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The term “at-risk” has become commonplace in recent discussions about
students,families,schools,andeducationalpolicy(NationalCommissionon
ExcellenceinEducation, 1983;Pallas, Natriello, &McDill, 1989). Ittypically
serves as a label for students who are likely to experience adverse educa-
tional outcomes, such as low academic achievement, poor school atten-
dance,graderetention,anddroppingout(Johnson,1997).Consequently,in
theory, the term “at-risk” connotes a permanent psychoeducational condi-
tion that can be defined in absolute terms (Ayers & Ford, 1996; Clayton,
1996). However, much evidence suggests that “in practice” the term is
vague, reflecting a lack of consensus about its meaning and criteria (Don-
moyer & Kos, 1993; Richardson, Casanova, Placier, & Guilfoyle, 1989).

Thus, one of the primary aims of the present study is to develop an under-
standing of experiential and practice-based definitions of at-riskness that
emerge fromthe perspectivesofthose who work most closelywith children
whoareconsidered “at-risk”uponenteringschool.Specifically, weexamine
how teachers and administrators within Head Start and elementary class-
rooms define at-riskness, and we explore how these definitions impact the
way that these school professionals attempt to intervene to positively affect
the lives of students.

Within this research, we had the unique opportunity to study both the con-
nectionsanddisconnectionsbetweenHeadStartandelementaryschoolpro-
fessionalswhoworkedwithinthe same physicalsetting, asingle elementary
school. The Head Start program was located in the basement of the school
building, and the elementary classrooms were located upstairs. Atthe out-
setof ourresearch, we noted that the “downstairs” Head Start professionals
had a vested interest in focusing on at-risk children and in developing spe-
cificwaystoaddresstheirneedsand concerns, while the elementaryschool
teachersandadministratorssawrealandperceivedobstaclestotailoringthe
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curriculum to the needs of at-risk learners. Thus, the idea of “upstairs” and
“downstairs” professionalsprovedtobeasalientmetaphorforexploringthe
similaritiesand differencesinhow these two groups definedat-risknessand
utilized that definition.

Toward an “Experiential” Conception of At-Riskness

The term “at-risk” has long been associated with students and families, and
hasbeenprecededbylabelssuchas“culturallydeficient,”“remedial,”“educa-
tionallydisadvantaged,”and “low-achieving” (Presseisen, 1988).Liketheter-
minology that came before it, the designation of “at-risk” has an indelible
quality (Rist, 1970) and is often broadly applied to children who struggle in
school (Slavin, 1989). Unfortunately, this academic struggle seems to be a
commonplace experience for many of our children, with estimates of stu-
dents that could be considered “at-risk” falling between one third and one
half of the population, and actual numbers climbing into the millions
(Garard, 1995; Johnson, 1997).

These statistics are alarming, and they have led educators and educational
researcherstobeginasking criticalquestionsabout “at-riskness”: Whatisit?
Whatsocial, psychological, and environmental factors are associated with
“risk”? Which particular groups of students in our educational system are
currently at-risk and what can we do to minimize that risk? These kinds of
questions, while based upon good intentions, seem to suggest that “at-risk-
ness”isapathologythatparticulargroupsofchildren, families,andcommu-
nities “have,” and ultimately, need to be “cured of.” Ayers and Ford (1996)
contend that this conceptualization of at-riskness as a “disease” is so perva-
sivebecausehistorically, the conceptof “risk” wasassociated with the medi-
calfield. Consequently, thescientificimportance placeduponthenotionof
“risk” within the medical community has helped to legitimate and validate
the descriptive and explanatory power of the term “at-risk” in the field of
education.

‘At-risk’addsanauthenticatingmedicaldimensiontoadescription
and prescription made before the investigation begins. We talk of
cancer risks and risk-factors for AIDS. Here social scientists—white
coated and somber—attach that identical language to a specific
groupofchildrenandtheirfamilies. Societyaswefinditisassumed
to be unquestionably healthy and well except for an invasion of
‘at-risk’ microorganisms; childrencarrythesocialdisease; we must
act boldly, scientifically, and in the best interest of the patient.
Symptoms include a range of behaviors (teenage pregnancy,
single-parent, mother-headed household) but the decisive indica-
torsare being poorand black. Any of the other symptoms applied
to a white, middle class professional, for example, are seen as a
choice,oratemporaryaberration,orsomethingotherthanjustifica-
tionformembership inthe ‘at-risk’ group. (Ayers &Ford, 1996, pp.
4-5)
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Ayers and Ford’s description of the “at-riskness as pathology” perspective
highlightstwoimportantpoints.First,itunderscoresthetendencyto “blame
thevictim.”Pearson(1991)assertsthatonefundamentalproblemassociated
with the concept of at-riskness is that it tends to place the blame for educa-
tionalfailuredirectlyupontheshouldersofchildren,theirfamilies,andtheir
communities.Indoingso,schools,andsocietyat-large,areabsolved oftheir
responsibilitiestomeettheeducationalneedsofdiversepopulations.Rather
thanhelpingthese students, the “at-risk” label can further mitigate their edu-
cational progress by perpetuating negative stereotypes about students and
familiesfromdiversebackgroundsand/orthosewholiveinpovertycommu-
nities (Ayers & Ford, 1996; Clayton, 1996; Fine, 1988).

Second, the Ayers and Ford description reveals an emerging consensus
aroundthedefinitionof“at-riskness” anditscontributoryfactorswithinedu-
cationaldiscoursecommunities(Pearson,1991).Basedupontheoreticaland
empiricalwork(seeLind, 1997;McDill, Natriello, &Pallas, 1986; Presseisen,
1988), educational researchers have identified a variety of environmental,
social,andculturalfactorsthatcanpotentiallycause “at-riskness,”including:

e minority racial/ethnic group identity;

¢ living in a low socioeconomic household;

¢ living in a single-parent family;

¢ having a poorly educated mother;

¢ having a non-English language background,

¢ living in an impoverished neighborhood and/or community; and
¢ living in a violent neighborhood and/or community.

Knapp and Turnball (1990) argue that these kinds of “at-risk” factors have
become well-established in researchers’ and policymakers’ “conventional
wisdom” about students who are unsuccessful in school. Consequently,
these environmental, social, and cultural factors are often treated as givens
rather than being rigorously tested or critically examined as “potential
causes” of at-riskness.

Yetnotallteachersviewthesefactorsas “risk” factors. Forexample, Ladson-
Billings’s (1994) work provides a vivid portrait of teachers who believe that
students’ cultural and familial backgrounds are not “risk” factors. These
teachers believe that all students can succeed, and they scaffold students’
learning by building upon the cultural and social knowledge that students
bring into the classroom. Similarly, Peterson, Bennet, and Sherman (1991)
found thatsuccessful teachers of at-risk students tend to view cultural diver-
sityasastrengthratherthana “deficit” ora “risk.” Indoing so, these teachers
were able to hold high expectations for their students, create acommunity
oflearnerswithintheclassroom,anddevelopsupportiveinterpersonalrela-
tionships with students and their families.

Thus, the overarching question of our study is: How do the educators who
workmostcloselywiththesechildren—schooladministrators,teachers,and
support staff—conceptualize at-riskness? Do their views about at-risk stu-
dentsresonate more closelywiththe “conventionalwisdom” of researchers
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andpolicymakers?Currently,wehavelittleinformationaboutthedefinitions
ofat-risknesswhich originate, are produced by, and are utilized in the daily
lives of those within school settings. In an age in which connections
between conceptsand practicehavebeenincreasinglyemphasized, wefeel
thatis vital that the terms we use to describe students, the meanings behind
those terms, and the way that those terms are used to facilitate academic
and social support for students are all linked to the day-to-day practices of
those who work within schools.

Goldenbergand Gallimore (1991) affirm our beliefs that thiskind of “local”
knowledge about at-riskness that teachers, administrators, and staff have
constructed based upon their experiencesis essential to the transformative
work of the educational research community. They argue that, in order for
educational change to occur, educational researchers must learn about
sources of teachers’ and administrators’ “local knowledge”; in particular,
they must understand how contextual, cultural, and interpersonal forces
shapethewaysthat“researcherknowledge,”intheformofeducationalinno-
vations and reforms, is implemented. While our study does not focus on
reform, we found Goldenberg and Gallimore’s (1991) discussion of local
knowledge particularly useful because it suggested that educational phe-
nomena (i.e., “at-riskness™) must be first understood within the context of
interpersonalrelationshipsi.e. school/home teacher/studentteacher/par-
ent) and school experience.

Educators and Their Folk Theories About At-Riskness

We believe that the ideas that teachers and administrators have about chil-
drenare typically formed through professional training, classroom experi-
ences, and their own experiences in school. These intricate tapestries of
memories and experiences are woven into persistent beliefs and assump-
tionsaboutchildren, teaching, and the world. Paley (1979) providesacom-
pelling example:

EachyearIgreetthirtynew children withaclear picture in mind of
whoshallbecalled “bright”andwhoshallbecalled “well-behaved.”
Ask me where these “facts” come from and I will probably refer to
my professional background. YetI doubt that the image I carry of
the intelligent, capable child has changed much since my own ele-
mentaryschooldays.Ithasbeenintellectualized and rationalized,
but I suspect it is much the same... (p.xiv)

Consequently,teacherslikePaley,aswellasadministratorsandotherschool
staff,drawupontheirownexperiences,memories,beliefs,andassumptions
as a vital source of information as they teach and work with students in
schools. Bruner (1996) uses the term “folk theories” to describe these kinds
of “deep truths” educators develop from their personal and professional
lives. In fact, Bruner contends that these folk theories are a driving force of
teaching and learning:

Teaching,inaword,isinevitablybasedonnotionsaboutthenature
of the learner’s mind. Beliefs and assumptions about teaching,
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whetherinaschool orin any other context, are a direct reflection
ofthebeliefsand assumptionsthe teacher holdsabout thelearner.
.47

In sum, school professionals have “folk theories,” or loosely organized
beliefs, assumptions, and ideologies, about the children they are teaching.
These theories tend to be based upon experience and intuition rather than
upon formal education and empirical research, thus they are considered
“folk” or common, everyday theories. Paley’s description of the “well-
behaved”and“bright”studentexemplifiesthispoint;herconceptualizations
of these students were based upon her “folk experiences” as a professional
educator and as an elementary school student. Further, Bruner argues that
educational practices(i.e., curriculum,instruction,assessment)aredeeply
rooted within school professionals’ folk theories.

‘We believed that Bruner’s notion of “folk theories” would be useful in our
investigation of teachers’ and administrators’ conceptions of at-riskness for
tworeasons. First, we thought that folk theories provided the “experiential”
basisforthe school professionals’ views of at-riskness because theirfolk the-
orieswouldbeprimarilyrootedwithintheirprofessionalandpersonalexpe-
riences in school. Second, we thought that “folk theories” adequately
portrayed the durability and strength of teachers’ and administrators’ con-
ceptions of at-riskness. Consequently, we argue that the folk theories that
educators construct can play an integral part in creating and reproducing
educational at-riskness if they remain implicit and unexamined.

Thus, our study focuses on three critical questions:

1. WhatareHeadStartteachers’andadministrators’folktheoriesofat-risk-
ness?

2. Whatareelementaryschoolteachers’ andadministrators’ folktheories
of at-riskness?

3. Howarethese school professionals’ folk theories similar and/or differ-
ent?

Our contextual focus on Head Start and elementary school classrooms was
important for two reasons. First, because Head Start is a program explicitly
focused on serving the educational needs of disadvantaged or “at-risk” stu-
dents,andbecauseHeadStartstudentsmatriculateintoelementaryschools,
wedeemeditnecessary tounderstand how professionals within this partic-
ular setting develop ideas about what it means to be at-risk, and how at-risk
students can be supported in a school setting. Second, our preliminary
understanding of Head Start and elementary classrooms led us to perceive
potential “disconnections” between the ideas of Head Startand elementary
school professionals when it comes to teaching and interacting with stu-
dents who are considered at-risk.
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Method

Setting

WeconductedourstudyatBakerSchool,anurban, midwesternelementary
schoolthatservesapproximately 320 students. Overhalfofthe student pop-
ulation is composed of racial/ethnic minorities, and 90.6% of the enrolled
students are eligible for free and reduced lunch (Michigan School Report,
1998).

In this community, Head Start programs are typically located in public
school buildings. At Baker Elementary School, the Head Start program was
located in the basement. Initially, we thought that this school afforded a
wonderful opportunity for Head Start and elementary school teachers to
share pertinentinformationaboutpracticesandstrategiesthatprovedeffec-
tive for at-risk students. However, we soon discovered that, although the
HeadStart programandthe elementaryschool programresidedin the same
school, they operatedastwo completely differenteducational institutions.

Case Study Design: The Upstairs/Downstairs Metaphor

We used a case study approach within a social constructivist theoretical
framework (Schwandt, 1994; Sturtevant, 1996) to examine how Head Start
and elementary school professionals develop their folk theories of at-risk-
ness. Our case study involves elements of both intrinsic and instrumental
case studies (Stake, 1995). It is intrinsic because we are interested in how
this specific context, which combines Head Start and elementary school
classrooms, provides an environment which shapes how educators think
aboutat-riskness.Itisalsoinstrumental,becauseourinvestigationisfocused
byaneedtounderstand how definitions of at-riskness are created and used
by teachersandadministratorsworkingin the contextof Head Startand ele-
mentary school. Consequently, we used a case study design because it is
appropriate for examining one particular phenomena (i.e., school profes-
sionals’ folk theories ofat-riskness)inone particularcontext(i.e., BakerEle-
mentarySchool),and this specificity of focus makesituseful “for questions,
situationsorpuzzlingoccurrencesarisingforeveryday practice” (Merriam,
1988, p. 11).

As discussed above, we initially used the upstairs/downstairs metaphor to
describe the context for the Head Start and elementary school programs at
BakerElementarySchool. Asourstudy developed, we continued to use this
metaphor to think about the relationship between these two programs in
the school. For example, we found it interesting that there were no formal
orinformalstructuresthatfostered communicationbetweenthe Head Start
andelementaryschoolprofessionals,particularlybecausetheyworkedwith
the same group of children and families labeled “at-risk.” Consequently,
investigating possible explanationsforthese disconnectionsbetweenHead
Start and elementary school professionals became central to our study.
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‘We found one of the most salient reasons for the seemingly disconnected

relationship between these two programs to be the elementary school’s
embarrassment in acknowledging that they needed a Head Start program.

Mrs. McClain, the Head Start Director, commented:

Some districts and schools don’t want to recognize that they have
poor children with some potential problems... They would like to
say ‘we don’t have any of those kinds of kids in our schools’ so
there’s a reluctance to have a Head Start program because they
don’t want it to be known that they have Head Start eligible chil-
dren in their district. So we have to really fight to get space and
acknowledgment in some of these school buildings.

Mrs.McClain’sexplanationilluminatestherealitythatoccursinmanyurban
elementary schools thathouse Head Start programs. Althoughitseemsthat
thiswouldbeawonderful opportunity forthese two educational programs
toforge collaborativerelationships, these partnershipsare notalwaysestab-
lished. Some elementary schools view Head Start as a socioeducational
stigma because it serves “at-risk” children and families, a population that
some schools are all too willing to forget.

Theupstairs/downstairsmetaphornotonlyreflecteddifferencesinhowthe
socioeconomic bases of at-riskness are addressed within the two school
environments, but also highlighted differences in how Head Start and ele-
mentaryschool professionalsview theinstruction ofat-risk students. Down-
stairs, the Head Start teachers demonstrated their willingness to meet
learnersattheirownlevelsbyprovidingappropriatescaffoldingandnurtur-
ing. Upon these children’s entrance into the schooling process, the down-
stairs teachers invited and encouraged parents to travel with their children
astheyclimbedtowardsacademicsuccess. However,oncechildrenarrived
upstairs to the elementary school, some teachers expected children and
their families to continue the climb towards academic success with little or
no support from them. In other words, it was “not their job” to come down
thestepsandsupportstudentsintheirclimbfromdownstairs. Mrs. Parson’s
comment exemplifies this point:

‘We have families in Head Startand encourage them to be involved
in their child’s education. But when they go to kindergarten, the
public schools don’t want them to be in the school. I know one of
the teachers upstairs would rather not have parents in the class-
room, and I think it’s a shame.

Mrs. Parson’scomment providedfurtherevidence ofthe contrastsbetween
the downstairs Head Start environment and the upstairs mentality of ele-
mentaryschoolteachersandadministrators. InTable 1, we briefly describe
the participants in our study. In light of the upstairs/downstairs metaphor,
theinterviewsofeach participanthave beenusedinouranalysestoexplore
the questions ofhow at-risknessis defined in the two settings and how these
definitions are used in working with children.



CIERA REPORT 2-010

Data Collection and Analysis

Bruner (1996) notes that folk theories must be made explicit in order for
them to be studied, and ultimately, to be changed. Thus, to systematically
uncover the Head Start and elementary school professionals’ folk theories
aboutat-riskness, we usedan interview methodology that Kvale (1996) calls
exploratory.Inthistype of interview study, the interview is open and has lit-
tle structure, and the purpose of the interview is to gain new information,
perspectives,andinsightsaboutacomplexproblemorissuefromthe partic-
ipant’s point of view. For the purposes of our study, the exploratory inter-
viewsfocuseduponeach participant’sownideasandbeliefsaboutworking
with atrisk students and their families.

Weinterviewed each of the Head Start and elementary school teachers and
administratorsatBakerElementary Schooloverthe courseofseveralschool
days.Intotal, 12school professionals participatedinourstudy,and theyare
listedbelowinTable 1. All participantsexceptMr. Carrwereinterviewedin
May 1998. He joined the staff in August 1998, and we conducted an inter-
view with him in mid-September.

Table 1: The “Upstairs/Downstairs” Programs at Baker Elementary

THE UPSTAIRS ELEMENTARY SCHOOL PROGRAM
Name Position Years Experience Race
Mr. Carr Current Principal, 1998-present | 28 European American
Mrs. Bates Interim Principal, 1997-98 24 Middle Eastern
Mr. Spooner Former Principal, 1986-97 27 African American
Mrs. Mims Kindergarten Teacher 25 European American
Ms. Mora Kindergarten Teacher 10 European American

THE DOWNSTAIRS HEAD START PROGRAM

Name Position Years Experience Race
Mrs. McClain Director of Head Start 22 European American
Mrs. Warr Head Start Coordinator 29 European American
Mrs. Norris Family Services Coordinator 12 European American
Mrs. Boles Head Start Teacher 8 European American
Mrs. Garcia Head Start Teacher 7 European American
Mrs. Parson Head Start Teacher 9 European American
Mrs. Gonzales Assistant Head Start Teacher 3 Hispanic American

Eachofthe12interviewswereaudiotapedandlastedapproximately45 min-
utes to one hour. Overall, the interviews probed for information in three
broad domains: (a) student and family factors which contribute to at-
riskness; (b) teacher and school responses to, expectations for, and beliefs
aboutat-risk students; and (c) teacherand schoolintervention strategies for
at-risk students.

‘Weused the upstairs/downstairs metaphorto guide our dataanalysis. After

the interviews were transcribed, we examined the similarities and differ-
encesbetween the downstairs Head Start professionals and the upstairs ele-
mentary school professionals using an adaptation of the constant
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comparative method (Glaser &Strauss, 1967)asan analytic framework. We
readthetranscriptsseveraltimesand developed generalimpressionsabout
the folk theories of at-riskness for each Head Start and elementary school
professional. Next, we combed the data for emergent themes and patterns
withinthesefolktheoriesthatspecificallyaddressedhowHead Startandele-
mentaryschoolprofessionalsdefinedat-risknessandthestrategiestheyused
todealwiththisstudent population. Consequently, wedeveloped “keylink-
ages” that connectourassertionsaboutdownstairs and upstairs profession-
alswiththe data(Florio-Ruane,Raphael, Glazier, McVee, & Wallace, 1997).
Throughout the analyses, we discussed these linkages and used them to
reviseand/orrejectourassertions, whichinturnproducedstrongeranalytic
linkages within and across the talk of Head Start and elementary school
teachers and administrators.

We presentourfindingsasframedbysignificantkeylinkages fromtwo sepa-
rate dataanalyses. The first analysis compared and contrasted the folk theo-
ries of the downstairs Head Start administrators and upstairs elementary
school administrators. The second analysis compared and contrasted the
folk theories of the downstairs Head Start teachers and the upstairs elemen-
tary school teachers.

Results

Comparisons Between Downstairs Head Start Administrators
and Upstairs Elementary School Administrators

TheHeadStartadministratorsthatweinterviewedseemedto conceptualize
students and parents as one unit. For example, Mrs. Warr commented, “I
think thatwe [Head Start] lookat childrenand the familiesassomethingthat
is inseparable. They are an entity and we have to work with children and
parentsto help themboth succeed.” Clearly, Mrs. Warr’s comment centers
around afolk theory that Head Startadministrators tend to have about how
families’ educational,social,and culturalmilieusarefactoredintotheirchil-
dren’s academic experiences.

The downstairs administrators’ strategy was to reduce educational at-risk-
nessbyimprovingparents’understandingsaboutthemselvesandwhatthey
needed to do to enhance their children’s learning. Mrs. Norris explained:

They might not always know how to love their child, how to show
thattheylovetheir child, orhowtohelp themsucceed. AndIthink
that is what our purpose is: to help parents to recognize their feel-
ings and to recognize how to deal with those feelings and how to

work with their child.

Toward this end, the Head Start administrators offered a great deal of sup-
port to parents to help them to actively take control of their own lives and
their children’s education. They constantly collaborated with community
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mentalhealthandfamilyservicesagenciestoprovide parentswithseminars
andworkshopsthatfocusedonlifemanagementskillssuchasemployability,
basicreadingandwriting,andchildrearing/disciplinetechniques.Mrs.Warr
explained , “We have a team concept in Head Start where we have the
teacher,theteacherassistant,thefamilyserviceworker, mentalhealthwork-
ers,and myself...we all work as a team to improve the quality of life of our
children and the families we serve.”

This team approach to dealing with parents’ personal issues served as the
HeadStartadministrators’ “grand” folktheoryforstructuringparentinvolve-
mentinthe program. Forexample, parentswere required to chaperone on

the school bus and work in the classroom once a month, and Head Start

administratorsworked closelywiththeteacherstofacilitate thatlevel of par-
entinvolvement. More important, the Head Start administrators used these
requirements as opportunities to teach parents how to become more sup-
portive of their children’s education. Mrs. McClain explained:

I'think Head Startis grounded in the idea that parents want the best
fortheirchild. Parentsare the children’sfirstteachersand we need
to really pay attention to that...we expect the children will always
do their best and we want to share that kind of a philosophy with
the parents.

Thus, the downstairs Head Start administrators dealt with the multiple risk
factors that students faced by closely working with parents. They used a
“teamapproach” tointervention that enabled themto provide parents with
training and skills that made significant differences in their personal lives

and their children’s education.

Upstairs, two of the elementary school administrators shared similar folk
theorieswiththedownstairsadministrators. Mr.CarrandMr.Spoonerwere
community activists who viewed educational at-riskness as a serious issue
for the entire community:

Mr. Carr: We need to start defining problems and talking about solu-
tions in those terms. For example, most urban schools talk
aboutdiscipline. That’snottheissue—gettingmore policein
schools won’t solve anything. We should be looking at com-
munity mental health issues as a way to help our schools.
Problems and issues are situated within a geographical con-
text, which incorporates problems with housing, welfare,
mental health... and schools are situated within these con-
texts, too.

Mr. Spooner: There needs to be ways that adults, especially significant
adultsinthe community, canhelp educatekids. Notonly par-
ents, [but] significant other adults who care about school,
period. Because it’s not a one person job, not that one
teacher’s job, [but] it’s all of our jobs.

Thesetwoadministrators’commentsresonatedwiththeHeadStartperspec-
tive that a concerted effort among teachers, parents, and the community is
necessary in order to positively transform students’ educational experi-
ences. This perspective reflects a folk theory that at-riskness is not just a
label for students and families, but that it also represents any community
that allows children to become discouraged and fail in school.
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However, unlike the downstairs Head Start program, the elementary school
program was not grounded in this kind of “grand” folk theory. The upstairs
programdidnothaveanoverarchingperspectiveaboutat-risknessthatchar-
acterizedtheadministrators’ personal folk theories. Moreover, the elemen-
taryschoolprogramhadneitherabuilt-insupportive “teamapproach”nora
preexistingorganizationalstructuretoeffectivelydealwithmultipleriskfac-
tors. It is our conjecture that the elementary school program lacked these
essential componentsbecause the schooldistrict did nothave well-defined
policies and systems for effectively working with at-risk children and fami-
lies. Thus,whennewadministratorsarrived,itwaspossiblethattherewould
be inconsistencies between their folk understandings of at-riskness and
those from the previous administration.

Mrs.Bates’sadministrativetermatBakerElementarySchoolexemplifiesthis
point. Unlike her predecessor Mr. Spooner, Mrs. Bates’s policies reflected
her folk theories that academic at-riskness was primarily a “student” issue.
Her interview highlighted the school’s best strategies for working with at-
risk children as those that were student-focused, such as Reading Recovery
andtheReadingisFundamental Program. Althoughsheacknowledgedthat
parents do “need education and skills to help their children,” she admitted
that the elementary school program didn’t have “the time or the money” to
effectively help parents deal with their educational and personal issues.

Furthermore, Mrs. Bates did not espouse an interest in increasing parents’
involvement in their children’s academic lives. She believed that parents
were “pretty active” due to the 96% attendance rate at parent-teacher con-
ferencesandthehighattendanceatmusicalperformancesandtalentshows.
However,theseactivitiesdidnotnecessarily promote parents’ involvement
with their children’s schoolwork. Consequently, Mrs. Bates attributed this
problem to parents’ lack of intrinsic motivation:

The [problem is] intrinsic motivation. They [Head Start] have
extrinsic motivation downstairs. If parents don’t get involved, it
is punishable; the child is removed from school. But at the public
school we cannot say that. So some parents feel that they are OK,
and that the school can take care of their children.

Mrs.Bates’ commentillustratesherperceptionthatthe downstairs program
hadmore“academic”parentinvolvementthantheelementaryschoolsimply
because they could remove children from the Head Start program. She did
notseek outany other plausible explanations for Head Start’s high levels of
parentinvolvement,nordidsheattempttoimplementnewideasthatwould
motivate parents to become more involved when their children arrived
upstairs.

Administratorsare organizationalleaders,and the programsandstructures
that they implement affect teachers, students, and families. The Head Start
programprovidedadministratorswithaconceptualframework(or “grand”
folk theory) for thinking about and working with at-risk students and their
families. The supportive nature of these programs and structures reflected
Head Start’s commitment to working with students and families as aunit, a
notion espoused by Hymes (1974): “To touch the child is to touch the par-
ent. To praise the child is to praise the parent. To criticize the child is to hit
at the parent. The two are two, but the two are one” (p. 9). Unfortunately,
when school districts do not provide well-conceptualized philosophies or
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adequate programmaticstructuresforeducating “at-risk” children, itcanbe
extremely difficult for elementary school administrators to translate their
goodintentionsinto effective strategies. More important, since administra-
tors are instructional leaders as well, their decisions impact how teachers
conceptualizeandworkwith “at-risk” studentsandtheirfamilies. Inthenext
section, we examine this issue more closely.

Comparisons Between Downstairs Head Start Teachers
and Upstairs Elementary School Teachers

Theme 1: At-riskness
located within the student

We found that teachers’ folk theories about at-riskness varied along three
major dimensions: (a) at-risknesslocated within the student, (b) at-riskness
located within the family, and (¢) parentinvolvementasaninterventionfor

at-riskness.

Head Start teachers tended to be uncomfortable using academic terms to
define at-riskness. For example, when asked to describe a student who
wouldfail, Mrs.Parsoncommented, “Thaveahardtime...Idon’treallythink
in those terms.” Consequently, Head Start teachers’ folk theories about at-
riskness emphasized social and behavioral indicators:

Mrs. Boles:  'When students come into the program scared and even after
two weeks, they’re still not ready to talk or ready to try new
things, I kinda worry about those kids... T have a student like
that now. She is able to try some things, but when an adult
asks her a question, she won’t answer.

Mrs. Garcia: Iguess children who are set up for failure are children who
sometimes have behavioral problems and they don’t get
along socially.

HeadStartteachersusedclassroommanagementtechniquesandstructured
play environments to facilitate development of students’ social and behav-
ioralskills. Webelieve thatthe downstairsteachers’ concernaboutdevelop-
ment guided their instructional approached as well. Thus, Head Start
teachers’ folk theoriesacknowledged that children acquire academic skills
according to their own timetables. Mrs. Boles’ comment elaborates this
point further:

We try to accommodate every individual child according to need.
If a child has a hard time cutting, we have special scissors and we
work with them on cutting things. We try to provide lots of
opportunities to give that child chances to cut because we’ve had
childrenwhohavenevercutbeforecomingtoHeadStart [because]
they don’t have [scissors]. So they come to Head Start for the first
time never having used scissors or even crayons.

Mrs. Boles’s statement reflects how Head Start teachers viewed teaching at-
risk students. Their strategies focused upon reducing educational risk by
providingmultiple opportunitiesforstudentstodevelopnewsocial, behav-
ioral, and academic skills.



Theme 2: At-riskness
located within the family

Conceptions of At-Riskness

Incontrast, the upstairs elementary school teachersbelieved children were

“ready to learn” once they had developed a specific set of academic and

social skills. Consequently, their folk theory of atriskness was often
grounded in descriptions of students who came upstairs to kindergarten
without these skills:

Mrs. Mims:  Astudent who will failis one who comesin very unprepared
for kindergarten, with very little prior knowledge. I've got
childrenthatcomeinthatliterallydonotknowhowtoholda
crayonorapencil. Imean, we’re not talking about holding it
perfectly or even knowing the colors. These kids just don’t
have it at home.

Mrs. Mora: I expect them just to come and be ready to learn and be
here...Isendhomework home three nights out of the week. I
expect it back the next day, and I expect parents to sit down
for five minutes with their child to make sure that they’re at
least forming letters correctly.

These two excerpts demonstrate the elementary school teachers’ concep-
tions of at-riskness as skill deficits. Students were expected to come upstairs
to kindergarten with skills, particularly academic skills, in order to begin
working in “real school.” Thus, the child was conceptualized as “at-risk”
when he or she did not exhibitbehaviors teachersidentified ascommensu-
rate with being “ready to learn.”

Although Head Start teachersand elementary school teachers believed that
parentshavearesponsibility to help their childrenlearn, theirfolk theories
about at-risk families were quite different. Head Start teachers conceptual-
ized students and their families as one unit, thus their folk theories did not
implicatefamiliesasat-risk, despite thefinancial difficulties thatvirtuallyall
of the Head Start families faced. While the teachers did acknowledge their
families’ economic issues, they did not assume that these situations caused
academic at-riskness. In fact, Head Start teachers tended to have folk theo-
riesthatreconceptualized povertyasahumanratherthananeconomiccon-
dition. Mrs. Parson commented:

Youknow, thereare poorchildrenbutthereare poor children that
are not poorin spirit. There are lots of families thatI know thatare
just poorinspirit. Youknow, regardless of how much money they
ever have, they’re still gonna be poor in spirit. I find it’s harder to
work with families that are poor in spirit than it is to work with
families that are just poor. It’s harder to give kids who are poor in
spirit self-esteem and make the parents understand that they need
to be there for their kids.

Incontrast,thekindergartenteachersconceptualizedat-risknessasunavoid-
able and uncontrollable for students from lower socioeconomic back-
grounds. In the following statements they express their views about the
academic liability that familial poverty might cause for students:

Mrs. Mims: I'vetaughtonthe opposite scale,andinthose schoolsyou’re
overrun with parents... It might be just the economic area
thatwe’reinbecause hereit’slike pulling teeth to get parents
to comein... Andthe parents feelit’s your job, so they don’t
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Theme 3: Parent
involvement as an
intervention for at-riskness

do much at home. I've got children right now who’ll bring
backahomework paperandit’sonlygotapencilscribble on
it.

Mrs. Mora:  I've gotsix kids who are justlagging. And those six kids who
arejustlagging,Icantellyourightnowthere’sjustabsolutely
no structure, nothing at home. I mean, you know these kids
justaren’tgonnado wellinschool. Especially with the prob-
lems these parents have in their lives.

Unlike the Head Start teachers, these two elementary school teachers made
explicitconnections between familial financial circumstances and student
performance. Theyconsideredstudentstobeat-riskbecausetheylinkedstu-
dents’ academic difficulties to their parents’ economic status. Since they
considered these familial circumstances tobe unchangeable, both elemen-
tary school teachers expressed some frustration and concern about these
children’s futures. More importantly, they seemed resigned to the fact that
thesechildrenwouldhavelimitedacademicsuccessintheirfuturesbecause
their families were not financially secure.

Further, the two elementary school teachers, and particularly Mrs. Mims,
held a folk theory which connected low socioeconomic status and low
parentalexpectations. ThisisevidentinMrs. Mims’comment, “Ithinksome-
times low-income parents think that kindergarten is a day care... and I let
them know that it’s a real academic situation and that I have high expecta-
tions.” Mrs. Mims’scommentsuggests that parents could nothelp their chil-
drenachieve unlessthey adjusted their expectationsabout the educational
environmentofkindergarten. Specifically,hercommentsalludedtothefact
that parentsfrom low socioeconomic backgrounds might experience diffi-
culty helping their child make the transition from the structured play envi-
ronment of the downstairs Head Start or other preschool programs to the
rigor of “real school.” Unfortunately, Mrs. Mims did not believe it was her
responsibility to help make this transition smoother for these parents
because “it’s their job to help their children be successful in school.”

Since the Head Start program views child and family as one unit, Head Start
teachers tended to deal with student issues in terms of the families. Teach-
ersacquiredinformationaboutfamiliesbydoinghomevisits. Althoughsome
parents were initially uncomfortable having teachers in their homes, the
Head Start families typically enjoyed these visits as informal meetings with
the teachers. Teachers used home visits to begin working with parents and
childrenbeforetheyenteredtheclassroom.Mrs.Bolescommented,“Wecan
flag the problem right there at the home visit and hopefully we can get the
ball rolling to resolve it. For example, if there is a speech concern, we can
have the parent sign a permission slip and already get that going.” This pro-
active perspective is reflected in Mrs. Garcia’s comment as well:

A major partofthe Head Start programis working with the parents.
The programisfamily oriented, so that pushesusto getout thereto
findoutmoreaboutwhat’sgoingoninourfamilies’lives. Thesame
old thing isn’t gonna work every time and we know that.

In contrast, the upstairs elementary schoolteacherstended touse the “same
old thing” that Mrs. Garcia and the other Head Start teachers knew would
notwork with all parents. Mrs. Mims and Ms. Mora relied upon traditional
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school practices such as writing notes to parents, telephoning parents, and
parent-teacher conferences to initiate contact with parents. For instance,
Mrs. Mims noted:

I try to get to know them as much as I can. Unfortunately, there’s
some that you cannot reach and you may write and call and write
and call and pin notes and there’s still no response. When that
happens, Ifeel bad for the child. It’s a shame thatIliterally have to
hound some parents to get them to come to see about their child.

Thiscommentillustrates the limited kinds ofintervention strategies that the
elementaryschoolteachersusedtocommunicatewithfamilies. Whenthese
very brief, traditional methods did not work, Mrs. Mims and Ms. Mora
believed that the parents didn’t care or couldn’t care for their children.
Unlike the downstairs Head Start teachers, neither elementary school
teacherconsidereddoinghomevisitsasaninterventionstrategy.Infact,one
teacher commented that she used these visits as a “threat” to get parents to
attendparent-teacherconferences! Consequently, theupstairsteachersdid
notuse parentinvolvementasaneffectiveinterventionstrategy forreducing
at-riskness.

To summarize, the “upstairs” elementary school teachers and the “down-
stairs” Head Start teachers had very different folk theories about at-riskness.
The elementary school teachers’ folk theories resonated with Ayers and
Ford’s (1996) description of “at-riskness as pathology.” Indeed, these two
teachers’ comments suggested that the children and their families were pri-
marily responsible for their academic “deficits.” As a result, the “upstairs”
teacherstendedtoabsolvethemselvesofanyresponsibilitywhentraditional
educational practices failed; they simply assumed that parents did not care
abouteducation. Incontrast, the “downstairs” Head Startteacherstendedto
believe that parents did care about their children’s education, but that they
neededadditionalguidanceandsupportinordertotransformthatconcern
into academic achievement. The Head Start teachers work collaboratively
with parents toward that achievement goal because their folk theories con-
ceptualized children and families as “resilient” rather than as “at-risk.”

Recommendations

Our study examined the folk theories held by downstairs Head Start profes-
sionalsandupstairselementaryschoolprofessionalsworkingwiththesame
groupofat-riskchildren. Weinvestigatedthesefolktheoriesfortworeasons.
First,webelieve thatitisimportantforthe educationalresearch community
tohaveabetterunderstandingofthe “localknowledge” (Goldenberg & Gal-
limore, 1991) that educators have about at-riskness. Teachers, administra-
tors, and other school staff in any given school have had a wealth of
personal and professional experiences, and it is important to understand
how their folk theories, rooted within day-to-day interactions with at-risk
studentsandtheirfamilies, have shapedthe educational practices, policies,
and programs that are currently at work in their school. Inlight of the “con-
ventionalwisdom” thathasthe tendencytoblameat-risknessuponstudents
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andfamiliesfromculturallydiverseand/otdowsocioeconomicbackgrounds,
it is imperative that we begin to listen to school professionals who have
transformative views of at-riskness that yield academic improvement.

Second, we studied the folk theories of at-riskness at Baker Elementary
School because it housed both a Head Start and an elementary school pro-
gram. Initially, we thought that we would find a “convergence” in the folk
theories about at-risk students and their families across the two programs
because weassumedthatthesetwoinstitutionswere collaborators. Tous, it
seems logical that Head Start programs were put into public schools in an
effortto make smooth transitions forthese students, yet thisdid notoccurat
Baker Elementary School for several reasons. Our study highlighted how
physicallocation(upstairs/downstairs),aswellasthe conceptualand philo-
sophicaldistancesuggestedbytheschoolprofessionals’contrastingfolkthe-
ories, created disconnections between the Head Start and the elementary
school programs.

Mosteducatorsagree thatHead Start canbeanimportanteducationalexpe-
rience for students considered “at-risk.” Ironically this program was being
treatedasasecond-rate programbytheupstairsteachersandadministrators
at Baker Elementary School. We believe that Head Start and elementary
school teachers and administrators want students to succeed, but they
might not know how to begin building the bridges to accomplish this goal.
Further,webelieveoneway elementaryschoolteachersandadministrators
canaccomplish this goalis through “conversations” with Head Start profes-
sionals. In particular, we recommend the following courses of action:

Find Out What Strategies Are Already Working
for At-Risk Children and Continue to Use Them

Head Start and elementary school professionals need to begin by talking
about what they are doing that is effective for at-risk children. This conver-
sationisextremely criticalbecauseat-risk studentsneed continuitybetween
their Head Start experiences and their elementary school experiences.

Facilitate Open Communication Between Head Start
and Elementary School Administrators

It is critical that Head Start and elementary school administrators talk to
eachother,astheyaretheleadersoftwoimportanteducationalinstitutions.
Asleaders, they must begin to identify and question some of their own folk
theoriesaboutat-risk studentsand families, and they mustbe willingtohear
other professionals’ folk theories. In our study, we found that the “grand”
folktheoriesofat-riskness,orthoseinstitutionalizedviaorganizationalstruc-
tures or policies, can be radically different for Head Start and elementary
school programs. Thus, the gap between these programs can be bridged as
teachers and administrators from downstairs and upstairs come together
and work collaboratively toward intervention strategies and reforms that
build upon and expand the strengths of these “grand” folk theories.
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Foster Sensitivity Toward At-Risk Students and Their Families

Today,familiesfacemanyseriousissuessuchasunemployment,financialcri-
ses,drug/alcoholaddiction,andilliteracy.HeadStartandelementaryschool
professionals should be aware of these multiple risk factors. Further, there
should be a mechanism in place that begins with Head Start and continues
as the children move “upstairs” to begin their public school experience.

Involve the School District

School districts need to become part of the mechanism that builds bridges
between Head Start and elementary school programs. It appears that some
districts have assumed that there is a relationship between Head Start and
elementary school, but have not deeply considered the nature of this rela-
tionship and what it should look like. Further, our paper suggests that
schooldistrictscandoagreatdisservice toat-risk childrenand theirfamilies
by assuming that placing Head Start programs in a public school setting
automaticallybuildsconnectionsbetweenthe HeadStartand publicschool
programs.

Aseducators, we cannolonger simply blame studentsand their families for
their at-riskness. Fine (1988) asserts that “the concept of ‘at-risk’ obscures
the systematic nature of education...it deceptively locates the problem in
the individual students, their families, their communities ratherthanin the
structural realities that constrain their educational, social, and economic
lives” (p.116).Inour paper, we found that these kinds of structural inequali-
tieswereformedwhenHeadStartandelementaryschoolprofessionalswere
not “on the same page” around issues of educational at-riskness. We hope
that this paper serves as a call to action.
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The Center for the Improvement of Early Reading Achievement (CIERA) is
the national center for research on early reading and represents a consor-
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Virginia, and Michigan State University with University of Southern Califor-
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Mission. CIERA’s mission is to improve the reading achievement of Amer-
ica’s children by generating and disseminating theoretical, empirical, and
practical solutions to persistent problems in the learning and teaching of
beginning reading.

CIERA Inquiry 1
Readers and Texts

CIERA Inquiry 2
Home and School

CIERA Inquiry 3
Policy and Profession

The model that underlies CIERA’s efforts acknowledges many influences on
children’s reading acquisition. The multiple influences on children’s early
reading acquisition can be represented in three successive layers, each yield-
ing an area of inquiry of the CIERA scope of work. These three areas of
inquiry each present a set of persistent problems in the learning and teach-
ing of beginning reading:

Characteristics of readers and texts and their relationship to early
reading achievement. What are the characteristics of readers and texts
that have the greatest influence on early success in reading? How can chil-
dren’s existing knowledge and classroom environments enhance the factors
that make for success?

Home and school effects on early reading achievment. How do the
contexts of homes, communities, classrooms, and schools support high lev-
els of reading achievement among primary-level children? How can these
contexts be enhanced to ensure high levels of reading achievement for all
children?

Policy and professional effects on early reading achievement. How
can new teachers be initiated into the profession and experienced teachers
be provided with the knowledge and dispositions to teach young children to
read well? How do policies at all levels support or detract from providing all
children with access to high levels of reading instruction?

www.ciera.org



CIERA

Center for the Improvement of
Early Reading Achievement

CIERA is a collaboration of
University of Michigan

University of Virginia

Michigan State University

with

University of Minnesota
University of Southern California

University of Michigan School of Education

610 E University Av, Rm 1600 SEB
Ann Arbor, M| 48109-1259

734.647.6940 voice
734.615.4858 fax
ciera@umich.edu

www.ciera.orsg




