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Abstract 

This critical ethnography explored the experiences of student and staff 

participants at an alternative urban high school through the theoretical and 

ideological lens of resistance. The study sought to answer the question, 

“Why did students in Restorative Justice classes resist engaging in 

meaningful dialogue or were academically disengaged altogether? The 

emergent grounded theory was analyzed through the lens of 

Bronfenbrenner’s Bioecological Systems Theory and Spencer’s 

Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory. Findings include: 

(1) resistance, when viewed through the lens of resilience provides a 

valuable theoretical lens for understanding the relationship between 

students at risk, schools and the broader society, and examining the 

behaviors (corrective problem solving strategies) youth at risk employ to 

resolve the stress and dissonance in their lives; (2) the cumulative effects of 

one’s personal, cultural, and historical experiences/events not only 

consciously and unconsciously shape one’s life, but can have a detrimental 

and enduring impact on all aspects of development. 

 

Keywords: at-risk schools/students, critical ethnography, identity formation, 

resistance, resilience 
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Introduction/background 

Theories of resistance and identity formation during adolescence have provided 

valuable insight into the resistant behaviors of marginalized students within the 

context of social class, race, ethnicity, and/or gender. These insights counter the 

negative connotations associated with the behaviors (i.e., deviant, defiant, problem 

youth). Nevertheless, the dominant discourse and response to student oppositional 

behavior as a form of resistance in America continues to stereotype, stigmatize and 

alienate these youth, thereby effectively disregarding a student’s lived reality and 

its critical role in relation to the process of identity formation. Subsequently, this 

critical ethnography explored the meanings student and staff participants ascribed 

to their experiences at a small alternative urban high school and/or in the classroom 

through the theoretical and ideological lens of resistance. This article highlights the 

need to reframe our (e.g., teachers, social workers, community resource officers, 

and other school personnel) concept of student oppositional behavior through the 

theoretical and ideological lens of resistance and resilience. This article addresses 

the question:  

 

Why did the students in Restorative Justice classes resist engaging in 

meaningful dialogue or were academically disengaged altogether?   

 

Contextual literature 

The study situated the lives of American adolescents within the contextual 

literature on education, poverty, and adolescent development/behavior in America. 

Thought-provoking scholars highlight the influence of neoliberal ideology on the 

culture of public education in the U.S. They argue, the systematic reform of 

America’s public education system into replicas of for-profit corporations has 

successfully failed our children. Moreover, because of federal policies and 
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practices such as No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Race to the Top (RTTT), 

educators in America today are held hostage by standardized testing and 

accountability (Giroux, 2004; Grande, 2008; Harvey, 2005; Hursh, 2007; Lipman, 

2008; Noddings, 2005; Ravitch, 2010; Saltman, 2012). For children already at risk 

because of class, race/ethnicity, demographic location, immigration status, and/or 

gender, the current state of education in America not only serves to exacerbate or 

(re) produce the social inequalities that exist, limiting their possibilities to realize 

their fullest potential and achieve social mobility; but relegates them to/conditions 

them for a subordinate role in the workforce (Ainsworth, 2002; Bowles & Gintis, 

2011; Cannella, 2008; Hursh, 2007; Kearns, 2011; Lipman, 2011; Ravitch, 2010; 

Su & Jagninski, 2013). 

 

The existing literature on poverty in the U.S. brought attention to the perils of 

youth at risk in U.S. society. Numerous analyses detail policy impasses related to 

debates about self-help ideologies and structural critiques. More critically, a 

variety of studies also detail the effects of neighborhood and community strain on 

schooling, along with emerging research that assesses the impact of community 

forces, like poverty, cognitive development and the formation of identity, and the 

unconscious normalization of the reproduction of a racialized social class within 

the structures of schooling (Anyon, 2005; Books, 2000 Bauman & Tester, 2001; 

Felner & DeVries, 2013; Garbarino, 1995; Giroux, 2004; Jaime-Diaz & Mendez-

Negrete, 2021; Phillips & Pittman, 2003; Rank, 2004; Seattle Jobs Initiative, 2015; 

Steinberg, 2014; Vorassi & Garbarino, 2000). 
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Theoretical frameworks 

The works of progressive educational reformer John Dewey (1916, 1976) and 

critical pedagogy theorists Paulo Freire (1970, 1973, 1998, 2007) and Henry 

Giroux (1983, 1988, 2004; 2006, 2012) inspired the theoretical framework for the 

study. Recognizing how crucial education is to the development of the young and 

the ongoing revitalization of a democratic society, each of these scholar’s unique 

contribution to a philosophy of education offers valuable insights into the 

importance of students connecting with the “real world” through experience, 

critical dialogue, praxis–critical reflection and action, and resistance in the hope of 

positive transformation of their immediate, if not wider, communities. 

 

According to Giroux (2006), resistance is a valuable theoretical and ideological 

lens for understanding and thinking about the relationship between schools and the 

broader society, examining the multiple ways subordinate groups experience 

educational failure within social structures such as schools and reimagining 

empowering realities by way critical pedagogy. Giroux (2006) states:  

 

[The concept of resistance] depicts a mode of discourse that rejects traditional 

explanations of school failure and oppositional behavior and shifts the analysis of 

oppositional behavior from the theoretical terrains of functionalism and mainstream 

educational psychology to those of political science and sociology. (p. 35)  

 

Therefore, through the lens of Giroux’s (2006) resistance theory, we come to 

understand the causes and meanings that undergird how youth experience 

education failure. Thus, oppositional behavior as a form of resistance shifts from 

being seen as deviant and learned helplessness to being understood as a form of 

behavior that reflects moral and political indignation. Moreover, oppositional 
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behavior is not stereotyped; instead, all forms of oppositional behavior must be 

critically assessed as to whether the behavior enriches human life or is a 

destructive force of fundamental human values. 

 

In line with Giroux's notion of resistance, Willis (2003) puts a different spin on 

oppositional behavior. Oppositional behavior, Willis (2003) theorizes, is the 

natural albeit unintentional consequences of three waves of economic and technical 

modernization by way of "top-down" practices and initiatives by power brokers 

and policy planners who ignore the creative ways youth from "popular classes" 

(dominated, subordinate, and working-class groups) bring into play the school as 

the site and instrument through which cultural responses to material conditions are 

countered (p. 391). Willis (2003) contends that the "bottom-up" responses of youth 

from popular classes come from a completely different place, informed by 

different social perceptions, practices, and assumptions. Instead of seeing resistant 

cultures as pathological, in Willis's estimation, acts of resistance reveal elements of 

rationality. He states, "These resistant cultures supply cultural forms and shields 

from stigma to blunt the cruel edge of individualism and meritocracy in capitalist 

societies" (p. 394).  

 

Conversely, Giroux’s (2006) critique of Paul Willis’s work, Learning to Labour, 

illustrates that resistance can also thwart the possibilities for emancipation and 

social transformation.  In Learning to Labour, Willis’s 1972–1975 study reveals 

how a “counterculture” existed among White working-class males or the “lads” 

from an English industrial midlands school during the mid-1970s that rejected the 

status given to mental over manual labor, as well as the notion that respect and 

obedience can be exchanged for knowledge and success (Giroux, 2006, p. 29). For 
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Willis, this “counterculture” is informed by an ideology of resistance rooted in the 

shop-floor cultures of their family members and members of their class (Giroux, 

2006). Giroux (2006) explains, “The lads oppose this ideology because the 

counter-logic embodied in the families, workplaces, and street life that make up 

their culture points to a different and more convincing reality” (p. 29). Although 

the lads become active agents in the construction of their lives, at the same time, 

through their rejection of intellectual labor, the lads cut themselves off from any 

possibility of utilizing critical thinking as a tool for emancipation and social 

transformation (Giroux, 2006). 

 

The study also drew salient characteristics from the diverse perspectives of 

adolescent cognitive development to complement Dewey’s, Freire’s, and Giroux’s 

educational philosophies from the works of renowned theorists George Herbert 

Mead (1934), Lev Vygotsky (1978), Erik Erikson (1968), William Cross (1971, 

1978), Carol Gilligan (1982), Beverly Daniel Tatum (1997), and Laurence 

Steinberg (2014). Though each of these theorists provides a unique lens from 

which to understand their respective positions, one common thread runs throughout 

all their philosophies that link them together: the effects of the social environment 

on the development of children and adolescents. 

 

The influence of Karl Marx/Critical Theorists 

Before continuing, it would be remiss not to point out the far-reaching influence of 

Karl Marx and the foundational work of Frankfurt School critical theorists Theodor 

W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse on the works of theorists that 

informed the critical theoretical framework for this study. Both Lev Vygotsky and 

Paulo Freire acknowledge the influence of Karl Marx’s theory of the history of 

human society on their works (Freire, 1998; Macedo, 1970; Vygotsky, 1978). For 
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Vygotsky (1978), Marx’s dialectical and historical materialism served as the 

guiding theoretical framework from which he developed his sociocultural theory of 

higher mental processes. Vygotsky (1978) looks to Fredrick Engels, who describes 

the concept of dialectical materialism as “The dialectical approach while admitting 

the influences of nature on man, asserts that man, in turn, affects nature and creates 

through his changes in nature new natural conditions for existence” (p. 60). To 

that, Vygotsky asserts a central tenet of dialectical materialism: that all phenomena 

be studied as process in motion and change. Marx’s theory of society, commonly 

known as historical materialism, as paraphrased by Vygotsky (1978), argues, 

“Historical changes in society and material life produce changes in ‘human nature’ 

(consciousness and behavior)” (p. 7). Brooks (2002), quoting Marx, offers a 

different yet simplistic definition of historical materialism “It is not the 

consciousness of men that determines their existence, but, on the contrary, their 

social existence that determines their consciousness” (as cited in Brooks, 2002, 

para. 1). 

 

Marx’s dialectical and historical materialism influenced Freire as it relates to the 

oppression of a class of people or social-class analysis (Macedo, 1970). Freire 

(1970) looks to Marx to illuminate the critical role history plays in the 

development of human consciousness and human praxis: 

 

There is no historical reality which is not human. There is no history without men, and no 

history for men; there is only history of men, made by men and (as Marx pointed out) in 

turn making them. It is when the majorities are denied their right to participate in history 

as Subjects that they become dominated and alienated. Thus, to supersede their condition 

as objects by the status of Subjects—the objective of any true revolution–requires the 

people to act, as well as reflect, upon the reality to be transformed. (p. 130)  
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Henry A. Giroux extends the work of Paulo Freire through the lens of the critical 

theorists Theodor W. Adorno, Max Horkheimer, and Herbert Marcuse, thus adding 

another layer from which to view contemporary schooling in the lives of youth put 

at risk (Giroux, 1983; Robbins, 2009). What Giroux (1983) borrows from these 

critical theorists is: the importance of developing a theory that both reveals and 

breaks the structures of domination and social control; that analyzes and calls for 

the processes of emancipation and the struggle for self-emancipation; and, as a 

central concern, calls for a discourse that acknowledges the influence of history, 

sociology, the depth psychology on human agency, and structure that is situated 

under the umbrella of domination and contestation of daily life. Giroux (1983; 

2006) asserts, public schooling, in the eyes of the critical educator, did/does offer 

little chance for social mobility, individual development, and political and 

economic power for the disadvantaged. Thus, schools function as an instrument of 

the dominant ideology in reproducing forms of knowledge and skills needed to 

reproduce the social division of labor (Giroux 1983, 2006).  

 

According to Giroux (2006), critical/radical educators’ stance on education 

originates with Karl Marx’s notion of reproduction as its central concept and as a 

theoretical foundation for developing a critical science of education. Giroux 

illuminates Marx’s theory of reproduction:  

 

Every social process of production, is, at the same time a process of reproduction 

…Capitalist production, therefore …produces not only commodities, not only surplus-

value, but it also produces and reproduces the capitalist relation, on the one side the 

capitalist, on the other the wage-labourer. (as cited in Giroux, 2006, p. 3)  
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For those who espouse a critical/radical theory of education, in order to truly 

understand the function of schooling is to recognize that schools are not only 

instructional sites but also, just as importantly, schools are political and cultural 

sites and sites of struggle and contestations among groups that differ both 

culturally and economically (Giroux, 2006). 

 

More recently, Margret Beale Spencer (2021) too harkens back to Marx’s (1852) 

assessment of Louis Napoleon’s (1851/1852); Napoleon III) coup, which remains 

as relevant and timeless, as relatable today as it was in the mid-nineteenth century: 

 

Men make their own history, but they do not make it as they please; they do not make it 

under self-selected circumstances, but under circumstances existing already, given and 

transmitted from the past. The tradition of all dead generations weighs like a nightmare 

on the brains of the living. (as cited in Spencer, 2021, p. 570) 

 

Spencer (2021) suggests that Marx’s quote mirrors the cumulative impact of 

America’s history of racism over the late 20th century and the first quarter of the 

21st century at the chronosystem-level. Specifically, chronosystem-level 

conditions of bias contribute to one’s human vulnerability as cumulatively 

experienced risk factors. 

 

Methodological considerations 

To illuminate the meanings student and staff participants ascribe to their 

experiences in class and/or at the school, the study utilized a qualitative inquiry as 

a mode of research and a critical ethnography approach that employs grounded 

theory to collect and analyze the data. Critical ethnography embodies the 

philosophy that researchers must take ethical responsibility to address inequality, 
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discrimination, bias, oppression, and privilege within the context of history, 

politics, and economics that play in our lives, as well as our own subjectivity and 

political perspective or positionality (Madison, 2011).  Moreover, researchers are 

usually socially conscious and advocate for those marginalized in society through 

their work (Creswell, 2018).  This is especially important given that the focus of 

this study was to learn from the experiences of youth at risk by class, 

race/ethnicity, demographic location, and/or gender. For these reasons, a critical 

ethnography approach was employed. 

 

The study drew upon a grounded theory approach to collect and analyze the data 

leading to the generation of emergent themes/sub-themes (emergent theory) 

grounded in experiences and perceptions of student and staff participants. The 

grounded theory approach allows researchers to utilize what they hear, see and 

sense during interviews; to incorporate their observations, interactions, and 

materials on the topic or setting in the construction of their data; and themes to 

emerge naturally from narratives. In addition, grounded theory provides a 

systematic approach to collect and analyze the data, the goal being to generate 

theory from a social phenomena. (Charmaz, 2006).  

 

Oppositional/resistant behavior, resilience, and identity formation 

A growing body of ethnographic research reveals that for racial and economically 

disadvantaged youth, there is a positive relationship between oppositional/resistant 

behavior in the classroom or school setting and one’s chosen/valued identity, sense 

of belonging to their people, acts of agency, self-empowerment, a sense of 

autonomy, racial expectations, and positive identity formation during 

adolescence. For instance, Bottrell’s (2007) study of low-income youth living in 

Glebe, an inner-city public housing estate in Sydney, Australia, examined 
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schooling and truancy and how they relate to experiences outside of school. She 

found that resistances to schooling were a choice between a "chosen" identity that 

reflected an alternative "center" that is claimed and desired; rather than an 

"unchosen" identity that is ascribed by others and assigned by social position. The 

"chosen" identity provided the youth status, a positive reputation, and a sense of 

belonging to their people. Bottrell (2007) contends that the youths' resistances are 

necessary identity work and a sign of their resilience–a positive adaptation despite 

adversity. Thus, resistances are reframed as resilience. Bottrell’s (2009) social 

analysis of the Glebe study just mentioned, places the ecological framework at the 

center of identity formation, “The girls’ accounts suggest not only the influences of 

relations and systems, but rather also how such relations and systems infuse and 

structure identity work and everyday experience and practices” (p. 331). 

 

Hall’s (2007) qualitative study of an all-boys program of around 400 Latino and 

African American disadvantaged youth living in an inner-city neighborhood of a 

Midwestern city in the U.S. revealed similar results. Analysis of the data showed 

that acts of agency and resistance rooted in cultural pride and awareness were used 

to counter the negatively constructed images of their respective cultures and to rise 

above adversity in their environment. Like Bottrell (2007), Hall (2007) argues that 

for the three young men in the study, their identity is socially and culturally rooted 

in their family and community. Based on his findings, Hall (2007) too, suggests 

that we need to rethink what resilience and resistance look like against the 

backdrop of shifting cultural background. 

 

Kim (2010) sheds further light on the resistant behaviors of marginalized youth 

attending an alternative public high school in the U.S. that serves students expelled 
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from traditional schools for their acts of resistance. Kim (2010) discovered that 

resistance could be communicated as a self-defensive mechanism, a way to 

demand meaningful instruction, and a way of affirming one's agency and self-

empowerment. A study of educationally and economically marginalized urban 

high school youth attending an "impact school" in the Bronx, New York, by Nolan 

(2011), examined oppositional behaviors such as disruptive behavior, gambling, 

and non-compliance with law enforcement within the context of today's punitive 

disciplinary practices of zero tolerance and school-based policing (p. 562). The 

Impact School program targets the city's most troubled schools. Nolan (2011) 

found that through disruptive behavior, gambling, and non-compliance with law 

enforcement, the students gained a sense of autonomy within a highly controlled 

environment, constructed a valued identity that afforded them respect among peers, 

and made a name for themselves within the school community, and made their 

dehumanizing school experience more bearable. The ability of these youth to 

transcend dehumanizing environments adds yet another layer to the complexity of 

identity formation for marginalized youth. 

 

Resistant behaviors come in many forms and are not bound by race or social class 

and, therefore, must be examined at the intersection of race, class, and other forms 

of oppression (e.g., gender, language, immigration status) (Solorzano & Delgado 

Bernal, 2001). Derived from a more extensive ethnographic study, Allen (2013) 

sheds light on how six black middle-class male youth balanced academic and racial 

expectations of their parents with the expectations of being "cool" within their peer 

culture through tactical acts of resistance and accommodation. What he refers to 

as, "balancing school and cool" (p. 207). For example, one form of tactical 

resistance was the use of middle-of-the-road approaches to schooling–doing just 

enough academically to get by, thus accommodating their parents by putting just 
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enough effort to obtain the lowest grades acceptable to their parents while at the 

same time maintaining their cool persona among their peers. 

 

As demonstrated above, studies of resistance, resilience, and identity formation 

during adolescence have provided valuable insight into the resistant behaviors of 

marginalized students within the context of social class, race, ethnicity, and/or 

gender. These insights counter the negative connotations (normative assumptions) 

associated with the behaviors (i.e., deviant, defiant, problem youth). Nevertheless, 

the dominant discourse and response to student oppositional behavior as a form of 

resistance in America continues to stereotype, stigmatize and alienate these youth, 

thereby effectively disregarding a student’s lived reality and its critical role in 

relation to the process of identity formation. The strength of these ethnographic 

studies lies in the qualitative experiences reflecting marginalized youth's lived 

reality and the choices they make to transcend adversity and marginalization to 

develop a positive sense of identity that is “chosen” and “valued.” The inherent 

inability to generalize study findings and the possibility of researcher bias are 

limitations of these studies. 

 

Before proceeding with the methods, it is necessary to provide additional context 

to bring to the forefront other educational approaches that informed this research. 

The original intent of this qualitative research study was an endeavor to learn from 

the experiences of youth put at risk who created and engaged in a social justice-

oriented civic engagement project that speaks to the context of their lives. More 

specifically, I expected to understand the qualitative meanings the youth ascribed 

to their experiences inside and outside of school, how they experienced resistance, 

and how a critical pedagogical approach to learning and participating in a social 
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justice-oriented civic engagement project impacted their learning experience. 

However, as the study unfolded, the circumstances were such that the study was 

altered.  

 

Methods 

Griffith Academy 

The majority of Griffith Academy's students came from impoverished families and 

communities; had either witnessed or been the victim of violent crime or other 

traumatic experiences; been expelled or asked to leave the previous school(s) or 

referred to the school for other reasons; and/or previously dropped out of school 

altogether.  

 

The school was located in a Midwestern state, with the majority of the students 

coming from a metropolitan area. Additionally, 95 percent of the school’s 

population was African American, whereas the majority of the 22 staff members (n 

= 19) were White. The majority of the student population was impoverished. The 

Restorative Justice class had 11 students on its roster, with an average of 2-5 

students in attendance daily.  

 

Griffith Academy was chosen because of its philosophy, mission, approach to 

discipline, and curriculum, which acknowledged the context of the students’ lived 

experiences. For example, teachers developed a culturally relevant curriculum, 

critical pedagogy informed classroom practices, teachers and staff integrated 

restorative justice practices into their daily work with students, and the school 

implemented a trauma program focused on social-emotional learning in 

collaboration with a Midwest university.  

 



Lena. E. Boraggina-Ballard 

 

137 | P a g e  

 

Recruitment and sampling= 

The study population was recruited from a small alternative urban high school in 

the Midwest that served youth who struggled with traditional school settings and 

were at risk of dropping out of mainstream schooling altogether. Thus, a purposive 

sampling technique was used to select the study’s school. Nine students and 11 

staff participants consented to participate in this study. Of the students who 

consented to participate, seven were students the researcher had developed a 

relationship with during my time at the school. All of them were in the first or 

second-term Restorative Justice class, while two students were from the school’s 

general population. Along with the school’s Dean, the restorative justice teacher, 

and the school’s counselor, staff members whom the students spoke highly of 

during their interviews were asked to participate, except for the school’s custodian, 

who asked to be interviewed. The university’s Internal Review Board (IRB) 

reviewed and approved the study. 

 

To ensure the safety and confidentiality of the participants, the following 

precautions were taken: each participant, and when required, the participant’s 

parent or guardian, was asked to sign a consent form that described the purpose of 

the research study, possible risks and benefits, and how the data from the study 

would be disseminated; confidentiality was protected at all times by assigning a 

fictitious name to the school, as well as fictitious names and corresponding unique 

numeric identifiers to participants; and all consent forms, audio recordings, and 

transcripts were identified with the same unique numeric identifier assigned to 

fictitious names and kept in a locked filing cabinet and a password-protected 

computer file. 
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Participant characteristics 

Demographic characteristics of the nine 9 student participants included 3 females 

(2 African American, 1 White) and 6 males (5 African American, 1 White). 

Student participants ranged in age from 16 to 19 years, with varied living 

arrangements–one lived with both maternal parents, one lived with her mother, two 

lived with a grandmother, one lived with his mother in the home of his 

grandmother, two lived with their mother and stepfather, and one lived in 

residential foster care. Most (n = 7) of the students’ fathers were deceased, 

incarcerated, or uninvolved in their lives. 

 

The 11 staff participants ranged in age from the late 20s to the late 50s. The 

majority (n = 7) were middle-aged, with one in their late 20s and two in their 30s, 

of which 6 were White females and 5 were males (3 African American, 2 White). 

The level of educational attainment by staff participants broke down as follows: 1 

associate degree, 5 bachelor’s degrees, 3 master’s degrees, and 2 unknown.  At the 

time of the study, 3 staff participants were working toward their master’s degrees. 

Staff participant experience in schools ranged from 3 to 26 years, with an average 

of 10.5 years. Staff participants worked an average of 4.3 years at the school, 

which was in its eighth year. 

 

Data collection 

Data collection techniques included immersion in the field, participant-

observation, field notes, and in-depth semi-structured interviews that utilized open-

ended questions to explore the topic under study further while at the same time 

allowing the participant to direct the flow of the interview (Seidman, 2006). All 

interviews were audio-recorded on a digital recorder and transcribed verbatim. All 

interviews took place at the school except for one staff participant, whose 
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interview took place over the telephone. Interviews began on December 1, 2014, 

and continued through February 25, 2015. For both student and staff participants, a 

predetermined set of questions was used as a guide for interviews. Consistent with 

grounded theory, participants were allowed to discuss their thoughts without 

restriction, allowing the participant to set the tone of the interview and be 

respectful of the participant’s voice. If/when an opportunity presented itself, the 

researcher returned to the set of guiding questions. The length of time for student 

interviews ranged from 25 to 40 minutes, with an average of 35 minutes per 

interview, while staff participant interviews ranged from 37 to 104 minutes, with 

an average of 61 minutes per interview. The intent was to utilize a 90-minute 

format for each interview, as recommended by Seidman.  

 

Data analysis 

The study was also informed by the work of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s and Margret 

Beale Spencer’s respective theories to analyze the themes that emerged from the 

data. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory/bioecological model of human 

development. Bronfenbrenner (1976, 1979) offers a scientific perspective for 

research on the ecology of human development that encompasses the developing 

person, the ecological environment (immediate and larger social contexts), and the 

evolving interactions between the developing person and his or her environments. 

To clarify the concept of development is defined by Bronfenbrenner (1979) as “A 

lasting change in the way in which a person perceives and deals with his 

environment”; whereas ecological environment is “A set of nested structures, each 

inside the next, like a set of Russian dolls” (p. 1.). Borrowing the terminology of 

Orville Brim (1975), Bronfenbrenner refers to these nested system levels as the 

microsystem, mesosystem, exosystem, and macrosystem (Bronfenbrenner, 1975, 
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1976, 1977). The chronosystem was added later as Bronfenbrenner continued to 

extend his thinking to reflect the importance of time as a property of the 

developing person’s surrounding environment, as well as across the historical time 

in which the developing person lives (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). At the most basic 

level, the chronosystem is concerned with a life transition. A life transition is 

identified as being either normative or nonnormative. Examples of the former 

include school entry, puberty, entering the labor force, or marriage or retirement, 

whereas the latter include death or severe illness in the family, divorce, or moving. 

At an advanced level, the focus of the chronosystem is on the cumulative effects of 

a sequence of developmental transitions that occur over an extended period of the 

developing person’s life course. Simply put, a life transition is the stimulus for 

developmental change (Bronfenbrenner, 1994). 

 

A dynamic systems theory for examining positive youth development, Margaret 

Beale Spencer's Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory 

(PVEST) is grounded in the assumptions that throughout the life-course, human 

development is unavoidably shaped by both objective reality and perception. 

Therefore, the meanings one attributes to their social encounters (i.e., their 

perceptions) are ultimately determinative of life outcomes (Spencer et al., 1997; 

Swanson et al., 2002; Swanson et al., 2003). Because one perceives and acts on 

their perceptions, the meanings one derives, the responsive coping processes one 

engages in, and the formal and informal "action plans" one constructs all have 

important implications for one’s actions (Spencer, 2008, p. 696). At the same time, 

because human variability represents both successes and failures of human coping 

processes, these processes are unavoidably associated with emotions. For Spencer 

(2008), these unavoidable life course processes must be addressed; these 

unavoidable life course processes call for the integration of fundamental human 
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development thinking with basic phenomenological tenets and ecological 

perspectives. Accordingly, PVEST provides a conceptual framework for analyzing 

the dynamic systems of self-appraisal and meaning-making processes within the 

various contexts of development, such as the school, family, and neighborhood that 

unfold over time (Spencer, 2008). 

 

The PVEST consists of five components: net vulnerability level, net stress 

engagement level, reactive coping strategies, emergent identities, and life-stage 

specific coping outcomes. These five components are linked by bidirectional, 

recursive processes, forming a dynamic, cyclic model that describes identity 

development throughout the life course (Swanson et al., 2009; Swanson et al., 

2002). The first component, net vulnerability level, is composed of two factors: 

risk contributors and protective factors. Risk contributors, which function as 

liability, may predispose one to adverse outcomes, whereas protective factors (e.g., 

cultural capital) offset corresponding stage-specific risk contributors (Swanson et 

al., 2002). The second component, net stress engagement level, consists of the 

actual net experience of situations that pose challenges to one’s psychosocial 

identity and well-being. These experiences are also risk contributors that can be 

countered by the supports available that help one cope with stressful challenges 

(Spencer, Dupree, Cunningham, Harpalani, & Munoz-Miller, 2003; Swanson et al., 

2002). The third component, reactive coping strategies, are used as corrective 

problem-solving strategies for dissonance and stress producing situations that lead 

to adaptive or maladaptive solutions (Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al., 

2002). Examples of risk contributors and stressors include socioeconomic 

conditions of poverty, violence, imposed expectations concerning race and gender 

stereotypes, and larger historical processes such as oppression and discrimination 
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(Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al., 2002). As one employs coping strategies, 

self-appraisal continues, and strategies that produce desirable results for the ego 

are retained, thereby becoming stable coping responses. When coupled together, 

these stable coping responses yield emergent identities (how one views one’s self), 

the fourth component (Spencer et al., 2003; Swanson et al., 2003). What is more, 

the self-appraisal process is a crucial factor in identity formation and, as such, 

plays a vital role in life-stage specific coping outcomes, the final PVEST 

component (Spencer, 2008; Spencer et al., 2003). Swanson et al. (2003) assert, 

“Identity processes are of critical value in that they provide behavioral stability 

over time and space. Identity lays the foundation for future perception, self-

appraisal, and behavior, yielding adverse or productive (resilient) life-stage, 

specific coping outcomes” (p. 749). 

 

As Swanson et al. (2002) point out, Spencer’s PVEST provides researchers who 

seek to promote positive youth development a theoretical framework to critically 

analyze and understand how social, political, cultural, and historical contexts 

interact with and influence identity formation. What makes Spencer’s PVEST 

particularly relevant with regard to this study is the attention she gives to the 

unique circumstances of individual-context interactions for diverse youth of color 

(Spencer, 2008; Spencer et al., 2003; Spencer et al., 1997; Swanson et al., 2002; 

Swanson et al., 2003). 

 

Data collection and analysis for the study followed the grounded theory approach; 

therefore, memo writing, initial (open) and focused coding, theoretical sampling, 

and constant comparative analysis were utilized as strategic methods to generate 

theory from the data. The goal was to adhere to the rigorous steps of grounded 

theory while attending to the constant comparative analysis process, thereby 
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generating concepts from the research data into integrated social patterns 

(categories and their properties). This allowed for the conceptualization and 

forming of emergent theories (Glaser, 2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The 

aforementioned grounded theory strategies were applied twice, first with the 

student participant data and then with staff participant data. The analysis 

culminated in an analytic framework of student and staff core conceptual 

categories and sub-categories as outlined below in Table 1 and Table 2, 

respectively. 

 

Positionality 

As a social worker and researcher, subjectivity, reflexivity, and White privilege 

during the research process needed to be addressed, as they may shape inquiry. 

Foley (2002) posits that throughout the research process, critical ethnographers 

must question themselves about their intentions, why they have made the choices 

they did, and who will be affected as they conduct their research, thus, informing 

any decision they make in their endeavor of critical research. The present study 

falls under the umbrella of what Guba (1981) and Lincoln and Guba (1985) refer to 

as “naturalistic inquiry.” Two naturalistic criteria best suited to this study are 

credibility and transferability. Credibility, which parallels internal validity in 

quantitative research, seeks to establish that inquiry was carried out in a manner 

that can lead to the probability that the research findings are said to be “credible” 

and can be approved by those studied (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Four techniques 

associated with credibility were utilized; prolonged engagement at a site, negative 

case analysis, triangulation, and member checks.  
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Table 1: Final Student Core Conceptual Categories/Sub-Categories 

Category Sub-Category 

Student experiences in Restorative Justice class 

  

 

 

 

 

Other teachers’ approach (i.e., not Mr. Gardner)  

Attributes 

Approach to learning 

Laughter 

Open 

Pressure 

Teaching tools 

Opinions, relevant and interesting 

Gardner teaches 

Critical thinking 

Student experiences at Griffith Academy 

 

Size 

Easier 

Love/Like 

Drama 

Care 
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Table 2: Final Staff Core Conceptual Categories/Sub-Categories 

Category Sub-Category 

Griffith Academy’s students  

Student challenges/barriers 

 

 

 

 

Systemic educational barriers 

Societal messages 

Neighborhoods/communities 

Residents physically surrounding Griffith Academy 

Griffith Academy’s school district 

Home 

Future 

Staff challenges w/students  History 

Academic disengagement 

Varied academic abilities 

Tied to their neighborhoods 

Cell phones 

Emotional toll 

Staff cultural awareness/sensitivity Approach to discipline 

Need for Black role models 
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Emergent themes and analysis 

In order to understand the dynamics at play and to situate the student’s lived reality 

within the broader theoretical frameworks that informed the analysis, it is 

necessary to bring to the forefront the enormity and breadth of contextual 

challenges/barriers the students and staff face daily. The cumulative effect one’s 

personal and historical experiences/events can have on cognitive, social, 

emotional, and physical developmental outcomes across the life course. Toward 

that end, a model of the students’ bioecological systems that mirrors the staff and 

student participants’ emergent themes, in Figure 1, and then, in Figure 2, the five 

basic components of Spencer’s PVEST and staff and student participants’ 

emergent themes as either student risk contributors/challenges, protective 

factors/social supports, or reactive coping strategies/corrective problem-solving 

strategies are provided as a reference for the discussion that follows of emergent 

themes and analysis. Select participant narrative/emergent themes that relate to the 

students’ reactive coping strategies/stable coping responses, as bolded in Figure 2, 

are presented and analyzed using Spencer’s PVEST to emphasize the problem-

solving strategies employed by the school’s students to resolve the stress and 

dissonance in their lives. 
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Figure 1: Model of students’ bioecological systems: Staff & student emergent 

themes 
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Figure 2: Phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory: Staff and 

student emergent themes 
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Emergent themes 

One objective was to learn from staff what they believe are some of the 

challenges/barriers that they face in supporting the students’ efforts to graduate. 

For staff, academic disengagement, being tied to their neighborhood, varied levels 

of academic ability, constant use of cell phones, and student drama were common 

themes that challenged the staff daily. 

 

Academic disengagement. A lack of motivation and a lack of vision also plague 

some of the students at the school. Mr. Wales tells me, “Some of them don’t have 

the drive to do better and be successful. They think that just something’s supposed 

to fall from the sky; they’re not supposed to work hard for it.” He suggests the 

reason for this is that schools have failed them, and possibly education was not 

pushed in the home. Like Mr. Wales, Ms. Hanan, too, professes that an obstacle for 

her is that some students are unable to see the importance of education and how it 

can impact their lives “That’s one of the struggles I see is that a lot of the kids just 

want to get the work done. And not really seek knowledge or think beyond or do 

beyond what is expected.” A lack of motivation reveals itself in Mr. Ashton’s 

comments about the need for staff to constantly encourage the students to follow 

the rules, “We’re constantly reminding these kids, okay come on guys we got to go 

to class. We’re constantly pushing them, pushing them, pushing them.” 

 

Tied to neighborhood. At times, students are so “hooked” into their neighborhoods 

that it becomes a barrier to academic success for the students. Mr. Gardner, Mrs. 

Ireland, and Ms. Hale, all speak to this. Ms. Hale speaks about the students’ 

narrowed worldview, a view that is tied to their neighborhoods. She explains, 

“Even my kids in Central City. I’ll take them places in Detroit, and they will never 
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have stepped foot on the …. campus…The kids they come from very small worlds. 

They’re very hooked into their neighborhoods, and that's not all good.” Mrs. 

Ireland also mentions the students’ connection to their community, “It just really 

saddens me when we start talking about things and they cannot think outside the 

999.” From Mr. Gardner’s experience, trying to get some of the students to think 

outside their world is almost impossible., There’s a couple kids in almost every 

segment you take that are completely stuck in their neighborhoods, neighborhood 

view. They’re so isolated.” 

 

Academic abilities. Varied academic abilities are another challenge/barrier for staff 

to help students graduate. Based on her daily work with Ms. Hale and Mr. Wales, 

Mrs. Knight tells me that, along with attendance being a huge issue for staff, some 

of the students’ low reading levels are a source of frustration for teaching staff. It is 

baffling to Mrs. Knight that the students are ever able to get this far into their 

education and not be able to read well, which she questions, “How did they get this 

far? Who passed them? How did that happen? Cause there is testing throughout 

their whole freekin life. And, somebody had to see that and just said, ‘Oh, go 

ahead.’ There’s just a total disconnect.” Mrs. Ireland tells me she has a couple of 

kids who cannot read more than at the kindergarten level. 

 

Use of cell phones. While at the school, one of the most disruptive technology 

students use throughout the day is the cell phone. A day did not go by that Mr. 

Gardner or the researcher did not have to ask a student to put their phone away 

during class time. Students would answer the phone at any time they wished. More 

often than not, students would be listening to music or watching videos on their 

phones, both with and without headphones. Cell phones were a constant source of 

frustration while the researcher was in Mr. Gardner’s class. Several staff members 
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bring up cell phones during our interview. Cell phones are a source of frustration 

for staff members for different reasons, such as keeping student drama going and 

causing disruptions in the classroom. 

 

Another objective was to learn from student participants about their experiences in 

the school. One theme that emerged from the students’ narrative is that they 

love/like the school, with the exception of the drama. Staff also note the drama. 

 

Love/like and drama. A consensus among the majority of the students is that they 

love/like being at the school, and they love/like all the teachers, with one 

exception, all the drama. Only one student, Sydney, who at 19 years is the oldest of 

the students the researcher interviewed, was just all right with being at the school, 

“It’s all right. There’s just some childish people in here, though.” Sydney gives me 

an example of what he means by childish, “All the drama. There be so much drama 

and gossip, but I walk past people who gossiping all day.” Charline and Yolanda 

are also bothered by the drama at school. Talking about her experience at the 

school with the other students, Charline tells me, “It's a battle…It’s just the 

students. They come from different areas. They older, some of them 

younger…Some of them keep up drama.” Drama from outside the school also 

follows Charline into the school: 

 

Something happened outside the school, and then they bring it in the school. Just caught 

up in it…Talk to the wrong people. You think some people are your friends, and they’re 

not. And they go running off telling another person. And they tell another person. And it 

just gets around.  

 

Likewise, Yolanda has strong feelings about the drama at school, “I came here and 
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I love the school, but not the students in it…There’s so much drama.” Yolanda 

describes what she means by drama, “Drama like, he say, she say things. Rumors, 

things that’s not true, that could be true. But, you know, people just don’t know 

how to mind their own business.” 

 

One of the main reasons Mr. Ashton dislikes students having cell phones is 

because it contributes to the student drama: 

 

I mean we’ve had fights, of course, but one thing I say has contributed to that was the 

cellphone usage. They get into it with somebody in the class cause they’re texting 

somebody out of the class, or even worse, they’re texting somebody outside of the 

school. Meet me up here at the school, and we’ll have it out…It keeps that connection 

and keeps the [drama going]. 

 

Ms. Moon also mentions that cell phones contribute to the drama at the school 

“Because there’s some drama. There are people talking, or someone’s on their 

phone, or they’re sharing texts.” Mr. Bradshaw, sounding quite disgusted at how 

disrespectful students are at times with the teachers, talks about an interaction he 

had with a student: 

 

She was talking; one of the student teachers and the kid just walks out and looks at his 

phone. I said, ‘Really, you walk out when she’s talking? Come on. She’s talking, she’s 

teaching and you just walk right out of the classroom and look at your phone.’ I mean, 

come-on, that's not respect, that's terrible.  

 

Findings 

I used Spencer’s PVEST to analyze the emergent themes. Spencer’s five PVEST 

components acknowledge and address the differences in experiences, perception, 



Lena. E. Boraggina-Ballard 

 

153 | P a g e  

 

and negotiation of stress and dissonance, all of which are critical to understanding 

the meaning making processes that underlie identity development and outcomes 

(see Figure 2).  Accordingly, from a PVEST perspective, the students’ academic 

disengagement, being tied to their neighborhoods, varied academic abilities, 

constant use of cell phones, and drama can be described as reactive coping 

methods used as corrective problem-solving strategies employed by the students to 

resolve the stress and dissonance (students’ risk contributors/challenges) in their 

lives. Swanson et al. (2002) contend that, especially during middle childhood, self-

system development is reciprocally determined by recursive self-other appraisal 

processes that appear to be unavoidably linked to the experience of stress. Stress 

requires coping, which leads to stable psychosocial responses that are either 

maladaptive or adaptive solutions. 

 

Moreover, what is considered an adaptive solution in one context (i.e., peers, 

neighborhood, home), may be considered a maladaptive solution in another (i.e., 

school, society). However, both are intended as corrective problem-solving 

strategies. Stable psychosocial coping responses are linked to life-stage coping 

outcomes that are either productive (i.e., competency or self-efficacy and 

resiliency) or unproductive (i.e., academic disengagement, varied academic 

abilities) in quality. For example, in the short term, corrective problem-solving 

strategies such as students’ academic disengagement, being tied to their 

neighborhoods, and constant use of cell phones and drama at inappropriate times 

may be used by the students in response to the multiple risk contributors and 

stressors in their lives in preserving the self and taken for a sign of resilience; while 

in the long term, these coping methods may lead to pathological outcomes 

(Spencer et al., 1997). Spencer, Dupree, and Hartmann (1997) explain: 
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Pathology occurs when the self-system “shuts down” in a sense, becomes reactively 

organized around negative feedback about the self, does not fully integrate all 

components, or becomes dependent upon maladaptive solutions as ‘self-righting 

tendencies’ as its major corrective problem-solving strategy. (p. 821) 

 

In contrast, using corrective problem-solving strategies  responses considered 

adaptive solutions (i.e., general positive attitude) to coping with stress and 

dissonance increases the likelihood of an achieved identity. An achieved identity is 

a set of healthy psychosocial processes that will lead to productive live-stage 

coping products (Spencer et al., 1977). 

 

The findings support my thesis that the students’ resistance, when viewed through 

the lens of resilience provides a valuable theoretical lens for understanding and 

thinking about the relationship between students at-risk, schools, and the broader 

society and examining the behaviors (corrective problem-solving strategies) youth 

at risk employ to resolve the stress and dissonance in their lives. 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this article is to direct attention to and further examine student 

oppositional behavior. The researcher argues that student resistance (oppositional 

behavior) to engaging in meaningful dialogue or activities and academics in the 

classroom setting must be situated within one’s lived reality and its critical role in 

relation to the process of identity formation during adolescence. Through the 

theoretical lens of resistance and resilience, the researcher examined the 

relationship between student oppositional behavior (resistance) and its positive role 

in the process of identity formation. 
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Although theories on resistance and identity development during adolescence have 

addressed resistant behaviors for marginalized youth, there appears to be a 

disconnect in the literature between one’s lived reality, the role of the social 

environment, resistant behaviors, and resilience, and the critical role of each to the 

process of identity formation during adolescence. For instance, Giroux’s (2006) 

theory of resistance suggests that oppositional behavior as a form of resistance 

reflects moral and political indignation. Bronfenbrenner (1976, 1977, 1979, 1994) 

and Bronfenbrenner and Ceci (1994) place human development within the context 

of a bioecological model that emphasizes the interactions between the developing 

person and his or her environments and the impact of change and continuity over 

time on the developing person and within the environment in which the developing 

person lives. Spencer (2008), Spencer, Dupree, and Hartmann (1997), and 

Swanson et al.’s (2002) PVEST for examining positive youth development, 

stresses the need to examine how social, political, cultural, and historical contexts 

interact with and influence identity formation. When considered together, these 

theories provide a complete explanation of the relationship between resistance, 

one’s lived reality, and the process of identity formation. 

 

Analyzed within the context of Spencer’s PVEST, the student’s resistance was the 

result of a pattern of behavior or stable coping responses grounded in the students’ 

everyday experiences that they used as adaptive strategies to survive and cope with 

the stress and dissonance in their lives. Thus, what may seem like maladaptive 

responses or resistance toward engaging in meaningful dialogue and academics 

was a sign of the students’ resilience in facing adversity. Put differently; the 

students used academic disengagement, cell phones, being tied to their 

neighborhoods, and/or drama as mental distraction or corrective problem-solving 
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strategies to respond to the multiple risk contributors and stressors in their lives. 

The repetitiveness of context-linked corrective problem-solving strategies, such as 

those used by the students, became linked to stable coping responses–one’s 

emergent identity or self-processes (Spencer et al., 1997).  This is important 

because self-perceptions often temporarily influence responses and how one will 

adapt to cultural contexts across the life course. For the most part, these stable self-

perceptions will influence whether one uses or downplays certain abilities (i.e., 

adopts or suppresses certain behaviors, engages in or shies away from certain 

activities). This is consistent with Allen’s (2013) study, wherein students chose a 

form of tactical resistance using middle-of-the-road approaches to schooling–doing 

just enough academically. 

 

Along with changing our thinking about adolescent development/behavior, 

examining the connection between context, identity formation, and developmental 

processes is necessary, especially for marginalized youth. From the staff 

participants' perspective, the reality for Marvin, Sydney, Charline, and Yolanda 

leaves little to the imagination about the students’ objective reality, such as the 

challenges/barriers across multiple levels of contexts and the ones created by 

students themselves (see Figure 1). The staff participants’ perceptions about the 

challenges/barriers the students face to graduating strengthen the following 

overlapping theoretical positions that informed this study: the influence of the 

macro-, exo-, meso-, micro-, and chronosystem on the developing person 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1976; 1977; 1979; 1994; Bronfenbrenner & Ceci, 1994; 

Bronfenbrenner & Evans, 2000; Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006); and the 

realization that throughout the life-course, human development is unavoidably 

shaped by both objective reality and perception. Therefore, the meanings one 

attributes to their social encounters (i.e., their perceptions) are ultimately 
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determinative of life outcomes (Spencer et al., 1997). It seems appropriate to 

suggest that the students rejected the prescribed identity assigned to them by 

society for an identity that is chosen/valued amongst their peers, at home, and in 

their neighborhood. This is consistent with and contributes to the literature’s 

findings on the resistant behaviors of marginalized youth and its positive role in 

identity formation (Allen, 2013; Bottrell, 2007; Hall, 2007; Kim, 2010; Nolan, 

2011); and pushes the literature toward a more complete understanding on 

resistance-based resilience and its role in identity formation. 

 

The study reaffirms Giroux’s (2006) contention that, through the lens of resistance 

theory, we come to understand other causes and meanings that undergird how 

youth experience education failure. Therefore, as a form of resistance, the students' 

oppositional behavior shifts from being seen as deviant and learned helplessness to 

being understood as a form of behavior reflecting moral and political indignation.  

 

Limitations 

Even though this study was well-grounded in theoretical and qualitative literature, 

some limitations should be acknowledged. Along with the inherent limitations of 

ethnographic and case study research (i.e., researcher bias), the researcher’s lack of 

research experience with this population and the sample, which is limited by race, 

age, and socioeconomic status, are also limitations of the current study. For 

example, the majority of the school’s population was African American, 

impoverished, and adolescent. In addition, the theoretical frameworks used to 

analyze and interpret the interview data did not capture the critical role resistance 

plays in identity formation. However, using grounded theory provides a starting 

point to further understand student resistance in the classroom or school setting. 
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Despite this study’s limitations, the student participant narratives, coupled with the 

eleven staff participant narratives, the length of time the researcher spent with 

students and staff at the school, and the emergent themes grounded in the 

participants’ narratives, provide a solid foundation for future studies with youth at 

risk. 

 

Implications and recommendations 

Although theorist frameworks direct our attention to certain features by identifying 

important variables and relationships among them, they cannot by themselves 

explain or predict behavior or outcomes. The findings of this study point to several 

implications for educational theory, policy, and practice, and future research. First, 

resistance, when viewed through the lens of resilience provides a valuable 

theoretical lens for understanding and thinking about the relationship between 

students at-risk, schools and the broader society and examining the behaviors 

(corrective problem-solving strategies) youth at risk employ to resolve the stress 

and dissonance in their lives. Through the lens of resilience, resistance can be 

valued for its positive relationship to the process of identity formation and alter the 

dominant discourse and response to student oppositional behavior as a form of 

resistance in America. 

 

Second, the cumulative effects of one’s personal, cultural, and historical 

experiences/events within multiple contexts not only consciously and 

unconsciously shape one’s life but can have a detrimental and enduring impact on 

the brain and cognitive development, social and emotional development, and 

identity formation. Another conclusion that can be drawn from this study is that 

students in the Restorative Justice classes resisted engaging in meaningful dialogue 

and activities because of their lived reality–a lived reality plagued by poverty, 
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drugs, violence, abuse, and social disadvantage. To add insult to injury, American 

youth, especially poor White and minority youth, have grown up in a society that 

discredits and disregards the reality of their lived experiences, histories, and 

cultures, hence a likely catalyst for moral and political indignation espoused by 

Giroux (2006). Lastly, when considered within the context of the latter and the 

notion that resilience is the process of positive adaption to adversity, trauma, 

tragedy, threats, or significant sources of stress (American Psychological 

Association, 2014); then, it can be said that because the students chose a positive 

identity or sense of self-worth, the students’ resistance in actuality is a sign of their 

resilience in the face of adversity. Consequently, adolescent youth such as Marvin, 

Sydney, Charline, and Yolanda, in America are at risk by virtue of their social 

class, race/ethnicity, geographic location, and/or gender. 

 

To this end, recommendations for theory, policy, practice, and future research 

derived from the implications of the study findings include a theory of education 

that complements the process(es) of identity formation during adolescence, with 

specific consideration for youth at risk; reframe the norm around how students are 

triaged (i.e., identified, labeled, assessed); and reevaluate the way we respond to 

resistance by reassessing the language, institutional forms and processes, and how 

we discipline students. Future research should build on existing knowledge and 

refine our understanding of student resistance through a theoretical lens of 

resistance-based resilience. Specifically, a qualitative inquiry that focuses on 

examining students’ perspectives of resistance-based resilience, the behaviors 

(corrective problem solving strategies) at-risk youth employ to resolve the stress 

and dissonance in their lives, and the role gender differences play in resistance-

based resilience, 

https://www.apa.org/topics/stress
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Conclusion 

Taken together, staff and student emergent themes sketch a picture of the 

complexity of the current reality that presses upon youth such as Marvin, Sydney, 

Charline, and Yolanda in America. As illustrated in Figure 1, the enormity and 

breadth of contextual level forces (i.e., macrosystem, exosystem, mesosystem, 

microsystem, chronosystem) consciously and unconsciously shaped/shape their 

daily lives and influenced/influence brain, cognitive, social, and emotional well-

being and development and identity formation during this stage of their lives. 

Figure 2 demonstrates the stark reality of overwhelming risk 

contributors/challenges (stress, dissonance), the protective factors/social supports 

offered by the Restorative Justice teacher and the school’s staff, and the reactive 

coping strategies/corrective problem-solving strategies employed by the school’s 

students to resolve the stress and dissonance in their lives. 

 

The majority of the youth at the school understand what it means to grow up in 

poverty and social disadvantage because they have lived it every day of their lives, 

yet still took pleasure from their humor, music, and clothing, playing basketball, 

dancing, rapping in each other’s ears, or just hanging with their friends. Moreover, 

students who were not academically engaged still came to school. They came 

because they wanted an education, and for that period of time in their day, they 

were safe, provided a meal, could hang with their friends, and were surrounded by 

caring adults. Three things are clear from this study: the need to reframe our 

concept of student oppositional behavior through the theoretical and ideological 

lens of resistance-based resilience; the critical role of one’s lived reality in 

relationship to the process of identity formation; and the need to further our 

understanding of and response to student resistance. 

 



Lena. E. Boraggina-Ballard 

 

161 | P a g e  

 

References  

Ainsworth, J. W. (2002). Why does it take a village? The mediation of 

neighborhood effects on educational achievement. Social Forces, 81(1), 

117-152. doi:10.1353/sof.2002.0038  

Allen, Q. (2013). Balancing school and cool: Tactics of resistance and 

accommodation among black middle-class males. Race Ethnicity and 

Education, 16(2), 203-224. http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2012.72504 

Anyon, J. (2005). Radical possibilities. New York, NY: Routledge.  

Bauman, Z., & Tester, K. (2001). Conversations with Zygmunt Bauman. Malden, 

MA: Blackwell Publishers Inc.  

Books, S.  (2000). Poverty and environmentally induced damage to children. In, V. 

Polakow (Ed.), The public assault on America's children: Poverty, violence, 

and juvenile injustice. (pp. 42-58). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.  

Bottrell, D. (2007). Resistance, resilience and social identities: Reframing 'problem 

youth' and the problem of schooling. Journal of Youth Studies, 10(5), 597-

616. doi:10.1080/13676260701602662 

Bottrell, D. (2009). Dealing with disadvantage: Resilience and the social capital of 

young people's networks. Youth & Society, 40(4), 476-501. 

doi:10.1177/0044118X08327518 

Bowles, S. & Gintis, H. (2011). Schooling in capitalist America: Educational 

reform and the 

contradictions of economic life. Haymarket Books. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1975). The ecology of human development in retrospect and 

prospect. Paper presented at the Conference on Ecological Factors in Human 

Development held by the International Society for the Study of Behavioral 

Development, Guildford, England.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1976). The experimental ecology of education. Educational 

Researcher, 5(9), 5-15.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1977). Toward an experimental ecology of human 

development. American Psychologist, 32, 513–531.  

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1979). The ecology of human development: Experiments by 

nature and design. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Bronfenbrenner, U. (1994). Ecological models of human development. In T. Husen 

& T. N. Postlethwaite (Eds.), International encyclopedia of education (2nd 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13613324.2012.72504Anyon


Reframing Student Oppositional Behavior Through the Theoretical and Ideological Lens of Resistance and Resilience 

162 | P a g e  

 

ed., Vol. 3, pp. 1643–1647). Oxford, U.K.: Pergamon Press and Elsevier 

Science.  

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Ceci, S. J. (1994). Nature-nurture reconceptualized in 

developmental perspective: A biological model. Psychological Review, 101, 

568-586.  

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Evans, G. W. (2000). Developmental science in the 21st 

century: Emerging theoretical models, research designs, and empirical 

findings. Social Development, 9, 115–125.  

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (2006). The bioecological model of human 

development. In W. Damon (Series Ed.) & R. M. Lerner (Vol. Ed.), 

Handbook of child psychology: Theoretical models of human development 

(pp. 793–828). New York, NY: Wiley.  

Cannella, C. M. (2008). Faith in process, faith in people: Confronting policies of 

social disinvestment with PAR as pedagogy for expansion. In J. Cammarota, 

& M. Fine (Eds.), Revolutionizing education: Youth participatory action 

research (pp. 189-212). Madison, NY: Routledge.  

Charmaz, K. (2006). Constructing grounded theory: A practical guide through 

qualitative analysis. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. (A clear and 

flexible approach to grounded theory) 

Creswell, J. (2018). Qualitative Inquiry & Research Design Choosing Among Five 

Approaches (4th ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Cross, W. E. (1971). The negro-to-black conversion experience. Black World, 

20(9), 13-27.  

Cross, W. E. (1978). The Thomas and Cross models of psychological nigrescence: 

A review. Journal of Black Psychology, 5(1), 13-31.  

Dewey, J. (1916). Democracy and education: An introduction to the philosophy of 

education. New York, NY: The Free Press.  

Dewey, J. (1976). Creative democracy: The task before us. In J. Boydston (Ed.), 

John Dewey: The later works, 1925-1953, volume 14 (pp. 224-230). 

Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press. (Original work published 

1939)  

Erikson, E. H. (1968). Identity: Youth and crisis. New York: Norton.  

Felner, R. D., & DeVries, M. L. (2013). Poverty in children and adolescence: A 

Transactional-ecological approach to understanding and enhancing 

resilience in contexts of disadvantage and developmental risk. In S. 



Lena. E. Boraggina-Ballard 

 

163 | P a g e  

 

Goldstein & R. B. Brooks (Eds.), Handbook of resilience in children (pp. 

105-126). New York: Springer Science & Business Media.  

Foley, D. E. (2002). Critical ethnography in the postcritical moment. In Y. Zou & 

E. T. Trueba (Eds.), Ethnography and schools: Qualitative approaches to 

the study of education. (pp. 139-170). Oxford, England: Rowman & 

Littlefield. 

Freire, P. (1970). Pedagogy of the oppressed. New York, NY: Continuum.   

Freire, P. (1973). Education for critical consciousness (Vol. 1). United States: 

Continuum.  

Freire, P. (1998). Pedagogy of freedom: Ethics, democracy, and civic courage. 

United States: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc.  

Freire Project. (2007, December 7). Henry Giroux: Figures in critical pedagogy 

[Video file]. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UvCs6XkT3-o 

Garbarino, J. (1995). Raising children in a socially toxic environment.  

San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.  

Gilligan, C. (1982). In a different voice. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 

Press.  

Giroux, H.A. (1983). Theory and resistance in education: Towards a pedagogy for 

the opposition. Westport, CT: Bergin & Garvey.   

Giroux, H.A. (1988). Schooling and the struggle for public life: Critical pedagogy 

in the modern age. Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota.    

Giroux, H. A. (2004). Public pedagogy and the politics of neo-liberalism: Making 

the political more pedagogical. Policy Futures in Education, 2(3), 494-503.  

Giroux, H.A. (2006). The Giroux reader (C. G. Robbins, Editor). Boulder, CO: 

Paradigm Publishers.  

Giroux, H. A. (2012). Education and the crisis of public values: Challenging the 

assault on teachers, students, and public education. New York, NY: Peter 

Lang Publishing.  

Glaser, B. G. (2002). Conceptualization: On theory and theorizing using grounded 

theory. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 1(2), 23-38. 

Glaser, B. G., & Strauss, A. (1967). The discovery of grounded theory: Strategies 

for qualitative 

research. Chicago, IL: Aldine. 



Reframing Student Oppositional Behavior Through the Theoretical and Ideological Lens of Resistance and Resilience 

164 | P a g e  

 

Grande, S. (2008). Response to chapter 4. In J. Cammarota & M. Fine (Eds.), 

Revolutionizing education: Youth participatory action research (pp. 84-88).  

 Madison, NY: Routledge.   

Guba, E. G. (1981). Criteria for assessing the trustworthiness of naturalistic 

inquiries. 

 ECTJ, 29(2), 75-91. 

Hall, H. R. (2007). Poetic expressions: Students of color express resiliency through 

metaphors and similes. Journal of Advanced Academics, 18(2), 216-244. 

10.4219/jaa-2007-355  

Harvey, D. (2005). A brief history of neoliberalism. Oxford, England: Oxford 

University Press.  

Hursh, D. (2007). Assessing No Child Left Behind and the rise of neoliberal 

education policies. American Educational Research Journal, 44(3), 493-518.  

Kearns, L. (2011). High-stakes standardized testing & marginalized youth: An 

examination of the impact on those who fail. Canadian Journal of 

Education, 34(2), 112-130.  

Jaime-Diaz, J., & Méndez-Negrete, J. (2021). A Guide for Deconstructing Social 

Reproduction: Pedagogical Conocimientos within the Context of Teacher 

Education. In Teacher Education in the 21st Century-Emerging Skills for a 

Changing World. IntechOp 

Kim, J. (2010). Understanding student resistance as a communicative act. 

Ethnography and Education, 5(3), 261-276. 

doi:10.1080/17457823.2010.511349Lipman, P. (2008). Response to chapter 

5. In J. Cammarota & M. Fine (Eds.), Revolutionizing education: Youth 

participatory action research (pp. 125-129). Madison, NY: Routledge.   

Lincoln, Y. S., & Guba, E. G. (1985). Naturalistic inquiry (Vol. 75). Newbury 

Park, London: Sage Publications.  

Lipman, P. (2011). Neoliberal education restructuring dangers and opportunities of 

the present crisis. Monthly Review, 63(3), 114-127.   

Madison, D. S. (2011). Critical ethnography: Method, ethics, and performance.  

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Mead, G. H. (1934). Mind, self and society (Vol. 1). Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press.  

Noddings, N. (2005). What does it mean to educate the whole child? Educational 

Leadership,   



Lena. E. Boraggina-Ballard 

 

165 | P a g e  

 

Nolan, K. M. (2011). Oppositional behavior in urban schooling: Toward a theory 

of resistance for new times. International Journal of Qualitative Studies in 

Education, 24(5), 559-572. doi:10.1080/09518398.2011.60026 

Phillips, T. M., & Pittman, J. F. (2003). Identity processes in poor adolescents: 

Exploring the linkages between economic disadvantage and the primary task 

of adolescence. Identity: An International Journal of Theory and Research, 

3(2), 115-129.   

Rank, M. R. (2004). One nation, underprivileged: Why American poverty affects 

us all. Oxford, NY: Oxford University Press Inc.  

Ravitch, D. (2010). The death and life of the great American school system: How 

testing and choice are undermining education. Philadelphia, PA: Persus 

Books Group.  

Saltman, K. (2012). The failure of corporate school reform. Boulder, CO: 

Paradigm Publishers.   

Seattle Jobs Initiative. (2015). How poverty and cognitive biases can impact 

decisions and actions: Using research from behavioral economics and 

psychology to improve workforce development services. Helmer.  

Seidman, I. (2006). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers 

in education and the social sciences. New York, NY: Teachers College 

Press. 

Solorzano, D. G., & Delgado Bernal, D. (2001). Examining transformational 

resistance through a critical race and LatCrit theoretical framework: Chicana 

and Chicano students in an urban context. Urban Education, 36(3), 308-342.  

 doi:10.1177/0042085901363002 

Spencer, M. B., (2008). Phenomenology and Ecological Systems Theory: 

Development of diverse groups. In W. Damon & R. M. Lerner (Eds.), Child 

and adolescent development: An advanced course (pp. 696-769). New York, 

NY: Wiley.  

Spencer, M. B. (2021). Acknowledging bias and pursuing protections to support 

anti-racist developmental science: Critical contributions of 

phenomenological variant of ecological systems theory. Journal of 

Adolescent Research, 36(6), 569-583. doi.org/10.1177/07435584211045129 



Reframing Student Oppositional Behavior Through the Theoretical and Ideological Lens of Resistance and Resilience 

166 | P a g e  

 

Spencer, M. B., Dupree, D., & Hartmann, T. (1997). A phenomenological variant 

of ecological systems theory (PVEST): A self-organization perspective in 

context. Development and Psychopathology, 9(04), 817-833. 

Swanson, D. P., Spencer, M. B., Dell’Angelo, T., Harpalani, V., & Spencer, T. R. 

(2002). Identity processes and the positive youth development of African 

Americans: An explanatory framework. In R. M. Lerner, C. S. Taylor & A. 

von Eye (Eds.), New directions for youth development: Pathways to positive 

development among diverse youth (pp. 73-100). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-

Bass. 

Swanson, D. P., Spencer, M. B., Harpalani, V., Dupree, D., Noll, E., Ginzburg, S., 

& Seaton, G. (2003). Psychosocial development in racially and ethnically 

diverse youth: Conceptual and methodological challenges in the 21st 

century. Development and Psychopathology, 15(03), 743-771. 

Steinberg, L. (2014). Age of opportunity: Lessons from the new science of 

adolescence. New York, NY: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.  

Su, C., & Jagninski, I. (2013). From toxic tours to growing the grassroots: 

Tensions in critical pedagogy and community development. Journal of 

Urban Affairs, 35(1), 103-121. doi:10.1111/juaf.12003  

Tatum, B. (1997). Why are all the Black kids sitting together in the cafeteria?   

New York: Basic Books.  

Vorassi, J.A., & Garbarino, J. (2000). Poverty and youth violence: Not all risk 

factors are created equal. In V. Polakow (Ed.), The public assault on 

America’s children: Poverty, violence, and juvenile injustice (pp. 59-77). 

New York: Teachers College Press.   

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society: The development of higher psychological 

processes. C. M. Cole, V. John-Steiner, S. Scribner, & E. Souberman (Eds.), 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

Willis, P. (2003). Foot soldiers of modernity: The dialectics of cultural 

consumption and the 21st-century school. Harvard Educational Review, 

73(3), 390-415. 

 

 

 

 



Lena. E. Boraggina-Ballard 

 

167 | P a g e  

 

Author Details 

Lena E. Boraggina-Ballard 

School of Social Work, Wayne State University, Detroit, U.S. 

Telephone 313-577-9704 

Fax: 313-577-8770 

Email: gx2532@wayne.edu 

ORCID https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3921-5079 

 

  

mailto:gx2532@wayne.edu
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3921-5079

