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Starting with Self: Teaching Autoethnography to Foster  
Critically Caring Literacies

This article illustrates the application of critical literacy (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Gutierrez, 

2008; Morrell, 2007) pedagogies that draw from young people’s funds of knowledge (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) to actively nurture personally, authentically, and culturally 

caring relationships (Howard, 2002; Noddings, 1992; Valenzuela, 1999) that reflect a concern 

for students’ lives. Specifically, it discusses the impact of students performing autoethnographies 

(Alexander, 2005; Carey-Webb, 2001)—cultural narratives that build toward critical social 

analysis—as a means toward increasing critical self-reflection and building compassionate 

relationships between youth of color with fractured collective identities. Such approaches, as I 

argue, can tap into youth confusion and anger in order to engage them as critical readers, writ-

ers, and oral communicators. The findings suggest that autoethnographies increased students’ 

knowledge of self and, upon recognizing one another’s all-too-familiar struggles, the classroom 

climate became more conducive to constructing a critical common identity among youth of color. 

In this way, the article has implications for building classroom relationships that make for more 

effective pedagogies engaging dispossessed, working-class children of color with culturally relevant 

critical literacy teaching practices. 

Introduction
It is essential for students of color to have a collective understanding of themselves 
and one another. Accordingly, this article offers insight for the usefulness and 
impact of sharing autoethnographies (Alexander, 2005; Carey-Webb, 2001). As 
cultural narratives that build toward critical social analysis, autoethnographies 
promote self and social reflection as well as establish compassionate classroom 
communities among youth with fractured collective identities. Fractured collective 
identities are humanities shaped by internalized oppressive thought, often resulting 
in alienating relations among people of color. Sharing autoethnographies has the 
potential to humanize Black and Brown students’ understanding of one another 
by healing the various perceived differences they experience within their social 
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contexts. As Freire (1970/2002) constructed, “The struggle for humanization . . . 
[refers to] the overcoming of alienation, for the affirmation of men and women 
as persons” (p. 44). Humanizing literacies are possible when urban teachers utilize 
nontraditional instructional approaches that privilege the very texts that are most 
relevant to young people—their lived experiences. Such approaches can tap into 
youth confusion and anger by utilizing reading, writing, and oral communication 
to transform unjust social conditions.

Youth relations in urban communities are often carelessly taken for granted 
by urban teachers. Varying levels of perceived differences shape much of the 
tensions that manifest between young people. Yet among the wide-ranging ways 
educators treat their relationships in schools, few approaches actually address the 
socially constructed conflicts that surround youth. Ignoring their apprehensions 
is dangerous considering the fractured identities and divisive practices that re-
flect the ways youth of color internalize and reproduce cultural self-hate (Fanon, 
1967; hooks, 2000). In the context of many students’ lives are concentrated urban 
poverty and economic underdevelopment, long-term factors that perpetuate 
conditions where community folks compete for limited resources with others of 
whom they are taught to have deficit perspectives (Yeshitela, 2005). The resulting 
unease often erupts in harmful tensions within families, throughout communi-
ties, and in gendered relationships. These community conflicts transfer into the 
school and present themselves to urban teachers in our classrooms in the form of 
aggressive grimacing, socially demeaning wisecracks, and unreciprocated sexual 
gazes or advancements, to say the least. Leaving urban youth relationships to heal 
on their own—without deliberately addressing them in our classrooms—shows a 
lack of responsibility and little regard for how we respond to the human relations 
confronting students of color in their communities. 

To address the urgent needs of many students of color, critically caring litera-
cies, as constructed here, account for dehumanization, internalized oppression, and 
consequential collective division that result from cultural self-hate. As urban youth 
of color face tumultuous conditions in their communities and schools, educators 
must consider the various ways students are affected by trauma experienced from 
the social toxins they struggle through on a day-to-day basis. Duncan-Andrade 
(2009) stated, “[We] have virtually no control over the array of social toxins to 
which [our] students are exposed in the meta-ecosystem of our society, but [we] 
can control how [we] respond to them in [our] classroom” (p. 9). A critically 
caring pedagogy of literacy channels students’ individual frustrations and social 
dissatisfactions against social forces that undermine their existence. 

Theoretical Framework
This pedagogy was grounded in the old adage, “Students do not care how much 
you know until they know how much you care.” To express our caring, educators 
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must practice Akom’s (2003) suggestion that teachers respect and make use of 
students’ cultural capital to transform perceptions of cultural deficits in urban 
youth into potential cultural strengths. Personally and culturally responsive car-
ing for youth of color in urban communities will more effectively interest them in 
relevant forms of academic learning. Noddings (1992) asserted that an alternative 
teaching approach to caring “molds itself in situations and has proper regard for 
human affections, weaknesses, and anxieties” (p. 25). Caring is not just a practice 
felt and communicated from teacher to student, but must also be an important 
objective of our pedagogies. To do so, “teachers not only have to create caring 
relationships in which they are the carers, but they also have a responsibility to 
help their students develop the capacity to care” (p. 18). Rather than suggest that 
intellectual development is secondary, or less important, Noddings argued, “if the 
school has one main goal . . . it should be to promote the growth of students as 
healthy, competent, moral people” (p. 10). Noddings’ assertions that schools are 
characterized by impersonal, distant relationships substantially guide the pedagogy. 

Building on Noddings’ theories on caring, Valenzuela’s (1999) “authentically 
caring” framework makes teachers aware of their relationships with students that 
either subtract from or add to their positive experiences in school. Valenzuela 
argued, “The feeling that ‘no one cares’ is pervasive—and corrosive. Real learning 
is difficult to sustain in an atmosphere rife with mistrust” (p. 7). To genuinely care 
about students, teachers must create classroom conditions that nurture educación, 
a “model of schooling premised on respectful, caring relations” (p. 61). In contrast, 
teachers who exhibit “aesthetic” caring for their students, are “concerned first with 
form and non-personal content and only secondarily, if at all, with their students’ 
subjective reality” (p. 22). Authentic caring highlights the personal in the pedagogi-
cal, calling for teachers to create classroom conditions that value students’ cultural 
experiences. Valenzuela emphasized that teachers must “embody the essential ele-
ments of authentic caring: connection, unconditional love, and a comprehensive 
apprehending of ‘the other’” (p. 157). Valenzuela’s research has vital implications 
for urban educators interested in designing an authentically caring critical literacy 
program that draws on students’ assets as learners: “[T]he political interests of 
the community must be embraced. When action demonstrates such awareness, a 
truly authentic pedagogy will have been set into motion” (p. 265). In other words, 
authentic caring is best communicated by the ways we apply it in our pedagogy.

Similarly, Howard’s (2002) caring research identified classroom strategies 
that more effectively make use of students’ cultural orientations toward school. 
Relevant to this pedagogy, Howard observed positive impacts on student effort, 
increased engagement with course content, and improved academic achievement 
when teachers 1) established community, family, and home-like characteristics, and 
2) cultivated culturally connected caring relationships with students of color. To 
establish a classroom community with a sense of family, teachers “structure their 
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classrooms in a manner that mirrored family and community practices, beliefs, 
and values” (p. 431). Teachers, then, must engage in explicit caring toward, and 
among, youth of color with approaches that do not dismiss, reduce, or silence the 
humanity of their students. Although students often communicate their human-
ity in ways that seem destructive, their actions serve mostly as indicators of their 
own social trauma. To cultivate caring relationships with students of color and to 
commit to these approaches is a response to Kohl’s (1994) claim that students are 
engaged in “willed not learning” because “[to] agree to learn from a stranger who 
does not respect your integrity causes a major loss of self” (p. 6). Accordingly, we 
must seek to understand the very nature of students that we commit to educate, 
and this “may mean understanding issues outside of school that students frequently 
confront, increased awareness of family circumstances, or perhaps a general curi-
osity about students’ interests and desires” (Howard, 2002, p. 435). Teachers can 
nurture caring relationships with and among students by creating a curriculum 
of concern for their lives outside of the classroom, tapping into social emotions 
rarely shared in academic spaces. 

Urban educators must also apply literacy teaching frameworks that maximize 
students’ abilities to read, write, think, and communicate in their own interests. 
For example, Gutierrez’s (2008) sociocritical literacy re-conceptualizes “teach-
ing and learning of literacy for poor and immigrant youth” (p. 148) by positing 
practices that draw from, not sanction against, students’ “funds of knowledge” 
(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992). Teachers must draw from young people’s 
“robust” literacies to connect their curricula to the needs of students struggling to 
navigate culturally alienating schooling institutions and the harsh conditions of 
everyday life. Applying sociocritical literacy in the context of autoethnographies 
requires that students read and write counter-stories (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002) 
as an empowering means “toward critical social thought” (Gutierrez, 2008, p. 
149). Sociocritical literacy also acts as a “historicizing literacy that privileges and 
is contingent upon students’ sociohistorical lives” and pays close “attention to 
contradictions in and between texts lived and studied . . . locally experienced and 
historically influenced” (Gutierrez, 2008, p. 149). In academic contexts where both 
Black and Brown student school performance is negatively impacted by mainstream 
narratives and ideologies that construct them as intellectually inferior (Duncan-
Andrade, 2005; Perry, Steele, & Hilliard, 2004), teachers can historicize everyday 
and institutional literacy practices while leveraging these into powerful learning 
tools to foster more complex ways that are linguistically and culturally situated in 
school. Sociocritical literacy practices build on cultural knowledge by developing 
sophisticated literacy capacities and meaning-making processes.

To identify the context-responsive needs of learners, Freire and Macedo (1987) 
maintained that critical literacy begins by correlating the practice of reading the 
word and the world. They argued that young people first learn to decipher the 
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universe around them before accessing and developing a language to describe it. 
Critical literacy, from Freire’s (1970/1988) perspective, results in the “transforma-
tion of . . . dehumanizing structure[s] . . . a difficult apprenticeship in naming [an 
oppressive] world” (p. 402). Re-naming the world requires that students learn to 
become critically conscious of how they construct their realities with the words 
they use to describe it. In order to effectively develop the literacy capacity of our 
students, Freire and Macedo (1987) insisted “that words used in organizing a 
literacy program come from . . . the ‘word universe’ of people who are learning, 
expressing their actual language, their anxieties, fears, demands, and dreams” (p. 
35). Such approaches tap into urban identities and local “street” discourses in ways 
that engage students as critical readers, writers, and oral communicators. Reading 
the word and the world, moreover, enables students to make sense of the harsh 
realities shaping much of their lived experience. The resulting “thought-language” 
reflects “the act of knowing through praxis, by which [learners] transform reality” 
(Freire, 1970/1988, p. 398). Critical literacy happens as students are guided to inter-
rogate their multiple identities, the social conditions that define their worldviews, 
and communicate transformative readings of the word and the world. Through 
these practices, critically caring literacy pedagogies draw from students’ cultural 
frameworks and lived experiences to engage them in learning that nurtures car-
ing relationships, reflecting concern for their lives outside of the classroom while 
illuminating and disrupting existing power relations.

To foster a critical literacy of caring, I taught autoethnography as a strategic 
pedagogical tool for students to examine the ways they experience, exist, and explain 
their identities—who they are, what they stand for, and why—and to recognize 
their racial, cultural, and gendered social relations. The objectives of performing 
autoethnographies were similar to how Alexander (1999) used autoethnographic 
research “as a way of reading between the lines of [our] own lived experience 
and the experiences of cultural familiars—to come to a critical understanding 
of self and other and those places where we intersect and overlap” (p. 310). In 
contrast to autobiographies, which focus on the unique qualities of individuals, 
autoethnographies compel authors to foreground their experiences in relation to a 
larger social group (Carey-Webb, 2001). The etymology of each root word reveals 
important differences: auto(self)-bio(life)-graphy(writing) means to write about 
your individual life, often in much greater detail than your context, whereas an 
auto(self)-ethno(culture)-graphy(writing) means to write about yourself neces-
sarily as a member of a larger social group. 

Cultural narratives that lack critical reflection have potential to be more about 
amusement than analysis, telling without understanding, summarizing instead of 
meaning making. Autoethnographies, as I used them, were constructed as cultural 
narratives embedded with critical reflection on the interconnected set of conditions 
that made up their experiences. As Alexander (2005) explained in a later work, 
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“the evidenced act of showing in autoethnography is less about reflecting on the 
self in a public space than about using the public space and performance as an act 
of critically reflecting culture, an act of seeing the self through and as the other” 
(p. 423). Autoethnography is a method of learning about and understanding lived 
experience in order to benefit self, society, community, and culture. To do otherwise 
risks being an exercise in self-centeredness. This move from self-centeredness to 
collective consideration is important to foster interpersonal communication and 
intercultural compassion.

According to Carey-Webb (2001), to qualify as an autoethnography, you must 
(1) examine the alienating effects of dominant society, (2) explore the connections 
within and across oppressed cultures, and (3) theorize strategies for hope and social 
change (p. 137). Correspondingly, this endeavor foregrounds the lived experience, 
worldviews, and urban identities of traditionally silenced youth of color in urban 
communities. Turning to Kuzmeskus (1996) to describe the importance of teach-
ing autoethnography, Carey-Webb cited the following: “It inspires [students] to 
reach out and speak for themselves, to generalize from their own experiences” by 
teaching students to (1) name their hardship, (2) contextualize it, and (3) activate 
themselves and others (qtd. in Carey-Webb, p. 139). In the spirit of Jocson’s (2008) 
Kuwento—stories about ethnicity and culture used as a pedagogical tool to assist 
student learning—I modeled a performance autoethnography by sharing a narra-
tive detailing my lifelong conflict with internalizing, reproducing, and transforming 
my male privilege and misogyny.

Assigning students autoethnographies served less as an academic obligation 
and more as a strategy for healing (Ginwright, 2010) from the dehumanization 
experienced each day in their communities. Healing helped create the conditions 
necessary for future transformative learning. Rather than assume students auto-
matically learn from experience, I took Myles Horton at his words: “You only learn 
from experiences you learn from.” This assignment required students to make sense 
of their own lives by explicitly reflecting on how they were, in part, shaped by the 
experiences they were examining. 

Research Context, Principles, and Design
This study investigates the characteristics of relationships fostered by an autoeth-
nography unit disrupting students’ uncaring, often dehumanizing, relationships 
with themselves and members of their communities. I draw from existing empiri-
cal, classroom data collected as an English teacher at South Los Angeles’ Slauson 
High School (SHS).1 The driving research question for this study was, what impact 
does sharing autoethnographies have on cultivating critical reflection and shaping 
classroom community?

In the surrounding Slauson Park District (SPD), one could celebrate African-
centered culture and art, participate in supportive social networks, and take pride 
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in the talent, brilliance, and vigor of young people persisting through everyday 
life. The SPD had a cultural makeup unique to the rest of Los Angeles; its 72.4% 
(U.S. Census Bureau, 2000) Black population made it one of the few remaining 
predominantly Black communities. Similar to the rest of South Los Angeles, the 
SPD was seeing an influx of Latina/Latino populations throughout the 1990s and 
2000s. The co-existence of Black and Brown populations in South Los Angeles 
drew significant media attention for “racial tensions” at its high schools and in lo-
cal communities. According to the Los Angeles Police Department, however, Black 
and Latina/Latino offenders were much more likely to engage in violent crimes 
against members of their own race than members of another (Hipp, Tita, & Boggess, 
2009). Much of the intra-racial violence was a result of gang rivalries. Krikorian 
(2007) reported that the Slauson district of South Los Angeles accounted for 136 
(28%) of the city’s 480 total homicides in 2006. From an anti-colonial perspective, 
these tensions are symptoms of structural inequities positioning communities of 
color to struggle against each other for a limited set of resources (Yeshitela, 2005).

SHS had the city’s highest Black student population (66.1%) for a large, com-
prehensive campus. Two weeks before the start of the 2005–2006 school year, a 
series of gang-related shootings were intensified by the murder of a recent gradu-
ate who was shot, point blank, in the immediate school community. Despite these 
realities, issues of intra- and inter-racial tensions, mourning, or any other form of 
social toxins (Duncan-Andrade, 2009) were not discussed to any degree during the 
multiple professional development days that preceded the opening of the school 
year. Slauson High School’s base Academic Performance Index of 505 had earned 
it a statewide rank in the lowest percentile and it did not meet the adequate yearly 
progress criteria required by the No Child Left Behind mandates for the past six 
years. Furthermore, SHS lost its Pacific Union of Schools and Colleges (PUSC) 
accreditation. Consequent to the loss of accreditation, hundreds of parents then 
began to check their students out of the school, reducing the enrollment from 3,142 
to 2,501. In response, the district introduced five “proven” administrators—four 
White men and one Black woman—whose professional histories were in more 
affluent, predominantly White communities. The new administrative push for 
standards-oriented learning led to the most supervision of teacher instruction 
I experienced during my tenure there. The general sense I perceived from this 
administration’s observations in my classes was captured in one of the lead prin-
cipal’s evaluations: “The teacher presented controversial topics in a very organized 
and standards based fashion.” The particular class in focus had several students 
who gave me a great deal of behavioral “problems.” Teacher talk would describe 
the focal period as a mix of “good” students that included a comparable number 
of particularly “bad” ones. 

While a majority of students fulfilled the analytical requirements of the assign-
ment, two performances, Kristian and Tyrone, illuminate incidents that serve as 
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exemplars of the larger activity system. Kristian’s 3.16 grade point average (GPA) 
and quiet compliance characterize her as one of the “good” students, whereas Ty-
rone’s confrontational defiance and 1.52 GPA mark him “bad.” Oral presentations 
were important because I did not want to run the risk of continuing to segregate 
our students from one another. Much of the isolation students experience breeds 
hostility, and writing alone ignores this concern. Though the student writing was 
important, in this article I focus on the autoethnography presentations, related 
dialogue, and the class’ reflection on the unit. I also analyze ensuing class dialogue 
and whole-group feedback to illustrate how students interpreted and understood 
the impact of autoethnographies. My objective is to provide authentic practitioner 
insights to the impact of critical pedagogy, while privileging student perspectives 
concerning cultural caring and critical literacy learning.

This study was grounded in the tradition of teacher-research applying critical 
pedagogies in urban schools (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Gutstein, 2006; 
Stovall & Doyle-Morales, 2010; Tan, 2008). Equally if not more important, as some-
one who commits his life to transformative education in oppressed communities, 
I made efforts to honor research principles grounded in cariño (Duncan-Andrade, 
2006) and decolonizing methodologies (Smith, 1999). Cariño is an “educational 
research approach [that] focuses on forming relationships that pay attention to 
the special needs of a particular school [and] translates into a greater emphasis 
on producing real change in the schools where the research is taking place” (p. 
454). Decolonizing research recognizes that oppression is implicated in the history 
of colonialism and “writing back” serves as “a recovery of ourselves, an analysis 
of colonialism, and a struggle for self-determination” (p. 7). I used narrative in-
quiry (see English Education, July 2008) to report my findings as doing so allows 
researchers to “strike a balance between narrative and analysis, to discover the 
right voice(s) to convey the experiences of others” (Perl, Counihan, McCormack, 
& Schnee, 2007, p. 308). 

Traditional data collection strategies were used in the form of analysis of field 
notes, student work and other artifacts, classroom video, and student interviews, 
but the purpose of the study was motivated by active desires to engage in research 
where “political action . . . can redress the injustices” found in urban schools and 
communities (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1998, p. 264). I used critical discourse analysis 
(CDA) (Fairclough, 1995) to generate grounded theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). 
Strauss and Corbin proclaimed, “we want [researchers] to acquire a way of think-
ing about data and the world in which they live . . . to be able to easily move from 
what they see and hear and to raise that to the level of the abstract, and then to 
turn around again and move back to the level of data” (p. 8). Fairclough described 
CDA as a threefold process that includes “analysis of (spoken or written) language 
texts, analysis of discourse practice (processes of text production, distribution 
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and consumption) and analysis of discursive events as instances of sociocultural 
practice” (p. 2). CDA provided a system to read into the academic and ideological 
meanings of content embedded into student discourses.

Blending a framework on caring and critical literacy provided the analytic basis 
to render observations into evidence of my argumentative points. Units of analysis 
focused on two key areas: (1) meaning making moments, and (2) relationship de-
velopment. In line with the theoretical framework, coding related to meaning mak-
ing moments focused on statements that illuminated context-responsive learning, 
self and social awareness, and respect for their humanity, vulnerabilities, and most 
pressing concerns. Coding for relationship development included a concentration 
on students’ concern for themselves and their community, understanding of self 
and others, and culturally connected caring relationships with other students of 
color. These codes began to focus more specifically on the consistency with which 
these concepts were being articulated in relation to the variety of voices and experi-
ences articulated by each student. I highlighted recurring themes (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985) as I read transcripts. Finally, I categorized the most prevailing categories 
until there was clarity concerning my findings. 

Findings
In the following discussion, I narrate how autoethnographies increased students’ 
sense of self and positionality in the world, mediated differences, and fostered 
compassionate classroom community. Beginning the year with autoethnographies 
urged students to intellectually analyze their own perceptions and practices while 
the oral communication cultivated understanding across perceived differences. 
These activities humanized the classroom space and shaped the students’ collective 
identities. The written portion adhered to eleventh- and twelfth-grade California 
State Learning Standards for English/Language Arts (California State Board of 
Education, 1997), “Writing Applications,” 2.1, which in part called for students 
to “Narrate a sequence of events and communicate their significance to the audi-
ence.” The presentation portion adhered to the Listening and Speaking section, 
especially 2.1 b and c, which asked for students to “Deliver reflective presenta-
tions” that “Draw comparisons between the specific incident and broader themes 
that illustrate the speaker’s beliefs or generalizations about life” and “Maintain a 
balance between describing the incident and relating it to more general, abstract 
ideas.” Taking student learning beyond the limited ways it is constructed by the 
state, urban educators must “bust the false binary that suggests we must choose 
between an academically rigorous pedagogy and one geared toward social justice  
. . . [and] connect schooling to the real, material conditions of urban life” (Duncan-
Andrade, 2009, pp. 6–7, italics in original). Doing so provides young people the 
“hope required when growing roses in concrete” (Duncan-Andrade, 2009).
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Kristian’s Autoethnography
Kristian chose to tell the class a story that interrogated her various levels of under-
standing gender and self as a young Black woman in South Los Angeles. Specifically, 
Kristian examined the role parental separation and father deprivation played on 
her decision making when dating boys her age. Kristian eased into an intricate 
analysis of her experience with a thoughtful attention-getter and introduction that 
framed her narrative effectively:

A step back is just a set up for a come back. This idea goes out to my females, my girls. 
We are known as emotional beings. See, we live in a male dominated society . . . and 
as ladies we have to live through this, but from our experiences we could develop our 
minds. And if we think with our minds, we could make things better for ourselves . . .

Her attention-getter hinted at the dangerous consequences of emotional deci-
sion-making, stereotypically used to describe many women. Kristian complicated 
this notion by explaining how her decision-making was shaped by her particular 
experience. How she made sense of her experience was extended in the narrative 
that followed. Kristian provided a more intimate reflection of her understanding 
of herself as part of a larger social group—young Black women in communities 
similar to South Los Angeles. As she implied for her classmates, “I’m not an adult, 
trying to tell you about life because I haven’t lived life yet. As you could see, I’m 
your peer. In some cases, though, I could be your mirror. So, sisters, just hear me 
out.” Kristian was humble, but also knew that what she was about to share would 
benefit some of her peers.

As “a real daddy’s girl,” Kristian continued by describing her relationship with 
her father, who had slowly stepped back from participating in family activities. 
Kristian said to the class, “I don’t want to say my father’s a crack head, cuz that’s 
my dad and I love him, but I found out he was a drug addict.” Kristian was cor-
rect in predicting that her parents’ relationship was not going to last much longer. 
Kristian forgave her father because she knew he experienced a lot of difficulties, 
and “moved on” by repressing all of the emotions that came with her loss. Much 
of the emotion Kristian was repressing when she was young began to surface as 
she would cry when she was alone. Yet when she started her tenth-grade year at 
SHS, Kristian admitted that her “emotions started going crazy.” To cope with her 
pain, Kristian described, “I found somebody, or somebody found me, to, you 
know, keep me company. . . . I was reluctant at first, but my emotions were telling 
me, ‘this is what you need.’” This “somebody” was a sixteen-year-old Black man at 
SHS. The young man used a repertoire of effective courting strategies—confident 
grabs and spontaneous kisses, long conversations on the telephone, telling her sad 
stories about his own life, and the all-out confessions of love toward her— which 
she did not accept. Admittedly filling an emotional void created by the loss of her 
father, the unnamed young man became Kristian’s first boyfriend. He began to 
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buy her “little things,” and she came to appreciate his attention. “I start falling [for] 
his little game,” she explained. Furthermore, Kristian elaborated that she started 
becoming understanding toward him in the same way she was understanding 
toward her father.

Kristian delivered her narrative light heartedly, as if she was comfortable con-
veying the experience. She invoked both a humorous tone of youthful innocence 
and a mature honesty toward the uncertainties that young people in her position 
often face, where impulsive decision-making is used as a coping mechanism re-
quired for acts of personal resilience. Many students in the class began to laugh 
with her, especially the young women. To various degrees, the young women com-
municated back to Kristian the ways they were implicated in her story, or stories 
like hers. Their comments suggested that they were drawn into the prevalence of 
Kristian’s experience while being enlightened by insightful understandings of her 
circumstances. Kristian’s open and candid narrative captured the vulnerability of 
other young women’s stories and, equally significant and meaningful, the inter-
related set of conditions under which similar experiences happen.

Kristian proceeded to tell us how she and her boyfriend ended up in a room 
alone at his friend’s house near hers. She explained how her emotions got the best 
of her as this boyfriend continued to proclaim his love for Kristian. As they were 
becoming more intimate, she convinced herself, “Yeah, this is right. You see this 
on TV. This is what you need. Everything is going to be good. This dude is here 
for you. Whatever. Do this. Do this.” During this emotionally vulnerable moment, 
Kristian admitted that the sexual constructs on television informed how she should 
feel about sexual intimacy. Ideas from television had led Kristian to imagine that 
she “needed” to have sex to feel “good” about her life. Even more, to have a close 
personal relationship with a man, she believed that she had to acquiesce to his 
sexual desires and compromise her integrity. 

With a touch of humor and candor, Kristian said, “Theeeeeeen, to my surprise, 
it was not what I expected. That [sex] didn’t even feel good. I was like, ‘whaaaat?’” 
Greeted by class laughter, the moral of her story became clear as she reflected, “Like 
that, it was over, and he got right up. Then, I realized what I lost. I lost my virginity. 
So, I started crying.” In that moment, Kristian realized that investing sexually cost 
her more than she got in return. Referring to her boyfriend’s experience manipu-
lating young women for sex, Kristian went on to explain how “he’s already been 
in the game,” a fact that surfaced when he started to comfort Kristian with tears 
of his own to move the attention off of her vulnerability and onto him. In other 
words, Kristian believed that he was exploiting her weakness—shaped from her 
experiences with her father—by centering himself in a moment when she was the 
one feeling vulnerable. She admitted to being naïve to her boyfriend’s manipula-
tions, and expressing disbelief at his dismissal of her. It was only after giving him 
what the media promoted as happiness—sex—that she realized her boyfriend was 
the only one to get anything beneficial from the experience. 
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Kristian, though, did not fully realize what it all meant until he broke up with 
her two weeks later. Though this was a painful experience for her, she still tried to 
hold onto him by continuing to submit to an intimate relationship determined 
primarily on his terms. To make sense of her experience, Kristian concluded with 
a brief reflection:

I was holding on to my emotions instead of using my mind to make good decisions. 
I realized that trying to follow my emotions was not the healthy answer. See, thinking 
with your emotions is not thinking clear. The disappointments we go through as women 
breeds a misled mind. Listening to your emotions is misleading. You’re incapable of mak-
ing right decisions. So, as a female talking to other young females my age, I just want to 
let you know that it will be wise to think with your mind and over ride your emotions. 
Your emotions do not always tell you what’s right. . . . I took those emotions and went 
on to make even more mistakes, I’m not even going to lie, but I’m not going to get into 
that. Until, I started thinking more clearly with my mind. What I’m saying is that we 
can’t let our emotions create a pattern of mistakes for us. We should really think clear 
with our mind to make better decisions that will benefit us as women.

Through her autoethnography, Kristian highlighted some of the tensions 
young women experience in her community when dealing with young men who, 
in her words, “already know the game.” Although the notion of “game” is often 
associated with “street life” and “street smarts,” in relation to the phenomenon 
Kristian pointed out, “having game” refers to the ability to get something sexual, 
or of personal gain, from people one has intimate relationships with. Often, “game” 
is dishonest, manipulative, and takes advantage of another person’s weakness. 
Kristian’s relationship with her father guided her decision-making with her first 
boyfriend. Being sympathetic to what her father went through as a man influenced 
the ways Kristian prioritized her boyfriend’s feelings before her own. Even more, 
Kristian sought to fill the void of her father’s absence through a young man she 
believed could offer her the love she lost when her parents separated. As Kristian 
reflected on this experience, she learned that the void left by her sense of father de-
privation was not going to be filled through submitting to sexual relationships with 
young men. She also learned to think more critically about her decision-making.

Kristian’s autoethnography resonated with issues brought up by other students 
as well. Gendered tension was predominantly a narrative most spoken about by 
the young women in class. Mark, however, explained how his mother’s abandon-
ment of him at age thirteen shaped the ways he distrusted young women in his life. 
Then there were Corey and Pablo, whose fathers were domestically violent toward 
their mothers. They both vowed to never be similar to their fathers because they 
detested their mothers’ suffering at home. Still, a common theme emerging from 
the young women was their shared struggles against misogyny and patriarchy. One 
student even narrated an experience of being raped by a friend; another young 

h179-204-Nov10-RTE.indd   190 10/27/10   12:46 PM



Camangian                       Starting with Self: Teaching Autoethnography 191

woman described catching her mother in an attempted suicide after the tiring, 
troubling realization that her identity as a woman and wife was based on how 
well she pleased her husband. 

Tyrone’s Autoethnography
Tyrone’s autoethnography captured some of the contradictions, pressures, and 
anxieties experienced by many young men of color in South Los Angeles. During 
the summer of 2005, Tyrone’s seventy-five-year-old father told him, “You need to 
step up, be a man.” Taking him for his word, Tyrone landed a summer job at an 
amusement park. Hard-earned money from this legitimate job gave Tyrone the sense 
that he was doing the right thing and becoming a better person. To acknowledge 
his honest summer work, Tyrone spent three hundred fifty dollars to buy himself 
a gold necklace, Jesus Christ pendant, and earrings. These pieces of jewelry served 
as symbols of pride for him. Unfortunately, however, everything Tyrone had to 
show for working hard that summer was stolen from him when he was the victim 
of armed robbery. Wandering the streets of South Los Angeles, Tyrone thought 
to himself, “where could I go right now to get some money? I need some money.” 

Tyrone and two friends ended up at his friend’s gang’s neighborhood to 
consult some of the older members. The conversations they had with these older 
gang members led to their first attempt at their own strong-armed robbery. Ty-
rone admitted, “[I was] a little timid. The whole intent of going there is to go [rob 
someone], you know? Something terrible.” Tyrone hesitated because he had doubts, 
but his two friends, Ronnie and Vernon, seemed intent on carrying through with 
robbing another young Black man at the bus stop. Tyrone contemplated, “Man, 
they’re really going to do this. . . . I’m gonna just turn my head the other way and 
hope don’t nobody accuse me of nothing.” The setting was a bus stop on one of 
the busiest corners of South Los Angeles. Tyrone began to change his attitude, 
thinking that perhaps the young man actually had something he wanted. In fact, he 
wore a gold necklace, not exactly with the length and girth of the one Tyrone had 
owned, “but,” Tyrone rationalized, “it was the fact that he had one, and I didn’t... 
It made me really pissed off—that [he] had a chain around his neck and I didn’t.” 
Details aside, they robbed him in front of dozens of bystanders and witnesses. 
Despite taking this jewelry, Tyrone was mad because he wanted his own jewelry 
back. Throughout his detailed description, Tyrone was honest about his feelings, 
humble about submitting to the peer pressure, and frank about his disposition as 
a strong-armed robber.

Tyrone motivated Vernon, Ronnie, and a dozen other young Black men to 
make robbing a regular part of their daily routine. “We had a little movement 
going there,” he joked. Tyrone and his crew took their criminal activities to other 
Los Angeles–area high schools, sticking up young people for their valuables. At 
Veteran High School, however, a Black gang whose neighborhood they were in-
truding upon confronted them. The confrontation grew bigger than they expected 
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as the gang bangers from the Veteran High School community began showing up 
with dozens of older members. Tyrone’s crew then tried to save face and claimed 
membership to gangs that rivaled the neighborhood they were in. As Tyrone 
detailed the intimidation methods the gangs were using to measure each other 
up, this confrontation set up the conditions for a brawl. Tyrone’s crew eventually 
got beaten up with baseball bats and pistol-whipped with guns that were initially 
drawn to their heads and chests. Tyrone vividly recalled, “Chaos is happening, 
[we’re] getting punched. . . . Things are going like they usually go down.” They 
took off running, hopping over gates, cars, and housing properties until a few of 
them found themselves on a rooftop.

According to Tyrone, the thoughtlessness of their activities sank in for him 
as he wrote his autoethnography. Tyrone began to regret the direction their lives 
were heading as he recognized his role in all of the chaos they were currently in. 
Tyrone revealed the problematic layers of their crew’s self-defeating resistance 
(Solorzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001) when he said, “Damn, I got [them] out here 
following me, [robbing people]. I’m out here gang bangin’. I’m about to DIE over 
[this]. [We] were out there seriously contemplating death, and accepting it.” The 
lessons from his experience, though, were not clear for Tyrone immediately after 
the experience, as they continued to rob people in their community. By reflecting 
on the conditions that shaped his aspirations, though, Tyrone came to a rather 
profound realization:

I started thinking, “Why do I jack people?” And as I was sitting back watching TV one 
day, being in the generation I’m in—I’m only 16—that I try to be so competitive with 
grown [men], especially [men] I see on TV. I start thinking, ok, so if that’s supposed to 
be an American dream . . . when you see a Hip-hop rapper, what’s the image of a suc-
cessful rapper? You see four or five gold chains, money coming out his pocket—that’s 
like the American dream where I stay at. Cuz I stay in the hood. That’s as good as it 
gets. It’s either, you’re gonna play sports, deal dope, rob and steal or rap. . . . Fuck going 
to school. None of that.

Tyrone started questioning why he was robbing people in his community. 
The autoethnography unit allowed him to take the time to critically reflect on 
his identity and gave him the opportunity to question what he believed to be 
rational behaviors. It was important, then, that Tyrone took the opportunity to 
contemplate his agency as a young Black man, especially if the consequences for 
him were life threatening and criminally punitive. Sharing critical reflection with 
his peers gave them the opportunity to learn from his self-criticism as well. Con-
sidering the criminalization of urban youth and the rise of the prison industry 
complex, structures that allow and encourage young Black men to consider the 
consequences of their self-defeating, often criminal, behaviors can be vital to their 
survival. The autoethnography assignment was a small curricular intervention to 
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such a large social phenomenon, but it nurtured Tyrone’s thought processes in a 
more personally responsible and community-reflective direction.

Similar to Kristian, Tyrone talked about the media’s influence on his thought 
processes. His models for the American Dream were the images of jewelry ex-
travagance and excessive spending by rappers portrayed on television. For many 
students of color, a dangerous juxtaposition shapes notions of reality—scarce 
economic opportunities persist, yet there is rampant normalization of criminal 
pathways toward accumulating profits. The paradox for Tyrone was that the media 
perpetuated a static, expensive depiction of happy Black men while the greatest 
example for them to access these lifestyles in their community were glorified 
through unlawful, money-making means. In other words, to access dominant 
constructs of happiness, many young men who seek to conform to these images 
in urban communities might have to consider felonious practices.

Turning his attention to the positive qualities of his community experience, 
Tyrone realized he had the potential to use his leadership qualities for something 
more beneficial to himself and his community. 

Bottom line, if I could get the same reaction I got, to do something positive, instead of 
wanting to [rob people], and have that many [Black men] down for me, and follow my 
word, like they was, but let’s do something positive . . . it’d be a much better place. . . . I 
know [I] ain’t perfect, or whatever, but ain’t nobody perfect. . . . I know that it all gotta 
start with myself. I just gotta find a more efficient way to get by on life, just like y’all. So, 
you know (sigh), I’m hoping those that are real close to me—like my homeboys—will 
one day realize that we spend so much time and energy into robbin’ [people], that if 
we spend some of that time and effort on doing something positive, and we seeing the 
same type of rewards, maybe we could pretty much stop playing ourselves and climb 
out the grave.

In his conclusion, Tyrone realized the power he had over his friends. Of greater 
significance, though, he realized this power could be used to do something trans-
formative, if ignited by a more positive purpose. They had robbed for money 
that he believed would bring them happiness. Reflecting on the consequences of 
this, Tyrone now considered organizing for social change, a process that began by 
transforming himself and working out his own contradictions first. 

Tyrone’s autoethnography echoed other students’ similar experiences with 
oppressed-on-oppressed violence. Darren’s narrative described an experience he 
had with a drive-by shooting while rolling dice in a game of craps with other men 
in his community. Donna depicted a day at a local park where a gang shootout 
occurred with children playing and families barbequing in the summer sun. Mika 
described her participation in an after-school, on-campus rumble involving nearly 
two-dozen young Black women whose tensions were rooted in one girl’s sexual in-
volvement with another girl’s boyfriend. Even more sobering, a number of students 
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described the impact of various deaths in their lives. The variety of content in the 
autoethnographies also captured the students’ toxic experiences with schooling, 
drug epidemics, criminal injustice, health care, biased media, economic inequity 
and exploitation, and even the various ways urban communities were implicated 
in the “war on terrorism.” 

Though many of their strategies for social change were abstract, this assign-
ment provided them a space to make sense of their experiences while beginning 
to understand how it shaped their urban identities. It is important to make sure 
self-reflection and critical meaning making are at the center of this assignment. 
Otherwise, students may produce cultural narratives that are often driven by vain, 
self-absorbed ideological content. This type of narcissism occasionally promotes 
uncritical social thought and even leads to the subjugation of others, damaging 
the collective morale necessary to unite as a group of people. 

The communication norms of our classroom, as shaped in the presentations, 
took a form very distinct from standard, teacher-centered spaces where most 
conversations focus on technical and content-oriented interactions. For instance, 
students spoke of issues concerning them about the community from which they 
were coming. As this phenomenon was taking place, students took ownership 
over what was being learned and, moreover, they negotiated how these ideas were 
communicated. When students’ autoethnographies began to insert their voices 
into the classroom space, they set the mood for one another to comfortably self-
disclose their experiences and thoughts. In turn, we forged a model for privileging 
cultural narratives that create classroom community and build toward critical social 
analysis. Rather than focus on the lessons scripted by centralized content specialists 
and textbook corporations, both teachers and students can form co-intentional 
(Freire, 1970) learning experiences where skill sets privileged in schools merge 
with the wisdom students bring into the classroom.

Humanizing Learning
Bringing closure to the autoethnography unit, students gathered in randomly 
ordered small groups to reflect on the impact it had on them. Afterwards, each 
group offered the class a theme that was shared among their circle. I checked with 
the rest of the class to contradict what each group asserted and to ask for further 
comments. After whole-class evaluations of autoethnographies, it was evident that 
the unit proved Duncan-Andrade and Morrell’s (2008) claim, “Nothing promotes 
border crossing or tolerance more than helping students arrive at an implicit 
understanding of what they have in common with those they have been taught 
to perceive as different” (p. 52). It seemed clear that students valued the unit on a 
couple levels: 1) they began to value learning from one another’s lived experience; 
2) they began to understand one another across their various perceived differences 
and unify on personal, cultural, and community levels.
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Experiential Knowledge of Self and Others
One group pointed out the importance of allowing students a space to examine 
their personal perspectives and social concerns. Their acknowledgement was even 
associated with the ways students perceived the relationships they had with some 
teachers who did not open up a space for students to reflect on issues relevant to 
them. Mark began the unit evaluation by stating, “[P]eople don’t care. . . . You’re 
the only teacher I know that brings up our social problems. Our personal problems. 
People just don’t care.” I sensed both frustration with his experience in school and 
his appreciation for the space that was opened up for him. When I asked him to 
elaborate, Mark continued, “This assignment felt weird because this was the first 
time somebody actually came to us and told us to write about a problem we had 
with our life.” Considering much of the marginalization experienced by students 
in urban schools, the paradox of discussing their “problems” as being “weird” was 
disturbing. 

As student testimonials continued, they revealed a complex understanding 
of the shortcomings of urban schools. Pablo echoed his own unease of the con-
tradiction that their lives did not make up a substantial amount of their learning: 
“The problems in our lives aren’t brought up. And teachers don’t notice them. 
Sometimes they have a tremendous impact on our lives.” Similarly, Jorge argued, 
“I think this is important because we as young people need to bring up our issues 
and deal with them while we can before it’s too late.” Sharing autoethnographies 
allowed students to raise issues and offer solutions to some of their most pressing 
concerns. The value, then, in the spirit of these claims, was that it allowed students 
to engage in solving problems they currently encountered in their lives.

For many of the students, youth perspectives provided them with multiple 
lenses through which to view their community realities. Counter to the ways writing 
is often presented in school, Kristian’s group talked about the potential of learning 
from the different experiences of their peers. Kristian claimed, “We learned about 
different people, and what they been through from their experiences in life. . . . It 
made me, as a person, think more . . . about different situations. . . .” This quote 
suggests that young people valued the knowledge and perspectives one another 
brought to the classroom to solve their own problems. When I probed Kristian’s 
group for clarity, Kae shared the following:

When you share experiences, you get to relate. It adds to your mindset. . . . You actually 
get more intelligent. You get smarter. You not only get book smarts, but you learn how 
to live and how to do things regarding to your environment. . . . [I]t helps me if I’m in 
that same type of predicament. What to do, or what not to do in that situation. 

Sharing autoethnographies provided relevant lessons for students’ different urban 
experiences while offering perspectives and sources of knowledge not traditionally 
valued for their learning.
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Critical reflection of one another’s lived experience also helped students de-
velop pride and confidence in one another’s potential to improve their own lives. 
Not only did they see themselves as intelligent people sharing valuable insights, 
but they also started developing a sense of empowerment from one another. For 
example, Jorge described how students’ critical reflection of “issues” positively 
affected their self-esteem and sense of leadership:

It helps the self-esteem of other students knowing that our issues can be solved. If our 
issues could be solved, then we feel like other students are also leaders. Without that 
perfect role model, we could lead each other. We could make more wise decisions.

Students in the class not only believed that they possessed important knowledge 
from their lived experience, but they also recognized that their wisdom was valu-
able to the improvement of each other’s lives. Even more, the impact that youth-
centered knowledge had on one another helped them believe in the potential of 
their intelligences.

Promoted Understanding and Unified Classroom Community
Sharing autoethographies also opened up a space for students to get to know each 
other on interpersonal levels. In turn, these interactions helped youth acknowledge 
the reality that they share similar urban experiences. Janice stated the importance 
of sharing experience: “[We broke] the barrier cuz . . . we are put apart so much 
that we don’t have the time to talk to people who are actually going through the 
same thing that we’re going through.” Until our autoethnography unit, school was 
not a space where students felt connected to one another. If students had not had 
the opportunity to share in ways that broke barriers, moreover, these interpersonal 
and cultural walls may have persisted. 

Instead of maintaining these walls, though, the sharing component unified 
students who, for the most part, let their perceived differences interfere with their 
compassion for and understanding of one another. Based on student feedback 
and discussion, sharing autoethnographies was vital in bringing them together. 
According to Monique, “[the unit] was unifying. I think this class as a whole uni-
fied just from people sharing their experiences cuz a lot of us are going through 
the same thing.” Similarly, Tyrone spoke about the developing bond between youth 
who share in the vulnerability of self-disclosure:

If you think there’s something wrong with [a person in class], then out the blue they 
tell you what they been through. They wouldn’t tell nobody else and out the blue, they 
come out and tell us stuff. And you like, “oh, I been through the same thing too.” It gets 
us bonding with one another.

What is bothersome in these statements, however, is the contradiction that stu-
dents felt divided and separated from one another even though they shared similar 
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struggles. There was a communicative barrier—dividing students from one an-
other—which was crucial for them to overcome. Breaking the barrier helped unify 
students who would otherwise continue feeling divided. In a compelling example 
of the power of knowledge, breaking the barrier then led students to understand 
social and economic forces that had made them feel divided so often—patriarchy 
and economic underdevelopment.

The value of the unit, then, was that it gave students the opportunity to build 
a unified community space in our classroom. The transition out of being a divided 
classroom community was facilitated by sharing, listening, and understanding one 
another’s subjectivities. As Kae described, “You feel like you’re bringing everyone 
together . . . closer as a whole so you can progress and help each other grow.” By 
relating to others, and having others relate to them, students began to experience 
an intimate relationship to each other, their experiences, and the potential of grow-
ing together as a class. The notion of growing was informed by their positionality 
in the social margins. To grow meant to overcome personal and social struggles.

While it could be argued that exchanging cultural narratives from the perspec-
tive of the margins may foster a sense of collective victimization in our classes, these 
students’ reflection on the unit focused more on the positive outcomes resulting 
from this type of storytelling. Pablo centered his remarks on the rapport emerging 
from narratives of perseverance:

Sharing the narratives made the students feel like there was a chemistry in the class. 
Meaning, that trust was between one another. From one individual to the whole class. 
. . . Made us more aware of the fact that not only one person goes through so much 
drama, but that everyone faces hard times . . . it’s a good thing cuz the more we survive 
the stronger we’ll become.

The value in sharing stories of struggle was that rapport developed in their mutual 
understanding of their common circumstances. The struggles they were articulat-
ing and affirming had more to do with their collective sense of survival than any 
wallowing in group self-pity. More than a misery-loves-company gratification, 
their connectedness was rooted in overcoming struggles.

The increased understanding and uniting through their autoethnographies 
was also evident in the ways students discussed this unit’s impact on remedying 
some tensions among them. In the only instance where Aja addressed how the 
unit impacted her learning in class, she acknowledged, “At first, I used to not pay 
attention to people. Now . . . I look at [students in our class] a whole different 
way.” To an extent, she, and other students who shared her perspective, did not 
recognize the humanity of those she spent a lot of time around. It is difficult to 
engage respectfully with people you ignore. Actually looking at her peers in a 
“different way” meant that Aja began to acquaint herself more thoughtfully with 
the young people in the class. Building on Aja’s honesty, Jason added, “You start 
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to treat people differently.” Altering the way students thought about one another 
transformed how they interacted interpersonally.

Although these discussions instilled understanding and unity, the manner in 
which students manifested their own connections varied. The vagueness around 
student difference and their perception of one another was becoming much more 
specific and much less an overview. For instance, Deondre described his perspec-
tive: “You know, like, I used to look at a person and maybe, like, talk [badly] about 
‘em. But, like, when I find out what they’re going through, I felt differently. It’s a 
whole new outlook on that person.” Deondre could be considered a class clown, 
one whose presence was felt through a sense of humor built at the expense of other 
students. Deondre’s view of his peers often prompted him to ridicule them. In this 
discussion, Jayshawn communicated a similar sentiment:

It helped me realize that I need to understand where other people are coming from. Cuz, 
there a couple people in here that I didn’t like [looking at Mika], like that, but I see why 
they are the way that they are now. . . . Their autoethnographies made me realize that 
some things, I do have to look over. . . . The way they are ain’t really their fault cuz their 
experiences made them who they are today. It’s like, now, y’all won’t pay me no mind 
when this happens, and I won’t pay you no mind when that happens. Cuz you know 
what I been through and I know what y’all been through, so now, we just work together.

At this point, I did not know whether the deepening silence in the class was the 
students’ fear of Mika’s response, their intent listening to Jayshawn, or both. Jay-
shawn’s disclosure prompted Mika to ask, “Why was I one of the people that you 
was looking at stupid?” I was shocked by Mika’s candid question and the smirk 
on her face, but decided to let the process play out. A question arose in my mind, 
and perhaps among other students: Was Mika’s question disguising a malicious 
inquiry, or was she seeking to learn more about herself? Jayshawn responded, “I 
thought you used to look at me like I was [the one who was] stupid. I thought 
[pointing to Mark] him. . . . At first I thought Pablo looked at me like, ‘whoa.’ But 
we all kinda like have a connection now.” Then, when Mika asked, “What made 
you feel that way about me?” Mark interjected endearingly, “I’ma tell you the truth. 
It’s cuz [you’re] mean. You look mean. You walk mean. All that.” Throughout the 
classroom, as the laughter grew and as students shared more smiles, different 
young women then explained to Mika that her honesty and willingness to fight 
were intimidating, both to women and men. In the conversation, students thought-
fully communicated to Mika their perception of her as a bully in a way that was 
comfortable, honest, and loving.

In another exchange, Alexis, one of the higher-achieving (traditionally defined 
by grade point average) students in the class admitted that her perception of Tyrone 
changed after listening to his autoethnography: “I learned that even though he like 
that, Tyrone low-key smart. Tyrone got the potential. Tyrone got that in him. Like, 
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the stuff he do. Stuff he say, he like really smart. And I’m like, ‘damn, I’m hearing 
it from Tyrone mouth?’” Amidst the class laughter, Tyrone smiled giddily. Then, 
to clarify any misinterpretation she may have communicated, Alexis spoke to him 
directly and added, “Not like that, but naw, Tyrone, you got great potential. Low 
key, you got it.” Tyrone continued to smile as the class laughter carried on. Though 
Alexis was honest about her prejudice toward Tyrone, she cushioned her honesty 
with sincere praise. Rather than become offended by Alexis’ assumptions of him 
as a young Black man, Tyrone seemed to accept her validation of him as person 
with a lot of intelligence and promise.

Not only did students unite on the basis of recognizing similar community 
struggles, they also recognized common social oppression and marginalization. 
Students mentioned how sharing autoethnographies made them more conscious 
of society as a whole, in particular their subjection to an unjust world. For instance, 
Kae explained, “I realized I am a victim of society. My environment. That I am not 
the only one put into the marginalized place.” Extending the idea cross-culturally, 
Veronica built on Kae’s thoughts: “We kept hearing about, uh, the White people 
treating the Black people wrong. . . . The cops, the hospitals, and like, the teachers.  
. . . Even when shopping. . . . That’s how [dominant culture] treats our community. 
Not only Blacks, but Hispanics, too.” With that knowledge and understanding, they 
identified more about their connectedness. Being people of color and of similar 
economic backgrounds, students opened up to classroom learning that focused on 
self, community, and issues of struggle in ways that highlighted their connectedness 
and united them. In a variety of ways, students admitted that they did stereotype 
and prejudge their peers based on what little they knew of one another. Although 
this practice was divisive, students realized that it had been perpetuated by struc-
tures that shaped their relationships with one another in and outside of school. In 
short, considering the de facto learning priorities that reproduce student divisive-
ness, sharing autoethnographies helped them use their experiential knowledge to 
unite in what would otherwise be divisive conditions.

Conclusion
For decades, leading educational researchers have agreed that utilizing culturally 
relevant pedagogies is a fundamental approach to creating engaging, yet rigorous, 
learning experiences for underrepresented students of color in working-class com-
munities (Delpit, 1988; Ladson-Billings, 1994; Sleeter, 2005). Critical ethnographic 
classroom action research (Morrell, 2006) must build on these bodies of literature 
with productive responses for urban educators searching urgently for concrete 
discussions that could equip teachers with practitioner insights to help transform 
the lives of students in urban communities. Doing so adheres to Street’s (2003) call 
for more school-oriented literacy research agendas where “the validity and value 
of the original insights and their applications to practice will be tested according 
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to whether they can meet [the] challenge” (p. 84). Literacy research, accordingly, 
must explore the double value of context-responsive curricular interventions that 
improve achievement while assisting students to critically analyze the obstacles 
facing them as they navigate oppressive social conditions.

Furthermore, if educators hope to become more culturally relevant, caring, and 
critically transformative in the lives of urban youth, we must become more effective 
at connecting our curricula to the various needs of historically marginalized com-
munities. Reflecting on a direction for critical, culturally relevant English education, 
Morrell (2005) encouraged “practitioners to draw upon the everyday language and 
literacy practices of adolescents to make connections with academic literacies and 
to work toward empowered identity development and social transformation” for 
their students (p. 313). Ginwright (2010) called for a “radical healing,” arguing that 
“[c]ultural identity development must . . . reconstitute an identity that is healthy 
and whole” (p. 154). Autoethnographies honor the aforementioned research by 
providing opportunities for students to script, perform, and dialogue about the 
critical narrations of their cultural experiences—what they think, how they feel, 
and how they engage the conflicts and contradictions of their urban realities. 

For most students in the focal class, writing and performing autoethnographies 
was one of the first times they were deeply invested in meaningful social inquiry 
and intellectual interrogation of their own lives while producing academic work. 
Consequently, they became more conscious of their own complex identities and 
the relationship between history and the present moment. To demonstrate this, 
students developed social theory from lived experience in ways that were both 
academically rigorous and culturally relevant. Creating classroom spaces that 
allowed students to compose relevant articulations of their experiences in the 
margins of society bared out the very perspectives necessary for those most eager 
to hear solutions to their most pressing needs. In this way, the academic structures 
within which students had felt silenced actually became the very space that fostered 
their voice, problematized their personal decision-making, and awakened their 
collective connection.

While I recognize the value in meeting state learning standards, the more 
significant learning outcomes came in the form of students’ connections to each 
other and their developing concern for their immediate realities. The student 
bonding was particularly notable when we consider that, before our class, many 
of these students did not get along, but, during and after this unit, became more 
personally, authentically, and culturally caring toward one another (Howard, 
2002; Noddings, 1992; Valenzuela, 1999). Thus, a critical literacy of caring helps 
students worry less about what their peers think about them, which then eases 
their constant efforts to keep their guards up and maintain a constant state of 
self-protection from the perceptions of others. Put differently, a critical literacy 
of caring fosters communication practices (literacies) that help young people get 
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past the perceived tensions that often come from a sense of difference from one 
another. By engaging in critical cultural story telling, listening, and discussing, 
teachers can normalize empathetic communication in the classroom. Our class 
sessions will be highlighted by intimate moments where students become openly 
vulnerable, share testimonials that reveal their greatest anxieties, and, at times, lay 
out their humanity for one another to grapple with.

Preparing students to engage one another in humanizing, caring ways requires 
that they are honest about who they are, what they stand for, and how their behav-
iors are either empowering or disempowering, both personally and collectively. 
Alexander (1999) discussed the importance of distinguishing across our multiple 
narratives and “stories” in order to produce autoethnographies: 

We all exist between the lines of our narrated lives, the stories we tell and the stories 
that are told about us. We all exist between the lines, the unsaid thoughts in the other’s 
description. We also read between the lines, adding our hopes to the unspoken dreams 
and the dailiness of our shared existence. (p. 310) 

For Alexander, our existence is a product of the stories we tell about ourselves and 
the stories others tell of us. In an ideological landscape of mainstream discourses 
that pathologize Black and Brown youth, it is important to help them tell their 
stories in ways that are humanizing. As dominant corporate narrations of urban 
struggle have limited youth of color to the celebrated criminalization of men, 
the hyper-sexualization of women, and the glorification of social vice as viable 
means to cope with everyday life, urban educators must counter these narratives 
by offering young people opportunities to construct humanizing stories about 
life’s significant struggles. Sharing humanizing narratives creates collective healing 
processes whereby students learn from one another’s lived experiences.

Analyzing their lived experience and fractured identities also helps illustrate 
for students their need to unite as agents of change, as they more easily recognize 
how history shapes their subjective realities in urban North America. Upon recog-
nizing one another’s all-too-familiar struggles, our classroom climates can become 
more conducive to constructing critical common objectives and identities. Their 
commonality becomes the basis upon which solidarity emerges as a major tenet 
to abide by as our school year continues. Pedagogies that foster critically caring 
literacies use reading, writing, and oral communication to help youth of color 
develop a knowledge of self while identifying with one another against social forces 
that perpetuate the dehumanizing conditions facing them as they cope with the 
struggles of their everyday life.

Classroom teachers who promote literacy practices that foster critical self-
reflection and caring classroom communities in urban schools must possess the 
ability and commitment to put away their moral compass and not be the centerpiece 
of every discussion. As Kinloch (2005) asserted, “we must acknowledge, trust, and 

h179-204-Nov10-RTE.indd   201 10/27/10   12:46 PM



202   Research in the Teaching of English    Volume 45   November 2010

value students as knowledgeable people from various discourse communities” (p. 
103). We have to listen to the essential concerns being communicated by youth and 
suppress our desire to silence their often-harsh indifference to morals and values 
we sometimes identify deeply with. More often than not, we will find that they 
are reflective enough of their own behavior and worldview to arrive at brilliant 
conclusions about their own shortcomings. Our duty is to understand the toxic 
social conditions and material forces that shape their lived experience. Critically 
caring literacy instruction strategically guides their understanding of self, facilitates 
organic learning processes to play out, and shapes how students construct their 
identities in transformative ways.

Note

1. Pseudonyms are used for names of students, community, school, and accreditation agencies.
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