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class American English. Street fights were common, and the police were 
: , iolent and abusive. Attending school in Bell Gardens in the 1970s, my three 
� older brothers, who were challenging to teachers and chool administrators, 

.were each encouraged to drop out early, and did. 
1 was expelled from elementary school as incorrigible, and spent my years 

before and after that in the "opportunity room." There we quietly completed 
worksheets and demonstrated punctuality and compliance with authority. 
A few years later I found myself in Vail Continuation School in Montebello, 
California: a schoolwide opportunity room, as it were, where teachers were 
generally kind but did little or no actual teaching. If we arrived on lime, kept 
our heads down and completed our "contract" work in a timely manner, we 
could keep coming back and eventually transition to the next grade. 

As I began my junior year of high school, something remarkable happened. 
My family moved from Bell Gardens to the working class side of the neigh­
boring town of Downey, called South Downey. We lived just close enough to 
the northern boundary to be in the geographical region assigned to Downey 
High School, which catered to the wealthy and middle class fami�s of 
the Nonh. Although my family's financial situation had not chanj)-d rtf all, 
school was now a radically different place. Here teachers treated 
students with respect. and helped them succeed when challenged. The 
overwhelming focus on control and compliance shifted to one focused on 
engagement, understand­ing, and respect. In the new setting, inAuenced by 
new peers and supportive teachers, I squeaked by to become the first and only 
of four boys in my family to graduate from high school. While most of ,my new 
Downey friends had big plans to attend major universities, I enrolled at 
nearby Cerritos Community College, and later transferred to California 
State University, Long Beach. assisted by the Equal Opportunity Program. 

In later years in graduate chool, I'd come to see my own school experiences 
in critical work on education such as Paulo Freire's (1972) Pedagogy of rhe 

Oppressed and Paul Willis' (1977) Leaming to Labor: How Working Class 

Kids Ger Working Class Jobs. As Linda McNeil (1986) noted, schools fre­
quently focus on control and obedience to authority, with relatively liule 
attention paid to actual academic learning. I came Lo ee it as the responsibility 
of educational researchers concerned with issues of social justice to develop a 
knowledge base which would assist teachers. parents, and communities to 
create schools which foster greater respect for students and their communities. 
including their home language and cultural resources, and which build a 
foundation for the development of tools for intellectual self-defense. 

Just as I was finishing my undergraduate degree, Los Angeles Unified 
School District began a massive recruitment effort to address its teacher 
shortage. offering to hire new graduates without traditional teaching creden­
tials. I accepted an offer to teach ESL at Le Conte Junior High School in Lo 
Angeles, and enrolled in a teacher education program at night while also 
pursuing a master's degree in linguistics. I later taught ESL at Los Angeles 










