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BIST as a Culture at Goodrich @ Dawes Middle School

Importance of Ethnography:

Ethnography is important for two very diverse but collaborative reasons.  First, ethnography helps us remove ourselves and view the classroom from a completely different lens.  In doing so, we can view our own culture just as an outsider does and can become better teachers by viewing something in an entirely different light.  We then have the ability to see various details that to us may have seemed minute, or did not even occur to us as important, and how these details affect our classroom viz. our culture.  We can in turn take these details and truly process them and link them to our teaching to create a more effective and balanced learning environment.  This environment is even more connected as we the teacher now understands how everything is synergizing together via ethnography.

The other important entity of ethnography is that we are able to view our students through a different lens.  We can place ourselves in the shoes of our students and begin to see how they view our lessons.  This is invaluable as we as teachers should constantly be striving to reach each one of our students and their very diverse learning styles.  Through ethnography, we have the unique opportunity to view our own selves through a lens and even though this may be difficult, critique our own selves, noticing how each student may view our teaching style and how they may comprehend the information we are wishing to impart.  

Ethnography can be a disconcerting project.  It is difficult to see us through a lens that truly magnifies our imperfections.  It is much easier to speak to our pedagogy and impart what does work, instead of recognizing and realizing our shortcomings and embracing them as part of our teaching selves that can be used for something glorious.  Ethnography can help us reach this point of self-reflection and discovery that challenges us to use all aspects of our “self” to become a better educator.  Our identity and integrity via self-reflection is wonderful dichotomy of success and failure and just another of the many important potentials ethnography can bring to us.  Just as Parker J. Palmer writes in his book The Courage to Teach, “if we stopped lobbing pedagogical points at each other and spoke about who we are as teachers, a remarkable thing might happen:  identity and integrity might grow within us and among us, instead of hardening as they do when we defend our fixed positions from the foxholes of the pedagogy wars” (13).    

Both aspects of ethnography can work together to help us become more effective and well-rounded educators.  Ethnography is a vital tool in our belt that can sincerely change the face of education that is to come.  We simply need to learn how to use it in our own classroom viz. our lives and then channel it for an even greater education for our students.
Abstract:

After observing a 7th grade regular English classroom in Goodrich at Dawes Middle School instructed by Maren Banwell for about two weeks, we have decided to explore how the influence of the school’s disciplinary program, Behavioral Intervention Support Team (or BIST) impacts the culture of the school and, more directly, the culture of the classroom.  Through observing of the system at work within the classroom, at a BIST faculty meeting for the 7th grade and observing how the system works within the school, we realized that the BIST system was an integral part of the Goodrich at Dawes school culture and helped to define and structure the culture of the 7th grade regular English classroom.  Through communication, relationships between students and teachers, as well as students and other students, and also through spatial and instructional structures within the classroom BIST significantly impacts discourse on many levels.  In this paper, we wish to explore further the observations we made in this setting, how BIST influences the culture of the school and the 7th grade regular English classroom specifically, and the implications of BIST for the culture of the school, the curriculum, and for the students as a group and as individuals.

Secondary Perspectives/Theoretical Framework:

As is suggested in our reading, “Ethnography, or written descriptions of culture, [open] our eyes to other meanings of ‘culture’” (Frank 2).   In truth, I (Jillian) had perhaps never considered the classroom a culture unto itself until I began my work in Teaching, Learning and Teacher Education.  Only then was I confronted with this idea, and I began to think about how true this statement is.  As I think back, I can readily come up with several classrooms in which I was a student in that created cultured that promoted certain values and/or ideas about education, learning, literature and reading, and perhaps even individuality and community.  But until my time at Goodrich at Dawes, I hadn’t thought about how culture can be created and dictated by different disciplinary systems, actions and implementations.  At Goodrich at Dawes, BIST is instrumental in the culture’s day-to-day practices and, as Frank states in her text, “the practices of everyday life in classrooms become so routine that they become implicit” (3).   Such is the case with the BIST system and our 7th grade classroom at Goodrich at Dawes, which has become implicit, even as it was likely explicit initially.

Initially, the intricacy of the system, and the culture the implementation of this system created, was intimidating to me, an outside observer.  Like one of the student teachers in Ethnographic Eyes said, “I sometimes find myself unable to act because of my inability to read the situation and ask for help” (Frank 95).  Such was the case with me when it came time for me to move from observer to practitioner.  I was not truly acquainted with the system, so I was paralyzed – to a point – by my lack of knowledge of the steps and language of the system.  Further, the BIST system is used school wide, so without knowledge of the language, I was disrupting the culture by upsetting the consistency created through the use of the system.  Frank explains this phenomenon of language in the classroom well when she writes that “By learning to listen to the language of the classroom and the way that teachers talked to students, we observed that some of the language of teaching was similar across classrooms.  By listening carefully and documenting the language…we uncovered principles of practice for teaching” (98).  After I had spent more time in the classroom, and ask Mrs. Banwell directly about the BIST program and how they implemented the program – language, steps, etc. – I was better prepared and better able interact with the students in a way they recognized and responded to.  The students and teachers, being intimately acquainted with the BIST system, had already “co-create[d]…a context in which all of [them] can teach and learn” (Palmer 301).  A huge part of the creation of this context was a consistency which I was upsetting until I learned how to converse and act according to the culture the school and the BIST system had created.

The observing of this BIST culture and the attempt to become part of the culture without knowledge or understanding of the BIST system made me an outsider.  I, as one student teacher in Ethnographic Eyes so aptly stated, “had to learn to interpret the actions and the talk of the members of a social group from an ‘emic’ point of view (or an insider’s knowledge of the way things are)” in order to get a response from the students (Frank 4).  Only after I became aware of and acquainted with the language and culture of the classroom – both as part of and apart from BIST – was I acknowledged as an instructor and authority by the students.  However, even now I find that I have not reached a fluency with this discourse, which still impedes my classroom management and disciplinary actions to some extent.

Mrs. Banwell’s 7th grade classroom appeared just as I (Jill) would expect any other 7th grade classroom to look.  The florescent lit room was filled with chattering students I glanced quickly around the room as I quickly made my way to the back of the classroom and noticed the students sitting in pairs.  I swiftly moved to a wooden chair in the back of the room and took out my pen and notebook.  From then on, I just began to write what I saw. However, I later found out that the seat I had chosen was designated as a “Safe Seat” utilized by students who felt as though they or a peer had done wrong.  Now, as a ethnographer, or observer, how would I have known that without inculcating myself in the culture?

It is noticeable that Mrs. Banwell constantly moved about the room helping students, especially during group time.  She stops at each desk checking over their word and she always speaks to them in low and soothing tones.   She is also quite present throughout their silent reading time or, SSR.  Mrs. Banwell moves about the room asking questions about their books, but more simply being present throughout their time together.  Mrs. Banwell’s active presence in the lives of her students says so much about her as a teacher.  If she were to stand up in front and lecture and then stay at the back of the room at her desk, a message she would be sending is that her existence is solely authoritative, not relational or approachable.  Mrs. Banwell builds trust by making herself available to her students.  The atmosphere in her room is one of equality and trust.  Jillian and I find ourselves unconsciously emulating Mrs. Banwell and moving about the room during work time or SSR.  In fact, our emulation of her has aided in our acceptance in their classroom culture.  If Jillian and I had abruptly joined their classroom and immediately begun an authoritative position, there would be no grounds for respect and trust between the students and us.  Mrs. Banwell expertly allowed a relationship to be cultivated before creating an authoritative opportunity for Jillian or myself.  In relationship to the BIST culture Goodrich at Dawes has created, it makes perfect sense for Mrs. Banwell to offer a slow and assured transition for Jillian and me.  Safety and trust are key components in the BIST mantra and must be embraced by all those who enter the culture, even if just for a little while.
Modes of Inquiry and Explicit/Implicit Language and Spatial Patterns:

Our observations were largely limited to the classroom, observing and noting the students’ behavior, language and activities in class, as well as the instructors’ activities in class and in “team meetings.”  We did observe some interactions in the hallways between classes, in the library/media center, during a class assembly, and the Recovery Room.  However, as stated, most of our observations were taken during 2nd period when the students were in Mrs. Banwell’s classroom for regular English 7 class.  


Although we did not initially have a motivation for our observations, outside of getting to know the students, our cooperating teacher, and the culture and climate of the classroom, we very soon were captivated by BIST and how it was implemented in the classroom, as well as how it affected the classroom culture.  Physically, the implementation of the BIST program requires there to be several “Safe Seats” or “Buddy Seats” located around the room.  In the case of Mrs. Banwell’s classroom, these seats were located in the four corners of the room, seemingly set apart from the rest of the regular class seating.  The two terms for these seats – Safe Seats and Buddy Seats – were not necessarily mutually exclusive, although they both referred to the same physical locations.  The corner seats were Safe Seats if they were used by a member of our class during the period our class was meeting in that classroom, and they were Buddy Seats when a member of our class used the seat during our instruction time.  The difference is recorded in the following observations.  The first two instances describe the seats as Safe Seats, while in the third example the seat is a Buddy Seat:

The bells rings to begin class and Mrs. Banwell and Heaven hand out books for SSR.  D’Angelo is sent to the Safe Seat for throwing something across the room.  He says he intended for it to go in the trashcan, but there is no trashcan on that wall of the room.  Mrs. Banwell talks to him at the Safe Seat briefly, then takes him is SSR book.  Isaac is lying on his desk.  

During the notes, Mrs. Banwell comes back to Isaac’s seat to try to get him to sit up and participate.  She then puts Isaac in the Safe Seat.  She asks me to fill out Isaac’s notes and color code them as he “is unable to.”  

Buddy Seats are for students who have an issue with a teacher or student in another classroom and don’t feel they can stay in the classroom and behave.  They then have the option of going to their “Buddy room” and continuing their work there.  This was the case for Nicole, who came into the room with a yellow think sheet about halfway through class.  She worked quietly at the Buddy desk for the rest of the period.

These seats were used frequently.  It is implicitly understood that the Safe/Buddy Seats are for students causing issues in class or students who are being disciplined for inappropriate classroom behavior.  The language used here – “Buddy” and “Safe” Seats – is interesting to me.  There seems to be an implicit suggestion that the disciplinary system is a partnership with the students, and that the students also may need a space in the classroom in which they are “safe” – either from themselves or from peers and their interaction with peers.  

It is implicitly understood that the Safe/Buddy Seats are for students causing issues in class or students who are being disciplined for inappropriate classroom behavior.  However, there are two other reasons we observed use of the Safe/Buddy Seats.  In a few instances, students ask, “Can I sit in the Safe Seat and not be in trouble?”  In this situation was as if the students recognized a need for solitude or wanted to be removed from their regular seating arrangement in order to work on their reading/assignments/etc.  Another instance during which the Safe Seat was used in an interesting and uncharacteristic manner is detailed in the following excerpt from my observational notes:

D’Angelo sits at his desk with his head down and his hood up before we leave for the assembly, and refuses to sit with the class when we get into the assembly room.  He sits in the back, and appears to have been crying before (and possibly during) class.  Jill sits at the back of the assembly room with him. After the assembly, the class returns to Mrs. Banwell’s room.  We hand out magazine sales materials as the bell rings.  D’Angelo does not move from the Safe Seat, where he has been since we returned from the assembly.  Mrs. Banwell tells him they need to find somewhere Safe from him to go because she has a meeting and he can’t stay in the classroom alone.  After being given the option to go to the Recovery room, the nurse, his next class or the counselor’s office, D’Angelo chooses to go speak with a counselor.  Mrs. Banwell calls his 3rd period teacher to him/her know that D’Angelo is going to be “somewhere safe,” but he won’t be attending his 3rd period class.

In this instance, the Safe Seat is viewed as a place where the student feels he will not be bothered and is “safe” from the questions and judgment of his peers and, possibly, his teachers.  The repetition of the word “safe” when Mrs. Banwell was trying to find the student a place to go for 3rd period is also interesting in conjunction with the knowledge of the implicit understanding that the “Safe Seat” is reserved for disciplinary action.


Language is also an enormous part of BIST and how culture is created through and around the BIST system.  When students are behaving inappropriately, all faculty and staff members in the building use phrases like: “Are you going to be able to be in class today?” or “Can you handle being in class today and paying attention?” or “Can you be quiet even if it’s difficult for you?” as redirects, or questions to draw attention to and address the inappropriate behavior.  Mrs. Banwell used these phrases often in class, most frequently with a pair of girls that sat near the front.  The following are notes from two of these exchanges:

Mrs. Banwell hands out the reading books.  Kids take a while to get settled in their seats and start reading.  When most of them are settled and reading, Paige and Coco continue chatting.  “Hey ladies, you need to be quiet even though it’s difficult,” Mrs. Banwell says.  They stop talking.  

Paige and Coco begin to chat instead of working on their notes.  Mrs. Banwell asks them “You guys going to be okay?”  They reply in the affirmative and cease chatting.

There are also key terms or names that are instrumental to the implementation of BIST, such as: Team Focus, Make it Count, Recovery Room, Processing, Think Sheets, Safe Seat and Buddy Seat (which were addressed earlier), and Buddy Room.  Team Focus refers to a group of teachers that instruct the same 120 students between them daily.  They meet once a week to discuss the students’ progress and problems, sometimes having students who have received five or more Think Sheets come to the meeting to discuss their problems and how to address them.  

Think Sheets are yellow pieces of paper which are given to the students when they first are placed in a Safe Seat.  The Think Sheets have multiple questions about the student’s behavior and how s/he plan to address his/her behavior.  The students are to answer the questions, taking the sheet with them to a Buddy room if necessary, and return the sheet to the teacher they initially had a problem with in order to process.

A Buddy Room is a room previously assigned to the students of a class which they are to go to if they cannot behave or cannot cooperate with the instructor in their classroom Safe Seat.  The Buddy Seat, which was addressed earlier, is in the student’s Buddy room.  An example would be Ms. Renner’s room, which is the Buddy room for Mrs. Banwell’s 2nd period English 7 class.  If a student were to have trouble in our classroom while already sitting in the Safe Seat, s/he would then be sent to the Buddy room – Ms. Renner’s room – to sit in her Buddy Seat until the class period was over or s/he processed by completing their Think Sheet and returning it to Mrs. Banwell.

Processing is a term that I have yet to fully get a handle on.  It seems to me that the student can process by, as I suggested above, completing their Think Sheet and returning it to the teacher with whom s/he initially had issues.  However, there is also a series of steps that I am only partially privy that I believe to be part of processing.  If a student “cannot” or “is unable” to work in the Safe Seat or in the Buddy Seat in his/her Buddy Room, they are then sent to the Recovery Room.  The Recovery Room is a room in which a para educator and the school psychologist help the students to work on their assignments and address their behavioral issues through the filling out of their Think Sheet, as well as through conversation.  I believe that these steps can also be part of “processing” in the BIST system, but I am not entirely sure.  However, even though I am unsure of the meaning of some of the BIST terms after two, nearly three weeks within the school, it is understood vocabulary for the staff, students and administration and, as demonstrated through the explanation of the terms and the observations, it greatly influences and structures the culture of the school learning environment and the individual classrooms, as well. 

There are other aspects of the BIST program that spill over into a more implicit language of the culture.  Throughout this ethnographical journey I have noticed a very important aesthetic aspect that exists in this school where I currently serve for a pre-service teaching experience.  There is a strong connection between the physical appearance aspect and their communal culture.  In regards to the clothing teachers and other professionals wear to school I noticed that the school as a whole is very casual.  The majority wears jeans most days, and all of the teachers wear low healed shoes as opposed to high heels.  I have been noticeably overdressed most days; however, I did attempt to adapt while I take part in their culture.  The students are also extremely casual in their dress, customarily wearing t-shirts and jeans most days.  As I took notice of this it make me wonder if the attire of the students and the teachers is something to notice?  This school I am in has a very important “safety first BIST" culture, BIST is the school’s disciplinary system. BIST empowers schools to change students’ lives and behavioral skills by balance of grace and accountability, powerful language to problem solve, and consistency in expectations.  The mission is to help teachers, administrators, parents and students learn techniques to effect positive change and create a healthy learning environment for all.   BIST places quite a bit of value on safety whether it is in language safety, spatial safety, physical safety, and finally emotional safety.  BIST is an awareness of unity and an essential aspect is creating a trusted environment.  The school I currently reside in is a school with a population that is traditionally more poverty stricken.  Students and their families can afford only the bare minimum, which does not include the latest fashion trend.  However, the students do not seem to care and as I have said before, the teachers’ dress code is strikingly similar to their students’.  The fact that both students and teachers alike dress identically made me wonder, could this be an unconscious move to create solidarity in their culture?  

For example, when I first encountered a young teacher, who I’ll call Ms. X, I noticed an elevation in her dress code as compared to her colleagues’; she was almost always dressed to the nines.  Another teacher made the comment that Ms. X was brand new to the culture this year and there is always an adjustment period.  The comment was also made that the Lincoln Public School system is mostly casual in reference to dress code.  The interesting thing is, as the year has progressed, Ms. X has altered her dress code to align with a more casual milieu.  My current theory is based on the characteristics that BIST portrays; the teachers, either consciously or unconsciously, promote a secure society where the students feel comfortable with their own appearance based on the appearance of their authority figures.  In her book, “A Framework for Understanding Poverty” Ruby Payne wrote, “clothing in poverty is more valued for individual style and expression of personality rather than valued for quality and fashion”.  What is the individual style of a middle school student?  More often than not, a young adolescent is hoping to blend in with the crowd.  

What’s more, Payne goes on to say that students in generational or situational poverty have an exceptional regard for people and relationships.  Students from poverty desperately need relationships and role models to function, however these role models need to be nurturing and understanding.  In other words, these relationships are built on trust and understanding, trust in the person, and understanding of the person and their background.  Students from poverty almost exclusively rely on these role models because people, are all they have.  What this means in a school setting is that we as educators have tremendous opportunities to influence some of the non-financial resources that make such a difference in students’ lives.  For example, it costs nothing to be an appropriate role model and create an environment of comfort and compatibility.  The faculty at this particular school recognizes this opportunity and inherently adopts a communal dress code to create cohesion in their culture.  Payne says that, “of all the resources, emotional resources seem to be paramount in maintaining a lifestyle with some semblance of order.”  When emotional resources are absent, the slide to distrust is inevitable.  By allowing the students to feel emotionally comfortable and not beneath any social class based on appearance, the teachers have created an opening for a strong and coherent relationship between themselves and the students.     

Perhaps teachers implicitly recognize that in order to create a nurturing and collaborative culture, that an unconscious “uniform” is needed.  There are many cultures throughout history that have developed a spoken or unspoken uniform in order to create a community of safety and solidarity.  In her book, “The Thoughtful Dresser” Linda Grant speaks of the power of clothes and their ability to unleash our emotions.  Grant argues that the clothes we wear make a profound statement not only to ourselves but also to others around us.  Clothes can provoke envy and can create walls between the classes.  Grant speaks of how “clothes can be an expression of what we want to be, or even be the society we are creating for ourselves” and if “the society you wish to create is one of unification and integration, than the society’s uniform should reflect as much.”  When academics write about the language of clothing and describe the various messages that are encrypted in the garments, they seldom include in that vast vocabulary the word “rejoice.”  The students at this school rejoice in the comfort of a communal culture, they rejoice in the connection of a trusted friend and role model, and finally, they rejoice in the notion that clothing can make a statement by simply not making one.  This may be one of the many facets of a consistent and unassailable culture being built and maintained at this particular school.  In other words, the teachers are the leaders in a communal revolution.  They dress to feel free inside, free from the chains of society and expectations, and in feeling free, perhaps they can help others viz. their students, feel free as well.  The teachers at this school are sensitive to safety and connectedness.  They know that money is not something that appears to be in abundance for those who attend school here.  Perhaps the teachers’ dress code is woven into their hope to create a safe and consistent culture for their students.  They may dress more like their students to eliminate any speculation of class boundaries and allow more focus on the individual person, the community, and success for all. 

Implications:


The implications of implementing this type of whole-school disciplinary program are great – both positive and negative.  Positively, the students have a very structured and consistent environment in terms of behavior and discipline.  They know what to expect as far as disciplinary action, they are aware of the consequences of their behavior, and they have to address their behavior in order to return to the regular class setting.  The addressing of their behavior encourages meta-cognitive thinking, which is positive for both their intellectual cognition, as well as encouraging the students to think about their actions so they might think back on the incident as a way to prevent further behavioral issues and incidents.  The culture they cultivate at Goodrich at Dawes is one of safety and equality.  As mentioned earlier, the culture seems to irrevocably link language, behavior, even appearance in order to create uniformity.  Whether the intentions are explicit or implicit, the unifying nature of BIST within their culture is a mainstay and the glue that holds it together.  I see this as an exceptionally positive aspect of their culture if consistency is at the heart.


It can be negative, in my estimation, as well.  Because there is such a uniformity to the disciplinary system, and the system is implemented through such scripted language and such a strict routine, that it can be confining when considering the classroom atmosphere, culture and climate.  There is an outer force imposing certain beliefs, whether explicit or implicit, that confines the instructor in terms of the actions and possibly even the beliefs s/he might have and wishes to impart on the class.  What’s more, if the consistency of the system is rescinded by even one, the trust that has been built can be lost as well.  They culture that BIST promotes is delicate and each of its members must be on board in order for its success to prevail.

Also, the way the Safe and Buddy Seats are set up can cause distractions of the class during instructional time, as was the case in the following observation:

A young girl – not Nicole – came in with a yellow sheet and sat in a Safe Seat in the back corner, behind D’Angelo.  During the course of the class, she would throw things – paper, an eraser – at D’Angelo, try to engage him in conversation, and reach forward from her seat to touch his hair.  I didn’t know if I should ignore the behavior and let D’Angelo make the choice to bring attention to it or not.  I told Mrs. Banwell about the throwing of the eraser.  D’Angelo was moved to another seat, further away from the Safe Seat, and Mrs. Banwell discussed the incident with the girl after class. 

In this way, the students are hindered by the disciplinary system.  Also, because of the implicit understandings about the Safe and Buddy Seats, students are prone to ask a student sitting in the seat what s/he did to end up in the seat, which also distracts them from their learning.

Speaking non-ethnographically, it has become difficult, having been in the school almost twice as long as I had been when I took my ethnographic notes on the classroom, to continue to postpone and withhold judgment.  Getting to know the kids and becoming part of their classroom space and culture has made for a more complex understanding of the dynamics and the relationships of that space.  I find myself wondering about the effectiveness of the BIST system.  Are these 12 and 13 year olds too old for pseudo time out chairs and the three-second count?  Are we undermining their intelligence?  Is the system too soft?  Do the students recognize and respond to the language, even though it is likely not a disciplinary discourse they are used to or previously acquainted with?  


In any event, the culture at Goodrich at Dawes is heavily influenced by BIST, whether it be their language or clothing, it is a culture that must be embraced fully and they truly see the results.  Encouragement and progress are important entities to any successful culture and the fact that BIST has aided in the progress at G@D is inspiring.  Every culture does things their own way, but it has certainly been fascinating to observe this particular culture and the strides they are making for a better tomorrow.

