotsky, 1978; Gee, 1999; Street, 1984) encouraged scholars to look into academic 

institutions to re- evaluate learning processes and understand how the socio-cultural 

environment shapes the individual. These researchers have developed ideas about ways 

learners from diverse cultures can more fully return to and use their cultural knowledges 

as compasses for identity development and conceptual growth. 

Background Theories 

This study of instructor and multilingual college students’ multicultural literacy 

and practices in reading and writing classes builds from a number of background theories. 

Thus, this literature review is organized around key theoretical concepts beginning with 

Vygotskian ideas of the nature of learning. Vygotsky (1978) theorized that when an 

interaction such as “talk” happens in classrooms, the interaction is social and semiotic, 

thereby increasing participants’ cognitive development through the interchange, or 

literacy event. Yet this theory is often interpreted in classrooms and among educators by 

regarding the instructor as the knowledgeable expert who guides the apprentice who is 

led to mastery by the instructor’s knowledge. The current dissertation study goes beyond 

a conventional instructor centered, teaching-learning frame typical in schools and 

classrooms and focuses on learning that is also shared and constructed from what the 

student already knows. In a student-centered approach, when the students are asked for 

their cultural interpretation, for example, a text’s meaning based on their experiences, 

culture or  background, the meanings are co-constructed between the participants in the 

conversation. The expertise of the learner is situated and contextualized in local 

knowledges from his or her place of origin and language, often very different from the 
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context of the literature class at a university where English-which is his or her second 

language-is the medium of instruction and the language of the texts. 

The value of student to student interaction in a diverse classroom is even more 

realized when the student’s own perspective is held as resource. This is evident in The 

New London Group’s (2003) assertion that they termed “A Pedagogy of Multiliteracies” 

which acknowledges the contributions of a culturally diverse classroom:  

A pedagogy of multiliteracies, by contrast, focuses on modes of 

representation much broader than language alone. These differ according 

to culture and context, and have specific cognitive, cultural, and social 

effects. In some cultural contexts - in an Aboriginal community or in a 

multimedia environment, for instance - the visual mode of representation 

may be much more powerful and closely related to language than "mere 

literacy" would ever be able to allow. Multiliteracies also create a different 

kind of pedagogy, one in which language and other modes of meaning are 

dynamic representational resources, constantly being remade by their 

users as they work to achieve their various cultural purposes. (p. 19) 

 The next theoretical frame is Street’s (1984; 2006) view of literacy during 

student-instructor interaction. Inside academic discourses, utterances and literate 

practices (such as reading and writing) are social practices (Street & Lefstein, 2006, p. 

42). These social practices, such as ELL students’ use of their home cultural practices, 

including language, serve as a resource for classroom interaction. When these other 

worldviews from home cultures find space in the classroom all the members of the 

classroom benefit from this new knowledge and literacies.  Gee’s (1990) view of literacy 
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as ideological is “always rooted in a particular world view and in a desire for that view of 

literacy to dominate and to marginalize others” (p. 42). This particular framework is 

useful in understanding how students feel and what they do when cultural interpretation 

is included in discussions. Based on this, there are social practices and worldviews that 

are valued by the immigrant student and there are social practices and worldviews that 

are practiced by the dominant culture.  

It is then very important to understand that within the structures of learning that is 

social literacy 

(It) is always embedded in socially constructed epistemological principles. 

It is about knowledge: the ways in which people address 

reading and writing are themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge, 

identity and being. It is always embedded in social  

practices…always contested, both its meaning and its practices, 

hence particular versions of it are always ‘ideological’, they are 

always rooted in a particular world-view and in a desire for that  

view of literacy to dominate and to marginalize others. (Street & Lefsten, 

2006, p. 42) 

Beginning with these above mentioned theories of learning as social (Vygotsky, 

1978; Gee, 1996) and literacy as ideological (Street & Lefstein, 2006), the current 

research examined students’ responses to reading texts arguing that when students 

respond using their local “world views” or personal “ideologies” they are performing a 

cultural interpretation.  Furthermore, cultural interpretation was seen as content and 

processes of responding to reading texts that bear “ideologicalness” (Sowarka, 1987, as 
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cited in Shaffner, 1996).  Thus, the study explored classroom cultural interpretations as 

expressions of ideology or belief systems (van Dijk, 1996). Cultural interpretation then 

was understood in this study as a process of responding in which ideology or systems and 

belief systems are evident in Pacific Island students’ responses to reading texts. I define 

ideology here using van Dijk’s (1996) definition conceived as, “the basis of the social 

representations shared by a group.” (in Schaffner, 1996, p. 2) Schaffer further explains 

van Dijk’s ideas on ideology to include both “cognitive and social belief systems” (p. 2).   

Belief systems based on van Dijk’s  (van Dijk in Schaffer & Holmes 1996, p. 10) 

definition is included here to specifically focus on ‘evaluative beliefs’ which  are “beliefs 

that feature an evaluation that are the result of a mental judgment, typically scalar or 

gradual: we know or assume that they are more or less true” (p. 10).  

When Pacific Island students join college English classrooms in Hawaiˋi, they 

bring with them a worldview from previous local and social contexts that may differ from 

current academic contexts. Stories written in English and discussions that do not include 

translations into their first language (Heine, 1992; Koss and Yeale, 2009) disadvantage 

their indigenous and local knowledges.  In classrooms using English, diverse students 

may use their knowledge of English to explain their cultural interpretation. Instructors are 

essential members of this academic discourse. When students compare concepts between 

discourses instructors and other students who use English as a primary discourse can 

participate in meaning making. They can suggest and negotiate words that can be used in 

the process of sharing.  

The ideal classroom for multilingual students would include instructors and 

students asking each other to translate cultural views and examine if there are vocabulary 
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or conceptual counterparts to the practices valued in their home cultures. The academic 

environments they move into also form part of the context of the performance of the 

classroom participants’ roles as students and instructors. This literature review 

contributes to the definition of cultural interpretation that the current dissertation built 

from and examines its enactment in the social interactions of Pacific Islander learners 

inside English academic classrooms.  

Socio-Cultural Forms of L iteracy 

This dissertation used a socio-cultural concept of literacy as one of its theoretical 

backdrops. The conversations, reading discussions, comprehension assessments, and 

academic classroom structures that were observed in this study were analyzed in terms of 

the influence of ethnic or home knowledges or literacies other than English. 

Theorists who support whole language reading skills that are based on authentic 

text and literacy events (Goodman, 1986) regard learning experiences as social events in 

which cognitive power is embedded in language. Prior knowledge is essential in moving 

students to understanding new ideas.   Spiro (1980) refers to ELL’s knowledge that is 

stored from their backgrounds as part of the schema theory (Spiro, 1978; 1980). The 

utilization of the schemata  (of bilingual and multi-lingual learners), which are structures 

in learning that locate language learned based on one’s background experiences, provided 

grounding for this study.  Reynolds, Taylor, Steffenson, Shirley, and Anderson (1982) 

assert that, “culture influences knowledge, beliefs, and values; and that knowledge, 

beliefs and values influence comprehension processes” (p. 354). Spiro (1980) further 

cautions that a problem with schema theory can occur when learning includes “trans-
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situational integration and conceptual change” (p. 49), something that Pacific Island 

students experience when they move to academic institutions in the Unites States. 

Socio-cultural forms of knowledge were also documented in a study conducted by 

Gonzalez et al. (2005), which demonstrated that bilingual or multilingual students carry 

literacies that are valuable in the classroom. Investigating community mathematical 

practices, Gonzalez et al. (2005) used funds of knowledge methodology to uncover the 

mathematical funds of knowledge students brought to the classroom. These funds prove 

similar to funds of knowledge related to literacy or language use. Carlos Velez-Ibanez 

and James Greenberg (1993 in Gonzalez, et al. 2005) first used the phrase funds of 

knowledge that is now broadly understood by succeeding researchers to mean “social and 

linguistic practices” (p. 42) that are learned from students’ homes and communities. They 

found that, “People think in conjunction with the artifacts and resources of their social 

worlds, and these artifacts and resources, in turn, are made available through the social 

relationships and settings within which human beings constitute their lives” (p. 42).  

The study group was faced with another realization that proves important to this 

study when Gonzalez et al. (2005) observed that, “mathematical principles were not 

evident to household members” (p. 259). This can also mean that the researchers believe 

that the users cannot articulate the mathematical principles in academic terms. This is 

significant in the current study as instructors of literature classes bring multilingual 

students of diverse backgrounds in contact with texts that may only be remotely 

connected to some students’ culture and social interactions and that may or may not give 

space or opportunities for their funds of knowledge to be shared.  
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Gee (1996) defines the primary Discourse with a capital ‘D’ as a “framework” or 

“base” for students’ acquisition and learning of other Discourses later in life and he 

explains that “ it also shapes, in part, the form the acquisition and learning will take” (p. 

141).  The first language which is part of the home discourse and the school discourse for 

English language learners distinctly called Primary Discourse and Secondary Discourse 

respectively. Discourse which is a notion primarily associated with Foucault (1972) refers 

to “practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak” (Foucault, 1972, 

as cited in Grbich, 2004, p. 40). Activities and practices from home cultures contain 

meanings embedded in words. Words are created and the experiences are contained 

inside them. They are created within the memory and use of these practices. The primary 

Discourse with the capital D involves a whole influence on an individual’s “discourse” 

which holds what “people are apprenticed early in life during their primary socialization 

as members of particular families within their socio-cultural settings” (Gee, 1996, p. 

137). This includes the language they are born into.  

Secondary discourses are “those to which people are apprenticed as part of their 

socializations within various local, state and national groups” (Gee, 1996, p. 137). 

Discourse is used to define the practice of socio-cultural literacy of bilingual students in 

this study. The Pacific Island student who participates in two cultures and speaks two or 

more languages belongs to a primary Discourse and possesses secondary discourse. In 

second language studies this is also referred to as the first language (L1) and second 

language (L2).  As part of the socio-cultural forms of knowledge the cultural and local 

worldviews of the students are understood to reside in his first language or primary 

discourse.  
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The use of Gee’s definition of Discourse also includes the classroom practice that 

is referred to here as the Academic Discourse. Discourse in this sense goes beyond the 

individual use of language.  He echoed the description “forms of life” (quoted from 

Wittgenstein 1958, as cited in Gee, 1996) to define Discourse and added that these are 

“ways of displaying (through words, actions, values and beliefs) membership in a 

particular social group or social network, people who associate with each other around a 

common set of interests, goals and activities (Gee, 1996, p. 128). In this study, the 

classroom has its own Discourse that is entered into by appointed members with their 

own individual discourses.  In addition to the theories on literacy and socio-cultural 

backgrounds of students, the current study must be situated in the larger worlds that it is a 

part of.  The changing community demographics set new needs.  Classrooms have 

previously been designed for monolingual and mono-cultural populations of students, yet 

space must be made for pedagogic relations in classrooms to include knowledge and 

epistemological claims of historically disenfranchised or marginalized groups (Freire, 

1970).  

The diverse exchanges in response to reading English texts were also examined 

from the theoretical framework of postmodern views of reality in which students and 

instructors resist dominant discourses constituted “by a process that actively pushed other 

“disqualified” knowledges to the margins--those ways of knowing and speaking 

belonging to society’s subordinated groups” (Foucault, 1980b, p. 83, as cited in Miller, 

2008, p. 256).  Freire (1970) talks about this as a revolutionary leadership (that) must 

practice co-intentional education. Instructors and students (leadership and people) co-
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intent on reality, are both subjects not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and 

thereby coming to know it critically, but in the task of re-creating that knowledge (p. 69).  

This study asks the question, in what ways do student and instructor views and 

classroom actions close or open/facilitate multilingual students from bringing multiple 

literacies into the classroom?  The study looked into the college classroom to understand 

what Miller (2008) phrases as a process to “amplify these subjugated voices” (p. 258).  

She further echoes what Foucault (1980b) said, “It is through the reappearance of this 

knowledge, of these local, popular knowledges (of the psychiatrist, the patient, the 

delinquent,) that criticism performs its work” (p. 82). 

These appearances of cultural viewpoints from diverse learners that may be 

amplified as Miller (2008) suggests also echo Bakhtin’s notion of ideological becoming 

to further elucidate the role of third space in construction, negotiation, and transformation 

of identities through literacy practices. The third space uses the notion of the collision or 

contradiction of different ideologies which Bahktin also calls “contact zones” (Freedman 

& Ball, 2004, p. 7). Ideological becoming describes our process of developing ideologies, 

or views about the world and the way we behave (Bakhtin, 1981; Freedman & Ball, 

2004).  

Through the development of ideologies, we also develop our ideological selves or 

identities. When different individuals interact and exchange dialogues, a person 

encounters various discourses. These discourses may not resonate with those of each 

individual, and, therefore, tensions and conflicts emerge.  The classroom is one of the 

places where these encounters occur and, “social interactions that are most effective in 
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promoting learning are those that are filled with tension and conflict. Individuals struggle 

with these tensions and develop their own ideologies (Freedman & Ball, 2004, p. 6). 

In this study, when students find spaces in the classroom to respond to texts using 

cultural interpretation they also encounter other discourses. These encounters based on 

the above notion of ideological becoming are opportunities for new knowledges to 

emerge and all concerned can reap learning benefits. The process may involve 

negotiations and appropriations of power relations governed by cultural behaviors and 

academic discourses.  

Culture and Socialization Discourses of Pacific Island Students 

This dissertation study investigated the use of cultural interpretation on reading 

and responding to reading texts in academic classrooms.  Different scholars have studied 

how cultural interpretation works or what it means in different terminologies. Gloria 

Ladson-Billings (1995), in a study entitled Towards A Theory of Culturally Relevant 

Pedagogy, compares the variety of terms used to accommodate student culture into 

mainstream culture that may not necessarily open a “dynamic and synergistic” 

relationship between home cultures and school cultures (p. 467).  

These three terms coined from separate studies are culturally appropriate (Au & 

Jordan, 1981, p. 189, as cited in Ladson-Billings, 1995), culturally congruent, (Mohatt & 

Erickson, 1981, as cited in Ladson-Billings, 1995) and culturally compatible (Vogt, 

Jordan, and Tharp, 1987, p. 281, as cited in Ladson-Billings, 1995). She suggests 

“culturally responsive teaching” (Cazden & Leggett, 1981; Erickson & Mohatt, 1982, as 

cited in Ladson-Billings, 1995) as a beginning step for bridging the gap between home 

and school” (p. 467).  This paves the way to use cultural interpretation (this study) as a 
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climate more than a process to open spaces for students to lend variations of reading 

responses that respond to and create a space for diverse viewpoints in the classroom. 

Cultural Interpretation Defined 

 For the purposes of this dissertation study, cultural interpretation occurs in 

classrooms when responses to assigned reading texts using local worldviews from 

primary discourses are evident.  

This study drew on the definitions from a previous study by Martin-Jones and 

Jones (2000) related to culture and socialization of diverse learners.  They started with 

the question, “Why multilingual literacies?” Martin-Jones and Jones (2000) in Street and 

Leftstein (2007), defined multilingual students who share multilingual literacies and 

participate in linguistic groups that have: “more than two spoken or written languages 

and language varieties within their communicative repertoire” (p. 158), “carry traces of 

the social structures and language ideologies of the country of origin” (p. 159), and 

follow “multiple paths to the acquisition of the spoken and written languages within the 

group repertoire and people have varying degrees of expertise in these languages and 

literacies” (p. 159).  They conclude that the degree of expertise depends on how they are 

positioned with regard to access to different spoken or written discourses. Multilingual 

students are also part of what James Gee defines as a Discourse:  

a socially accepted association among ways of using language, other 

symbolic expressions, and “artifacts,” of thinking, feeling, believing, 

valuing, and acting that can be used to identify themselves as members of 

a socially meaningful  group or “social network,” or to signal that they are 

playing a socially meaningful “role.” (Gee, 1996, p. 131) 
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This becomes the basis of understanding their membership in groups and their 

responses to other ways of thinking and being from other groups. Their primary 

discourses which are the cultures they acquired from childhood according to Gee (1996) 

are distinguished by their home language. Their secondary discourses which are the 

“learned knowledge gained from teaching” (p. 138) include their academic discourses 

within their learning of new ways of being. This discourse is also characterized by their 

use of English as a second language.  

Studies on Multicultural Interpretation of T exts 

Although there are numerous studies on bilingualism in the classroom and other 

academic settings, most of these studies were done for Latino and African American 

cultures on the mainland United States for elementary, middle school and high school 

levels. Some of these studies are subsumed in school recommendations under a general 

banner to increase culturally responsive practices in the classroom. The current study to 

understand how Pacific Island students negotiate space to engage or silence their 

multilingual literacies and localized worldviews in higher education benefits from a few 

studies I will enumerate and explain in this section.  

Remaining aware of the “dialectical relationship between the academic and the 

everyday,” and the category of “more knowledgeable others” as a “shifting construct” 

(Gonzalez et al. 1995, p. 267) allows instructors to enact spaces for new curriculum 

structures and practices and more equitable means of sharing knowledges.  

The classroom that offers space for ambiguity allows for university debates and 

discussions in full contexts.  Hofstede’s (2001) study of Cultural Dimensions point to the 

cultural behaviors of students in classrooms. Knowledge of these behaviors will 
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contribute to the design of multi-literate pedagogies that will help students and instructors 

alike bring understandings that benefit all students without insulting their cultural 

tendencies.  

Theories on developing cognitive skills from authentic texts during literacy events 

(Goodman, 1986) and the constructing of meaning in the process of socialization (Street, 

1984)  served as the theoretical framework in the understanding of what constitutes 

literacy when multicultural interpretation is present or not present. Rosenblatt’s (1978) 

explanation of the transactional theory involves the aesthetic experience as the reader’s 

primary goal which is brought about by the reader’s “sensibilities, capabilities, 

preoccupations and memories” (p. 25). These are brought to the transaction during 

classroom discussions. She further refers to the responsibility of the reader to pay “close 

attention to the qualitative nuances produced by his or her own handling of his responses 

(p.132).  I believe this is a responsibility similar to activating prior knowledge in relation 

to the schema theory of Spiro (1980). Transactional theory is significant as it supports the 

inclusion of other ways of knowing (Gonzalez et al. 2005) which has been found to 

enhance comprehension and promote opportunities for diverse members in the classroom 

to enact their identities.  

 A study in 1990 by Robert Pritchard supports the current study as it examined how 

cultural schemata influence students’ reported strategies and their reading 

comprehension. According to the study sixty proficient 11th grade readers- 30 from the 

United States and 30 from the Pacific Island of Palau read culturally familiar and 

unfamiliar passages in their own language. The study revealed, among other 

proficiencies, that students recalled significantly more idea units and produced more 
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elaborations, as well as fewer distortions, for the culturally familiar than for the 

unfamiliar passage. This suggests that reading English texts that are remotely connected 

to Pacific Island cultures as described by (Heine, 2002) can limit reading comprehension 

among English Language Learners. It also shows that cultural schema have an effect on 

what the readers can achieve in the classroom. 

Catherine Wallace’s Critical Literacy in the Second Language Classroom (2002) 

introduced a course on critical reading in terms of learned versus acquired literacy. 

Students from diverse language backgrounds discussed texts used in day-to-day lives of 

students.  She suggested ways for instructors to manage critical talk by offering examples 

on how instructors can shift identities in the classroom as authors, principals and 

animators.  The question that arises from her study is how students can articulate day-to-

day cultural knowledge into academic literacy settings. The role of the instructor is the 

crucial change that needs to happen as seen in this study.  The instructor cannot always 

have the answers to all the questions since not all questions arise from the instructor. The 

issue that Wallace (2002) discussed in this article is how instructors can empower 

students without losing the “explicitness of pedagogy” (p. 214). This is relevant to this 

study since the power that the instructor holds in the academic discourse is perceived by 

the students as a fixed role and the only source of knowledge. In Wallace’ study texts 

from day to day lives of the students afforded them positions of expertise based on what 

they knew from their experiences.  Students, in this study, played an active role in the 

generation of knowledge.  

In another study on young bilingual students’ reading comprehension by 

Martinez-Roldan and Sayer (2006), Latino students’ transactions with narrative texts 
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were studied to discover insights into the role of language in young bilingual students’ 

reading comprehension, as they alternated between both Spanish and English to 

comprehend narrative texts. They found that three out of the four children had higher 

reading comprehension when they had the opportunity to use Spanish to mediate reading 

and retelling and two students showed better comprehension retelling English stories in 

Spanish. They also found that it was not always clear for these students when one 

language ended and the other began, where one kind of linguistic and literacy 

competence stopped and the other started. It is a reminder of what Bhaba (1985) calls 

“hybridity,” a concept of allowing diverse worldviews which maintains identities in fluid 

and semiotic yet unique spaces.   

Joyce Purdy’s study (2008) titled “Inviting Conversation: Meaningful Talk about 

Texts for English Language Teachers” provides a structure for instructors to include 

home cultures in classroom conversations. The study showed how questioning, teaching 

vocabulary, engaging in collaborative talk and recognizing the culture and identity of 

learners “extended the construction of meaning” that benefited not only the English 

Language Learners but all the other members of the class as well (p. 50). An essential 

component in classroom teaching aside from content that needs to be covered is when 

instructors ask, “What do you think about your reading?” and in this study Joyce Purdy 

extends the role of the instructor to that of a friend, neighbor or a peer. Collaborative talk 

allows a valuing of other ways of doing things without directly insisting on proclaiming 

differences. This is relevant to this study to establish the possible routes of learning 

beyond the traditional expectations to engage their ESL students.   
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When instructors value the cultural resources from diverse perspectives, students 

are validated and their experienced are valued. This validation is key in the studies 

included here that show how to establish cognitive linkages with students’ home cultures.  

In a study conducted by Kenner et al. (2008) titled “Bilingual poetry: expanding the 

cognitive and cultural dimensions of children’s learning” the researchers have shown 

how bilingual poetry and stories can be used to stimulate learning in a multilingual 

classroom context. The students were British Bangladeshi children who were second or 

third generation immigrants. The researchers found that study of bilingual poetry and 

stories “deepened the students’ understanding of metaphor and consolidated their 

knowledge of Bangladeshi culture – a cultural background to which they were strongly 

attached but was partly unfamiliar to them due to growing up in the United Kingdom” (p. 

92). 

The students in this class were second and third generation children whose use of 

English was becoming stronger than their use of their mother tongue. They first studied 

the Bengali lullaby in transliteration and translation alongside the original version. 

Context was translated with the help of their Bangladeshi parents. Next they compared 

the poem with a lullaby in English from the US, sharing different cultural values 

expressed by the poems. The author concluded that since the children used both 

languages, they were “supported against the risk of being lost unless these are valued in 

mainstream education” (p. 92). Furthermore, by operating bilingually and drawing on 

their complete range of linguistic and cultural knowledge, children also “broaden their 

learner identities” (p. 92). They further stated that for those who did not speak Bengali, 
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they “benefitted as a whole-class from the lesson developed around Bengali and English 

lullabies” (p. 92). 

Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions 

Discourses can also be viewed using Hofstede’s (2001) Cultural Value 

Dimensions.  He named these patterns of human behavior: 1) Power and Distance, 2) 

Individualism and Collectivism, 3) Masculinity and Femininity, 4) Uncertainty 

Avoidance and Future Orientation. They are often used to understand cultural 

perspectives in different contexts. In a new and expanded version of Hofstede’s cultural 

dimensions, a Fifth Dimension called Long Term Orientation and Short Term Orientation 

was added. Although the study of Hofstede did not include the islands of the Pacific that 

are included in this study, similarly situated islands were included. Hofstede found that 

cultures with collective, high power distance and high uncertainty avoidance indexes 

generally have commonalities a) tropical and subtropical climates, b) survival and 

population growth less dependent on human intervention with nature, c) less need for 

technology; more traditional agriculture, less modern industry, less urbanization, d) less 

social mobility, wealth concentrated in the hands of small elite (p. 118). The above 

characteristics are attributes of collectivist cultures (p. 254). These characteristics of 

cultures possessing these cultural patterns define the cultures and socio-economic 

demographics of Saipan, Guam, Samoa and the Marshall Islands.  

The classroom is considered an organizational structure and thus this study 

investigated three Cultural Dimensions that can shed light on the behaviors and decisions 

that are made by diverse students and instructors inside classrooms. For the purposes of 

this research, three of Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions are used as the lens to shed light 
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on the interactions among members of college classrooms. These cultural dimensions are 

Individualism and Collectivism; High and Low Power Distance and High and Low 

Uncertainty Avoidance. According to Hofstede (2001), 

Individualism stands for a society in which the ties between individuals 

are loose: Everyone is expected to look after him/herself and his/her 

immediate family only.  Collectivism stands for a society in which people 

from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive in-groups, which 

throughout people’s lifetime continue to protect them in exchange for 

unquestioning loyalty. (p. 225) 

In the context of development assistance from the United States and their 

countries, Pacific Island students come to Hawaiˋi to attend college.  They arrive from 

collective cultures, yet study under instructors who have been trained in individualist 

cultures and universities. Hofstede talks about instructors from individualist cultures sent 

to teach in more collectivist environments.  He says:  

A typical complaint from such teachers is that students do not speak up in 

class, even when the teacher puts a question to the class. For the student 

who conceives of him- or herself as part of the group, it is illogical to 

speak up without being sanctioned by the group to do so. If the teacher 

wants students to speak up, he or she should address students personally. 

(p. 235) 

Table 2, shows the differences of the cultural dimensions.  
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Table 2.  Collectivism and Individualism in School. 
Collectivist (Low IDV) Individualist (High IDV) 
 
Instructor deals with pupils as a group. 
 
Pupil’s individual initiatives discouraged. 
 
School children report ethnocentric, 
traditional views. 
 
Students associate according to pre-
existing in-group ties. 
 
Students expect preferential treatment by 
instructors from their in –group. 
 
Harmony, face and shaming in class. 
Students will not speak up in class or large 
groups. 
 
Students’ aggressive behavior bad for 
academic performance. 
 
Purpose of education is learning how to do. 
 
Diplomas provide entry to high status 
groups.  

 
Instructor deals with individual pupils. 
 
Pupils’ individual initiatives encouraged. 
 
Schoolchildren report “modern” views. 
 
Students associate according to tasks and 
current needs. 
 
In-group membership no reason to expect 
preferential treatment. 
 
Students’ selves to be respected. 
 
Students expected to speak up in class or 
large groups. 
 
Students’ self-esteem good for academic 
performance. 
 
Purpose of education is learning how to 
learn. 
 
Diplomas increase economic worth and 
self-respect.  

 Note. From “Exhibit 5.5: Key Differences Between Collectivist and Individualist 
Societies I: Family, Personality, Language and School Issues,” by Hofstede, G. Cultures 
(2001). Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations 
Across Nations, p. 237. California: Sage Publications.  
 

The second Cultural Value that applied to this research is Power Distance. 

According to Hofstede, Power Distance is “The extent to which the less powerful 

members of institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power 

is distributed unequally” (2001, p. 98). 

Since the classrooms that are studied in this research include students from 

diverse backgrounds, this value dimension becomes significant in terms of how they 
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respond to the power relations that characterize the relationship of instructors and 

students. For classrooms with high power distance, Hofstede outlined some of these 

behaviors: 

The educational process is teacher centered; teachers outline the 

intellectual paths to be followed. There is sometimes a need for rote 

learning. Students in class speak only when invited to; teachers are never 

publicly contradicted or criticized and are treated with deference even 

outside school. (2001, pp. 100-101) 

Here is where it clashes when the different cultural patterns or gradation of power 

distance are present in a diverse classroom. According to Hofstede, low Power Distance 

educational processes are also “impersonal” in that they involve the “transfer from 

teacher to student of ‘truths’ or ‘facts’ that exist independent of the particular instructor” 

(p. 101). He says further that “effective learning in such a system depends very much on 

whether the supposed two way communication between students and instructor, is indeed 

established” (p. 101).  This is because the “the entire system is based on the students well 

developed need for independence” (p. 101).  Table 3 shows the list of the differences 

between high and low power distance indicators.  

Table 3. High and Low Power Distance in Cultural Behaviors in School 

Low Power Distance  High Power Distance 
 
Instructors treat students as equals 
 
Students treat instructors as equals. 
 
 
Student centered education. 
 

 
Students dependent on instructors. 
 
Students treat instructors with respect, even 
outside class.  
 
Teacher-centered education. 
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Students initiate some communication in 
class. 
 
Instructors are experts who transfer 
impersonal truths. 
 
Parents may side with students against 
instructors. 
 
Quality of learning depends on two way 
communication and excellence of students. 
 
Lower educational levels maintain more 
authoritarian relations. 
 
Educational system focuses on middle 
levels. 
 
More Nobel Prizes in sciences per capita. 
 
More modest expectations on benefits of 
technology. 

Instructors initiate all communication in 
class.  
 
Instructors are gurus who transfer personal 
wisdom. 
 
Parents supposed to side with instructors to 
keep students in order. 
 
Quality of learning depends on excellence 
of instructors. 
 
Authoritarian values independent of 
education levels. 
 
Educational system focuses on top level. 
 
 
Fewer Nobel prizes in sciences per capita. 
 
High Expectations of benefits of 
technology.  

 Note. From “Exhibit 3.8: Key Differences Between Low and High PDI Societies I: 
Family, and Work Organization,” by Hofstede, G. Cultures (2001). Consequences: 
Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations Across Nations, p. 107. 
California: Sage Publications. 

Uncertainty Avoidance according to Hofstede is “the extent to which the 

members of a culture feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations” (p. 161). 

Instructors arrive into their classrooms and encounter students from different 

backgrounds prepared to listen to her instructions. Instructors should understand that 

perceptions of teaching and learning vary from student to student. In cultures where the 

uncertainty avoidance is strong, like those cultures of many of the Pacific Islands, these 

characteristics may be overtly observed: 

One way in which the level of uncertainty avoidance in a society affects 

educational systems is in determining the proper amount of structure in the 
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teaching process. When uncertainty avoidance is relatively strong, both 

students and teachers favor structured learning situations with precise 

objectives, detailed assignments and strict timetables. (Hofstede, 2001, p. 

161) 

When Uncertainty Avoidance is weaker, both students and instructors do not 

favor structured learning situations. Some may like open-ended learning situations with 

vague objectives, broad assignments and no timetables at all. The suggestion that there 

can be only one correct answer is taboo with them. They expect to be rewarded for 

originality (p. 162).  In Hofstede’s research, students from low- Uncertainty Avoidance 

Index (UAI) countries accept an instructor who says, “I don’t know.”  Their respect goes 

to instructors who use plain language and to books that explain difficult issues in ordinary 

terms. In low- UAI societies there is more a sense of empiricism and relativity, more 

room for unconventional ideas. Intellectual disagreement in academic matters in these 

cultures can be seen as a stimulating experience (p. 163). Table 4 shows that when 

uncertainty avoidance is high students expect more structured learning and expect and 

respect instructors who show that they have all the answers.  

Table 4.  High and Low Dimensions of Uncertainty Avoidance in School 
 
Low Uncertainty Avoidance Index High Uncertainty Avoidance Index 
 
Students expect open-ended learning 
situations and good discussions. 
 
Instructors may say, “I don’t know.” 
Students learn that truth may be relative. 
 
Students attribute achievements to own 
ability. 
 

 
Students expect structured learning 
situations and seek right answers. 
 
Instructors supposed to have all the 
answers. 
Students learn that truth is absolute. 
Students attribute achievements to effort, 
context and luck. 
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Children rate self-efficacy high.  
Parents’ ideas sought by instructors. 
Dialect speech positively valued. 
Independence for female students 
important.  

Children rate self-efficacy low. 
Parents seen as extension of instructors. 
Dialect speech negatively valued.  
Traditional role models for female 
students.  

 Note. From “Exhibit 4.6: Differences Between Low and High – UAI Societies I: Family, 
School, Motivation, and Work Situation,” by Hofstede, G. Cultures (2001). 
Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions and Organizations Across 
Nations, p. 169. California: Sage Publications.  

The research on Cultural Dimensions is used here to understand the backgrounds 

of instructors’ and students’ actions and responses. It informs how and why the social 

interactions in class are governed by cultural motivations. These patterns will also be 

discussed later in Chapter Six as spaces that are opened or closed for discussions of 

reading texts from cultural viewpoints are also affected by student’s own ways of being.  

This study also drew more specifically on what Katherine Ratliffe (2010) found 

which focuses on the family as the fulcrum of the cultural practices among Micronesians. 

The cultural patterns mentioned above provide a background when we think about 

collectivist cultures from the perspective of the family unit. She shows how 

“understanding interrelationships of people and obligations to family among members 

can help educators understand their unique issues around acculturation and design of 

effective programs to help families be successful in supporting their children in school” 

(p. 16).   This underscored the cultural members’ understanding of family obligations.  

Instructors’ and students’ knowledge of family cultural dynamics in Micronesian 

cultures is an academic advantage. Educators can understand how this plays a role in the 

priorities and behaviors of Micronesian families around schooling for their children. One 

of the themes that emerged in Ratliffe’s study is the identity that Micronesians define in 

the context of their responsibilities to family and their community.  This identity is 
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closely aligned to collectivist cultures where the goal of members hinges upon the goal of 

the entire family. Another theme that consequently matters to this study is the changing 

responsibilities of immigrants based on the new environments they inhabit and new 

cultures they are learning.   

The Pacific Island immigrant students who carry with them first languages other 

than English that we meet in Hawaiˋi’s classrooms may be better assisted if educators 

know the various ways that cultural roles have changed and are evolving. Perhaps then 

educators can better open spaces for these discussions in class. Understanding these and 

other themes, such as family relationships and roles, is essential in bringing new concepts 

in relation to those already understood by other researchers.  

Based on the theoretical frameworks outlined in this review of the literature and 

the studies on bilingual and multilingual populations in academic settings, this study is 

designed to look into ways Pacific Islanders’ localized worldviews and cultural 

perspectives are valued through their responses to academic texts. Considerable literature 

supports the value of engaging in cultural interpretation.  

Chapter 2 explored the literature behind the theoretical frames that guided the 

qualitative design of the current study. It explored effective reading strategies of Pacific 

Island students in the classrooms through multicultural interpretation. I have reviewed 

contributions from theorists on learning and how it occurs between learners, the socio-

cultural sources of knowledge for multilingual students, and the theories of what 

constitutes multi-literacy inside diverse classrooms. 

In Chapter 3, the methodology of the current study is fully described. 
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C H APT E R 3 

M E T H O DS 

Glaser (1978, as cited in Charmaz, 2006) described grounded theory as a “theory 

of resolving a main concern” (p. 133).  In this study, the main concern was to understand 

how Pacific Islander immigrant/ foreign students who possess a first language and 

participate in their home culture other than English can be better supported in college 

classrooms that use English reading texts and use English as the only medium of 

instruction.  

This qualitative case study used the grounded theory method to explore 

multicultural reading strategies used by Pacific Island students in university academic 

classrooms and the ways in which their instructors support or block their learning.  The 

study looked into cultural interpretation of reading texts through discussions and written 

assignments. Participants were purposefully selected from Pacific Island college students 

using English as a second language.  

I conducted the study as a constructivist qualitative case study that involved the 

socio-cultural literacy events of a classroom and its participants. It focused on the 

situatedness of literacy and the reporting of the multiple nature of truth (Grbich, 2004). 

The case became the special design like a vessel where context and phenomenon are built 

in a story. The process of investigating a specific phenomenon through a case study 

approach reflected my commitment to bring to the reader a complex, unique event. In this 

research study, I investigated how the instructors and Pacific Island students experienced 

the academic classroom discussing reading texts in English.   
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The Use of the Case Study 

 I used case study methodology to capture an extreme or a unique entity (Stake 

1995; Yin, 2006) and a bounded system that can be defined in context (Smith, 1978, as 

cited in Merriam, 1988). As a method for qualitative research that “ involves an 

interpretive, naturalistic approach to the world, this means that qualitative researchers 

study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring into them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, 

p. 4). 

 The case study was a helpful tool for this research because it helped to answer the 

questions about the life of a bounded phenomenon, which was the college classroom 

during its study of reading and writing in English. The three important considerations 

according to Yin (2003, quoted in Baxter, 2008) are: a) that the focus of the study will 

answer “how” and “why” questions; b) that the researcher cannot manipulate the 

behavior of the participants; c) that the phenomenon under study includes the context; 

and the boundaries are not clear between phenomenon and context (p. 545).  This study 

examined responses and actions by instructors and students to reading texts that 

influenced discussion and student comprehension within a space and time inside 

classrooms.  

 For this research, a case study was used because the socio-cultural context of the 

classroom and the decisions made by instructors and students are part of classroom 

processes. The responses were created and evaluated. It would not be possible for me to 

arrive at findings or conclusions about their multiple realities without looking at the 

classroom context in which these activities occur.  
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 Baxter (2008) has provided a helpful example to suggest the importance of context 

to the case. In a study of nursing students conducted to determine the types of decisions 

nursing students made and the factors that influenced the decision-making he explained: 

“the case was the decision making of nursing students, but the case could not be 

considered without the context, the School of Nursing, and more specifically the clinical 

and classroom settings” (p. 545). In this study, the case was the classroom where 

instructors and students interacted on reading texts.  

Different views and actions were gathered to understand how the classrooms 

worked based on the research questions. According to Stake (1995), “research is not 

helped by making it appear value free” (p. 95). The belief of qualitative researchers that 

“knowledge is constructed rather than discovered” (Stake, 1995, p. 101) opens social 

science research into a field that allows the interplay of multiple players in the bounded 

case--that is, the instructors, the students and the researcher.   

In the current study, the research questions provided an interpretive frame as to 

how the method can proceed.  The turn to a full-on qualitative case study was necessary 

as case studies grow to become ethnographic inquiries where “beliefs, values, and 

attitudes… structure behavior patterns” (Merriam, 2001, p. 13). The research process 

provided a good match for the socio-cultural focus.   The research process “relies,” 

according to Yin (2009), on “two other sources of evidence: direct observation and 

interviews with persons involved in the event” (p. 11). 

In investigating the reading responses of Pacific Island immigrant students to 

literature texts, the research questions revolved around “how students and instructors 

engage or do not engage in cultural interpretation” inside the classroom. The case is 
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bounded in its focus on understanding the academic discourse of the classroom where I 

first observed how students and instructors discussed fiction and non-fiction texts. In this 

design, there was no control of the behavior of either students or instructors. The 

questions explore a contemporary phenomenon and research questions posed required 

focus on an event.  

Research M ethods 

Context and Participants 

 The dissertation study drew on classroom observations, interviews and student 

written assignments with specific attention to teaching approaches in college classrooms 

serving Pacific Islander immigrant/foreign students. The study investigated Pacific 

Islander students’ use of cultural interpretation when they read and responded to actual 

classroom texts.  Universities that serve 15% to 20 % enrollment of Pacific Islander 

students were selected. Based on National Statistics from the Integrated Post-Secondary 

Education Data System (IPEDS) the three institutions selected for this study serve a 

significant number of Pacific Islander students.  Malama University reported 33% of 

Asian and Pacific Islanders, Kuleana Community College at 58% and Kamao 

Community College at 58%. Native Hawaiian students who register in these colleges 

belong to a category of their own so they are not included in these statistics. 

Unfortunately, some of the institutions’ reports do not distinguish the Asians from the 

Pacific Islanders. Foreign and international students are commonly referred to as “non-

resident aliens” and are not segregated by ethnicity (see Appendix F). 



47 

 

Participants of the Study 

 A total of 10 Pacific Island students from four classrooms representing various 

Pacific Island language groups in three universities were purposefully selected to 

participate in the study (see Table 5). A major criterion for selection was that participants 

had to be either Pacific Island students who came as foreign students or who had 

immigrated to Hawaiˋi and grew up speaking a language other than English. Students 

who were taking basic language arts or developmental classes in English whose home 

cultures represented the Pacific Island countries were considered to be the participants of 

this study. 

 The Pacific Islands students were selected based on their willingness to 

participate and on the selection criterion that they came from homes that practiced the 

language and culture of one of the Pacific Islands including Saipan, Guam, the Marshall 

Islands and Samoa. Nine non-ELL students from the four classrooms were also 

interviewed to learn more about the broader drawbacks and benefits for students of using 

cultural interpretation in responding to reading texts as shown in Table 5. They were also 

selected to learn how spaces in the classroom discussion may be opened to include 

cultural interpretation. Non-ELL students were selected for their use of English as the 

only language spoken at home and in school. The students’ educational and cultural 

profiles from the interviews are included in Chapter 4.  

Instructors of developmental language arts or basic English classrooms were 

selected as participants in this study as well. Their educational and cultural backgrounds 

are included in Chapter 4. Two members of the faculty from two community colleges, 

Kuleana and Kamao Community Colleges, serving a significant number of Pacific Island 
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students and two faculty members from Malama University participated in this study.  

Initial contacts were made after the official approval from the Institutional Review Board 

(IRB) was received.  These preliminary meetings allowed the researcher to inform 

participants (instructors and students) of the purpose and procedure of the study.  

Sample Design 

 Participants in this study were identified using purposeful sampling. I was 

introduced to many instructors by colleagues who were working in the same schools. An 

email was sent to two of the classroom instructors before the initial meetings. Other types 

of contact information about the instructors were taken from the university websites 

through the posted course offerings and schedules that they were teaching during the 

summer of 2010 and the fall of 2010. An official letter of request with a consent 

component at the bottom of the letter (See Appendix A) was also sent after the 

introductions. All the members of the classroom agreed to have the study conducted in 

the classroom with the specified dates and reading texts selected. I spoke to the class 

before the research began and presented my consent forms to the students who 

volunteered to be interviewed. 

 The confidentiality of all participants was maintained throughout the reports of 

findings and conclusions. Original names of the students, faculty members and the 

schools do not appear on the final report; instead pseudonyms are used. Students were 

informed of the confidentiality of the information gathered during the interview, 

classroom discussion and review of written assignments. To express my appreciation, I 

sent instructors a $25 Starbucks gift card and sent each student a $5 dollar Subway gift 

card. 
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 Permission to conduct research was submitted for approval to the IRB or the 

Committee of Human Subjects at the University of Hawaiˋi. An amendment was sent to 

the IRB in November 2010 to include Pacific Island students from Guam and Saipan who 

volunteered to participate in the research. Informed consent forms were distributed to the 

instructors (see Appendix A) and students (see Appendix B) prior to the study.  Copies of 

interview questions (see Appendix C) were provided after their approval.  

Data Collection 

Data collected consisted of observations, instructors’ assignments and students’ 

written assignments based on reading texts. Open-ended questions were used to interview 

chosen participants (ELL Pacific Islander students, instructors and English only speakers 

who were members of the classroom) from the three different colleges. Data from the 

observation, interviews, and student assignments from reading texts were collected.  In 

depth interviews were recorded from a total of nine Pacific Island students and seven 

non-Pacific Island English only students from four classrooms in the three community 

colleges and one university as shown in Table 5.  
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Table 5. Table of Student Participants and Data Sources 

Case Study # 
CLASSROOM 

           
Observations 

Names of Participants, 
Pacific Island affiliations and 
arrival timeframe on Oahu. 

Written 
Documents  

Case Study A 
Malama 
University 

 Discussion of 
“Shattering the 
Myth of the 
Glass Ceiling” 

 Discussion of 
“The Library 
Card” 

1. Ana: Instructor A  
2. Andrea: ELL-Guam (1st 

year college) 
3. Amber: ELL-Guam  (1st 

year college) 
4. Annette: ELL-Marshall 

Islands  (Grade 4) 
5. Alicia: ELL-Samoa 

(Grade 5) 
6. Ambileen: ELL-Samoa 

(born on Oahu) 
7. Albert: Non-ELL 
8. Arabella: Non-ELL 
9. Arleen: Non-ELL 

1. Essay based 
on stories 

2. Homework 
rubrics for 
essays 

Case Study B 
Malama 
University 

 Discussion of 
“Eviction” and 
“Cancer” 

 Discussion of 
“Tree 
Climber” 

1. Brenda: Instructor B  
2. Benita: ELL-Samoa (1st 

year college)  
3. Ben: ELL-Samoa 

(mainland USA)  
4. Venus: ELL-Samoa (born 

on Oahu)  
5. Brett: Non-ELL  
6. Bobby: Non-ELL 

1. Discussion  
Question 
Guide  

2. Write up 
Protocol 

3. Scale for 
group work 

Case Study C 
Kuleana 
Community 
College 

 Discussion of 
“Don’t Blame 
Me” 

 Discussion of 
“Setting 
Boundaries” 

1. Cathy: Instructor C 
2. Chris: ELL-Samoa 

(elementary school) 
3. Cory: N-ELL 
4. Kenny: N-ELL 

1. Copy of 
Comprehension 
Questions 

Case Study D 
Kamao 
Community 
College 

 Discussion of 
“Mea No’eau” 

 Discussion of 
“Hula as 
Resistance” 

1. Debra: Instructor D  
2. Don: ELL-Saipan (1st 

year college)  
3. David: N-ELL 

1. Word 
Vocabulary 
List 
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Observations 

Class observations were conducted according to college class formats. Classes 

met three times a week on Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays and twice a week on 

Tuesdays and Thursdays. The first classroom, also called Case Study A, was observed 

during the summer 2010. This allowed me to schedule school sessions with the 

instructor’s consent from July to August.  It was important for me to arrive early for each 

class and set up somewhere in the classroom where I could see and hear everybody. I 

asked the instructor some clarification questions right after class.  

I observed Classroom A in three visits to observe classroom discussion of two 

texts. The first class observation conducted in the summer of July 2010 focused on “The 

Library Card,” by Richard Wright. The second and third class observations were 

conducted in August 2010 on “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling,” by Anita K. 

Blair.  

I observed Classroom B, C and D in two visits. For Classroom B, also called  

Case Study B, the first observation was in September 2010 when the class discussed two 

short essays entitled “Cancer” and “Eviction.” The instructor selected these short essays 

written by unnamed groups of students from the classroom for discussion. The second 

observation visit in the last week of September 2010 was a discussion of the essay, “Tree 

Climber” from the textbook, Writing Simplified: A Composition Guide.  

For Classroom C, I observed the discussion of two reading texts in two visits. The 

first visit was in early October of 2010 for the discussion of “Setting Boundaries” by 

Cara DiMarco. The second visit in the third week of October 2010 was to observe the 
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discussion of “Don’t Blame Me! The New Culture of Victimization,” by John J. 

Macionis. 

For Classroom D, I observed the discussion of two reading texts in the last week 

of October and in early November 2010. The first visit was to observe the discussion of a 

reading text entitled, “The Hula as Resistance” by Mimi Kamuela and the second visit 

was based on “Mea No ‘au” by Kamal Young.  

Thus, there were nine classroom observation visits for the four classrooms at two 

community colleges and one private university.   

Observations were documented by taking down notes of the process and 

discussion of texts to find out how the instructors discussed the reading texts with 

students and how students read and responded to their reading. Observations were made 

to see how the instructors prepared the students for discussion, how the discussion on the 

reading texts was conducted, and how the students responded to the discussion of oral 

and written texts. This involved observing the classroom with a reading text scheduled by 

the instructor as part of their curriculum. I requested the reading text before the day of the 

observation and read the essays before arriving to class. The researcher observed each 

participating classroom during the reading of two different texts. During classroom 

observation, I took notes, coded my notes, and provided readable patterns based on 

Slaughter’s (1989) guide to observational qualitative data collection in classrooms. (See 

Appendix D). 

Summary of the Procedure for Observation Data Collection 

1. Selected participants and obtained informed consent.  
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2. Developed Ground Rules for observing the classroom environment with the 

instructors to increase openness and sharing of language and cultural interpretation. 

3. Observed the teaching of one session as part of the regular classroom routine for 

Reading Text I. 

4. For Reading Text II, another period was scheduled with the classroom and researcher. 

For Case Study A, I observed the second essay within two visits.  

5. Gathered student assignments or written responses to the reading text discussed in 

classes observed by the researcher. 

6. Conducted member check with instructors and the students.  

Students’ Written Assignments 

Written assignments that showed responses to both reading texts were included in 

the data collection These written responses came in many forms. For Classroom A, the 

students submitted written responses in the form of short essays for the two stories 

discussed. Classroom B wrote their evaluation based on a scale provided by their 

instructor to respond to two short student written essays, “Cancer” and “Eviction.” 

Classroom C did not do a narrative response, but answered prepared multiple choice tests 

from the textbook.  Students in groups circled letters to choose their answers on a 

multiple choice test. They were asked to join a group to work together to answer test 

items for both of the essays discussed in class. These multiple choice questions are found 

in Appendix G. Classroom D did not have written responses to the texts discussed.  

Interviews 

 Interviews were conducted with 10 ELL students (from the four classrooms) who 

were Pacific Islander multilingual students. Interviews were also conducted with seven 
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students who were non- Pacific Islanders and who used English as their only language at 

home and school. The interviews with the students lasted for 45 minutes on average. The 

interviews with the instructors averaged an hour. Results from these interviews were all 

transcribed by the researcher. Interviews were conducted after all class observations of 

discussions and all written responses were collected. I used an interview guide (Patton, 

2002), with prepared questions that I had constructed. These interview items were 

constructed to answer research questions with the academic discourse of the classroom 

composition and activities in mind. These included the instructor, teaching materials and 

students from diverse cultural backgrounds. The same basic questions were asked of all 

participants. More focused questions were asked of the later participants as categories 

and themes began to emerge based on the first classroom results.  

A different set of questions was used with instructors. Again, some questions that 

were asked of the instructors from Classroom B and C were added by the researcher to 

understand the emerging themes better and to increase the dimensions of the concepts 

that were forming as data were transcribed and analyzed.  

 All interviews were audio recorded. Using the ‘garage band’ function of an Apple 

laptop, I recorded all the interviews in the university or college that the student came 

from. We scheduled the interviews right after the second observation of the class had 

ended. Instructors’ interviews were conducted in their offices. Student interviews were 

often conducted inside the same classroom where their class was held or in another 

classroom that was empty near their classroom. 

 The data from the interviews were coded based on emerging themes and the 

theoretical framework of the study. The theoretical framework of this study built upon the 
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resources of the Pacific island students’ culture.  It is framed under the theory that 

learning is social and is embedded in social practices (Vygotsky, 1978; Gee, 1996) and 

that reading involves prior knowledge based on the schema theory (Spiro, 1978; 1980). 

These theories are refined further by James Gee’s notion of Discourses by viewing 

learning in terms of primary discourses and secondary discourses (Gee, 1996). The 

primary discourse holds the knowledge from the student’s childhood which includes his 

or her language. For the Pacific Island students the classroom served as the space to learn 

a secondary discourse. Data gathered looked into how spaces during class discussion 

which are classroom social practices were opened to include students’ prior knowledge 

from the primary discourses (Spiro, 1980; Gee, 1996).  

       These data were collected from the participants’ responses to the reading, their 

thoughts on their use of cultural interpretation and whether or not they volunteered to 

share cultural interpretations of their readings. Data also included ways they perceived 

that they had been given spaces to express their cultural interpretations. Memoing 

(Charmaz, 2006), which is a descriptive form of writing to develop some conceptual 

understanding of data, was performed. The memos were coded into categories right after 

the interview. Table 6 shows the summary of the data collection process. 

Table 6. Stages of the Data Collection 

 Stage  Explanation 

A Observation 
Observations of the reading responses of students were 
noted. Instructor questions and responses to students’ ideas 
regarding the reading were also noted. 

B Written Assignment Written responses to reading text were included in the data 
collection and coded. 

C Interview Interviews to assess use or non-use of cultural interpretation 
of reading texts were transcribed and coded. 
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A graphic illustration of the procedures and schedules of the data collection 

followed is shown in Table 7.  As shown, there were two reading texts (Reading 1 and 

Reading 2) observed from each.  The four classes were observed from July to November 

2010. July and August (Case Study A), September (Case Study B), October (Case Study 

C) and late October and Early November (Case Study D). There were three (3) 

observation visits to Classroom A and two observation visits to Classroom B, C and D. I 

collected written responses after the observations. After all the observations for each 

class were completed, I returned to the university or college to conduct the interviews. 

All interviews were conducted within the week that followed after the observations. A 

total of six (6) classrooms were observed from July to November of 2010. Data from four 

(4) classrooms were analyzed in this study.  

These classrooms were selected from one private university and two community 

colleges. The two classrooms in which I was able to observe but not complete interviews 

had interesting stories. The instructor from one of the observed classrooms that was 

eventually excluded from this study taught a developmental reading class in one of the 

community colleges. After she agreed for me to observe she did her own investigation 

about the legitimacy of the research including an inquiry made to the Dean of her college. 

It was all fine and I gave her all my information. The Dean responded to her and told her 

about my research. But, I was not given a chance to explain the study to the class or 

speak with students even if I was allowed to observe. Then an email was sent to me to tell 

me that the students were not interested in being interviewed, so I just decided to find 

another classroom and thanked her for her time. 
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The other classroom from another community college was welcoming and had a 

good number of Pacific Island students also. I observed two reading texts discussed. Each 

of the students in the class used a clicker to choose answers from a power point where 

each slide showed a multiple choice question on the screen. Students pressed the clicker 

for their answers similar to the game, “Who Wants to be a Millionaire.” The correct 

answers were highlighted as the instructor moved to the next slide. Percentages of class 

answers were quickly computed on the screen. There was little or no interaction. The 

instructor stopped to explain the answers when certain questions were not answered 

successfully by more students. I thanked the professor and decided not to proceed with 

the interviews. Table 7 shows the data collection activities that were accomplished. The 

activities abbreviated below include: observation (Obs), written documents (WrDoc), and 

transcription (Trnscr) and interview (Intvw). 

Table 7. Schedule and Procedure for Data Collection 

Sched Reading1     Reading2     
Class1 Meet1 Obs WrDoc Meet1 Obs WrDoc 
July/Aug 2010 Meet2 Obs WrDoc Meet2 Obs WrDoc 
(Priv) Meet 3  Transcr  Concl Meet3 Intvw  Trnscr 
Class2 Meet1 Obs WrDoc Meet1 Obs WrDoc 
Sept 2010 Meet2 Obs WrDoc Meet2 Obs WrDoc 
(Priv) Meet3 Intvw   Trnscr  Meet3 Intvw  Trnscr 
Class3 Meet1 Obs WrDoc Meet1 Obs WrDoc 
Sept/Oct 2010 Meet2 Obs WrDoc Meet2 Obs WrDoc 
(Comm) Meet3 Intvw  Trnscr Meet3 Intvw   Trnscr  
Class4 Meet1 Obs WrDoc Meet1 Obs WrDoc 
Oct/Nov 2010 Meet2 Obs WrDoc Meet2 Obs WrDoc 
 (Comm) Meet3 Intvw   Trnscr  Meet3 Intvw   Trnscr  
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Data Analysis 

 The researcher implemented a constructivist qualitative case study based on 

classroom observations, interviews and written responses on two reading texts. Data were 

analyzed utilizing grounded theory.  Grounded theory produced data that followed a 

process starting with memoing and moved to coding to (Charmaz, 2006; Straus & 

Corbin, 1990) to establish conceptual categories. Substantive theories are initial 

understandings of a specific topic or area of the study (Lempert, p. 246). The classroom 

was studied using a triangulation of data sources to see how spaces are provided to 

perform cultural interpretations to reading texts studied in varying degrees of depth 

allowing the data to lead to significant themes to arrive at theoretical sampling (Charmaz, 

2006).   

I used theoretical sampling when I gathered more data to refine a category. More 

focused types of questions were added and asked in later interviews that refined and at 

the same time expanded the emerging themes.  Theoretical sampling developed the 

properties of emerging categories that grew from memoing coded data. This phase in the 

grounded theory approach enabled the researcher to “delineate and develop” the category 

and establish a “range of variation” (Charmaz, p. 103). Initial understandings of cultural 

interpretation included how students access their home experiences to relate to concepts 

discussed in their readings.  Theoretical sampling is further sharpened by the back and 

forth review and gathering of relevant data through saturation and sorting. Saturation 

occurred when “conceptual density” (Glaser, 2001, as cited in Charmaz, 2006) was 

evident and when gathering data no longer sparked new theoretical insights (Charmaz, 

2006). The more data came in as the process was repeated into the next classroom, the 
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more the concepts were defined and expanded. The conceptual density grew as each 

element of new data contributed to its formation.  

 Sorting was used as a process of integrating analysis to “refine theoretical links” 

that stemmed from categories and memos that had been made concrete and specific 

(Charmaz, p. 115). Appendix E shows the data analysis procedure of the grounded 

research design in graphic format. 

O rganizing Data with Word and E xcel F iles 

Once interviews were transcribed and the transcriptions were written in Microsoft 

word, those transcriptions were then put into a table in Word where the responses could 

be coded. At this point, the tables in Microsoft word were converted to Microsoft Excel, 

which made further coding easier. Data were coded according to individual main points. 

Columns were added as these main ideas were categorized to conceptual themes.  The 

ease with which one could add columns to engage in additional levels of coding and 

analysis allowed better sorting that gave me a chance to go back and forth on the data and 

the emerging themes.  

Converting to Excel also made it quite simple to separate student interviews, 

instructor interviews, observations, essays and rubrics and engage in similar coding of all 

the data on separate worksheets. 

When it came time to organize the data by the various codes, it was a very simple 

matter of using the filter function in Excel to sort the data in that fashion. For example, 

when I wanted to look specifically at those examples in the classroom where I had 

determined that a student had engaged in some measure of opening up to perform cultural 

interpretation, I would look only at the student interview worksheet and filter the findings 
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code to show only those situations that included the code “open spaces” or “closed 

spaces.”  I then transferred the results from that filter back to a new word document for 

ease of inclusion in the dissertation and further analysis. 

Cultural interpretation of verbal and written texts was analyzed in this study by 

identifying the socio-cultural roles students displayed in their responses during the class 

observations, during the interviews and in the written responses aimed to convey 

students’ comprehension of the reading texts. The socio-cultural nature of learning stems 

from many ideas that view literacy as socially situated. Social learning theories 

(Vygotsky, 1978; Gee 1999; Street, 1995) guided the data analysis of this study which 

looked into college classrooms to re- evaluate learning processes.  It focused this research 

on ways students and instructors addressed reading and writing, ways which are 

themselves rooted in conceptions of knowledge, identity and being. The observations 

made in the process of the research proceeded from the theoretical grounding that 

learning and literacy are always embedded in social practices-always contested (Street, 

2003, pp. 1-2).  

Data analysis also was informed by Street’s (1984) definition of the autonomous 

model of learning and literacy as a narrow, culture specific literacy.  In contrast, Street 

(1984) supported the use of the ideological model that stresses the significance of the 

socialization process.  The research viewed data from observations and interviews as the 

construction of the meaning of literacy of the student-participants. Literacy, thus, 

involved the reading text and the cultural interpretation through the responses of the 

students who were interviewed and observed.  
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Opening and closing spaces for cultural interpretation was understood in this 

study in terms of the opportunities that students took or did not take to participate in an 

exchange of cultural viewpoints about the texts assigned for reading inside the classroom.  

Their actions and responses were examined as forms of opening up or closing their 

cultural interpretation based on what they said and what they wrote. This was signified by 

their references to home cultures and their use of their first languages.  

Evaluation of Cultural Interpretation 

For this study, each classroom was observed discussing two different reading 

texts and instructors and students discussed the meaning of these texts in two different 

occasions. Reading texts were also discussed and responded to in written documents in 

most classes.  How students responded to the text and what opinions they had about the 

text were important in this study. The research investigated different ways that instructors 

and students provided spaces to express cultural interpretation during class discussions 

and written responses to reading texts.  

An understanding of what cultural interpretation meant served as a guideline to 

determine when spaces were opened or not opened in the classroom. The study used the 

transactional theory (Graves, 1989; Rosenblatt, 1978) of reading to understand the 

students’ responses. In transactional theory, the rich experiences of the students’ and their 

needs are of primary importance in their meaning-making process. This theory is also 

connected to the notion of reading in a whole language approach that values literacy that 

is used in real life (Goodman, 1986). This helped to determine the spaces. If instances in 

the class actions, discussion and written documents opened for student’s spaces to bring 

in their home experiences and cultural viewpoints, then cultural interpretation was noted. 
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If actions, discussions and written documents blocked the emergence of these 

opportunities, then cultural interpretation was given no space in the classroom.  

Cultural interpretation was also evaluated in terms of its social utility (Street 

2006, p. 101). Students read the texts. Then they respond both orally and in written form 

based instructor’s instructions.  The study looked at how students achieved competence 

in both the interpretation of meaning from the English text and adding or designing these 

understandings to serve as a valuing of their cultural background, first languages and/or 

socio-economic states. This was an important consideration in defining the process by 

which the students were observed.  

Another important point of view that the researcher kept in mind in the process of 

gathering data was in determining when cultural interpretation was defined as included or 

not included in the academic discussion of the classroom. The classroom as an 

institutional system follows a process that is highly academic in nature with the instructor 

at the helm. This is to better understand  what is argued by Street (1984; 1993, as cited in 

Martin-Jones & Jones, 2000) as an “autonomous” view of literacy which they define as 

the “a-social, a-historical skill/ability understanding of reading and writing” (p. 158, in 

Street & Lefstein, 2007). If the academic texts were already leaning towards their cultural 

contexts then the students were observed if they perceived these as spaces to engage and 

perform cultural interpretation.   

This study followed these theories and processes and found out how and why 

cultural interpretation was performed in classroom discussions of reading texts. The 

concepts that provided the analysis of the data gathered in this study all point to the 

thoughts and responses that are generated from text. So as immigrant students engage in 
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text, their social worlds were called forth, incorporating all the means they used to make 

sense of the worlds they were born into. Besnier (2001) defines literacy as 

“communication through visually decoded inscriptions rather than auditory and gestural 

channels…varying in form and context across societies” (Street & Lefstein, 2007, p. 56). 

The idea behind cultural interpretation also understood as how students survive a new 

environment where they try to master a new language and culture and how they may also 

use their home cultures in the classroom.  

The important elements that characterize cultural interpretation can be 

summarized at this point which concern how the immigrant Pacific Islander student 

responds to English texts. Different theorists talk about these responses as experiences 

from a “sensibility” (Rosenblatt, 1978), a “Discourse signaling group membership” (Gee, 

1996, p. 131) and “evaluative opinions” that belong to a “group’s ideology or belief 

system” (van Dijk, p. 10) embedded in a culture and language other than English.  So, 

when their comprehension was expressed through their responses these were considered 

transactions with text.  Based on the above understandings, their cultural interpretations 

are understood in this research method as dimensions of multi-literacy.  This 

constructivist case study design explored how spaces were engaged or  silenced to give 

room for students’ cultural interpretation and how instructors and students  used or 

denied themselves these spaces during classroom interactions.   

 Triangulation procedures were used to promote the credibility of findings. 

Different kinds of data (observation, interview and student assignments) from different 

sources (instructors, Pacific islander students and non-Pacific –Islander students, 

observers’ notes and artifacts) are included in the findings and conclusions of this study.  
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Role of the Researcher 

 The researcher relied upon a social constructivist stance (Charmaz, 2006) and the 

co-construction of the subjectivities of the researcher and the research participants. This 

came with the understanding that researchers bring with them their personal background 

and experiences that can alter the research data.  

 The positionality of the researcher needs to be explained. My constructivist-

interpretive paradigm led me to explore the field for multiple views of reality. Multiple 

views are further sought because of my adherence to socio-cultural and multi-literacy 

theories. The goal is to pursue an understanding of the inclusion of other cultural views in 

curriculum and instruction. This was also guided by my own experiences as an immigrant 

student and instructor in an English based college system. The case study methods on the 

interpretive framework involved the constructivist approach. My experiences and biases 

contributed to choices and selection of data and themes put forward for analysis. The case 

study allowed a triangulation of views to arrive at multiple subjectivities. This assumed 

the reality together with the data would allow “for multiple views to coalesce” (Charmaz, 

2006, p. 132). The interpretations are presented with careful reviews to examine the 

connectivity of concepts (Charmaz, 2006).  

Consistent with grounded theory logic, I raised the categories that rendered the 

data most effectively. The structure of data collection and analysis that grounded theory 

provided allowed stages of experiencing the process of knowing a studied space to 

achieve a way to understand context: at the memoing stage, then the categorizing with 

codes to the developing of concepts. This allowed the researcher to bring in all available 
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data pertinent to the research question for analysis. I used Charmaz’ (2006) bottom up 

approach which gave the method its strength.  

This qualitative grounded research design to study Pacific Island immigrant and 

international students experience in college classes was based on a constructivist 

approach which located the positionality of the researcher within relevant literature.  My 

background provides this viewpoint to attend to the data. I lived and learned in two 

languages; the language of my home in the Philippines was Cebuano, and the language of 

the school and the government, was English. I grew up in classrooms that seemed to me 

places that I had to understand based on the textbooks we used and the stories we read. 

These stories from American books were not culled from my home experiences. I also 

believed then that these were better ideas than mine. I did not see my life at home in 

many of these stories.  It took a lot of historical and political changes in my country  such 

as the Marcos dictatorship which led students to reflect on how we were educated out of 

the context of our country’s needs. College students were competing for jobs from 

multinational corporations and other jobs that would export our skills, for instructors to 

begin to teach students the value of our language and our own stories. I also learned to 

read stories from other cultures by comparing them to my own. When I left home for the 

first time to study in Connecticut I saw the differences between my local understandings 

and worldview compared to the American culture and classroom discourses. As we 

learned how to become effective teachers, I realized I had very different behaviors 

towards learning. I observed my own processes as a student and searched for my local 

stories compared to the stories I read in these classrooms. I was finishing a Masters in 
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Reading and learned to love storied that related to me.  I understood why some stories 

were not part of what I valued.  

Now, after teaching, studying and traveling to a few parts of the world I have read 

about studies along the same concern: the literacy development of bilingual learners. My 

experience has inspired my own quest for knowledge. This study has also allowed me to 

understand the experiences of bilingual learners like me who have had similar political 

and cultural experiences with my own. Theories and concepts have been created to 

support a more thorough understanding of how the cognitive strengths of bilingual 

students can be given space in diverse classroom. The conceptual framework in Chapter 2 

of this proposal should only increase creativity and sharply focus study on emerging 

theory that may arise from data. 

 According to Charmaz (2006) the constructivist approach “places priority on the 

phenomena of study and sees both data and analysis as created from shared experiences 

and relationships with participants” (p. 130). The awareness of what Charmaz calls 

“presuppositions” of the researcher is linked to the grounded theorists “preconceived 

ideas” which “fosters researchers’ reflexivity about their own interpretations as well as 

those in their research participants” (p. 131). 

 I attended to the production of data with a theoretical base that extended to how I 

viewed it from the “social context that reflected what their production entailed” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 130). When students and instructors responded to text or engaged in 

the discussion with others, the social context or discourse that created these responses 

were also noted. Choosing the data was guided by the theoretical framework stated 
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earlier. This offered a familiar and unfamiliar engagement with the data that allowed me 

to observe each member of the classroom with great commitment.  

 My interest in students’ multilingual backgrounds provides the initial motivation 

for conducting this study. My experience working with Pacific Island immigrant students 

has given me opportunities to compare our similar and dissimilar learner contexts in 

terms of our geographical, political and social contexts. Growing up in the seventies in 

the Philippines, the schools used English as a medium of instruction with American 

books shipped to the country as reading texts. “Look, look Dick, look!” were words and 

pictures that still bring back childhood memories. At home, grandmothers would take 

turns telling stories in Cebuano, the native language, about the power of the “aswang” 

(witches) and how they can see and know everything so that it was learned early from 

those stories that following your parents’ rules saved you from the “aswang.” In school, 

fines were imposed on those who did not speak English and a sense of status and power 

reigned over those who could speak English fluently. In high school and college, I 

memorized King Lear and Mark Twain was a hero. Later, an understanding of political 

events during the Marcos dictatorship led me to develop to a wider idea of the 

colonization by the US of the Philippines. As my family offered me opportunities to 

travel and study abroad, I began a new understanding of the choices instructors made in 

terms of reading texts. I knew from my own experience that what the reader brought to 

the text differed from one person to another person of another culture. 

 At the University where I have taught for almost six years, the arrival of Pacific 

Islander students into the classrooms reawakened my interest in cultural interpretation of 

reading texts.  Their backgrounds are similar to Filipino students who study under a 
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different culture and so the researcher felt the need to understand how best the students 

could benefit from exploring English reading texts with their cultural viewpoints.  

Multiple Case Study and G rounded Theory 

The four classrooms that represent the four case studies will be analyzed as a case 

which is the first stage of the multiple case study analysis. According to Merriam (2009), 

the two stages of analysis are the within-case analysis and the cross-case analysis (p.  

194). Data from observations, interviews and written documents were analyzed and 

coded under themes that help answer research questions.  These themes and categories  

were established using grounded theory for each case. According to Yin (2008), the next 

step towards the multi-case study is an inductive process to “build abstractions across 

cases” (p. 204). There might be a variation in the cases, but the “the researcher attempts 

to build a general explanation that fits the individual cases” (Yin, 2008, p. 204).  The 

concepts and themes that resulted from each case are summarized in Chapter 5. In the 

cross case analysis the work on building connections across cases results was guided by 

the theoretical framework, researcher subjectivity, and the process of grounded theory. 

Analysis for each of the disaggregated case studies completed is also called the “within 

case analysis” (Merriam, 2001, p. 194). Each of the classrooms was treated as a 

comprehensive case in and of itself. The goal was to understand if the results from the 

individual cases could portray the case study as a whole or present the case according to 

themes that define the case. The cross case analysis gave more value to the results as it 

allowed the research to evaluate the data based on how it answered the research questions 

in different contexts.  
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Yin (2009) talked about the high quality of analysis that can be achieved with the 

cross case analysis. He outlined at least four principles that can be generated from the 

performance of cross case analysis on individual cases. He outlined how analysis would 

show that you attended to all the evidence all the cases could provide, address all major 

rival interpretations, address the most significant aspect and prior, researcher can use 

prior, expert knowledge on the project (p. 161). Work on the themes and categories were 

generated using the grounded theory approach, reflection of the research question and the 

researcher positionality. The case study was bounded by the classrooms which were 

observed during a specific period of time.  

Stake (2006) emphasizes both differences and commonality across cases in 

presenting the findings from the cross case analysis. Calling the case, “quantain” (the 

phenomenon or program) he argues that the “complex meanings of the quantain are 

understood differently and better because of the particular activity and contexts of each 

Case.” (Stake 2006, Chapter 3.1, Kindle)  

T riangulation and Researcher Subjectivity 

Since this is a qualitative research utilizing grounded theory on a constructivist 

qualitative case study, it is important to explain the process I conducted in the research. 

My positionality provides a reflexivity in the data collection that is useful and necessary 

in establishing a truth. Maxwell (2005) has explained that since it is impossible to 

eliminate the researcher’s theories, beliefs and perceptual “lens” (p. 108), it is important 

to include multiple ways of understanding data as an important effort to provide various  

processes to increase validity and confirm findings.   
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In this study, multiple subjectivities from the increased amount of informants and 

repeated interviews established the results.  The selection of data was guided by the 

theoretical frame of the study. According to Maxwell (2005) the “researcher’s values and 

expectations influence the conduct and conclusions of the study” (p. 108) which affected 

which data were selected and which were considered data that could answer the research 

questions. Conducting classroom observations for each classroom of the two different 

colleges and one university was necessary. Doing so offered a view that was not possible 

to find in interviews and written documents. During the observations, I implemented 

important protocols to capture data and increase dependability such as: 

A) I prepared my materials, gathered all the reading texts before the day of the 

observation. I arrived before time in order to compose myself and check all of the 

equipment needed for recording so that nothing can go wrong. I immediately transferred 

my notes as observation data on the day I finished my observation in order to remember 

more of what I saw and heard.  Gaps between schedules for observations averaged one 

week gap for each of the classrooms. This gave me time in between observations and 

interviews to decrease validity threats. The observation notes were completed and all 

documents collected and coded before I started another interview.   

B) Taking notes during observations of discussions of culturally interpreted texts 

also provided detailed documentation of the process. This also allowed me to review my 

notes and share the raw data in member checking for sorting and saturation (Charmaz, 

2006) purposes. This allowed more opportunities to check with the participants in order 

to complete categories and emerging theories.  The results from the observations were 

essential sources of data which allowed this study to triangulate the data from the 
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interview and the written documents. Without the findings from the classroom 

observations, the findings would not have arrived at a saturation level that could permit 

the emergence of a theory.  

C) Member check was important to “rule out the possibility of misinterpreting the 

meaning of what participants said and did and the perspective they have on what  is 

going on” (Maxwell, 2005, p. 111).  I sent the findings to all the instructors of the four 

classrooms in order for them to check and review the accuracy of my quotes and findings. 

The review of the quotes and findings was accomplished for 13 out of 19 students as part 

of the member check. All four instructors were sent the data for corrections and accuracy. 

Only one instructor has not responded. Data that were reviewed were incorporated into 

the findings.  

D) Since data can change due to the research method and, according to Maxwell 

(2005), the presence of the researcher, an explanation of the changes that may have 

occurred due to research method and researcher presence were included in the report of 

the results.  

E) I identified and analyzed discrepant data.   

F) I used triangulation by drawing on different data sources-interviews, written 

assignments and observations for analysis—and multiple  informants ‘responses and 

coding to allow examination of the consistency of findings across different data (Patton, 

1999). The categories that emerged from the different sources within the same case were 

analyzed in terms of their relationships to each other. Building from the “bottom-up” 

(Charmaz, 2006, p. 139) I raised the main categories into concepts to answer the research 

questions.  
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In qualitative studies with a constructivist stance, “ theoretical concepts serve as 

interpretive frames and offer an abstract understanding of relationships” (p. 140)  The 

narratives are “a constructed reflection which is time and context bound” (Grbich, 2004, 

p. 26). Modern terminologies known generally as “validity” or “reliability” are replaced 

by “subjectivity or multiple subjectivities” where “no one view or group of views are 

privileged over others” (p. 26).  

Chapter Four is an introduction to the participants and the reading texts used in 

the classrooms.  
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C H APT E R F O UR  

PA R T I C IPA N TS A ND SU M M A RI ES O F C L ASS R E A DIN GS 

In this chapter the participants in the study are introduced in narratives drawn 

from interviews. Student participants are presented with the site and classroom in which 

they belonged. Students were also asked about their length of stay in US classrooms and 

their use and participation of their home language and culture. Information from the first 

part of the interview with the instructors asked participants about their work in the 

educational institution, their training and experience with diverse classrooms and Pacific 

Island students. The rest of the interviews focused on the research question. Their 

interviews also started with their school experiences and cultural backgrounds. 

Summaries of the texts read by the student participants and their instructors are also 

introduced in this chapter.  All of these are introduced in this chapter to provide an 

overview of the elements of the cases.  

In Chapter 5, the results of data analysis are reported.  In Chapter 6, I report the 

conclusions.  The interviews and observations related to research questions will also be 

reported in Chapter 5 after this chapter which includes the instructors’ background 

profiles. The classrooms selected for this study were all assigned Basic English classes 

and one developmental language arts class with an emphasis on reading skills.  The 

students selected for the interviews from the classrooms were English Language Learners 

who expressed membership in one of the Pacific Island States. Their membership their 

culture was primarily distinguished by the Pacific Island language spoken at home other 

than English and the practices and beliefs that were part of the culture in which they 

participated. Other students who were considered N-ELL were selected based on being 
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monolinguals or in using only English at home and in school.  The profiles of instructors 

of each of the classrooms appear next and the last section under each case presents the 

summaries of the readings that were taken up in the classrooms during classroom 

observations.  

Citations in the parentheses are included when there are direct quotes from the 

interview. The interview data is represented with the letter I then the C for Case, the letter 

(A, B, C & D) of the case. Non-English Language Learner (N-ELL) and English 

Language Learner (ELL) follows and then page number in the transcript.  

Case Study A (Malama University) 

English Language L earners 

 Andrea. Andrea comes from Guam.  She is an international student. She can 

understand Chamorro but feels she can’t speak her parents’ Chamorro language fluently. 

She had only been in Hawaiˋi three months at the time of the interview. She 

communicates with her parents in Chamorro and English. In Guam, she went to a private, 

Christian school where English was the medium of instruction. At home Chamorro is not 

always spoken but it is understood by everyone.  Her grandparents speak Chamorro and 

are happy when she speaks Chamorro to them. She practices the Chamorro culture 

through her prayers and rosaries. She also practices the culture by participating in fiestas. 

She can read Chamorro but cannot speak it. In general she thinks she is very Westernized 

since she speaks English. Aside from her Chamorro ethnicity she also connects to her 

Japanese roots but does not speak Japanese. When asked about Chamorro, she talked 

about Chamorro as a culture influenced by Spanish. She has lived in Guam her whole 

life. In the school curriculum materials about Guam focused on its legends. She said that 



75 

 

there is more of an appreciation of the American culture in Guam. She talked about how 

the Chamorro students were forbidden to speak their language and punished if they were 

caught. 

 Amber . Amber was born and raised in Guam. She had only been in Honolulu for 

three months at the time of the interview. She is also an international student.  She had 

lived all her life on the island before coming to Honolulu. Her Mom read to her when she 

was a child. Amber went to public school until the 6thgrade which was also when 

Chamorro was no longer taught in the schools. She then attended private schools until 

high school. Chamorro was taught in her elementary school until it was discontinued 

when she was in sixth grade. Her Dad speaks fluent Chamorro and her Mom speaks a 

little Chamorro. Both of her parents are Chamorro. She speaks a little Chamorro in school 

and practices customs that relate to her culture.  She thinks there is very little Chamorro 

spoken among her peers. When asked if she knows about movements in Guam to 

preserve the Chamorro language she told me that she knows of a big group that does that 

and their goal includes pushing out the American military. She talked about culture and 

language as the same and that the language “makes Guam, Guam” (Amber, I:CA-ELL, p. 

2). 

 Alice. Alice is a Samoan who acknowledges her full membership and respect for 

her Samoan culture. She speaks more Samoan at home than her second language, 

English. She immigrated with her family to the United States when she was in Grade six. 

In her intermediate school years she was given a tutor in English who did not speak 

Samoan. Her grandparents require her and her siblings to speak to them in Samoan all the 
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time. She does not speak so much English at home. She fully practices the Samoan 

culture.  

 Ambileen.  Ambileen was born and raised in Oahu with Samoan parents who 

spoke Samoan at home. She remembers learning English in school but considers the 

arrival of her grandparents as the time she continuously learned Samoan by speaking it to 

them. She thinks she understands the language better than she can speak it. She also uses 

English when she is speaking with Samoans on occasions when she cannot find the right 

Samoan word. Ambileen is continuously learning to speak better Samoan and finds that 

she needs more help with long words in Samoan. Sometimes, she said, her parents would 

laugh when they hear her mispronouncing certain Samoan words. She is Catholic and 

goes to church with Samoans. She has been in a Samoan choir since she was six years 

old, established since she was born and raised on Oahu. She said they sing and attend 

mass at 6:30 in the morning on Sundays. She also added that overall she speaks about 

60% English and 40% Samoan in her daily life.  She further talked about her culture in 

terms of what her father requires of them – to always talk to him in Samoan. Her Dad 

believes that losing the language is losing the Samoan culture.  She talks about her 

father’s pride in his culture. 

 Annette. Annette’s parents graduated from a community college in Eugene, 

Oregon. She was born there but because of educational reasons her Mom sent her home 

to the Marshall Islands to live with her grandmother. She grew up living the first four 

years of her life with her grandparents. She attended a private school, Lourdes Christian 

Elementary School. She described it as “It was like an English environment; they taught 

everything in English. But you did speak your own language.” (I: CA, ELL, p. 2). She 
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explained that if they did not understand what the teacher was saying in English then the 

teacher would speak Marshallese. She immigrated to the United States with her parents 

when she was in Grade four. Her parents speak Marshallese and practice some of the 

Marshall Islands culture but she seldom speaks to them in Marshallese. When asked if 

she practices the culture of her parents she believes that she practiced it because her 

family still does.  

Non-English Language L earners 

 A rleen. Arleen learned English in London and moved to the US when she was 10 

years old. She expressed a few differences in content between the schools in London and 

the US. She has always spoken English and does not speak any other language.  

 Albert. Albert grew up speaking in English. He was willing to be interviewed for 

this project very soon after observations were done. When he was a young boy he moved 

to New Zealand and to several other states in the US but spoke English all the time. He 

also studied in English schools.  His mother has a Masters in English with a focus on ESL 

(English as a Second Language). He says that he hates reading and does not like to read 

during his free time. He remembers loving to read when he was a young boy but as he 

grew older he began to spend more of his time playing sports.  

A rabella. Arabella speaks English and it is the only language she uses for both 

home and school. As a N-ELL she was also taught how to read and write in English by 

her grandmother who was a school instructor. She spent a lot of time reading stories with 

her grandmother. Her grandmother had a lingering illness but this did not stop her from 

spending time with her granddaughter to teach her how to read and write. She was a 

kindergarten teacher and she also taught in the elementary and high schools. She learned 
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vocabulary, using transitional words and sticking to the theme of the topic. She expressed 

boredom with the academic system of learning in the real classrooms. She said it felt like 

“time was repeating itself over and over and over again. You know what is going to 

happen before it happens”(Arabella, I: N-ELL, p. 4). 

Case Study A Instructor 

 Ana. Ana grew up in California, where her mother came from. Her mother was of 

European descent and her Dad grew up in Hawaiˋi and spoke “pretty heavy pidgin” (Ana, 

I: CA, p. 1). Her Mom is a school teacher and taught high school special education for the 

communicatively handicapped.  Her mom was also a speech therapist and her Dad 

worked for a freighter company for Japanese Airlines for a number of years. She 

mentioned this she said because this helped her as a teacher in “understanding this 

intersection of culture and also of language.” She learned at a young age how language is 

used and these perceptions of what is “correct” in quotes and what is “not correct” using 

her hands to show quotes. (Ana, I: CA-T, p. 1)  

She remembers going to public schools growing up and feeling bad about her 

reading and writing skills.  She remembered thinking she was in the lowest percentile all 

through second grade. It was when she discovered the Box Cart Children that she finally 

found something she liked reading.  She went to classes with the ESL kids even though 

English was her primary language. “Yeah, my reading comprehension was just really 

low” (Ana, I: CA-T, p. 2). But by the time she finished high school she was one of the 

top English students of her high school.  

She finished a degree with a Comparative Literature major. French was her 

specialty and she took Creative Writing as her minor.  She worked for a number of years 
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in magazines in publishing, editing and writing. She then went to Graduate School and 

got a masters in Fine Arts and creative writing with a specialty in fiction. She felt lucky 

to have done her MFA at a school that also had a great Pacific Studies program. This was 

the University of Michigan.  

Ana also took a lot of classes on Pacific culture, not just Hawaiian but looking at 

Micronesia and Melanesia as well. Ana felt that was really crucial for her in her decision 

to come back to Hawaiˋi and teach and be with Pacific Islanders. 

Ana’s classroom was a developmental reading class that was taught during the 

summer before the Fall begins. The students were conditionally admitted to college and 

the classes they took during the summer, except for the reading course, were included in 

their overall earned credits for college. Although failure in the developmental reading 

course meant that they could not be admitted to college. Before the end of the summer 

course, the students took an ASSET exam to measure their reading skills and levels to 

complete their admission into Malama University.  

Summary of  “The Library Card” by Richard Wright 

“The Library Card” is about Richard Wright’s friendship with an Irish Catholic 

man who allowed him to use his library card. It takes place in the south of the United 

States. Wright, a black man who at that time was not allowed into libraries, wanted to 

borrow and read the books of H. L. Mencken. He had read about him being criticized for 

his writing by the people of the South. Wright got interested because Mencken was not a 

black man. So Mr. Falk, the Irish Catholic lent him his card and Wright borrowed under 

his name. He began to read Mencken’s A Book of Prefaces and was lured into the 

thoughts of a writer fighting authority. He was fascinated and curious about the names of 
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writers and philosophers named in the book. He found himself changing in the way he 

responded to black and white people alike. He reflected on his life every time a book 

opened up new realities. He felt he understood the life of the white man through the 

books he read. He began to realize his sad place as a black man in society and his chance 

to change it. He planned with his family to move to the North which he felt would 

redefine his freedom to live as he pleased.  However, the idea of succeeding like a white 

man was something he did not desire. His reading had created realities that made him feel 

distant from the self he once knew. 

Summary of “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling” by Anita K. Blair 

The essay begins with the author talking about how women are the biggest 

beneficiaries of the affirmative action program. The author considers other factors like 

the birth control pill or economic factors as contributing to women’s success but she 

presents arguments why the Affirmative Action policy needs to be ended. She includes 

government gathered statistics to show that women have over the last 30 years succeeded 

in the job market as a minority for four reasons: Women went to college; women left 

home and went to work; the “wage gap” between men and women had narrowed and 

women outnumbered men in several significant jobs. Because of these reasons, she 

concludes that Affirmative Action should be ended since it has shown its effectiveness. 

She also contends that if these are not evidence of the success of Affirmative Action then 

there is likewise a need to end Affirmative Action.  
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Case Study B (Malama University) 

English Language L earners 

 Ben. Ben’s Mom taught him how to read. He went to pre-school and he thought 

that pre-school helped him learn how to read. His Grandma is full Samoan. His parents 

are both half Samoan with Mom half Irish.  Ben was born in the US mainland and he 

moved with his family to Hawaiˋi when he started middle school. He practices the 

Samoan culture by going to the Samoan Christian Church. Samoan is spoken every day at 

his home. His grandma often speaks to him in Samoan.  Ben is a mixture of different 

ethnic backgrounds but practices mostly Samoan. He feels that he understands his parents 

when they speak Samoan to him but not always everything.  

Benita. Benita studied in Samoa and learned English and Samoan in her 

elementary and high school years in Samoa. Her favorite subjects were History and 

English. She won the spelling bee twice in her village. When asked who taught her how 

to read she remembers her two twin uncles more than her parents because they were out 

working most of the time. She expressed that learning how to read in Samoan is hard. 

When asked why she compares it to learning Hawaiian, she said that it is because the 

materials and text that are used. They are difficult to read and understand.  She explained 

that there are words that she cannot grasp or understand anymore. She writes back to her 

sisters in English even if they write in Samoan to her. She quotes her sister saying that, 

“you are Samoan, so start writing in Samoan. But I can’t.” (Benita, I: CB, p. 2). She did 

express that she liked to speak in Samoan.  

Venus. Venus’s Dad spoke only in Samoan to her when she was growing up. Her 

Mom taught her Dad English and later on Venus translated for her Dad and taught him 
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some English words. Venus was born and raised in Nanakuli. Her parents immigrated 

from Samoa before she was born. Her grandma speaks English and Samoan at home. Her 

Dad only talks to her in Samoan and she can understand him. Her Dad’s side practices 

the Samoan culture. She visited Samoa and saw how differently they lived. She does not 

speak Samoan very well but claims she practices many Samoan cultural beliefs.  

Non-English Language L earners 

           Brett. Brett has experienced typical classrooms of middle class American and 

early reading lessons. He is well familiar with the academic discourse. He talked about 

the assistance the teacher gave students. His Mom read to him at bedtime. He read Dr. 

Seuss ’“The Places You’ll Go.” He reads The National Geographic and other magazines. 

When he was younger his Dad got him the Sports Illustrated Kids Edition. He was 

always told to do homework first before playing sports. He’s very clear about the fact that 

knowing English gives him advantage. He knows English well and it is the only language 

he speaks. He believes that for ELL students, lessons could be simplified.  

Bobby. Bobby grew up speaking English only in a very literate family. He has 

been very well apprenticed to reading and writing. His Dad is an author of books. He is 

very cognizant of the importance and value of books. He loves to read and remembers his 

favorite books.  He grew up loving books and loving reading. Both his parents read to 

him. His father often shared the children’s stories he wrote and read these to him.  

Case Study B Instructor 

Brenda. Brenda who is a local born Japanese went to public school here in 

Hawaiˋi for intermediate and high school. Her parents were blue collar workers who 

worked hard to send her and her siblings to private schools for summer school one year. 
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She remembered her mother who saved all her tips to send them there at least for one 

summer. She said her mother wanted them to experience private school during the 

summers. She did her undergraduate degree in English and Master’s Degree in English in 

the Hawaiian Islands. 

She remembers that her mother spoke very little Pidgin and believes that it 

probably is one of the reasons why Brenda speaks very little pidgin today. She has 

worked in different fields including teaching in a private elementary school and working 

for both a retail company and a communication company before she moved back to the 

university to do a Master’s Degree in English. Her father spoke more Hawaiian Creole 

English (HCE), also locally called Pidgin, and they also lived in an area where a lot of 

(HCE) Pidgin was spoken.  

She was a little surprised when she realized she spoke Pidgin which she did not 

consciously monitor or observe about herself. It was not until she got married to a 

European American that this was pointed out to her. Her husband observed that whenever 

she spoke to her father, she automatically spoke Pidgin. She said that she did not know 

this and she does not think about it.  She thinks that for some reason, something just 

clicks in her brain and when she talks to her Dad, it just comes out in Pidgin.  

She also thinks that when she was younger she had a more local worldview but 

since most of the people she went to school with in the Master’s program were not locals 

and were mostly from the Mainland she may have changed a bit.   Instructors she worked 

with were from the mainland, and when she was working in retail as gallery manager for 

a mainland company and communicated with the mainland to order products.  
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After Brenda finished her Master’s Degree she proceeded to get her doctoral 

degree. She took a couple of classes, and one of the classes was Pacific Literature. When 

she was taking Pacific Literature she realized she did not have the background knowledge 

to feel engaged in the literature. What she meant by this was that maybe the instructor did 

not present it clearly to her because she was of the culture; the instructor was Samoan. 

Brenda felt that maybe she could not present the culture to other people because a lot of it 

was instinctive for Samoans in the way that she spoke Pidgin to her Dad. She was 

wondering if the Samoan teacher could not say, ‘so let us look at this aspect of the 

culture.’ (Brenda, I: CB-T, p. 4)  

Summary of “Cancer” by Unnamed G roup from Classroom B 

The short essay begins with Kanani walking down bright hospital hallways 

towards Room 215 to her son who has cancer. The walk is described in about two 

paragraphs to include sounds and sights of paint, sounds of her heels, a clanging of a 

church bell and others to describe her own anxious anticipation. Inside the room her 

anticipation is heightened by the description of the empty room including the sounds and 

sights both in and outside of the hospital room windows. The last two paragraphs 

describe her crying as she hears her son arrive, and the story tells about her questions and 

worries about the cancer her son has and the struggle they are about to live through. The 

last paragraph tells details about the 10 thousand children diagnosed with cancer in the 

US who are going through what Kanani is going through. 

Summary of “Eviction” by Unnamed G roup from Classroom B 

The short essay is a first person account of a young student who arrives home 

from school and finds out his family has been evicted from their home. He saw his Mom 
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crying after reading the eviction notice. He read it himself and thought his Dad had made 

a deal with the landlord. He was so devastated by the news. His family moved him in 

with a friend as they left for the beach to live in a tent. One day he visited his family on 

the beach and cried again when he saw his parents’ situation. The last paragraph talked 

about how many people who have homes take their lives and good fortune for granted 

and how others make wrong decisions and sadly lose their homes.  

Summary of “T ree C limber” from the textbook Writing Simplified: A Composition 

Guide 

The story is told from the point of view of a father who narrated his experiences 

when he was a child and how he did stupid things and never learned to be safe about 

climbing trees and doing careless risks. He begins with his experience when he was eight 

when he climbed a chinaberry tree and the limb broke when he tried to swing back to the 

ground from it. This happened again when he was thirteen when he swung off a 

persimmon tree from a ladder next to their house and the limb broke and the ladder 

caught his fall. Then when he was thirteen he biked down a double hill and his bike’s 

handlebars jerked and his seat popped him into a fall. He ends his story with how he 

thought his son could learn from his experience but yet he climbed a Magnolia tree and 

he fell - like father, like son.  

Case Study C (K uleana Community College) 

English Language L earners 

Chris. Chris said that his Mom would read books to them every night. He picked 

up the routine and it became a habit. He started reading on his own until he knew how to 

read. Since living in Hawaiˋi he seldom practices his Samoan culture.  He practices the 
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Samoan culture in family gatherings and in activities like the distribution of mats and 

canned goods and money.  He also participates in family activities for birthdays or 

funerals, where people contribute money to help. Among the values in the Samoan 

culture that he appreciates a lot is the love of family. He works hard in school because he 

wants to prove to other people that being Samoan is not about fighting or being in a fight. 

He is now a Mormon and he believes that his discipline and his religion are what keep 

him strong.  

Non-English Language L earners 

K enny. Kenny speaks English but also connects with his grandparents being 

Puerto Rican.  He learned how to read at school and at home his grandmother also taught 

him to read.  He was born and raised in New York, and in his neighborhood school was 

not a big deal according to Kenny. He remembers that even during vacations and even 

during his young age his grandmother tried to teach him how to read. He recalls having a 

hard childhood but his grandmother wanted him to succeed so she taught him how to 

read. Kenny said that his grandmother was paralyzed and disabled when she was raising 

him.  She used to read him the Bible in English so that most of the words he learned as a 

young boy came from the Bible.  

Cory . Cory remembers learning how to write on her own when she was a small 

child. She remembers learning this before she entered Headstart. Cory remembers 

learning from her older sister as she did her homework. She would watch her writing 

letters and she started to copy them. Her sister asked if she knew how to write her name 

and helped her learn better. She thinks this is the reason why she can write cursive and 

print really well.  
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Cory uses English at home and at school. She indicated she does not watch any 

TV. She is always reading or writing in a journal. She has always been in school except 

for a period of time when she had to deal with issues at home. She said that she has 

always done well and considers herself a successful student. She has always used 

methods of writing and different passages to read about writing. Cory speaks English 

fluently and articulately and finds writing easier than reading.  

Case Study C Instructor 

Cathy . Cathy grew up in a mixed community of Muslims in Maguindanao in the 

Philippines where she learned a little Maranao, a language spoken by the Muslims. When 

she went to Silliman University she wrote some English papers. She became interested in 

Linguistics like High German and Low German, and so she did research on it. When she 

graduated from Silliman she went to Manila and worked in an Inter Church Language 

School funded by four protestant denominations. She remembers having all kinds of 

students like nuns, priests, brothers and different kinds of Protestant groups in one place. 

Cathy did her Masters at the University of Wisconsin on English Linguistics but 

did not finish because her husband had completed his doctoral degree and they both 

returned to Oahu. He was offered a job at the college of business and then she enrolled in 

another Master’s program in Theoretical Linguistics. She said she did not want to do 

grammatical analysis and according to her, compete with the native speakers of English. 

So since she was not a native speaker of the language she decided to study more about 

culture and language.  She then went to the American Studies Department and got credit 

for some of her courses in Linguistics and took another Masters in American Studies and 

later on proceeded to the PhD program. 
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She was substituting for a teacher in English and eventually was offered a 

position as lecturer at the community college. For many years she taught English. When 

the Tagalog (a language in the Philippines) instructor left for the mainland with her 

husband, she taught one Tagalog class but it started to have too many students so she 

began teaching more classes. She speaks three languages fluently and studied three other 

languages as part of her coursework in graduate school. She feels her understanding of 

her students’ process of learning English is enhanced by her own journey as a 

multilingual learner.  

Summary of “Don’t Blame M e and the Age of V ictimization” by John J. Macionis 

The essay begins with a long paragraph enumerating different instances of 

frivolous claims paid to victims whose experiences with other people or companies 

caused injuries. Examples of these claims range from invasion of privacy issues, sexual 

harassment cases, and insanity due to overeating that blamed a restaurant. These incidents 

were detailed to talk about the “culture of victimization,” a concept that was developed 

by Irving Horowitz. The author focuses on the “culture of victimization” to explain the 

blaming that occurs whenever something wrong happens.  He continues to connect this to 

addiction associated with uncontrollable indulgence to many habits. He also connects this 

culture of victimization to syndromes that he claims are evident in many manuals that 

help people’s behavior. He turns to history to discuss the American culture of “rugged 

individualism” and asks what became of this. Citing the work of sociologists, he 

considers many reasons for the decline of rugged individualism and the growth of a 

culture of victims towards the end of the essay.  
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Sociologists make people aware that society shapes lives and advertising propels 

lawyers to encourage clients to sue when they sense injustice.  He also describes the 

“rights groups” that claim different kinds of rights. He concludes by posing two opposite 

ideas: one idea is that  our culture based on the right to life, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness and that this is the root for these new claims; the other idea is that the “rights” 

explosion can erode our sense of responsibility as members of society.  

Summary of “Setting Boundaries” by Cara DiMarco 

The essay begins with a definition of boundary and discusses physical boundaries 

as well as mental or emotional boundaries. Di Marco tells the reader that humans can 

function better if boundaries are clear as this sets the tone for understanding and respect 

in relationships with others. The essay continues to explain boundaries using the internal 

and external zippers as metaphors to represent an outside self that can be shared with 

others and a self that is kept safe and secure within. The levels of trust are different from 

person to person and assertiveness skills are necessary in order to learn how to say no. 

These skills can be practiced starting in small ways. The essay also talks about how 

others may mesh with your boundaries making it easier but others may disagree with 

your boundaries or viewpoint. Nonetheless, the author talks about not needing to 

apologize for keeping parts of one’s life private. Examples involving friendships, 

scheduling and other priorities are explained. The essay ends with the idea that setting 

boundaries improves one’s self-esteem as one learns to value what is important and 

expect others to honor the same.  
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Case Study D (K amao Community College) 

English Language L earners 

Don. Don is from Saipan in the Northern Mariana Island. He speaks fluent 

Chamorro and fluent English. Don’s father had advanced degrees in Education. 

According to Don his father always tried to instill in his children that education is 

primary because it will unlock great success. He was told by his father that education is a 

key to his success in life and to everything.  With Don’s father he and his siblings always 

spoke in English. Since their Mom was a bilingual instructor, they also spoke their native 

language at home. Don said that his Mom’s English was not as fluent as his father’s but 

when it came to the Chamorro language and culture she was an expert. His Mom always 

made sure that her children’s response to her was in Chamorro. They had to understand 

everything in Chamorro.  

Non-English Language L earner 

David. David is one of the few Non-English Language Learners of European 

descent who have called Hawaiˋi his home. He speaks very good English but identifies 

with Hawaiˋi culture as an American. He read Dr. Seuss as a child and his Dad did most 

of the reading to him at night before he slept. He travels often but prefers to live here in 

Hawaiˋi. He speaks fluent English which is the only language he uses at home and 

school, although he knows some words in Chamorro. He learned Chamorro because there 

was a time when their family lived in Guam.  

Case Study D Instructor 

Debra. Debra learned how to read when her mother read stories to her as a young 

child. She was born and raised in one of the neighbor islands of the Hawaiˋi. She finished 
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her BA and MA in English and proceeded to do her PhD in English at Cornell University. 

She said that the Education students had a different degree in English to those who 

majored in English.  Debra believes that teaching English was perceived then as an 

important job to have in Hawaiˋi.  She wanted to teach and return to Hawaiˋi. She prefers 

teaching adults as opposed to high school students. She grew up as a local Hawaiian with 

Okinawan roots and learned more about her culture on a trip to Okinawa. She has always 

spoken in English although her Mom enrolled her for a short time into the Japanese 

language schools when she was in the elementary grades. 

When Debra reflected about her thesis on Virginia Woolf she remembers that 

during that time she felt more British than she did (local) Hawaiian.  We talked about the 

women on an island in Hawaiˋi where she comes from and  I asked her if she thought 

based on her studies in feminism, how the women were evolving and she said, “No, and 

that is the weird part. Because right before or after I finished my degree, maybe it was 

right after, I went with my family to Okinawa, where my parents and my grandparents 

are from and I saw my great grandmother for the last time before she passed away. And 

my grandma went with us so there was like four generations or five generations of 

women sitting in a living room, right, and I came back and I told my Shakespeare 

professor about this and she was also a feminist. She said, “Wow that is wonderful! You 

had like all these generations of women!” I thought, is that what it was? It did not even 

dawn on me that this was important in some ways.” (I concluded with her that maybe 

somebody has to point it out for us and she said, “Yes, somebody has to point it 

out.”(Debra, I: CD-T, p. 19). 
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Summary of  “Hula as Resistance” by Momi K amahele 

The article begins with the Hawaiian greeting of the author with an introduction 

detailing her diverse political, social and cultural ethnic background. It is a summary of 

the history of the hula as it was revered by Hawaiian practitioners before the Calvinist 

missionaries arrived in 1820. Furthermore, the article discusses the American 

colonization of Hawaiˋi and how this destroyed the Hula calling it the work of the devil. 

This was then suppressed and according to the author, hula seemed to disappear. But two 

Hawaiian Kings, Kamehameha IV and V defied the ban and allowed hula to be 

performed in royal ceremonies and festivities. David Kalakaua also brought hula back in 

full bloom. The article also narrated how hula was used as the image of the “little brown 

gal” of Hawaiˋi for the Hawaiˋi Visitors Bureau and how this defined the Hawaiian 

women in general. Towards the end of the article the author asserts that despite all the 

“sanctions” and “bastardizations” against hula, the dance is still practiced now as a “form 

of resistance against an oppression” and she participates in this resistance to preserve her 

culture. She narrated the oppression focusing on a succession of events that led to the 

“1893 illegal overthrow” of Hawaiˋi. At the end she defines the survival and 

transformation of the Hawaiian culture through the growth of Hawaiian dance and the 

revival of the Hawaiian language.  

Summary of “Mea No’eau” by K analu Young 

This article is an introduction to a unit in Hawaiian Studies asserting that the 

source of Hawaiian art is the physical environment. The article’s Hawaiian words that are 

used to explain Hawaiian art are emphasized in bold and underlined. The article was co- 

authored by Jon Kamakawiwo’ole Osorio and Pua Mendonca to explain the meaning of 
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the word “art” to the Hawaiian People. Mea No’eau means “skillfully created works” and 

includes the ahu’ula (feathered capes) or ki’i (figure or image) which serves to 

differentiate the art of the Hawaiian people from the Western art.  Young asserts that 

generally in Western art composition has no actual function. It further asserts to the 

Western world that appealing and skillful works of Native people are artistic. Hana 

no’eau is the phrase used to include the aesthetic concepts of Western art coupled with 

the functional value of an object. These two qualities, beauty and functionality define the 

Hawaiian sense of aesthetics that is not encompassed by the word “art” in the Western 

sense. The article ends by asserting that Mea No’eau is the category that best describes 

Hawaiian works of art.  

Summary of participants and reading texts used in the classroom 

In this chapter I presented the participants of each of the four classrooms which 

are also referred to in this research as the four case studies. Introducing the instructors 

and the students of each of the classes who participated in this study with their cultural 

and educational background provides a context to the data that are quoted from the 

research. Their views and their actions may be understood from their ideas about culture 

and education and these may help define the responses they provide.   

In the next chapter, the findings from the interviews related to the research 

questions, the observations of the classrooms during discussion of assigned reading texts 

and other written documents that were produced to support the understanding of these 

texts will be discussed.  
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 C H APT E R 5  

R ESU L TS O F T H E ST UD Y 

The goal of my research was to determine how diverse classrooms engaged in the 

discussion of reading texts and whether or not spaces for cultural interpretation were 

opened for Pacific Island students through their readings, discussions and use of written 

documents.  Cultural interpretation was analyzed by identifying student responses during 

class observation, during one-on-one interviews, and in students' written responses to 

assignments by the course instructor aimed to convey student’s comprehension of the 

reading texts. Instructors were observed as well to find out how their strategies and 

selections of readings or assignments opened or closed spaces for cultural interpretation.  

When class actions, discussion and written documents opened spaces for students to 

bring in their home experiences and cultural viewpoints, their cultural interpretations 

were noted. The chapter describes results of four cases - one representing each classroom 

and concludes with a cross case comparison.  

The four different classes of students were observed in the process of discussing 

texts with four female instructors-Ana, Brenda, Cathy and Debra (pseudonyms) who 

teach in diverse colleges serving substantial numbers of Pacific Islander students. Ana 

and Brenda teach at Malama University, a private university in Hawaiˋi; Cathy and Debra 

teach in Kuleana and Kamao Community Colleges. Each description of a classroom 

includes the following elements: a brief portrayal of the schools in the study, how each 

reading text discussion opened and closed spaces for cultural interpretation, how the 

written essays of the students based on the readings drew responses that included cultural 

interpretation and how rubrics that instructors used to support reading comprehension 
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opened or closed spaces for cultural interpretation. Data sources included written 

responses to the reading text, observation data from each case, teaching 

assignments/rubrics given in each class and interviews of ELL, Non-ELL students and 

college classroom instructors.  

 The findings are summarized in a table at the end of each case.  I describe 

findings in detail using quoted data from the instructors’ classrooms and interviews with 

participants.  With findings from the observations of the class discussions of the two 

reading texts, I include data instructor-prepared or provided assignments to respond to the 

readings like essays and rubrics. Analysis of these documents aims to identify how spaces 

for cultural interpretation were opened or closed.  Although most of the data are divided 

into answers to how spaces are opened or closed to cultural interpretation, not all data 

sources produce both results.  

 The students were selected based on their willingness to participate and for having 

come from homes that practiced the language of the countries from the Pacific Islands. 

Students who spoke English at home and school were also selected to participate as well 

as the instructors of the classrooms. Class observations were conducted according to 

college class formats on the discussions of assigned reading texts. Observations were 

documented by taking down notes during the discussion of texts. The data from 

observations were coded and analyzed.  Interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed and 

coded for analysis. Written documents were also coded and analyzed using grounded 

theory with a constructivist approach (Charmaz, 2006) on each classroom presented as 

case studies (Stake, 2005, Yin, 2009).  
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Case Study A Results 

Cultural Interpretation in an English Class Serving Pacific Islander Students at Malama 

University 

Malama University sits high on a hill overlooking the city and ocean of a tropical 

island. The neighborhood is surrounded by stores and apartment buildings and behind it 

are homes that rise up the hill. Driving around the area there are traffic lights and cars and 

utility vans coming in and out of stores and service centers all day long. It is a busy but 

un-crowded road. Entering the campus, the road becomes quieter with students walking 

up the hill and one way streets keeping the cars moving in one direction. The university is 

very diverse, with various races, ethnicities, and languages represented. In the fall of 

2010, the university enrolled 1139 day undergraduate students. Malama University lists 

the following in terms of enrollments by ethnicity: 18% White, 15.2% Asian, 6.4% 

Native Hawaiian, 6% Hispanic or Latino, 3.9% African American or Black, 26.4% 

Diverse, 10.2% Filipino, and 7.5% from the grouping of  Chamorro, Micronesian, Pacific 

Islander, Palauan or Samoan, 0.7% Native American Indian, 2.5% Non-Resident Aliens 

and 3.2% Unknown.  (Malama University Factbook, fall 2010). 

The campus is welcoming with signs for visitor parking and welcome signs by the 

garden at the entrance. Bulletin boards are covered with student activities of various 

cultural organizations. The hallways are clean and inside Ana’s classroom the chairs are 

new and the boards are washed. Ana, the Instructor in Classroom A had 18 students. I 

observed an English 091 developmental reading class. This class is taught to teach 

conditionally admitted students basic English language arts with a reading focus. We had 

met the weeks prior to my visit and she emailed to me a precise schedule to observe the 
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class. She also included in this email the titles of stories and essays that were scheduled 

for her class. She picked the days for my visit and the corresponding reading texts. When 

I arrived to observe Ana in the classroom I was greeted with a smile and the students 

were expecting me to join them.  

The descriptors from the observation notes are marked Observation 1 (or 2) and 

then CA for Case A and then the page number for example, (Ob.1: CA, p.). The 

descriptors for the students’ essays are marked using the names of the students 

(pseudonyms), the essay number corresponding to the reading text for the class observed, 

Case A and the page number. For example, (Andrea Essay#1-CA, p. 1). I also used ELL 

(English Language Learners) to identify Pacific Island students and N-ELL (Non-English 

Language Learners) for students who spoke English at home and in school. Interviews 

with instructors and students are cited with name of the interviewee, I for interview, the 

Case letter A followed by T for teachers or ELL or N-ELL for students and then the page 

number. For example, (Ana, I: CA-T, p.) and (Andrea, I: CA, ELL, p.). Table 8  

summarizes the number of participants and the data sources collected from the case 

study. When students and instructors are quoted their words are in italics and single 

spaced to promote easy identification. 

Table 8. Participants and Data Sources for Case Study A 

Case Study # 
CLASSROOM 

           Observations Names of Participants, 
Pacific Island affiliations 
and arrival timeframe on 
Oahu. 

Written 
Documents  

Case Study A 
Malama 
University 

 Discussion of 
“Shattering the Myth 
of the Glass Ceiling” 

 Discussion of “The 
Library Card” 

1. Ana: Instructor A  
2. Andrea: ELL-Guam 

(1st year college) 
3. Amber: ELL-Guam  

(1st year college) 

1. Essay based 
on stories 

2. Homework 
rubrics for 
essays 
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4. Annette: ELL-
Marshall Islands  
(Grade 4) 

5. Alicia: ELL-Samoa 
(Grade 5) 

6. Ambileen: ELL-
Samoa (born on 
Oahu) 

7. Albert: Non-ELL 
8. Arabella: Non-ELL 
9. Arleen: Non-ELL 

 

In this case study the aim was to identify ways college English classes teaching 

reading and writing open or close spaces for cultural interpretation by Pacific Islander 

and other students as part of their teaching and learning process. The findings from this 

case are based on the following research questions: In what ways do multilingual Pacific 

Island students open or close/silence their cultural interpretation into the classroom 

discussions/written reading responses after reading fiction and non-fiction texts? In what 

ways do Non English Language Learners (N-ELL) students using English as their only 

language at home and school open and close spaces for cultural interpretation?  In what 

ways do instructor views and classroom actions close or open spaces for students’ 

cultural interpretation in the classroom? 

 In this case I present a description of each classroom, drawn from research 

observation notes during two class sessions taught by Instructor Ana at Malama 

University to provide context for teaching and learning as experienced by Pacific Islander 

and other students in college English classes. Subheadings in the description of the class 

reflect the kinds of instruction that occurs. Observation notes were supplemented by 

instructor interviews and other sources of data including instructor assignments, rubrics, 
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and student responses which provide insight into teaching/learning routines and what 

students learn. The case includes themes derived from data drawn from one on one 

interviews with five Pacific Islanders and three non-English language learner students, as 

well as with Instructor Ana.   Participants comment directly about the ways the class 

opens or closes for cultural interpretation.  

Reading, W riting and L earning Activities 

Instructor Ana led a highly structured class lesson, teaching students to analyze 

plotlines, make predictions, and understand authors’ style, described in the first three 

sections that follow.  These discussions took place in two class sessions, the first centered 

on the reading of Richard Wright’s “The Library Card,” and the second centered on the 

reading of “Shattering the Glass Ceiling” by Anita Blair. In these lessons, themes in 

students’ responses showed students perceived the class as having a set curriculum, that 

learning English is based on author’s style,  and that following the rubric is equated with 

good thinking and writing,  and the instructors explained why they made the choices they 

did. 

Structured lessons 

Ana conducted the classroom process in a structured format.  The students all sat 

in front of the instructor as she lectured.  Students were taking notes as she asked the 

entire class questions. This was evidenced by the plotline that she drew in the beginning 

of the discussion. Instructor Ana asked the students to recall the story they read and 

started the discussion of the “The Library Card” with reference to a rising and falling plot 

line drawn on the board.     
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The plot followed a timeframe. Elements of the story like events and what the 

character did (minor and major characters), setting and conflict were addressed. (Obs. I; 

CA, p. 1).  

During the discussion on these elements of fiction, Ana discussed the characters 

in the story. She talked about the focus on white and black men and why this was central 

in the story. She asked students if these were the only characteristics that set the 

characters apart.  She reminded the class to focus also on gender, race and class.  The 

discussion continued. Instructor Ana had students form small groups for a few minutes to 

share their predictions. They later returned to the larger group to share with the entire 

class.   

Proving with evidence from text 

The discussion was also highly structured in the management of student 

predictions.  Ana asked students to show page numbers and lines from the text to confirm 

predictions. In “The Library Card,” a black man not allowed to use the library had 

borrowed the library card of a white man. As the discussion commenced, the instructor 

agreed with one student’s prediction that when Richard was given a chance to go to the 

library, “he would start seeing other people in different ways.”  (Obs, 1: CA p. 5). 

The students gave their different predictions as the teacher asked each group to 

share. One talked about the character becoming friends with the Pope (Obs 1: CA p. 5). 

The instructor responded to this unlikely prediction by guiding the students to the text to 

help them understand what the writer was intending to say. Another guessed that they 

“will become underground friends” (Obs 1: CA p. 6) and another predicted that Richard 

would be caught (Obs 1: CA p. 6).  
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In response to the students’ predictions the instructor asked the students to point 

out the text to her. She moved around each group to ask the students what parts from the 

text they quoted to support their prediction.  

During the discussion of the “The Library Card,” Ana also asked students to make 

inferences about the relationship between Richard and Mr. Falk.  She also asked 

questions during the class discussion on affirmative action. She reframed the scenario, 

describing the similarities of the odd characters and how what they had in common made 

them friends. Prediction check was shared first with small groups of three and then later 

students were asked about their predictions in the larger group. Ana reminded the 

students that she will be able to tell if their predictions would be most likely to be by 

making a reference to reading text (Obs. 2, I: CA, p. 4).  

As stated earlier, in researcher notes after observations I wrote that Ana’s use of 

structured teaching in the classroom dictated the movement of the discussion on both 

readings.  The predictions that the students offered were discussed according to how 

closely they were referenced to the text. Instructor Ana guided the students in this process 

by looking at the content of the readings versus their predictions.  

Through many other predictions the instructor responded by asking the students to 

point out the text to her. The instructor moved around each group to ask them what lines 

from the text they quoted to support their prediction. 

L earning based on author’s style 

In the next class and lesson when Instructor Ana led discussion of the essay, 

“Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling,” by Anita Blair,  part of the argumentative 

style of the author was discussed and the class talked about what men do and what 
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women do in their jobs.  Arguments about women already succeeding were enumerated 

by the author in the text as arguments to end Affirmative Action. Instructor Ana pointed 

out the information as argumentative examples, focusing on teaching students the form 

the essay was taking.  She emphasized to her students that they should be aware of this 

since they would be writing an argumentative essay for class.  

22 Ambileen says, “she is praising women so why will she say something 
to add something against that?” Ana agreed.  Ambileen gets the book and 
reads the answer from the book which was similar to what Alicia was 
about to say… 
23 Ambileen tried to find the answer from the book. (Obs. 2: CA-ELL, p. 
5)  

Ana also explained that: 

“Men are doing something too but it is not included here. She (the author) 
leaves out things so this might be something you want to think about when 
you write your essay. You want to be aware of that, right?”  (Obs. 2: CA, 
p. 5)   

Another example of how the teaching process focused on the teaching of the 

author’s writing style as shown below was also evident in the observation. In the 

discussion of the reading texts Ana reminded students about the structure of cause and 

effect: 

 51 Ana reemphasized to the students that Affirmative Action led to or 
caused women’s success and that it did open doors. She asked the students 
to remember about the reading exam question a few weeks back on the 
cause and effect pattern and she reminded them that this is a cause and 
effect thing. She helps them by saying that Affirmative Action is the cause 
and the success is the effect. She repeated what the author was saying to 
assume that this is true: the idea that Affirmative Action policies receive 
the credit for women’s success. (Obs. 2: CA, p.9) 
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Set cur riculum 

During the interview, Arabella, a Non-ELL,  remembered how on the first day, 

the instructor asked each one where they were all from. When asked further if the 

conversations about their ethnic background should be included in the class, she said that 

this was not necessary because there was already a set curriculum. Albert, a N-ELL, 

when asked the same question, also said,  “Not really because it’s all a set curriculum, so 

you’re gonna do the work regardless, so just do it.” (Albert, I: CA, p. 6). Amber, an ELL 

from Samoa, shared the same perspective about the set curriculum that instructors follow 

inside the classroom. She did not share in class her cultural viewpoints. According to her 

the reason she did not share her cultural viewpoints in class was, “so that the class will 

not be sidetracked,” and she explained the role students play in class that “they are just 

there to pass and make it into a university.” (Amber, I: CA-ELL p. 5). She also believed 

that the classroom is a place to “learn specific matters.” (Amber, I: CA-ELL, p. 6). One 

student had reservations, a Non-ELL named Arabella.  

126 Eva: Interesting. I want to hear more about that. So you think that the 
curriculum is different from the sharing of cultural perspectives?  
127 Arabella: I feel like – this goes back to something that we learned in 
another teacher’s class about Sir Ken Robinson. We watched the video 
and he was uhm talking about education and how it needed to be reformed 
and basically that he compared education to Fast food restaurants –where 
they are so busy trying to just focus on this curriculum and go by, like for 
example – okay, everyone thinks, okay after high school, college, after 
college, get a job, whereas doing something. We mostly end up in these 
dead end jobs that we don’t love to do. Whereas, doing something or 
going into a field that you love  ...” (Arabella, I: CA, N-ELL, p.9) 

ELL and N-ELL had similar views about how curriculum was set, yet Arabella 

appear to see some limitations in this appraisal. In the interview with Instructor Ana, one 
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of the categories that emerged was how Ana measured comprehension in the reading text.  

She talked about the perspectives that students may take based on the meaning of the text. 

She emphasized the meaning based on what the author meant.    

Student perspective doesn’t matter; author’s does 

The issue of what is “right” or “wrong” is settled in terms of what the author says 

or what the narrator says. Ana provided instruction to how “perspectives” might be 

managed in the classroom, emphasizing the purpose of the homework and expectations 

for assessment. 

73 Ana: And then again of course some answers are right or wrong and so 
there are some issues with what does the author say, what does the 
narrator say? What is going on in this text and at that point...it does not 
matter what your perspective is…or where you’re from. You have to focus 
on what the author is saying. What the narrator is writing or 
saying…uhhm and I think by focusing it then on the text it takes away the 
idea that oh, I ..you know… whatever I feel goes or doesn’t go or…. (Ana, 
I: T-CA, p. 9)  

Ana’s comments suggest that the author’s perspective should be the focus when it 

comes to determining what is right or wrong. This view seems to close opportunities for 

cultural communication. 

Skills support for test preparation 

Ana also considered the standardized tests that students needed to take in 

developmental reading classrooms in order to be admitted to the school program. This 

being the case, Ana was aware of the skills required for students to pass the test.  

79 Part of that is that they have to pass that test.  And so for their sake 
we’ve got to zero in on what the kind of right academic answers are.  
80 and so I will often say, that is really a good perspective, that is really 
an interesting and new point or I love that idea, can you talk about that in 
the conclusion of your paper…but …realize that this is the goal of the 
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assignment, this is the purpose of the question so let’s kinda zero in on 
what academic or Compass exam expectations are being made here. (Ana, 
I: T-CA, p. 10) 

We can see from this example how explicitly Ana thinks about the fact that her 

goals for her ELL students include passing the test and understanding the Western 

concepts; however, she at the same time speaks of being very appreciative of the ELL 

students’ insights from their cultural viewpoint in particular and of how stories about 

other cultures bring students to an understanding of the struggles of others different from 

them.  

Good thinking/writing equates with following rubric 

Ana gave me a copy of the essays that were submitted to her before she wrote 

comments on them. These were sent to me after all observations were completed. The 

following are three out of the eight students who submitted essays. The format and 

content were very similar to each other, and to others not discussed here. Each slightly 

differed in its introduction. The rubric for these essays is included below. They answered 

the question, “How did books, reading, learning and the library change Wright?” 

The rubric below was used to guide students’ written responses to the reading, 

“The Library Card.”  It was also titled Essay #1 – Narrative Analysis. The students were 

asked to describe how books, reading, learning and the library changed Wright. The essay 

was to include all of the following: 

Table 9. Rubric for Narrative Essay on “The Library Card” 

 How books, reading, learning and the 
library did changed Wright?  

Andrea Alice Arabella 

1.  A snazzy title    
2.  An introduction paragraph with a clear 

thesis 
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3.  Body paragraphs    
4. A brief conclusion    
5. Transitions between sentences and ideas    

 Students are asked to make sure to:    
1.  Answer all parts of the prompt    
2.  Have an opinion that is clearly stated as 

part of the thesis 
   

3.  Follow the roadmap set out in your 
introductory paragraph 

   

4. Use topic sentences to help readers focus 
on your main ideas. 

   

5. Use direct quotations and indirect 
paraphrases to support your ideas 

.  
 

  

     6. Note page numbers in parentheses for 
further support 

   

     7. Conclude with a brief summary of your 
main points  

   

     8. Remember to check spelling and 
grammar 

   

     9. The conclusion required was a brief 
summary of the main points. An 
opportunity to reflect on the essays in 
general. 

 
 

  

The researcher noted on examination of student responses that cultural 

interpretation played a very small role in their responses.  The assignment prompt may 

have allowed for it, but students appear to have been more focused on form as guided by 

the rubric. 

Andrea, an ELL student from Guam, followed the writing prompt by writing 

paragraphs that summarized the essay written by Richard Wright.  She proceeded to give 

a narrative summary of it. There were no explanations on the general statements she used 

in the introduction.  

The next eight (8) paragraphs of Andrea’s essay focused on the significant points 

of the storyline. She wrote about the story in a sequential way. She chose major events in 

the story and wrote about them with quotes to support her recollection of the event. Her 
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conclusion viewed Wright as more successful and living life for the better because of the 

readings he encountered. (Andrea Essay#1-CA, ELL, p. 1) 

Another similar essay was submitted by Alice, an ELL student from Samoa. This 

also followed the writing prompt by giving a narrative summary of the short story plot. 

The essay she wrote was similar to all other student essays except for the introduction 

and the required details. They followed the rubric as instructed.  The same was true for 

Arabella, a N-ELL student. She followed the writing prompt by providing an introduction 

that would catch the attention of the reader. She wrote, “In the early 1900s African 

Americans were denied education. They were not allowed to educate themselves in any 

way, shape or form. Being that they were denied education they were inattentive to 

books, education and jobs.”(Arabella, Essay#1-CA, p. 1). The rest of her essay followed 

the rubric that was given to the class. Except for the introductions there was no inclusion 

of their own cultural perspectives in their essays.  

After the discussion of the first essay, “The Library Card,” the class was also 

required to write an essay about the second essay, “Shattering the Myth of the Glass 

Ceiling.”  A copy of the rubric appears on page 81 to show what students received as a 

guide for their essays. I discuss three representative examples from the students to 

explain how the introductions in this essay opened spaces for cultural interpretation.  

Students found room for cultural interpretation due to the “hook” required in the 

introduction according to the composition rubric, but they did not find room in the rest of 

the essays which plodded rather methodically through the rest of the rubric steps.  
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Table 10. Rubric for Essay on “Shattering the  Myth of the Glass Ceiling” 

Introduction should include the ff: 
A snazzy title 
A hook 
Contextual information that offers a brief ( I sentence each) summary of each 
author’s main point as well as the author’s name and essay title 
A thesis that includes both your argument and road map 
Support the Argument: 
Primary rhetorical mode 
Types of evidence 
Supporting details 
Tone and style 
Use of vocabulary (word choice)  
Add Comments: a) author’s clarity, b) author’s specificity and, c) engagement of 
you as a reader.  

 For the conclusion the students were given an opportunity to reflect on the essays 

in general. Students submitted essays that followed the rubric guidelines.  

Annette, an ELL student, followed the writing rubric by starting her essay with 

the line,  

I grew up in an environment where all the women in my house did the 
house work and cared for the children in the home, but in today’s society 
things are different. I notice that more and more women are wanting to 
finish college and get a degree which I think is a great thing. But others 
have their opinion.” (Annette, Essay #2-CA-ELL, p. 1) 
 

She proceeded to give a summary of the essay in terms of its organization of 

arguments and there was no development of the cultural interpretation she used in the 

“hook” of the introduction.  

Another similar essay was submitted by Arabella, a N-ELL student also followed 

the writing rubric by starting her essay with the line, “Since the mid-nineteen hundreds, 

the phrase ‘Discrimination against women’ has been a problem. Imagine not getting a job 

solely because you’re a woman! That is when Affirmative Action became established” 
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(Arabella, Essay #2, CA, p. 2).  Like Annette, she proceeded to give a summary of the 

argumentative essay in terms of its thesis and did not develop the ideas she posed in the 

introduction of the essay.  

Ambileen, a Samoan student, also followed the writing rubric by starting her 

essay with the line, “Ever been compared? Maybe hurt in an emotional or painful way? 

Hearing the word ‘discriminate,’ what comes to mind?” (Ambileen, I:CA-ELL, Essay 2) 

She proceeded to give a summary of the argumentative essay in terms of its thesis and did 

not write answers to the questions she posed in the introduction of the essay or describe 

any of her own experiences.  

The next five to eight paragraphs of some of these essays focused on another 

essay they read before comparing the wages and jobs of men as opposed to women. The 

instructor was interested to assess the students’ ability to make arguments.  The rest of 

essays were very similar to the ones quoted above. The rubric was the guide the class 

adhered to and they followed this guide and the categories to organize the content for 

their essays.  

Cultural interpretation perceived as outside academic process 

When students were asked about whether they considered cultural interpretation 

as important or unimportant, all of them said “yes” and that it was important. Yet further 

investigation proved that these responses were contingent on their views of when, how 

and why these should be shared. Amber, from Guam, responded to this positively 

believing that cultural interpretation would promote the meaning of the text. Yet, she 

added that the additional information would add “more than they needed.” (Amber, I: 

CA-ELL, p. 7). This shows that she thinks of the cultural interpretation component as an 
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addition to an already sufficient curriculum. Another view about sharing is more closely 

connected to when opportunities for cultural interpretation can occur in classroom and 

school schedules. When asked about his interest in learning about other cultures,  Albert, 

a N-ELL said, “I guess if I’m around the person, it’s not like something I would go out 

and do. You know if they’re around me I guess I’ll learn it being around them. That’s 

about it really” (Albert, I: CA, p. 5).  It sounds as if the opportunity for cultural 

interpretation has not been scheduled in the curricular or pedagogical process of the 

classroom from Albert’s point of view. To him, it is an informal, out of classroom 

phenomenon.  

Instructor author ity 

Annette, from the Marshall Islands, was ready to share cultural interpretation if 

she believed the instructor wanted to know this from her. She said, “If the teacher puts 

you on the spot, then you just expose it.” (Annette, I: CA-ELL, p.7). Arleen offered a 

way that the teacher could safely allow her to bring this discussion to the classroom.  

56. Arleen:  Like “The Library Card.” If we were to have – or if the 
teacher in our class said, “Let us talk about a time in your life that you felt 
like Richard Wright” something simple, then people might think it is funny 
at first but then people would probably start opening up. In the beginning 
people would start saying, Ahhh…then that one person will start telling a 
story that is so true that others can relate to and that is when everybody 
will start opening up and then that is when they start giving support, and 
all will see who they really are and some people have been in the same 
place that you have, you know. (Arleen, I: CA-ELL, p. 8) 

From student comments like these, it appears that students would follow the lead 

of the instructor regarding making space for cultural interpretation. Students wanted to do 

what instructors expected. 
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Academic text from literary canons of the W estern tradition 

In the interview, Instructor Ana thought that the literal level of analysis was not 

always achieved by most of the students which was something she believed that they 

could achieve. She explained that students were not volunteering answers to Brueghel’s 

painting “The Fall of Icarus” or Auden’s poem “Musee des Beaux Arts” because they 

needed to make symbolism to create a good answer. She asked the students if they could 

find good examples of similar stories of Daedalus and Icarus, and the students found 

some similarities in the movie Troy, or in Rugrats, and in the story of Adam and Eve. 

56. Now they are doing a poem. They are doing Auden’s ‘Musee de Beaux 
Arts’ which describes Brueghel’s painting of ‘The Fall of Icarus’…which 
is based on the Daedalus and Icarus myth and I purposely wanted 
something important in the Western tradition so that for students who 
aren’t from here- who are from Micronesia or you know from Nanakuli  
who aren’t used to these Western traditions, they are forced now to have 
to study them and have to analyze poetry and then that is an 
uncomfortable place to be in but that is what you are expected to do in 
college. (Ana, I: T-CA, p. 7)  

Ana shared that she allowed her students to come up with ideas from free 

associations. But to balance she designated “right” questions versus open ones. The exact 

mirrors to the Western stories helps Ana inform/guide the students towards the right 

answer.  

70 Eva: Yeah, I don’t really want to go into details of each of the 
questions for the right or wrong but how do you manage the classroom 
once the student insists that his or (answer) is right because of his cultural 
perspective? Even if you think that the text would say that that would be 
wrong.  
71 Ana: Oh, I see what you’re saying. I am trying to think of a specific 
incident where that maybe may have happened. I think one where I 
handled it was when they have to defend what they choose so with the 
example of Achilles for example- that was fine- he can choose Achilles. 
But now he has to explain to me why it is similar to Daedalus and Icarus. 
And the same thing with the girl who did the Rugrats and I laughed cause 
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I said that that’s fine you can use a cartoon, that’s great, but how does 
that episode mirror what is happening with Daedalus and Icarus- you 
have to explain that to me. And so if they…if they are taking the time to 
analyze their ideas which is really what I care about them doing…then 
they can approach this from a lot of different directions.  (Ana, I: CA-T, p. 
9)  
 

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 

Addressing conceptual boundaries 

On the first scheduled observation for “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling,” 

the class moved through the arguments as part of the general thesis on whether or not to 

continue Affirmative Action in the United States. Everybody went to read the lines from 

the book as the instructor indicated to answer what Affirmative Action could do and 

could not do.  Many examples were given by Instructor Ana about what it did, like 

training for school, favoritism, qualifying for jobs, or quotas for education of the Native 

Hawaiian students. Students were not answering the questions.  Many of them had no 

idea what Affirmative Action meant (Ob.2: CB, p. 10).  

Ana felt an underlying problem in the silence of the class but was not able to pin 

point the issue as to why the students were not responding.  Ana moved back to creating a 

table grid following a Logical Progression of arguments showing the weight of each 

argument on both sides (Ob. 2: CB, p. 14). Ana moved through questions that she 

prepared for the class discussion.  Students were asked to answer based on what they read 

from the book (Ob.2: CB, p. 15). Ana guided the students by asking them to refer to the 

text. She emphasized this to show how the writer arranged the text to arrive at the thesis 

of the essay that fit the format that they were studying.  
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The class finished the discussion of “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling” by 

comparing the arguments on whether or not Affirmative Action should continue. Then 

she reminded students about the papers that were due. These essays were part of the 

assessment of comprehension of the reading text.  

F illing the conceptual gap 

On the second class session the observation was focused on “Shattering the Myth 

of the Glass Ceiling.” Ana first focused on defining Affirmative Action with the class. 

She decided to give an overview of the policy. Discussion here was mainly led by the 

Ana about gender and class as issues of equal educational opportunities. Observation 

notes provide detail:  

68 Ana decided to give an overview to the class about Affirmative Action. 
She explained that in the 1960s men could do things that women could not 
do. She talked about who went to school and how women did not. She 
asked what kind of men and answered it herself- with white men. She 
continued to talk about Affirmative Action as also a class thing. She talked 
about the Vietnam Draft  and how if you were in school or in college you 
could be asked to go to the war and those in school and those who went to 
school who were the rich did not all have to go to war. “That matters,” 
she said because Affirmative Action can help.” The idea, she explained 
“was most of those in college were the white men.”  
69 She then literally defined Affirmative as “Yes”. And Action as 
“Positive Doing.” She asks, what were they trying to do? Who do they 
want to go to college?  She further explained that this was an effort to get 
the women and minorities to go to college. (Obs. 2, I:CA, p. 12 ) 

 

Concept gaps between cultures 

The question on whether or not the students can share their cultural perspective in 

class was pursued in the interviews with students in relation to the concept of Affirmative 

Action which was central in the essay “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling.”  So, 

picking up from the conversation with Ambileen regarding powerful models of Samoans, 
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I connected her comments to the discussion that I observed in class. Ambileen described 

her reaction to this discussion this way:  

68 Ambileen: Yeah, see that is the thing…at that time I wasn’t really pretty 
sure about what Affirmative Action was. We were going about it but I was 
still lost about it. I had to go home and do my own research to for me to 
understand and that was when everything seemed to become clear because 
we were going about it in class  
70 Ambileen: So I had a gist of what it was but I was still unclear so I just 
wanted to do it on my own.  (Ambileen, I:CA-ELL, p. 7) 

Students expressed their cultural views during the one-on-one interviews in 

response to the class topic of Affirmative Action. They may or may not have thought 

about these ideas in class. The interview may have allowed them to make the connection.  

When I asked this question of Anita about how she related to the stories read in class, I 

reminded her of the reading texts like “Shattering the  Myth of the Glass Ceiling” and 

“The Library Card” to refresh her memory. She responded:  

100 Anita: In Guam, it is not really a big deal if you are black or white 
cause most of us are brown. We are in the middle, so there is no real 
division there.  
101 Eva: So when you read ‘The Library Card,”  it was strange to you? 
102 Anita: Uhhm, you know. I have heard about the whole white black 
thing- it has been going on for forever  but yeah, in Guam it would not 
happen that way. (Amber, I:CA-ELL, p. 9) 

I asked another question to further understand her answer.  

103 Eva: But who would be the people who would not be allowed to go to 
certain places?  
104 Amber: On Guam?  
105 Eva: Yeah.  
106 Amber: It would be the Micronesians, the Chuukese,   
107 Eva: So this would be the immigrants who have landed on your island 
and what places do you think they would not be allowed to? 
108 Amber: It would not be like they would not be allowed it would be 
more like ..there would be no sign that you are not welcome….but more so 
like- what are you doing here? Making them uncomfortable and making 
them wanna leave and never come back.( Amber, I:CA-ELL, p. 9) 
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The curriculum in college classrooms seems to be viewed by the students as 

permanent and isolated. As Anita’s comments showed, sometimes the students do not 

have the awareness to make comparisons with other’s cultural backgrounds or their own 

to support their understanding.  

After reminding Instructor Ana about the discussion on Affirmative Action she 

said she was surprised when she realized that the concept of Affirmative Action was not 

known by many students. She planned to make sure that this was introduced in the next 

class first. Many of the students were responding based on how the text provided 

definitions of the concept but Ana recognized that these diverse students from other 

countries may not have practiced Affirmative Action according to how the concept is 

experienced in the United States.  Ana may have made this decision to forego checking  

their cultural competence about issues in the US since the students are living in the 

United States.  

119. Ana: That is a good question. One is my assumption that they knew 
what that was. I have been teaching that essay for two years and so now I 
am nervous how many students have any idea what affirmative action is. 
So, I have this idea and usually the kids are pretty good at telling me like 
“hey, I have no idea what this is!”  
120. If one mentions it and if 90% of them don’t know then I have to think 
of a way to super simplify it. (Ana, I:CA-T, p. 14) 
 

Need for validation of cultural value 

Ambileen talked about how her father is proud to be Samoan and used Mufi 

Hanneman (a political figure in the State) as a good example or model for a Samoan. She 

recounted how her father often reminded her that if a Chinese, Japanese or Filipino can 

do it, then so can a Samoan. She was encouraged by her Dad to believe that she could be 

anything she wanted to be. I asked her why she was not sharing this in class when they 
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were discussing the text on “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling,” a story about 

affirmative action and women’s success. She asked me what I meant. I repeated my 

question, and she answered: 

56 Eva: When your class was discussing “Shattering the Myth of the 
Glass Ceiling”…why didn’t you think about these things that your Dad 
said?” 
57 Ambileen: I don’t feel like I needed to.  
58 Eva: Because I am interested to know whether you think it is important 
for English texts to be discussed in  your culture.  
59 Ambileen: I think it would be important. But it is really not- I don’t 
know if everybody else would find it important. (Ambileen, I:CA-ELL, p. 
5) 

Her remarks, and those of the Pacific Island students who were interviewed,  

shared the common feeling that students would be willing to share if they thought the 

points were perceived as important by others, and that they were ‘strong’ points. This was 

explained by Arleen and after probing deeper, I again asked her about the classroom 

setting especially when discussing texts that were assigned for reading. She expressed 

that before she would “broadcast” (Arlene, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 6) she has to consider it to be 

a strong point. She would prefer to keep it to herself, but only speak out when she is 

asked.  Also, she believed that it was good to be able to see other people’s point of view. 

(Arleen, I;CA, p. 6). 

Based on the students’ comments it seems like they would rather keep their ideas 

to themselves unless they see some support from others. The students appear to prefer to 

wait for a reassurance on the importance of their views before they will share their ideas. 

Students would rather keep quiet than be embarrassed in class.  
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Need to respect other cultures 

Andrea, an ELL from Guam, talked about respect for different backgrounds when 

responding  to texts using cultural interpretation in the classroom. She believed that she 

would “stick to my ways” (Andrea, I:CA, p. 17) but would not work towards changing 

other points of view.  Students showed  a strength in not changing what they believe in, 

but also a desire not to force their culture on others.  

  Alice, an ELL from Samoa, explained one portion in their discussion of texts that 

made her think about her culture:  

19 Eva: How about the Samoan culture? Did it come into play with these 
things?  
20 Alice: Yes, because in our culture it is different for us because our 
women are usually the ones who stay and most women in our culture stay 
home and men are the ones who go out and work and prepare the food for 
the women. Sounds like a pamper thing, but then here in the US, it is 
different like the women do more of the work. Like the cousin we went to 
in Western Samoa. All the – my uncle and all the men are making all the 
things like they are making the food and they are taking care of the kids 
and the women were like sitting around, having fun, drinking coffee and 
stuff. But then here it is different because when we go to some American 
houses, the women are usually the ones who are cooking the food and the 
guys are sitting.. (Alice, I:CA, p. 3)  

Alice and others recognized the importance of their cultures within readings and  

the issues of their present school environment. The data seem to show that Pacific Island 

students and others perceived that there is a need to respect other cultures and let other 

people live the way they want to. Pacific Island students see that they are different and do 

not want to change what they practice. Discussions of difference can open spaces for 

cultural interpretation that may need to be negotiated.  
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Cultural contr ibutions 

Arabella, a Non-ELL, believed that if there was no personal connection then the 

reader was not understanding the text clearly. In a wider scale, she believed that we can 

take from each culture to make one big culture.  

103: I think, basically, it opens up your mind where for me personally, 
exploring  up my mind. It is like …it is the saying that goes that in religion 
–there is some truth . In every religion and if we take that truth and put it 
into one then we have the truth basically so I feel that is how it is with 
culture. That if you depict a culture – you can make one big culture that is 
so fascinating that  everyone wants to be able to agree with. And not so 
much as argue about. (Arabella, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 6) 

Arabella realized that different cultures have a view to say they know the truth 

like different religions.  She also considered the possibility of bringing all these truths 

together as a way to share with other cultures what others have known to be true. The 

student wanted to find out what others knew.   

F ear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 

Perceived alienation for unique views 

Annette, from a Marshallese culture, considered the process of sharing cultural 

interpretation scary. She could not see herself in this position. She said,  “..for me to 

stand up and say, “oh this is how we believe it in my culture...that would be I don’t 

know..scary?” (Annette, I:CA-ELL, p. 8).  

She elaborated by saying:  

91 Annette: Yes. You don’t want people to think of you differently because 
of the things you believe which is the same reason why I don’t go around 
telling people. It is not because I am- like I don’t wanna say I am 
embarrassed… because I am not. What I am afraid of is the judgments 
that they will place against you because you are of that culture or of that 
belief. (Annette, I;CA-ELL, p. 9) 
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Personal views as pr ivate 

Albert, a N-ELL student, talked  about keeping the ideas to himself even those 

that related to his life. He did not feel the need to tell the instructor these things. He 

agreed that it is important to share because it might help some people when they share. 

(Albert, I:CA, p. 3).  Still, Albert insisted that the personal connections students make are 

their personal connection, and it primarily matters to the one who talks about it. For him, 

he said he did not need it.  

54 Albert: No, it’s just life, you know, it’s just their life. I’d probably be 
interested in listening you know, see how they learn in different places but 
it doesn’t affect me too much. (Albert, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 4)  
 

Imposing cultural values in safe academic contexts 

This is another dimension that defines the reasons why cultural interpretation may 

not have room to emerge in classroom discussion of texts. Arleen, a N-ELL, believed that 

learning about the views of other cultures about their readings is important, but there are 

conditions that she wanted to set.  

59. Arleen: It is [school] like a job. I don’t really want to be emotional 
about that. I really do not have time for that. Sometimes when emotions 
have to be dealt with and emotions come out, it is really hard for people to 
deal with it. Especially when we are school and we have 30 other 
assignments. We cannot just talk about this story for the one week and 
then a paper due that next morning. I do the job and fill out your next 
thing.  
60 Eva: Are you saying that something that is personal and emotional is 
not part of the academic context?  But would you agree that it is also very 
important to the classroom?  
61 Arleen: : Yes, it is very important . Because it has to be known. It has to 
be shared. It has to be acknowledged. But it cannot be forced and you 
have to know the mood of your class.  You have to know the vibes of 
everyone before you know it is okay to bring something up like that and 
even if you didn’t know, bring in a couple of students you feel you  know. 
It might be okay. Let them know ahead of time what we are going to talk 
about this day, Do you think it is okay?  And that you don’t have to answer 



120 

 

you don’t have to – just at least listen…that helps the students because 
even if they don’t feel comfortable with it they are still gonna listen.  
(Arleen, I;CA-N-ELL, p. 7) 
 

F ear being told your culture is wrong 

During the interview the students talked about their membership in their 

respective cultures and also talked about what they thought of the readings. When asked 

why she did not share her cultural interpretations in the classroom during the 

observations I made Alice, from Samoa, replied that: 

28 Alice: Yeah because I do not want to say something that is wrong. 
Because how I was taught here and how I was taught in my culture is a 
different way so I do not want to say something that is done in my culture 
and have it be wrong here. (Alice, I;CA-ELL, p. 4) 

Another reason shared by Ambileen, an ELL from Samoa,  on  sharing cultural 

perspectives in the classroom is the concern about being contradicted. She expressed this 

by saying: 

65 Ambileen: yeah..I won’t share anything until I know everything until I 
know everybody is okay with it because I don’t wanna share something  
and there is somebody who is gonna disagree, you know but that is pretty 
much for every culture…(Ambileen, I:CA-ELL, p. 6). 

 

Perceived infer ior ity to Amer ican standards 

Some students who have lived in two cultures like Anita from Guam, considers 

herself more Westernized even if she practices her Chamorro culture. Her use of the 

Chamorro language has not been supported by the school system in Guam. When asked if 

she was interested to learn Chamorro, Anita said yes, but the schools in Guam did not 

push her to learn Chamorro. Based on another interview with another student from Guam 

I learned about the derogatory term CHAUD that was used to label people from Guam 
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who had not risen to a Westernized higher status. I asked her to describe this and she 

added: 

30 Amber: I don’t know. I mean a lot of people tease people for being ..it 
is the way they dress and they act… 
31 Eva: It is like looking at the culture as what?  
32 Amber: Kind a like lowering them and comparing them to American 
standards. I have grown up with it. People have different attitudes towards 
it. It is kind of hard to explain. (Amber, I: CA-ELL, p. 3-4) 

 From comments like these, it appears that Amber expressed that standards of the 

US system in Guam are held higher and that has affected the way other cultures are 

treated.  

Confronting sensitive issues 

Arleen, a N-ELL,  thinks that essays could be avenues to express cultural 

viewpoints on texts read in the classroom. But in terms of texts, she believes that these 

should be limited to certain sections of the curriculum. She suggests that a time can be 

given for everyone to just sit together and just “powwow together and just be open and 

talk about stuff like that.”(Arleen, p. 9, para. 67). Ambileen, a Samoan ELL,   like the 

majority of the students interviewed pointed to writing of the essays as the best option or 

space where they can share their cultural perspectives and confront sensitive issues. . She 

provided a sample question to make clear how culture could be addressed in writing:  

91 Eva: So the last one is, in what way do you think teachers should allow 
these interpretations in your culture? What could a teacher do?  
92 Ambileen: Well, they could like you know. You know how she gives us 
essays. She could tell us to like compare it with our culture. Or like, you 
know for “the Library Card.” My question would be, how would a 
Samoan benefit from a library card? Compare those two.(Ambileen, I:CA, 
p. 8) 
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 The preceding student perspectives add to the understanding of the research 

questions in terms of the possibilities for classroom instruction. Students who are given 

spaces to think about stories in their own cultures have ways to open opportunities for 

cultural interpretation.  

Negotiating multiple cultural versions of stor ies 

When Alice expressed the contribution of cultural interpretation to her 

understanding of the text, I asked about her willingness to share this with the rest of the 

class. She provided another view:  

67 Alice: It is important for other students to know how our culture is and 
what it stands for like…what different things happen in our culture 
compared to the writing or the text that happens here. That way they can 
get a better understanding of our culture as well as the American culture. 
(Alice, I:CA-ELL, p. 7) 

This is also better defined as we see the view of a N-ELL when she expressed her 

opinion on the difference between opening and sharing to changing other’s opinions. 

50     Arleen: Oh, I am very interested. I am very open about it ..I mean…I 
don’t mind at all. There is a difference between opening and sharing and 
trying to get someone to change. That is completely different. Trying to 
think the same that they are thinking. That is different. I don’t mind 
listening. I think I could probably hold a conversation with that person or 
group of people. I am very open.  (Arleen, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 7). 

Albert, a N-ELL, also expressed his views about sharing cultural interpretations 

inside the classroom in terms of not forcing others to share. He believed that students 

should listen to other students in terms of their perspectives.  He thought that this would 

help others know where they are coming from. He suggested ideas like “working around 

it or work with them” (p. 6). The idea of sharing is not to force anything on another. The 
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idea of compromise is also explained in another way as “I’ll work with you as long as 

you work with me, basically what I am saying.” (Albert, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 7) 

This section shows how both the ELL and the N-ELL students want to explore 

how other cultures value or compare perspectives to those of other students from other 

cultures. ELL students tend to have a need to share their culture. Non-ELL students are 

willing to listen and they also add that there should be a sense of partnership in the 

process of sharing as Albert mentioned “I’ll work with you as long as you work with 

me,” and not having to be forced to believe in what others value.    

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 

Choosing stor ies on diversity 

Instructor Ana discussed how she wanted her students to bring their cultural 

perspectives to class. She talked about how this was initiated in class and the importance 

of learning Western art and poetry because of the expectations in college. 

50 Eva: Thank you. So, in what ways is it important or unimportant to you 
that English texts be discussed in connection with the cultural perspectives 
of students. 
51 Ana: That is a good question. I think sometimes the texts I choose I 
want them to bring their cultural perspective to it. I want them to discuss it 
in terms of their experience and how does it echo their experience how 
does it disagree with their experience… 
52 Eva: Right… 
53 Ana: So that  the essay –defending my usage of Hapa is a really good 
one for discussion. We talked about the word Haole. We talked about the 
word Aloha…We talked about the Hawaiian tradition of Honi so they 
understand also this place and culture. So they began to compare – so why 
do I shake hands? Why is shaking hands  what we do when these people 
do Honi? (Ana, I:CA-T, p. 7).   

Ana, the instructor for Case Study A, appears committed to opening the classroom 

to comparisons of cultural perspectives and practices with other cultures. She mentioned 
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activities she did with students that seem to show that she values the opportunities to 

share different cultural perspectives.  

Sharing as an individual decision 

Opening up in the classroom is an individual decision that each student makes. 

When Albert was asked if he was going to ask for other cultural perspectives from his 

classmates during group discussion:  

71 Eva: But, would you say, “excuse me Professor, but would you please 
ask my classmate from Guam to share her opinion about this topic  
72 Albert: No, no, Oh no, I’m not gonna put anyone up. If you want to say 
it you’re going to say it. I don’t want to force anyone to be uncomfortable 
in front of everybody. (Albert, I;CA-N-ELL, p. 4) 
 

Asking Questions and Cultural Interpretation 

New insights lead to new pedagogies 

Ana expressed how she finds new insights after asking students about their 

cultural perspectives.  

157. Ana: More and more I see that my students can respond, actually… 
that their responses and their imagination is at its best  when I am asking 
them what is their cultural knowledge, their perspective or experience. 
They really open up and they give such amazing insight and make me re-
think what I am teaching.(Ana, I:CA-T, p. 20) 
 

Instructor as cultural guide, translator and devil’s advocate. Students as 

thei r own translators. 

Ana defined her roles as cultural guide, translator, and devil’s advocate. She also 

expected students to become their own translator after she explained to the class the 

bigger ideas.  

99 Eva: Ok, so the role you play, if you can describe that to me in 
facilitating these responses when cultural perspectives [are offered]… 
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when you want to put these together what do you think is the role that you 
are playing now?  
100 Ana: It shifts. Sometimes I am a 100% an instructor and then a 
translator and devil’s advocate. You know I really have to explain to them 
what is going on, you know in some of these things. It is hard for them. 
And so I break down smaller passages and zero in on  a few lines and then 
we open up- now can we talk about some of the bigger ideas and they 
discuss and they are their own translators now that we have understood 
bigger ones. (Ana, I:CA-T, p. 12) 
  

Student suggestions to open spaces 

The term “spaces” is used here to mean opportunities given or taken by students 

to share their cultural interpretations in class. These spaces could take the form of 

activities designed to include cultural interpretation or instructions from the instructor 

that require students to share their cultural interpretation. This could also be spaces taken 

by the students like deciding to ask the questions themselves or suggesting activities that 

can pave the way for themselves and others to share their cultural views. 

When asked about when or how the instructor may be able to open up spaces for 

cultural interpretation Andrea thought of essays as spaces where she could write about 

her cultural interpretation. Although she has not remembered using the Chamorro culture 

as a perspective in writing her essays, she believed that if the prompt required her to talk 

about her culture, then she would. She admits that she has not found anything related to 

her culture and since she has defined herself as Westernized her perspective can vary 

(Andrea, I:CA-ELL, p. 15). 

Students also suggested putting students in groups for better for cultural 

interpretation to occur. Arabella, a N-ELL, believed that putting students in groups with 

students from different cultures would allow them to share their views based on the 

reading assigned for discussions (Arabella, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 11). 



126 

 

In relation to the “Shattering the Myth of the Glass Ceiling” essay, Arabella used 

the essay as a backdrop to provide ways to ask questions by saying:  

122 Arabella:  Yeah, I will probably say I don’t know how it is in other 
cultures and so I may ask, how is it in your culture like? How are women 
in your culture? Are women allowed to just stay home and do housework  
or are they allowed to get jobs and work and be more independent?  
(Arabella, I:CA-N-ELL, p. 9) 
 

 Table 11 summarizes themes regarding closed and open spaces for cultural  
 
interpretation on Case Study A. 
 
Table 11. Closed and Open Spaces for Cultural Interpretation: Case Study A 

                                        CASE Study A: Results 
Reading, Writing and Learning  Activities 
CLOSED 
 * Structured lessons 
 * Proving with evidence from text  
 * Learning based on author’s style   
 * Set curriculum  
 * Student perspective doesn’t matter; 
author’s does  
 * Skills support for test preparation  
 * Good thinking/writing equates with 
following rubric  
 * Cultural Interpretation perceived as 
outside academic process  
 * Instructor authority  
 * Academic text from literary canons of 
the Western tradition  

Fear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 
OPEN 
* Negotiating multiple cultural versions of 
stories 
  
CLOSED 
* Perceived alienation for unique views 
* Personal views as private. 
* Imposing cultural values in safe academic 
contexts 
* Fear being told your culture is wrong. 
* Perceived inferiority to American 
standards 
* Confronting sensitive issues 
  
  

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 
 OPEN 
 * Addressed conceptual boundaries  
 * Filling the conceptual gap 
 * Concept gaps between cultures  
 * Need for validation of cultural value 
            CLOSED  
 * Need to respect other cultures 
 * Cultural contributions 

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up 
as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 
 OPEN  
 Choosing stories on diversity 
            CLOSED 
* Sharing as an individual decision 
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  Asking Questions and Cultural 
Interpretation 
 OPEN  
 * New insights lead to new pedagogies. 
 * Instructor as cultural guide, translator 
and devil’s advocate. Students as their own 
translators. 
* Student suggestions to open spaces 

 
Summary of Case Study A F indings 

 Ana considered that selecting reading texts with cultural issues is one of the ways 

she can best support learning in diverse classrooms. At the same time she said it was 

important to expose students to Western literature since these were the texts that students 

are expected to learn in college. In the interview,  she expressed that she valued the 

feedback she received from students when they shared their cultural knowledge.  When 

discussing reading texts she seemed to believe that it is best to give importance to what 

the author of the text says. Her teaching process involved the use of the rubric to measure 

good writing and thinking skills which also supported her belief that students should be 

prepared for standardized exams. She also saw herself as an instructor who opened spaces 

for cultural interpretation by playing different roles as cultural guide, translator and 

devil’s advocate. Her views and actions displayed a willingness to encourage students to 

share their cultural interpretation in the classrooms but this willingness was overpowered 

by the structures and forms she used to assess  learning.  These limited her opportunities 

to open the spaces for students to share their cultural perspectives.  

Students who were considered English Language Learners (ELL) generally 

acknowledged that they valued their culture but sharing their cultural perspectives to the 

class presented challenges.  The reasons include: having their beliefs devalued, being told 
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their beliefs are wrong, Western identity as superior and being shy about opening up 

without being asked. Another reason ELLs hesitate to share their cultural perspectives is 

the perception that the academic plan of the classroom has a set curriculum and 

discussions about the culture are not part of the classroom work. The later reason is also 

shared by Non-English Language Learners (N-ELL). Both ELL and N-ELL noted need 

for safety in class if cultural interpretation is to be shared.  

N-ELL students  also see the value of sharing cultural perspectives but their 

responses point to how they are willing to listen but not be forced to believe in other 

ways of valuing or of doing things. Overall, the students welcome the exchange of 

cultural interpretation.  Classroom processes, assessment structures and apprehension 

about what responses may be elicited from the sharing also affect the ways in which they 

believe cultural interpretation can be shared in the classroom. 

Observations conducted in Case Study A show evidence of strong adherence to 

the use of the rubric to evaluate the reading texts. Discussions focused on the author’s 

style of writing and these were used by the instructor as ways to teach students to 

organize their own essays. There was room for cultural perspectives in the rubric where a 

prompt required the students to create a “hook” in the introduction but the rest of the 

content followed a more standardized rubric focused on textual analysis not connection to 

home culture.  

Class A Case study offered a view into a developmental reading classroom with 

diverse students who learned English reading and writing by teaching students how 

authors of reading texts designed their content to present their ideas.  Only a  few spaces 
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for cultural interpretation were opened and generally the structured process led to rather 

generic student responses.  

Case Study B Results 

Cultural Interpretation in an English Class Serving Pacific Islander Students in Malama 

University 

Instructor Brenda taught the other reading and writing college class at Malama 

University that I observed. It was during the early part of Fall 2010 when I was able to 

get a positive response from her that I could observe her classroom. She had always been 

interested in Pacific Island studies and was supportive of others doing their research. Her 

classroom was on the second floor of one of the main buildings on campus, so there was 

always traffic outside the door before class. Since the class was also scheduled after the 

lunch hour some of the students were already inside relaxing, some finishing their 

lunches and others looking into their laptops. I made sure to arrive early to find a good 

spot where I could see everybody. The students were already informed about my arrival 

and they were all friendly and accommodating. Some moved their book bags when I 

needed another chair for my things. The course title was English 100, a reading and 

writing class for first year college students. There were 18 students in this class with  6 

males and  12 females. 

Brenda was not very particular about what specific reading assignment students 

needed to do during the class I observed. I knew this because we had a schedule the week 

before my first observation that was postponed and we just moved to the next available 

week where she knew the students were going to discuss something that they had read. I 

visited her class twice: the first session was a discussion of two short essays, “Cancer” 
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and “Eviction” and the second session was a discussion of one short story, “The Tree 

Climber.”  

The interviews were conducted a week after the observations were made and 

written documents were received and organized.  Interspersed with the results from the 

observations are data from these interviews with students and instructor. Findings from 

student interviews are presented with results from the interview with the instructor under 

themes and overarching categories similar to Case Study A. Categories were also raised 

based on the inclusion of results from the classroom observations, instructor rubrics, and 

student written responses. Table 12 summarizes the participants and data sources for 

Case Study B. 

Table 12. Participants and Data Sources for Case Study B 

Case Study # 
CLASSROOM 

           
Observations 

Names of Participants, Pacific 
Island affiliations and arrival 
timeframe on Oahu 

Written 
Documents  

Case Study B 
Malama 
University 

 Discussion of 
“Eviction” and 
“Cancer” 

 Discussion of 
“Tree 
Climber” 

1. Brenda: Instructor B  
2. Benita: ELL-Samoa (1st 

year college)  
3. Ben: ELL-Samoa 

(mainland USA)  
4. Venus: ELL-Samoa (born 

on Oahu)  
5. Brett: Non-ELL  
6. Bobby: Non-ELL 

1. Discussion  
2. Question 

Guide  
3. Write up 

Protocol 
4. Scale for 

group work 

 

Three students who were interviewed from Classroom B were English Language 

Learners who volunteered to participate. Only three in this class expressed membership 

in one of the Pacific Island countries. Their membership in their culture was primarily 

distinguished by the Pacific Island language spoken at home other than English and the 

practices and beliefs that were part of the culture that they participated in. Two other 
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students who were considered N-ELL raised their hands when I requested  volunteers 

from those who were monolingual in English or that used English at  home and in school.  

The students were asked about whether or not they used cultural interpretation 

during their participation in the classroom activities.  This was explained to the students 

in terms of whether they thought about their culture when they read texts in English and 

whether their culture had different ways of viewing the ideas or stories discussed in class. 

I asked what they did in the classroom that expressed their cultural interpretation during 

the discussion of reading texts. Their activities included reading English texts, discussing 

the meanings of these texts and writing essays or answers to provide responses to 

Brenda’s assignments in connection to their reading.  

The views that are categorized below express the students’ ways of viewing their 

culture and their opinions about sharing their views in the classroom. These views 

allowed me to see into how cultural interpretation may be silenced or engaged in due to 

their perspectives.  

By student engagement, in the context of this research, I mean how students’ 

responses reflect their use of cultural perspectives and how interested students are in the 

use of cultural interpretation in their readings. The findings from interviews, observations 

and written documents are intermingled to tell the story of Classroom B.  

On the first day of my visit, Brenda arrived after I had already settled myself on 

the last row at the back of the room. She started her class right away after greeting her 

students. She always spent a few minutes reminding them about homework for the next 

meeting.  Then after introducing me during the first visit, she went straight to the 

discussion of the essays for reading. Since these were short essays written by students, 
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she called on students to read them before the discussions. The following are the 

descriptions of what went on in the classroom and ways that the lesson opened or closed 

spaces for cultural interpretation. The descriptors from the observation notes are marked 

Observation 1 (or 2) then CB for Case B and then the page number. For example,  

(Ob.1:CB, p. #). Descriptors that marked the written responses of students during the 

group work indicate as GWA for Group Work Answers, then the group number, then 

Case B and page number. For example, (GWA 2:CB, p.1). I also used ELL (English 

Language Learners) to identify Pacific Island Students and Non-ELL (Non-English 

Language Learners) for students who only used English at home and in school.  Table 5 

on page __ in the beginning of Chapter 3 shows the data sources with the number of 

students and their cultural backgrounds.  

The following are the descriptions of how the classroom opened or closed spaces 

for cultural interpretation. 

Reading, W riting and L earning Activities 

Use of cr iter ia to judge reading and writing 

Two short essays had been chosen as best descriptive essay examples from 

students’ groups, “Cancer” and “Eviction.” The authors were not revealed to me or the 

class since Brenda chose these from group submissions from all the students. She copied 

the essays without the names of the students for discussion.  Brenda instructed the class 

what to keep in mind while reading them aloud: the key details in the essay, the logic of 

the essay which meant that the description matched the thesis and dimension. She 

explained that to achieve ‘dimension,’ the essay had to have enough details to prove the 

point. (Obs.1:CB, p. 3).  Brenda reminded the students to check if there was sufficient 
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dimension. Brenda reminded them to ask themselves: “are there enough details to prove 

the thesis?” (Obs.1:CB, p. 3)  

When the class moved to the discussion of the short essay on entitled, “Cancer” 

Brenda used a rubric listing qualities of descriptive and narrative essays to introduce the 

lesson focus. She asked students about the qualities of the narrative essay. “Cancer” was 

chosen as an excellent example written by one of the groups in class.   

49 Then Brenda moved to her second part of the discussion of the 
categories by saying, “How about ‘movement’?”   
50 The students said there is movement. They spoke like a chorus, some 
following others. No one objected or offered other answers.  
51 Brenda said, “I think this is really good movement. Room 
numbers…excellent movement. Were you following the author as 
the….there are smudges on the wall...there is walking..” 
52 The students answered yes …some in unison...others overlapping to 
say the same answer. No one offered a no answer. 
53 The teacher read the movement of the character from the text. She said 
that it was excellent movement with the room numbers.   
54 The teacher asked about dimension. She asked, “Were there enough 
details to prove the thesis?”  
(Obs.1:CB, p. 7) 

Brenda emphasized to the class that the essay was very good at capturing the 

movement and that it was a hard thing to do. She added that it was easier to describe 

something. These classroom activities left no room for cultural interpretation but enabled 

the class to learn ways to understand movement and dimension in the essays. Brenda’s 

questions to analyze dimension and movement, and other criteria to judge writing, drew 

no student responses involving cultural interpretation. 

The discussion about the reading was used to guide students to prepare for their 

own writing. The comments made on details and how the story was written to show 
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movement became the focus of the discussion as shown in this excerpt from the 

observation notes:  

57 Brenda made comments on how details can improve. She suggested 
that the writers of the essay can introduce the cancer earlier rather than 
later and then that opens the door. Then adding more on how the child 
looked on the bed. She said that this might work because it is all her (the 
child’s) point of view.  
58 Brenda explained that the work on the writing on the movement was 
well done so maybe describing the child with details may not be done too 
much. But perhaps somewhere when she enters she sees the child and 
cries. Maybe it could be something that she saw about the 
child.(Obs.1:CB, p. 8-9) 

Brenda’s guidance helped students identify how the reading projected the essay’s 

movement through the use and ordering of the events. She also helped them by giving 

examples of what other details can be collected to add to the sense of movement. Brenda 

seemed to impress upon her students the importance of giving enough details to show the 

movement in the story. She gave examples and made comments on how the essays can be 

improved. Students did not engage in cultural interpretation as part of this lesson 

segment. 

Table 13. Grading Scale/Rubric Used to Evaluate Essays. 

Grading Scale     Definition 

5 The paper exceeded the expectations of the assignment by creating 
visual images or by creating clear “movement” for the reader to follow 
and /or recreate. In addition the images clearly work toward supporting 
the goal/thesis of the paper. 

4 The goal of the paper is clear, and the language and rhetorical 
technique used in the paper are clear and effective for the audience 
provided. In addition, the paper displays an organizational structure and 
visual details. Finally, the paper demonstrates a strong command of 
grammar and punctuation. 
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3 The goal of the paper is clear, and the language and rhetorical 
technique used in the paper are clear and effective for the audience 
provided. Problems with grammar and punctuation may be present (3 
or more minor errors)  or the paper may be missing key visual details. 

2 The goal of the paper is vague and lacks clear thesis statement. Or the 
paper may lack clear visual details or a clear sense of “movement.” As 
such a paper may not provide a clear organizational structure. Or the 
paper has many as (8) errors in grammar and punctuation. 

1 The essay is difficult to read due to numerous errors in the text. (10+) 

Note. Written rubric from Classroom B from Instructor Brenda. 

During the discussion the class also assessed the essays based on the five point 

scale that Brenda used on all of the readings that students discussed, with 5 being the 

highest and 1 being the lowest scale. The students worked in small groups on evaluating 

the text based on this rubric. The students rated the essay by writing their answers based 

on what they found on the text. Their group discussion did not seem to show evidence of 

cultural interpretation.  

1 Brenda asked the class what grade the essay [‘Eviction’] deserved. She 
reminded them of the five point scale. She thought it deserved a 4.5 . 
2 She explained why she would give it a 4.5. She said that the essay had a  
couple of detail: 1) Mom Crying…2) Eviction….maybe more? 
 3 Brenda felt that it needed more details to improve the idea of 
consequences. She also thought the idea was really about being more 
grateful. She commended the groups and said that overall they did a good 
job. (Obs.1:CB, p. 5-6). 

Evidently, the class is used to the rubric that Brenda provided. So the students 

were quick to follow along with the instructor to evaluate the second essay they were 

reading. This time, the guidelines on what a narrative essay is supposed to be were 

included in the discussion.  

63 Brenda asked the class about how they felt about the paper in terms of 
the five-point scale. She said that in terms of movement it is a five but in 
terms of dimension she asked them if it really is that good of a  paper.   
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64 She asked how they felt about paper number 2. She read the five point 
scale. She said that the class is going for 4 because 5 is over the top.  
65 Some students say 3,  a few say others 4 –others 4.5..  
66 She asked the students what made it 3 for them.   
67 A student said that she would give it a  2.5.  It might be the dimension. 
2.5 narrative.  
68 She agreed that dimension is a good consideration.  (Obs.1:CB, p. 9-
10). 

Brenda provided the students with a more detailed example of other topics that 

can better explain the idea of dimension as the students were getting ready to plan their 

own essays.  The example that the instructor was using came from another class and she 

narrated the following story: 

69 Brenda told about the other class that had a paper on obesity. The 
writers, she said, focused on how dirty the house was. The thesis was on 
how obese people also lead very disorganized lives. There was a really 
thick description of how dirty a house was, she informed the class.  
70 She asked how this related to obesity.  
71 Students laughed.  
72 Brenda explained how the details of the messy house added to the 
dimension. So she explained why the details needed to prove the thesis.  
73 Brenda reminded the students to keep their details consistent.  She 
reminded them to notice if the details in ‘Cancer’ are consistent. 
(Obs.1:CB, p. 10) 

The class ended with Brenda reminding the students about their homework, 

keeping in mind the discussion’s examples. She also reviewed the topics they were 

already working on for their next essays. Students did not engage in cultural 

interpretation in this learning sequence. 

T eaching skills to build thesis 

During the same class session, the class moved to the second reading which was 

of the essay entitled, “Eviction.” It was also chosen as an excellent example to show 

description. After finishing the reading, the instructor asked the class what the thesis was. 
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She moved around the class waiting for an answer. A student answered, “don’t take life 

for granted.”  (O1:CB, p. 3). Brenda agreed with this answer and proceeded to ask what 

details were found that could prove the thesis. The following observation notes show how 

this progressed.  

10 The teacher repeated the thesis by summarizing it to “going from 
having a home to living on the beach in a tent.”  
11 The students were looking at the text.  
12 The teacher continued with her question by repeating her question, 
asking the students if there were enough details to prove the point. She 
reminded them about the details on the eviction notice, and then she asked 
what else they remembered.  
13 No answer, she then called on a student.  
14 The student answered by saying that the character or narrator moved 
in with a friend.  
15 The teacher confirmed and repeated the line “she moved in with a 
friend. Then she asked, “what else?”  
16 Another student said that, “the family didn’t.” Another student said 
“mother crying.” (Obs.1-CB, p. 3-4) 

Brenda enumerated all the three answers and added more details as they went 

back to the text to examine if these fulfilled the thesis. They also seemed to consider it 

important that these were included by the authors of the essay. Brenda emphasized this as 

part of  learning the skills to enhance the dimension of the thesis, or support the main 

idea.  Students did not engage in cultural interpretation during this lesson sequence 

focused on teaching ‘dimension.’ The meaning of the essay was discussed to identify the 

thesis but not to find the meaning based on cultural perspectives.  

Rubric guided classroom process 

During my second observation the following week on a Monday Brenda again 

began with reminders about homework and then announced that the reading was going to 

be a sample story using narration. By this time, the students were already familiar with 
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me and I quietly sat at the back trying  not to disturb their free time before the bell rang. 

The announcement of the work was part of the academic process Brenda followed. 

Brenda reviewed the definitions of the components of the descriptive essay with her 

students. She started off each category and she made the students finish the sentences 

supplying the meaning:   

5. Brenda started the review. Asking students unfinished questions for 
students to finish, “Description is Movement through …  
6 Students: Space  
7 Brenda continued, “narration is movement through  
8 “time.” the students responded. (Obs. 2:CB, p.2) 

Brenda reminded the students about the importance of the resolution and the 

audience when writing and reading a story.  She also reminded them that the story should 

follow a natural order. (Obs.2:CB, p. 2). Brenda continued to talk about place, time, and 

consequence as the backstory. She repeated this to explain the different kinds of conflict: 

man-versus-man; man-versus-nature, man-versus-himself and man-versus-technology. 

She asked the students to make sure the story followed the Rhetorical Formula and asked 

“Does it follow the pattern?”  (Obs.2:CB, p. 3) 

Students used the 5 point rubric again to evaluate the reading. Brenda reminded 

everyone about the lecture last meeting on Logic and Description. She asked them to ask 

themselves the question on whether or not the description matched the thesis. She also 

asked them to ask themselves if there were enough details to get the thesis understood. 

(Obs. 2:CB, p.3).  Brenda did not call for cultural interpretation, but the descriptive essay 

topics were student choices and could have provided a space for students to engage in 

cultural interpretation. 
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The focus on the scale and the qualities of the narrative and descriptive essays 

guided the thinking of the students and instructor of this classroom. The lessons that were 

taught led them to see how these qualities were evident in the reading texts. These 

processes did not open spaces for cultural interpretation in class, but students have the 

choice in their paper topics, and so they may open a space and make connections to their 

home culture.   

After students rated “Tree Climber” in groups, the instructor called them back to 

join the entire class. She asked the class to grade the story based on the five point scale 

from Table 13 on page 134. 

41 Students raised their hands with their fingers showing 3, 4 .and other 
shouting 3.5.  
42 Brenda asked the class to shout out the thesis of the story.   
43 Students shout out different thesis statements: learn from mistakes, 
curiosity gets the best of us. Another student shouts: “Little kids are 
dumb.” Everybody laughed.  She continued to ask about whether the story 
followed the rhetorical formula, whether the details matched the thesis, 
whether the details were well delivered. (Obs. 2:CB, p. 5-6). 

The focus was on rubric dimensions, and no cultural engagement was noted in 

observation of this learning sequence. 

Structured academic lessons 

Students perceive the classroom  as an academic learning space in many ways. In 

a one-on-one interview with Ben, an ELL from Samoa, I  asked whether or not he had 

experienced climbing trees before in relation to the reading text, “The Tree Climber” that 

the class discussed. He said that he had experienced this before:  

31. Eva: Have you climbed  a tree?  
32. Ben: I have.  
33. Eva: You have.  
34. Ben: Back then when I was 12 years old down in Samoa.  
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35. Eva: So when you thought about this in terms of ‘The Tree Climber,’ 
why didn’t you raise your hand to say, “I have climbed a tree... when I 
was 12 years old in Samoa!”  
36. Ben: I don’t know. I do. I just forgot I even climbed trees . 
37. Eva: But it is not something you want to share in the classroom?  
38. Ben: Not really.  
39. Eva: Why?  
40. Ben: I didn’t feel like I should share that or something (laughs a little). 
(Ben, I:CB, p 3) 

As the transcript conveys, Ben forgot about his own experiences. When  asked 

about his experience, it helped him to remember that he had climbed trees in Samoa. He 

did not claim space for cultural interpretation in class because  he did not feel that it was 

appropriate to share this to the entire class. 

Responding based on the cur riculum requirements 

Ben perceived that Instructor Brenda wanted to know about students’ answers 

based on the requirements set by the instructor.  Included in these requirements is 

understanding the story for itself. Reading in class meant to him understanding how the 

writer wrote, including the mechanics of the writing process.  

60. Ben: Maybe bring it up after class and say..uhmm..”what do you do at 
that?” 
61. Eva: So you think it is not part of academic discussion in the 
classroom because you said bring it up after class.  
62. Ben: I guess it is also academic- you learn about it but I don’t think it 
was necessary for the class but it is fun to see other people’s point of 
views.  
63. Eva: Why do you say it is not necessary for the class. When you are 
reading the text and you were listening to your teacher, what did you think 
was really necessary in terms of understanding the text?  
64. Ben: Like how did the writer write it or what needed to be improved or 
what she (the teacher) thinks we thought about the writing skills and stuff. 
(Ben, I:CB-ELL p. 5) 
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English skill development 

 During the interview, Brenda  expressed her feelings about the need for Pacific 

Island  students to learn more about writing, not grammar. She recognized this from years 

of experience among different levels and ages of students who have come to her 

classroom. Brenda has been teaching English for 10 years. This is what she thought they 

needed more of in terms of learning the English language: 

87. But it changed because you know, honestly, the Samoans and 
Micronesians did not need a grammar course. They needed to write and 
write. They needed to practice writing. But they didn’t  need the grammar. 
That is how they engage the language, the grammar.   So they really did 
not need it. They needed to write. The mainland kids needed the grammar. 
(Brenda, I:CB, T, p. 10)  

Brenda’s belief has potential to promote cultural interpretation in her class. 

Writing more, with students’ choosing their own topics may open spaces for cultural 

interpretation—especially with an instructor whose technique included review of class 

members’ essays. Brenda did express her interest to provide opportunities for students  to 

choose to write about their culture.  

Rubric trains students clar ity 

Brenda expressed that reading and writing guided by the rubric  can help students 

develop writing clarity. She explained this in terms of how the categories in the rubric 

may be different from how their culture engages reading. The interview excerpt 

following explains:  

64 Brenda: It could be that they are engaging it in the way that they think 
I want them to engage it. Or I am training them to engage it. So I train 
them to engage it according to the rubric. And that is not the way their 
culture engages.  
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65 And I am training them how to engage with a rubric, because I am 
telling them, this is how I judge you. F igure out how I judge you so that I 
you can figure out what I want.  
66 I don’t say it in those terms but for me the rubric is all about 
communication and clarity. And if they can see it clearly and they can see 
my judging clearly then we are on the same level.  
67 But you know I tell you this, some students from these cultures are 
quiet. They are overshadowed by other students who have big voices. 
Others are in the middle. My two Chamorro girls they will talk sometimes. 
They are kind of in the middle but my Pacific Islanders are very quiet.  
(Brenda, I:CB-T, p. 9)  

It appears that Brenda’s greatest sense of responsibility is to make students 

successful in terms of US culture and academia.  Her comments show sensitivity to issues 

of shyness, but do not mention strategies to engage Pacific Island students in greater 

participation or in cultural interpretation particularly. 

Rubric as guide to discussion of reading text 

Students followed the rubric to further assess the story. The discussion was 

limited to the way the rubric required students to reach a decision.  Brenda’s rubric to rate 

the written text for their essays included: 1. Make the people in the story come to life; 2. 

Appeal to the senses of your audience; 3. Make sure the story follows a natural order;4. 

Make the audience see and feel the action:5. Focus on important scenes. These criteria 

show potential to be relevant for student essays that involved cultural interpretation. This 

is the rubric that was assigned to the students for the essays they were still going to write.  

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 

Replacing characters with cultural self 

After a long pause when I asked her what she thought about her readings, Benita, 

an ELL college student from Samoa, began to explain how she connected to her readings 

in the classroom. She said she did this by imagining herself in the situations inside the 
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story. She believed that she could not understand the reading if she did not connect 

herself to the story. (Benita, I: CB, ELL, p. 6).  She talked about the gaps between her 

culture and the story she read in class. She used as an example the storylines she watched 

on TV when  she replaced  the American characters with Samoans characters she knew. 

In another way, Benita talked about realizing that she compared some of the Samoans she 

knew who were not good and she tried to put them in a good position.  (Benita, I:CB, p. 

12, para. 140). She explained that whenever she did not understand what the story was 

saying, she did certain things to change it. She said that she tried to figure out what made 

it so that she could not relate to a text. I proceeded to investigate some more. I referred to 

the question I asked earlier which she was trying to answer to allow her room to express 

herself. 

145 Benita:  I have them misunderstand things. It is not a dig on my 
culture but it is how I used to be when I just came here. My understanding 
was different from the people here . Well my people- they are not – they 
understand. But they have a different understanding. So, if I am going to 
put them in a situation in a text reading like “The Tree Climber” or put 
them in the Tree Climber’s position and make it humorous (laughs 
more)(using people to mean culture as  “my people’s reactions’). 
146 Eva: (laughs excited): I know, I know what you mean! It would be so 
funny! So tell me what’s on your mind.  
147 Benita: I always make fun of my culture. The people of my culture is 
like a favorite pastime of mine (laughs). It is no offense to my people but  I 
don’t know. Making fun of them is fun.   
148 Eva: But you do this because the text is in English.   
149 Benita: Yes.  
150 Eva: And so when you put your cultural perspective on it.. 
151 Benita: It makes it more humorous.. 
152  Eva: Why…because it doesn’t work?  
153 Benita: It works but...Samoan people are-they’re big and putting them 
in a position where  some people are small in stature  makes it more 
humorous.  
154 Eva: It is funny to imagine. Because the stories are not written about 
them. OMG!  
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155 Benita: When I watch those reality shows  and I put- it’s like me and 
my sisters it is like our favorite pastime – we put a Samoan in it and we 
make up our interpretation of the show and we always come up with a 
funny plot line. (Benita, I:CB, ELL, p. 13) 

She added to this in terms of how her culture plays in her understanding of the 

story. Then she said:  

143 Benita:  I always put them in a…when I read a text, I always make 
them humorous in terms of the Samoan from the Samoan point of view. 

Venus, another ELL student from Samoa, agreed that it is important to listen to 

other perspectives from different cultures.  She said that she was interested to listen to 

other cultures and see it from their story. (Venus, I:CB, ELL, p. 4). 

The Samoan cultural perspective occurred to Venus,  when she was reflecting on 

her readings from the lens of her Dad’s experiences.  I asked further about why she did 

not volunteer the information in class discussion:  

83 Eva: …So, when you are reading English texts that are written in 
English and you have some Samoan interpretations about it, do you feel 
free to talk about it or do you usually not talk about it?  
84 Venus : Well most of the time I choose not to talk about it because 
sometimes I feel that people would not really understand what I am talking 
about because they are from different cultures and it is kind of hard to 
explain about my culture. You don’t know what my culture is so it is kind 
of hard  to you know, explain to them. (Venus, I:CB, ELL, p. 9) 

Benita and Venus, both from Samoa, expressed some of the reservations they had 

about sharing their cultural interpretations in class.  Their comments suggest that while 

students may be using cultural interpretations privately to comprehend texts, they may 

not be sharing them in class with non-Samoans who may not understand their meaning. 



145 

 

Cultural shifting 

Brenda offered a reason she believed explained why the Pacific Island students 

did not openly share their cultural perspectives.  She spoke of the cultural shift that they 

have to do to shift to one culture and then shift back to another. She explained this by 

saying how hard it was for her to teach a story when she did not know the culture that it 

came from or from a culture that she did not belong to (Brenda, I:CB-T, p. 8). 

Home language as necessary tool for learning 

 Brenda believed that students’ home language should not take a backseat in 

school learning because at home they treasure language like she herself does. (Brenda, 

I:CB, p. 8., para. 55). Although this was not part of the classroom story observed for this 

research, the instructor related her story based on another classroom experience. It added 

to her definition of cultural interpretation: 

110 Brenda: My friend, she told this story to the whole class that she was 
and she is from Samoa that when her daughter was first born she had left 
the baby alone and went to the store and the baby had crawled between 
the bed and the crack in the wall and so she panicked.  
111 Brenda: She said in the United States that would be …”!!!!you left 
your baby alone and people get into jail for that, right?” And she did not 
even tell her husband because in Samoa people leave kids all the time 
cause the community is there. Somebody is watching your kid. It is usually 
the oldest kid in the group but somebody is watching your kid.  
112 Brenda:  She took that mentality and moved to New Zealand and 
married a white guy and she did not think about it – she just left her kid. 
And so if you’re reading from that context, you probably think what is the 
big deal- kids are left alone –kids are left alone all the time. (Brenda, 
I:CB-T,  p. 14) 

Instructor Brenda was aware of dilemmas involved when students engage in 

cultural interpretation—the danger of being judged as “bad” by others with different 

ways of knowing. 
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Differences in interpretations 

Ben, an ELL, explained that after they read the short essay “Cancer,” he thought 

about different views of death and many different ways to handle funerals from different 

cultures. He expressed this in the interview I conducted with him.  He believed that 

“dying is destiny” (p. 8) . But when asked why this was not shared he answered that:  

87. Ben: I guess it wasn’t really necessary for the class. Maybe they were 
asking what the writing was really about or what form of writing was 
needed of something. (Ben, I:CB-ELL, p. 7). 

Another student, Brett, a Non-ELL from the mainland, said that this is his first 

year in an ethnically diverse classroom. His love for history is one of the reasons why he 

said he wanted to know about other cultures.  

32 Brett: I think it is actually really interesting for me because I love 
history and history comes from all over the world and I would really like 
to see people’s points of view  as well and obviously my point of view on 
something, since I come from California, it is gonna be different from even 
from someone from another part of the United States especially from the 
island of Pohnpei. It is gonna be way different- so I think that is actually 
interesting.  
33 They have the right to come out and say, this is what we believe – this 
is what our culture believes so I think it is actually really interesting.  
34 Eva: Do you think it is important?  
35 Brett: Yeah. I think it is important cause then everyone can understand 
what the other people of the world see as well as your own point of view 
and what you’ve grown up from. (Brett, I:CA, N-ELL, p. 4). 

He gave another example in terms of how his knowledge of another cultural 

perspective may view one of the essays that they studied differently.  He used the 

perspective of China in reflecting upon the essay “The Tree Climber” by saying they 

might view it as “a pursuit of life” (p. 6). This perspective is not from his culture but 

learned from another source in the process of his schooling.  The text includes: 
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52. Eva: So in your reading for instance of “The Tree Climber” and there 
were so many different trees that that guy climbed when he was young. 
And so if perspectives were opened for other cultures, do you think the 
meaning of the tree climber would change?  
53. Brett: I think that different cultures might look at it differently…I 
looked at it as a way of him developing growing older…but maybe some 
other culture like the Chinese culture might think of it as his like pursuit of 
life like how he grew up or something. It would change depending on each 
culture.  (Brett, I:CA, N-ELL, p. 5 )  
 

G roup wor k as opening 

Bobby, another Non-ELL, responded to the question about sharing diverse 

perspectives by expressing that,  “everyone else is all different from you so everyone else 

is in a situation and so everyone looks at a situation differently.” He offered a way to 

manage this:  

23.Bobby:  So, when you are in like working out things as groups, you can 
each say your idea and then we all work together as a group and then 
work out the best and the worst in each idea to come up with one new idea 
as a group. (Bobby, I:CB,N-ELL, p. 3)  

Bobby adds group work as a way to open classes to cultural interpretation. 

Importantly, ELL and Non-ELL students saw value in cultural interpretation, if it were 

part of the classroom process. Yet Ben, the ELL student, felt it was irrelevant to bring up 

his cultural interpretation given what he understood as the instructor’s purpose.  

L earning from similar cultures 

The varied levels of cultural practice among students from the same culture  are 

important to Venus. Venus expressed interest in learning about the cultures of others.  

She was also especially interested to learn from students who had a similar culture to her 

own Samoan culture (Venus, I:CB, ELL,p. 5). She agreed that presenting cultural 
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interpretation could promote and enhance the meaning of the reading of the text. She 

explained:  

57 Venus: Yeah, I think other cultures see it differently. Like for the 
“Cancer” essay, I see in other cultures, I am not too sure of which ones 
but they actually, like when someone gets sick, they have a different way of 
uhhmm…like the way they feel towards it rather than some people. Like 
some people they actually accept it and they have this tradition or they 
have this ceremony. Really different from other people. (Venus, I:CB, 
ELL, p. 6)   

Venus also believed that hearing about other perspectives would  show why other 

cultures believed in certain ways and prompt others to say, “Oh, yeah. They’re right too” 

(Venus, I:CB, p. 7). 

F ear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 

Diverse cultural views as valued 

In several ways, students explained they feared presenting their home cultures, as 

the following examples show. Students felt shy about sharing their perspectives from 

their culture because they perceive that the classroom is a public space . Despite the 

admission of her shyness, Benita recognized the importance of cultural interpretation.  

134.  Well, since I am shy, I only rely on my own views but I cannot deny 
views from other people. Especially if they are from other cultures then I 
appreciate their views on when I am doing this. So,  I can understand 
more and I will have a deeper understanding about how they work about 
how they see things. (Benita, I:CB, ELL, p. 12) 
 

Wait to be called on rather than volunteer information. 

Benita talked about being shy and believing that she is not used to just saying 

what she thinks without being asked. She said that she was shy about sharing her ideas 

with the classroom because she did not do well in crowds or even small groups (p. 6). 

When asked about why she did not share her views on the essay “Eviction,” since she 
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knew there were no evictions in Samoa, she said she would wait to be asked and 

preferred to keep it to herself. She said:  

80 Benita: (laughs) All through high school, I never like ..I only talk when 
I am being called on.  
81 Eva: You only talk when you are called on. Cause my question is in the 
discussion of reading texts in your classroom- do you think about this in 
terms of – What would this be in my Samoan culture?  
82 Benita:  Yeah, but I never volunteer an answer . I just prefer to keep it 
to myself. (Benita, I:CB-ELL, 7). 

Ben, the ELL student from Samoa,  also echoed these feelings in the interview 

about volunteering information. He said  that he would wait for the instructor to call him 

but would raise his hand if he wanted to.  

73. Eva: Thank you. Next question is how free are you in expressing 
yourself orally in class?  
74. Ben: I express myself if I need to. Sometimes I have a feeling that I 
don’t need to.  
75. Eva: Really?  
76. Ben: I am a little bit opposite my brother. He likes to talk a whole 
bunch. I am a little quiet. I only speak when I need to be spoken to.  
77. Eva: But when you feel like you want to say something—you raise your 
hand?  
78. Ben: Yeah. (Ben, I:CB-ELL, p. 6) 
 

F ear of inadequate vocabulary 

 Venus, an ELL student from Samoa, expressed that other students’ words were 

bigger and better:  

46 Eva: So, were you shy to open up?  
47 Venus: Yeah, sometimes I am. Because sometimes I feel intimidated by 
the other kids’ comments.  
48 Eva: What comments do you think- if you say “cause I also climb 
coconut tree” [in response to “The Tree Climber”]. So if you say that 
what kind of intimidation will you receive?  
49.Venus: Sometimes I feel that the words they use and their 
understanding  are far more better than I was  thinking of…like the way 
they put their answers- like even their stories sometimes ..I don’t know. I 
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guess when they write –they use a lot of detail and big words so sometimes 
I don’t understand. (Venus, I:CB-ELL p. 5) 
 

Observed reticence in class 

Instructor Brenda talked about the Pacific Islander students as essentially shy, 

‘scared’ in the face of authority. She attributed these classroom demeanors as related to  

their culture’s tendency to submit to a hierarchy. She also thought that Pacific Islander 

students might decide to keep the culture to themselves.  

90 Brenda: I don’t know. There were these kids I know in that class. I 
think for them – I could be wrong- there is a clear hierarchy- teacher-
student. And they are used to receiving information especially from the 
outside in  so when they are asked to invert that dynamic – it is unsettling 
maybe- or maybe they felt judgment on the part of the teacher like – whoa 
– maybe they were just scared or something but at that point I was just  
really interested in learning  about  their culture. This is I think before I 
got into Pacific Island Studies. I think that right at the beginning they 
weren’t interested in communicating it. They would teach the slap dance 
but it was just a really hard long class. There was a lot of silence. They 
weren’t rude. They were not disrespectful.   Nothing. And it wasn’t like 
they were not prepared. (Brenda, I:CB-T, p. 11). 

This comment from Brenda seemed to confirm the cultural behavior of Pacific 

Island students in her classroom. It appears that she understands the value they give to the 

instructor’s role in the classroom. How this will be addressed can pave the way to open or 

close cultural interpretations in class.  

Cultural differences can ar ise in classrooms 

As an instructor of diverse populations, Brenda has also participated in many 

workshops designed to help instructors understand the values and practices of the cultures 

in her classroom. An interesting collective quality among Pacific Island students became 

one of the important practices she remembered. This was regarding sharing homework 
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among students. She believed that the rules in the classroom about plagiarism should still 

be imposed even if culturally Pacific Islanders look at work as collective.  

42 Brenda: This is in an interesting story because one of the faculty 
here…we had PREL present to the faculty. One of the faculty raised his 
hand and said, “you now, in Pacific cultures people work together so is it 
plagiarism when three people submit the same paper and they have done it 
together?” And the person from PREL responded in a very strong way. 
She said that if they know the rules and you tell them the rules then it is 
okay to hold them to the rules. And I caught it. I really did catch was she 
was saying. Because my friend and I had the same conversation –what she 
was really telling that person was look- don’t dumb it down- if you tell 
them the rules – hold them to it. Don’t make them second class citizens 
within your class. Because that is really what the question was kind of 
implying. Do we then kind of let them slack because in that culture it is not 
cheating? (Brenda, I:CB-T, p. 6) 

Instructor Brenda’s comments conveyed her belief that in US classrooms, 

students from Pacific Island countries and cultures needed, for their own well-being, to 

follow traditional US classroom rules, regardless of the clash with their culture. She 

equated a reference to a cultural practice with a ‘dumbing down’ of curriculum and saw 

working collectively as ‘cheating.’ 

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 

G roup discussion as an open space 

Group discussion was considered an open space for cultural interpretation. The 

first and most common response among students was that small groups were  safe places 

to exchange cultural interpretation. Students said in interviews that they found a 

comfortable space to open up about their cultural interpretations when they are grouped 

for discussions. Bobby, for example, expressed that when the students are in a group 

discussion, this is the time to share their cultural perspectives. (Bobby, I:CB, N-ELL, p. 

4). Findings from observations showed that group activities did not open cultural 
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interpretation. The potential or potential missed was evident in the interviews and the use 

of structured assessments in the discussions respectively.   

G roup wor k using rubric  

Brenda provided students with four categories for group evaluation of the reading 

text.  These were: (a) Goal, (b) Rhetorical Format, (c) Details/Movement, (d) Logic and 

Dimension. Students evaluated the reading text based on writing standards but also 

incorporated their judgment by assessing the four listed categories. Group 1  listed their 

answers (GWA) according to the rubric. Incorporating their judgment can open spaces 

for cultural interpretation.  

Table 14. Group Work Answers (GWA) Based on Essay Writing Rubric 

Rubric  Group I (4 students)  
(GWA 1:CB, p. 1)  

Group 2 (4 Students)  
(GWA 2:CB, p. 1)  

(based on 
Rubric from 
Brenda, 
Classroom B)  
1. Goal  

 little kids do crazy 
things  

 children don’t learn 
from mistakes  

 ½ unclear, ½ clear; 2.5;  
 don’t have to be a child to do 

ignorant things 
 curiosity 

2. Rhetorical 
Formula 

 man versus nature and 
man versus self  

 Past- when was young  
 tree-hill  

 good set up  
 man versus nature  
 good resolution  
 

3. Details and 
Movement 

 no movement 
 tree details 
 age 
 how he climbed tree   

 good 
 relates to the essay  
 

4. Logic and 
Dimension 

 not logical because 
talks about trees  

 and then moves into 
bikes.  

 logic was weak  
 confusing. 

 

Despite the above work using rubrics, students could have engaged from a 

question or two that they themselves (or the instructor) might have provided about how 
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their cultural experience or decisions came from their home cultures. The answers above 

are decidedly focused on the rubric. Group work requirements could include the reasons 

behind their judgments to open spaces for cultural interpretation.  

Brenda gave the class a chance to do group work. There were usually three in a 

group, but there was one group where there were five that day. ELL and Non-ELL 

students grouped together on their own with students who were next to them. Brenda 

asked Benita to join a group since she was seated further away from everyone.   The 

students were huddled together using the same guide to evaluate a reading text, “The 

Tree Climber” and using the  Essay Writing Rubric above.  

21 Venus is writing down the entire rubric on a piece of paper.  
22 Another student is trying to ask the teacher a question  
23 Venus asked what “logic” was again. She asked the teacher herself for 
the other student.  
24 Brenda responds by asking the question: Do the examples match the 
thesis?  
25 Venus: Veronica asked for the character’s name.  
26 The three girls answered the categories by deciding the answers and 
filling them up under the categories. These were not written in complete 
sentences.  
 27 Venus announced that their group was done.(Obs. 2:CB, p. 3-4). 

This activity appears to guide students to work together to identify which 

elements of the story belonged to the categories from the rubric. Since the categories are 

defined in the rubric students make decisions based on these and seemed to forego the 

opportunities to view the elements from cultural perspectives. Students wanted to 

complete the assigned tasks during the group work. This did not offer spaces for cultural 

interpretation. 

The students did not use complete sentences in their written responses. Each 

group had a leader that directed the turns of members. They quickly agreed on their 
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ratings and moved on to the next level of the scale. Many of their choices and opinions 

were influenced by the discussion with the instructor beforehand.  Group three and four 

had similar experiences and grades for the scale. No evidence of discussion about their 

cultural perspectives were listed or discussed during the group work.  

Asking Questions and Cultural Interpretation 

Instructors asking cultural questions 

Brett offered an example of this response to open up the use of cultural 

interpretation from other classes. He talked about other instructors teaching religion or 

history . There was a positive endorsement for this type of teaching strategy. He talked in 

particular about an instructor from a world civilizations class.  

64.Eva: Do you remember any particular way where teachers opened up 
spaces for cultures to .. 
65 Brett: I remember one time in world civilizations – we were talking 
about God actually and about the Greek way of living and our teacher 
opened this up to the class and said –“from all the different cultures that 
you came from what is your opinion on the Greek mythology and the 
gods?” And I thought that that was really cool because some other 
cultures might believe in different gods and I am Catholic so I believe in 
only one God. But it was cool to see all the other people’s opinion about 
all the different gods that they believe in. So I thought that he did a very 
good job at opening it up to the whole class. (Brett, I:CB,N-ELL, p. 7) 

The responses of the students in interviews showed reflection on their culture 

related to their readings and participation in class. Thus,  it seems that students do engage 

in cultural interpretation. Still, the students did not share these ideas in Brenda’s 

classroom. 

Need for student initiative in opening spaces 

 Like most teachers Brenda asked general questions like, “What else do you think 

about the story? Any other ideas?” or similar open-ended questions. When asked if he 



155 

 

was going to ask questions about how other students viewed the reading in their culture, 

Bobby, a Non-ELL student, explained that he did not feel it was right to ask ELLs in the 

classroom about their cultural perspective. He thought that this would sound “weird” and 

“not normal” to ask questions like that (Bobby, I:CB, p. 4). He also expressed that they 

still (ELLs) should just open up like others. Bobby thought that the “teacher already asks 

questions and students in general will open to cultural responses.” (Bobby, I:CB-N-ELL, 

p. 6). 

When asked how they might present their cultural perspective, he said that they 

might not strictly label it as an ethnic view but “just as an experience” (Bobby, I:CB, N-

ELL, p. 4). He also thought that everyone was welcome to bring up his or her own 

opinions (p. 5). Since they had different perceptions of these signals, it appeared that ELL 

students did not volunteer and only N- ELL students thought the teachers’ open-ended 

questions provided a space for cultural interpretation to be shared. Bobby further 

expressed that it was not anyone’s responsibility to ask another student their cultural 

view. Rather, sharing their culture, to Bobby, was a decision students needed to make 

themselves. (Bobby I:CB-N-ELL, p. 5) 

24. Eva: And to open these spaces, what would you say for instance to 
Benita who was in your group? 
 25. Bobby: Like open…what do you mean?  
26, Eva: To allow her to talk about something from her own cultural 
perspective?  
27. Bobby: We just thought to ask everyone what they thought of the story 
and we went to like certain paragraphs and thought like it could mean one 
thing or another- and then we worked it out.  
28.  Eva: But would you say, “Benita, how would this work in your own 
culture?”  
29. Bobby: I don’t think that I would ask that. I would think that she would 
normally just speak from how she would. I don’t know how to explain it. 
(Bobby, I:CB, N-ELL, p. 3) 



156 

 

Based on these comments Bobby viewed general questions as opportunities for 

cultural interpretation. The exchange in the classroom is perceived by Bobby, the N-ELL 

student, as a choice that students can make and they should not be forced to share from 

their culture if they do not want to.  

Asking questions outside the rubric became counter-productive 

Aside from the general use of the scale, Brenda asked the students to look at the 

last paragraph when the character from the story, “The Tree Climber” fell from a tree. 

She asked them how they felt about this scene in the story. She asked the students to 

compare the effect of the words on them compared to the words in the two short essays 

read during the previous session. 

55 Brenda then asked the students to tell her the key details for the 
paragraph she read. Do they work with the narrative?  
56 Brenda: Did you feel pain when two other stories about the cancer and 
the eviction were mentioned? These were the two stories that were 
discussed in the previous class meeting. She continued that in “The Tree 
Climber,” the character just fell.  
57 Students laughed.(Obs. 2:CB, p. 6) 

These comments seem to show that the instructor expected a discussion or a 

response. But since they were evaluating essays and stories using rubrics with elements 

and categories, there were no answers. It appears that students learned only to follow the 

major classroom processes and found questions like  this one different from the ways 

they usually evaluated reading texts. Students expected to evaluate with rubrics.  Their 

expectation (based on what they learned about classroom process) closed spaces for 

cultural interpretation.  
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Table 15. Closed and Open Spaces for Cultural Interpretation: Case Study B 

                                                 Case Study B: Results 
Reading, Writing and Learning Activities 
 CLOSED 
*Use of criteria to judge reading and 
writing.  
*Teaching skills to build thesis  
* Rubric guided classroom process  
* Structured academic lessons 
* Responding based on the curriculum 
requirements  
* English skill development  
* Rubric brings clarity  
* Rubric as guide to discussion of reading 
text  

Fear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 
 CLOSED  
* Diverse cultural views as valued 
* Wait to be called on rather than volunteer 
information 
* Fear of inadequate vocabulary 
* Observed reticence in class 
* Cultural differences can arise in 
classrooms 
 
  
 
 

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 
 OPEN 
* Replacing characters with cultural self 
* Cultural Shifting 
* Home language as necessary tools for 
learning 
* Differences in interpretations 
* Learning from similar cultures 

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up 
as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 
 OPEN 
* Group Discussion as an Open Space. 
 CLOSED 
* Group work on rubric  
* Groups grade from scale 

 Asking questions and cultural 
interpretation 
 OPEN 
*Instructors asking cultural questions 
*Need for student initiative in opening 
spaces 
 CLOSED  
* Asking questions outside the rubric 
became counter-productive. 

 

Summary of Case Study B 

Case Study B approached English language learning using essays and stories that 

contained elements of the descriptive and narrative essays they would write. Students 

read their assigned reading text and discussed the merits of the reading on a five point 
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scale that they used to evaluate  all of their readings. The interview with the instructor, 

Brenda,  seemed to support this process since she expressed the need for these English 

skills among Pacific Island students. She also said that the rubric will bring clarity to their 

understanding. There is no question that the learning of the students was facilitated by the 

rubrics and the scales and for English Language Learners they seemed like very practical 

tools to assess learning, but there was very little  room for cultural interpretation in these 

processes. 

 Students from Case Study B seemed to agree that cultural interpretation was 

important but both English Language Learner (ELL) and Non-ELL students had 

reservations about ways that cultural interpretion could be presented to the classroom. A 

few students believed that the classroom expectation is based on the curriculum of the 

instructor. One Pacific Island student, Benita (ELL), expressed hesitation to share, 

thinking that her cultural perspectives may not be welcomed in the classroom. Another 

ELL student, Ben, believed that in this class students were there to examine how the 

authors wrote the story. These views closed opportunities for cultural interpretation. 

Bobby, a Non-ELL student, perceived the students can answer the general questions from 

the instructor about the readings in small groups or in the larger group, with cultural 

viewpoints. Although this is helpful, Benita, an ELL student, also expressed that she 

would wait to be called rather than volunteer information.  

 When the participants were asked different questions that pointed to how culture 

played into learning, the instructor said that home language was a necessary tool for 

learning. She also talked about cultural shifting that happen when students shift from one 

culture to another to consider their responses to texts. Students also agreed that cultures 
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can provide different interpretation of texts, and one Pacific Island student, Venus, liked 

the idea of learning about the views of other students from her own culture. In the 

interview with Benita, she talked about how she replaced the American characters in 

stories with Samoans and found it humorous when they did not fit in the story.  All of 

these responses point to the presence of cultural interpretation in learning. Still, no 

examples occurred in the two observed classes.  

 Class B discussed the reading texts with the rubrics in small groups and with the 

entire class.  Students talked with each other in these activities but focused their attention 

on the rubrics. Group work was considered a safe place by ELL and Non-ELL students 

alike but the way the groups worked in this classroom closed spaces for cultural 

interpretation.  

 Brenda’s knowledge, compassion and desire to help Pacific Island students to 

succeed was evident on her views of the strategies and structures she provided. She 

acknowledged the Pacific Islands students’ need for guidance in these processes and 

showed awareness of the cultural differences among diverse students. The valuing of this 

diversity did not find spaces in the classroom to make room for cultural interpretation.  

Case Study C Results 

Cultural Interpretation in an English Class Serving Pacific Islander Students at Kuleana 

Community College 

The Kuleana Community College is on the same island as the Malama University 

but is located in the suburbs of the main city. The Kuleana Community College is  

diverse with various local students from the nearby towns. The school is located on the 

West Side of the island. There is a nearby residential area where some of the members of 
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the faculty and staff live but all of Kuleana’s students commute to campus by bus or by 

car. Just a few miles from the campus are shopping malls, big stores and restaurants that 

are easily accessible to students.   

Kuleana Community College has a high percentage of Asian and Pacific Islander 

students. In the fall of 2009, according to data from the Integrated PostSecondary 

Education Data System, the college estimated its enrollment as 7, 484 students. Kuleana 

lists the following in terms of ethnicity: 13% White, 1.7% Black, 2.8% Hispanic, 78% 

Asian/Pacific Islander, 0.3% American Indian or Alaskan Native and 2.4% unknown 

(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Snapshotx.aspx?unitId=acafacb3acac). 

 In this case study the aim was to identify ways college English classes teaching 

reading and writing open or close spaces for cultural interpretation by Pacific Islander 

and other students as part of their teaching and learning process.  I start this case with a 

picture of the classrooms followed by observation during two class sessions taught by 

Instructor Cathy at Kuleana Community College to provide context for teaching and 

learning. The findings from the interviews included in this section were conducted the 

week following class observations. I planned to explore the college classrooms teaching 

basic and developmental English to answer the following research questions: In what 

ways do multilingual Pacific Island students open or close/silence their cultural 

interpretation into the classroom discussions/written reading responses after reading 

fiction and non-fiction texts? In what ways do Non English Language Learners (N-ELL) 

students using English as their only language at home and school open and close spaces 

for cultural interpretation?  In what ways do instructor views and classroom actions close 

or open spaces for students’ cultural interpretation in the classroom? 
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I was focused on learning how these diverse classroom discussed reading texts 

and what written documents and responses  support the comprehension of  students who 

are learning English as a second language. Below is the table that summarizes the number 

of participants and the data sources collected from the case study. 

Table 16. Participants and data sources for Case Study C 

Case Study # 
CLASSROOM 

           Observations Names of Participants, 
Pacific Island affiliations 
and arrival timeframe on 
Oahu. 

Written 
Documents  

Case Study C 
Kuleana 
Community 
College 

 Discussion of “Don’t 
Blame Me” 

 Discussion of “Setting 
Boundaries” 

1. Cathy: Instructor C 
2. Chris: ELL-Samoa 

(elementary school) 
3. Cory: N-ELL 
4. Kenny: N-ELL 

1. Copy of 
Comprehension 
Questions 

 

I met the instructor, Cathy, as I was waiting for another professor to arrive to her 

office. Cathy’s office door was wide open so l introduced myself and asked if she could 

help me with my research. She was from the Philippines and she finished her doctoral 

degree at University of Hawaiˋi at Manoa. She had previously studied Linguistics and 

different languages for her Master’s degree.  I asked if she taught developmental or 

beginning English to a diverse classroom that included Pacific Island students. She 

looked into her grade book and guessed that some of the names sounded like family 

names from the Pacific Islands.  She was sure that she had two students who were from 

Samoa and Guam. She agreed quickly to my request and gave me her schedule. She gave 

me copies of the readings for the days I was scheduled to observe, and I finished reading 

the essays before I observed her classes.  
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When I arrived at Cathy’s classroom for English freshman composition for first 

year students, in October 2010, about a month after my observation of Brenda’s 

classroom at Malama University in September 2010, Cathy was already inside and she 

was prepared to receive me. She asked me find a place to set up, which I did and slowly 

students arrived. The classroom was diverse and most of the students came from the local 

groups that have settled in the State. There were 16 students; 7 students were of Filipino 

ancestry, 3 of Japanese ancestry and 2 Samoans, 1 from the Middle East, 2 from the 

mainland but who had moved to the State with their family and 1 who claimed both 

Samoan and Filipino ancestries through adoption. Students who participated in this study 

are included in Table 5 in Chapter 3, p. 38. When most of the students had settled down, 

she announced the day’s tasks and reminded the class that I was there to observe their 

English class for my school project and that I was interested in classrooms with diverse 

populations. She told them that I would have a chance to introduce myself later after she 

had finished with other announcements. When she was done collecting their homework 

and giving reminders for that day’s lessons, she asked me to introduce myself. She had 

told them about my research before the day’s meeting. I gave a brief overview of my 

research and asked the class to fill out a piece of paper I had prepared to write their 

names according to where they were all seated, including the languages they spoke at 

home and school. A few students who spoke two languages filled it out and I gave 

consent forms to those who volunteered.  

 To describe the class, I begin with subheadings that reflect the kinds of instruction 

that occurred. Observation notes are supplemented by other sources of data including 

teacher assignments, rubrics, and student responses which provide insight into 
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teaching/learning routines and what students learn. The case also identifies categories 

arising from data drawn from one-on-one interviews with one Pacific Islander from 

Samoa and two non-English language learner students, as well as with the instructor, 

Cathy. Data from observations and written documents related to the reading texts are also 

included. Each interviewee commented directly about the ways the class opened or 

closed opportunities for cultural interpretation based on discussions of assigned reading 

texts.  

I observed two of Cathy’s classes, on two different days, as a non-participant 

observer as the classes studied two essays the students had read. The essays discussed in 

this classroom were Cara DiMarco’s “Setting Boundaries,” and John J. Macionis’ “Don’t 

Blame Me.”  The descriptors from the observation notes are marked Observation 1 (or 2) 

then CC for Case C and then the page number.  (Ob.1:CC, p. #). I also used ELL (English 

Language Learners) to identify Pacific Island Students and N-ELL (Non-English 

Language Learners) for students who only used English at home and in school. The 

interviews are identified with  I for Interview then the students’ names (pseudonyms) and 

the letter for the Case Study, which is C. They are also identified to distinguish between 

ELL (English Language Learners) and Non-ELL (Non English Language Learners) and 

then the page number (e.g., Cory, I:CC-N-ELL, p. #). Descriptors to cite data from the 

interview with the professor are similar to the students except for the use of T for teacher 

instead of ELL or N-ELL, for example, (I:CC-T, p. #)  
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Reading,W riting and L earning E xper iences 

Success with good English 

In the interview, Cathy considered the need of students to learn their own language 

but gave high value to the need for students to learn good English. The idea of the world 

outside in terms of jobs for the students was the primary reason why she expressed the 

importance of learning good English. She said:  

69 I think if I were listening to the person you know like a young girl for 
example would like to come out – you know – like to know more about the 
outside culture – and mix it up you know. Of course the parents would not 
like that but I would say, but it is going to be your life you know. You have 
to learn English for example and you are going to succeed because once 
you start looking for a job and then they will listen to how you speak, they 
will listen to your grammar and the people will be hiring you because of 
how you present yourself. (Cathy, I:CC-T, p. 8) 

      Students from the Pacific Islands also use English in their countries to apply for jobs 

and communicate in business and other careers. It is evident that Cathy perceives what 

students learn in her class as contributing to their success in the future. Cathy’s belief and 

intent as expressed in the interview provide a context for understanding her instructional 

choices in relation to opening or closing spaces for cultural interpretation in class 

activities. 

Reading questions asked for answers from text 

As part of the classroom instruction, the essay questions and the list of vocabulary 

words that Cathy used were found at the end of the text. Most of the questions asked for 

direct evidence from the reading like, “What are some of the advantages and 

disadvantages of the focus on individual rights?” (Multiple Choice and Vocabulary Test, 

Appendix G).  



165 

 

While evidence from the text was prioritized, open-ended prompts like this had 

potential to create space for students to refer to their home culture. I did not observe any 

cultural sharing. 

G roup wor k on multiple choice questions 

After the discussions in the circle, Cathy announced that they were now going to 

move on to the multiple-choice questions about the essays.  The students on their own 

chose classmates near them to create small groups of three or four. They answered the 

multiple-choice questions. Students during this activity conferred quickly with each other 

to the right answers. I moved around the class and closely observed the group in which 

Chris, the Samoan student, was a member.  There was very little discussion involved. 

They each looked over the choices that were listed in the textbook and quickly agreed on 

the answers without discussion or debate. An example of one of the group discussions 

was included in the observation notes:  

69 I moved to where the Pacific Island student Chris was joined by his 
group mate Curtis. I overheard him reading the questions. He was more 
into the answering of the questions than his partner. He read and 
evaluated each of the choices and asked his partner what he thought.  
70 Chris led the answering of the questions. He was repeating certain 
phrases he was not sure of: logical emotional axis. He was repeating 
number three. Curtis answered. Chris was re-reading paragraph 5 of the 
reading text for question number 4. Then they chose C which was not the 
correct answer. They did not discuss the questions but just chose what 
might be right. He read again and chose B which was the right answer.  
71 But the discussion between the two of them was very limited to just 
picking the answers.  They looked at each other and they said we will just 
go with C and they went on with C . For number 5 they answered 
A.(Obs.1:CC , p. 6)  

I saw no evidence of cultural interpretation in this group discussion with multiple 

choice questions that appeared to have single right answers. The class did not get back 
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together to discuss answers. Students tore the pages from the perforated lines of the 

textbook and submitted their answers to the teacher. These actions did not open spaces 

for cultural interpretation.  

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 

Cultural patterns of Pacific Island students echo family as most valued 

In the interview, Cathy acknowledged that the readings allowed students to think 

about their cultures, and they can see themselves in them when they relate to the 

readings. She mentioned the value that Pacific Islanders placed on family and believed 

that this value was promoted when students read literature that talked about family.  

68. Cathy: Now, I think you know...whatever is discussed in the essay or in 
the reading and they apply it to their culture, I think  the other students 
will appreciate it and they will also think about – oh, what is it to me like 
for a Hawaiian or a F ilipino. So I think it promotes better understanding 
of how we are, you know. Like the Samoans, for example, they have their 
own – they are very clannish and the Tongans they are very clannish. They 
are very close to their families. I guess F ilipinos too, but when I look at 
them they are really very – just the family is very strong. (Cathy, I:CC-T, 
p. 8).  

As instructor, Cathy clearly intended to allow students to share their cultures, but 

it was less clear that students did indeed share their cultures. 

L earning differences in cultural and religious beliefs allowed students to 

reflect on  the value of thei r own beliefs 

Chris, an ELL student from Samoa, is also a Mormon and realized that sharing 

religious differences should be allowed, but he has resolved to use this information to 

prepare himself for his mission (Chris, I:CC-ELL, p. 10). In the interview we talked 

about an informal dialogue with Kenny in class that happened in between their class 

discussions.  
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95 Eva: Do you have classmates who have taught you about their culture? 
96 Chris: Not really their culture but their standing in religion. Like 
Kenny he was just talking to me about his religion. 
97 Eva: What is his religion?  
98 Chris: I think he is Christian.   
99 Eva: And what was he saying.  
100 Chris: I think he was saying that our prophet Joseph Smith – he is the 
one who started our church- does not – he is a False Prophet and what 
not but I get that all the time. So I guess it is helping me to prepare for my 
mission. So I always get those kinds of answers from critics about our 
church so it is good tool…(Chris, I:CC-ELL, p. 9) 

This is a good example of the ways the “single right answer” mentality of Chris 

and Kenny can limit cultural sharing. Students do not appear to value multiple views, but 

want to be stronger in their single view. 

Pride in unique cultural accomplishments 

When asked about how his culture would view readings, Chris, a Pacific Islander 

from Samoa, remembered what he knew about what Pacific Islanders have been known 

for in terms of their own cultural literacy.  

108 Eva: Okay, when selections are discussed in terms of your own 
culture – for instance- have you ever discussed anything in your own 
reading where you said, “In Samoa, or my parents would view this –this 
way.”  
109 Chris: Not really anything big. Just that the Pacific Islanders used the 
stars to guide them and so… 
110 Eva: The amazing thing they did yeah? And why was that amazing to 
you?  
111 Chris: Because of the way they did it. I have no idea how to read a 
star, to tell them, “that is the way we go!” I was never taught that or 
raised with it. (Chris, I:CC-ELL, p.10)  

Chris learned about this achievement by Pacific Islanders from his family and felt 

proud to be part of the culture. He also exhibited an understanding of the unique ways 

other cultures develop and gain knowledge, like how he sees Kenny’s views about 

Christianity as something different from his own. His ability to access this type of 
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information in the interview showed that cultural interpretation can offer valuable 

benefits for the learner and others who can share the same information.  

Diverse cultures offer diverse ways of doing 

Kenny, a Non-ELL student, thought that the meanings change when cultural 

views are expressed because cultural views show what the culture stands for. I reminded 

Kenny about the many different answers his classmates presented when they discussed 

the text during my observation.  

51 Kenny: Oh yes. I do think so because it shows what the culture stands 
for and the values they stand for. (Kenny, I:CC-N-ELL, p. 5). 

Cory another Non-ELL student, considered learning diverse points of view 

important. She welcomes other people’s views that can lead to solutions when looking at 

a problem that is shared in class. She thinks about their local knowledge as first-hand 

experience.  

26 Eva: So, in what ways do you support students from other cultures to 
speak up about their culture?  
27 Cory: In what ways do I support them? Well, Uhhmm…I feel of course 
that they should speak up about their culture just because in different 
cultures they have many ways of doing things…and with their different 
ideas of doing things – it can really help when you have to get something 
DONE…like when you have to get a project done. Like for example who 
actually knows different languages or who knows how to write in different 
languages and stuff and has an experience in that through their 
background and if you’re doing a project their input could really help just 
because they know what they’re talking about.  
28 They have experienced this first hand and they on the other hand will 
have to rely on research. 
 29 When they experience it, they know what they are talking about. So I 
think I will support them. (Cory, I:CC-N-ELLp. 4) 

Cory appeared open to inviting other cultural views and offered ideas about the 

values of this.  When they heard their classmates talk about different boundaries and 
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different reasons people blame others in discussions of the readings, they saw how 

multiple views can arise from a few questions. The Non-ELL students, Kenny and Cory, 

also acknowledged that their classmates presented themselves in terms of what they 

value.  

F ear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 

Diverse opinions and respect for other beliefs 

The beliefs that members in class can open up should also be delivered in a way 

that is not intimidating to others. Chris expressed that discussions involving sharing 

cultural selves with others should be respectful. 

68 Eva: Yeah. Good. You know Hawaiˋi is so diverse …Do you think it 
matters that they [diverse students] share their culture and their home 
when they talk about school stuff?  
69 Chris: I guess, when they...if it is a question like in a book, they should 
express themselves. But don’t be so cocky because you are this, you’re 
that, you’re that. We are all humans and that is pretty much the main 
thing. (Chris, I:CC-ELL, p. 6) 

  
 It was important that the cultural discussion was in response to a question “in the  
 
book” or set curriculum.  
 
Classroom Processes and Physical Set-Up as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 

The ci rcle for storytelling 

During the two observations Cathy asked the students to sit around in a circle for 

the discussion of the assigned reading. Students seemed like they were used to it. First 

they discussed “Setting Boundaries.” This strategy of starting with an open-ended 

question was repeated in the second observation of the reading text, “Don’t Blame Me.” 

Cathy instructed the class to do the reading orally and for students to take turns following 

the direction of the circle. Before the reading she read the comprehension questions (See 
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appendix G). (Obs. 2:CC, p. 2). After reading, the teacher asked the students what 

boundaries they had for themselves and for others.  

10 Cathy began to think about the word “boundaries” with the students. 
She asked them what boundaries they had for themselves and those of 
others.  
11 Chris asked and clarified what the author meant by boundaries. 
12 Cathy talked about this in terms of limits or rules.  Then she told the 
class that they will go around the circle and ask everyone about what 
everyone thought. She decided that it might be good to start at home- what 
boundaries were set at home for them. 
13 Chris answered first: We have to be at family prayer every night.  
Morning and night. 
14 Cathy reacted with surprise and fascination. She said, ‘Really that is a 
lot of prayer.’(Obs.1:CC, p. 2). 

The classroom process continued in this format. Students shared different rules 

they experienced at home. Some added to what others said and just slightly altered their 

own versions, differing sometimes in degrees of occurrence. Cathy also asked the 

students about their opinions on the other essay they read. 

4 The essay title was mentioned, “Don’t Blame Me” and Cathy asked the 
students if there was a time in their lives where they were blamed by 
another. And she asked them if they thought it was fair. (Obs.1:CC p. 1).  

 Everyone was asked this question. They followed the circle to signal the turn of 

the next student and they shared different ways they had been blamed or if they had 

blamed anyone.  Cathy’s direct request for students to share personal experiences made 

space for cultural interpretation. The answers varied in terms of the degree students 

presented cultural perspectives.  

Starting with personal stor ies 

Personal stories were shared during the discussion of the second essay, “Setting 

Boundaries.” Cathy also started asking students to share their experiences by simply 
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asking them about the boundaries they set for others. This again got the circle sharing 

many personal stories in an informal and comfortable way. Cathy then proceeded to the 

questions that were printed along with the text. Then she used a question from the 

textbook. This brought on new energy during the discussion of “Setting Boundaries”: 

49 Cathy, read the next question, “Do modern conveniences such as cell 
phones, email, instant messaging and answering machines make it easier 
or harder to set boundaries?” Can you think of examples? 
50 Curtis answered by saying that there are pros and cons but that 
generally it can be harder. 
51 Kawi answered by saying that it can be harder. You can do many 
things with cell phone nowadays. 
52 Cory talked about the modern conveniences as making it hard to set 
boundaries. She talked about how hard it was to get away from people you 
don’t want to be in contact with.  She said that they had more opportunity 
to get through to you. They won’t stop. She asked herself that because of 
this she asks, “why can’t you just leave me alone?’ But still you are 
talking to them. 
53 Koa said that your cell phone number can go anywhere.  
54 Cathy, the teacher, asked Koa. Koa answers. She said that if you don’t 
answer they call you a bunker and that you should get out of your bunker. 
(Obs. 1: CC, p. 5)  

This example showed that the students followed a certain flow of ideas after 

interacting with others. The teacher offered her own example from her life echoing a 

cultural interpretation.  

In the discussion of “Don’t Blame Me,” what followed after the initial question 

was asked were more questions. This began a series of answers accommodating different 

perspectives. Personal stories were shared based on how students understood the 

questions. These were evident in their answers. Other answers were analytical and others 

reacted to what other students expressed:  

5 Cathy asked Candice if blaming happened to her and she said that her 
uncle is anal retentive. Kirk talked about always getting blamed when his 
little brother gets into trouble. Kani talked about her Mom blamed her for 
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using her make up. Kawi said he always denies if he did anything wrong.  
One student said that his father called him the Anti-Christ.  
6 Colt talked about always being told by his parents not to use too much 
electricity or water and he feels that he gets blamed for most of the things 
that go wrong in the house because he is the eldest.  
7 Cathy, the instructor, responds about her own situation at home where 
she blames her grandson for taking long showers.  
8 When Chris was asked he said nothing at first. Then he added that it is 
just like the shower where the hot water can cost electricity so now he said 
they shower in cold water. (Obs.2:CC , p. 1)  

Cathy also moved to the set questions from the list at the end of the essay. The 

discussion was already warm and welcoming for different opinions and perspectives to 

emerge. The teacher followed up with the next question from the textbook. It included 

three words: addiction, complex and syndrome.  

45 Cathy moved to question number 3 from the textbook. She asked: When 
applied to behavior, are the words addiction, complex, and syndrome 
likely to increase or decrease an individual’s sense of responsibility? 
Why?  
46 Cory answered. Decrease.  
47 Teacher looked for Kenny. She mentioned Korean Dramas.  
48 Cory commented that addiction will decrease the sense of 
responsibility. 
49 Cathy asked about the gaming addiction on video or the internet. There 
were reactions from mostly boys. They seemed to be interested in this.  
50 Koa said that it is fun.  
51 Another student said that once anyone is in it then it is hard to get out 
of it.  
52 Cathy talked about how this is like Nicotine Addiction or liking the 
Korean tele-novellas. She talks about her love for the Korean dramas; 
how she often figures out the next thing to happen so she waits to watch 
the next day so she will know what happened. She said that if she was a 
housewife, then she might watch the soaps every day.  
53 Cathy again presented the question of whether it will increase or 
decrease.  
54 This could be addiction to texting or to sex.   
56 Another student asked if addiction would cause euphoria. No one 
answered. (Obs.2: CC, p. 5)  
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The above discussion drew students’ cultural interpretations, though ideas may 

not be fully developed. The points of view that the students offered revealed their 

perspectives and their relationships with those concepts. It also opened the chance to 

know the classroom members across cultures better.  

Sharing W estern concepts in between sharing stor ies 

Cathy often picked from the text a conceptual phrase to check if the students 

could relate to it. The students did not know the meanings of the words and so she 

explained them:  

18 Cathy began again by saying that, “so we have a culture of rugged 
individualism, maybe Curtis has heard of that?”  
19 Another student asked if this is a rugged person.  
20 Cathy talked about the people in America in terms of the people from 
Europe moving to America. She talked about how individualism was the 
ideal. She said that if they made a mistake they owned up to it. There was 
no blaming others. She continued by saying that nowadays, you can sue 
your neighbor if you got hurt in her yard. (Obs. 2:CC , p. 3). 

More examples came after this was mentioned as students took their turns to 

share. As the storytelling continued around the circle, Cathy reminded them about the 

questions that were listed at the end of the textbook. At this point the students were 

already warmed up and comfortably sharing.  

Using textbook questions after storytelling 

One of the questions listed after the essay, “Don’t Blame Me,” that Cathy asked 

read, “Many people criticize the explosion of frivolous lawsuits and astronomical 

monetary awards in our society. Do you agree that this kind of problem has increased? To 

what do you attribute the problem?” (Obs.1:CC, p. 4).  

39 Curtis talked about how somebody sued McDonalds because he ate a 
lot and blamed McDonalds for it.  
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40 Cathy explained that lawsuits do not really happen that fast.  
41 She proceeded to talk about how even siblings sue each other.  
42 Kawi talked about siblings suing for the Social Security money of the 
father. She talked about using it to pay for debts. (Obs. 2:CC, p. 4) 

Based on the class observation, the essay questions provided for in the textbook 

supported the teacher’s storytelling discussions. Cathy added to the understanding of the 

concepts as students made connections during their sharing of stories. They gave 

examples based on the main thesis of the essays. This was not achieved through a simple 

word meaning discussion. It came from a safe and comfortable process where the 

students’ storytelling allowed them to better grasp the many different nuances of the 

concepts.  

Their discussion also moved to personal views on the idea of blame. Students’ 

understanding of the concepts drew from different experiences.  The responses from 

other students like “siblings suing each other” or “Social Security money” are spaces that 

can open to cultural interpretation. Students were able to share stories about what others 

valued based on the decisions made by the characters in the stories they shared.  

T eacher often shared her own culture inside ci rcle 

Cathy often shared her Filipino cultural perspectives. The students waited in their 

seats for their turn as the same question was asked. Then when their turns came, they told 

their own stories. Cathy joined in and related a story to share her understanding of the 

concept of blame, and she brought her own culture into the story. She was born and 

raised in the Philippines. She did this often in both readings.  

In “Setting Boundaries,” Cathy shared her culture when she talked about dating 

rules and marriage from her culture. Her opening up to her class about her culture and the 
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boundaries set regarding dating made one of her students react about how his own mother 

imposed certain rules about intimacy and relationships at home. (Obs. 1:CC, p. 4). 

Also, in the discussion of the reading text, “Don’t Blame Me,” Cathy’s story gave 

way to more ideas about the different cultural views of the concepts.  This was exhibited 

in the excerpt below.  

14 Cathy shared a story about her grandson who got into a fistfight in 
school. She talked about how in her culture boys were taught to f ight back. 
She said they were not supposed to come home crying. When she went to 
see the principal she was told that her grandson was not supposed to hit 
back even if he was hit first. (Obs. 2:CC, p. 2) 

Cathy’s modeling of the sharing of cultural interpretations invited similar 

responses from the students. The class finished answering Cathy’s questions within the 

circle. She then asked them to form small groups of three to answer the vocabulary quiz 

multiple choice question format in the textbook (see Appendix G). 

Quotes and glossaries to fill conceptual gaps 

I asked Cathy how she would accommodate the variety of learning and ideas from 

other cultures that have no counterparts in English. She suggested that students can use 

quotes and glossaries after their written work for the purposes of sharing cultural 

interpretation:  

105 Eva: But what if they have no English words for that? 
106 Cathy: They just have to quote… 
107 Eva: Quote?  
108 Cathy: Yeah.  
109 Eva: So you allow that in certain ways?  
110 Cathy: Yeah.  
111 Eva: That is very nice! They are so lucky cause not everybody does 
that. There are so many rules in rhetorical writing and if these are not 
followed – or if you follow them there are certain things that you want to 
say that do not follow a certain structure of writing.  
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112 Cathy: But you can do a glossary, you know if you have those words.  
Then you can put a definition at the end or on the side or at the foot of the 
page to be sure. Yeah, but I still require them to have some kind of a brief 
definition – and English definition of the word just to be sure that if there 
are other readers who do not understand what it is – at least that person 
can go back to the glossary. (Cathy, I:CC-T, p. 11) 

The suggestion to encourage students to make their own glossaries and translate 

their quotes opens to cultural interpretation.  Literacy is enacted from discussion to 

writing to sharing writing. Cathy suggested that a definition can be created at the end of 

their written work which may assist students and teachers from other cultures in 

understanding cultural views based on translated words that bring with them new ideas. 

This may also support the students’ use of the home language and at the same time learn 

new words in English.  

W riting essays and discussions as spaces for cultural interpretation 

Cathy mentioned that the papers assigned to the students and the discussions were 

the avenues where students from the Pacific Islands could share their culture. She used as 

an example a student who wanted to show he hadn’t abandoned his culture. She said that 

this would be discussed in class and that this usually came about in the class discussions 

of the reading (Cathy, I:CC-T, p. 5). 

57 Cathy: Well it depends upon the class, yeah. If there are certain things 
or some discussions. One student will probably come out and with that 
kind- ‘I am not going to look at it this way, I will look at it this way…this 
is how I was brought up. Or this is how we do things.’(Cathy, I:CC-T, p. 
7) 
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Asking Questions and Cultural Interpretation 

Asking views from students’ culture 

Cathy explained the process of sharing cultural interpretation as cultural habits or 

viewpoints. She shared how she opened these spaces in her classroom:  

42 Cathy: Well, actually in the readings you know I usually ask them – 
how is this interpreted in your culture? (Cathy, I:CC-T, p. 4) 

 Another example, according to Cathy, is asking how to do something in one’s 

culture.  She engaged students in the classroom by asking how things were done in their 

culture. She had a specific project that included this in order to get this information from 

her students.  

100 Cathy: Oh yeah, in my How To Do? I don’t know if this is a good 
example but you know I assign a process paper and I go back to the 
culture. Is there anything that you know very well and you can describe to 
the readers and where the readers can follow your instructions so that we 
can make a Haku lei for example?  
101 Eva: Yeah. That is a very good exercise that you are doing.  
102 Cathy: Yeah, so we go back. You know because these are the things 
…like how to roast a pig – the Samoan way or the Hawaiian way (Cathy, 
I:CC-T, p. 10). 

 The type of questions Cathy shared as examples of questions she asked students 

show evidence that she opens spaces for cultural interpretation. Cathy exhibits a level of 

knowledge about different cultures: like knowing that the Samoans roast their pigs one 

way and that the process differs from the Hawaiians. This type of knowledge is important 

in order to ask questions that can open spaces for cultural interpretation. 
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Table 17. Closed and Open Spaces for Cultural Interpretation: Case Study C 

                                       Case Study C: Results 
Reading, Writing and Learning  Activities 
 CLOSED 
* Success with good English  
* Reading questions asked for answers 
from text. 
* Group work on multiple choice 
questions.  
 
 
 

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up 
as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 
 OPEN 
* The Circle for storytelling. 
* Starting with personal stories 
* Sharing Western concepts in between 
sharing stories. 
* Using textbook questions after 
storytelling 
* Teacher often shared her own culture 
inside circle. 
* Quotes and glossaries to fill conceptual 
gaps 
* Writing essays and discussions as 
avenues for cultural interpretations. 

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 
 OPEN 
* Cultural patterns of Pacific Island 
students echo family as most valued. 
* Learning differences in cultural and 
religious beliefs allowed students to reflect 
on  the value of their own beliefs. 
* Pride in unique cultural accomplishments 
* Diverse cultures offer diverse ways of 
doing. 
 

Asking Questions and Cultural 
Interpretation  
 OPEN 
* Asking views from students’ culture 

Fear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 
 OPEN 
* Diverse opinions and  respect for other 
beliefs 

 

 

Summary of Case C F indings: 

Participants in classroom C discussed both of the essays while seated in a circle 

inside the classroom. This offered an equal turn-taking to speak, and Cathy asked 

everyone the same question. They followed the circle to signal the turn of the next 

student, and they shared different ways to answer the question; she asked whether they 
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had been blamed or if they had blamed anyone. Cathy’s direct request for students to 

share personal experiences made space for cultural interpretation. She was also modeling 

ways to answer using cultural interpretation. She had guidance from the textbook 

questions and its choice of readings. The answers varied in terms of the degree students 

presented cultural perspectives. 

Students shared different rules they experienced at home. Some added to other 

students’ answers, just slightly added their own versions, differing sometimes in degrees 

of detail. Cathy also asked the students about their opinions about the main point of the 

reading.  The answers that students presented showed how they lived, what values they 

hold important, and how they would react to certain situations.  Cathy also offered her 

own answers using examples from her life projecting a cultural interpretation. The 

discussion of “Don’t Blame Me” also opened the chance to know the classroom members 

better.  

Their discussion moved to personal views on the idea of blame. Students’ 

understanding of the concepts drew from different experiences.  The responses from 

other students like “siblings suing each other” or “Social Security money” are spaces that 

can open to cultural interpretation. Students were able to share stories about what others 

valued based on the examples from the essay they read. In the discussion of “Setting 

Boundaries,” students listened to their classmates talk about different boundaries and 

different reasons people blame others. They saw how multiple views can arise from a few 

questions. The Non-ELL students also acknowledged that their classmates present 

themselves in terms of what they value.  
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In the student interviews, Cory, a Non-ELL student, showed an openness to other 

cultural views and offered examples of how others who know how to do certain skills in 

their culture may be able to help others from other cultures.  Chris, an ELL student, 

learned about an achievement in navigation by Pacific Islanders from his family and felt 

proud to be part of the culture. He also exhibited an understanding of the unique ways 

other cultures develop and gain knowledge.  

At the end of the discussions, Cathy allowed the students to answer multiple 

questions from the textbook. There was no evidence of cultural interpretation in this 

group discussion with multiple choice questions that appeared to have single right 

answers. The class did not get back together to discuss answers. While evidence from the 

text was prioritized, open-ended prompts like this had potential to create space for 

students to refer to their home culture, but I did not observe any cultural sharing. 

Working without Cathy to facilitate, students negotiated quickly for the right answers and 

did not open spaces for each other to talk about their cultural views to answer the 

question.  

During the discussion of the essays, Cathy also moved to the published questions 

from the list at the end of the essay in the textbook. In both instances the discussion was 

already started with sharing stories and a warm and welcoming atmosphere for different 

opinions and perspectives to emerge. The teacher followed up with the next question 

from the textbook, and students answered the best way they could without being judged 

or corrected.  

In Case Study C, Cathy offered ways to open spaces for cultural interpretation. 

Students valued these spaces, but did not construct them in small group work. The 
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suggestion to encourage students to make their own glossaries and translate their quotes 

opens to cultural interpretation in their writing.  Literacy is enacted from discussion to 

writing to print. Cathy suggested that a definition can be created at the end of their 

written work which may assist students and teachers from other cultures in understanding 

meaning. This practice may support the students’ use of the home language at the same 

time they learn new words in English.  

Another way to open cultural interpretation was seen in Cathy’s questions in her  

“how to do” project. This exhibited her high level of awareness about the cultures in her 

classroom. This awareness of the diverse cultural backgrounds of the students appeared 

useful in asking questions that opened spaces for cultural interpretation. 

Spaces were closed in the use of small groups to discuss the reading texts. The use 

of multiple choice questions limited students’ discussion. This suggests a need for teacher 

guidance of small groups and explicit requirement to share cultural perspectives if they 

are to open spaces.  

Case Study D –Results 

Cultural Interpretation in College English Classes at Kamao Community College 

The Kamao Community College had a friendly atmosphere. It is in a bustling 

urban setting, but inside the campus it was peaceful and students walked to their classes 

as leisurely as could be expected in most campuses. A few of the buildings were up to 8 

stories to maximize the use of space. The elevators leading to the floor where the class 

was held were always busy. Students were friendly and announcements on the bulletin 

board were mostly about volunteering for extracurricular activities. Faculty offices had 

small bulletin boards for class schedules and office hours. Some offices near Debra’s 
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classroom had posters outside their doors, one had a poem about the perils of being 

absent pasted next to the class schedule, and others had cartoons that were in small print 

so that you had to move closer towards the wall to read them. Debra taught basic English 

for first year students.  She had been teaching at Kamao Community College for 11 years 

and had earned her doctoral degree at Cornell University. She was born in Hawaiˋi and 

she is of Okinawan ancestry. Her parents were born and raised here but they spoke 

Japanese. Her career goal had always been to teach in institutions that had students who 

were underserved and disadvantaged.  

Kamao had the highest percentage of Asian and Pacific Islander students of the 

three colleges included in this study. In the fall of 2009, the college’s early estimates 

according to data from the Integrated PostSecondary Education Data System, was that 

there were 4,567 students enrolled. Kamao listed the following enrollments by ethnicity: 

11.1% White, 1.4% Black, 1.5% Hispanic, 82% Asian/Pacific Islander, 0.3% American 

Indian or Alaskan Native and 2.2% unknown. 

(http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Snapshotx.aspx?unitId=acafacb1b3ab) 

I knew Debra through a friend who worked in the same school. She was one of 

three professors teaching developmental reading and basic English classes that were 

suggested to me. I emailed all three but she was the only one who responded positively.  

When I explained my research she was enthusiastic about the topic because of one of her 

students often talked to her about his culture. Debra had announced to her classes that I 

was doing my research for school.  

She picked the days for my visit and provided me with copies of the essays that 

were going to be discussed. I was always early for my observations to make time for 

http://nces.ed.gov/ipeds/datacenter/Snapshotx.aspx?unitId=acafacb1b3ab
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parking and other delays. Both classes started with Debra reminding students about the 

homework that was due in the next few weeks. Students were assigned to write a long 

paper about issues in Hawaiˋi that they were concerned about. She reminded them about 

how to document sources and how many sources they needed to include in the paper. She 

also reminded them about how to structure the paper so that everyone had a uniform way 

to present the ideas in their papers. Below is the table that summarizes the number of 

participants and the data sources collected from the case study. 

Table 18. Participants and Data Sources for Case Study D 

Case Study # 
CLASSROOM 

           Observations Names of Participants, 
Pacific Island affiliations 
and arrival timeframe on 
Oahu. 

Written 
Documents  

Case Study D 
Kamao 
Community 
College 

 Discussion of “Mea 
No’eau” 

 Discussion of “Hula as 
Resistance” 

1. Debra: Instructor D  
2. Don: ELL-Saipan (1st 

year college)  
3. David: N-ELL 

1. Word 
Vocabulary 
List 

I completed the two class observations of two readings texts one week apart from 

each other.  They are discussed in this case together. The students had finished reading 

each of their reading assignments by the time they came to class. The subheadings that 

follow reflect both observations.  Students had read these articles: Momi Kamahele’s 

“Hula as Resistance” and Kanalu Young’s “Mea ‘No ‘eau,” for a cohorted Hawaiian 

Studies class, and Debra used the same essays to teach the students basic English. They 

discussed the essays to learn vocabulary and grammar. In this class they also wrote 

essays and Debra guided them through the mechanics of this process with a second 

textbook on grammar. Most of the discussion of the essays in this class focused on 

improving students’ learning of the English and Hawaiian languages. The descriptors 
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from the observation notes are marked Observation 1 (or 2) then CD for Case D and then 

the page number. For example, (Ob.1:CD, p.). The interviews are  identified with I for 

Interview then the students’ names (pseudonyms) and the letter for the Case Study. 

Students are also identified to distinguish between ELL (English Language Learners) and 

Non-ELL (Non-English Language Learners) and then the page number from the 

transcript. example (e.g., Don, I:CD-ELL, p. )    

The research questions for the current dissertation study focused on: In what ways 

do multilingual Pacific Island students open or close/silence their cultural interpretation 

into the classroom discussions/written reading responses after reading fiction and non-

fiction texts? In what ways do Non English Language Learners (N-ELL) students using 

English as their only language at home and school open and close spaces for cultural 

interpretation?  And in what ways do instructor views and classroom actions close or 

open spaces for students’ cultural interpretation in the classroom? 

Two students were interviewed from Debra’s class, Don, an ELL from Saipan and  

David, a Non-ELL student. The class ethnicity reflected more Filipino Americans, 

Hawaiian Americans, Korean Americans and Japanese Americans. There was only one 

student from the Pacific Islands and two students who spoke English as their only 

language. I was lucky that the two students volunteered to be part of the study. In total, 

there were three interview participants in Case D, including Debra, the instructor.  

The interviews were conducted after the two observations were completed. I 

scheduled meetings with interviewed students and the instructor after class. The student 

from Saipan, Don, agreed to meet with me outside of school since he was busy with work 

after class. He came to my school for the interview. In these interviews I focused on 
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learning how these diverse classrooms discussed reading texts and what written 

documents and responses supported the comprehension of Pacific Islander students. In 

the same way, I was also interested to know from David, the Non-ELL student, about the 

use cultural interpretation in the discussion of reading texts in the classroom. The 

interview with Debra focused on the same topic including her experiences teaching inside 

diverse classrooms.  

Reading, W riting and L earning Activities 

Word meanings open spaces for cultural interpretation 

Debra’s classes discussed using the vocabulary words from a power point. She 

projected the words to a screen, and students commented on some words. Many students 

were taking notes from the projected screen to copy the meaning of the words. Others 

responded as the teacher gave examples to words that meant something to them. Some of 

the responses offered a chance to open spaces for cultural interpretation but many of 

these responses were not engaged in further by the class to deepen discussions using 

cultural interpretation.  

14. The class then moved to a set of vocabulary words with word 
meanings projected from a power point slide. The teacher is friendly and 
amiable about how the words were introduced. Most of her examples were 
closer to student life like the word indolent, and she explained that this 
may not only be physical laziness but it could be mental and emotional as 
well such as sometimes when students want a good grade but won’t do the 
work to get it. The students reacted and one echoed that this described 
him. The class laughed and they continued to the word acquiesce. The 
students seemed to like the word. The teacher said it meant agreeing even 
if one does not completely agree . She went on to explain how sometimes 
our Mom asks us to go somewhere and we do not want to but then we just 
acquiesce by saying in a disinterested ,”okay”. The students seemed to 
like that there was a word for this. (Obs.1:CD, p. 3) 
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During the second class observation which was a week after the first observation 

in early November 2010, Debra presented words with their definitions on a power point 

slide, and the class further discussed the reading. These words were from both readings.  

The teacher had the meanings next to the words and the students offered their answers. 

Debra gave them a test on the vocabulary words from the previous meeting.  After the 

test, she presented the power point slide with a set of vocabulary words from their new 

readings (see Appendix I). 

She began with ‘aesthetic,’ then ‘propaganda.’ She asked the students about the 

meaning, and nobody answered right away until a female student mentioned something 

from Hitler’s time. The other students thought her answer was not correct and responded 

negatively in chorus, but the female student explained the Holocaust, and Debra offered 

support by saying yes, there was use of propaganda (Obs.2-CD, p. 2).  

Debra added her own ideas to enhance the discussion of the words that were 

discussed which also had meanings next to them on the power point. Students were also 

responding based on how they understood the words. These words were voracious, 

assimilate, mahiole and ahuula, olona, ie-ie (Obs. 2:CD, p. 2). Debra added that the word 

assimilate referred to the Hawaiians who were assimilated into the American culture. A 

student commented that they were ‘forced’ to assimilate (Obs. 2:CD, p. 2). She then 

connected this discussion back to the word ‘acquiesce’ to talk about Queen Liliuokalani 

who had to abdicate the Hawaiian throne.  

Brenda’s example in response to the students’ view of the words ‘assimilate’ and 

‘acquiesce’ opened spaces for cultural interpretations using examples of the words using 

other cultural contexts. It appeared that the exchange between the students and the 
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professor moved away from the meanings of the text on the power point to examples of 

the Hawaiian culture’s experience of the word.   

Word/Conceptual meanings offered spaces for cultural interpretation 

Debra continued to give more examples that helped the students connect their 

lives with the words. In some cases she had quick anecdotes that got the students’ 

attention, and students would respond with comments. 

16. Debra, the instructor, continued on with Queen Liliuokalani by 
reviewing the historical abdication of the throne in 1893. She told the 
students that the Queen was forced to give up her power but she agreed 
reluctantly. The students were in full attention. She provided a historical 
background on the word acquiesce. They moved on to malaise (an ill-
defined social problem) and then to erroneous, kalo (the taro plant), lo-e 
(irrigated water) and ahupapa (land division). (Obs1-CD, p. 4) 

Hawaiian vocabulary with significant cultural meaning were presented and taught. 

The vocabulary discussion also covered other words as students associated the words to 

their knowledge:  

9 The teacher continues to explain about Nazism and anti-Semitism and 
other examples. Then she proceeds to sovereignty and referred to one 
student whose current issues topic was on sovereignty and the meaning 
was explained as state of being independent. The meanings of these words 
are written alongside the word on the power point. (Obs. 2:CD, p. 2) 

I focused in the interviews on the vocabulary discussion of words found from 

their reading. The students used the vocabulary words to talk about the reading as well as 

to make cultural connections. Don, a student from Saipan, talked about a style of hula:  

85 Don: When I read it I relate more when I read the text from the 
Hawaiian studies class and then the teacher takes out the words from that, 
I relate it, cause when I read it, I could see my people going through the 
same way.   
86 Don: We knew we had our own style of Hula. Our own style of dance. 
It’s been noted and there are records of it, but it does not exist no more. 
We really don’t know what it was. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 9) 
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Debra’s power point slides were the only written documents produced in this class 

that related to the two readings.  

M eaningful participation 

Debra used the conceptual words and their meanings from the two reading texts , 

“Mea” by Kanalu  Young  and “Hula as Resistance” by Momi Kanahele  to ask questions 

during the discussion. Here the students were able to look at the words outside of the 

context of the reading after they read the article. The description and definitions were 

concrete and literal meanings of the words. There were designations before the meanings 

of each word. (see Appendix I). 

Words taken from the readings were used to discuss after the reading. The teacher 

believed that students knew the words but they did not use them. The teacher also said 

“they probably have general concepts: words that refer to general concepts that are 

similar” (Debra, I:T-CD, p. 9).   

85 Debra: They probably have similar words that are more general, let’s 
say. Because to acquiesce is pretty specific in its meaning but they 
probably have general concepts – words that refer to general concepts 
that are similar. So like when I said, you agree but you don’t want to 
(laughs). (Debra, I:T-CD p. 9) 

The students seemed to appreciate learning new words and their meanings in a 

lesson focused on improving comprehension of articles also read in their Hawaiian 

studies cohort class. They made sure they copied the meanings of each of the words to 

prepare for the test, but they were clearly amused to realize how the words were related 

to their lives when the connections were made through the examples of the teacher.  
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Intertextual word meanings 

When the class gathered after the reading the students discussed it by following a 

list of vocabulary words and phrases. The repetition of key concepts through word 

meanings resonated with the Don as they related to his cultural history in Saipan.  In the 

interview, Don explained this in terms of how students who are educated in the US bring 

back American concepts to their countries.  

36 Eva: So, let us go back to your classroom and you were discussing the 
words from your readings, like the words acquiesce, ameliorate, 
erroneous, right. These came from your reading, is it important to you that 
those English ideas be discussed in your Chamorro culture? 
37 Don: I believe it should. Because for example. Let us say, ‘erroneous’ 

meaning wrong and with error. It applies really big in our culture because 
a lot of things we used to do were considered wrong and we considered 
this part of who we are.  
38 Eva: is it going on until now?  
39 Don: For the younger generation. Although knowledge is power, there 
is a destructive side to it. I had friends who were very smart, went abroad 
learned all the good things. Some even graduated from like UCLA, NYU 
but when they came back, their mindset was different. They actually came 
to bring American concepts back to a small place.  
40 Don: I used to ask them, why did you do that? This is who we are. This 
is how we are raised, why try to change it? And then McDonalds is 
around the corner, and if you want the best steak you can go to a 
restaurant. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 5) 

From comments like these, it appears that Don possessed an alternative view of 

the meanings of the words that were used in the essays. He explained the meaning based 

on his cultural perspective. But he did not share his cultural interpretation in the 

classroom. Don wanted to follow how the professor planned the instruction.  
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Instruction using guidelines 

The students had been assigned to do research on issues in Hawaiˋi that they 

chose and wanted to write about. Debra instructed them on how to proceed with the 

research for their paper.  

6 Students were asked to take out their reading sources from the internet 
or other publications on issues that affect Hawaiˋi. The students were 
preparing to write an essay. They had volunteered for topics and had 
collected reading materials to allow them to gather information to include 
in their essay. 
7 Debra suggested that the three paragraphs focus on the history of the 
issue. She wrote on the board and broke down the three paragraphs. The 
first paragraph was designated as the paragraph that should cover the 
thesis while the next two paragraphs can develop the first paragraph. 
(Obs.1:CD, p. 2). 
 

Classroom authority 

David, (N-ELL) believed in the authority of the teacher in the classroom. David 

expressed this respect for the teacher’s authority this way, “Yeah, whatever the teacher, 

however she says it, even if the teacher before tells us a different way, it doesn’t matter. 

You’ve gotta do what that teacher is saying- to do it that way” (David, I:CD, N-ELL, p. 

7). Thus, he did not engage in cultural sharing. Don, the ELL, student offered a slightly 

different view for not participating. The reason why he would not open up answers about 

cultural perspectives was that he felt he needed to wait to be asked.  

98 Eva: Why won’t you volunteer the information without being asked? I 
mean why won’t you raise your hand? 
99 Don: Well, if my teacher asked me then I will tell him. To anybody else, 
I will not tell them because to me it is just wasting my time. Why will I 
waste my time if you are not gonna listen to, you know what you do?  
100 Don: It is like inviting a person to your house and the person sits in 
your living room and gets up – walks over to the ice box and takes 
something and then sits down.  
101 F irst off, you have to have respect for something.  
102 Eva: You have to be asked. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 11). 
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Don’s comment suggests that unless the teacher directly asks him for cultural 

interpretation and creates an atmosphere of respect and listening among the rest of the 

class, Don and students like him will not participate.  

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 

Students’ layered diversity 

When trying to figure out the layers of diversity that might be found in each of the 

students in a diverse classroom Debra listed age, language, cultural background and 

learning styles as other layers of diversity that affect learning.  

40 Eva:…Please tell me about your role as a teacher of diverse students.  
41 Debra: Yeah, it is always more diverse than you think it is. (Laughs)  
So it is not only diverse in like cultural backgrounds, their age, or even in 
their language –linguistic abilities, you know- they are very individual. 
Like what each student can do or feels comfortable with. But there are 
also very diverse learning styles. And what approach will work with either 
one or the other does not necessarily work on them. And then as a group, 
how do you address? Like you saw in class there are always students who 
are talking and I try to get them to stop but usually it is like – well how do 
you address without making them angry and uncomfortable about being 
there? (Debra, I:T-CD, p. 5) 

Debra felt that college culture is one of the cultures that students need to adjust to 

when they leave their home cultures. She believed an understanding of this would help 

them learn better in school.  

43 Debra: Part of it is –like I am still trying to figure out – their diversity 
is not all about – not just the linguistic or their learning styles or their 
cultural background but it is also about being in a culture of college and a 
lot of them don’t know what that is and are still in the process of adjusting 
or actually realizing that ‘oh, there is a different kind of culture here in 
college’ than in high school or wherever it was that they came from.  
44 Debra: So, part of it, is that it is all kind of mixed up toge ther that it is 
really difficult to try to address all of them. (Debra, I:T-CD , p. 5) 
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Between two cultures 

The culture of college was an essential focus in the interview with Debra. She 

explained how her diverse students needed to be aware that there was a difference 

between how home cultures were designed and the classroom or college culture:  

61 Eva: So this is important to you? 
62 Debra: Yeah, occasionally I will lecture them about the culture of 
college and try to tie it into their own cultures.  
63 Eva: That must be interesting… 
64 Debra: Yeah, but sometimes it does not work that well because I know 
a lot of them are first in their family to go to college. I know a lot of them 
say I want to make my parents proud of me by finishing a degree, right?  
65 Eva: Uhum.. 
66 Debra: but the families are the ones that hold them back a lot of times. 
There is very little family support for college students.   
67 Eva: I understand because the families themselves have not 
experienced the culture of college.  
68 Debra: They don’t know what it is so if grandma is sick, somebody has 
to stay home and take care of her- that is you. So they understand work, 
but they don’t understand college. So that part is difficult because I have 
to make it clear that you know, that family, Ohana, is important but now 
you are in college – you have to make your priorities. Ohana may be 
important in some ways. But for YOU yourself, being in college, 
sometimes you may have to choose college over Grandma, or auntie or 
whatever. 
 69 Eva: And that is a conflict. (Debra, I:T-CD , p. 7-8) 
 

Debra, the professor for Classroom D commented on the practices of the 

academic or university culture that gives lower priority to family needs. This comment 

suggests that although she recognized that these responsibilities to the family are 

important for Pacific Island students there is also an academic culture that they need to 

follow.   

Cultural comparisons 

When asked about responding to reading personally, Don, the Pacific Islander 

ELL student focused on what he called his “passion” for cultural stories especially on 
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their reading of the history of the Hawaiians. Don finds similarities in his culture to the 

political experience of the Hawaiians.  

33 Eva: Okay, so let’s go to the next question. When you read those texts 
in your class that are assigned to you…the one where your vocabulary 
came from – do you make personal connections to the text?  
34 Don: Some. The English texts I am not too carefree about it. Because if 
you wanna read English, just open a daily paper. F rom the first word to 
the last word printed, it is all in English. I am interested. ..I have always 
had the passion for culture and history especially the Hawaiians. We were 
the same way too, just as the same as the Philippines. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 
4-5, para. 33-34). 
 

            He is interested in Hawaiian vocabulary words, which for him connect his home 

culture to his home culture in Saipan. Yet, opportunities for cultural interpretation were 

not included in the goals of the class discussion.  

L earning new perspectives 

Don said that change happens every time different views are offered.  

117 Eva: So when you said earlier that there are pros and cons when we 
discuss text based on several cultures, do you think that this will diminish, 
or change or enhance your understanding of  the text? 
118 Don: Well, I believe it is all three. One, it will enhance my knowledge 
of it, of what I learned. I will be looking at our problems and stuff and 
then I am not only one who feels the same way.  
119 Eva: But others may view it in a different way, but that will still be an 
enhancement, right?  
120 Don: Yes, because an enhancement is what you learn good or bad, 
you learn something. It enhanced your life somehow.  
121 Eva: Right.  
122. Don: And then it also changed my perspective. Maybe I might 
become a little bit more vulnerable. Or a little bit more..I am trying to say 
contrast. I am trying to think of that one word..I will be more of the 
protesting side. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 13) 

Don’s comments appear to show that he compared his culture with the content of 

his readings. He expressed that he experienced change within his views when 
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perspectives were presented from readings in class. He showed how reading texts that 

allow him to compare perspectives allow him to learn one way or another.  

New learning versus home cultures 

Don also talked about adapting learning to home cultures: 

48 Don: To me a proper education is something that you can actually 
learn and if you are able to – when you come back – you are able to take 
what you learn and not apply the whole thing  but take what you need 
from what you learn and apply it back to our society. (Saipan) 
49 Don:  I mean we could probably learn about medicine, that is good. We 
can also probably learn about social or business or how to stop or break 
down society but don’t bring the stuff that we don’t need. We don’t need 
Greek, we don’t need racism, we don’t need people who are not who they 
seem to be. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 6) 

An example of the changes that he noticed among those who had studied in 

colleges away from home is shown in the bottom excerpt:  

59 Don: I look at food. Every time I see it- my Dad cooks it here too. We 
go to Waipahu just to buy the ingredients. And every time I see it- you 
know it brings a tear to the eye because, “man I grew up on this!” And we 
see it –you say, we only have this dish on special occasions.  
60 Eva: And you don’t look down on yourself because you like it?  
61 Don: But I have some friends comment, “Why are you eating that 
stuff?”  
62 Eva: And they used to eat that stuff?  
63 Don: They used to eat it. I say, “What’s wrong with you? You’ve seen 
this before? You ate this before you left in the plane 8 years ago! Why 
make the difference?” “Cause that is disgusting!...How come?” (Don, 
I:CD, ELL, p. 9) 

 Don’s comments seem to convey that different students have different attitudes 

about assimilation. His friend seems to want to leave his or her culture behind while he 

saw himself still maintaining cultural practices like eating the food he was used to in 

Saipan. This seems to also show how students who have perspectives like this may take 

the opportunitiy to participate in spaces opened for cultural interpretation.  Don’s 
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comments conveyed how much he can teach others about culture and the price of losing 

it.  

F ear A ttached to Presenting Home Cultures 

Acceptability of responses 

Don expressed that his classmates’ willingness to listen to the answer is 

something he would hope for from his classmates if he were to share some thoughts from 

his cultural view. 

87 Eva: So, do you express yourself in these classrooms and do you say, 
“In the Chamorro culture…?’ 
88 Don: No, I don’t.  
89 Eva: Why?  
90 Don: Well, one…I tried but then basically..they know nothing about 
who we are…don’t know where I come from… 
91 Eva: So is that the reason why you don’t express yourself?   
92 Don: I don’t really express myself in class because one, trying to tell 
somebody about it…who doesn’t understand it…the only question is- will 
they accept it?  The persons who accept it are my two teachers. My 
Hawaiian teacher said, wow really, you guys did this? I said, “Yeah.” 
(Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 9-10). 
 

He added that he wanted to know that students would be willing to hear his 

cultural interpretations:  

103 Don: Not only asked but when you ask for it, be willing to hear it 
because if you are willing to hear then you can actually have passion.  
104 Eva: Right.  
105 Don: I mean I get this from a lot of people and then I tell them, well, 
you want to understand? – Then they say, tell me I want to hear it! (Don, 
I:CD, ELL, p. 10-11) 
 

L istening for entertaining information 

David, a Non-ELL student, came from the mainland when he was young but also 

traveled to many places with his family. He has lived for a time in Guam but does not 
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speak Chamorro, although he knows a few words that are funny. He expressed his 

interest to listen to cultural perspectives that are entertaining: 

83 David: Well, everybody thinks different no matter what culture you’re 
from. But I guess so, yeah. If it is interesting, I would be interested.  
84 Eva: Does that mean if it matters to you?  
85 David: Well, not so much that. But if it was interesting and I could be 
entertained by what they are saying, yeah. (David, I:CD, N-ELL, p. 7-8) 

He added to this idea by saying: 

91 David: Well, if someone is from another country and they are here, 
then you ask them where they are from. And just to start conversation, you 
are gonna start talking about their culture and  what they do over there, 
what they do for fun…how they do certain things, you know. But if the 
teacher brings it up, then you are pretty much obligated to, yeah. (David, 
I:CD, N-ELL, p. 8) 
 

 David seemed to perceive cultural interpretations as being more appropriate to 

have informal conversations about culture among students outside, rather than in class. 

He  seemed to view the classroom as a space where students would be obliged to listen  

to cultural interpretation based on a teacher’s  decision to open spaces for these types of 

conversation. This view closes spaces for cultural interpretation.  

Adulation of W estern culture 

Debra acknowledged that most of the students from cultures other than the US in 

her classroom view the Western culture as better than their own. She based this on how 

movies and pop culture influence diverse students’ views.  

116 Eva: But coming out of a colonized perspective, already, I came out 
with a feeling that my culture was so backward and inferior, my language 
was ancient so I am already willing consciously and subconsciously to 
create a new self.  
117 Debra: Right, the new American self. 
118 Eva: The New American self.  
119 Debra: Or the new Western self.  
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120 Eva: The New Western Self. So, the kids in our classroom, are 
probably not – nobody is telling them.  
121 Debra: Noooo. Uhm..and they get bombarded all the time. You know 
how it is when movies and pop culture – everything tells them Western or 
American culture is superior, the best ever. (Debra, I:T-CD , p. 13) 
 

Debra’s comments suggest that the Western culture ushered in by movies and pop 

culture makes students from other cultures, specifically the students who are the focus of 

this research, feel inferior about their culture if it does not follow the Western influences. 

She saw students as wanting to follow what the dominant culture considers popular.  

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 

C reative and alternative assessments 

Debra pointed to informal writing as a way students can express themselves in 

their culture because there they can write anything (Debra, I:T-CD, p. 6). She also 

considered creative and artistic texts that can be incorporated into their responses to 

include their cultural perspectives.  

178 Eva: So I know you have tried to open these “aha” moments for 
them? What do you think you can share with me about how to let this 
happen in the classroom?  
179 Debra: hmmm. It is hard because most of them…My usual response is 
to announce it as a journal topic because they hate writing stuff. A lot of 
them just hate writing. So I think, if you have options, encouraging them to 
incorporate these into other forms besides just writing like what they can 
think. If they are musically inclined, to think about a rap, or do a little 
play or draw something into graphic arts or whatever, or even just to find 
an image on line…and sort of talk about it.  (Debra, I:CD-T, p. 19). 

 Debra acknowleged that other types of responses can be accomodated in the 

classrooms in order for students to share their cultural interpretations. Debra appears to 

suggest that  alternatives would provide other ways of assessment that would harness  

students’ cultural expression.  
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Asking Questions and Cultural Interpretation 

L earning and comparing cultures 

When asked about the importance or unimportance of cultural interpretation in the 

classroom discussion of texts, Debra said that cultural interpretation is important as a 

point of comparison. The interesting part of this was that while students focused on texts 

about Hawaiian culture also read in another class, she believed that in her English class 

this Hawaiian cultural focus might have lessened their expression of their own cultures.  

Yet, she acknowledged that students can use their own cultures as points of comparison:  

60 Debra: Yeah. I said you have to learn to value this. But in this 
particular class, because the emphasis is on Hawaiian culture, their own 
culture may not emerge except maybe as points of comparison. Whatever 
they are talking about in the Hawaiian culture so, if the teacher talks 
about that – like there are certain principles in the Hawaiian studies or 
like in the learning community. There is Ohana, there is ahmm...the 
family. There is the concept of sharing, shared knowledge, of helping each 
other, uhm – and these are all common cultural traits of many of the 
students’ backgrounds. So they will say Ohana – everybody has to- you 
know, we treat each other as family which means that you should care for 
each other. (Debra, I:T-CD, p. 7) 

Debra’s brief acknowledgment here about how students may still find spaces even 

if they are learning another culture  showed her awareness of the possibilities for spaces 

to exist in discussions of literature.  

Using local references 

Debra recognized that students began to reflect on their cultures when they 

thought about issues or concepts from school in terms of how they do things at home. She 

recognized it with her ELL student Don. 

45 Eva: when do you know that they are really talking about their culture? 
I mean when is it a cultural perspective?  
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46 Debra: Ahhhh. Well, with people like Don.. it is very clear. He says like 
you know, “Back home..” you know like “we do this with language.” I 
think he mentioned the government mandates about learning the language. 
(Debra, I:T-CD, p. 5) 

 This emphasizes the signals that views from other spaces are accessed. Debra uses 

this as a specific guide for herself to know that her student is opening these spaces. 

Cultural spaces in written work 

Debra talked about having used a question to ask students to prepare for their 

definition essays. The question was: Define your ethnic or cultural identity. In terms of 

opening spaces for cultural interpretation, according to Debra, the students do not always 

connect to their home culture knowledge. But there are structures that the teacher can 

follow that can be specifically used to bring out their cultural selves.  

56 Eva: Yeah. I noticed that you always try to connect it to their local 
knowledge when you discuss the meanings of the words. But they don’t 
respond in terms of their culture, right? 
57 Debra: No, not always. Sometimes…what was it...well, in my other 
classes we have different vocabulary words and I have one essay 
assignment which is Definition, and I often ask them to define their ethnic 
or their cultural identity. And then it comes up. They express, this is what 
it means to be F ilipino or this is what it means to be Hawaiian…(Debra, 
I:T-CD , p. 6) 

Somewhere near the end of our interview, Debra summed up her views on the 

questions that need to be asked to open spaces for cultural interpretation. Since the 

students knew more about their culture they could provide the answers. Yet, she believed 

that she still had to begin the process by asking the questions. Debra’s comment seems to 

show evidence of opening up to cultural interpretation.  Debra is aware of the need and 

has used her skills to open spaces.  
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L imited resources for teaching 

Don apologized to have to say this to me but he recognized the limits teachers had 

in their knowledge about certain cultures and students.   

145 If I want to hear about the plantation workers and how they lived- 
with all due respect to any college professor, I will not go to any 
classroom here and hear about it from any professor.  I want to go to 
somebody who lived it. I want him to tell me the story how it was for him 
because he could probably relate to me with the proper attitude…of hard 
work working under the hot sun, you know. Using a straw hat and tilling 
the red dirt. 
 

When asked what teachers can do to open spaces, he responded by saying:  

148 Don: Teachers are good. I also believe that teachers are limited in 
their resources. Not to put you on the spot too but I know you want to give 
more to your students but at the same time too you are also limited in what 
you can give. If it is not by funding, it is by resources and materials. 
Sometimes it is short on one, and sometimes it is short on three. (Don, 
I:CD , ELL, p. 16) 

Don commented on how limited the time was when I reminded him of the 

observation I made about the number of words they had to learn in class.  

151 Eva: So, your teacher was holding this book to help you learn how to 
write, based on the reading material and she was going through a lot of 
words so that she can teach, so what do you think of that? 
152 Don: I think of it as a really...I think of the time frame of it as a 
nuisance. Because I know there are a lot more things to learn but she 
actually has to go as fast as she could say it so that she could teach a lot 
and she was limited by time. (Don, I:CD, ELL, p. 16-17) 

Don’s comments seem to show that students recognize the limit to the level of 

engagement teachers can create with diverse students especially if they do not come from 

the same culture. It appears that Don would follow the classroom processes as part of the 

accepted academic discourse and seldom question what and how content is covered.  If 
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cultural interpretation is not explicitly called in a set curriculum, it appears not to occur. 

With instructor invitation to share, spaces are opened in essay assignments or discussions.  

Table 19. Closed and Open Spaces for Cultural Interpretation: Case Study D 

                                    Case Study D: Results 
Reading and Writing and Learning  
Activities 
OPEN 
* Word/Conceptual meanings offered 
spaces for cultural interpretation 
* Meaningful participation  
          CLOSED 
* Inter-textual word meanings  
* Instruction using guidelines  
* Classroom authority  

Fear Attached to Presenting Home Cultures 
  CLOSED 
* Acceptability of responses  
* Listening for entertaining information 
* Adulation of western culture  

Cultures and Different Conceptual Values 
           OPEN 
* Students’ layered diversity  
* Cultural comparisons  
* Learning new perspectives 
         CLOSE   
* Between two cultures 
* New learning versus home cultures 

Classroom Processes and Physical Set-up 
as Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 
  OPEN 
* Creative and alternative assessments 

 Asking Questions and Cultural 
Interpretation 
  OPEN 
* Learning and comparing cultures 
* Using local references 
* Cultural spaces in written work.  
          CLOSED 
* Limited resources for teaching 

 

Summary of Case Study D F indings 

 Case Study D was a classroom that offered few spaces for cultural interpretation 

even if the participants in the interview agreed that cultural interpretation was important 

in ways that affected them. The discussion of the reading text was mostly guided by the 

vocabulary list and the few instances where students responded to some of the words 
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discussed were not engaged enough to achieve cultural interpretations that could be 

shared more deeply in the classroom. Instructor preparation left limited time for students 

to voice their perspectives.  

Still Debra’s examples for vocabulary work signaled opportunities for cultural 

interpretation. When she responded to the students’ view of the words ‘assimilate’ and 

‘acquiesce’ spaces were opened for cultural interpretations.  There was evidence of the 

class comparing cultural contexts. The exchange between the student and the professor 

seemed to moved away from the meanings of the text on the power point to examples of 

the Hawaiian culture’s experience of the word.   

Don, the student from Saipan, reacted to the words based on his cultural view 

which allowed him to express his cultural interpretation.  He offered an alternative view 

of the meaning of the word “erroneous” building upon how that word was used in the 

essays. This was revealed in the interview data and provided a better view of how Don 

processed the information that was given to him from the text.  

This leads to another important comment from Don. He seemed to perceive 

professors as having limited knowledge of the diverse cultures of their students. Don 

appears to suggest that teachers needed more knowledge about their students so that they 

can engage their students more by interpreting texts with them through other cultural 

views. He also said that teachers were limited in their resources in terms of materials and 

time to know more about their students’ cultures. The perception of limited knowledge of 

students’ culture limits opportunities to open cultural interpretation. 

Don seemed to need a level of assurance before he could open up and share 

cultural interpretation using the word “respect” for his culture.  This expectation when 
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not expressed or communicated to Pacific Islanders can close spaces for cultural 

interpretation.  

David, the Non-ELL student expressed interest in other cultures if he would be 

“entertained.” He viewed sharing as something that can be done outside of the classroom 

unless the professor decides to make cultural interpretation part of the classroom activity. 

He also expressed what he would want learn anything as long as it was entertaining. This 

seems to suggest that listening for cultural sharing hinges upon what also satisfies the 

listener. This view can close and open spaces for cultural interpretation. It leaves an 

empty space that can be negotiated. Cultural interpretation seems to require students’ 

value of it to occur.  

The value of cultural perspectives may need spaces that can be negotiated by 

members of the class. Like other students Don compared his culture with what he got 

from the content of his readings. He expressed that however the text arrived to the learner 

it can change the perceptions of the learner in certain ways. In contrast to David’s view 

that cultural interpretation can be shared outside of class, Don’s responses to his reading 

show how students from the Pacific Islands can share thoughts in the classroom that may 

contribute to everyone’s learning.  Knowing that this is what goes on inside Don’s mind 

during discussion, there needs to be a negotiation with David, an ELL, who expressed 

that sharing of cultural interpretations would be more appropriate during informal 

conversations outside of class or  only if  the professor allowed this in the classroom.  

Debra also expressed her perception on what Pacific Island students struggle with in 

the college. She distinguished the dilemma of students to balance between the academic 

or university culture and the family. She expressed concerns that the academic culture 
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gives lower priority to family needs.  Debra recognized that these responsibilities to the 

family are important for Pacific Island students. But she seemed to suggest that their 

priority was to adjust to the academic culture in order to succeed.  A significant 

connection can be made between the academic culture and the Western culture that 

Pacific Island students and local students were learning from. Debra said that students 

hold the Western culture with adulation. She also suggested that Western culture   

ushered in by movies and pop culture makes students who are not from that culture feel 

inferior.  She saw students as wanting to follow the dominant culture which in turn attach 

shame to the sharing of cultural differences.   

The above discussion about students who value the Western culture more than 

their own is confirmed by Don’s story from the interview about his friend from Saipan 

who assimilated into the Western culture. His friend seemed to want to leave his or her 

culture behind while he saw himself still maintaining the cultural practices that he wanted 

to keep like eating the food he was used to in Saipan. This seems to also show how 

students who have perspectives like Don’s may take the opportunitiy to participate in 

spaces opened for cultural interpretation, while students like his friend would not.  

 Debra acknowleged that other types of responses can be used in the classrooms in 

order for students to share their cultural interpretations.  Alternatives  such as creative 

performances were suggested to open spaces for cultural interpretation. She saw these 

possibilities as ways to provide students different forms of assessment that can be shared 

in the classroom. This led the interview to a discussion of how these knowledges might 

be produced in the classroom. Debra simply went back to “asking questions” as an 

important step. Although there were no specific questions that she could suggest, other 
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parts of the interview offered spaces in students’ written assignment. Debra’s comments 

opened the opportunity to open spaces by asking questions connected to culture.  

Case Study D findings from the interviews and class observation offer potential ways 

to open spaces for cultural interpretation through the responses of Debra and Don. Debra 

was trying to find new ways to provide spaces for diverse students, and Don wanted to 

wait for these spaces to be opened up to him. Both were constrained by the time allotted 

to discuss the vocabulary words based on the list on the power point as observed in this 

study. David, the N-ELL student, considered cultural interpretation’s importance based 

on his own interest in other cultures and considered its inclusion in academic discussions 

based on how cultural interpretation was initiated by the instructor of the classroom.  

C ross Case Analysis of F indings 

In this section of the results chapter, I present a cross-case analysis of the findings 

from the four cases (four classrooms serving Pacific Islander students). A summary of the 

categories and themes indicating which categories closed and opened spaces for cultural 

interpretation are found in Table 20 on page 228. Results were drawn from observations, 

interviews and written documents used to support the learning and teaching of assigned 

reading texts in college English classes.  Each of the four professors at three college 

campuses had her own way of teaching, and each classroom used different readings texts 

for discussion. There were numerous commonalities among the three teachers  on actions 

and responses that seemed to close spaces for cultural interpretation based on findings 

from individual Case Studies A, B and D.  In some respect, there were distinct 

differences in student views and classroom practices. Class C provided a strong 



206 

 

counterpoint as it provided data that allowed more spaces for cultural interpretation in 

discussion not found in the other three cases mentioned earlier.  

The study focused on ways diverse classrooms discussed reading texts and what 

written documents and responses supported the comprehension of Pacific Islander 

students who were studying English as a second language. The research questions were: 

In what ways do multilingual Pacific Island students open or close/silence their 

multicultural views and localized worldviews in college English classrooms 

discussions/written reading responses after reading fiction and non-fiction texts? Another 

question that focused on Non-ELL ask, in what ways do Non English Language Learners 

(N-ELL) students using English as their only language at home and school open and 

close spaces for cultural interpretation?  And in what ways do teacher views and 

classroom actions close or open spaces for students’ multicultural views and localized 

worldviews in the classroom? 

I have outlined themes and categories raised from the comparisons made between 

the cases. The goal of the cross case analysis was to weave threads between cases to 

understand emerging themes that answer the research questions. Analysis for each of the 

disaggregated case studies completed is called the “within case analysis” (Merriam, 

2001). Each of the classrooms was treated as an independent comprehensive case. The 

cross case analysis intends to “build abstractions across cases” (p. 195). The goal is to 

understand if the results from the individual cases portray the multiple case study as a 

whole or present the same or different themes. The cross case analysis gives more value 

to the results as it evaluates the data based on how it answered the research questions in 

different contexts.  
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Yin (2009) talked about the high quality of analysis that can be achieved with the 

cross case analysis. He outlined at least four principles that can be generated from the 

performance of cross case analysis on individual cases. He outlined how analysis would 

show that you attended to all the evidence all the cases could provide, addressed all major 

rival interpretations, and addressed the most significant aspect and whether the researcher 

can use prior, expert knowledge on the project (p. 161). Cross case analysis shows the 

extent to which a theme was developed from the data and considers how these themes are 

different from or similar to the scope of the themes found in the other cases. Stake (2006) 

emphasizes both differences and commonality across cases in presenting the findings 

from the cross case analysis. Calling the case, “quantain” (the phenomenon or program) 

he argues that the “complex meanings of the quantain are understood differently and 

better because of the particular activity and contexts of each case.” (Stake 2006, Chapter 

3.1)  

Reading, W riting and L earning Activities 

The professors in the study generally used structures or forms of organizing 

lessons which guided the students in evaluating reading texts. Structures took the form of 

rubrics, scales, vocabulary/comprehension questions and guidelines to evaluate their 

writing.  After students were assigned to read an essay, a story or a passage for 

discussion, learning was assessed using the same instruments to evaluate the reading and 

the discussion of texts. The categories that follow compare and contrast the use of the 

structures such as rubrics, scales or guides in these classrooms and influences on cultural 

interpretation.  
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Pervasiveness of use of structures in the classrooms 

For Case Studies A, B and D, the use of these structures was pervasive and 

continuous throughout the discussion of the reading, with related rubrics as guides for 

evaluation of the students’ reading and writing.  The rubric, as used here, is defined for 

the purposes of this study, as an instrument listing categories to guide the order and 

content of the students’ essays from the introduction to the conclusion.  The scale, as 

used here, is a rating scale with scores from 1 to 5, used to grade the essays (see p. 105). 

Students were introduced to forms of organizing the information they read, like creating 

the plot line and the using the rubric to write about readings for Case Study A.  In Case 

Study B, the students and instructor used the scale from one to five to rate the 

effectiveness of the essays.  Case Study D discussion followed a list of concepts and 

vocabulary words to review the essays the students read. But the vocabulary list did not 

guide the writing of the essay. It was used to aid reading comprehension. The pervasive 

use of these teaching and assessment structures seemed to close opportunities for cultural 

interpretation.  This was evidenced in the limited discussion of the word ‘erroneous’ that 

was interpreted culturally by Don during the interview.  

Case Study C used a prepared multiple-choice quiz and a set of essay questions in 

the textbook that went with the reading. The degree to which these quizzes and questions 

were used was lower in Case Study C discussion as compared to the other classrooms in 

Case studies, A, B and D.  Data from the two observations showed that the professor 

from Case Study C interspersed these prepared questions with storytelling and sharing 

with students about key concepts from the reading. This balancing of prepared questions 

and sharing among students and professor allowed the class to open spaces for cultural 
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interpretation in the whole class discussion.  When students moved into small groups to 

discuss responses to the multiple-choice questions based on the reading, little discussion 

among students occurred and there was no evidence of cultural interpretation. 

The students from Case Studies A, B and D expressed the view that the classroom 

had a set curriculum and that the professor was the person in charge of the process the 

classroom would take.  They felt the professor already had a plan that she would follow.  

Amber, an ELL student from Samoa said that the professor’s focus on the lessons should 

be maintained so as not to be “sidetracked.” Arabella, a Non-ELL student, saw how 

teachers were “busy trying to put a focus on the curriculum” (Arabella, I: CA, N-ELL, p. 

9).  Ben, an ELL student, also said that teachers expect students to learn “how the writer 

writes.”   

However, students from Classroom C in which the professor facilitated the 

discussions without imposing a set plan on students, shared answers with different points 

of view with the teacher. The set of vocabulary words and concepts in Class D were 

chosen by the professor to assess students as they prepared for the test on the words from 

the discussion.  The views on the curriculum from Case Studies A, B and D seemed to 

close opportunities for cultural interpretation.   

Assessment for reading as assessment for writing 

Ana, the professor in Case Study A, cited the standardized tests used across the 

college as a reason for the degree of focus on standards and structures. Students in Case 

Study A followed the guidelines for writing their own essay in the introduction when 

students were asked to provide a “hook” that would catch the attention of the reader. In 

the hook the students were able to use their own opinions, but the rest of the rubric left no 
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space for personal connections and students pursued none. Ana said she wanted students 

to “zero in on what academic exam expectations are being made,”(Ana, I: CA-T, p. 10) 

and to “focus on what the author is saying” (Ana, I: T-CA, p. 9).These goals were echoed 

by other professors-Cathy from Case Study C and Debra from Case Study D.  Cathy saw 

the goal of her class as helping students succeed in terms of later careers, saying “English 

is important to get jobs” (Cathy, I:CC-T, p. 8)and Debra saw the goal as preparing 

students for success in “college where you make your priorities” (Debra, I:CD-T, p. 7-8).  

When I asked Brenda why she used these structures she said that it would help to teach 

the students  “clarity” (Brenda, I:CB, p. 9).  She also mentioned that the Pacific Island 

students knew their grammar in English but needed to “learn how to write” (Brenda, I: 

CB, T, p. 10). 

All the professors from the four classrooms acknowledged the importance of 

teaching English language skills. The focus on highly structured approaches was 

pervasive in Classrooms A and B.  These seemed to close opportunities for cultural 

interpretation. Classroom C’s emphasis was balanced between highly structured 

questions and quizzes and storytelling and sharing of different views using new concepts 

from their reading—which opened spaces for cultural interpretation. In Classroom D, the 

discussion of new vocabulary words was personalized in terms of connecting to student 

experiences, and Debra engaged the students a few times in exploring the scope of 

English words and concepts from their personal and cultural perspectives. Still, her lesson 

included mostly teacher talk and limited student response.  

 Eight different reading texts were used in the nine class sessions observed. The 

classrooms differed in the designs or forms of rubrics guiding the discussion and 



211 

 

activities, but students in Case Studies A, B and D were aware of the importance of using 

these instruments as a constant guide. In Case Study C, there was limited use and 

importance placed on these structures. The focus of the instructor Cathy was to allow 

students to share their views from their culture instead of focusing on more intensive use 

of guides or structures.  

 The use of the structures allowed the professors in Classes A and B to gather 

written documents such as essays, group work reports and responses from tests. In Case 

Study D the professor planned to give a vocabulary test similar to previous vocabulary 

tests on words learned. Assessment of these assignments provided a standardized basis to 

assess student literacy using the English language.  In Case Study C, the literacy 

development gained from the storytelling circle was assessed informally through student 

participation. Students were not given a rubric to evaluate what was the right or wrong 

answer rather they provided and listened to others’ multiple answers from the perspective 

of their own experiences.  

 Cross case data analysis suggested that professors in college English classes who 

used structures to guide and measure learning closed spaces for cultural interpretation, 

with only occasional exceptions. More spaces for cultural interpretation spaces were 

opened by the professor in Classroom C who gave these structured guides and 

assessments less importance.  

Differences in the Valuing of Diverse Cultural V iews 

Cross case analysis conveyed differences in the level of value students and 

professors placed on diverse cultural views across the four cases. Students generally 

adopted the teacher’s system of valuing in deciding whether to engage in cultural sharing. 
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Participants’ differing values affected the extent and quality of cultural views and 

perspectives shared in the classroom. Observations showed the absence or presence of 

cultural interpretation, while interviews conveyed the value participants placed on use of 

cultural interpretation.  It was clear from listening to students and professors what values 

certain cultures hold as most important and what cultural interpretations were or were not 

expressed in the classroom.  

Participants’ ideas of the value of cultural viewpoints in the classroom varied 

depending on the reading texts classes discussed and the way the lessons were taught. 

The following sub-sections describe the value professors and students put on cultural 

interpretation.  

Absence or presence of cultural interpretations of key concepts 

In Case Study A, students had difficulty culturally interpreting the concept of 

affirmative action that was discussed in relation to the reading of “Shattering the Myth of 

the Glass Ceiling.” A good number of students from the Pacific Islands expressed in 

interviews that they did not know the concept and Ana, the professor, realized this and 

reviewed the concept with the class in the following session.  She went back to 

explaining basic definitions about affirmative action. Since affirmative action was not a 

familiar phrase, and not practiced in some students’ cultures, students could neither grasp 

the full meaning of the concept nor participate in the discussion.  Amber, a student from 

Guam, said affirmative action was not a big deal in Guam because they do not have the 

“black and white thing” (Amber, I: CA, p. 9), but she also said that she witnessed how 

the Micronesians were made to feel not welcome by the local residents of Guam in 

certain places. Although shared in the interview, this was not shared in the classroom. 
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With more effort at making connections to students’ culture and experiences, the 

professor may have been able to promote this student’s comprehension of the concept.  

As it was, lack of familiarity with the concept meant the student was left out of the 

conversation.  An opportunity was closed for cultural interpretation in this particular 

concept and for advancing this student’s learning.  

 In Case Study B, where they read “Cancer” and “Eviction,” some students 

expressed during interviews the possibility of different reactions to terminal illnesses or 

death from different cultures. Other students expressed the reality that eviction does not 

occur where they come from. Ben, an ELL student from Samoa, explained that after they 

read the short essay on cancer, he thought about different views to death and many 

different ways to handle funerals in different cultures. He expressed this in the interview I 

conducted with him.  He believed that “dying is destiny” (Ben, I: CB-ELL, p. 8). He did 

not share his views on death in class. 

  Students from Case Study C with Cathy as professor were able to open spaces for 

different conceptual interpretations.  Cathy had asked them to share their own 

experiences and definitions of key concepts in the reading about boundaries and blame. 

Students listened to how different, or alike, they were from each other.  Each student was 

able to define for himself or herself her personal or cultural view on the topic. The 

instructor participated and modeled by sharing from her culture.  

 In Case Study D, the concepts were listed as part of the vocabulary words and the 

Instructor Debra defined the concepts to the students beyond the meaning on the power 

point. Some of the students commented, but did not share their cultural views on the 

concepts or words shared. At many levels, opportunities were closed for cultural 
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conceptual comparisons during the lesson.  In Case C, through asking of open ended 

questions connected to the themes of the readings, one professor invited her students to 

engage in cultural interpretation. 

The in-class discussion in Case Study C reflected student sharing of different 

cultural meanings of concepts related to their readings. In Case Studies A, B, and D, on 

the other hand, students shared cultural perspectives during the interviews, but not during 

classroom discussion.   

L evel of awareness on how values from cultures are held as most important 

The study generated data on the question of what cultural values the participants 

held as most important and what values were needed to be shared in class. From 

Classroom A, N-ELL students expressed that students would need to know that other 

students would respect other cultures before they would share what their cultures value.  

One student mentioned that discussion of religion was a way to discover perspectives 

from others that can lead to learning. In Case Study B, Ben, an ELL student from Samoa, 

noted that the different ways other people experience death may be of value not just to 

those within the culture, but also to those outside the culture who can learn from it.  

Sharing ideas could convey that there were differences in how people view death.  

What might be important across cultures, according to the professor in Case Study 

C is the family. Debra, the professor in Case Study D, perceived this as important to her 

students from the Pacific Islands. In Case Study C, Chris, an ELL student from Samoa, 

mentioned that learning from other cultures, even if they are totally different from one’s 

own, helped in “preparing me for my future.” (Chris, I: ELL-CC, p. 9 D).In Case Study D 

Debra said her students’ diversity, “is always more diverse than you think” (Debra, I: T-
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CD, p. 5).  She emphasized the complexity of the diversity of cultures that students carry 

and deal with.  She used as an example the college as a culture in itself, which also 

defines what it values. In this case, she talked about how college culture contradicted 

many students’ main cultural value: the family. She explained how some students were 

absent from class due to family concerns.  The school valued students who were 

disciplined about attendance and working hard to accomplish tasks in school. Don, an 

ELL student from Saipan in Case study D, put it all together when he said that there 

would always be changes in cultural perspectives whether one dialogued with others who 

held different values or the same values.  In all four cases participants were aware that 

cultural views represented cultural values. This awareness suggested there were potential 

open spaces for cultural interpretation for students and instructors in classrooms, yet the 

actual discussion of cultural interpretation took place in interviews with the researcher 

following classes.  

Students silence thei r multicultural views in class, but not in reading 

The cross case analysis showed that students in different classes found cultural 

ways to understand their reading texts in English even if they did not express these in 

class. Benita an ELL student from Samoa in Case Study B explained that whenever she 

does not understand what the story is saying, she does certain things to change it. She 

says,  

Well my people- they are not – they understand. But they have a different 
understanding. So, I am going to put them in a situation in a text reading 
like “The Tree Climber” or put them in the Tree Climber’s position and 
make it humorous. (Benita, I: CB, ELL, p. 13) 
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She replaced characters in stories with Samoans and found funny differences that 

helped her understand the text. Venus, who comes from the same culture as Benita, 

expressed interest in how students from her own culture viewed the meanings of reading 

texts.   

Brenda, the professor in Benita’s class, used the phrase, “cultural shifting” to 

describe her sense of students’ behavior in college. Students shift to one culture and then 

shift back to another to try to understand lessons.  They might or might not express ideas 

from their Pacific Islands culture in class.  

Yet, it appeared, students did think from the perspective of their cultures, though 

it did not often show up in class time. The cases showed students opened spaces for 

cultural interpretation of course readings. They conveyed their interest in cultural 

comparisons in the interview, but did not express comparisons in the classrooms 

observed.  

Students F ear C losed Spaces 

The four individual cases provided a broad spectrum of reasons why students 

attached fear to sharing their cultural perspectives in the classroom.  

Unpopular cultural perspectives 

 In Case Study A, the reasons for not sharing cultural views seemed to point to the 

fear of being judged for the unpopularity of a perspective. Annette, an ELL student from 

the Marshall Islands said, “for me to stand up and say, “oh this is how we believe it in 

my culture…that would be I don’t know…scary?” (Annette, I:CA-ELL, p. 8).  She 
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continued by saying, “What I am afraid of is the judgments that they will place against 

you because you are of that culture or of that belief” (p. 9). 

Alice, an ELL from Samoa, said, “Like if I say this, I don’t want this to happen 

and if I say this happens here, I don’t want people to say, “Oh that is only in one place-

that does not happen here.”(Alice, I: CA-ELL, p. 3). These students perceived that the 

less popular practice, having now moved to the American culture, would be judged 

negatively. Alice went on to say, “I do not want to say something that is wrong.… 

Because how I was taught here and how I was taught in my culture is a different way so I 

do not want to say something that is done in my culture and have it be wrong here” 

(Alice, I; CA-ELL, p. 4). 

In Case Study B, Venus, an ELL from Samoa, said of her Non-ELL classmates, 

“Sometimes I feel that the words they use and their understanding are far more better 

than I was thinking of…like the way they put their answers-like even their stories 

sometimes...I don’t know. I guess when they write – they use a lot of detail and big words 

so sometimes I don’t understand” (Venus, I: CB-ELL, p. 5). She did not want to speak, 

because she feared that others could share thoughts more fluently and she would be 

perceived in a negative way. 

From the perspective of Brenda, the professor from Case B, some cultural values 

that Pacific Islanders held clashed with the academic culture. She cited an example to 

show how Pacific Islanders were perceived in academia.  She said,  

“you know, in Pacific cultures people work together” yet in college 
classrooms, she went on it is “plagiarism when three people submit the 
same paper” and when three people submit the same assignment and 
“they have done it together, “they are perceived negatively.” (Brenda, I: 
CB-T, p. 11) 
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 If students feared that their views would be unpopular, this closed spaces for 

cultural interpretation. 

Student perceptions of conditions needed for cultural sharing  

Many students across the four Case Studies agreed that cultural interpretation 

should be shared. Variations on when or where they should be shared were expressed by 

Non-ELL students. Arleen, a Non-ELL from Case Study A, based her choice to share on 

the mood of the class. She said, “It has to be shared. It has to be acknowledged. But it 

cannot be forced and you have to know the mood of your class” (Arleen, I: CA-N-ELL, 

p. 7). But she believed that cultural sharing should be limited to certain sections of the 

curriculum. She suggested that a time be given for everyone to just sit together and just 

“powwow together and just be open and talk about stuff like that” (Arleen, p. 9). In case 

study A there seemed to be more concern about how cultural sharing can bring up 

differences. 

Don, an ELL student from Saipan, chose not to share in class because he said, “I 

don’t really express myself in class because one, trying to tell somebody about it…who 

doesn’t understand it...The only question is- will they accept it?” (Don, I: CD, ELL, p. 9-

10). His words seemed to suggest that the consequence of speaking to others who do not 

know your culture could be negative, and decisions to speak would depend on the 

openness of the listeners.  Chris, an ELL from Samoa from Case Study C expressed his 

views as a sort of warning to others when he said, “But don’t be so cocky because you 

are this, you’re that, you’re that. We are all humans and that is pretty much the main 

thing” (Chris, I: ELL-CC, p. 6). 
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Thus, Pacific Island and other ELL students realized they needed to be careful in 

choosing when to share cultural views. They projected a number of negative scenarios  

about how cultural interpretation could be received or how others could use the 

information. Concerns about possible negative reactions, and actual negative reactions 

closed spaces for cultural interpretation.  

Students share cultural interpretations when professors ask them 

The professors as members of the classrooms shaped the questions to ask. Pacific 

Islander and other students emphasized the importance of being asked—in determining 

what they would share in the classroom. They believed it was the professor’s decision to 

direct the class as she saw fit. When asked about how Pacific Island students might 

perceive the classroom activities, Brenda, the instructor in Case Study B, said, “There 

were these kids I know in that class... I think for them – I could be wrong- there is a clear 

hierarchy- teacher-student” (Brenda, I: CB-T, p. 11). Debra the instructor from Case 

Study D offered another reason why Pacific Island students may not offer cultural views 

in class. She said, “They get bombarded all the time. You know how it is when movies 

and pop culture – everything tells them Western or American culture is superior, the best 

ever” (Debra, I: T-CD, p. 13). In Case Study B, Benita, whose first language was 

Samoan, explained that she would not initiate sharing of her cultural views. She said, 

“All through high school...I only talk when I am being called on”(Benita, I: CB, ELL, p. 

12).  Pacific Islander students had many reasons to silence their views, given the biases 

against non-Western cultures that Debra pointed out. Still, the cross case analysis 

suggested that professors in English classes could help open spaces for cultural 
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interpretation by asking students directly without judgment to share their cultural views, 

and assuring that students would be safe to do so.  

Classroom Practices that C lose Spaces for Cultural Interpretation 

Although all of the cases in this study opened some spaces for cultural 

interpretation, in more cases, these spaces were narrowed or closed. 

Instructor directed physical settings that defined extent of sharing 

Except for Case Study D, all the cases reflected the use of small groups for 

discussion in the classroom.  Spaces for cultural interpretation were varied in how the 

teacher used groups to discuss the story.  Interviews with students suggested that group 

discussion was a preferred format for discussion to open up and share cultural 

interpretation. Bobby, a Non-ELL student expressed that when the students are in a group 

discussion, this is understood as the time to share their cultural perspectives (Bobby, I: 

CB, N-ELL, p. 4).  Inside these groups for Case Study B, the stories were discussed 

based on a rating scale from 1 to 5. The length of time devoted to group work was about 

10 to 15 minutes.  There were similarities to the group work in Case Study A. Students 

shared their predictions with a small group of three and they were called back to the 

larger group to share their predictions after a short amount of time.  Similar use of group 

work was evident in Case Study B. During the group work in Case Study B students 

evaluated essays based on a rubric.  The potential for use of small groups to engage in 

cultural interpretation was noted in interviews, yet the small groups observed showed 

only limited openings for cultural interpretation. 

 In Case Study C, Cathy, the professor began with asking her full class of students 

to sit in a circle for storytelling.  Students followed the circle to signal the turn of the next 
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student and they shared different ways to answer questions that Cathy asked.  Each 

student had a turn and the question was asked for everybody to answer. This offered more 

opportunities to open spaces for cultural interpretation.  

 In Case Study D, Debra did not ask her students to join a group to discuss texts. 

The class sat in front of her as she discussed the different meanings of the words and 

concepts with them. There were very few opportunities which signaled an opening of 

spaces for cultural interpretation. The responses and exchanges were not deeply engaged 

although the observations showed possibilities for spaces for cultural interpretation.  

 Based on these classroom uses of grouping, only Case Study C offered spaces to 

open spaces for cultural interpretation when Cathy used grouping for storytelling. Sitting 

in a circle and asking each student to share a personal connection drew out cultural 

interpretation. When she used group work so that students could answer multiple choice 

questions from the textbook, the spaces for cultural interpretation closed. Case A and B 

used groups, but the instructions and time committed to the process closed opportunities 

for cultural interpretation. 

L earning writing from discussion process 

In Case Study A, Ana the professor chose texts with cultural issues as topics in 

the content.  This was useful to show students issues in other people’s lives.  In the 

interview, Ana said,  

“I think sometimes the texts I choose I want them to bring their cultural 
perspective to it. I want them to discuss it in terms of their experience and 
how does it echo their experience how does it disagree with their 
experience.” (Ana, I: CA-T, p. 7)   
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In spite of this plan in the professor’s mind, the students had limited opportunity 

to provide a cultural perspective in their essays. The essays submitted back to the 

instructor in Case Study A followed the rubric (that did not include questions on cultural 

views) their instructor designed for them to follow, and students did not include cultural 

interpretation in their essays.  

Discussions in the classroom that identified arguments from texts became the 

content of the written responses based on the rubric provided by the teacher.  A small 

amount of space for cultural interpretation was found in the introduction when they were 

asked for a “hook” to begin their own essays about the readings they discussed in class.  

But for the rest of the essays, neither the rubric nor the students’ responses opened spaces 

for cultural interpretation.  

In Case Study B, the students assessed essays they read on a piece of paper 

following the five point scale given to them by the Instructor. Each level was described in 

narrative. The students selected a number that matched the narrative description provided 

by the professor. There was no narrative that called for cultural interpretations of the text.   

Case Study C did not have written responses from the students except for the 

multiple choice items they answered at the end of each discussion.  There were essay 

questions from the textbook that Cathy used but she did not ask the students to answer 

these in a written format. Questions were incorporated into the storytelling circle.  In the 

interview Cathy expressed the need to ask students to write essays about the students’ 

culture. She also talked about similar assignments that she has given to the students in 

other classes. For students who needed to use words and concepts from their own culture 

in an English class, Cathy suggested quotes and translations and glossaries at the end of 
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their essays for terms that can be translated to fill conceptual gaps. In the two 

observations her focus was on discussion of the reading texts.  

 Case Study D did not have written responses to their readings. The students were 

told that there would be a test in the near future to check their understanding of the 

concepts and words discussed using the vocabulary list. In the interview, Debra, the 

instructor, suggested informal writings and creative and artistic renderings as spaces that 

can be opened for cultural interpretation.  

 In terms of the instructors’ written documents used to guide reading and writing 

of the essay and comprehension assessment of the reading texts, the submitted materials 

did not generally show openings for cultural interpretation. For Case Study A, the 

introductions offered a small space but the ideas the students offered were not fully 

developed throughout their essays. Based on the data from the interview, Case Study A 

and D professors intended to ask students through the essays their cultural points of view 

but this was not realized in the submissions. Students often noted that the essays were the 

places where there was the potential to share their cultural interpretations. Yet this 

sharing was not noted in the written assignments based on nine classroom visits. 

T eacher sharing and storytelling 

 What was evident in Case Study C that was not pronounced in Case Studies A, B, 

and D was the sharing of Cathy’s own culture in the form of storytelling. As professor of 

the class, her questions around the circle asked students to tell the class stories or 

experiences to respond to themes related to the class readings, “Have you ever been 

blamed for something you did not do?” and “What boundaries do you set for yourself and 

others?” Students answered individually based on their personal and cultural lives. 
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The opening for student storytelling was also aided by another classroom practice. 

Cathy shared her own stories to answer the same questions she asked the students.  Based 

on the observation of “Setting Boundaries,” Cathy shared her culture then sat around with 

students in a circle and talked about dating rules and marriage from her culture. Her 

opening up to her class about her culture and the boundaries set regarding dating made 

one of her students react about how his own mother imposed certain rules about intimacy 

and relationships at home (Obs. 1:CC-T, p. 4). Sitting with them as part of the circle, she 

established a more relaxed atmosphere. This seemed to project to students a sense of 

community and friendship that allowed them to open up without feeling that they were 

being judged compared to a professor who is standing over everyone asking the questions 

and expecting particular answers.   

The classroom practices in Case Study C offered a significant opportunity to open 

spaces for cultural interpretation. These spaces were only observed and practiced in Case 

Study C as one of four classes.  

Asking Questions that Y ield Cultural Interpretations 

 The data from all four cases pointed to asking questions as the key tool to opening 

spaces for cultural interpretation. This practice is broken down into three different sub- 

categories in this section to show how different classrooms or professors use questioning 

in classroom learning and teaching. The form and content of these three categories share 

outcomes with most of the classes.  

 The summary of the findings in Table 20 from the cross-case analysis is 

organized in a table to show categories taken from each of the cases that compare and 

contrast evidences of spaces that open and close to cultural interpretation. 
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Table 20. Summary of Cross-case Analysis Results 

                                   Cross Case Results: Case Study A, B C & D 
Reading, Writing and Learning Activities 
 (Closed)  
Answer to Research Question 2 
 Pervasiveness of use of structures in the 

classrooms  
 Assessment for reading as assessment 

for writing 

Student Perceptions of Conditions Needed 
for Cultural Sharing in English classes 
 Students share cultural interpretations 

only when professors ask them 
 

Differences in the Valuing of Diverse 
Cultural Views  
(Closed most of the spaces) 
Answer to Research Question 1 
 Absence or presence of cultural 

interpretations of key concepts  
 Level of awareness on what values 

cultures hold most important  
 Students silence their multicultural 

views in class, but not in reading  
 

Factors that Narrow or Close Spaces for 
Cultural Interpretation in Classroom 
Processes and Physical set-up  
(Closed except for case study C) 
Answer to Research Question 2 
 Instructor directed physical settings that 

defined extent of sharing 
 Learning writing from discussion 

process 
 Teacher Sharing and Storytelling 

Students’ Fear  Closed Spaces  
(Closed) 
Answer to Research Question 1  
(ELL & N-ELL) 
 Unpopular cultural perspectives 

Asking Questions that Yield Cultural 
Interpretations  
(Closed except for case study C) 
Answer to Research Question 2 
 Role of the professor 
 Reading and writing prompts in rubrics 
 Expected feedback 

 

Evaluation of C ross-Case F indings 

The participants from each of the classrooms also responded in ways that bring 

important similarities and differences to answer the research questions. Responses to the 

interviews also presented views that were not observed in the classroom.  Most of these 

views were confirmed in observations of the classrooms, which revealed variations in 

enactments of opening and closing of spaces on the use of cultural interpretation of 

reading texts.  



226 

 

Role of the Professor 

Professors varied how they viewed themselves in areas of asking questions. There 

were also variations in how students reacted to questioning practices as revealed in 

interviews and observations. There were also variations in how students perceived 

professors based on the questions they ask.  

 In Case Study A, Ana talked about her role as cultural guide, translator and 

devil’s advocate. She also added that students could be their own translators. When 

professors specifically define themselves under these sub-roles the types of questions 

they may develop also speak for the role they play.  

In Class B, when Brenda asked the students questions outside of the rubric she 

had designed to guide activities and assessments, the students did not have an answer. 

Perhaps they did not know how to respond to her because her role was new and different 

from the usual role of guide-using-the-rubric.  

In Case Study C, Cathy projected the role of one who wanted to share similar 

stories with her students about their common experiences to answer the questions she 

posed on themes emerging from readings.  Since she answered the same questions the 

students were asked, her role allowed her to share her culture and modeled sharing of 

culture for students.  

In Case Study D, the instructor believed her role was to ask questions but data did 

not fully show the scope of the role she would play. Don, an ELL student from Case 

Study D, said in his interview that instructors have limited resources and understanding 

about other cultures.  They lacked materials and time to engage in cultural interpretation.   
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Overall, the data seemed to show that the role of the teacher had the most 

influence in the classroom, especially in the area of asking questions. The interviews 

suggested that all the professors used their role to ask questions and in Case Study A, 

Ana expressed how there were other sub-roles that professors needed to play. Although 

Ana’s view was not evident in the class observations, the intent to be cultural guide, for 

example, opens spaces for cultural interpretation. The professors in Case Studies B and D  

were perceived as guides to the rubrics  or written documents (e.g., power point) they 

used in class. Case Study C was different. Students perceived the instructor as an equal 

partner around the circle. The role played by the instructor in Classroom C opened spaces 

for cultural interpretation.  

Reading and writing prompts in rubrics 

 Prompts are defined in this section as forms of questions provided by the 

instructors in the form of written documents as verbal guidelines. Ana from Case Study A 

listed prompts in her reading and writing rubric for students to follow. The prompt for the 

introduction to the essay yielded a few cultural perspectives from students. These 

perspectives were not developed in the essays of the students, likely because the students 

did not see room for cultural interpretation in the remaining rubric prompts. In Case 

Study B, a different view of prompts came from a response from one of the Non-ELL 

students who thought that if professors asked specifically for cultural interpretations, 

“this would sound ‘weird’ and ‘not normal’ to ask questions like that” (Bobby, I: CB, p. 

4). He expected certain types of questions from the instructor. He also thought it was up 

to students to bring cultural interpretation in. He said that the “teacher already asks 
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questions and students in general will open to cultural responses” (Bobby, I: CB-N-ELL, 

p. 6). 

In Case Study C, prompts were oral questions directly asked of everyone, and 

most of the class period was spent responding to questions that asked students to share 

their home cultures or cultural perspectives. There was no clear form for the content to 

fall into. It was not clear how the students could eventually use all the information they 

shared. Their instructor taught a basic English class, and students’ shared knowledge may 

lead to the development of their next writing assignment. In Class D, the prompts were 

meanings of the words and concepts on the vocabulary lists provided on the power point. 

Debra, the instructor added more examples from different contexts for the students to 

develop a better understanding of the word or concept. The activity was focused on 

building comprehension through vocabulary development.  

The prompts printed on the instruments used for discussion or assessment 

projected permanence for these tools in Case Study A, as much as the listed meanings of 

the words on the power point projected in Case Study D. Case Study A told students what 

they should do, and Case Study D told students what they should know. In this 

dissertation study, prompts were analyzed as part of understanding how professors 

communicate their intent in the classroom, and ways these prompts can open spaces or 

close spaces for cultural interpretation. Prompts were signals to students about what was 

expected.  They were directly connected to the structures such as rubrics that guided the 

teaching-learning process. The closed-ended prompts professors used in these classrooms 

did not open spaces for cultural interpretation. The open-ended prompts (i e. oral 

questions) did open spaces for cultural interpretation.  
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Expected feedback 

 This section compares and contrasts the instructors’ ways of asking questions 

during discussion by considering the desired response or the expected feedback. This is 

different from the prompts discussed earlier in that there is room for consideration on the 

part of the students and teachers in the exchange of ideas, not written as prompts for 

essays.  Ana from Case Study A shared a promising view when she said that the feedback 

derived from asking cultural knowledge was “amazing” (Ana, I: CA-T, p. 20).  Cultural 

views appeared in the introductions of the essays written to respond to the readings.  The 

rubrics yielded “expected feedback” from the text based on what the professor required. 

In Case Study B when Brenda asked general questions about students’ responses to texts, 

not connected to the rubric previously focused upon, students did not respond with 

cultural interpretations.  Their feedback was seen in the answers to the scales they used to 

evaluate the reading.  They participated within the limited range of purposes the rubric 

had previously set. In Case Study C, the feedback varied from student to student. There 

were multiple answers.  The answers they provided were different and unique to the 

speaker, and there were no expectations of the type of feedback.  The following 

discussion in Classroom C of “Setting Boundaries” was initiated by an open question, 

one in which different responses were called for: 

9 Cathy began to think about the word boundaries with the students. She 
asked them what boundaries they had for themselves and those of others. 

 Chris asked and clarified what the author meant by boundaries. 
10 Cathy talked about this in terms of limits or rules.  Then she told the 
class that they will go around the circle and ask everyone about what 
everyone thought. She decided that it might be good to start at home-what 
boundaries were set at home for them. 
11 Chris answered first: We have to be at family prayer every night.  
Morning and night. (Obs.1: CC, p. 2) 
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Other students followed with different examples, drawn from their personal 

experience and home cultures. 

In Case Study D, Debra said that a form of feedback expected when asking 

questions would be expressing cultural interpretation as points of comparison among 

different cultures. She also said that, “…and I often ask them to define their ethnic or 

their cultural identity. And then it comes up. They express, this is what it means to be 

Filipino or this is what it means to be Hawaiian” (Debra, I: CD-T, p. 6). 

This suggested that Debra has opened cultural interpretation in her classes, though 

this did not occur in the vocabulary lessons observed.  Debra did personalize her stories 

in terms of her knowledge of students’ lives, but she did not ask for or hear their stories. 

The degree to which professors asked questions that yielded cultural interpretation 

by their students varied in terms of how the professors defined and played their role and 

the kind of prompts and readings they provided. When professors in Case Studies A, B, 

and D used their best tool to extract knowledge, which is asking, their questions showed 

that they often had an “expected feedback.” Little cultural interpretation occurred. But 

Case C seemed to show that when there was no expected feedback or single right answer, 

cultural interpretation emerged from student responses. This was most evident in the 

storytelling around the circle with Cathy in Case Study C, and it was also visible with 

Case Study A’s rubric designed “hook” which yielded cultural views from the students.    

The cross case analysis of these four cases provided a view into how spaces for 

cultural interpretation were opened and closed during the discussion of assigned reading 

texts. Overall, data seemed to present more actions and perspectives that closed cultural 

interpretation in most of the four classrooms. Notably, space for cultural interpretation 
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was closed by professors who heavily structured discussions and assessed learning. 

Opportunities to open spaces for cultural interpretation were mostly seen in one 

classroom, Case Study C, where students had more time and space to share their views on 

the reading without guidelines on how the content of their responses could be evaluated. 

All four professors agreed that cultural interpretation was important, but data showed 

limited evidence that these spaces were available for the students.  

All the student participants agreed that cultural interpretation was important to 

their learning, but they had varying conditions for engaging in the process including 

when, where and how they thought these views could be presented. Results from similar 

data sources from the Non- English Language Learners also reflect a variation of views 

on when and how cultural interpretation can be shared in the classroom. In general, 

students indicated that cultural interpretation relied on the professor as the all-important 

person in the classroom who can allow these spaces to open or close.  

Class observations as well as interviews and written documents showed that there 

was very little space for cultural interpretation in three of four of the classrooms, and that 

the intentions of the professors and students alike to share cultural interpretation were 

limited by established classroom processes governed by teaching and learning structures.  

Chapter 6 draws upon the analysis on the cases from Chapter 5 to move beyond results to 

consider the themes and categories in defining the significance of the classroom where 

Pacific Island students participate in the discussion of readings texts in English. 

Additionally, the Chapter 6 discusses the significance of this study in relation to literature 

in socio-cultural literacy, multi-literacies and discourses of multicultural students in the 

academic context. 
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 C H APT E R 6 

C O N C L USI O NS A ND I MPL I C A T I O NS 

In this research, I planned to explore college classrooms in Hawaiˋi teaching basic 

and remedial English to answer the following research questions: In what ways do 

multilingual Pacific Island students open or close/silence their cultural interpretation into 

the classroom discussions/written reading responses after reading fiction and non-fiction 

texts? In what ways do Non English Language Learners (N-ELL) students using English 

as their only language at home and school open and close spaces for cultural 

interpretation?  In what ways do instructor views and classroom actions close or open 

spaces for students’ cultural interpretation in the classroom? 

First, I will bring the notion of Design to explain my conclusion of the findings 

based on the theoretical frame of this study on Multi-literacies (New London Group, 

2003). Next, I will review the findings in relation to previous research of the case study 

under three key players/elements of the classroom.  These key players/elements played 

important roles in opening and closing spaces for cultural interpretation. The use of 

juxtapositions will indicate whether cultural interpretation increases cognitive growth in 

the classroom. The findings using the juxtaposition of practices in cases and concepts will 

link similarities and differences to theories and research in Chapter 2. The last section of 

this chapter will focus on the limitations of the study, the implications of the study, and 

how we can re-imagined classroom based on the findings of the multiple case studies. 

That re-imagining will address how the study has added value to existing literature.  

I focused on learning how these diverse classrooms discussed reading texts and 

what written documents and responses supported the comprehension of Pacific Island 
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students who were learning English as a second language.  I was interested in building a 

theory on what needs to be done in the classroom to open spaces for cultural 

interpretation. I was also interested in learning how spaces to share cultural 

interpretations of reading texts in English are closed. 

 After analysis of data, what I concluded was that to open spaces for cultural 

interpretation in the discussion of reading texts a design for instruction relies upon three 

specific elements in the context of teaching and learning: 1) the roles of the instructor, 2) 

the questions class members ask, and 3) the answers that students generate.  

Design 

The New London Group (NLG, 2003) developed the notion of   “A Pedagogy of 

Multi-literacies” which attempts “to broaden the understanding of literacy and literacy 

teaching and learning to include negotiating a multiplicity of discourses” (p. 9). As part 

of the theoretical framework of this study, I use the term design based on the NLG study 

to organize the findings from this research around the key players in each of the cases or 

the classrooms: the instructor, the questions, and the answers. According to the New 

London Group, “As curriculum is a design for social futures, we need to introduce the 

notion of pedagogy as Design,” (p. 19). Designing is related to “every moment of 

meaning (that) involves the transformation of all the available resources of meaning. 

(This includes) reading, seeing, and listening as instances of Designing” (p. 22). An 

important consideration of Designing is that it will “normatively reproduce, or more or 

less radically transform, given knowledges, social relations, and identities, depending 

upon the social conditions under which the Designing occurs” (p. 22).  
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F indings and Previous Research 

C losing and O pening Spaces 

Using a constructivist grounded theory approach in each case I gathered the data 

that answered the questions of my research and raised the data that pointed to theory 

based on researcher observations in classes, written documents produced to support 

reading comprehension of the texts, and interviews conducted with Pacific Island English 

Language Learners (ELL) and Non-English Language Learners (N-ELL) and their 

teachers. Based on these different sources of data and my positionality in the final 

analysis, I made conclusions based on all my triangulated data sources as well as 

conclusions about whether or not this theory was applicable across all four cases. What I 

discovered was that spaces were opened for cultural interpretations when teachers asked 

questions that they did not have structured answers for and that students could relate to 

and about which they could ask themselves questions.  I also discovered that the use of 

rubrics and scales in the classroom closed spaces for cultural interpretation. Instructors 

and students perceived the rubrics as tools for assessment, and rubrics guided students to 

offer responses required so that they could pass tests and give teachers the right answers 

they expected.  

The  theory that emerged from the data on how spaces were opened or closed 

during classroom discussions of the reading text is that  professors  who are released from 

the constraints of structures that control engagement with students open opportunities to 

ask cultural interpretations which fosters the emergence of answers with new cultural 

viewpoints. The challenges of this theory to curriculum and instruction in schools are 
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enormous. Yet the value of opening spaces to promote literacy is confirmed in theories 

and studies under the theoretical frame of this study.  

Vygotsky (1978) theorized that when an interaction such as “talk” happens in 

classrooms the interaction is social and semiotic, and thereby increases participants’ 

cognitive development through the interchange, or literacy event. Yet this theory is often 

interpreted in classrooms and by educators as centered upon the teacher as the 

knowledgeable expert who guides the apprentice who is led to mastery by the teacher’s 

knowledge. This study suggested the value of classrooms in which the attention moves 

away from the teacher as expert to the classroom participants overall each with a different 

knowledge base to share. Findings suggested opportunities for cognitive development 

when Pacific Island students, instructors and Non-ELL students in the classroom shared 

their knowledges from their home cultures.  

 Through this research, I was able to identify social events based on practices 

observed and views of classroom participants interviewed that seemed to show how 

spaces were opened or closed for cultural interpretation of assigned reading texts. This 

evidence will be discussed under two categories:  (1) Juxtaposing examples of openings 

and closings and (2) Designing the key elements of the classroom supportive of cultural 

interpretation that this research has helped to envision. 

The different examples (concepts, actions and materials) from each case will be 

contrasted to revisit key openings and closings that affected the emergence of cultural 

interpretation. This section answers the research question on how closing and opening 

spaces in the classroom may silence Pacific Islanders’ multicultural views and localized 

worldviews. My goal in presenting juxtapositions in data in this section is to share how 
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instructors and students opened and closed spaces and offered the alternative cultural 

views and how cultural interpretation could have enhanced learning and value by 

engaging the diverse points of view of the participants. When spaces were opened, the 

cultural interpretations could also offer new meanings over new dimensions of texts used. 

When spaces were closed the opportunity to expand the scope of concepts were 

suppressed and students could not draw on their cultural resources.  

Recognizing conceptual gaps in teaching: Affirmative Action 

The findings suggest that the ways classrooms close spaces prevented alternative 

cultural views to emerge in the discussions. This happened in Case Study A when 

Affirmative Action was introduced.  The students from the Pacific Islands had no clue 

what it meant. The strict adherence to the guidelines of teaching the argumentative essay 

closed the opportunities to ask questions that could have assessed students’ understanding 

of the concepts. These oversights also closed opportunities for the students to offer 

cultural interpretations. This provided an example for the way a classroom closes cultural 

interpretations and silences the local worldviews available in students’ home cultures. 

The instructor realized there was a problem and made efforts to provide a clearer 

introduction to the concept. Interviews showed students were familiar with related 

concepts in their own cultures.  But views of the diverse experiences of the ELL Pacific 

Island students on, saying “yes” to (or affirming) those who had no opportunities did not 

surface in the discussions. The class learning Affirmative Action, as the experience of 

helping the disadvantaged in the US, lost the opportunity to learn the experience Pacific 

Island students’ may have on the same concept. In this case, a conceptual gap that closed 

spaces. Discussion of Pacific Island students’ diverse experiences could have provided 
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connections to broaden the scope of their own growth and understanding and provided an 

understanding of their membership in the new Hawaiˋi college classroom environment. 

The class might have been able to discuss how a concept like Affirmative Action is 

similar or different in the context of students’ own cultures. The rubric did not include the 

question, “How would this be similar or different to your home culture?” Thus, the 

answers to such an open-ended question did not come to light.   

Rosenblatt (1978) has defined reading comprehension this way: “Reading 

comprehension in the transactional view also assumes close attention to what that 

particular juxtaposition of words stirs up within each reader” (p. 137).  She sees literary 

comprehension as “involving an effort to indicate [the] sensed, felt, thought, nature of 

evocation while at the same time applying some frame of reference or method of 

abstracting in order to characterize it” (p. 135). This means that when readers reflect on 

their reading they find within themselves a way to connect in order to understand and 

organize the information. Opportunities to expand on these connections, and share them, 

enhance literary comprehension.  

In the discussion of reading texts across the cases, the basic English language 

courses intended to develop English language skills in reading and writing.  Based on the 

findings in this study the students’ responses to their reading were tightly confined to the 

evidence in the essays read, and they did not utilize their cultural views and other 

evidence outside of the text. Student responses did not offer cultural interpretations.  In 

these classrooms the opportunity for cultural interpretation was closed; not only ELL 

students but also Non ELL students’ opportunities to learn were narrowed. The worlds 

that could be represented when spaces are opened up to cultural interpretations would 
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benefit all by providing multiple views and comparisons among cultures.  Non-ELL, for 

example, would have learned that the particular US concept of Affirmative Action is not 

one that Pacific Island cultures live by. Sharing among different cultures could also show 

the views Non-ELL students have on Affirmative Action’s value as connected to their 

own ways of being.  

L earning through different cultural perspectives:  “Cancer” and “Eviction” 

Spiro (1978, 1980) referred to ELL’s knowledge that is stored from their 

backgrounds as part of the schema theory. The utilization of the schemata (of bilingual 

and multi-lingual learners), or structures in learning that locate language learned based on 

one’s background experiences, provided grounding for this study. 

Using structured categories to evaluate how narrative and descriptive essays were 

written focused the students’ efforts on fulfilling classroom requirements. These actions 

closed spaces for cultural interpretation. Students were learning how the essays titled 

“Cancer” and “Eviction” used words to show movement in the story. Students were also 

asked to focus on details and how details created the dimension of the thesis during the 

discussion of “Eviction” in Case Study B.  

The reasons why certain events in the story followed a certain movement touched 

upon how people made decisions in their lives. Students from the Pacific Islands might 

not experience the same turn of events in their cultures.  The stories may unfold 

differently in the Western culture. So openings can be made by asking, “How would 

people react to cancer or death in your culture?”  Ben, an ELL student from Samoa, 

talked about how other cultures may view death as part of their destiny. Similar needs 
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and opportunities arose with the essay on “Eviction,” where other Pacific Island students 

noted that they had not witnessed eviction in their communities.  

Across the four case studies, the differences in views presented could bring the 

classrooms’ diverse students to new understandings (when students refer to their differing 

local worldviews). These new understandings are possible when spaces are opened for 

cultural interpretation. These new understandings could lead to a multiplicity of 

discourses that create “contact zones” in which “ideological becoming” becomes the 

goal. (Bahktin 1981, in Freedman and Ball, p.8).These “contact zones” are also points of 

difference that provide wider dimensions to meanings of concepts that class members can 

learn from.  

What may have emerged if students were able to share their cultural interpretation 

with others whose experiences were different from their own?   In this study the opening 

of spaces for cultural interpretation may have developed greater understanding of the 

movement towards an acceptance of death or cross cultural perspectives on acts of 

eviction. If other categories exist in diverse ways of telling stories, it might be interesting 

to see what new dimensions to the concept can be added or to analyze which are left out.  

Lisa Delpit (1988) talked about “identifying and giving voice to alternative worldviews” 

and suggested that teachers “incorporate a range of pedagogical orientations” (p. 282). 

Teaching a single right way can close the teaching of many ‘right’ ways or options. Street 

and Lefstein (1984, 1993, quoted in Martin-Jones & Jones, 2000) described an 

“autonomous” view of literacy as the “a-social, a-historical skill/ability understanding of 

reading and writing” (Street & Lefstein, 2008) which seemed prevalent in Case A and B. 

This view of literacy is contrasted with the “ideological” view of literacy which Street 
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(2008, p. 158) explains is “embedded in social practices...always contested, both its 

meaning and its practices, hence particular versions of it are always ‘ideological’, they 

are always rooted in a particular world-view and in a desire for that view of literacy to 

dominate and to marginalize others” (p. 42). These particular ideological worldviews are 

suppressed when opportunities for cultural interpretation are closed.  When students and 

instructors close spaces for cultural interpretation they close their opportunity not only to 

participate but also to contribute to enhancing concepts covered in their readings.  

T eaching without boundaries  

Case Study C discussed Setting Boundaries without rubrics as boundaries. Cathy 

discussed the essay on “Setting Boundaries” with her students. They shared what rules or 

limits they set for themselves and how rules and limits are set by their parents. Yet, 

classroom discussion questions allowed students to offer different cultural interpretations 

of the concepts of boundaries. Had the instructor limited the discussion with prescriptive 

rubrics, students wouldn’t have told different stories about the boundaries they set for 

themselves and others. Cathy, the professor, would have not discovered the many ways 

her students perceived concepts from the reading. She could have used a rubric, as was 

done in Case A and B, and asked the students to evaluate the arguments the author posed 

in “Setting Boundaries.” 

The students could have produced an essay that followed the argument through 

and quoted important statements from the author’s writing and learned the skills of 

writing based on the rubric. Had they done so they wouldn’t have shared the reasons they 

shortened their showers, or how their rules about sex and love differed from their 
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instructor’s culture, or how not picking up a call from a cell phone affected their 

relationships with others.  

In the discussion of “Setting Boundaries,” the teacher explained the complex 

concept of boundaries using accessible words like rules or limits. This allowed the 

students to quickly look for rules they followed at home. The teacher did not explicitly 

ask for cultural differences to discuss rules imposed in their homes.  This made it a safer 

space for the students to just open up about the ways their rules at home were enforced. 

The data also seemed to show that opportunities like the discussion Cathy facilitated 

resulted in open and safe spaces for cultural interpretation. The students came to see new 

definitions in each other’s lives as they moved around the circle sharing more stories and 

essays.  

Comprehension was assessed in more genuine ways because of the free space that 

offered free associations to the concepts. She elicited oral responses that enhanced the 

scope of the concept adding from different responses provided by her and her students. 

The reading texts were discussed with follow up questions to allow students to think 

about different areas of the essay.  The informal atmosphere of the circle subverted the 

academic discourse where the teacher is positioned as powerful and as holding all the 

answers. Even in Cathy’s class, the authentic atmosphere was later lost during the group 

work where the students answered questions regarding the text in the multiple choice 

section of the textbook.  

A conclusion could be made that a greater balance is needed in classes. This 

includes teacher directed and student centered discussion, of open and closed questions, 

of structured and open time.  Data showed that some Non-ELL students thought it a poor 
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idea to spend too much time on cultural interpretation because they did have goals related 

to learning academic reading and writing skills.  Students felt that it was important to 

listen to other cultural views but not to spend all of their school time learning cultural 

views. Others saw the value of learning from other ways of understanding concepts.  

Sharing alternative meanings: To  “acquiesce”  is  “erroneous” 

These two words were discussed separately in Case Study D. Debra and her class 

discussed the essays by learning the meanings of key concepts using a vocabulary list that 

was projected on the screen.  But the richness of these words in the lives of Pacific Island 

students was not shared in the classroom. Don, an ELL student from Saipan, conveyed in 

the interview a different reaction to the word “erroneous” but did not share it in class.  

These words, and the pace in which the words and their meanings were reviewed 

by students from a projected power point slide, left very little space for classroom 

discussion of cultural perspectives.  Although Debra believed in finding the right 

questions to ask so that students can offer their cultural perspectives, there were no 

opportunities during the discussion of the text using vocabulary words for this to happen.  

And then they got to the word acquiesce. The additional examples from Debra 

were very effective in bringing out reactions from the class. Her examples proved crucial 

to their understanding. These examples opened spaces for cultural interpretation.   

Debra told them what it meant as she read the meaning on the screen: In the 

observation data: 

“they continued to the word acquiesce. The students seemed to like the 
word. The teacher said it meant agreeing even if one does not completely 
agree. She went on to explain how sometimes our Mom asks us to go 
somewhere and we do not want to but then we just acquiesce by saying in 
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a disinterested ,”okay”. The students seemed to like that there was a word 
for this. (Obs.1: CD, p. 3) 

Miller (2008), quoting Foucault, has suggested that we “amplify these [students’] 

subjugated voices” (p. 258). Luke (2002), in the tradition of Paolo Freire, has challenged 

educators to engage in emancipatory discourses in their classrooms, or “forms of talk, 

writing and representation that are counter-ideological and act to articulate and configure 

collective interests in transformative ways” (p. 105). In the case of these classrooms, the 

students could have talked more about kingdoms taken over by other more powerful 

kingdoms, or cultures overtaken by other cultures, or words replaced by other words. It 

could also be that they were taught by colonizers that their local perspectives were 

“erroneous.” They could have opened spaces to share what experiences they had with the 

word, acquiesce. Their time in class was already focused to complete the list of 

vocabulary words.  

Data also appear to show that students from the Pacific Islands are constrained by 

their reservations about speaking in class without being called. Don, an ELL student from 

Saipan, expressed his reservation when he said, “I don’t really express myself in class 

because one, trying to tell somebody about it…who doesn’t understand it...The only 

question is- will they accept it?”(Don, I: CD-ELL). Even if students desire to share their 

cultural interpretations, they want a respectful response to the cultures they inhabit.  

The students also needed to learn how to grab available spaces or perhaps open 

spaces on their own to share their interpretations.  But not only did they not know how, 

they also decided they should wait until they were called on. Others felt that they would 

consider how their ideas might be judged before offering cultural interpretations. In 
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specific instances where the teaching and learning structures were imposed on them, like 

in Case Study D, they only knew that the vocabulary words had their meanings firmly 

attached to the words on the power point. Don “acquiesced” at another level. But students 

respect the instructor’s role and many were interested in learning the meaning of the 

words. Still, from the perspective of evaluating the findings based on my position as 

researcher, the students have “acquiesced” to this academic process. Debra, the 

instructor, could further clear the space with more questions to facilitate a sharing where 

the words were not only understood for their meanings, but also used by the students to 

truly build on their definitions of their worlds.  

 Students were not able to go beyond the meaning of words required for an 

examination. They were not able to engage in cultural interpretation. At some level the 

responses were openings to cultural interpretation but these were not completely engaged 

in to achieve levels of multicultural literacy. When learning includes “trans-situational 

integration and conceptual change” (Spiro, 1980, p. 354), which is exemplified by the 

goals of the Classroom D, spaces for cultural interpretation are needed.  

Don, the ELL student from Saipan, interacted with the meaning in the story of the 

Hawaiian people. He expressed how his country was also unjustly taken over based on 

the history of Guam and Saipan. He felt it was “erroneous” when his country was 

occupied. Again he did not share this in the classroom and did not open to opportunities 

to engage openly. But his remarks in the interview showed that cultural interpretation was 

occurring in his internal learning process.  

In this study the students moved from their home cultures into the academic 

discourses using English as a second language. There is then a need for spaces that can 
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allow the schema (prior knowledge) from their primary discourses (home cultures) to be 

welcomed into the new discourse that they inhabit. 

Practical Applications of the Results 

Designing the instructor , the students’ answers, and the questions 

Figure 1. The Design of Key Elements of the Classroom 

 

 This section will outline the designs that can be created for the above mentioned 

key elements in the classroom. The possibilities to arrive at multicultural literacy through 

classroom practices and interaction are shown in selected examples. I have linked these 

events to multicultural literacy to describe the value added of this study to the literature. 

This study suggests ways that opening classrooms to cultural interpretation also opens 

classrooms to multiple knowledges and literacies.  

For Don, an ELL from Saipan, discussions about the political changes in Hawaiˋi 

triggered the political history of Guam. Since these spaces were not opened in the 

classroom the opportunity to arrive at productive diversity was denied. A few students 

who attached fear to sharing their culture were concerned about how their culture might 

be positioned as wrong in the environment of their secondary discourses. Data seemed to 
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suggest that the reservation was engaged in since the views from their culture were not 

shared. In Case Study C, where students were given spaces to answer questions using 

their experiences at home, the engagement with contradiction surfaced in the discussion. 

Yet, the conduct of the exchange dealt with incoherence as a part of the local worldviews 

that differ from student to student. Students were able to define themselves as well as 

hear from others and learn how different they were from each other. 

 Encounters of diverse perspectives have also been found to be crucial to arriving 

at new meanings and development of a similar literacy practice called inter-textuality, 

defined by Grbich (2004) as “an interaction of a range of constructed texts” (p. 27) or the 

“effect of other texts and other styles or registers in text and interactions” (Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2006, p. 115). In Cathy’s class, Case study C, students were asked about setting 

boundaries in terms of rules and limits that they experienced in their lives. Their answers 

not only offered different rules based on how their parents guided them, they also listened 

to how others responded. Some of their responses built on others’ responses and students 

constructed a different layer to a response that articulated their view based on another 

student’s view. For example, when the class discussed issues about being blamed and 

blaming others, the classroom members exchanged different responses that built on each 

other’s response.  

5 Cathy asked Candice if blaming happened to her and she said that her 
uncle is anal retentive. Kirk talked about always getting blamed when his 
little brother gets into trouble. Kani talked about her Mom blamed her for 
using her make up. Kawi said he always denies if he did anything wrong.  
One student said that his father called him the Anti-Christ.  
6 Colt talked about always being told by his parents not to use too much 
electricity or water and he feels that he gets blamed for most of the things 
that go wrong in the house because he is the eldest.  



247 

 

7 Cathy, the instructor, responds about her own situation at home where 
she blames her grandson for taking long showers.  
8 When Chris was asked he said nothing at first. Then he added that it is 
just like the shower where the hot water can cost electricity so now he said 
they shower in cold water. (Obs.2: CC, p.1)  
 

The levels of exchange varied as questions were asked and the depth of 

engagement may have opened more questions that defined their self-knowledge. But the 

exchange above shows how the multiple views also produce multiple responses.  

The findings point to three key players that respond to each other in movements. 

When open spaces are available, the a) instructor’s role is designed to be able to b) allow 

questions from instructors and students that deliver c) answers incorporating students’ 

cultural interpretations.  

Where the teacher stands 

The powerful role of the teacher is evident in the data of this multiple case study 

as shown in how the classrooms’ teaching and learning processes which were directed by 

professors. Their decisions were also crucial to how students, especially the Pacific Island 

students, responded to reading discussions. In many instances during observations and 

interviews, Pacific Island students echoed each other’s respect for the teacher’s judgment 

when asked when they would share their cultural interpretations. All of them said they 

would wait to be asked. This particular stance of Pacific Island students is consistent with 

the findings under the “Cultural Dimensions on Power Distance” developed by Hofstede 

(2001). Power distance was defined as “the extent to which the less powerful members of 

institutions and organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed 

unequally” (p. 98). Hofstede’s framework has been extended to the classrooms in this 

study.  Hofstede found these attributes in countries similar to the Pacific Islands where 
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“students in class speak only when invited to. Teachers are never publicly contradicted or 

criticized and are treated with deference even outside school” (p. 100-101). The Pacific 

Island ELL students’ respect for the authority of the professor is in part due to their 

acceptance of the professor’s power. Yet, it also closes opportunities for cultural 

interpretation.  

Based on the data from Case Study C, the teacher can re-design this “power’ role 

by acting as co-learner and co-participant, by redefining her relationship with students so 

that students will not be hindered in their chances to participate in the discussion using 

their cultural perspectives. The instructor sat in a circle with students, offered questions 

that asked everyone to speak so the spaces in the circle were not only equal but shared.  

Where the teacher stands changes the relationship of the interaction, not only in 

the physical sense but also in what sides she takes on the issues presented by her students. 

When students in Case Study C discussed the different boundaries that governed their 

lives, the responses to their views were not judged as right or wrong. They were accepted 

as answers.  The teacher also had her own answer to the question that students did not 

judge as right or wrong. Freire (1978) talked about pedagogy similar to this that shows a 

“revolutionary leadership (that) must practice co-intentional education. Teachers and 

students (leadership and people) co-intent on reality, are both subjects not only in the task 

of unveiling that reality, and thereby coming to know it critically, but in the task of re-

creating that knowledge” (p. 69).   

I conducted this study asking how multilingual Pacific Island students open/voice 

or close/silence their multicultural views and localized worldviews in classroom 

discussions/written reading responses after reading fiction and non-fiction texts  and in 
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asked what ways  teacher views and classroom actions open or close spaces for  students’ 

multicultural views and localized worldviews  in the classroom. I learned that professors 

and students can find spaces in spite of the structures that create their interactions. This 

adds value to what is known as emancipatory pedagogy as exemplified by Freire (1978) 

or pedagogy that intends to empower students whose local worldviews may be 

suppressed by dominant discourses.  

“Back Home…” 

This second part of the section on Design will examine how findings from the 

research direct the focus on the students’ answers or the responses shared by both 

teachers and students during classroom discussions. Opened spaces for cultural 

interpretation brought answers that offered cultural interpretations.  Data from this study 

suggest that the closing of spaces silenced Pacific Island multicultural views and 

localized worldviews in classroom discussions/written reading responses. These 

responses were heard in the interviews when students offered their cultural viewpoints on 

some of the concepts from the readings. A design on how they are asked and responded 

will assist the emergence of cultural interpretations to reading texts in the classroom.  

 According to the instructor in Case Study D, Don, an ELL student from Saipan, 

was performing cultural interpretation when he started his answers with, “Back home…” 

His connections could be from reading assigned texts, perceiving the meaning of a 

concept or a vocabulary word, or responding to other people’s experiences.  

Different theorists talk about these responses as experiences from a “sensibility” 

(Rosenblatt, 1978), a “Discourse signaling group membership” (Gee, 1996) and 
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“evaluative opinions” that belong to a “group’s ideology or belief system” (Gee, 1996, p. 

131) embedded in a culture and language other than English. 

Case Study D data also revealed the instructor’s perception of the struggles of 

Pacific Island students who reside within both the home culture and the academic culture. 

She found many examples of students who offered the reason of family concerns as 

reasons to explain their absences from class. The importance of their families and the 

value they placed on this unit of society clashed with the academic values where the 

individual was given a chance to be whoever he or she wanted to be. “Back home...” is 

not always an easy answer to find inside academic discourses.  

The search for answers from back home also connects to Hofstede’s Cultural 

Dimensions (2005). He has described cultural differences in terms of Collectivism versus 

Individualism. This is a very characteristic dichotomy between collectivist cultures from 

the Pacific Islands and individualistic cultures of more developed countries like the 

United States. In a society that values individualism the ties between individuals are 

loose: everyone is expected to look after him/herself and his/her immediate family only.  

“Collectivism stands for a society in which people from birth onwards are integrated into 

strong, cohesive in-groups, which throughout people’s lifetime continue to protect them 

in exchange for unquestioning loyalty” (p. 225). 

Answers to questions from the reading texts also varied when these were 

compared to what students experienced back home.  Ben, an ELL student from Samoa, in 

Case Study B talked about how death for other cultures may be accepted as part of their 

destiny. Their beliefs are tied to the beliefs of the community. Benita, a student from 

Samoa, talked about replacing the characters of the texts she encountered with Samoans 
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characters and found it funny when they did not fit inside the stories that she read in the 

classroom or watched on TV shows. Benita said, “Well my people- they are not – they 

understand. But they have a different understanding. So, I am going to put them in a 

situation in a text reading like ‘The Tree Climber’ or put them in the Tree Climber’s 

position and make it humorous” (Benita, I: CB, ELL, p. 13).  

The current study raises some philosophical questions about what students’ 

answers to questions in response to readings should entail and whether these should be 

tailored to fit academic discourses. If Pacific Island students did share their own 

experience in answer to questions in college English classes, their answer may not fit into 

prepared rubrics.  Questions arise:  How should these answers be received? What forms 

should these answers take shape? Who decides what forms these answers should take or 

should the form be negotiated? According to Gonzalez et al. (2005) “remaining aware of 

the ‘dialectical relationship between the academic and the everyday’ and the category of 

‘more knowledgeable others’ as a ‘shifting construct’ allows teachers to enact spaces for 

new curriculum structures and practices and more equitable means of sharing 

knowledge” (p. 267). If the design for the role of the teacher changed in keeping with the 

view of Gonzalez et al., the design for student responses can follow suit.  First, in a re-

designed role for the teacher, teachers would open spaces without the structures that were 

prevalent in classrooms in the current multiple case study.  Case studies also suggested 

that students themselves blocked opportunities for culture-related discussions as they 

relied on rubrics and directed structures that teachers offered them to find the right 

answers. 
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In Hofstede’s Cultural Dimensions (2001) students coming from countries similar 

to the Pacific Island cultures were shown to exhibit a characteristic he described as ‘high 

uncertainty avoidance.’  This is defined as “the extent to which the members of a culture 

feel threatened by uncertain or unknown situations” (p. 161).  Under this cultural 

dimension, “Students expect structured learning situations and seek right answers” (p. 

100). Students follow the role that the teacher takes and find comfort in knowing that 

they are right by their teachers’ standards. Amber from Guam talked about “just going by 

what the book says to get through university” (Amber, I: CA-ELL, p. 6).  

Data appear to show that the closing of spaces for cultural interpretation also 

showed that classrooms engaged in processes that were perceived as appropriate in an 

academic learning institution.  Students’ primary discourses (home cultures) were not 

included in these academic processes. English language learners from the Pacific Islands 

have accepted this as a preparation for a university degree.  Gee (1996) described the 

classroom for those who are diverse students as  a Secondary Discourse, “to which 

people are apprenticed as part of their socializations within various local, state and 

national groups” (p. 137).   If classrooms offered a more open environment, students’ 

primary discourses can emerge. Primary discourse, described by Gee, develops when 

“people are apprenticed early in life during their primary socialization as members of 

particular families within their socio-cultural settings” (p. 137).  

Within the classrooms studied in this case study, Pacific Island students’ 

instructors often used textbooks and poured knowledge into the minds of students 

forming part of their secondary discourses. Secondary discourses are composed of 

learning students acquire from classrooms using a second language (Gee, 1996).  This 
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way of instructing appeared to undermine sharing of the local knowledge that students 

brought to class. It suggested closed spaces for students’ primary discourse. Many would 

say this subjugated their primary discourse as less important, and thereby prevented the 

growth of knowledges that could create the multiplicity of literacies that the NLG (2003) 

has expounded.   

Debra, the instructor from Case Study D, compared the academic culture and the 

collective (family) cultures of the Pacific Island students in expressing her views on what 

the Pacific Island student struggles with. A significant connection can be made between 

the academic culture and the Western culture reflected in the colleges that Pacific Island 

students and local students were attending. Debra’s views suggested that students from 

other countries view the Western culture with adulation. She said that their adulation was 

ushered in by movies and pop culture which appeared to make students who are not from 

the Western culture feel inferior.  Gayatri Spivak suggests that an intervention should be 

done in a “neutral communication of free dialogue” (p. 72) in an interview titled “The 

Post-Colonial Critic.” She responded to a question about the “power of the hegemonic, 

Western-educated liberalism” (p. 72) that inhabits those who are colonized. She also said, 

“If you mean that you have to make interventions in the structure of which you are part, it 

seems to me that is the most negotiated position, because you must intervene even as you 

inhabit those structures” (p. 72). This view confirms that within the new influences in the 

Western world that Pacific island students inhabit there are spaces in the classroom to 

‘intervene’ even if they live under these definitions.  

Willinsky (1998) has said that “learning to read ourselves within and against how 

we have been written, too, seems part of the educational project ahead. But learning to 
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read oneself is also about learning to read the other, as we consider how to rewrite the 

learned and the learn-ed perceptions of difference” (p. 264). The students who believed 

strongly in what their culture meant to them expressed that they would not want to 

change what they know from their primary discourses (home cultures). The spaces that 

closed these opportunities may not have strengthened those students whose reading of 

themselves from “within” needed the support of the entire classroom.  

Asking what question to ask 

The teaching learning process is held together by the power relationships of the 

positions participants take in the classroom. The students who offered their responses in 

Case Study C felt free to participate in the open space. The teacher empowered their 

responses. There were no judgments of what was right or wrong. This adds to what Freire 

(1978) has written about the emancipatory pedagogy in Pedagogy of the Oppressed when 

he said: 

To achieve this praxis [reflection and action], however, it is necessary to 

trust in the oppressed and their ability to reason. Whoever lacks this trust 

will fail to Initiate (or will abandon) dialogue, reflection, and 

communication, and will fall into using slogans, communiqués, 

monologues and instructions. Superficial conversions to the cause of 

liberation carry this danger. (p. 66) 

 
Results in this study have also shown that when the instructors’ questions were 

governed by rubrics, the answers were uniform and did not reveal much of what the 

students thought from back home.  
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Research has been done on instructional processes to develop ways to improve 

literacy for ELLs. Purcell-Gates (1995) has posed questions that need to be asked to 

inform academic work with culturally diverse classrooms:  

1) What are the ways to gain insight on the reasons why the school 

curriculum is failing to meet the cognitive needs of the “foreigners?” 

2) How can we teach the culture of literacy and language that encodes 

learning and experience so that these are  accepted by those who have 

not been part of it – or who have been positioned as the “other?” (p. 3)  

 
Inside classrooms in this study, students did not always have opportunities to 

access what they already knew from their cultures. In Case Study C, Cathy suggested that 

Pacific Island students can include glossaries after their essays so that readers can access 

these local worldviews and knowledges. This is just one of the ways that classrooms can 

receive answers from questions that are yet to be asked. The glossaries and translations 

serve as spaces for local worldviews to exist. It further signals to the instructors that 

anything can be asked as long as we have a space for answers to be shared.  

In a student-centered approach, when the students are asked for their cultural 

interpretation, for example, a text’s meaning based on their experiences, culture or 

background becomes co-constructed between the participants in the conversation. Joyce 

Purdy’s study (2008) titled “Inviting Conversation: Meaningful Talk about Texts for 

English Language Teachers” provided a structure for teachers to include home cultures in 

classroom conversations. Purdy’s study showed how questioning, teaching vocabulary, 

engaging in collaborative talk and recognizing the culture and identity of learners  
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“extended the construction of meaning” that can benefit not only the English Language 

Learners but all the other members of the class as well (p. 50). The data of the current 

dissertation study confirms Purdy’s findings and also suggests that “the extension of 

meaning” lies in the engagement with students that acknowledges the culture through 

questioning and collaborative talk.  

When spaces are opened in the classroom the expertise of the learner, whose 

situated and contextualized local knowledges come from his or her place of origin and 

language, is often different from the context of the academic discourse where English, 

often the second language of the Pacific Islander, is the medium of instruction and the 

language of the texts. The way answers are received by the professors depends on how 

the gaps between their contextualized local knowledges and the academic discourses 

were bridged.  

When spaces are opened the discussion of texts can move the class toward a 

multiplicity of meanings. Meanings are available from students who share “other” 

discourses. Such a model for discussion reflects the postmodern perspective that offers an 

“interdependency between each oppositional pair,” which “demonstrates how 

marginalization of the negative member has in fact centered it.” (Grbich, 2004, p. 44). 

According to Slattery (2006), the postmodern world view encompasses a “revolutionary 

paradigm that transcends basic assumptions” (p.18). Lyotard described it this way: 

The postmodern would be that which, in the modern, puts forward 

the unpresentable in presentation itself; that which denies itself the solace 

of good forms, the consensus of a taste which would make it possible to 

share collectively the nostalgia for the unattainable; that which searches 
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for new presentation, not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a 

stronger sense of the unpresentable. (Lyotard, 1979: 81, quoted in Grbich, 

2004) 

 The answers that can now be – or can exist as a design- are ushered from a series 

of deconstructed roles that were traditionally played in the classroom. The role of the 

teacher as the director now changes. The role of the answer as the only right answer does 

not have to be the only right answer, and the role of answers becomes fluid, invisible or 

felt.  

When students are asked questions without judgments about their local 

worldviews, the answers are felt by the listener (the instructor and other students) in all 

their authenticity. But when ways of being are not shared with the dominant discourse, 

like the Pacific Island students (from Instructor Debra’s story) who chose to be absent 

from class to take a sick relative to the hospital, or like Benita’s story, when she replaced 

characters in her readings with personalities of her Samoan friends, the classroom loses 

the primary discourses since they are at a certain level, ‘unpresentable.’ 

To summarize this section on design, the theory derived from this research 

threads through these three proposed designs: the role of the teacher, the answers that 

begin with “back home” and asking what questions to ask. When the role of the teacher is 

not defined by limiting positions on the answers that both teachers and students articulate 

starting with “back home,” then a space can exist to ask what new question can be asked.  

In that space, unencumbered by the powerful position of the teacher, the content is no 

longer expected from a format that shapes the content.   



258 

 

Based on findings from the research, the above designs of the key elements to this 

study show how spaces can be opened or closed depending on how teachers perceive the 

kind of learning needed by students. The data from the study offered ways to open more 

spaces and also showed how views and actions closed spaces for cultural interpretation. 

The next section of this chapter will explore the limitations of this study. 

L imitations of the Study 

Limitations to this study include my positionality as the researcher. Studies and 

theories included in the theoretical frame of this study point to my belief in the 

importance of cultural views as “reservoir of resources” (Gonzalez et al. 2001) and the 

construction of the “Third Space” (English, 2005). Both views acknowledged the 

subjugated discourses of the immigrant multicultural students who hold alternative 

perspectives that can benefit learning. My experiences as a multilingual student in the 

Philippines learning reading texts in English from foreign countries also contribute to my 

bias in assessing data choices and development of categories. This limitation was also 

reported by Heine (2002) in connection to a study on English reading texts that were 

remotely connected to the lives of Pacific Island students. Careful focus was given to 

these limitations as I performed a constructivist grounded theory design on the collection 

and analysis of the data. Drawing from different sources allowed the study to present 

themes and categories that were grounded in the data.  

Another limitation is the data source itself. Conclusions made on the findings are 

limited to the four case studies that were conducted and the particular schools and 

populations who were willing to participate in the research. Recommendations for further 

study are included in the section on implications.  
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Implications 

 The findings from this study suggested that cultural interpretation in classrooms 

serving Pacific Island students are opened when classrooms design the role of the teacher, 

as well as the questions and answers exchanged in discussion of reading and writing 

texts, in ways that invite, rather than limit, content reflecting Pacific Island students’ 

views. The findings also suggested that non-ELL students and the Pacific island students 

have different experiences at home that alter the way they use spaces to express 

themselves in the classroom. Several implications for preparation of college teachers of 

composition emerge, including ways discussions can be conducted in class and the ways 

materials for assessment can be developed.  The study also points new directions for 

further research and for policy.  

Implications for  Preparation of College Instructors of English Reading and 

Composition 

Providing opportunities to learn cultural backgrounds with instructor and 

students from other cultures. In-service college instructors need to understand how 

important it is to know about Pacific Island students’ cultural and historical backgrounds. 

The professors from these classrooms were highly advanced in their preparation as 

English professors. All of them agreed that English was necessary for the education of 

Pacific Island students. Cathy’s background in linguistics focusing on cultural studies, 

her membership in different cultural and language groups and her participation in the 

local culture allowed her to engage more with the diverse cultural backgrounds of her 

students. The three other professors from Case studies A, B and D were also closely 

connected to the local culture but the classroom processes they used prevented them from 
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engaging with the students’ cultural interpretation. Table 21 provides a closer look at the 

level of membership each of the participants had with their cultures. Knowledge of these 

affiliations allow instructors to create classroom discussions and develop curriculum that 

open spaces for cultural interpretation. Data from this table was taken from interviews 

with the participants.  

Table 21. Cultural Affiliations of Pacific Island Students and Instructors 

Case Study # 
CLASSROOM 

Names of Participants, Pacific 
Island Affiliations and Arrival 
timeframe on Oahu. 

Cultural Affiliations Based on Use and 
Practice of Language and Home Cultures 

Case Study A 
Malama 
University 

1. Ana: Instructor A  
2. Andrea: ELL-Guam (1st year 

college) 
3. Amber: ELL-Guam  (1st year 

college) 
4. Annette: ELL-Marshall 

Islands  (Grade 4) 
5. Alicia: ELL-Samoa (Grade 5) 
6. Ambileen: ELL-Samoa (born 

on Oahu) 
7. Albert: Non-ELL 
8. Arabella: Non-ELL 
9. Arleen: Non-ELL 

1. Ana speaks English as a first language 
but understands Pidgin through her 
father who was born and raised in 
Hawaiˋi. 

2. Andrea lived in Guam her whole life and 
speaks more English than Chamorro. She 
participates in Chamorro cultural 
festivals. 

3. Amber was also born and raised in 
Guam. Her parents speak fluent 
Chamorro. She speaks English more 
often but can understand Chamorro. 

4. Alice says she practices her Samoan 
culture fully and speaks more Samoan in 
her daily life except for English in 
school.  

5. Ambileen was born and raised on Oahu 
and speaks Samoan at home. She also 
identifies more with the Samoan culture.  

6. Annette spent her childhood in the 
Marshall Islands. She understands 
Marshallese but speaks more English 
She participates in many cultural 
practices of her parents’ Marshall Islands 
culture.  
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Case Study B 
Malama 
University 

1. Brenda: Instructor B  
2. Benita: ELL-Samoa (1st year 

college)  
3. Ben: ELL-Samoa (mainland 

USA)  
4. Venus: ELL-Samoa (born on 

Oahu)  
5. Brett: Non-ELL  
6. Bobby: Non-ELL 

1. Brenda was born and raised on Oahu. 
She shifts to Pidgin every time she 
speaks with her father. She practices 
local Japanese cultural practices on the 
island. 

2. Benita was born and raised in Samoa and 
only moved to Oahu this year (2010) to 
as a college freshman. She speaks fluent 
Samoan and practices her culture fully. 

3. Venus was born and raised on Oahu but 
her Dad spoke only in Samoan to her. 
She understands and speaks some 
Samoan to communicate with her father 
and grandmother. Her father’s side 
practices the Samoan culture more often 
even if her Mom is also Samoan.  

Case Study C 
Kuleana 
Community 
College 

1. Cathy: Instructor C 
2. Chris: ELL-Samoa 

(elementary school) 
3. Cory: N-ELL 
4. Kenny: N-ELL 

1. Cathy speaks Tagalog, Cebuano, and 
English and learned other languages in 
her studies in linguistics. She 
understands the Pacific Island cultures 
because she claims that these are very 
similar to her Filipino culture.  

2. Chris participates in the Samoan culture 
of his parents but mostly on family 
events like weddings, funerals and other 
celebrations. He understands Samoan but 
most of the conversation is initiated by 
his father who is Samoan. 

Case Study D 
Kamao 
Community 
College 

1. Debra: Instructor D  
2. Don: ELL-Saipan (1st year 

college)  
3. David: N-ELL 

1. Debra was born and raised on Maui. She 
speaks English and was raised learning 
pidgin. She practices some of the local 
culture of Maui closely affiliated with 
the Okinawan culture. 

2. Don was born and raised in Saipan. He is 
fluent in both English and the Chamorro 
language. Although competent in the US 
culture he fully practices in the 
Chamorro culture on Oahu and at home.  

Note. Non-ELL students’ cultural affiliations and second language use were not 
considered as part of this study. 
 
  Professors might be interested to understand the cultural values that are practiced 

at home by their students since findings from the interview show that the knowledge of 
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students’ backgrounds can help instructors understand why their students may not 

participate in the classroom.  In addition, my findings suggest that in-service teachers 

may benefit from courses of study on culture and intercultural communication to be able 

to understand the backgrounds of students from the Pacific Islands.  

 Low et al. (2005) in an article titled “The Language Question in Pacific 

Education” raises difficult questions brought into play when persuasive globalizing forces 

that stress the need for students to learn English come in contact with students’ more 

contextoriented language agenda at home.  Low et al. have shown that students who 

arrived to Hawaiˋi from the Pacific Islands have been studying in transitional bilingual 

programs. Issues regarding English as a Medium of Instruction (MOI) have been debated 

in an effort to preserve indigenous knowledges. The value of indigenous knowledges as a 

resource for the learner and the classroom strengthens the rationale to open spaces for 

cultural interpretation as proposed in the current study. Low et al. have found that the 

transitional programs “prepare students to leave the Pacific Islands in pursuit of 

participating in a Western economy” (p. 8). Students continue to join new discourses and 

carry their home cultures into these new spaces.  

  The current research provided examples of professors who were willing to play 

new and supportive roles to provide a more open environment for cultural interpretation. 

Yet, it appeared, they needed support in learning strategies for doing so. Ana from Case 

study A talked about seeing herself this way, “It shifts sometimes I am a 100% an 

instructor and then a translator and devil’s advocate” (Ana, I: CAT, p. 12). No 

longitudinal studies have been conducted on the topic of cultural interpretations in 

classrooms or on multiple roles instructors have played to approach diverse cultures in 
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the classroom.  However research on teachers playing various roles has suggested that 

teachers can empower students without losing the “explicitness of pedagogy” (Wallace, 

2002, p. 214). An important element in this suggestion is the role of the instructor as 

learner, as one who shares power while engaging in discussion of varied cultural 

knowledges. Catherine Wallace’s Critical Literacy in the Second Language Classroom 

(2002) introduced a course on critical reading in which students from diverse language 

backgrounds discussed texts used in their day-to-day lives.  She suggested ways for 

teachers to manage critical talk by offering examples of how teachers in university 

classrooms can shift identities in the classroom.  In this study, Cathy, instructor of Case 

Study C, did something very similar.  Because other instructors were open to the idea, but 

their classes showed few openings for cultural interpretation, additional professional 

development seems needed.  In keeping with the results of this study, instructors would 

benefit from such practices as providing a greater balance of class time for cultural 

sharing, creating a sense of safety and respect in the classroom, and knowing more about 

students’ cultural backgrounds--particularly the backgrounds of ELL students, and among 

them, Pacific Island students. 

Examination of conceptual content in the cur riculum. College instructors need 

new knowledge and skills, a new paradigm of teaching and learning less driven by 

measurement and accountability. The ability to recognize and address conceptual 

differences and gaps between cultures is needed to find new ways of living that new 

paradigms may bring. The exploration of cultural selves among all members of the 

classroom—what they know, how they came to know it, and what the limitations of their 

perspective are, is essential to these transformations.  
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Concepts that arise from the reading texts were interpreted in various ways by the 

students from the Pacific Islands. Benita’s replacement of characters in stories from 

Western texts with Samoans, Ben’s thoughts on his culture’s view of death as destiny, 

Chris’ fascination with learning of ancient navigational knowledge of his ancestors, and 

Don’s finding historical parallels in his own country to the history of Hawaiian 

colonization provide samples. These were mostly spoken of during interviews, not during 

class discussions.  They reflect paths not walked upon, discussions silenced, reflection on 

topics based on cultural perspectives that might have added to class discussion.  

  The views from the Non-ELL students in this study brought the dimension of the 

academic discourse as a space for individuals to make decisions about when or how to 

share. The value that the data from the Non-ELL interviews contributed added to the 

understanding of collective and individualistic views of learning based on Hofstede’s 

Cultural Dimensions. They also offered openness and cautions about possible overuse of 

cultural interpretation. Their responses to new questions about designing curriculum that 

open spaces for cultural interpretation maintains focus on other writing and reading skills. 

Differing views raise questions about the use of authority and power in the classroom in 

terms of whose discourses can be privileged in the teaching learning process. This also 

leads to the question of which knowledges should be included.  

This study tried to understand how spaces are opened or closed for cultural 

interpretation of reading texts in English language classrooms. It highlighted the 

importance of examining different cultural interpretations of concepts as a way to avoid a 

narrow kind of literacy: “literacy that can be measured and thence bought and sold” (Gee, 

1996, p. 123). Literacy, Gee explained, is measured out and quantified like “reading,” 
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“graded texts,” “levels of literacy skills,” and “amounts of literacy and illiteracy” (p. 

123). When structures dominate the patterns in which knowledge is asked and received, 

there is a need to reevaluate the kinds of learning that schools impart and to ask, for 

whose benefit.  

Implications for Research 

The multicultural views and localized worldviews in the classroom were silenced 

and in some cases heard when spaces were opened in this study. Instructors whose views 

and classroom actions opened or closed spaces for students all expressed the importance 

of sharing multicultural views. 

The classroom provided the space for social interactions where literacy begins 

and ends (Vygotsky, 1978; Street 1994). The instructor held the authority that was 

accepted by Pacific Islanders and Non-ELLs to guide the processes of learning.   

 The results of this study can add to the understanding of the social encounters that 

produce learning and multiliteracies in college English classrooms serving Pacific Island 

students. Supporting these results on multi-literacy are theories that recognize that 

cognitive growth as embedded in social practices (Vygotsky, 1978; Street, 1984). When 

conversations and spaces for different cultural interpretations are allowed, these social 

practices bring new perspectives. These enhance what Gee (1996, p. 147) called a 

“liberating” literacy and important aspect of multi-literacy. In classrooms the 

acknowledgment of multi-literacies is an important yet difficult and power contested 

experience. The students and instructors in colleges are subject to power discourses from 

larger societal realities. The results of this study show that when spaces were opened for 

cultural interpretation, students expressed views reflecting their primary discourses.  
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 The findings of this study also suggest that classroom environments can serve 

Pacific Island students better if they become inviting, safe and open spaces for cultural 

interpretation and multiple knowledges to be shared without structured assessments.  

 In future research, it would be useful to determine if college classrooms that have 

established open environments drawing on multiple knowledges can enhance 

ELL/Pacific Island students’ speaking, reading and writing of the English language.  

 Similar case studies could also be conducted among ELL students from countries 

with different political and historical relationships with the United States. The immigrant 

population is growing based on the latest census. The Pacific Island immigrant 

population is expected to double between now and 2050 (US Census). Other immigrant 

populations are also expected to grow and enter the classrooms of US universities. Case 

studies on ELLs use and practice of their home cultures and how cultural interpretations 

in classrooms bring about multiple literacies will add new dimensions to an 

understanding of students’ needs and strengths.  

Implications for Policy 

In this study, most of stories and essays were taken from textbooks which  

also included guide questions and exams. These anthologies came with assessment 

protocols. The findings from this study suggested that professors who taught using these 

protocols from published texts elicited fewer responses that offered cultural 

interpretation.  

A policy on curriculum building in schools that includes questions and 

pedagogies generated by students and instructors would offer spaces for cultural 

interpretation and is suggested here. In this study, rubrics, scales, and guidelines used to 
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elicit responses were created by the instructors based on textbooks. The essays and 

multiple choice questions from Case Study C came from the textbook the students were 

using. Questions from textbooks can be asked in ways that do not create limits to how 

answers are expected. Cathy, the instructor from Classroom C, read the questions from 

the textbook and rephrased the main questions to derive students’ stories about their life 

experiences with the concepts from the reading. When Cathy shared views from her 

culture and values, she helped Pacific Island students find the spaces for their own 

cultural interpretation and their negotiation of multiple cultural views.  

Findings in this study suggest that instructors should make every effort to ask for 

multiple views of the concepts found in the readings in college classes teaching basic 

English reading and writing to Pacific Island students. Lisa Delpit (1986) in her article, 

“Silenced Dialogues: Power and Pedagogy in Educating Other People’s Children,” talks 

about how the teacher’s power in the classroom can be changed and shared in order to 

empower students. She said: 

This can only be done, however, by seeking out those whose perspectives 

may differ most, by learning to give their words complete attention, by 

understanding one’s own power, even if that power stems merely from 

being in the majority, by being unafraid to raise questions about 

discrimination and voicelessness with people of color, and to listen, no, to 

hear what they say. (p. 297)   

Closing 

My theory of how spaces can be opened for cultural interpretation in college 

classrooms serving Pacific Island students includes three interconnected movements: 
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First, the structures and forms created to hold students’ responses controlled the flow of 

content that could have arrived in fascinating undetermined forms. To change it, 

instructors must change. Secondly, cultural dispositions of Pacific Island students to 

accept their college instructors’ positions of authority prevented them from answering 

with cultural interpretation in academic discourses.  Uncovering this disposition one sees 

the urgency of creating new spaces built on greater respect for and interest in their Pacific 

Island cultures.  Non-ELL students’ interest in other cultural perspectives should also be 

viewed from their own cultural dispositions where they define the spaces that classrooms 

can offer as personal, individual choices. 

 The third movement in my theory suggests that the classroom becomes the next 

place for learning beyond students’ homes. In part, it can do so with more open questions 

and instruction. In the classrooms Pacific Island students learn to test their views in 

another discourse through the use of English as a second language. The instructor can 

usher in students from diverse backgrounds when she accepts students for who they and 

is willing to learn about who they can be.  

This is the professor who does not wait for the wind with a cupped hand but 

instead facing it with arms outstretched can feel the contours of its breeze from all 

directions. The students’ answers may whisper or hurl themselves in from the heart of 

their being, empowered by their own strengths, confident somehow that they can make a 

connection.  

The research data suggest that to understand how spaces are opened or closed is to 

understand the power that the instructor holds in the classroom. How teachers and 

students opened spaces determined the multiple knowledges that emerged.  When the 
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local worldviews emerged from a few open spaces during the discussions of reading texts 

the uniqueness of these knowledges could not be ignored. The data support the design of 

the key elements (the teacher, the question and the answer) in the classrooms based on 

closing and opening spaces for cultural interpretation. The multiple knowledges 

(literacies) that managed to emerge gave value to opening spaces for cultural 

interpretation, the shared power in asking and answering opens more spaces.  
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Appendix A 

Consent Form: Instructor 

 

Dear Prof. ___________________, 

 

This letter is to request your participation in a doctoral research study I am doing. I am 

investigating instructor and immigrant (Pacific Islander) student use of cultural 

interpretation in reading and responding to academic texts. As the researcher, I will 

observe interactions between teachers and students in class and small group discussions 

focusing on how cultural interpretation is used to understand reading selections. This 

study’s purpose is to identify ways to support second language learners in their use of the 

English language in college classrooms. 

 

I hope to include two instructors from your school and their students to participate.  I am 

focusing in particular on needs of Pacific Island students, so I also want to identify 

classes that include at least five (5) Pacific island students (Chuuk, Yap, Pohnpei, 

Marianas Islands, Guam, Samoa or Palau) per class. I plan to interview, instructors and 

students, observe class sessions and analyze students’ written responses to texts based 

on two reading assignments. The first and second reading text would be something from 

your existing list.  If you believe that this would be a study you can participate in, I would 

be willing to meet with all participants to explain the process of this study. Below is the 

proposed timeframe for your perusal.  
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The study will involve observations and interviews throughout the duration for study of 

one reading assignment (approximately 3 meetings). Analysis of written assignments on 

the readings from each class will be included.  During 2010, the study may involve less 

than a week (for each reading text).  

 

Your favorable response will be greatly appreciated. Please sign below if you would be 

willing to participate. Classes will only be selected if all class members give consent to 

participate. For further questions, I can be reached at (808) -728-3089. Thank you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Eva Rose B. Washburn-Repollo 

 

Consent to Participate: 

 

(PRINT AND SIGN)  ____________________________________ 

    Name of Classroom Teacher 

____________________ 

    Date 
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Appendix B 

Consent Form: Student 

Agreement to Participate in study exploring cultural interpretation of classroom reading 

texts 

 

Eva Rose B. Washburn-Repollo 

Primary Investigator 

728-3089 

 

This research project is being conducted as a component for a doctoral degree.  

The purpose of the project is to learn more about exploring cultural interpretation of 

classroom reading texts. You are being asked to participate because of your membership 

in the classroom for study.  

Participation in the project will consist of participating in classroom discussion of 

reading text, written homework and interview about your responses to reading texts for 

university work. Interview questions will focus on how use cultural interpretation when 

you are reading in English. Data from the observations, written work and interview will 

be summarized into broad categories. No personal identifying information will be 

included with the research results. Completion of the research project will involve about 

5 to 6 meetings.  Each interview will last no longer than 30 minutes. Approximately 10 

students will participate in the study. Interviews will be audio and video recorded for the 

purpose of transcription. 
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The investigator believes there is little or no risk to participating in this research 

project.  

As compensation for time spent participating as an interviewee in the research 

project, you will receive a Subway Gift card for a foot long sandwich.  

Research data will be confidential to the extent allowed by law. Agencies with 

research oversight, such as the UH Committee on Human Studies, have the authority to 

review research data. All research records will be stored in a locked file in the primary 

investigators’ office for the duration of the research project. Audio tapes will be 

destroyed immediately following transcription. All other research records will be 

destroyed upon completion of the project. 

Participation in the research project is completely voluntary. You are free to 

withdraw from participation at any time during the duration of the project with no 

penalty, or loss of benefit to which you would otherwise be entitles.  Please feel free to 

contact me for questions related to the study. 

If you have any questions regarding your rights as a research participant, please 

contact the UH Committee on Human Studies at (808) 956-5007, or uhirb@Hawaiˋi.edu 

Participant: 

I have read and understand the above information, and agree to participate in this 

research project. 

______________________________________________________ 

Name (printed) 

________________________                          ______________    

Signature        Date 

mailto:uhirb@hawaii.edu
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Appendix C 

Interview Questions for ELLs: 

1. Are you able to make personal connections to the texts you have been asked to 

read in this class? Other classes? 

2. In what ways is it important/unimportant to you that English texts be discussed in 

connection with your cultural perspective? 

3. How free are you about expressing yourself orally in class?  

4. How interested are you in learning different cultural and personal perspectives 

from others? 

5. Do the meanings of texts change for you when you think about their meanings in 

your culture? 

6. Describe the role your culture plays in your response to reading selections in 

English. 

7. In what ways do teachers allow you to find interpretations in your culture? In 

what ways is that important or unimportant to you?  

 

Interview Questions for non-E L Ls: 

1. Are you able to make personal connections to the texts you have been asked to 

read in this class? Other classes? 

2. In what ways is it important/unimportant to you that English texts be discussed in 

ways that allow you and other students to make personal connection? 

3. In what ways do you support students in sharing their diverse perspectives? 
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4. What kind of support do you think diverse ELL students need to open the door for 

them to offer cultural interpretations? 

5. How interested are you in learning different cultural and personal perspectives 

from others? 

6. Do the meanings of texts change for you when you think about them from diverse 

cultural perspectives? 

7. In what ways do teachers allow you to find interpretations in your culture? In 

what ways is that important or unimportant to you?  

Interview Questions for T eachers: 

1. In what ways is it important/unimportant to you that English texts be discussed in 

connection with the students’ cultural perspective? 

2. Do the meanings of texts change when your students make meaning of English 

texts in their culture? 

3. Describe the role you play in facilitating responses to reading selections in 

English/in cultural perspectives. 

4. In what ways do you as a teacher allow interpretations of reading texts in 

students’ culture? In what ways is that important or unimportant to you?  

5. When selections are discussed in terms of ELL students’ culture, are there ways 

these promote diminish or change the students’ understanding?  

6. In what ways do you create a classroom community that opens the door for 

diverse students’ cultural interpretation? 

7. How much space do you allow for diverse students to express their cultural 

interpretations in class?  
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Appendix D 

Protocols in Classroom Ethnographic Study 

Theoretical 
Framework 
 

First Level or Raw 
Data 

Observer Comments Theorizing and 
other evaluative 
purposes 

Questions 
Assumptions 
 

(highly specific 
detailed account of 
the context and the 
ongoing social and 
linguistic interaction 
of participants) 

Interpretation of the 
meaning and 
significance 
 
(analyze and 
interpret) 

(hypothesize) 

Note: adapted from Slaughter, Helen B. (1989). Writing and Interpreting Ethnographic 
Protocols. In Creative ideas for teaching evaluation: activities, assignments and 
resources.  Mertens, Donna M (Ed.) Boston: Kluwer Academic.  
 

Observations Guide: 

Preparing to observe: 

1. Prearrange with the teacher. 

2. Inform the teacher that you will be mainly taking notes and observing. Mention 

that you may informally interact with the students from time to time.  

3. Mention to the teacher that you will attempt to fit into the background and not 

interfere in ongoing classroom events. 

4. Orient yourself to the physical and social context of the classroom, including 

schedule of activities and lessons. 

5. Try to have a list of student names beforehand and learn to identify students as 

soon as possible. 

6. Find a place to sit where you can see everything or the small group you are 

studying and not interfere with the teacher’s “space”.  
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7. Over the days, the students will pay less and less attention to you if you are not 

obtrusive. 

Observing: 

1. Begin taking notes as soon as possible. 

2. Take verbatim notes of teacher-student or peer verbal interaction that is related to 

the focal area of the study. 

3. Identify speakers by name. Use pseudonyms later.  

4. If recording, practice the process so things will run smoothly. 

5. Check time every 5 minutes. Notice the beginning and ending of the natural 

activity units or events occurring in the classroom. 

6. Record only material that is not offensive if it were read by students or the 

teacher. 

7. If students ask you what you are doing, tell them that you are interested in the 

learning activity of the classroom and are writing down notes.  

8. If a student wants to talk and you are busy, tell them you are busy doing your 

“work” and will talk with them again later. 

9. Observer must “get to it” and record as many notes without thinking of meaning 

and significance only. Later all these may come together.  Walk around the room. 

Try to obtain samples. Ask them what they are doing and ask them to explain 

some assignment to you.  

Writing: 

1. Write up your field notes soon after leaving the classroom.  
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2. Complete the protocol before re-entering the classroom to do another observation 

or to interview the teacher. 

3. Devote 3 to 4 hours. 

4. The protocol should as much as possible re-construct the events while in the 

classroom. 

5. Write in the past tense. 

6. Use transcript format for including dialogue 

7. Not all audio recorded material can be included but provide examples of speech 

events long enough for readers to “read between the lines” and interpret some 

significance to the events.  

8. Include drawings or examples of student work where relevant to the observations.  

9. Mark all pages of the protocol with date, time, classroom site, page number and 

make a second copy of all protocols when they are finished.  

10. Protocols are confidential data: keep them in a secure place.  

11. For refined indexing- all lines should be numbered. If cumbersome, paragraphs 

can be numbered.  

12. Create a protocol “Overview.”  This is a coversheet summarizing the main things 

that were observed, perhaps referring the reader to specific pages. 

The Ethnographic Summary 

1. Struggle with the interpretation and index the data. 

2. The ethnographer will write his or her observation on a) positive or negative 

feelings about what is happening in the site, or study and b) hunches about what 

might be important to look at in more depth in future observation.  
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3. As study progresses ethnographic interpretations become more data-based and 

theory-based. 

4. As study progresses, the writing may begin to resemble final reports where 

interpretation and examples of data from observation are interspersed.  

5. Analyses should have specific pages and lines to the protocol. 

6. The analyses are valuable in synthesizing data, refining the observations in the 

ongoing study, and writing the final report.  

7. It is extremely helpful for the students to present some data to the class and 

engage in discussions with peers and the instructor about the meaning of the data 

in writing up the ethnographic summary.  

Validating the protocol through teacher interviews 

1. The two-part protocol can be a tool for mutual dialogue with the teacher. 

2. Share at least one classroom protocol to demonstrate neutrality 

3. Be careful not to use this event/interview as prescriptive or confuse it as an 

evaluation of the classroom and instruction.  
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Appendix E 

Researcher’s Qualitative Constructionist Perspective 

 

 

 

 

 

Researcher’s 

 

Qualitative 

 

Constructivist 

 

Perspective 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Data Collection 

Notetaking and 

Memoing 

Coding for Categories 

Sorting and Saturation  

1. Observations 

2. Written  

Documents 

3. Interviews  

 

 

 

Interviews 

Reconstruction of Theory 
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Appendix F 

Institutional Enrollment Graphs 

 

 

Figure 2 Malama University Enrollment by Ethnicity 

Note. Retrieved from Malama University’s website.  
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Figure 3 Kuleana College Enrollment by Ethnicity. Retrieved from Kuleana Community 

College’s website 

 

Figure 4 Kamao College Enrollment by Ethnicity. Retrieved from Kamao Community 

College’s website. 
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Figure 5 Comparison of three colleges Asian/Native Hawaiian/Pacific Islander 

enrollment. 

Source: 
http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?s=HI&l=3+5&fv=141486+141680+141811&cp=1&
sl=141486+141680+141811 
 

http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?s=HI&l=3+5&fv=141486+141680+141811&cp=1&sl=141486+141680+141811
http://nces.ed.gov/collegenavigator/?s=HI&l=3+5&fv=141486+141680+141811&cp=1&sl=141486+141680+141811
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Appendix G 

Case Study C Multiple Choice and Essay Questions 
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286 

 

Appendix H  

Case Study C Essay Questions 

 

Instructions/Introduction to Comprehensive Questions for “Don’t Blame Me” 

 

“These questions encourage you to think not just about the essay but about the issues it 

raises. Your instructor may ask you to write down your answers, to discuss them in 

groups, or simply to think about them for class discussion.” 

 

1. Do you see the evidence of the “rights explosion” that the author discusses?  What 
are some of the advantages and disadvantages of the focus on individual rights? 

 

2. Many people criticize the explosion of frivolous lawsuits and astronomical 
monetary awards in our society. Do you agree that this kind of problem has 
increased? To what do you attribute the problem? 

 

3. When applied to behavior, are the words addiction, complex and syndrome likely 
to increase or decrease an individual’s sense of responsibility?  
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Appendix I 

Class D Vocabulary list 
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