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ABSTRACT

CONTEMPORARY GIRLS: UNDERSTANDING THE CONTRADICTORY
FEMININE DEMANDS IN THE HIGH SCHOOL CLASSROOM

Therese Cooper, M.A.
George Mason University, 2011

Thesis Director: Dr. Amy Best

This research project will explore how gender, particularly notions of femininity,
is structured in the classroom and what effects feminine notions have on girls’
interpretations of school. | hope to develop an in-depth understanding of how one diverse
high school, as a site where social scripts of femininity play out, shape girls’ experiences
in school and their understanding of academic success. In the case of my research, this
will be a study in contrast- how two extremely different groups of girls occupy the same
space and negotiate similar issues, but do it in very different ways. To get at the
meaning(s) girls place on school I aim to focus on the “talk” of girls. If school is also
seen as a social place, and not just for academics by students, what students talk about
and who they talk to (peers and teachers) is vital to understanding the role school plays in
their lives. | am not suggesting that the social overshadows academics, but the reality is

that girls do recognize the social role of school- even if they cannot verbalize it in



succinct terms. I also aim to focus on the role of school as a site for identity formation
and how gender dynamics aid in girls’ abilities to discover who they are. More
importantly | want to examine how girls address the competing demands that exist in
school- doing well academically and doing well in gender. For all these reasons focusing
on gender in the classroom is critical to understanding what and how girls think, feel and

express themselves in both verbal and non-verbal ways.



1: AN INTRODUCTION

In the Nations Report Card from 2009 the grade point average for male and
female high school students has continued to rise since the 1990s. However, the average
GPA for female students was 3.10, while for male students it was at 2.90 (The Nations
Report Card: 2009).

Statistics such as these bring visibility to the scholastic success of girls where it
had not always been present. Research in the early 1990s began to shift focus onto girls’
academic performance drawing attention to the changes that had been taking place in
schools. It became evident girls were “outperforming boys in the classroom...girls have
higher grade point averages and college attainment rates” (Carter 2005: 77). The fact that
girls are/were competing academically with boys, even though they had been
overshadowed in the classroom and in research for decades, was becoming a reality. The
AAUW’s (1992: 35) early reports noted “researchers continued to document girls out
scored boys on tests of verbal ability starting at grade five or six.” This AAUW report
revealed that girls were equally competing in school, even at an early age, against boys. It
is reports such as the AAUW that helped lessen the divide between what boys and girls
were seen as being capable of accomplishing in school.

However, gendered assumptions in school did not completely disappear as a result

of a research paradigm shift. Despite girls’ success in school, there were still assumptions

being made about girls’ behavior and expectations that remained in light of their



academic accomplishments. The aim of my study is to better understand this gender
paradox of how girls can be out performing boys academically, but still see schools as
sites where narrow notions of femininity are at work. In particular, how is femininity
structured in high school and how, in turn, does the construction of femininity influence
academic achievement? By focusing on high school girls, | want to highlight both the
narrow notions of femininity in school and the “breaking down” or negotiations of

narrow notions of femininity in school.

GENDER AND EDUCATION

Generally, sociologists argue gender is not biological, rather socially constructed.
As Henslin (2006: 256) states, ““...sex refers to male or female, gender refers to
masculinity or femininity. In short, you inherit your sex, but you learn your gender...”
Gender, from a sociological perspective, is not located in one’s physical sex; rather based
on the acts of group terms, symbols, activities and behaviors. And it is these group acts to

which people are attached that characterize the social construction of gender.

At a very young age people, in general, are socialized to identify themselves
under terms that have stereotypical gendered meanings. Since most behaviors tend to be
interpreted by society in gendered ways the perception of what are boy/girl distinctions
are collapsed with what is masculine/feminine and the biological understanding of what
is male/female. For many feminist researchers the conflation of gender and sex creates
some difficulty in ascribing behaviors as boy/girl. For this reason it is important to

understand how | define gender, sex and social/gender scripts for this study. Boy/girl will



refer to gendered behavior corresponding to one’s biological sex (male/female); while
masculine/feminine refer to the social scripts that are used to characterize gender
(Henslin 2006). Social or gender scripts are actions or behaviors informed and guided by
group norms based on the perception of what is acceptable by others (Lorber 1994).
Together these scripts are ascribed through group membership and are used by
individuals to navigate their daily lives. If gender informs how individuals live their lives,
social and gender scripts are influenced by the perception of gender in the lives of

individuals.

It is important to note that gender, as a social construction of agreed upon norms
within a group, is not static. Feminist scholars believe that gender is part of a
performance, an ever-changing act, which has both individual and communal meanings
(Butler 1988). Carter (2005: 81) explains that the operation of “gender comprises a set of
constructed acts and performances that are both individually and socially
meaningful...scripts about maleness and femaleness are observed, watched, guarded,
protected and reinforced.” Gender is a routine part of everyday activities that are
important to the individual and the collective community. Many researchers “see gender
as an institution that establish patterns of expectations for individuals, orders the social
processes of everyday life, [and] is built into the major social organization of society”
(Lorber 1994: 1). Because gender is understood and formed on a collective level, the act
of gender is owned by the group through which it is constructed not the individual with
who gender is intimately attached. This is what makes gender a social phenomenon- it is
largely an identity construction that is “put on” to look natural (Butler 1988) by the
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individual, but ultimately owned by the collective. Simply put, gender is accepted group

actions and meanings that are highly influenced by others.

Adolescents, more specifically girls, are instrumental for examining gender
because they are receptive to those people and ideas with which they are socialized,
illustrating the relationship between collective and individual meaning. And what better
place to examine this relationship then through the public education system, where school
plays a role in a girl’s ability to form her own identity. The public high school setting is
an ideal location for gender and education research. This is a setting and time when girls
are stepping away from parents and are attempting to solidify a place amongst their peers.
For many, high school is experienced as a purgatory between primary school, where
students are given little freedom, and college where, for middle class girls, freedom is
almost fully granted. It is a site, recognized for its social and academic opportunities
where students spend a large amount of their time. High school is also a place where girls
begin to learn and explore who they are. It is imperative to further understand how girls
are creating an identity in school while at the same time having their identities created by
the schooling process. In school gendered dynamics appear through activities, seating
assignments, and in (un)organized trips out of the classroom and through the hallways
(Thorne 1993). These activities and the roles they take on are what have an effect on
children at an early age and create gender identities with which they quickly associate.
Many times these associations are based on the assumptions made by the education
system that gender and sex are one in the same. Earlier research (1970s) often associated
girls as being dependent, passive and obeying all the rules; which assumed a docile girl.

4



Gendered notions such as these make it difficult for girls to interpret who they are outside
the “sex” terms that become exclusive to their understanding of gender (Lorber 1994;
Francis 2006). The hidden curriculum of school that imparts narrow gendered ideals
becomes limiting to girls’ freedom and authority within the space. As Fine and Weis
(2003:109) state “although it is well understood that schooling plays a crucial role in
offering opportunities for individual social mobility, it does, at the same time, serve to
perpetuate and indeed legitimize widespread structural inequalities.” With these narrow
notions of gender the education system is creating an environment where there is little

room for girls to navigate outside and around the gender assumptions placed on them.

In the last two decades researchers are seeing girls, not as passive observers, but
participants in their own socialization process. The feminist movements, of the second
wave, allowed for new possibilities of girlhood where girls were able to alter the
gendered frameworks with which they functioned on a daily basis. New opportunities
emerged, but with opportunities came obligations of what was expected of girls and an
emergence of a new set of markers that represented girlhood. Materialized through these
new markers were girls who were, “...flexible, individualized, resilient, self-driven, and
self-made... (Harris 2004: 16).” The development of a new girlhood has, through active
engagement by girls in their daily lives, allowed for gender to become even more salient.
As Harris (2004: 6) states, “Today, [girls] are supposed to become unique, successful
individuals, making their own choices and plans to accomplish autonomy.” This is the

new girl who, through active participation in school, creates opportunities for herself.



New girlhood, however, is not without contradictions. “The space of schools are
still designed to produce and regulate notions of appropriate young womanhood. What is
different today is that the terms of this construct have changed...” (Harris 2004: 104).
Normative feminine traits such as being passive, dependent on others, and quiet in the
classroom no longer represent adolescent girls in the new girlhood. As Harris (2004: 22)
states “being sexually attractive, smart, and savvy... is the new package of young female
success.” Girls are expected to be successful in the classroom while also being successful

in gender, creating new pressures for girls that contradict those expected of them

historically.



2: LITERATURE REVIEW

Research on schools until the late 1970s virtually ignored the subject of gender
and its relevance to schooling, since the focus for almost all research was male-centric.
Education research focused little on girls aside from the stereotypical roles they should
have within the classroom, and spent more time analyzing boys and their behaviors, often
with little attention to gender itself. Once gender was recognized as relevant, it seemed
ubiquitous in school and research that followed to examine both boys and girls.

During the second wave of feminism, researchers demonstrated that gender was
meaningful to the schooling trajectories of students in ways that resulted in the
uneven/unequal distribution of institutional resources and types of instruction provided to
students by teachers. As Francis (2000: 4) states, “girls were marginalized and belittled in
the classroom, the victims of systematic discrimination from male classmates and
teachers and the school system itself.” Study after study demonstrated that girls were
shortchanged of their educational opportunities (AAUW 1992; Sadker & Sadker 1994).
They were called on less in class, not encouraged to participate in math and sciences, but
rewarded for feminine behaviors that discouraged girls from being outspoken. Girls were
not expected to succeed in most academic classes where historically boys were thought
more naturally inclined such as math and science. Gender ideologies promoted the belief

that girls were not expected to become anyone/thing more than homemakers, mothers and
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caregivers. What early gender and education research had discovered was the unequal

treatment of girls in the classroom had become part of the fabric of schools.

While it is widely recognized today that girls are/were shortchanged in school,
interestingly they often outpace boys on key performance measures such as grades, test
scores and college attainment rates (AAUW 1992; Henslin 2006). This is a curious
paradox. How is it that schools can maintain this treatment, when by all accounts girls are
doing better than boys? As Francis & Skelton (2005: 79) note, “it is not that girls have
grown more innately intelligent, rather social conditions that were previously inhibiting

their achievement have been altered...”

Owing in large part to feminist researchers, changes in the perception of what
girls could do brought light to the educational disadvantages they had dealt with
historically. In more current research, girls are seen as being “more confident, assertive,
self-assured and keener...flexible and self-made worker[s]” (Harris 2004: 43-44).
However, despite efforts to reverse gender tracking, social and academic barriers are still
present everyday in the classroom despite achievements made by girls thus far. As
McRobbie (2004: 9) states, “the new female subject, despite her freedom, is called upon
to be silent, to withhold critique in order to count as a modern sophisticated girl.” The
sense is that girls are just as intelligent as boys, but must hide their abilities in order to
not be seen as breaking “socially expected” gendered norms. These standards of
femininity, fair or not, are played out in school and reinforced by peers, teachers and

parents, and indeed girls themselves. It is this negotiation McRobbie discusses that is



present and of interest in current research. Despite gains made by girls, gender continues
to be a major organizing principle in schools that shape how girls and boys experience

their education.

Becoming a Girl- Narrow Notions & Institutional Reactions to Girls in School

“Girls are supposed to be smart and appear dumb. The point is not whether you
are smart, rather whether you are in tune with the social cues and willing to hide your
capabilities” (Brown 1998: 159). Research over the last decade has suggested that
femininity in schools has been key in creating narrow notions of what is projected on
girls and boys within the classroom. These projections ultimately have consequences on
life course and attainment aspirations for students. Research has shown that the
institution of school and institutional actors (teachers and administrators) are historically
and conventionally viewed under a masculine lens equating boys with rebellion and
defensiveness and placing girls into stereotypical feminine roles that align them with
conformity, docility, and acceptance (Carter 2005). Like others, Orenstein (2000: xvii)
noted that in the classroom “it’s clear that both girls and boys have learned to equate
maleness with opportunity and femininity with constraint” with regard to
official/informal schooling practices. Ultimately, what a girl is capable of doing and
becoming is narrowly defined by the institutions with which they regularly interact. And
as Proweller (1998: 7) states, “historically there was a general willingness by female
students to fold in and internalize roles of women based on the traditional sexual division

of labor” that commonly idealized what was expected of women. Thus creating, whereby



girls internalize gender ideals, conflict between what girls want to do, what they feel they
are able to do, and what others believe they can do. Both Brown and Proweller identify
the obvious conflict girls face in school. Francis (2000: 15) also explains that in her
research she commonly came across the dichotomies of “masculinity [to reference]
rationality, strength, aggression, competition, mind, science, activity and independence;
feminine [to reference] emotion, frailty, care, co-operation, body, nature/arts, passivity
and dependence.” Thus, schools are encouraging girls to hide behind narrow feminine
notions in the classroom, further reinforcing the institutional misunderstandings of what
girls are capable of doing. The consequence is that girls may feel as if their options are
narrowed and voices silenced. Narrow notions of femininity not only affect a girl’s

academic achievement, but their sense of self.

As a result, gender stereotypes that equate girls with compliance, weakness and
reliance, influence a girl’s actions compromising her understanding of who she really is
or can become. As a girl’s sense of self regarding her academic success is silenced, many
times more attention is directed toward her body. This type of attention turns the focus to
an examination of docility, whereby the girls” bodies become hyper visible as sexual
objects and less attention is paid to the encouragement of intellectual advancement.
Attention is now aimed not at the person but one’s physical appearance. And in a setting
where peers and adults have a strong influence “high school girls are often denied control
over their bodies, their desires, and their self-definition” (Best 2004: 199). As Bettis and
Adams (2005: 10-11) state, “One of the most powerful lessons that children learn in
school is to control and regulate their bodies. The result of such regulatory practices in

10



our society is the production of ‘docile bodies.””” A girl’s body, in this instance, iS no
longer “a girl’s body;” rather a body managed by others. By being seen as docile and
letting others regulate what a girl does, says, or how they look begins to represent gender
as it is interpreted by others instead of allowing girls to manage it themselves. This
regulation of gender by others becomes a means of stereotyping what is proper behavior
and appearance for boys and girls; which justifies guidelines for what is expected and

accepted within the classroom.

Ultimately, when girls are seen under the purview of narrow feminine notions,
those notions are commonly reflected back onto the girl. What results is the creation of an
environment that lumps girls together in terms of expected gendered behaviors making it
difficult for girls to move in and around the assumptions held in place by others. This
“illustrates the tendency towards over generalization that is involved with analyzing
young people in terms of gender” (Francis 2000: 31). Masculine or feminine behaviors
are socialized around children, especially in school, beginning at a young age through

adolescents and adulthood under what some view as universal expectations.

Beyond White Girls: Race and Class in Schools

Early research on gender in education supported a middle-class bias where the
middle class became the measuring stick of education achievement. This bias measured
and evaluated the everyday lives of students in relation to the white and middle-class
since they represent the standard of expectation within the educational system. For

decades, the focus of research on minority students was largely based on socioeconomic
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status and urban living. Minority races were thought to be “poor” and unmotivated
people. The relationship between race and education in turn had a direct influence on
how research had been developed, leading to studies conveying that “many of the
experiences of students of color and those with the lowest level of achievement were
‘harsh’ or ‘contentious’” (Arnot 2006: 415). Many non-white students “perceive
schooling as a ‘white’ domain and high academic achievement as being incongruent with
their racial and ethnic identities” (Carter 2005: 52). For this reason many non-
white/minority students found navigating school difficult and more or less something
successfully achieved by white students. Non-white students’ experiences in and about
school did not follow the same trajectory as their white counterparts. Many times
minority students’ experiences were influenced by their respective cultures and others

perceptions of their cultures.

So it is of no surprise when researchers began to notice the lack of positive
research that pertained to minorities, much less minority girls. As Francis and Skelton
(2005: 108) states, “the achievement of minority girls tends to either be ignored or
problematised.” It is the lack of being noticed and many times others’ misperceptions of
minority girls that plays a part in the educational experience and the role school has in

their lives. As Hall and Thirston (2011: 68) state:

Educators tend to be unaware of students’ cultural communities and
unable to appropriately read their behavior, what can result is cultural
dissonance in teacher-student relationships. In some instances, educators
stigmatize students and resolve (consciously and unconsciously) not to
teach them, and students, feeling inept or mislabeled (real or perceived),
choose to no longer learn.

12



There is a disconnection in the cultural understandings between many schools and
educators and their students that creates a negative experience for many minority
students. For many Black and Hispanic girls the messages they receive about their ability
to succeed and value as students in “school is not just a matter of cultural incongruence
with teacher beliefs and biased curriculum, but also of ideas generated by the larger
society” (Hall and Thirston 2011: 70). Schools send unhealthy messages to girls about
who they are in the classroom and what they have to contribute toward their future. The
messages and assumptions coming at students hits them before they even walk through
the school’s front door, which means cultural misconceptions are around them all the

time.

One of the most common misconceptions teachers and schools have about
minority, especially Hispanic, girls is that they do not care about their education. In many
cases “success in school reflects a sense of culture. Just because youth don’t succeed
doesn’t mean they don’t care” (Valenzuela 2005: 93). It is not that success in school is
not important for non-white girls; rather some girls’ values and goals may simply be
influenced by different experiences and resources not held by the white middle-class.
Whether positive or not, cultural membership has an effect on the ability of a girl to
navigate in school through the cultural scripts placed on them by others. For many non-
white girls the negotiation of culture and femininity is a continual struggle in regards to
school. Success within education, for many Hispanic girls, means giving up a part of
themselves, a part of their culture, where women are commonly caretakers to their
families. Many times taking on the role of caregiver to family, friends and/or community

13



IS inconsistent with the requirements and desire to get an education. The classroom
becomes another site, apart from the home or neighborhood and community, where girls
must negotiate school against the strong influence of cultural expectations. Something

middle-class white girls rarely have to manage.

Non-white girls’ aspirations in conjunction with the construction of feminine
identity in school may operate in a more complex way than it does for middle-class girls.
As Bettie (2003: 159) expresses “Mexican-American students [in this instance] must
negotiate education mobility with the broader social perception that this mobility
represents assimilation to whiteness.” For many minority girls their attachment to their
background and financial resources can put a strain on the potential of educational
achievement, despite their desire for success. Though these girls may see education as an
opportunity, their families may view school as a vehicle for assimilating into the “white
world” (Bettie 2003). Girls in this situation, who do not take advantage of positive
educational opportunities, may be seen as giving into an idealized poor or lower-class
culture that has been so long stereotyped as the norm. This complexity of wants, desires,
and reality creates conflict for many non-white girls and the environment for which they

must navigate. As Twenge (2006: 186) states:

Children of immigrants walk a delicate line between their parents’
communal culture and the individualist ethos of the United States...Many
young Hispanics take pride in their ethnic identity and fully recognize that
their generation has opportunities that their parents never dreamed of.

Even when non-white girls are in an environment where educational achievement is a

given outcome, there are still challenges that exist for girls in making the opportunity a
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reality. For Hispanic girls, an education is not just about showing up to class, it is about
taking advantage of opportunity not always available to them and managing school with
familial and cultural expectations. These factors are what make race and class such
salient parts of the education research and the educational experience for minority
students. Combined with gender, cultural attachment plays a much larger role for many
minority girls’ ability to navigate through school than it does for their white middle-class

counterparts.

The New Girl: New Contradictions of Girlhood

In more recent years girls have increasingly been socialized to become what Anita
Harris (2004) describes as a “can do” girl, an idealized construct against which all girls
are measured. The “can do” girl normally comes from a financially stable family and
community, is taking college-prep courses, and has a strong supportive peer group
dynamic. She will attend college, be financially independent, and have a stable
job/career. This “can do” girl is told that she can be and do anything. As Harris (2004:
13) states, “Teenage girls are supposed to be more confident and resilient than ever
before; they have ‘the world at their feet’.” Can-do girls are seen as being successful
outside the home and challenging the conventions of what it means to be a girl. However,
they must do so while portraying the image of maintaining the narrow feminine ideals
expected by society- being cooperative, dependent and/or emotionally driven (Harris:
2004; Proweller: 1998). For many girls this “can do” attitude comes with the expectations

of giving up those things that are stereotypically associated with being a woman such as
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taking care of the family, early marriage or childbirth (Harris 2004). Girls are encouraged
to attend college, focus on a career and follow a path to economic independence all while

looking pretty, keeping quiet and a smile on their faces.

With this new girlhood it is important to understand the markers which define
girls and explore the aspects in their lives that play a role in the construction of self.
Normative feminine traits such as being passive, obeying all the rules, and not standing
out in the classroom no longer represent girlhood (Bettis & Adams: 2005). Despite this
fact, as Harris (2004: 103) states, “Schools have always been sites for the production of
normative femininity and ‘appropriate’ young women.” Today, girlhood is about the
contradictions and competing demands on girls and how they handle the “pressure.” To
be successful, today’s girls are structured to be self-driven and self-made, resilient and

flexible, and autonomous and confident while consciously being “feminine.”

For many girls, dealing with the demands placed on them and the success they are
expected to obtain may come at a price. Girls are not always given the strategies or
outlets for dealing with their success no matter their level of achievement. Orenstein
(2000: 36-7) explains “gifted girls who remain academically engaged must negotiate
between the independence necessary to fulfill their potential and the compliance which,
although expected of them, is in direct conflict with standing out and shining bright.” It is
a struggle for girls of being silent or outspoken, active or passive in class- all of which
express different assumptions and expectations about the roles girls should have in the

classroom. This is what makes the new girlhood experience a negotiable process full of
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contradictions- girls attempt to meet the new demands, but still have narrowed standards

placed on them.

What schools represent for girls is an environment where intellectual development
is encouraged, but gender expectations routinely hold them back. As Paechter (2006:
372) discusses “femininity constructed in school excludes confidence in one’s own
ability; even the cleverest girls have to play this down to avoid losing their reputation for
‘niceness.’” If a girl sits idle in the classroom she may be seen as succumbing to the
feminine ideals that have historically demanded passivity. Yet if she speaks up in class,
even in response to teachers and peers, she runs the risk of being seen as disruptive or
aggressive. As a result of the achievements and outright contradictions girls face, they
must develop strategies, many times on their own, in order to negotiate the academic
minefield and the demands expected of them to maintain their feminine qualities. For
many girls it is a no win situation. “Moving into the dominant social construction of
femininity demands that much of what girls know, feel, and think disappear, or at least
that girls compromise what they know about themselves” (Brown 1998: 110) in order to
fit into the socially accepted gendered norms. What becomes important for girls,
especially a can-do girl, is developing their abilities to move through and deal with the
mixed messages that swirl around them in school. Harris (2004: 8) describes the new
girlhood as, “Young women [who] have been encouraged to believe that ‘girls can do
anything’ and ‘girls are powerful”” while also negotiating the demands placed on them
that may contradict a can-do mentality. Just as society viewed boys a few decades ago,
there has been a shift in the thought of what makes a successful girl. Through negotiating
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the classroom, parents, teachers and peers, a new girl has begun and continues to emerge

in today’s society.
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3: METHODS

Research for this project was conducted through qualitative research at Valley
High School® (VHS) an ethnically diverse high school with one of the highest income
percentages in its Northern Virginia County during the fall of 2008 and early spring of
2009. The area is more rural in comparison to other high school locations, but continues
to develop shopping centers and large middle to upper-class neighborhoods. The high
school had approximately 2,700 students, well over its intended capacity, with an 89.9
percent graduation rate and 89.5 percent of those students who graduate attend a two or
four year college. VHS holds the center for Technology and Information as its academic
specialty and magnet program. Approximately 45.7 percent of the students at VHS take
part in the Technology programs. | chose VHS not because of the technology programs,
but because the administrative staff was willing to open the doors to their classrooms and
allow me to attend select classes and interview those students who willingly volunteered.
Procedures and Participants

My research consisted of seven months of observations and interviews between
the months of October and April. | visited the school once or twice weekly staying for
two classes and/or a minimum of four hours for each visit. | observed students in the

classroom, hallways, the library, and the cafeteria when permitted. | was allowed to

! Valley High School is being used as a pseudonym.
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consistently visit four classes throughout my time at VHS, each having a diverse group of
students who were not limited to any specific academic track. | was granted access to a
Family & Life class, pre-AP biology (grades 9 & 10), 10th grade Physical Education &
Health, and a 9" grade English class. The students were between the ages of 14 and 17
and predominantly 9" and 10" graders with several 11" graders inter-dispersed in two
classes (Family & Life and Physical Education & Health). | visited each class at
minimum twelve times staying for the duration of each class throughout the seven
months.

| focused my time on what was said and done by students and teachers during
each class. | took extensive jottings while | was in class noting important factors such as
actions, interactions and reactions of students in conjunction with classroom activities
paying attention not only to what was said, but what physically occurred among the
students. How students reacted to each other; what students talked about (school related
or not); how students interacted with each other and their teachers; what students wore,
listened to, watched on TV, carried with them and ate; how students moved through the
classroom and hallways were some of the vital factors | focused on while in the
classroom. These actions and interactions tell a much larger story about what goes on in
the classroom and what role school has for students providing me with an opportunity to

see how these girls’ lives play out in the classroom.

The first two visits of each class consisted of classroom observations only,
gaining an understanding of how the class flowed and how | would be perceived by the
students and teachers. Ultimately, the students and teachers made me feel like | was a
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part of the class encouraging my participation when appropriate within class discussions.
This afforded me the opportunity to gain a sense of the school setting, the teachers, and to

get to know the girls on a more personal level.

Interviews and Fieldnotes

In addition to observations | conducted six interviews; speaking with a total of 11
girls. In total I held two focus groups with three girls in each, three individual interviews
and an interview with two girls. With permission from the teachers and parents |
conducted these interviews in the school’s library conference room during class and
lunch. The group interviews lasted well over an hour, while my individual interviews
were approximately 30 minutes. The students participated on a voluntary basis with

approval from parents.

The purpose of these interviews was to gain an in-depth understanding of what
goes on during the school day as it is narrated by the girls. These interviews gave me the
chance to ask clarifying questions that | had from my observations and get the girls’
viewpoints of what occurs throughout their day. The purpose for the interviews was to

provide depth to my observations.

Data Analysis

On a routine basis, after each field observation, | transformed my jottings into
fieldnotes; which serve as the basis of my analysis. After each set of interviews I

transferred and transcribed the audio data. Included within the transcriptions are my
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jottings and notes taken during the interviews which consist of thoughts that occurred to
me during the interviews; body gestures, movements and cues by the girls; and other
observations | felt would be useful and necessary for data analysis. Another key aspect
for my analysis is the use of memo writing as a means of working through ethical and
analytical thoughts and feelings that I thought where important to focus on at the time of

fieldnote writing.

| coded fieldnotes and interviews identifying common themes and patterns that
developed throughout my research. My method of coding consists of open coding, a line-
by-line analysis, allowing for an in-depth examination of my notes and interviews. After
initial coding | conducted a more focused (re)coding capturing core themes. | took major
themes/patterns identified through coding/recoding and develop them into additional
memos where | analytically worked through thoughts, interpretations and connections
between themes. Together these methods and procedures allow me to continually work

through and around the data.

Limitations

One of the greatest limitations | faced was the difficulty in getting girls to commit
to doing interviews. | had over 25 girls verbally agree to be interviewed and most of them
took the consent and assent forms home to be signed, but very few brought them back.
What quickly became apparent was the girls I talked with the most in the classroom were

the ones who committed and participated in the interviews. However, in the long run
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trying to get a larger sample size for interviews was the most difficult part of my

research.

There was also the obstacle of time for meeting with the girls outside of the
classroom since many were dependent on the bus, too young to drive and/or were
involved in after-school activities. Though | was very lucky to have the freedom to meet
with the girls during their classes and lunches the constraints of time limited my in-depth
inquiry. Though the girls were very open with me in the classroom, | tried to limit our
discussions to before or after class so not to disrupt the normal flow of the teacher and

other students.

| also think my age, 25 years old at the time, created some barriers in both
connecting with the students, but also separating myself from them. | felt a constant push-
and-pull in how I was to act and what | could and could not say based on my position in
the classroom. Though I may not be far removed from my years in high school, and
enjoyed my time with them in the classroom, | had to be conscious of monitoring that
fine line between being a friend and being a researcher. Many times | found myself
wanting to get involved in their discussions, but contradictorily wanting to quiet the girls
when they spoke out of turn so they would not get in trouble. | felt most out of place
when students would whisper, blush or even comment when talking about a topic they
thought might be embarrassing to them. | felt like the intrusive adult in those moments,
yet overall as | became a regular in the classroom and as they became more comfortable

with me those feeling of intrusion subsided.
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Finding a suitable role in the classroom vis-a-vis teachers, who were much closer
to my age, was also quite difficult. Sometimes they even asked for my participation in
activities such as biology labs, lectures on Romeo and Juliet and even playing a game of
volleyball or soccer. For many of the teachers | became someone they looked forward to
having in class. On one particular day as | was walking out of Mrs. Adams biology class
she says to me, “I wish you were here last class or the past week for that matter.” Mrs.
Adams had a female student who “totally flipped out” in class. She tells me, “not that it iS
your job, but it would have been nice to have another adult.” The challenges of how to
place myself in the classroom were overshadowed by the fact the teachers accepted me
and allowed me the freedom to move and be in the class like one of the students. I believe
it was my own inhibitions that created the most challenge in how to be and act around the
students. In the long run, the environment lent itself to my research and to allowing me

the flexibility to be in the mix or on the sideline of my research.

Assumptions and Notions

Growing up in a largely middle-class community in Southern Virginia | attended
the local “in-demand” public high school with most of my friends | had known since
elementary and middle school. A sense of privilege, power and entitlement was
something many of us felt and carried as we walked the halls of our school. We were
taking, and many times told to take, the exclusively upper and college level core classes.
Most of these classes were only afforded to about 10 percent of the school population,
which instilled in us a sense of power and privilege. Most of us played high profile

sports, took part in student council, and were active in other clubs and extracurricular
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activities. We walked through the halls as if we owned them and we felt/thought we got
away with just about anything. Put a handful of us together in a “regular,” but required
class, we were a teacher’s nightmare. It was not because we did not do well; on the
contrary we did our work and got high grades, but we did it on our terms. This sometimes
bordered on being disrespectful to our teachers and other students. | look back at this and
think, “Were we really that bad?” “Did they really let us get away with this?” and “Did
we really get away with ‘influencing’ how teachers ran a class?” Whether we had as
much power as we thought, it is the case that we rarely got in any trouble for our “bad”
behavior. In countless small ways, we held a sense of entitlement that controlled the
school and it was not uncommon for class activities, assignments or deadlines to change
upon our insistence- with or without a reasonable excuse. In my high school, the high-

achieving students held the power, or at least we thought we did.

My own experiences in high school shaped how | conducted this research and
how I related to the students. | was comfortable in talking with the girls who approached
me, yet at times uneasy and feeling judged. Despite the entitlement | felt in school, I also
remember feeling a sense of uneasiness as | sat in my high school classrooms less than 10
years ago. As | sat at VHS | would ask myself “could these girls have any of the same
feelings I did when | was their age?” That feeling of uneasiness outside of my
entitlement, | believe had nothing to do with race and/or class since most of my classes |
took had predominately white middle-class students in them. I think it was because | was
a girl who felt judged and compared to all the other girls in my classes on looks and
academic status/success. | was not only self-conscious of my appearance in comparison
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to others, but I had to deal with the pressures of competing and maintaining academic
success with all the other boys and girls in my classes. As I discussed earlier- it was the
uneasiness of dealing with the competing demands placed on me (as a girl) in comparison

to those | was directly associated.

And with this recognition, | feel I was like many of the girls | came across in my
research, especially those like The Belles (who I will discuss later), who are white
middle/upper class girls. Many times | found myself lost in what The Belles were doing,
saying and how they were acting as if | were one of them, as if | was back in my high
school English class. The feelings | was having may have helped forge my relationships
with all the girls because the reality is I identified strongly with most of the girls | met

throughout my research for various reasons.

However, it is also important to make note that with all the ease | felt toward The
Belles, I had little of the same ease with The Quinces, who are Hispanic outsiders in the
school. This does not mean | could not relate with them at all, it simply means the flow of
conversation both in the classroom and in our interviews required more work. The
tangible elements of being around The Belles were not afforded to me when | was with
The Quinces as there was less of a personal connection. Whether I was like them or not,
both my sense of entitlement from when | was in school and the insecurities | felt
amongst my immediate peers, | believe, allowed me the opportunity to be open with these

girls and allow these girls to be open with me without passing judgment.
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With all that said, | also felt compelled on occasion to step back, take a minute
and remember to not impose my own experience on the data; rather allow the data to
present itself to me and not as | related to it when | was younger. | do believe that my
experiences and recognition of my feelings allowed me to be more introspective and
compassionate as | traveled through the school setting and forced me to look beyond that

which | was most comfortable.
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4: THE GIRLS: THEIR VOICE, THEIR BODIES
AND THE IDEALIZED

Girls and their lives are quite complex. Their lives represent the competing
demands of not being the girl from decades ago who sits and lets life happen to her, but
also not being the sole individual breaking down barriers with which they face. In fact,
girls today represent a myriad of attributes. Girls move through school negotiating the
academic and social pressures facing them each day, while dealing with the challenges of
being a teenager. They struggle with the notions of femininity that commonly hold them
back academically. For some girls their goal is to balance competing demands- be pretty
and smart, nice and driven. Michelle Fine (1993: 90) states that, “If we re-situate the
adolescent woman in a rich and empowering educational context, she develops a sense of
self which is sexual as well as intellectual, social and economic.” As Fine argues it is
vital for girls to be in an environment where they are not constrained from understanding
who they are sexually, socially, emotionally and intellectually. School is no longer about
giving girls a foot up; it is about providing an environment where adolescents can
flourish socially as well as academically and construct gender identities that are ideal and
appropriate for them.

It is important to emphasize that all girls, and boys for that matter, do not

construct the same gender identities. Masculine/feminine behavior is based on normative
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gender ideals beginning at childhood and reinforced by peers, parents, and various social
environments over time. As Lorber (1994:7) states, “the patterned and intertwined
structures of work, family, culture, education, religion, and law are gendered, and they
deeply and continuously shape the lives of individuals, starting at birth...” Gender
ideals, what a group sees as being appropriate behavior, are reinforced throughout the
developmental stages of childhood, continuing into adolescence and adulthood. With the
various influences and social environments that kids become engaged with, in and out of
school, no one individual has the same experiences. Experiences are what help shape a
girl into being her own individual and constructing her own identity; while confronting
the competing demands between the ideal feminine notions of what is expected of a girl

with those of their desire to not be like everyone else.

VOICE

Throughout my research much of my focus centers on girls and their talk. What
girls say, how they say it, and whom they talk to are important in understanding what
goes on during the school day. The voice they present to their friends, teachers or peers
tells a lot about who they are. In this instance, voice is not solely about the use of one’s
physical ability to speak, it is about the depth of what is being said and how one says it.
What do girls really mean and what do they claim with their voice? Whether their voice
is used as a way to claim physical space or used as a means of asserting themselves with

a space, being loud and outspoken- voice for girls can be a way to control the

29



environment? in which they occupy. For many girls voice is a way to claim control of self
(body) and space. Brumberg (1998: 97) states, “The body is a consuming project for
contemporary girls because it provides an important means of self-definition, a way to
visibly announce who you are to the world.” The body is seen as a project- a work in
progress- that girls focus their attention and place great importance on. It is the first
visible means by which a girl is able to present herself to the world and she uses her voice
as the mechanism with which to assert control over the image that is portrayed. Girls are
able to discuss (and show off) their bodies or that of others in a way that is meaningful to

them and sometimes only understood by them.

Voice is also a way to claim space- physically and symbolically. However, this
does not mean girls must be loud and outspoken to claim space. Yes, loud girls may
claim more symbolic space because their actions/voice attracts more attention; but quiet
girls claim space in a much more subtle manner. Their voices are not heard by everyone,
rather by those immediate peers with whom they trust and associate. They do not
necessarily desire to claim space in the same way loud girls do, which often results in
being missed in research. And even though in my research | was attracted to the louder
group of girls, I would be remiss to ignore the voice of the “quiet” girls who are likely
more commonplace in the classroom. For example, there was a young girl who sat
directly in front of me in the Biology class named Tonya. She is a German-born white

girl who has lived in the United States, due to her father’s job promotion, about half her

? And for the purpose of my research “the environment” is the space of school and more specifically the
classroom.
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life and who recently passed her English as a Second Language class. She explains to me

about her experiences in class:

Tonya: | prefer to lay low. If nobody says anything I will raise my
hand but I don’t want to be the first to raise my hand.

TC: Can | ask why?

Tonya: I’'m just a little shy when it comes to that.

TC: Does that have anything to do with whether you might be

right or wrong or is it just the shyness?

Tonya: It’s the shyness and just a little bit of the wrong and right. I
don’t want to be the one person who doesn’t know the
answer. It makes me feel kind of stupid.

TC: So there’s a little pressure there.
Tonya: Yes there is.

For Tonya, who is a straight-A student, being seen and not heard is satisfactory. Some of
this may be the difference between schools in Germany, where she was a straight-C
student, and schools in the United States or it simply may be the pressure she feels to be
successful in school. As Tonya later tells me “I have three friends in [Biology] class and

they’re real nice. They’re quiet. We have our own little corner.”

The friends Tonya refers to are three other girls who sit at the same table. They sit
toward the back of the class, and if | had not been sitting directly behind them | would
have likely never noticed them. They rarely talk out of turn and commonly Mrs. Adams
has to call on them to answer questions as they are unlikely to blurt out answers or even
raise their hands. For Tonya it may be more about maintaining a sense of control over her

actions, her voice, and not calling attention to herself. Although the Biology class may be
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more restricting in allowing students to talk “out of turn,” I also observed Tonya in a
Physical Education and Health class where she was again lost in the shuffle of the more

outspoken students.

In relation to girls like Tonya, Brown (2005:149 & 153) states class matters.
White working class girls bring “their loud, direct selves to school” while the white
middle and upper-middle class girls, at least among those she studied, “struggle with the
contradictory voices telling them what it means to be good and proper...” Tonya, along
with many of her friends, seems to epitomize Brown’s assertion that class matters. She is
a hard worker who gets good grades, but falls under the radar because she does not attract
much attention to herself. And where Brown’s claims pertain to Tonya, it will be

apparent throughout my research that class does not matter in the same way.

Many of the girls in my classes seemed to stray away from the compliance and
silence that Tonya and her immediate peers exhibited, despite their economic class. For
these girls, voice is a significant concept in the classroom. A girl’s voice is the difference
between being seen and being lost in the shuffle of everyday academic and social
situations. As Brown (1998:3) states “Much attention of late has been given to girls’
invisibility in schools, to sexual harassment in public spaces such as cafeterias,
hallways...,to gender bias in the classroom, [and] to losses in self-esteem and self-
confidence.” What is visible in my research is that most of the girls from various cultural

and economic backgrounds | focused on use their voice to actively express themselves to
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their peers and teachers®. They stake a claim of the space and gain visibility through their
voice, breaking away from the concepts formed by Brown. Invisibility is not a barrier the

girls I mainly focus on must breakthrough.

I found at VHS that voice seemed to be more about one’s ability, despite class or
race, to engage with others and be self-assured in the space with which they inhabit.
There seemed to be less consistent restrictions placed on the girls | was drawn by their
teachers, peers and even themselves on how they control their voice in the classroom.
This does not mean there are no boundaries; it simply means that voice is used as a way

to claim school as a space to be defined and controlled by them versus by others.
THE GIRLS AND THEIR BODIES

About one month into my observations | was finally allowed to walk around the
halls with a little more freedom before classes. With about 10 minutes before the bell
rang for classes to switch | found myself sitting at a table in the open air cafeteria next to
the gym and health classrooms. As | was sitting at the table, noticing the only other
person in the space was a cafeteria worker, | caught a glance of a poster that was between
two doors by the kitchen where students line up to get food. The poster had large print
that read “Beauty Sold Here.” My first reaction was to roll my eyes. Why would they be
talking about beauty in a cafeteria - as if girls do not have enough to worry about? When

| looked closer I saw that inside of the cosmetics were fruits and vegetables relaying

® It is important to note that | came across girls in each of the classes | observed who fit within the
“outspoken” category. Whether they were in the Family & Life which encourages group work and in-class
discussion or in the less social-centric Pre-AP Biology | found a combination of girls who made themselves
visible and those who were more like Tonya.
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specific colors of makeup. Blush was a tomato slice, cream was a cucumber slice,
foundation was an orange slice, and mascara was asparagus. | am still not entirely sure
what | think of the poster. If the first thing | noticed are the words “Beauty Sold Here”
and think “I better not eat that pizza” I wonder if this was any different for any other girls
in the school. Do students take the time to notice what the real message is suppose to be -
taking care of yourself, eating healthily, and eating in moderation? Or do they see the
message as being that their body takes center stage and that when you eat “bad” foods
such as burgers, pizzas or fries (which are commonly available in a cafeteria) you are less
beautiful. The message is about the body and not brains and achievement, which
ultimately contradicts the purpose of going to school. This poster is just another piece of
media advertisement, with conflicting images in the school, that throw “body image”

ideals back into the faces of young girls who are in line for lunch in the cafeteria.

Every day in school girls are confronted with discussions and images centered on
the body; their body or someone else’s. Schools are sites where girls discuss classes,
teachers, clothes, and where they shop, what they are or are not having for lunch, how
their hair looks, how they feel and how they look based on how they feel. Schools are a
microcosm for all sorts of discussions and it is very likely the body is a common one. It is
a site where ones voice is heard by others, projected onto others and sometimes even
suppressed by others. As Aapola, et al (2005: 134) states “Media images of women tend
to reify dominant cultural standards of beauty, rather than support the diversification of
images of femininity.” This reinscription of cultural standards places girls and their
bodies within the framework of the ideal feminine perception, whatever that may be to
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them. | believe for each person that perception of what is the ideal body may be different,
but “at the same time, girls and young women also face growing pressures to modify
their appearance in order to fulfill ever-changing feminine beauty ideals, which are
practically impossible to attain” (Aapola, et al 2005: 134). What I found most striking is
that for most of the girls | observed and interviewed they identified “girl” with things like
make-up, tight clothes, being skinny, and having nice hair. All things that can be changed
in order to modify one’s impression they place on others. Many of these identifiers have
in the past been used to idealize femininity and what it means to be a girl and is apparent

to still define what it means to be a girl.
THE QUINCES

The Quinces are a group of high school freshman who are straddling their Latin
American and American youth culture as they come of age. They commonly discuss their
ethnic heritages in regular conversation and with great pride. Even though historically
their cultures of origin had been (and some may say still be) in conflict, these girls appear
unified as a group by their cultural differences in comparison to others in their classes.
Because of their Hispanic background, | choose to refer to this group of girls as The
Quinces. Quinces is a term | am using that is derived from the shortened Quinceafiera,
which is a celebration of a Latin American girl’s 15" birthday. Similar to a Bar/Bat
Mitzvah, this is a time when girls are in transition from childhood to womanhood. In the
case with my research The Quinces are a group of girls, like many freshmen, who are

beginning to explore their identity as they move from being teenagers to young women.
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The Quinces is a small group of girls - Cammi, Rari and Sara. Cammi is a
Mexican girl of average height and build - not too skinny or too heavy - with long
straight black hair. She commonly wears skinny jeans, sneakers and a nice t-shirt;
nothing too fancy. Rari is a petite El Salvadorian with shoulder length black hair she
normally has tied back in a low loose ponytail. She wears boot-cut jeans (because her
parents will not allow her to own skinny jeans) and cute tops, with ballet flats. Rari is the
quietest of the girls, but when appropriate she willingly interjects her opinions. Sara is
Guatemalan and the tallest of the girls. She is always wearing skinny jeans that appear to
be just a little too tight; big flashy earrings; and trendy items from UGGS to sneakers to
ballet flats, t-shirts to sweatshirts and tops that many adults might consider a little tight
and risqué for school. Like The Belles, who I will introduce later, Sara and Cammi are
two of the loudest girls in the class, which routinely draws the attention of Mrs. Smith,

their Family and Life teacher.

What is evident about The Quinces is that they have a strong sense of their
ethnicities and are proud to share it. Throughout my research there was much discussion
about which country is better, who has the better dialect of Spanish, and who has the

better cultural practices:

As the class is getting ready for the next assignment Cammi and Sara are
making fun of the nickname they have for El Salvadorians. Rari says to
them, “You are so mean.” Sara says, “We don’t have gangs like you
do...MS-13.” Lakisha leans over to Rari and says, “You don’t have to
worry about border crossings and drug cartels.” Cammi says, “Hey that
isn’t fair.” Rari says, “Guatemala is next to El Salvador so you are no
different really... you copy us anyway.” As the bell rings for lunch they
begin talking about the difference between Mexican pupusa’s and El
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Salvadorian pupusa’s. Sara says, “Yeah EIl Salvadorian food is better than
Mexican.” Rari says, “See El Salvadorian is better.”

Together, they appear to hold light-hearted discussions about their various cultures;
whi