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ABSTRACT

Children of migrant workers, whose employment
necessarily entails travel and work during parts of the school year,
suffer academically from their truncated schooling and a different
cultural background from both those who teach them and those who
attend school with them. To counter these disadvantages, the creation
of an awareness group time--half an hour each day--provides all
children within the class with a chance to speak freely and listen to
others on matters of personal concern and to establish closer
relationships among themselves., Also benefiting from these
discussions, the teacher must establish a warum, non-critical
atmosphere which inspires the children's trust, draws out shy
children, and gently but firmly deals with aggressive children. From
discussions, drawings, puppet plays, and role-playing within these
awareness dgroups, the migrant child may become nore aware of his
feelings and what triggers them, of his potential capabilities, and
of the interpersonal consequences of his behavior. (JM)
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Every spring thousands of migrant workers drive aorth from Texis to
work the harvests throushoul the Mid- West, from Oklahons up through Wisconsin,
Many travel as families. To do $0, children must be taken out of school
before the end of the spring semester, usually to recurn lat; in the fall,
thus, drastically foreshortening their academic year.
Approximately 757 of the migrant posulation is Cnicano, a people
whose first language is Spanish, whose culture is heavily influenced by its
Mexican roots., Their children are taught predeminantly by middle-class
Auglos, usually fluent only in English and sparcely familiar with Chicano
life.
The ultimate consequences of truncated scheoling and instructional
mismatching are disastrous. By the end of first grade more than 807 of
these children are behind in reading, they go on to complete five years
less schooling than the national average, and nost assure the work role of
their parents without having had the opportunity to choose between it and
other vocations.

Their teachers, rhaps anticipating the1r future, may actuullv hclp

to fulfill this prouhnsy The U S Commission on Civzl ng ts ro*swt‘"

undertook a major study of classroom nehavior comparinp toach\r 1nter1ction
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with Mexivaw deorica and Aagls stadents,  They found that teachers praise,
questiva, ~ il oepou Hendoon-dmerican students considerably less often than
they do angle suudencs, and they strougly resommended teacher training
to offset this imhjluncc.l

The communiation behavior of teachers, therefore, can be a contributing
factor to the high proportion of educational failure in this group.
Thankfully, the preblem no longer is ignored. One example of recent concern
with 1t involved ne. Ia 1972 T was asked to conduct a workshop for about
150 teachers'und aldes who were to work in 13 summer elementary school
programs for nearly 2,000 migrant children across the state of Kansas.
The focus was to be on classroom human relations, and three days were allotted
for the training. This article is a report of the reasoning which shaped

that workshop, its content, and its effect.

II
My first task was tc identify quickly teachable classroom communication
practices that would involve and affect migrant children positively and
gignificantly. I found my direction in the book that most vividly

portrays the perspective of the migrant child, Uprooted Children by Robert

Coles. Dr. Coles, a psychiatrist, lived for seven years with migrant
families. Through countless experiences and dialogues he came to empathize
deeply with their way of living. At one point he reports asking a boy

about school, about the bitter and the happy experiences he had had there.

« i';U.S. Commission on Civil'Rigﬁts, Teachers and Students: ‘Differences
in Teacher Interaction With Mexican-American and Anglo Students A

- (Washington D.C,: ~U.S. Government Printing Office, 1973), p. 111; 



What that boy sbuced revarding one outstanding teacher gave me the direction
for the human relations propran 1 would propose:

To 1 a good school is one where the teacher is friendly,
and vhe wants to be on your side, and she'll ask you to tell the
other kids sone of the things you can do, dnd all you've done--
you know, about the crops, and like Chat. There was one teacher
like that, and T think it was up North, in Hew York it was. She
said thut so lony as we werce there in the elass she was going to
ask everyone to join us, that's what she said, and we could teach
the other kids what we know and they could do the same with us.
She showed the class where we Lravelled, on the mup, and I told my
daddy that I never before kaew how far we went eech year, and he
sald he coulin’t understand why I didn't know, because I did the
traveliiog all vigint, with bim, and so 1 should know. But when
you look on the wap and hear the other kids say they've never been
that far, and they wish someday they could, then you think you've
done something good, too, and they'll tell you in the receas that
they've only seen where they live and we've been all over, _

This incident suggested to me that a porticn of every school day be
taken to provide a comparable experience, one that would brighten the
child's view of his family, his ethnic group, and, most importantly, of
himself.

The procedurce I advocated called for each classroom teacher and her
aide to 3it in a circle conversing with their students Ffor about half-an-hour
every school day. The topic for that discussion would focus on an aspect
of the children's lives, on their personal experiences described as
they see them. It would be a topic about which every child would have
a response to cont;ibute, a discussion in which the migrant child could
actively participate, perhaps have even an extra measure of input. This

would not be a tine for science, history, or literature to be discussed.

Instead, the focus would be on the world as experidnced by the children.

f2Robert,Coles; Uprooted Children: - The Eﬁrly Life of Migrant Farm
Workers (New York:  Harper & Row, 1970), pp. 43-4, - AR
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In othee werds, tuste ol ot Jiccussing the peography of Amervica, migrant

childooo cioiee oot s Sy belp sy vami by pet ready o wove,"

¥

1 ot B ' o o -
"Places 1 have ealoved chien travoling, ! er Mo Lostart making friends in oa

new place.' Fach i hese tepivs draws upon the persenal, phenomenotogical

world of thie chifidov, assists Lhes dn articulating theic feelings, and of fers
them a cliance to tesr hew others experienca comaon situations.  Geography
helps one pain « clearer view ol how the external covivonsnt is arranped.
These groupy, .Lf‘h boeadled Mavatencss gooapas,’t hodp one e see himself

and his poers move clearly.  When these lssues are discusszed theve ave no
right or wrong auswers. EBvery coatribution te the exchange is heard and
accepted as 4 picture i the worid as the child sves it.

The procedure Lo be used was adopted from the 'magic circle" format
developed by Bessell aund Pdlomarcs.3 (hildren are gathered into a circle,
at the same time cvery day, often on the floor, and reminded that this is a
time for sharing, for learning about each other, not about a particular
school subject. The topic is introduced, perhaps with an illustrative
example, and a warn iavitation is extended to encourage a volunteer to begin
sharing. He is given c¢lear indication that his message has been heard as
intended. Often a question or an attempt at paraphrasing is needed for
clarification. Once he has clearly shared and completed his response to
the day's topic, another child takes his turn to contribute. Intersperced
throughout their comments are listening checks ("Who vas listening and can
tell me what Carlos said?" ‘'How is that diffecrent from what Maria said?'")

to assure the speakers that they have been heard accurately, to keep passive

3Harold Bessell and Vvaldo Palomar;s, Methods in Human DLVGIQEWGHL'

;Theory Manual (San Dibbo, hdlifurnld. Humqn DLVLlOmenL irnLnxnb In,titute,'
’970) Lo f , ~




prouy wenbiorg woniooiy tavel o, and to stress the conplation of the commed-
SCan o sue abecs wved s o ol wd bl Lo han Charet Bils respoase te the

topie, ductoditag fac whdtiug 1o the gooup, Lhe comients pada are sunmarizod

by the leader oo partivaratiy atientive group member,

This proecedare, wnich uvsuat iy tasts about 20 to 30 minutes, can have
ooslgniiivany tape L wien caitied out ona vegular daily basis,  The 1972
guwier Sfgrant Cducation Progcam in Ransas lasGod only six weeks, 221
of the clemcniaty svhuol chitldren participacing were given the Triascy Seli-
Concept Scale bufore and atter the six-weel sessiou,  1laey shgwed mean gains

on 4!l but one ot the factors neasured., These iacluded:

1. Their s cssaent of themselves in sharing and cooperating with
theilr peors, .

2. lxc assessnent of themselves as students, and their like for
che l

3. 1Their assessment of thewmselves as helpers.
4. Their perception of their physical seltl.

S. Their perception of their aceeptance by adult figures (parents,
teachers).

6. Their perception of themselves emotionally. (They unad previously

viewed themseives as sad, angry children, but now viewed
themselves as happler.)

1. ‘their VLLW of ctheirv pertormince of 4

task-oviented pursuits.
The only factor on which no gain appearced was their view of their
acceptance by fellow stndents. Since all were children of migrant workers,
who generally live closely together in camps while working the Kansas crop,
this factor was expected to begin and Lo remain high at the two testing

points, and it was.

, 4Kenn&,th A. Martinez,
'(Migrant) ESEA Programs in

During Suwier of 1972: Final ReLpr

'L} "f(Lawrencc, hdﬂbdb. Univotslty ot hlnbdb (umnunlt) DgVLLoment Ce ntcr, 1972),

ﬁ?[ERJ!:: p. ).; 
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Why did such @ siuple, briet discussion period have a signitficant
impact on bl cnirieio o0 I oce ares roany dgpects of the process which
wlght account tor tue resnlts achlivved. JSorbhaps i1t was the opportunity for
children to speak frecly and to heuar others on matters of deepest personal
concern, The benefits of frackly sharving one's thoughts and feclings with
compassionate listeners cannot be overestimated. Such dialojue is couwmon
to the process of cvery psychotherapeutic systew.

The closer, truer friendsihips among studeats, and with the teacher,
that developed from daily conversations of this sort were especially
meaningful to migraat children, Moving s2veral times c¢ach year cuts off the
possibility of getiing beyond the superificialities of a beglnning friendship.
An awareness group discussion assists the migrant child fh learning how to
articulate his most personal feeling-level reactlons, au aspect of his
language development usually neglected since he is denied the long-term
relationships that bring it out in most children, Coumeon ground is thus
pbuilt quickly among students. Migrants no longer feel themselves a breed
apart, living a life unrelated to those they pass on the highways. When
they hear how the teacher and their fellow students all experience similar
feelings, thelr self-respect and sense of oneness with others increase.

The middle-class lcacher, too,-can learn throhgh these discussions
what occurs in her students' outside lives and what their individual
interests and neceds are. Concurrently, the students come to sce their
teacher as human, as a person who has concerns and feelings of her own, who

can perhaps be as much a friend and helper as a disciplinarian or a dispenser

- of lessons and teScs. This is Lspecially crucial Eor the slow or undet~

: achieving child. In “the r»gular routinc of Lhe school day, he knows he is

5 behind In an awareness grOup his contribut1on is as valued as. anyone clsc s,  '




perhaps even a bit more, Uis attitude toward school and his role in it can
become substantially more positive from this small segment of the dav when

he succeeds by just being himself.

11t
The main thrust of what this procedure accomplishes can be shaped by
the topics chosen for discussion. The direction can be determined by the
children's awareness needs or by the major factors in their environnent or

communication style,

Three major awareness areags were identified: awareness of self,
awareness of competency, and awareness of human relations;o

Awareness of §elf topics aid a child to be more aware of his feelings
and of what triggers them. When children seem driven by strong, cne-sided
fenlings, whose sources are unclear to them, awareness of self tcpics are
mbst appropriate. For example, a child may be especially hostile or with-
drawn in school, but when asked "Why?" can offer only, "I don't know,"

"

or "It's boring. This child would benefit from expressing himself and
hearing other children respond to topics such as, "A time in school when I
felt afraid I would fail," or "A time when the teacher hurt my feelings," or
"A time when I felt»embarrassed in school." These discussions would clartify
for him and the teacher scme of the sources of his negative attitude. They

algo would help him to realize that he isn't alone in these feelings, that

all his peers havc faced such awkward moments. In addition, the other

,side'of the feeling‘Spectrum would be brought out through discussiow of
,topica such asg: "A day that I really enjoyed school," "A time that a

*f;teacher made me feel good,“’"A school project or assignment that 1 did well. 5



As a result, the student would become more awave that he and his peers have
also had many positive ausocistions with school. Throuph 4 regular sertes of
such discussions, students coue to clarify and expand their self-awareness,
No longer does each believe his reactions are unique, nor are they over-
simplified or vague., Instead, they can identify within themselves many
kinds of specitic reactions, put them into words, recognize the causcs of
those reactions, and perceive comparable experiences in thelr contemporaries.
When students in a class seem to devalue their own ability, aspirations,
or personal worth, dwareness of €ompetence toplcs are most appropriate.
These remind a student that he has many potential capabilities that can
be tapped. Minority and migrant children often get off to a bad start in
school and henceforth lose faith in their ability to achieVe successfully.
They can benefit from discussions that highlight their already existing
strengths. Thus, toplcs such as, "Work I can do in the fields," "What I
do to help take care of children younger than me," "Foods I can prepare,"
etc,, allow them to focus upon abilities they have already actualized,
achievements they have already made. These strengthen their self-concept.
Topics such as, "Something I would like to learn how to do," "A }ob T would
1ike to have some day,'" "Something my father or mother can do thgt [ can't,"
etc., help them ta clartfy their aspirations for thé future. In addition,
topics related to their ethnic heritage, ¢.g. 'Mexican foods I enjoy,'
"Holidays we celebrate," "Phrases I know in Spanish and in English,” etc.,
help to counteract the humiliutions that accompany belng a minority member
in an Anglo-oriented society. Again, it is the child‘: response to the topics,
~€he‘teacheris unconditional’accebtance of all he séys, and heatring his

peers' points of vtew that combine to produCg ‘the benethﬁ oE awareness

‘ [:R\!: group discussions.,:




The third cluster of goals for thiese discussions fit undar the ruby
of dwarenass of Human ¥olaticas,  dWhea ehildren in o classrocn se oy uaaeare
of the effect of their behavior on others, when individaals are scapgpeated or
drawn into cliques under group pressure, when individuals scek special
attention or privileges, discussions in this area are warrented. Consequently,
through topics such as, "A time I got into trouble," "A time when 1 felt
left out of & group,' "Something I did that made someone else feel good,"
ete., children get a clearer picture of the interpersonal conznguencas of
their behavior. TtThey becou: better able to predict how others will vespond
to them. They gain greater control over their social behavier as cause and
effect patterns emerge with ever greater clarity.

Environmental factors are revealed in the children'; life styles.
Migrant children, for example, travel more than others, are closer to
agricultural processes, and help out at home in more ways than most chitdren,
Chicano children have family relationships, foods, holidays, church acti-
vities, stories, songs, etc., that have Mexican roots. These special
features of their lives can be reflected in the topics around whichi avarcoess
groups are built,

In addition, some children are more fluent with particular modes of
communication. Migraﬁt children aré not accustoméd to talking at leungth
about themselves. Robert Coles found that they will rFspond roere readily
when asked first to draw a picture about an experience they have hal aud
then are questioned patiently about their reactions to the scene depicLed.s

’ Q.,;Qqcts‘ro»"?'v\h‘»-”), :

Through discussion primarily, but through drawings,hand Siler means

as well, qhildren‘Can be encoUraged;to,share~wiLh each other their perceptious

AFullToxt Provided by ERIC L




and feelings abeut their cvo cday Hives.  Thils exchange can envien thetr
gwisreaess of thenselves, t(helr woifivics, and theic cuiteractions i others——
all extremely worthwhile, bat often nerlacted aspects of children's prowth

toward maturity.

v

It may appear from this briel summary of what avarcness groups for
migrant children entail that this procedure 18 siuply and casily emploved,
Indeed, 1ty essential structure is readily apparcut and casily grasped.
However, it is not as easy to put into practice effectively as it may scem.
A variety of skills are required for successful implement;tion. One is the
ability to inspire sufficient trust in children so that they will openly
expresgs themselves., This requires developing an atmesphere of warmth or
positive regard, genuine_attentive listening, communicating empathic
understanding instead of judgmental evaluation, asking gently probing open-
ended questions, being aware of who is ready to speak and who needs wore
time to gather his thoughts and courage, knowing how to recognize and
explore the feelings behind each child's comments, consistent courtesy and
deep interest in children. Se]ecting and then phraéing an invitiag intro-
duction to an appropriate topic is crucial, as is keeping the discussion
on a profitable track, and summarizing it at its close. Dealing with
difficult participants, such as the habitually quiet, reticent child, the
aggressive, dominant child, and the overly conforming, teacher-pleasing
éhild also requires skills that tax the abilities of a tcacher.

It is beyond the scope of this article to discuss each of these factors

I*EE i%:«in depth. I have written, however, a manu31 which does treat each at length

A FulToxt Provided by ERIC



and in detail. It is in the

which nay be read only ov cor

theory and techniques of the
methodology which measurably
children. (It also has been

groups.) All it requives is

form of a ten-lesson independent study course

plated for academice credit.6 It presents the

awareness group procedure introduced here, a
enriched the school experience of migrant
applicd with children of many other social

a teacher who believes that the inner, personal

world of the child {5 as significant to his growth as are the other sub-

jects In the curriculum, who

is willing to master the skills needed to make

this procedure effective, and who is willing to allocate half-an-hour of

the school day to its use.

6paul Friedman, Developing Children's Awareness Through Communication

(Lawrence, Kansas. Extramural [ndependent Study Center, 1973)




