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In the fifth grade urban classroom in which I have been doing ethnographic
research over the last two and one half years, the Latina and African-
American preadolescent girls talk about stories of expectations and
conflicting roles that they must perform in their schools and communities.
These young women often feel afraid to speak, afraid to break the silences
they know they are expected to keep. In this article, I argue that one of the
best ways for young women to begin to break these silences, at a "critical
moment" (Gilligan, 1990) in their psychological development, is to talk
about their particular experiences through writing, developing cultural
texts to be used for further examination and discussion as part of the
literature of the classroom.

Dans une classe urbaine de cinquiéme année, dans laquelle j’ai effectué
une recherche ethnographique pendant deux ans et demi, les jeunes
préadolescentes américaines, d’origine latino-américaine et africaine,
parient des attentes et des conflits avec lesquels elles sont aux prises dans
leurs écoles et leurs communautés. Ces jeunes demoiselles ont souvent
peur de parler, peur de rompre le silence qu’elles se croient devoir garder.
Dans cet article, j’insiste sur le fait qu’une des meilleures maniéres pour
ces jeunes filles de rompre ce silence “4 un moment critique” (Gilligan,
1990) de leur développement psychologique, est de parler de leurs
expériences a travers I’écriture. Elles peuvent ainsi développer des “textes
culturels” qui pourraient étre utilisés & des fins d’analyse et de discussion
dans la salle de classe.

Writing is one of the ways [ participate in struggle
— one of the ways I help to keep vibrant and
resilient that vision that has kept the Family going
on. Through writing [ attempt to celebrate the
tradition of resistance, attempt to tap Black
potential, and try to join the chorus of voices that
argues that exploitation and misery are neither
inevitable nor necessary. Writing is one of the
ways I participate in the transformation ... Writing
is one of the ways I do my work in the world.

(Toni Cade Bambara, 1980, p. 154).
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Ellen's ending, "I love her ... I hate her" clearly shows a confused,
tentative voice, one which struggles with issues of authority, love and
discipline, and fairness. However, through her writing, she, too, was able to
begin to discuss these issues with other members of her class. These
discussions helped her to feel that she was not alone in her struggle as a
young urban female.

Struggles for love and fairness were revealed in the texts of other girls
as well. Walinda, an eleven-year-old African-American, tells about how her
mother and older siblings work at night. She is left home alone to be
responsible for the daily cooking and cleaning, a role so demanding, she is
literally alone, not able to find the time to visit friends or have them in. She
is left by herself to rely on the phone and television for companionship. Her
story, "All alon [alone] at home" is a particularly poignant one, and is,
according to Walinda, her favorite piece because it's "hard to write about
[her] family":

I am all alone at home and I am scary and staring at the pone

[phone] I wait and want some more and no one calls it it is such a

bore. I clan [clean] the house and I saw [sew] and cook and thin

[then] I think I call my frinds my pal my budy to the pone. I grap

[grab] the pone no longing [longer] blue and I love and talk with

you

Current research which focuses on issues of class, race, and gender
among school-aged girls (Gardner, Dean & McKaig, 1992; Finley, 1992;
Luttrell, 1992) supports, and makes problematic, the notion that many
working-class girls perform multiple roles and accept multiple
responsibilities for their families and communities. For example, Finley
(1992) found that among working-class young women, aspirations of
continued schooling were often squelched precisely because of the
restrictions placed on them by their families in the form of domestic
responsibilities and roles at home.

Research, too, has shown that women, in general, because of their
devalued future role statuses, "have fewer options than do men to achieve
control over competing role demands” (Barnett & Baruch, 1987, p. 135).
Further, the "coping mechanisms" for young men, such as dating, sex, and
marriage may, indeed, serve only as additional sources of stress for young
women as they seek to sort out these conflicting demands (Bush & Simmons,
1987, p. 201). Conflicting or competing notions of future expected social
roles, then, provide "key sources of stress for adolescent girls" (Bush &
Simmons, 1987, p. 201), stress in the case of poor, urban girls that may be
exacerbated by race and class.
































