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Abstract: This study considers how high school students from diverse backgrounds work to 

discursively construct their own identities in a learning community through presentations of 

learning. At one school in the Western United States students prepare presentations to 

highlight major learnings, in and out of the classroom. While students do prepare scripted 

presentations, analysis suggests much of the articulation of students' evolving identities 

happen collaboratively through the discursive practice of fielding unanticipated questions 

from audience members. 

 

Research context 
The research site is an alternative, independent residential school, with students recruited primarily from urban 

communities. While the particular criteria for admission vary on a case-to-case basis, all students were 

'otherwise not finding success' in traditional learning environments. Each term students design and perform 

public facing “Presentations of Learning” which consist of both scripted performances regarding academic 

content and personal growth followed by an open question period. These unscripted questions offered by peers, 

faculty, and community members provide and command an invitation for student introspection and articulation 

about their own personal development, identity in the community, and broader agency in their social worlds. 

 

Conceptual framing and methods 
The presentations of learning (POLs) offer an avenue for students to articulate a social identity through narrative 

performance. Here, I follow Bucholtz & Hall's (2005) understanding that identity is an emergent product of 

linguistic and semiotic interaction, not a constant internal state that endures in an individual. While students at 

this site do show some unifying consistent self-narrative, much of the purpose of the POL is to demonstrate 

growth through time and change since previous trimesters. Identity might also be considered more as a 

trajectory of short performances that create an evolving narrative chain manifest through speech events 

(Wortham & Rhodes, 2015). Through these repeated performances, student presenters work to establish both 

stance and position in their communities. Positioning and stance involve a justification of why a position is 

taken, and also includes the anticipation or criticism of contrary opinions by other people in contexts. Students 

prepare for questions from the guest panel and peers prior to the POL and then defend their claims against 

perhaps unanticipated forms of inquiry. 

 Ideas, identities, and narratives draw and build upon prior public instantiations and discourse (Wortham 

& Rhodes, 2015). Many of the ideas students hold about self -dentification 'in their head' perhaps are more 

accurately conceived of as happening through public discourse. This idea is in concert with Vygotsky's 'general 

genetic law,' which suggests learners first participate in the social exchange of cultural tools and ideas on the 

inter-mental plane (public) and later take up these ideas on the individual or intra-mental plane (Polman, 2010). 

In this sense, private thoughts and public discourse happen dialogically. All meta-cognitive reflection is 

mediated by public inter-semiosis. The sort of facilitated public dialogue in events like POLs allows for 

participants to develop shared vocabularies, thus allowing groups to collaboratively access and generate new 

reflective awareness of their own experiences situated within a community of practice.  

 Through a qualitative discourse analysis, I examine POLs as events that allow for and invoke this sort 

of scaffolded identity articulation and development. As students present their work to a public audience their 

pre-existing, self-defined identity position is dialogically negotiated through engagement with the community 

and the mediating venue at hand. The POL model serves as an externally authentic cultural tool that allows 

students a venue to express their perceived identities while the actual performance creates a space of authentic 

community connections through questioning (Polman, 2010). In both everyday and institutional speech, 

questioning is one of, if not the, central communicative practices in interaction (Tracy & Robles, 2009). 

Questions in various forms are not simply means of seeking clarification, but rather perform discursive work to 

direct conversation in a particular direction that provides interlocutors the opportunity to clarify an utterance and 

repair any uncertain terms. And, importantly, the responses to said questions provide a platform for the speaker 

to expand upon, clarify and further justify initial claims. 

 

Data and analysis 
In this early work, I focus on two vignettes during one day of POLs.  The first episode describes a school 

administrator coaching visiting community panelist on what forms of questioning are appropriate.  The second 
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is an account of a tenured student struggling to answer some challenging questions from a staff member who 

knew them well.  In episode one the school administrator coaches: 

 

Nicholas:  We'd like your questions to come from a place of genuine curiosity. If you have been 

in education for a long time, or been in lots of traditional schools you know there's 

the "guess what's in my head question" that teachers often ask. Our students have lots 

of experiences with those kinds of schools; it hasn't worked for them. And so they 

don't work very well here.... You might ask a question like "Shouldn't you pay more 

attention to your teachers?" That would be like advice giving, not a great question.  

 He points out that in 'traditional schools' teachers and adults use questions that do not seek authentic or 

novel responses from interlocutors. These are not genuine information seeking questions, rather they are 

discursive power plays to limit the range of possible response (Tracy & Robles, 2009). Nicholas makes clear 

that these students are used to this form of discursive power maneuver and that it does not work for them. The 

second vignette describes a second year student's presentation with central themes related to her identity as a 

black woman, transition to adulthood, and concerns of growing up. In the excerpt below she describes a 

mathematics class focused on personal finance and life choices and subsequently fields questions from a 

community panelist.; 

Beth: Um, my next class I took was Math for Life, and it talks about like what do I need to 

be successful in life, and like, what I want myself to look like after [school], and I 

would say this class taught me that I don't wanna grow up, , I won't, I don't know 

how, It's hard. I would not, nu-uh, I can’t 

Anna:  I think you make jokes and when you are feeling uncomfortable.. So I guess I'm 

gonna ask you to sit here for a second, cuz I took my time today to be here and I 

would like to get some thoughts from you about where you are with that. (Beth 

laughing, begins to whimper)  

Beth:  And I don't know anymore (wavering voice), I don't know anymore what my 

passions are.... 

Anna: And you mentioned social justice, where does that fit in? (Beth, Laughing... "um, 

alright....") 

 

 Beth goes on to describe her interest in criminal justice reform, fitness coaching, artistic expression and 

explains that she is not so much afraid of 'growing up', as she feels overwhelmed by the choices and 

commitments she will make in the upcoming years. Without Anna's insistence, Beth would not have articulated 

these ideas. 

Discussion, implications, and areas for future research 
Presentations of Learning offer students an avenue for collaborative reflection, identity exploration and the 

negotiation of positioning/stance that many high school students are not afforded. POLs provided a ritualized, 

scaffolded environment that appears to invite a synthesis of personal growth and content knowledge that 

happens through authentic engagement and discourse with peers and community members. Audience panelists 

challenge students to clearly articulate their claims and can help maintain high standards and accountability. In 

responding to unanticipated audience questions student presenters are challenged to reconsider, refine and 

communicate their evolving ideas, commitments, and sense of self. 

The preliminary data presented here suggests that the framing and practices of questioning in POLs is 

of key importance to best solicit student reflection and engagement. The early implications of this work indicate 

that engaging in the discursive process of questioning as part of presentations of learning affords students a 

venue to more fully articulate their own agency and identity, as situated in their broader communities of practice. 
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