The Lives and

Stories of Urban

¥ s
L o o4 B ' &




EVERYDAY COURAGE



QUALITATIVE STUDIES IN PSYCHOLOGY

GENERAL EDITORS

Michelle Fine and Jeanne Marecek

Everyday Courage:
The Lives and Stories of Urban Teenagers
by Niobe Way



EVERYDAY COURAGE

The Lives and Stories of Urban Teenagers

NIOBE WAY

I=| New York University Press
New York and London



NEW YORK UNIVERSITY PRESS
New York and London

© 1998 by New York University
All rights reserved

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Way, Niobe, 1963-
Everyday courage : the lives and stories of urban teenagers /
Niobe Way.
p. cm. — (Qualitative studies in psychology)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-8147-9320-7 (cloth : acid-free paper). — ISBN
0-8147-9339-8 (pbk. : acid-free paper)
1. Urban youth—United States—Case studies. 2. Urban youth—
United States—Longitudinal studies. 3. Socially handicapped
teenagers—United States—Case studies. 4. Socially handicapped
teenagers—United States—Longitudinal studies. 5. Adolescence—
United States. I. Title. II. Series.
HQ796.W325 1998
305.235°0973°091732—dc21 97-45296

CIP

New York University Press books are printed on acid-free paper,
and their binding materials are chosen for strength and durability.

Manufactured in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5



To "Malcolm” and “Eva”






© ® NSO

10.

Contents

Acknowledgments  ix
Introduction 1

Interpreting Narratives 11
A Study of Urban Youth 29

Individual Lives—Part |
Malcolm’s Story 42

Patterns

Voice and Silence 78

Desire and Betrayal in Friendships 112

“I Never Put Anyone in Front of My Mother” 145
Maintaining a “Positive Attitude” / Fearing Death 164
“Slacking Up” in School 185

Racism, Sexism, and Difference 205

Individual Lives—Part |1
Eva’s Story 227

Epilogue 260

Appendix A 271
Appendix B 277
Notes 279
References 293
Index 303






Acknowledgments

First and foremost, I wish to express my gratitude to the adoles-
cents who were willing to share their stories with me and my colleagues.
Without their patience, cooperation, and wisdom, this book would not
have been written. I am also grateful to the Henry Murray Research Cen-
ter at Radcliffe College for financial support of this project.

My deepest appreciation extends to my graduate school mentor and
friend Carol Gilligan, whose teachings are the inspiration for my research.
Carol’s intellectual guidance and vision have provided me with the essen-
tial tools with which to pursue my own research questions. There have also
been numerous friends, colleagues, former teachers, and students who
have graciously read this book and provided me with constructive criti-
cism, wonderful insights, and much encouragement. These people include
Elizabeth Abrams, Charles Baraw, Elizabeth Chin, Michelle Fine, JoEllen
Fisherkeller, Monica Garcia, Patricia Harmon, Stuart Hauser, Laura
Maciuika, Allison Morell, Meg Turner, and Janie Ward. Charles Baraw’s
extremely close reading of this book was especially helpful. I also want to
extend a special thanks to Helena Stauber and Michael Nakkula for inter-
viewing many of the adolescents and for their years of support and intel-
lectual challenge. The project would not have been possible without them.
Thank you as well to Jamie Aronson and Stacy Scott for helping to con-



X

1 Acknowledgments

duct the interviews, to Madeline Alers for taking the photos that grace the
cover of this book, and to Annie Rogers whose remarkable work on “or-
dinary courage” among girls was the inspiration for the title of this book
and for the substance of some of the chapters.

Tim Bartlett, my editor at New York University Press, made astute sug-
gestions and was consistently enthusiastic. I thank him for both. T also
thank Kelly Washburn for helping me put the manuscript together and for
doing an excellent job of editing it page by page.

I am also grateful to my mother, father, and stepfather (Brenda, Peter,
and Henry) for their keen observations on this project and for raising me
to be a critical thinker and a believer in social justice. My mother’s editor-
ial feedback, in particular, has greatly influenced the form and content of
this book. Thank you mom!

And, finally, I wish to thank my husband Ulrich, who has not only been
a tremendous source of support throughout the many years of this project,
but who has also provided constant, thorough, and important feedback at
each and every step of the process. His insights and humor were critical to
the completion of this book.



Introduction

A feared and seemingly ineradicable stereotype, the urban teen—
pregnant, drug-addicted, violent, fatherless, welfare dependent, poor,
black, and uneducated—is alive and well in the public’s mind. The oppo-
site side of this cliché is the somewhat rare though equally reductive urban
teen who has risen up against the greatest of odds to become a highly suc-
cessful entertainer, athlete, doctor, or lawyer. These contrasting images re-
side in our imagination, our daily newspapers, weekly magazines, popular
books, and professional journals, and are accepted as the totality of urban
teenage experience. This book, however, is about neither of these stark im-
ages. It is neither about adolescents who kill for cash, smoke crack, roam
the streets, and wreak havoc on the world, nor about those who have over-
come tremendous adversity to reach great heights of success. Instead, this
book is about the urban poor and urban working-class adolescents' we
rarely hear about—those who live under oppressive conditions yet do not
necessarily provide titillating stories for fiction writers or journalists. These
teenagers do, however, offer us critical insights into what it means to be an
adolescent in the 1990s. This book is about the 95 to 98 percent of urban
teens who are neither murderers nor superheroes, and are not typically fea-
tured on the evening news.
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Among the adolescents described in this book, some do eventually drop
out of school or become teenage parents, while others are honor students
or stars on the high school basketball team. All of them, however, are per-
severing, striving, trying to make the best of their difficult circumstances.
They are not necessarily invulnerable or particularly remarkable—they are
ordinary and courageous teenagers growing up in urban areas of America,
and they have a lot to tell us.

This book is about the everyday courage of girls like Eva, an African
American girl, who says in her sophomore year in high school:

I’m not like normal people. If you see a pencil—if you put this pencil on the
table, you’ll see a pencil and accept it. I’ll go around and say, “Yeah, I see a
pencil, but why is the pencil there and who put it there.” Most people would
just see a pencil: “So what? A pencil,” like that. That’s how I go about solv-
ing problems, too. You know, that’s it.

This book is about the stories that urban teens tell about themselves and
about their relationships, beliefs, values, experiences, and lives. It is about
the mundane as well as the exciting. It is about adopting Eva’s curiosity
about the world and investigating what it is like to be a poor or working-
class teenager growing up in urban America in the 1990s.

This book is also about Sonia, a Puerto Rican girl, who reflects as fol-
lows in her junior year of high school:

I feel I always have an image to put up because I think a lot of people have
talked so bad about Spanish people. You know, that they get pregnant too
soon, they’re all on welfare . . . and that’s where I come in. It’s like I don’t
want people to think that about me. *Cause, you know, I am gonna make
it far and I’m not gonna let anything stop me. *Cause if I do, then I’d get,
“Oh look, what we all talked about was true.” I’m gonna go to college.
I’m gonna have a career set for myself and then I’ll think about making a
family.

It is about the oppression that ethnic minority youth face on a daily basis,
the stereotypes that pervade their lives, and their motivation and persis-
tence to overcome such obstacles.

But haven’t we heard enough about urban teens? From Jonathan
Kozol’s acclaimed Amazing Grace to Alex Kotlowitz’s There Are No Chil-
dren Here, there has been an outpouring of journalistic accounts of the
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lives of urban children and adolescents.” Michael Massing noted this phe-
nomenon recently in the New Yorker:

The inner city, a subject long neglected by journalists, is suddenly in vogue.
So many writers, photographers, and documentary film makers are heading
out to housing projects and street corners that it’s a wonder they don’t trip
over one another. Their output from the last year alone would fill a small de-
pository.?

These reports “from the front” have documented the trials of growing up
poor in desolate, devastated, urban neighborhoods, and of being an eth-
nic minority in a racist, classist, and uncaring society. Such accounts pow-
erfully reveal the traumas experienced by urban youth. However, by fo-
cusing on the harrowing and the shocking, they commonly ignore or
downplay the regularity of these teens’ daily lives. These accounts are not
concerned with how urban poor or working-class adolescents understand
their worlds over time: how they perceive themselves, their relationships
with parents and peers, their futures, their school, and the larger society,
and how these perceptions change or stay the same as they go through
adolescence. The research upon which this book is based addresses these
gaps in our knowledge of urban teenagers. I sought to learn about adoles-
cence by listening to urban youth speak about their lives.

As a developmental psychologist counseling and conducting research
with urban teenagers in the Boston and New York City public schools over
the past eleven years, I have listened to hundreds of adolescents from poor
or working-class families speak about their worlds. As I listened, it became
clear that their perspectives cannot be neatly summarized in the ways of-
fered by either journalists or academics. Adjectives or categories like
“hopeless,” «

optimistic,” “present oriented,” “violent,” or “impulsive”
simply do not suffice. As Eva suggests, the lives of urban teens are intri-
cate, subtle, and rich, filled with contradictions, ambiguities, and continu-
ities. Their stories, like all of our stories, are messy and out of control, and,
at the same time, carefully gauged, in control, passionate, and provocative.
There are no definitive boundaries within which their perspectives or sto-
ries neatly fit. I also began to understand, while listening to these teens,
that they do not spend every waking minute confronting violence, drugs,
teenage pregnancy, welfare, gangs, and single-headed households. Their

lives are as complex and multilayered as their views. Their biggest concern
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on a given day may be, as it is perhaps for their suburban counterparts,
whether they will go to the prom, or whether their math test will be diffi-
cult. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, I began to understand that, in
contrast to what many developmental psychologists have suggested, the
stories of urban adolescents are as important to our theories of adolescence
as are the stories from their mostly white, middle-class, suburban peers.
There are few studies, however, that elicit from urban teens their personal
worldviews, and rarely have researchers examined their perspectives over
time. This book presents findings from a three-year longitudinal research
study of twenty-four urban adolescents from low-income families. During
this period, I systematically investigated how they perceived their worlds
over time—in their own words and on their own terms.

More than a decade after Carol Gilligan noted in In a Different Voice
that girls and women had been excluded from studies of human develop-
ment,* social scientists are now beginning to take note that urban poor and
working-class and ethnic-minority adolescents have also been excluded
from developmental studies. Almost 40 percent of all adolescents are from
poor or working-class families,® one-fifth live below the poverty line,* and
the majority of these poor or working-class youth live in urban areas. It is
clear from these numbers that the worldview of this population will have a
significant impact on our collective future. Yet as a recent article in the
American Psychologist noted: “Neither research nor theory in the adoles-
cent field has had much to say about young people growing up in
poverty.”” And the editors of a comprehensive book on adolescent devel-
opment remarked: “Perhaps the most striking observation across all the
chapters in this volume is the degree to which research on normal devel-
opment has been restricted to middle-class whites.”® Anthropologist Linda
Burton and her colleagues likewise deplore that “a systematic exploration
of what constitutes normal development among inner-city, economically
disadvantaged, ethnic/racial minority teens has yet to appear in the ado-
lescent development literature.” While interest in and research on adoles-
cent development began at the beginning of the twentieth century, we are
approaching the new millennium with little understanding of a large por-
tion of the adolescent population.

The research on urban adolescents over the past two decades has focused
almost exclusively on high-risk behavior such as teen pregnancy, school
dropouts, drug use, gangs, violent and criminal behavior, or on related is-
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sues such as sexual attitudes or behaviors (e.g., contraceptive use or fre-
quency of sexual activity). As with most of the research on ethnic-minority
adolescents,' the research examining urban adolescents has centered almost
exclusively on individual deviancy or social problems. Urban poor and work-
ing-class, and ethnic-minority adolescents have been and continue to be de-
scribed as “deprived, disadvantaged, deviant, disturbed, [and] or dumb.”"
Over the past decade, however, psychologists and educators have begun
challenging these pathological representations of low-income popula-
tions,"” ethnic-minority children and adolescents," and of urban adoles-
cents."* Disputing the negative images of black adolescents, Patricia Bell-
Scott and Ronald L. Taylor point out that “the majority of black youth stay
in school, avoid drugs, premature marriage, childbearing, are not involved
in crime or other forms of self-destructive behavior and grow up to lead
normal and productive lives, in spite of social and economic disadvan-
tages.”"® A similar assertion can be made about urban poor or working-
class youth. The statistics repeatedly indicate that the majority of urban
adolescents are not involved in high-risk behavior. Nationwide surveys
compiled by the Children’s Defense Fund indicate that approximately 70
percent of twenty to twenty-five-year-olds from poor families (of various
ethnicities) graduate from high school. This percentage is much higher
than what many imagine after reading the many newspaper articles on
urban dropouts. The percentage of those who are poor and who drop out
of school is almost exactly the same as the percentage of poor adolescents
who go on to college: in 1987, it was 27.7 percent and 27.6 percent, re-
spectively."” Yet we hear much about the former and little about the latter.
If we do hear about the latter, they are described as the exceptions to the
norm—the dropouts are never given such descriptions. These surveys also
indicate that fewer than 20 percent of white, black, o7 Latino adolescents*®
under the age of eighteen report using marijuana (white females report the
highest and black females report the lowest percentage of use); fewer than
5 percent of white, black, o7 Latino youth report using cocaine (Latinos
report the highest and blacks report the lowest percentage of use); fewer
than 30 percent of white, black, or Latinos report using alcohol (whites re-
port the highest and blacks, particularly black females, report the lowest
percentage of use); and fewer than 3 percent of white, black, ¢» Latino
adolescents reported “serious” alcohol use (five or more drinks per occa-
sion on five or more days in the past month).” Furthermore, the 1990
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national birthrate statistics for fifteen- to seventeen-year-old girls indicate
that twenty-three in one thousand whites, eighty-four in one thousand
blacks, and sixty-five in one thousand Hispanics gave birth.*® In other
words, for every thousand girls in this age group, 977 white, 916 blacks,
and 935 Hispanics did #ot become adolescent mothers. And yet the expe-
riences of those nine out of ten girls are not reflected in the developmen-
tal research. High-risk behaviors, furthermore, frequently overlap: an illicit
drug user is more likely to drop out of school than her or his non-using
peers, just as a young mother is more likely to drop out of school than a
girl who does not get pregnant.”* These percentages and the overlap be-
tween them suggest that far fewer than half of the entire inner-city poor
and working-class, or black, Hispanic, or white adolescent population, are
actively involved in high-risk behavior.”? In focusing almost exclusively on
high-risk behavior, then, social scientists neglect the lives of over half of the
adolescent population. While the research on high-risk behavior is un-
doubtedly important, there is a dearth of research on normative issues such
as parent and peer relationships among urban youth—including those who
are and those who are not involved in high risk behaviors.” If we are truly
interested in understanding adolescents, improving their lives, and helping
them grow into productive and healthy adults, as the multitude of books
and articles on teenagers suggest we are, then we must not only continue
to examine the lives of middle-class adolescents from the suburbs but also
begin to investigate the wide-ranging and disparate experiences of ethni-
cally diverse, poor and working-class urban youth.

An additional limitation of the research on urban adolescents, and in
fact on all adolescents, springs from the dominant methodology used to
gather it. Research projects on adolescents have not, for the most part,
asked their participants to describe their experiences in their own words.
There has been an overreliance on methods that impose predetermined
definitions and categories. True/false or multiple-choice questionnaires
are useful in obtaining information as to how well the respondents fit into
the categories set up by the scale; they are of less use in exploring the in-
tricacies and subtleties of how individuals perceive, assign value to, and
speak about different parts of their lives. Renowned developmental psy-
chologists Urie Bronfenbrenner and Kurt Lewin assert that what matters
in development is not only what exists in “objective reality” (i.e., concrete
material and environmental conditions), but also how the environment is
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perceived and constructed by the individuals in that environment.”* Al-
though researchers may presume to know how urban adolescents perceive
their worlds given the “objective reality” (e.g., a high crime, violence, and
poverty rate) or developmental phase (i.e., adolescence), our assumptions
may not reflect how this reality is actually perceived by the adolescents
themselves. Certain assumptions about adolescents and “the adolescent
experience” (e.g., the desire for separation from parents) pervade both the
media and more academic representations of them. Yet, for the most part,
we have neglected to check out many of these assumptions and, conse-
quently, continue to perpetuate what may be myths about adolescents
rather than knowledge based on their lived experiences. Listening to ado-
lescents provides an essential window into their experience and allows us
to build theories that are more reflective of their lives. Once we begin lis-
tening, our theories about adolescents—all adolescents—will likely be
challenged and we will be forced to revise and expand what we think we
know about them.

Recognizing the limitations in more quantitative approaches to re-
search, anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists have recently been
listening to adolescents, including those who are poor or working class.”
These qualitative researchers have gone to great lengths to avoid overly
simplistic or reductionist portraits of the adolescents they study. Never-
theless, like the more quantitative studies, the majority of the qualitative
studies on urban poor or working-class adolescents have concentrated ei-
ther primarily or exclusively on populations involved in high-risk behavior
or have focused on only one or two components of an adolescent’s world.
Furthermore, few have taken a developmental approach.” Studies such as
Anne Campbell’s compelling exploration of gangs among adolescent girls,
or Jay MacLeod’s wonderfully descriptive account of two groups of work-
ing-class boys, provide us with much-needed information about the
thoughts, feelings, and behaviors of their participants and about the struc-
tural barriers that prevent them from reaching their dreams.” These stud-
ies, however, do not provide us with an account of how adolescents per-
ceive their worlds as they grow older, or of the nature of their intellectual
and emotional evolution. Listening to a wide spectrum of adolescent girls
and boys, as well as discerning how they perceive a wide variety of topics
relevant to their daily lives (e.g., themselves, their relationships, their
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school, the larger society, etc.) over time, is critical for a rich and full un-
derstanding of adolescence.

In my three-year longitudinal, qualitative study of twenty-four urban
adolescents, I sought to explore their perspectives about many different as-
pects of their lives, to reveal the multifaceted nature of their lives, and to
add their diverse voices to the research literature on adolescents. My ques-
tions were threefold: (1) What are the various ways in which urban ado-
lescents perceive their worlds? (2) How do their perceptions change as
they go through adolescence? and (3) How do their voices affect our un-
derstanding of adolescence as a critical phase in human development? I was
intent on exploring areas that have rarely been examined by researchers
studying urban youth in particular, and human psychological development
in general.

Bronfenbrenner’s idea of what constitutes one’s world (one’s “ecolog-
ical environment”) includes not only the home, school, and workplace,
but also the larger society (the “overarching institutional patterns of the
culture”) in which a person lives.” I have incorporated this definition into
my understanding of what makes up an adolescent’s world. I also owe a
debt to Karsten Harries’s interpretation of Martin Heidegger’s conception
of “world”:

“World” cannot mean the totality of facts. Think rather what we mean when
we speak of the “world of the baseball player.” “World” here means not just
bases and balls, ball parks and hotels, players and umpires . . . but first of all
a mode of existing, a way in which the baseball player relates to things and
persons and to himself.”

I aimed to listen to urban adolescents’ perceptions of how they relate to
themselves, to family members, to peers, to important others, to institu-
tions (such as school), and to the larger culture. I was less interested in the
actual existence of certain conditions such as urban violence or poverty

<«

(which are the “totality of facts™) as I was in the adolescents’ “mode of ex-
isting” or “ways of relating” within these structural constraints. I investi-
gated the ways in which a group of adolescents speak about their values;
about what makes their lives worth living; about their futures; and, finally,
about how they experience school and the society at large.** I did not at-

tempt to produce separate findings with respect to each of these topics, but
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rather to detect themes that arose when these adolescents spoke about a
range of their experiences.

My research was driven by my desire to go beyond what Toni Morrison
has called “the panoramic view”*—the view put forth by the media and
social science research. I wanted to learn more than what I had seen and
been taught (e.g., that living in the inner city is dangerous and depressing).
I wanted to listen to the voices and hear the experiences of adolescents
growing up in poor, urban areas so that I might come to understand what
their worlds “feel like and what they mean personally.”* With this under-
standing, I hoped I would be better equipped to help these teenagers
thrive.

The book is organized into eleven chapters. The first chapter, divided
into two parts, presents the theories that inform my study. The first part
focuses on the various philosophical, psychological, and feminist theories
that have shaped both the research process and the outcomes of my study.
The second part of the chapter discusses how these theories have created
a practice of research. It is this practice of research that I have adopted in
my own work. The second chapter provides details of the study: the teens
involved in the study, the setting of the study, and the data-analytic tech-
niques used to detect themes in their interviews. In the third chapter, I
open the discussion of my findings with a case study of Malcolm, an ado-
lescent boy. I devote a full chapter to Malcolm to establish and emphasize
the individuality of the adolescents in the study before I discuss, in the later
chapters, the common themes heard among them. In the following six
chapters, I present common themes that I detected in the teens’ inter-
views. These themes are not always present across or within their stories;
they surfaced in some interviews and were notably absent in others. Trac-
ing each theme and its absence led me to identify smaller subthemes, trib-
utaries that further complicated the overarching themes. These themes
and subthemes are discussed at length in these six chapters. In the tenth
chapter, I offer another story of a life in progress. This case study is of Eva,
an adolescent girl. Once again, I attempt to underscore the singularity of
the stories that the adolescents told me and my colleagues. In the epilogue,
I discuss how the themes intersect and what questions they raise for our
understanding of urban adolescents, adolescence, and more generally for
the field of social science as a whole.
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Before continuing, I want briefly to note what my book will not ad-
dress. It does not provide an overview of the growing body of research on
urban poor, working-class, or ethnic-minority adolescents or any other
group of adolescents. Numerous books and research reports have been
written over the past decade that have summarized the research findings
on these populations.® I only make references to previous research when
it relates directly to the themes that I detected in the interviews. Further-
more, my book does not present an overview of the cultural beliefs and at-
titudes among different ethnic groups except as they relate to the themes
detected in the data. A problem with inserting homogenizing statements
about “Puerto Rican families” or “African Americans” is that such asser-
tions typically ignore the tremendous variations within ethnic and cultural
groups. The history, immigrant status, family structure, economic oppor-
tunities, political orientation, and even individual personalities within the
family will likely influence, for example, the cultural values of a Puerto
Rican family. Yet the current fashion in the social sciences is to present
global, undifferentiated statements about “Hispanic families” or “black
families.” 1 will cautiously draw on such cultural stereotypes, for that is
what they are, when I believe they add insight to a particular theme being
discussed. In addition, due to the small number of teens from each ethnic
group (e.g., only two Irish American students), I do not attempt to locate
ethnic/race differences in the interviews. While ethnic/race differences
were rarely suggested, it is impossible to determine whether that was the
result of small numbers or a reflection of broader patterns. Also, I focus
only on the adolescents’ perceptions. My study is not an ethnography of
urban adolescent life.* It simply explores the narratives of a group of urban
youth over time. Finally, not all topics discussed in the interviews are pre-
sented in the book. While the adolescents spoke about their siblings, for
example, these relationships are discussed only when they relate to the cen-
tral themes. This book presents the themes that I discerned in the inter-
view data rather than all the components of an adolescent’s life that may
be important. Undoubtedly, the reader will note additional omissions or
topics that are not adequately addressed in this book. However, I chose to
address those topics that seemed most pressing when the teens in the study
spoke about their worlds.



Interpreting Narratives

AS | RODE the subway each week to the school during the first
year of the study, my mind was filled with questions about the validity,
motivation, and limits of my project. What am I doing studying urban
youth? Who am I to study them? What are they telling me? How will I
represent their stories? Will I get it “right,” and what is the truth? Dur-
ing the same time, I was a doctoral student in psychology, passionately
immersed in the academic worlds of feminist, postmodernist, and
hermeneutic theory. The perspectives advanced in these theories, loosely
representing what Paul Rabinow and William Sullivan term “the inter-
pretive turn in the social sciences,” allowed me to eventually answer my
gnawing questions. They offered me a window of clarity in the midst of
my confusion. Feminist theory and postmodern thought, in particular,
provided me with ways to make sense of my research project that res-
onated with my own perspectives on the world. They influenced not only
how I conceived the project, but also how I analyzed the interview data,
and ultimately, depicted the teens in this book. For this reason, it is crit-
ical for me to describe, over the next few pages, the beliefs held within
this interpretive turn that shaped both the form and content of my study.
Laying out the theoretical framework of my study is essential for under-
standing the teens’ stories that follow.
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Form
Objectivity?

Ciriticizing the objective ideal in the social sciences, Rabinow and Sullivan
write:

There is no outside, detached standpoint from which to gather and present
brute data. When we try to understand the cultural world, we are dealing
with interpretations, and interpretations of interpretations. Culture—the
shared meanings, practices, and symbols that constitute the human world—
does not present itself neutrally or with one voice, it is always multi-vocal . . .
and both the observer and the observed are always enmeshed in it. . . . There
is no privileged position, no absolute perspective, no final recounting.’

Like all other researchers, I came into my research on urban teens with a
set of expectations and beliefs—a history, a gender, a race, a language, and
a culture—that influenced how I understood and interpreted their stories.
My stance as a researcher could not have been objective because I was not
able to withdraw from my own perspective. In contrast to the beliefs char-
acteristic of a more positivistic scientific tradition, the beliefs maintained
within the interpretive turn assert that reality is not fixed and cannot be
observed uninfluenced by the observer.?

Beginning with Schleiermacher in the early nineteenth century, various
philosophers and psychologists have put forth theories making reference
to a “hermenecutic circle.” This “hermeneutic circle” centers on the idea
that “understanding inevitably involves reference to that which is already
known.”* My study rests on the assumption, for better or worse, that we
can never escape such a circle of interpretation. When we try to understand
a new phenomenon, we are always coming into it with expectations and
preconceptions. Furthermore, what we already know, or our pre-under-
standing, is itself not an unmediated knowledge of the empirical world but
determined by the traditions and symbolic codes within which we live and
which shape our lives and ways of making sense of it. Once this dialectical
nature of understanding has been recognized, the illusion of a completely
detached stance as a researcher is exposed as such. The belief in an ab-
solutely blank mind—a mind without any biases, prejudices, or pre-under-
standings—is a powerful trope or figure for scientific research but an un-
tenable research tool.
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One outcome of this questioning of objectivity is that generalizations
and universals that surpass the boundaries of culture, time, and region
become suspect. As the feminist psychologists Carol Gilligan, Lyn Mikel
Brown, and Annie Rogers have pointed out: “How can sex [or class,
race, or culture] be a difference that makes no difference?”* Experience,
perception, or ways of speaking cannot be decontextualized, taken out
of culture, time, and place. To discuss how a person speaks about her
or his world means to take into account and understand that these ex-
periences are intimately connected to her or his specific location in the
world.

One of the problems in the existing research literature on various pop-
ulations of adolescents is that researchers frequently infer or explicitly state
that what they have discovered from their data is the “objective truth” and
that their findings can, therefore, be generalized to larger populations. The
implicit and explicit denials by researchers of their lenses and biases often
lead to distorted and misguided conclusions about the researched popula-
tion. A striking example of such problematic conclusions is the “deficit
model” of development used by many social scientists, which assumes de-
ficiency or pathology when a particular population is different from what
is typically a middle-class norm.® For example, ethnic-minority parents are
often blamed for not instilling in their children the “right” (i.e., white,
middle-class) educational values.” This deficit belief system, however, is
rarely made explicit in the actual description of the research, and conse-
quently the findings appear “objective.” Employing this stance of objec-
tivity, social science researchers have been able to maintain that urban pop-
ulations are deficient or pathological because these populations appear de-
ficient or pathological according to these unacknowledged biases. The
alternative hypothesis has only recently begun to be explored—namely,
that researchers have obtained certain results because they have worked
within a deficit framework rather than within a culturally specific norma-
tive framework.

Biases and Expectations: What Do We Do with Them?

Recognizing that research always reflects the perspectives, ideals, and bi-
ases of the researchers need not lead to chaos or nihilistic indeterminacy.
Biases allow researchers to maintain order and structure and gain access to

13



14

Interpreting Narratives

meaning. In short, they allow us to avoid chaos. Prejudices are commonly
perceived to inhibit truth-finding rather than to enhance it.* However, bi-
ases and prejudices are necessary for understanding. They allow us to take
in and engage with the world.” Biases offer a perspective, and only through
having a perspective can we see and possibly understand the vantage points
of others.

But what are the implications of such beliefs? Since we always have bi-
ases, and, in fact, need biases to perceive different perspectives, what does
this mean for researchers? I believe, along with many feminist researchers,
that researchers should constantly evaluate and reevaluate their biases, as-
sumptions, and expectations.”® It is when prejudices are not reflected
upon, and as far as possible, acknowledged in research that one is likely
to end up with findings that do not accurately represent the research par-
ticipants’ views or perspectives." Hans-Georg Gadamer, holding similar
views, states: “Every textual interpretation must begin then with the in-
terpreter’s reflection on the preconceptions which result from the
‘hermeneutical situation’ in which he finds himself. He must legitimate
them, that is, look, for their origin and adequacy.”'? Instead of trying to
“forget” one’s biases, prejudices, or expectations, one should engage
with and challenge such biases and assumptions and determine their va-
lidity and limitations. In order to assess the “adequacy” of one’s biases,
it is critical to maintain an openness toward the views held by the partic-
ipants. Such an openness involves raising questions such as: Are the views
held by the interviewee consistent or inconsistent with my expectations?
If they are inconsistent, what are the implications for my own precon-
ceptions or understandings? Gadamer warns us:

When we listen to someone or read a text, we discriminate from our own
standpoint, among the different possible meanings—namely, what we con-
sider possible—and we reject the remainder which seems to us unquestion-

ably absurd. . . . We are naturally tempted to sacrifice, in the name of “im-
possibility,” everything that we totally fail to integrate into our system of an-
ticipations. . . . [However] the essence of questioning is to lay bare and keep

alert for possibilities."

For sound and meaningful interpretations, it is necessary for the “open”
reader to remain receptive to interpretations that at first glance seem “im-

” &«

possible,” “absurd,” or unexpected.
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In my own research, I attempted to remain alert to the unexpected. I
took note when I was quick to dismiss an element of an interview as unim-
portant, uninformative, or “wrong,” or when I was confused by an inter-
viewee’s statement. I sought to recognize, question, and challenge my
own expectations and assumptions. The purpose of such a process is, once
again, not to rid myself of such expectations or pretend that they can be
left behind once they have been acknowledged, but to come to the edge
of my own knowledge—to ask myself what did I know that, in fact, I did
not know? What did I expect that did not appear in the interview? How far
does the interview take me into territory that I have not yet charted?

Examples of my own biases include those that stem from my experi-
ences of being a white, middle-class woman in the United States. These bi-
ases have led me to perceive the world as one in which power differentials
exist between men and women, white people and people of color, and rich
and poor people; in each case, the former has more power than the latter.
Because of these power differentials, I believe that white women struggle
more than white men on both a professional and personal level; that
women of color struggle more than white women; and that poor or work-
ing-class people, especially those who are women of color, have a particu-
larly difficult time surviving in the world relative to those who are more
affluent. Nevertheless, as I listened to urban poor and working-class
teenagers speak about their lives and the ways in which they do and do not
struggle, I realized that my vision of the world did not include many of
their views. Indeed, my understanding of surviving was challenged by var-
ious adolescents who had contrasting ideas of what it means to “survive.”
Some of the adolescents told me they do struggle but in ways in which I
did not expect; others stated that they do not find themselves struggling
either in or out of school. Some did not even know why I would expect
them to be “struggling.” My expectations that the adolescents in this
study, particularly the ethnic-minority adolescents, would speak about
struggling to survive, about having to make conscious and strenuous ef-
forts to simply get through each day, were simplistic. Their lives were more
varied than I predicted—my biases were not “adequate.”

Throughout my analyses, I reflected upon my expectations and my in-
terpretations. What was I not hearing? What was I not taking into consid-
eration as I made an interpretation? I tried to maintain this reflective stance
during my analyses to keep myself open to what I did not know or what
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my expectations prevented me from seeing. Having an awareness of and an
openness to “the possibility that the situation may not fit any pattern of

understanding in [my] repertoire”"

led me to more perceptive research
findings than would have resulted if T had limited my understanding to
those theories and ideas that were familiar to me. This process of contin-
ual reflection, I believe, enhanced my ability to understand more fully

those to whom I was listening.

Biases in Developmental Psychology

Although biases based on one’s history, lived experiences, and present sit-
uation differ from researcher to researcher, there are certain biases or as-
sumptions shared by many in the field of developmental psychology—the
field in which I have been trained. In my study, I responded to three types
of “professional” biases: (1) toward theory testing; (2) toward universal
theories; and (3) toward specific theories of adolescence. My responses
were, once again, influenced by the values maintained by the interpretive
turn that I have been describing. Because these biases were both incorpo-
rated into my study and implicitly and explicitly challenged, I will elabo-
rate briefly their content.

Theory Testing

The developmental theories of Sigmund Freud, Jean Piaget, Harry Stack
Sullivan, John Bowlby, Mary Ainsworth, and Erik Erikson form the very
meaning of “development” in the field of psychology. It is largely within
these particular theoretical frameworks or several others depending on
one’s question or population of interest that researchers are expected to
work when they conduct developmental research.”® Developmental re-
searchers are expected by others in the field to use a preestablished devel-
opmental theory—a theory that has been validated as representing a “real”
phenomenon in development—to frame their research questions or to
make sense of their data. To proceed without such a theoretical framework

is frequently regarded as “unscientific,” “

atheoretical,” or “not theoreti-
cally grounded.”

While social scientists over the past thirty years have emphasized the im-
portance of data-driven or grounded theory—theory that is built upon
what is perceived in the data rather than theory that drives the interpreta-

tion of the data—developmental psychologists have typically continued to
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believe that the only valid knowledge is knowledge generated by testing
theories. There has been a general neglect of “discovery research”—re-
search that aims to discover rather than to test, prove, or explain. If one’s
intention is to test a specific theory, using a particular theory to frame
one’s research is clearly the appropriate path to take. However, if one’s in-
tention is to listen for developmental patterns, especially among a popula-
tion that has rarely been studied by researchers, using a preestablished de-
velopmental theory to examine one’s data does not make sense.'*

Theory or hypothesis testing hinders researchers’ abilities to perceive
the unique experiences of those in their study and makes it harder for them
to see the complexities and contradictions in lived experience. A researcher
may, in fact, become all but blind to such complexities by looking only for
data that fit a theory rather than a theory that fits the data. In a compelling
and convincing critique of the social sciences, Albert Hirschman lashes out
at the “the compulsive and mindless” theorizing. He emphasizes that con-
nections must come from the material itself and not from a presupposed
theory of explanation:

[I recommend] a little more reverence for life, a little less strait jacketing of
the future, a little more allowance for the unexpected—and a little less wish-
ful thinking. . . . I am of course not unaware that without models, paradigms,
ideal types and similar abstractions we cannot even start to think. But the
kinds of paradigms we search for, the way we put them together, and the am-
bitions we nurture for their powers—all this can make a great deal of differ-

ence."

While I sought, in my own study, to create theories from my data, I do not
claim, following Hirschman, to begin my research from an atheoretical po-
sition. Given that my position as a researcher is bound up with the theo-
ries of my particular field, to claim such a starting point would clearly be
naive. However, instead of deciding in advance which developmental the-
ory would be most useful, I adopt a stance of theoretical openness. I am
not looking for an assumption-free discovery, nor am I rejecting the use-
fulness of theory or hypothesis testing research; I am attempting to expand
our theories to include context-sensitive and data-driven models of ado-
lescent processes.

Martin Heidegger, whose work has greatly influenced and provoked
much of the current interest in the interpretive turn, writes:
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[The hermeneutic circle] is not to be reduced to the level of a vicious circle
or even a circle which is merely tolerated. In the circle is hidden a positive
possibility of the most primordial kind of knowing. To be sure, we genuinely
take hold of this possibility when, in our interpretation, we have understood
that our first, last, and constant task is never to allow our fore-having, fore-
sight, and fore-conceptions to be presented to us by fancies and popular con-
ceptions, but rather to make the scientific theme secure by working out these
fore-structures in terms of the things themselves.'®

I interpret Heidegger as warning against the adherence to a theory or
“popular conception” that is out of relationship with what or whom one
is studying. My “constant task” as a developmental researcher is to base my
theories on the data themselves as opposed to basing my understanding of
the data on what I have been told is knowledge or “valid” theory. This
phenomenological process will lead, I believe, to a deeper understanding
of the experiences to which I am listening—*“a most primordial kind of
knowing.”

Universal Theories
A second bias found in developmental psychology that I tried to resist re-
lates to what Jean-Francois Lyotard has called “metanarratives.” Lyotard,
who has written extensively about postmodernism in literature and philos-
ophy, presents a critique of metanarratives which he defines as attempts to
explain a particular process by making reference to a “grand narrative” or
overarching theoretical framework (e.g., Marxism or psychoanalysis)." Ly-
otard claims that by relying on metanarratives, we tend to overlook the lo-
calized, shifting, and contextualized meaning that is present in everyday
life. According to Lyotard, there are only local bases of understanding;
there is no grand scheme or narrative that can explain it all. This rejection
of metanarratives “refines our sensitivity to differences and reinforces our
ability to tolerate the incommensurable.”* Lyotard calls for the aim of sci-
ence to be not for consensus but for “instabilities” or for “differences.””
In my view, many developmental theories are similar to Lyotard’s meta-
narratives. Developmental metanarratives, as I will call those developmen-
tal theories that present a predominantly linear, universal, invariate, and
progressive model of development, typically attempt to explain the whys,
hows, and whens of human development across the lifespan or across a pe-
riod within the lifespan. They create a story of development that tries to
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explain at the “meta” level the stages or sequences of development. These
theories focus on describing underlying structures or themes in develop-
ment that are purportedly universal. By definition, they attempt to de-
scribe a developmental process that is decontextualized, taken out of time
and culture. Given the impact of context on both development and our
understanding of it, the use of these metatheories to frame development
for all people is problematic at best. The metanarratives of developmental
psychology inevitably claim more than they actually provide.

My questions, as I come to understand these developmental metanar-
ratives, are: What is left out of or missing in these theories? What types of
experiences and complexities are neglected or obscured? What is not yet
understood? Unlike Lyotard, I am not arguing for the rejection of these
metanarratives, for they have clearly detected important developmental
processes. Rather, I seek to expand our capacity to conceptualize valid the-
ories and to determine good developmental research.

Sandra Harding, a feminist philosopher, tells us:

What we took to be humanly inclusive problematics, concepts, theories, ob-
jective methodologies, and transcendental truths are in fact far less than that.
Indeed these products of thought bear the mark of their collective and indi-
vidual creators and the creators in turn have been distinctively marked as to
gender, class, race and culture.”

The metanarratives in developmental psychology cannot be challenged on
the grounds that they are “marked” by such factors as gender, race, and
class; all theories are marked. Instead, they can be contested on the
grounds that not only do they deny their marked status, but they also in-
herently discourage “sensitivity to difference” in development. Consider-
ing Gadamer’s and Heidegger’s suggestions that all interpretive efforts op-
erate within a hermeneutic circle, and combining their ideas with Ly-
otard’s and Harding’s, it becomes clear that an openness to the
unexpected and the unfamiliar cannot be maintained if one listens only for
what is expected theoretically. How can one hear differences if one’s ears
are attuned only to that which is familiar or seemingly universal?

In my own work, I have been acutely aware of the professional demands
to position my study within the rubric of a validated developmental meta-
narrative. Using such a universal framework to ground my research, how-
ever, was at odds with the purpose of my investigation. How could I put
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the stories of a sample of adolescents who have rarely been studied into a
framework that had been developed in a different context and time? Why
would I use a theory that either bears no relationship to these adolescents’
realities, or specifically denies their realities in its search for universals? Al-
though existing developmental theories are fundamental to our very defi-
nitions of development, and do successfully, at times, identify what seem
to be common experiences within and across certain groups, I resisted lis-
tening with only one ear. I listened with both ears—the one familiar with
existing “developmental metanarratives” and the other attentive to some-
thing new and unexpected. I listen with what Kierkegaard in the nine-
teenth century called a “passion for what is possible.”

Theories of Adolescence

A third professional bias that influenced my study relates to particular the-
ories of adolescence. Unlike the other two biases, however, I engaged
rather than resisted this prejudice. While there exists an abundance of the-
oretical and empirical work on adolescent development, there has been a
preference among social scientists, teachers, and other professionals for
specific theories of adolescence. Certain theorists have dominated the ado-
lescent scene for many decades (e.g., Erik Erikson, Peter Blos, Harry Stack
Sullivan) or over the past decade (e.g., Carol Gilligan, Robert Selman),
and their ideas have profoundly affected the ways we think about adoles-
cent development. The core beliefs of these theories are critical to spell out
because they reside in our psyche and in the culture at large; and they de-
termine, to a great extent, what is considered sound and accurate data on
adolescents.

One of the most pervasive beliefs about adolescents initially proposed
by psychoanalysts and neo-psychoanalysts that has been fiercely adhered to
since its introduction is the idea that adolescents are struggling to find an
identity.” The aim of this struggle is to find a sense of self that is stable and
continuous—adolescents want to answer the question, “Who am I?”** The
identity struggle of adolescents, the topic of hundreds of articles, novels,
and movies, forms the core of how we define adolescence. Closely related
to this concept of identity are the concepts of autonomy and indepen-
dence. Adolescents are striving for autonomy, freedom, and indepen-
dence.” Indeed, adolescence has become synonymous with the arduous
struggle for an independent selthood or for an autonomous sense of self.
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Adolescents are moving away from their parents emotionally and physi-
cally—“trying to free [themselves] from parents who made and partially

determined [them],”?¢

—and are relying more on their peers for guidance
and support.” This vision of adolescence perceives this period in the life
span as a time of searching, separating, and distinguishing oneself from
others. It is also a model that is primarily based on studies of boys and has
been criticized by numerous psychologists as being a “male model” of de-
velopment.?®

Responding to the absence of girls and women in developmental re-
search, Carol Gilligan and her colleagues began to investigate the experi-
ences of girls and women. Gilligan and her colleagues found that girls are
struggling to stay connected to themselves and to others during adoles-
cence. Adolescent girls typically find it difficult to be themselves—to be
authentic—and to be in relationships with others. The research of Gilligan
and her colleagues indicates that adolescent girls often feel the need to si-
lence their real thoughts and feelings in order to be cared for by others.”
Their work, along with similar research on girls and the research on ado-
lescent boys, have reinforced the widely held belief that adolescent girls are
more relationship oriented and adolescent boys are more interested in sep-
aration, independence, and autonomy.* For example, adolescent girls have
intimate and self-disclosing friendships, whereas adolescent boys have
competitive relationships with their male peers that focus on sports and
playing games.* While these assertions have frequently been based on
comparisons across studies using entirely different research methodolo-
gies,” they are firmly maintained and repeated frequently in the research
and popular literature on adolescents.

These concepts and beliefs about adolescent boys and girls pervade
our understanding of what it means to be an adolescent and have signif-
icantly affected my study. While I have attempted to generate theory
from the data, I have never been theory neutral or absent. I have been
responding to the theories I have been taught. I was struck by and drawn
to stories in the teens’ interviews that tell a different story from what we
have heard. Yet, I was also pulled to stories that tell a similar story. And,
as the reader will hear shortly, both types of stories are present in the in-
terviews. While I sought to derive data-driven themes, these themes are
always implicitly and explicitly a reaction to our popular theories of ado-
lescence.
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The Decentered Experience

Following feminist theory, I resisted framing my project within the unitary
truths implied in many developmental theories, and refrained from creat-
ing my own unitary and totalizing truths as I listened to and analyzed the
interviews. I tried to avoid creating theories that exclude or do not con-
sider the fragmented, contradictory, ambiguous nature of human experi-
ence.

Recent feminist writers have emphasized the need to question and even
break apart notions such as the unitary self. The “self,” feminist theorists
such as Linda Nicholson and Susan Suleiman have argued, is not a unified
concept but has many conflicting sides—sides that are at times incom-
mensurable and contradictory. Like the self, one’s experience in the world
also has many sides. Jane Flax encourages us to “tolerate and interpret
[such] ambivalence and multiplicity. If we do our work well, reality will ap-
pear even more unstable, complex and disorderly than it does now.”* I
would add that developmental psychologists would also benefit from em-
bracing a psychology, espoused by many psychoanalysts, that recognizes
the multiple and contradictory ways in which the people we study experi-
ence their worlds, along with the numerous and conflicting ways we study
and listen to people’s experiences.

A problem evident in much of the research on urban adolescents from
low-income families is that these adolescents are often portrayed as one-
dimensional and static. They are frequently described by researchers as

?” «

“hopeless,” “present-oriented,” or having low or high self-esteem without
any acknowledgment that these adjectives or phrases may only be true for
some of these adolescents part of the time. As suggested in my study, an
adolescent may be “hopeless” when speaking about the state of the world,
but optimistic when speaking about her or his own future; “present ori-
ented” when speaking about an abstract future, but “future oriented”
when discussing her or his own life; having low self-esteem when dis-
cussing relationships with friends in general, but having high self-esteem
when speaking about a best friend.

In the present study, I listened for the shifts and conflicting aspects of
the adolescents’ perspectives or worldviews. The “sense of self” among
these adolescents was not static but moving in many different directions at

once. In my analyses, I aimed to capture some of this movement. I, as a
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reader, was also going in many different directions and, therefore, I noted
in my analyses the various interpretations or experiences I had as I read the
adolescents’ interviews.

Although my findings are centered on various themes that I detected in
the interviews, none of the themes I discuss are neat and compact. For ex-
ample, one of the themes concerns the outspoken voices of the girls in the
study. What the girls’ interviews also suggest, however, is that these out-
spoken voices are only evident in certain contexts and relationships. Rep-
resenting their voices as exclusively outspoken oversimplifies and thus dis-
torts their stories. In my analyses, I note the nuances within each theme so
that their stories do not get reduced to a simple set of patterns. Further-
more, there was, at times, a lack of clarity in the narratives (mine and
theirs) and, therefore, my discussions often reflect these tensions: Was the
theme really there? Was I only seeing it because I wanted to see it? When
and why was it not there?

While I argue for heightened awareness of complexity, Susan Bordo
warns us, and I concur, that there is always a limit to this “dance” of am-
biguity.* At some point, there are patterns in the ways in which we expe-
rience or see our worlds, and these patterns may exist across or within spe-
cific class, race, gender, and regional categories. These patterns are not,
however, evidence of a unitary self or story, rather they are evidence that
experience is always traversed by consistency as well as inconsistency, am-
biguity as well as clarity. The focus of my study is on capturing differences
as well as commonalities in the ways in which the adolescents speak about
their worlds over time.

My Purpose, Given My Form

What does it mean to adopt these “interpretive turn” beliefs in my re-
search? What is the aim of such ambiguous, nuanced, and patterned inter-
pretations? I do not seek to provide an “objective” or “subjective” account
of the adolescents’ narratives, but rather one that is engaged and con-
cerned—an account that contextualizes their voices and mine within the
culture that we share and that separates us. I aim to expand the repertoire
of possible descriptions of adolescents rather than to find the single “right”
description for all adolescents or for all urban poor and working-class ado-
lescents. I want to offer my perspective on some of the ways urban adoles-
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cents speak about their worlds. To use Richard Rorty’s words, my inten-
tion is to continue a “conversation rather than [to] discover Truth.”* I
want to add to the ongoing discussion about what adolescents think about
as their bodies and minds undergo decisive changes and their lives
progress: What is important to them? How do they speak about their lives
as they grow older?

Practice

The practice or methodology of my research is embedded in the beliefs I
have just outlined, and more specifically, in the work of researchers such as
Michelle Fine, Joyce Ladner, and Carol Gilligan, who have put these in-
sights associated with the interpretive turn into practice in their studies of
human lives.* Although not all of these researchers have examined the ex-
periences of urban adolescents in particular, all have been deeply influen-
tial in the formulation of my questions, my choice of methodology, and the
general process of my research. They have provided insight into the ways
or methods of exploring and understanding the richness and complexity of
life.

Robert White, during the 1950s, was one of the first social science re-
searchers to stress the importance of studying lives in progress. He be-
lieved that personality is a constantly evolving system: Both the person and
the environment affect each other and undergo continuous change.”
Tracking this change and evolution is critical, according to White, for un-
derstanding human development. Furthermore, he asserts that personality
is inherently complex and that the method used for studying lives ought
to reflect that complexity. He chose the case-study approach over survey
methods because he believed that through case studies the intricacies of a
person’s personality can best be revealed.®

More recently, Carol Gilligan has underscored the importance of study-
ing lives in progress, and has emphasized, in particular, the importance of
listening to individuals speak about their lives. Gilligan and her colleagues
at the Harvard Project on Women’s Psychology and Girls’ Development
have been a primary source of inspiration and guidance for this study. By
paying close attention to their empirical studies, I was able to formulate
ways to address the gaps in our knowledge about urban adolescents. Gilli-
gan and her colleagues have spent almost two decades conducting research
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on the lives of adolescent girls and women and, like the previously cited
studies, their approach emphasizes the importance of lived experience.
They also focus on coming into relationship with the girls they are studying
rather than simply observing and recording the participants’ behaviors or
responses. Gilligan and her colleagues perceive the research process as in-
herently relational—the researcher is as much a part of the “findings” as the
research participant. Consequently, discussions of the relationship between
the researcher and the researched form a significant part of their analyses.

Through their methods of analysis, they underscore the complexity of
development, the “nonlinear, nontransparent orchestration of feelings and
thoughts.”* And in order to reveal such complexity, they concentrate both
on what was said (by the interviewee as well as the interviewer) and how
the person expressed herself or himself. Their method, furthermore, is ex-
plicitly attentive to societal and cultural contexts. They believe the words
of adolescents cannot be separated from the culture and the societal con-
text in which they are spoken.

Psychology has lost an awareness of voice and vision, and with it the recog-
nition that a story can be told from more than one angle and a situation seen
in different lights. In the absence of voice and vision, the ability to render
differences fades into the stark alternatives of a universal standpoint—the
presumption of a God’s eye position—or the abandonment to riotous rela-
tivism—the claims to have no perspective or terms. We propose to solve our
conundrum—to embed psyche and to speak about difference—by recover-
ing voice and vision as concepts that link psyche with body, with relation-
ship, and with culture.®

Psychological theory, and developmental theory in particular, has priv-
ileged only certain types of metaphors; namely, the metaphors of stages,
steps, positions, and levels. These types of metaphors, found in many de-
velopmental metanarratives referred to earlier, have missed the polyphonic
nature of human experience.* Gilligan and her colleagues call for a change
in the language of psychology from one of stages, sequences, and linear de-
velopment to one of musical metaphors such as “point/counterpoint” or
“fugue.” The metaphor of a fugue suggests a way to listen to many voices
“as themes, and variations on themes” heard in the narratives of people
speaking about their lives. These musical metaphors, they assert, better
capture the varied nature of human interaction and experiences.
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Gilligan and her colleagues have taken the beliefs that characterize
the interpretive turn and created a method of listening called “The Lis-
tening Guide” (described in the next chapter). Their method of listen-
ing underscores the relational nature of research, the possibilities for
both understanding and misunderstanding within this relationship, and
the abilities of people to speak about their worlds in more than one
way.

They warn their readers about the dangers of “striving for safety [or]
clarity . . . at the expense of voice or vision and thus of oversimplifying or
reducing the experience of conflict.”** My own study was motivated by the
wish to recognize and retain the potential for complex self-awareness that
is usually sacrificed in accounts of urban adolescents for the sake of clarity.
Gilligan and her colleagues’ approach treats the research participants as au-
thorities in their own experiences by revealing their voices in the text rather
than replacing them with summaries of their stories or interpretations that
cannot be questioned by the reader. They are also wary of psychological
theories that attempt to explain development before they have “listened
to” development. Through “The Listening Guide,” Gilligan and her col-
leagues encourage the listener to hear the ambiguities, the subtleties,
and—in order to avoid the “riotous relativism” of nihilistic indetermi-
nacy—the patterns in each person’s interview.

Questions about Power

This relational, voice-centered research approach compelled me to raise
questions about what it means to be a white, middle-class female re-
searcher studying poor and working-class adolescents who are primarily of
color. Was I perpetuating a historical inequity that places the white re-
searcher in charge of conveying the words of those with less power? Gilli-
gan raises similar questions: “Who is observing whom and from what van-
tage point? Who is speaking about whom and in whose terms?”*

In relationship with the adolescents I interviewed, I find myselfin a dif-
ferent position from researchers who come into their respective environ-
ments intending to stand outside of the research relationship in the name
of objectivity, to study their “subjects,” and to depart with “truths” to dis-
seminate to their colleagues, the interested public, and eventually the pol-
icymakers who shape their subjects’ lives. I understand the process of the
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interview to be a process of jointly constructed meaning. I listened to the
adolescents knowing that I listen to how they respond to my questions and
to my interests concerning their experiences of their worlds. I am not ob-
jective and the adolescents do not respond objectively or neutrally about
their experiences. Each of my questions and each of their responses was
filled with our own assumptions, expectations, and desires. Although I had
the power to choose the questions and to interpret their responses, the
adolescents in turn had the power of knowing their own experiences and
deciding what to tell me and what not to tell me or the other interviewers.
Even if we are socially constructed beings largely shaped by the cultures in
which we exist, we are engaged in a relationship in which each of us has
power over what we say and how we say it.*

I do, however, have power in these research relationships: power to de-
cide what to include in my analysis and what to exclude; power to take the
words of the adolescents and create meanings to which they cannot re-
spond because I did not ask for their responses. But I assume this power
with great care and trepidation, realizing throughout my analysis that I can
misunderstand or misrepresent what they are saying. This knowledge
makes me especially careful to “stick close” to the interview texts.* I quote
from their interview transcripts, often at length, so that their voices can be
heard throughout my interpretation. A common criticism of qualitative re-
search has been that researchers paraphrase the narratives too much and,
consequently, do not provide enough textual evidence for the themes
being discussed. Broad strokes are made about human experience, and lit-
tle detail is provided concerning the narrative(s) that provoked these as-
sertions. I was mindful of such criticism as I analyzed and presented my
findings. I paid particular attention to ensuring that my reader could see
the narrative to which I was responding. I made interpretations only after
I had reread each section of each interview repeatedly and believed that I
could provide evidence in the interviews of a particular interpretation. I
was wary of my own leaps of inference that take me away from the adoles-
cents’ actual stories and into the tunnel of my own expectations. As I in-
terpreted their interviews, I was continuously engaged in self-reflection:
How have I found this theme? Where does this theme come from?

The critical question of what it means to study a population different
from my own racial /ethnic and social class background becomes less prob-
lematic when I acknowledge that my research is about relationships—rela-
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tionships between me, as reader, interviewer, and a former counselor in the
school, and the adolescents in the study. My power is limited by these re-
lationships. This research project is about what the adolescents were will-
ing to tell me and the team of interviewers (who will be introduced in the
next chapter) in response to our questions. My analysis is not about what
the adolescents said, but what they said zo us.

But Were They Honest?

Since I am not able to stand outside of the research relationship, I cannot
claim that what the adolescents told us is what they truly feel. However,
three of the four interviewers (including myself) had worked as counselors
in the school chosen for this study and were thus a familiar, and perhaps
more trustworthy, presence to a number of adolescents. A consistent pres-
ence and extended relationship with many of the students in the school—
although not with those who were interviewed—made it easier for my col-
leagues and me to engage with the adolescents we interviewed and most
likely made it easier for them to relate to us. Our status as both outsiders
and insiders, I believe, enhanced the students’ candor and forthrightness.
Had we been fully integrated members of this community, we might have
been perceived as too risky since we could have spread their stories to oth-
ers in their community. On the other hand, had we been complete
strangers we might have been perceived as untrustworthy. Over several
years of interviewing, I came to believe that the adolescents were sincere
with us since most of them appeared to speak candidly about many sensi-
tive issues, including their frustrations at home, with their romantic part-
ners, with their teachers, and even with our questions at times. It is also
significant, I believe, that we spoke with the adolescents over a period of
three years and thus created continuing relationships within which it may
have become safer to speak.

The tenets of the interpretive turn have significantly influenced the ways
in which I conceive of and conduct this study. They have led me to raise
questions about power; challenge, reflect upon, and engage with my own
biases, expectations, and prejudices; and reframe the research endeavor as
a relational process. These beliefs are firmly integrated into the specifics of
my research project to which I will now turn.
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WHEN | FIRST decided to study urban adolescents’ perceptions of
their worlds, I had already been working for two years at the high school
that would be my research site. I was a mental health counselor in training
with ten assigned cases a semester—pretty plush circumstances given that
the school’s full-time guidance counselors each had more than three hun-
dred cases. While there was a tremendous need for me to take on more
cases, my school-based supervisor protected me from being overloaded
because I was there to be trained. Since few of my peers in training wanted
to work in this school (given the ratio of need to the resources provided
and the fact that we were not paid), my supervisor feared I would leave if
the work load became unmanageable. I stayed on after my practicum was
over to counsel students for another few years; to help procure a federal
grant to set up and codirect a five-year prevention/intervention project for
at-risk youth in this school; and to follow, for my research study, a group
of adolescents over three years.! None of the students whom I counseled,
however, were involved in my study.

The Sample

Because my intention was to conduct an in-depth investigation of urban
youth in their passage through adolescence rather than to generalize to
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larger populations, I chose to investigate a small sample of teenagers.
Twelve girls and twelve boys from the urban school in which I worked
were selected from a larger pool of students who had participated in a
cross-sectional study in which I was also involved.? In order to recruit stu-
dents, the research team from the cross-sectional study (including myself)
announced the project to all the students in ten academically diverse class-
rooms. Eighty percent of those who were told about the cross-sectional
project volunteered to participate, and 93 percent of those students who
were eligible for my smaller, longitudinal project were willing to partici-
pate in my project. The adolescents in my study identified themselves as
African American (12), Puerto Rican (3), Dominican (3), West Indian (2),
Bolivian (1), El Salvadoran (1), Irish American (1), or half Irish American
and half Puerto Rican (1).* Those who participated have spent most or all
of their lives in the United States and speak English fluently. All came from
poor or working-class families* and lived in the neighborhoods surround-
ing the school in which the interviews took place.

The Setting

The school in which I conducted my research had been a fairly prestigious
boys’ school with a predominantly white student body in the 1960s but
has gradually transformed into a coeducational, almost exclusively ethnic
minority school with a poor reputation. The mostly white teachers typi-
cally blame the students for the school’s decline; and the students, for the
most part, also blame themselves, as will be seen in a later chapter. At the
time of the study, the school had an approximately 33 percent dropout
rate, among the highest in this northeastern city. About 25 percent of the
students (girls and boys) became parents by the time they graduated from
or left high school. The city’s primary newspaper has called this school “vi-
olent and dangerous”: the principal has been held hostage by a student at
gunpoint, both teachers and students have been attacked in the hallways,
and students have been shot at the subway stop next to the school. Black
as well as white security guards roam the hallways, stand at the doors, and
interrogate any “suspicious-looking” persons. I rarely got stopped by the
guards while I searched for kids to interview, while my partner, Stacy, an
African American middle-class man, was stopped repeatedly. During the
last year of the study, metal detectors were installed at the front doors, but
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this novelty was quickly criticized for slowing down the morning surge to
classes, and for its lack of success in preventing weapons from coming into
the building. The suspension rate was high during the first two years of the
study. However, when the principal was reprimanded by the school super-
intendent for such a high suspension rate, efforts were quickly imple-
mented to cut it down.

The school’s physical building is in fairly good condition. There are
only a few seriously damaged sections, and paint peels in only a few of
the rooms. The greatest problem is lack of space. The building is much
too small for the twelve hundred students who attend. Between classes,
students push and shove as they try to make it to the next class in the al-
lotted three minutes. Fights often erupt between classes because a stu-
dent has pushed another one into the wall and one or both of them are
angry. Like so many other public school buildings, this building was orig-
inally designed for a much smaller student body. Designed to be a junior
high school, it was transformed into a high school when the high school
was moved from its former location in an affluent neighborhood in an-
other part of the city. The building looks like a factory, with no “real”
windows, only large panes of scratched plastic “safety” windows dully
covering the gaps in the walls. On sunny days the rooms feel dark and
dirty, with the smudged windows preventing the light and air from com-
ing in. Students, many of them suffering from asthma, complain that it is
difficult to breathe in this building. I felt similarly whenever I spent any
time there. The circulation in the building is poor and musty smells of
sweat and stale science projects float through the air. This lack of circu-
lation may be, in part, a reason why students are seen sleeping in virtu-
ally every classroom.

The school is considered an “okay” school academically but since a
more academically demanding “school within a school” left the building
(it used to be located on the top floor and recruited some of the best stu-
dents in the city), many have complained that all the good students have
left. The school is now divided into two programs or houses—“the bilin-
gual program” and “the traditional program.” Each program has its own
floor. The bilingual program consists primarily of Puerto Rican and Do-
minican students. A good part of the school’s resources goes into the
bilingual program and the more inspired teachers are likely to be found
teaching here rather than in the traditional program. Students and teach-

31



32

1 A Study of Urban Youth

ers in both programs are acutely aware of this discrepancy, creating an
obvious tension between programs. The traditional program is made up
primarily of African American students and houses many of the teachers
who have been teaching at the school for over twenty years. The students
who participated in my study came predominantly from the traditional
program.

During the time of the study, eighty percent of the students in the
school were on the city’s reduced or free lunch plan, which means their
families’ incomes were close to or below the national poverty line. Dot-
ted with empty lots and boarded-up buildings, the neighborhoods sur-
rounding the school are considered the city’s most dilapidated and des-
olate and testify to a general reluctance both by city officials and the
business community to invest here. A subway stop is located a block
away from the school, a working-class Irish pub/restaurant sits across
the street, and a small luncheonette is down the street. While many
students buy lunch at the luncheonette, no students are ever seen in
the pub/restaurant that is closer to the school and has food as cheap
as the luncheonette. Tensions between white ethnic groups and people
of color abound in this neighborhood and are practically palpable when
students skirt past this Irish working-class establishment before and after
school.

When I arrived at the school from the subway stop down the street, as
I did every week for five years, I was often greeted by small groups of stu-
dents hanging out in the parking lot or on the steps of the school, cutting
classes or being denied access to their classes because they were late to
school. On a daily basis the front doors are locked and students are not al-
lowed into the building after the second-period bell rings. However, there
are many secret routes into the school, and students seem to go in and out
of the building throughout the day. School security is not as thorough as
the administrators claim it to be. The school is a place where some kids
want to be because, they told us, it is better than being at home or out on
the streets. For many others, however, it is a place of frustration, boredom,
and, at times, humiliation. Nevertheless, this school is the place in which
the teens in this study spent most of their days, and it is the place where
the students told us their stories.



A Study of Urban Youth

Strategies

My colleagues and I conducted semistructured interviews as our method
of inquiry. The adolescents were first interviewed when they were in the
ninth or tenth grade and then twice more in the two succeeding years. My
colleague Helena Stauber and I interviewed all of the girls and some of the
boys, while Mike Nakkula, Stacy Scott, and Jamie Aronson interviewed
most of the boys.* We tried to match interviewee and interviewer by gen-
der in the belief that this would enhance the possibility of eliciting open
and honest responses from the adolescents. Our experience eventually sug-
gested, however, that this was not necessarily the case. Some of the boys
specifically stated that they would feel more comfortable being inter-
viewed by a woman and, subsequently, we accommodated their prefer-
ence. Given my belief that continuity over time would enhance the quality
of the interviews, I also tried to have each adolescent interviewed by the
same interviewer each year. Due to scheduling difficulties, only ten of the
adolescents were interviewed by the same interviewer during all three of
their interviews. The remaining interviewees typically had the same inter-
viewer in at least two of their three interviews.

The interviews were open-ended and lasted from one to two hours;
during the third-year interviews, they typically lasted between two and
three hours. The interviews took place in the school—any available space
we could find—during lunch periods, class periods, after school, and, in a
few cases, during the weekends. The weekend interviews took place in a
community-based health clinic down the street from the school. The in-
terview protocol included questions concerning self-perspectives; the fu-
ture; drug and alcohol use; relationships with parents, siblings, best
friends, romantic partners, and role models; and perspectives about school
as well as the larger surrounding community (see Appendix A for interview
protocol). Although each interview included a standard set of initial ques-
tions, follow-up questions were open-ended in order to capture the ado-
lescents’” own ways of describing their lives. I wanted to find out how, why,
and when these adolescents think, feel, or act with respect to the topics we
were exploring.

To provide incentive for the students to participate, we paid them ten
dollars for each interview. However, we realized after the first year of in-
terviews that a greater incentive for some of the students was the oppor-
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tunity to miss classes. While we tried to avoid having them miss core
classes, inevitably they ended up missing all types—from gym to science.
Teachers occasionally balked at our intrusiveness and were understandably
unhappy about their students’ absences. To thank teachers for their coop-
eration and to give something back to them, we devoted time each week
to helping them with difficult students. We ended up having good rela-
tionships with a small group of teachers who helped us find students and
spaces for us to conduct the interviews. An ongoing difficulty with con-
ducting school-based research studies is finding time to conduct interviews
with students when the students are willing to do them and when the
teachers will allow them to be done. In the end, however, we were able to
interview all but one of the adolescents over three years (one student was
only interviewed over two years). All interviews were tape-recorded and
transcribed by a professional transcriber. Once the interviews were tran-
scribed, the analytic process began.

In order to begin to make sense of what amounted eventually, after
three years, to seventy-one interviews—each approximately forty to fifty
pages in length—I sought immediate help from other qualitative re-
searchers. While there is some consistency in the ways in which qualitative
researchers collect interview data, there is little consistency in the ways in
which they analyze it. After spending considerable time in the vast amount
of literature on analyzing qualitative data, I decided to apply three data-an-
alytic methods. These methods seemed the most effective in helping me
sort, categorize, thematize, and understand the piles of data lying on my
office floor. The methods, which I will describe below, were “The Listen-
ing Guide”;® narrative summaries;” and a content analysis using conceptu-
ally clustered matrices.® As most qualitative researchers do, I revised
slightly each method to fit this particular project. The integration of three
revised methods, each emphasizing different aspects of the text, allowed
me a detailed examination of the interview data.

“The Listening Guide”

“The Listening Guide,” a method created by Lyn Mikel Brown, Carol
Gilligan, and their colleagues, highlights the multilayered nature of peo-
ple’s experiences of self and their relationships as conveyed through inter-
views.” This method underscores and draws out the complexity of voice
and of relationships by paying close attention to the language used by the
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interviewees. It attunes the reader’s ear to what is being said and also, per-
haps, to what is not being said. Moreover, it stresses the relational nature
of interviewing, analyzing, and interpreting narratives.

“The Listening Guide” involves a sequence of four readings, each fo-
cusing on a different theme or voice. In the first part of my analysis, I un-
dertook the first two readings, and in the latter part, after I created the nar-
rative summaries and the conceptually clustered matrices, I conducted a
revised version of the latter readings. The first reading in “The Listening
Guide” focuses on how the narrator tells her or his story. As the reader, I
sought to understand the story being told by the interviewee by listening
for the “who, what, when, where and why of the story.”" In this first read-
ing, I also listened for and recorded contradictions or inconsistencies as
well as repeated words or images. I looked for places in which there ap-
peared to be absences or revisions. I also recorded the ways in which I re-
sponded to the narrator and the story being told, and I thought about the
ways these responses affected my interpretations and understanding of the
person being interviewed.

In the second reading, I listened to, examined, and recorded the ways
in which the narrators spoke about themselves. I became attuned to “the
voice of the ‘I’ speaking in the story”"' by locating the references to self
throughout the adolescents’ stories (e.g., “I am outspoken” or “I am al-
ways worrying about my mother”). Without using preexisting categories
to determine self-perspective, the second reading invites the reader to lis-
ten to the narrators on their own terms: What are they saying when they
refer to themselves? How are they describing themselves? Together, these
first two readings enabled me to listen and respond to the adolescents’ sto-
ries of self and relationship.

Narrative Summaries

After these first two readings, I created narrative summaries of each topic
within the interviews. Barbara Miller, in her study of adolescent friend-
ships, created this method as a way to preserve the natural storyline and
the context of the adolescents’ relationships.'> According to Miller, the two
most important features of the method are that it accentuates “the ele-
ments by which we understand something as a story,” and it reduces the
data to a more manageable quantity.”® Narrative summaries involve three
steps: (1) the determination of a narrative; (2) a summary of that narrative;
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and (3) the exploration of all the gathered narrative summaries to find ev-
idence of similar themes.

Miller defines a narrative as a story based on an adolescent’s personal ex-
perience, such as a relationship or a particular event. The story may have a
beginning, a middle, and an end, or it may be a history of a relationship
without a clearly definable beginning, middle, or end. The summary of the
narrative is meant to be a condensation of the story. Miller suggests using
direct quotes in the summary in order to maintain the “flavor of the story.”
There may be many narrative summaries created from a single interview or
only a few, depending on the number of stories the adolescent tells the in-
terviewer. When exploring common themes across the narrative sum-
maries, one can look within an interview, across interviews (if longitudi-
nal), and across individuals.

For my analyses, I created narrative summaries for each topic discussed
during the interviews (e.g., self-perspective, relationships with best friend,
mothers, fathers, etc.). For example, when Eva spoke about her relation-
ship with her mother, she told me that she and her mother do not get
along, and she provided various explanations for these difficulties. I sum-
marized the entire discussion of her relationship with her mother, quoting
her as much as possible in my narrative summary of this topic (see Appen-
dixes for an example of a narrative summary).

Conceptually Clustered Matrices

After narrative summaries were created for each topic in the seventy-one
interviews, I created conceptually clustered matrices in order to detect
themes across and within narrative summaries. Miles and Huberman sug-
gest this matrix technique as a way to consolidate and present the data.™
The conceptually clustered matrix has a simple respondent by topic (or
variable) format. All the topics in a matrix are conceptually related to each
other. For example, I created a matrix for the general conceptual category
“relationships with peers”; within this matrix the topics were relationship
with best or close friend(s), and with boyfriend or girlfriend. Beneath each
topic, I placed the three narrative summaries for that particular topic (rep-
resenting each year of the interview) to the right of each adolescent’s pseu-
donym. For example, next to Marie’s name and under the topic “relation-
ship with best friend,” one would find three entries summarizing her rela-
tionship with her best friend for each year she was interviewed (see
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Appendix B for an example). I created separate matrices for each of the five
general conceptual categories: (1) self-perspectives; (2) relationships with
family members; (3) relationships with peers; (4) perspectives on school;
and (5) views on the larger society.

From these matrices, I detected themes across narrative summaries.
Themes were repeated phrases, terms, or concepts that I heard within and
across narrative summaries. For instance, when the adolescents spoke each
year about their fears of betrayal by close friends, I considered betrayal a
theme within the topic “relationships with close or best friends.” When the
girls spoke about being outspoken in their relationships in and out of
school, I considered this a theme across the topics of relationships with
friends, family members, and school. In addition, I also went back to my
notes taken during the initial two readings of each interview (the first two
readings in the analysis based on “The Listening Guide”). I used these
notes along with the conceptually clustered matrices to determine the cen-
tral themes in the data. Those themes that were evident in half or more of
the interviews in any one year were considered common themes. I then
searched for evidence of each common theme in the original interview
transcript of each participant.

“The Listening Guide” Revisited

Reading for specific themes is an approach based loosely on “The Listen-
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ing Guide™’s third and fourth readings. In the original version of the
Guide, the third and fourth readings consist of reading for voices of justice
and care. However, my analysis was data rather than theory driven and,
therefore, I did not read for such voices. Instead, I read for the common
themes detected in the conceptually clustered matrices and the first two
readings of the interview texts. I read the interviews searching for the lo-
cation of where and how frequently each common theme emerged in the
adolescents’ interviews. The conceptually clustered matrices offer only a
rough outline of this information. Unlike the two previous methods, “The
Listening Guide” focuses on both the narratives’ content or what was said,
and on the form or how it was said. Reading becomes a process whereby
the reader listens not only for evidence of a theme, but also for points
where the theme is revised, drops away, or is conspicuously absent. The
reader highlights each theme with a colored pen, creating a trail of evi-
dence indicating where and how frequently a particular theme emerges in
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the text. I, as the reader, look for the nuances in the theme and the places
where the theme is not as clear as it is in the other parts of the text. As I
discussed in the previous chapter, I attempted to remain aware of the in-
terplay between who I am, what my expectations are, and what I see and
hear in the adolescents’ interviews. In each reading of an interview, I
sought to “hold and represent the sense of tension that people often con-
vey . . . in order to capture the situational, the personal, and the cultural
dimensions of psychic life.”* I attempted to track the common themes that
weave throughout each person’s narratives. The themes I followed were
clear at some moments and difficult to detect at others. I aimed to incor-
porate these tensions into my analysis of the interviews.

My three methods of data analysis—the revised version of “The Listen-
ing Guide,” narrative summaries, and the conceptually clustered matri-
ces—helped me to hear the veritable pitch of a given theme as it rises and
falls throughout the narratives I follow. They encouraged me to be sensi-
tive to difference, variation, and contradiction while at the same time en-
abling me to perceive patterns and continuities. Most important, they al-
lowed me to begin to understand and make sense of the masses of data we
collected over three years.

These methods, furthermore, helped me meet a central goal of my re-
search; namely, to describe and interpret what the adolescents said and
how they said it. Given the lack of knowledge and the stubbornly main-
tained prejudices about this particular group of adolescents, I wanted to
simply listen closely to their stories. I wanted to resist the immediate temp-
tation to explain why they told such stories (although I do provide expla-
nations at times). Explanation, though necessary, involves distancing one-
self from the actual words of the participants, and I wanted to stick close
to their words. In future studies, I can begin to explain more thoroughly,
and these explanations will, by that time, be firmly grounded in the teens’
perceptions.
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In this book, I present two case studies of adolescents who were
interviewed over the three years of the project. Malcolm and Eva inspired
and provoked me. As I listened to their stories, I was compelled to focus
on them for my case studies. Malcolm, first interviewed by Mike in the
spring of his freshman year, is presented in the first part of the book, and
Eva, first interviewed by Helena in the spring of her sophomore year, is
presented in the latter part of the book.

In these case studies, I describe what Malcolm and Eva said about them-
selves, their futures, their relationships to their mothers, fathers, sisters,
brothers, friends, lovers, and role models, their school, and the larger so-
ciety. In some respects, Malcolm and Eva are similar: both are black and
live in the same neighborhood; both go to the same school; both live with
their mothers; and both struggled academically at the beginning of high
school only to finish on the honor roll. However, they are also different:
Malcolm is African American and Eva, though raised in the United States,
was born in the West Indies; Malcolm is relatively isolated from his peers
while Eva is extremely popular; Malcolm is not involved in any extracur-
ricular activities while Eva takes part in many. Their perspectives on their
worlds, furthermore, differ as dramatically as the quality of their relation-
ships.

In presenting these two case studies, I want to remind the reader of the
complexity of each individual life. While the focus of this book is on the
patterns detected across adolescent lives, it is important to remember that
each adolescent had a different story to tell, and a different way of telling
his or her story. I also want the reader to hear how the specific patterns I
focus on in chapters 4 through 9 are a part of larger stories—the two case
studies provide a context for the patterns. And finally, I want the reader to
hear the wide-ranging and deeply moving stories that two adolescents told
us when we asked them about their lives. Michelle Fine and Lois Weis em-
phasize the importance of representing the “mundane” or the “rituals of
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daily living.” They note that as socially responsible researchers we should
“recognize how carefully we need not to construct life narratives spiked
only with the hot spots . . . like surfing our data for sex and violence.” I
present the details of two individual lives, in part, to avoid representing
only the patterns, or the “hot spots,” in the data. In these case studies, I
want to present the regularity and texture of everyday living.

Throughout the case studies, I frequently provide a verbatim account
of Malcolm’s or Eva’s responses to our particular questions. Although I
offer interpretations of their responses, my primary aim here is to have the
reader hear the details of the lives of these two adolescents. Chapters 4
through 9 are structured around the patterns that I detected among the
adolescents and the interpretations I have of these patterns. Consequently,
these chapters leave little room for listening freely to their stories. I have
chosen, therefore, to present the case studies in a format that is more con-
ducive to open listening—listening that is less constrained by a specific in-
terpretation, that lets itself be guided by the rhythms of the stories. I begin
and end this book with a story of a life in progress.
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MALCOLM, a tall, lanky, light-skinned African American student
walks into the room that has been set aside for interviews. This closet-
sized, hot and sleepy alcove is the only room in the school where one is
guaranteed not to be interrupted by students or teachers wanting to use
the space. Formerly a piano practice room, it has the added benefit of
being one of the few soundproof rooms in the school—the interview can
proceed undisturbed and confidentially. Sporting a flat-top haircut, baggy
pants hung low around his hips, a colorful shirt, and untied sneakers, Mal-
colm looks like a typical urban teenager. Although he has volunteered to
be interviewed, he seems shy and self-conscious with Mike, his freshman-
year interviewer. He shifts in his seat as his eyes explore the small room.
On the room’s lone poster hanging next to him, which offers the only vi-
sual distraction from the white cork walls, a Hispanic young man proclaims
that becoming a teenage father “isn’t cool.” Malcolm briefly glances at the
poster, and without reacting (his gaze indicates that he has seen the poster
many times before), turns to Mike. He is ready to begin the interview.!

Malcolm’s Freshman Year

Malcolm lives with his mother, a secretary at a beauty salon, and his
younger sister in a part of the city plagued by “a lot of violence” in the
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streets. He doesn’t belong to a gang but the scars on his face and back (he
shows them to Mike) provide evidence of his involvement in street fights
where he “backed up” friends who were being attacked. He claims, how-
ever, that he has been involved in only two fights and that he generally
avoids them altogether. Malcolm has a knife at home for protection, but
says that he does not typically carry it on him unless he should “do some-
thing stupid like go outside, you know, way late at night in some area I
don’t know. You know?” He keeps the knife because he is worried some-
one will break into his house. He seems more threatened by an intruder at
home than in the streets.

Malcolm has no memory of his father, who left the family when he was
two years old. His mother’s ex-boyfriend lived with them for a few years
when Malcolm was younger but moved out several years ago. Malcolm
says his family has moved a lot—they have lived in Florida, California,
and in the Northeast—and by moving they have frequently left extended
family behind. Unlike many of the other boys in the study, Malcolm
claims that his extended family members have played only a minor role in
his life.

Mike begins the interview by asking Malcolm about his family relation-
ships:

Tell me about your velationship with your mother.

We get along pretty cool most of the time when we do see each other. She
gets home about eight most of the time. And then I’m still probably not in
the house. So then when I get in the house, I’m like, “Hi, how you doing?
Good night.” And just make sure I’ve done my [house] work. If I ain’t
done my work, then I might get fussed at. That’s it.

Malcolm’s relationship with his mother appears to be relatively uncompli-
cated and not particularly intimate. At home, Malcolm says, he is respon-
sible for taking care of his cat, dog, and bird, cleaning his room, and, gen-
erally, keeping the house in order. His mother will ask him about his
schoolwork, but she doesn’t check it: “She only waits for the report card.”
Malcolm says he does not tell his mother much about his personal life. He
prefers to talk to a friend, or “figure things out” by himself. There have
been no men in his life whom he has considered a father figure. Malcolm
explains that since his mother has provided him and his sister with “every-
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thing we have needed,” his mother has served as both father and mother
in his family:

Was there ever a male that you looked to as a father figure?

Myself mostly. I never really—TI just looked at my mother as strong, you know,
’cause she kept me and my sister and she raised us both. It wasn’t really my
mother’s boyfriend paying a lot of attention to us. He did help out money-
wise. But she was there when we needed her, so she’s mostly if anything
the father figure.

While describing why he sees his mother as a father figure, Malcolm re-
peats a theme that is heard among many of the teens in the study who
did not have fathers in their lives. Mothers were typically considered
“strong” people who were “there” for their children and were often
deemed both mother and father figures because they provided emotional
and financial support. Although the teens did express anger, at times, at
their fathers’ neglect, they rarely spoke explicitly of yearning for a male
father figure and seemed generally content with their mothers’ abilities to
fulfill both roles.

Malcolm believes that his mother listens to him and that they talk to
each other “as equals.”

She’ll respect what I—what I ask or something.

How do you think you’ve grown into that position wheve you’ve earned that kind
of respect from her?

Just by being able to listen and not really getting into trouble. Stay in
school. Do my work. You know, I also have a few jobs. Like when she
was in the hospital, I was working. And that was when I was paying the
rent.

Malcolm suggests that his mother not only takes care of him but that he
takes care of her and his sister as well. During the period in which his
mother was in the hospital to have a benign tumor removed, Malcolm
worked at a convenience store during the week and at a gas station on the
weekends. I was immediately struck, while listening to this interview of a
freshman, by Malcolm’s sense of commitment to his family. While his ap-
pearance fits the stereotype of an adolescent, his actions clearly do not.
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Malcolm is sensitive to the needs of others and willing to assume adult re-
sponsibilities.

Malcolm identifies his relationship with his mother as most important
for him at this point in his life: “’Cause like with her, all these years we’d
be at each other’s back. Just like that, so that’s the most important one.”
As will become evident, Malcolm’s relationship with his mother is not only
mutually supportive and most important for Malcolm, it is also the only re-
lationship about which he feels good. Malcolm and his sister get along
“okay” but they argue often because she takes his tapes and clothes from
his room without asking him. This, Malcolm says, is the main problem in
their relationship. Over the three years Malcolm is interviewed, his sister
will play an increasingly important role in his life.

When asked about close or best friends, Malcolm mentions close friends
from his childhood who no longer live in his city. Currently, he has no
close friends who live nearby:

So you veally don’t have a closest friend here at school?

Oh no, nobody. Not even around my way. It’s like everybody else is just asso-
ciating, you know. No. . . .

Why do you think you don’t have closer friends?

Nabh, it’s just like things like friendships take time. Just like a relationship. You
can’t really, you know, rush into that. You have to just take it slow and be

able to know for true who’s your friend, who’s not.

Malcolm begins to suggest what will emerge as a common theme in each
of his interviews. He is wary of close relationships with his peers and wor-
ries about “rushing” into relationships before he knows he can trust the
person. By referring to his peers as “associates,” Malcolm is distinguishing
between casual friends and those “people that [you] really get into deep
depth conversation.”” Malcolm says he “hangs out” with his “associates”
but does not share personal thoughts and feelings with them. In each of
his interviews, Malcolm claims to have only “associates” but no close or
best friends. It is not until his junior year, however, that he begins to clearly
articulate why he does not have close or best friends.

In this freshman-year interview, Malcolm mentions that he has had a
few girlfriends “here and there” but has never been involved in a long-
term relationship. At this point in his life, Malcolm says, he has no interest
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in staying with “only one girl.” “I just wanna expand mostly, you know?
When I see something I like, I try for it, you know.” During this section
of the interview, Malcolm and Mike bond as they laugh together about
Malcolm’s reluctance to make a commitment to one girl.

What’s your thinking behind that? That you would prefer not to get involved in a
relationship but be available to get involved with whatever [sic] comes along?

It’s mostly just testing, testing to see how good you are, really. ’Cause like
you know sometimes you might not really like the girl. You might not
even want to talk to her. But sometimes something about her that you
want to talk to her for. . . . You know, that’s where me and my boy Paul
differ like. *Cause he got one girl and he’s been with her for a while now—
well a few months. But like, see I be thinking to myself—I even told him
sometime, “That’s crazy. I can’t do that, man.” I mean just for one girl. I
get tired of her.

While describing the subtleties of affection and desire, Malcolm speaks
about his unwillingness to enter into a steady relationship with a girl. Al-
though “his boy Paul”® maintains such a relationship, Malcolm has no in-
terest. Malcolm’s response, unlike his earlier responses, sounds stereotyp-
ically adolescent and male.

When asked if he thinks his opinions about girls will change in the fu-
ture, Malcolm says:

So I don’t know if I’m gonna be able to quit or if I’m, you know, just going
to keep going the way I am [seeing many girls at one time].

Do you mind if it just continues to stay this way?

Well, I do mind in a way because I'd rather have a girl that’s trustful, that’s
faithful, and trustful and I want to be the same way to her. And have a kid
so he can look up to me like that. But then when I be thinking about hav-
ing a little son. I want him to be able to do the same [as me], but I don’t
want him seeing me do that to his mother, though, you know?

Malcolm describes a complex relational dilemma. He understands that he
has separate desires, and in order for one set of desires to be fulfilled he
may have to sacrifice the other. Although there is a “youthful” quality to
Malcolm’s perspective, there is also a certain sophistication: the answer to
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Mike’s question is not simply “yes” or “no.” Malcolm engages with Mike’s
question, tosses it around, weighs the pros and cons of following different
paths of action and ends on an unresolved note. Malcolm seems reflective,
forthcoming, and honest during this freshman-year interview.
&> g y
When asked about his feelings about sex, Malcolm moves into what
sounds like a “cool” voice:

What is sex for you?

Well, I don’t really know how to put it but like . . . it makes you feel more re-
laxed so after a while you can’t really—I can’t really say that I put all my
feelings into it. But like when I do it, it’s like it’s mostly like an accom-
plishment. Where like, I, in my mind, I be like, “Yeah, I got that.” You
know I won’t go around telling. But sometimes like, if a dude asks you,
you know, I be like, “Yeah, I been with her,” and stuff like that. You know
certain girls—I mean certain dudes’ll look up to you like if you got a real
fine girl. And you know for yourself that’d be an accomplishment because
you want it. But see they’ll look up to you, be like, “Yeah, he must be
good because he got her.”

Similar to his relationships with his “associates,” Malcolm says he doesn’t
“put all [his] feelings” into his sexual relations. Even when he admits to
getting emotionally involved in sex, his focus immediately shifts to speak-
ing about sex as an achievement. He perceives “getting certain girls” as a
route toward gaining both self-respect and respect from his peers, al-
though the respect from his peers does not seem to enhance or lead to
close male friendships. He wants his peers’ approval even though he keeps
his distance from them. ‘

Malcolm claims that he uses condoms most of the time because he is
afraid of getting AIDS but does not use condoms with girls who he
“knows are faithful.” With those particular girls, however, he worries
about getting them pregnant. Yet, if that happened, he says he would let
the girl choose whether to have an abortion:

1t sounds like pregnancy’s not that much of an issue because you wouldn’t mind
really being a father.

Yeah, it’s not like I’m trying to get one ’cause, you know, if that happens, you
know. I’m there.
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So it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world for you?

So, I wouldn’t really—so, what I’m saying, I wouldn’t mess around with
somebody, you know, and try and mess up and make that mistake with
somebody I don’t even really care about, or don’t really like.

Malcolm’s ambivalence about having a child is palpable as he states in one
moment that while he is not trying to have a child, he would “be there” if
he were to become a father; and in another moment, that although it
would be a “mistake” to have a child, he would not want to make such a
“mistake” with someone for whom he did not care. Given such uncer-
tainty, Malcolm seems more likely to become a father at a younger age than
his male peers in the study who, like the Hispanic boy in the poster, were
unambivalent about not wanting to have children. Malcolm will, in fact,
become a father by his junior year.

When asked about high-risk behavior such as drug and alcohol use,
Malcolm says that he currently smokes marijuana and occasionally drinks
alcohol because, like sex, it relaxes him. He would never try drugs such as
cocaine or crack because he has seen the “statistics” and knows how dan-
gerous those drugs can be. He has, nonetheless, sold drugs a few times in
the past and admits to having stolen coats, pants, hats, and gloves and then
selling them to make money. He has recently stopped these illegal dealings
because he grew too worried about getting caught and because he found
a job. What seems particularly noteworthy about Malcolm’s confessions is
that despite his past and current involvement in risky behavior, he is also
an adolescent boy who takes care of his family and works two jobs when
necessary.

Among his current role models, Malcolm mentions rap artists such as
Public Enemy because they “get positive messages across.” Unlike many
of the role models of the teens interviewed, Malcolm’s role models are not
his immediate or extended family members, but rather people whom he
admires because they put “knowledge into words that flow.” He thinks
that rap is an important way to get messages across that “tell the truth
about how things really are”: “Even though some people use profanity,
they’re still telling the truth. Some adults, black, white, whatever it may be,
they don’t even understand that. They just think they’re kicking out pro-
fanity. That’s all they pick up.” Malcolm strongly believes that rap music
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can offer people much more than most adults are willing or able to grasp.
He hopes to be able to become a rap artist in the future to convey his own
messages in a powerful medium. He wants to speak out about the realities
of his world. Malcolm’s passion and intent to express himself in the world
and to make a difference through his music is manifest throughout his
freshman-year interview.

In school, Malcolm feels “somewhat” satisfied with his grades, which
are mostly B’s and C’s. He emphasizes to Mike that he firmly believes that
his grades are important and admits that he hopes to get better grades next
year:

I used to think to myself, like, “This quarter, I can mess up.” But now I’m
thinking, you know, mostly it’s just better to do good all quarters and try
to like, you know, it’s really a thing trying to impress. You know what I’m
saying? So they know who you are. They recognize you better.

Who’s they?

Like upper people that be looking down at the schools or children. Like,
“Yeah, have him work for me.” When you go out and try to get a summer

job, you be able to show them that you can back up your word.

Malcolm’s wish for recognition by the “upper people” is evident in each
of his interviews and, in fact, is met in his junior year when his teachers
place him on the honor roll. His belief in the importance of good grades
and his search for recognition eventually appear to pay off.

When Mike asks Malcolm about his plans after high school, he says:
“Well, I’'m trying to get this rap thing started. But I’m just gonna go to
school as long as I can. Just keep thinking positive—try to get as much
info as I can—expand my vocabulary.” Malcolm repeatedly discusses his
desire to “think positively” and to learn new words to effectively convey
positive messages. “I feel as long as I expand my vocabulary, I’m able to
get a positive message across.” Developing his ability to express himself
is a critical component of how Malcolm sees himself gaining power or
making a difference in the world.

When asked what he fears most about the future, Malcolm says his
mother’s death as well as the consequences of his own death for his
mother:
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Do you fear your own death?

Not really. . . . I just be thinking how, I want to leave them. And then I be
thinking, you know, if—if I ever die before my mother, you know, that
hurt her a lot. That’s why I try to just not really think about that.

In keeping with his positive outlook, Malcolm avoids thinking about that
which he most fears. Fearing death and the death of one’s parents or fam-
ily members, and maintaining a positive attitude, was a theme in all of the
adolescents’ interviews and is the focus of chapter 7.

Asked about whether “life is worth living,” Malcolm states:

I like to live because I feel like I want to be able to experience a lot of things,
you know. And be able to give back what I’ve received.

So getting a lot out of life and then giving something back?

Yeah, like from where I’ve grown up. Cause times are hard for some people.
And I’d rather be a—I ain’t gonna try to be no, um, whatcha call him—
Martin Luther King—nothing like that. But I’m gonna try, myself, to do
anything I can.

What would you like to give back?

Well, you know, I just like if I make it big—if I have dough—I’d rather be
able to start some kind of scholarship or something like that. I would like
to just help in the community. Start up, you know, new gangs, help with

clubs or something like that, you know, parks and stuff.

Malcolm’s determination to spread his “positive messages” is, once again,
evident. Although he is quick to point out that he does not have grandiose
dreams for himself, he does have dreams, and they include “giving back”
to his community.

I am drawn to Malcolm’s reflectiveness, sensitivity, and intelligence as I
listen to his freshman-year interview. His perspectives sound “young” at
times, but also sophisticated. He thinks about his life ending but worries
about the effects of his death on his mother. He does not have close peer
relationships but seems aware of the complexities of close relationships. He
uses marijuana and has a history of delinquent behavior but remains mind-
ful of gradations of risk and is responsible at home and at school. Malcolm
represents himself as resisting simplistic classifications and in need of re-
spect:



Malcolm’s Story I 51

Okay, anything else about you that I didn’t ask that wonld be important to know
in knowing who you are?

Just, you know, as long as you can respect me and I respect you and, after
that, everything comes. We be cool.

So respect is a big thing for you?

Yeah.

Malcolm’s Sophomore Year

In Malcolm’s sophomore year, he is again interviewed by Mike in the
“piano” room. Malcolm still has the same appearance as in the previous
year, only his hair is now cut in a “fade” in keeping with current fashion.
Malcolm seems more confident this year as he virtually struts into the
room and sits down in a chair he has nearly outgrown. He begins the in-
terview by telling Mike that he still lives with his mother and younger sis-
ter and “nothing particularly” has changed over the past year except that
his mother now works as a receptionist at a local hospital.

When Mike asks Malcolm about his relationship with his mother this
year, Malcolm says:

We, like, respect each other. We don’t communicate too much on cer-
tain things. Some things you know we—I talk with my friends or who-
ever. But we talk about certain things, you know, like she communicates.
She’s sick of something, she tells me. And she tells my sister too ’cause
she doesn’t want nothing to be a surprise. She goes to work. That’s re-
ally influenced me ’cause she proves to me that she’s strong. She does-
n’t have the best of health, but she feels that she’s strong. She goes to
work, gets up, like that.

Malcolm’s response conveys a closeness to his mother although he still
maintains certain boundaries within this relationship. He admires and re-
spects her strength, worries about her health, and seems to appreciate her
frankness. It is unclear, however, whether Malcolm reciprocates this di-
rectness. Malcolm once again says his relationship with his mother is the
most important of all of his relationships: “It’s just my mother ’cause she’s
the one really supporting me and stuff, you know. None of [my friends or
girlfriend] are.”
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Malcolm’s mother, however, doesn’t always support him:

Last night I cooked for everybody—my mother and I ate and my—my
mother’s friend came over ’cause he was watching my little nephew. So
then he ate, you know. Then my sister comes in with McDonald’s almost
every night and stuff. Eating that nasty stuff too much.

So she doesn’t really eat at home that much?

No, like she keeps getting stuff to drink, bringing it up to her room, leaving it
there. And she don’t clean up and then when my mother argues about no
one cleaning, that’s not true and that’s what gets me mad. That’s really the
only thing. Because you know I clean because I see my mother working
and sometimes she like works three to eleven and then sometimes she
works a double shift so she don’t get off until seven in the morning. So
then, you know, I be trying to clean up, but I can’t be all cleaning, plus
doing my schoolwork. Then I have the responsibility of the dog . . . I walk
her myself and stuff like that.

Malcolm’s frustration with his sister’s behavior and his mother’s accusa-
tions, as well as his desire to take care of his mother, and perhaps his sis-
ter, are immediately apparent. The variability of Malcolm’s relationship
with his mother is evident in his stories—he admires, respects, and cares
for his mother and is also angry and frustrated with her. Perhaps he also
feels a bit guilty that he does not help her as much as she needs. Unlike
many of his male peers in the study (see chapter 6), Malcolm is consis-
tently willing to speak about the range of his feelings for his mother. He
seems comfortable with Mike’s questions and willing to reflect on the de-
tails of his relationships.

Speaking about his sister, Malcolm does not suggest a similar range of
feelings. He is angry at her irresponsibility and outraged that, though
younger than Malcolm, she expects to enjoy the same privileges. Because
she is not doing as well in school as Malcolm, however, his sister is not al-
lowed to stay out late, go to movies, or attend concerts, and Malcolm says
this causes a lot of tension in their relationship:

Okay, does that come into play berween the two of you [that his sister is not doing
as well in school as be is]?
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Well, not really. My mother doesn’t bring that up ’cause she doesn’t try to
compare us. I just try to prove—show my mother that I’m capable of
doing good. You know, being responsible and stuff. *’Cause I slept late this
morning and she woke me up and it was 7:00. Supposed to be here [at
school] at 7:30. I got here on time.

You were here even though you slept in late?

Yeah. Washed up, ironed my clothes, everything.

Moving swiftly from a discussion of his sister to a discussion of the extent
to which he is responsible, Malcolm demonstrates the intensity of his de-
sire to “prove” to his mother, and perhaps to Mike, that he can take care
of himself. He clearly wants to continue having the privileges his mother
gives him and to be respected by her. He is also, perhaps, competing with
his sister for his mother’s praise and attention.

Malcolm says that although he had no interest in seeing his natural fa-
ther, his father recently visited him at home:

To me he’s just a stranger, really. When he came over, I didn’t know who he
was. I had like the door open, screen door locked. He knocked on the
door, he was all talking about—He didn’t even say “Hi,” that’s how much
communication we got. He didn’t even say, “Hi.”

Did be know you?

Yeah, he knows me ’cause he said he walked in, he was all—he was like,
“Can I use the bathroom?” Like who are you? He was like, “I’m your fa-
ther.”

Wow, what was it ltke seeing him after so many years?

Didn’t do nothing to me. It just made me mad the way he came to the door
and stuff. You know, all talking about, “Can I use your bathroom?”

It must have felt kind of weird or strange in some way.

It didn’t really faze me. I just saw him as a stranger.
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