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From the Cotton Fields of Georgia to Extending our Frames of References  

through Critical Praxis 

Sparking my thinking for this edition of Praxis is a recent journey I took from Atlanta to 

Cordele, Georgia for a state conference. The GPS directed my colleague and me into the cotton 

fields of Georgia before we arrived at the venue. We traveled around fields of cotton for more 

than thirty minutes on narrow winding roads, not far from the main highway and just past fast 

food eateries such as McDonald’s, Wendy’s, and Burger King. The homes in the area appeared 

to have been built around the turn of the twentieth century. We saw huge plantation-style and 

much smaller cottage-styled homes. However, my fellow traveler and I could not help 

commenting on the acres of cotton fields that we passed. Almost immediately, we connected the 

cotton to those who had picked the cotton under harsh and extreme conditions decades and 

centuries ago. We talked about the people who had toiled in the hot sun for hours on end, often at 

the whip of their slave masters to pick more and more cotton. And on and on we talked, our 

imaginations going in so many directions until we finally arrived at our conference venue. On 

my return journey, I travelled alone and again I passed miles of cotton fields en route to the 

highway, although this time I was very sure of the direction, without the GPS. I debated if I 

should take a picture. I pulled over and took a few pictures with my phone, but I could not reach 

the cotton fields for a close-up, as there was a trough dividing the fields from the road and a 

barbed wire fence surrounded the land.   
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Figure 1. Fields of Cotton in Cordele, Georgia. 

As I left the cotton fields behind, I began thinking about my frame of reference. Why did 

my mind automatically associate cotton with slavery? Is it because I am a Black woman and that 

is my primary association or frame of reference? Why didn’t I make different connections? As a 

non-psychologist but as an educator who pursues understanding and knowledge, I went in search 

of possible answers to my musings. First to Google Scholar. As one would expect, there is a lot 

to report on “frames of reference.”  However, the papers that caught my attention were those in 

the realm of cognitions and mental connections in teaching and learning. A paper by Mezirow 

(2003) caught my eyes as I searched for a conceptualization to work into my commentary. 

Mezirow describes frames of reference as: 
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Taken-for-granted frames of reference include fixed interpersonal relationships, political 

orientations, cultural bias, ideologies, schemata, stereotyped attitudes and practices, 

occupational habits of mind, religious doctrine, moral-ethical norms, psychological 

preferences and schema, paradigms in science and mathematics, frames in linguistics and 

social sciences, and aesthetic values and standards (Mezirow, 2003, p. 59). 

Contrasting with Mezirow’s broad and comprehensive interpretation is another, more focused 

one by Liggett (2008) which I found in one of our library’s online journals. The title of Ligett’s 

article is “Frames of references and the impact of race on teaching strategy and classroom 

discussion.” The author studied six White English language learner (ELL) teachers and collected 

data from classroom observations, interviews and note keeping. The researcher, who was a 

White teacher educator, looked at the discourses used and participants’ views about race and 

whiteness. One of her questions for the analysis of data was: how are issues of race framed? The 

teacher educator found there was “a pattern of minimizing the racial comments” that teachers 

made about and to their ELL students of color by the ways the teachers “dismissed or down 

played racial comments as insignificant” (p. 392) due to the “peripheral placement that these 

teachers gave to race in their own racial identity construction” (p. 395). Liggett (2008) states 

that: 

Because American culture is centered on white norms, most white people do not consider 

themselves members of a racial group and are not pressed to examine that aspect of their 

identity, making it easier to dismiss or minimize the importance of racial identity to one’s 

overall identity construction (p. 395). 

Were my frames of reference for cotton fields limited as a Black woman? I would say yes, 

because I could also talk about the income of cotton; who sold, purchased, and benefited from 
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the cotton industry; who does the work of cotton picking today; what they are paid; where these 

people live; which countries produce cotton; and so on. The teachers of the ELLs in Liggett’s 

(2008) study, on the other hand, could also benefit from expanding their frames of reference on 

race and how to understand children’s responses and channel those responses into potentially 

rich discussions and learning tasks and artifacts. It all depends on our frames of reference what 

we can get kids to do and what we can do ourselves and get our teacher learners to do. Liggett 

(2008) states it this way: 

Exposure to material in teacher education programs that problematizes relations of 

domination and the influence that white racial membership has on teaching and pedagogy 

is essential… It entails including curricular materials that reflect a critical multicultural 

and antiracist perspective as well as an activist component that connects curriculum to 

lived experience. (p. 396) 

In our articles for this edition, our writers deploy varying frames of references. One of the 

pieces that challenges my frames of reference most in this edition is the submission by Henze. 

Henze has a great humanistic well of compassion and empathy to be able to engage women in a 

maximum security prison in the art of writing poetry. Henze, in his first person reflexive piece, 

describes the conflicting emotional battles of loving human beings who have committed heinous 

crimes while simultaneously drawing out the poetry that he knows resides in them. Henze, in 

drawing on our empathies, asks us to “remember that sometimes poetry is all you have to give 

back to the world.” 

Seiki, on the other hand, draws on Dewey’s and Woodson’s understandings of “mis-

education” to explain her pre-service science teachers’ fears and trepidations about teaching 

science. She employs critical lenses and frames of reference to build a case for re-educating 
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women and historically marginalized groups for teaching science in ways that draws on “art, 

imagination and inspiration.” How do we move past deficit views of ourselves due to our own 

“mis-education?” I can use some transformative teaching and re-education for the ways I was 

taught science, biology and physics! I was “weeded out” of these classes. 

Sennette and Isbell begin their article with the question, “When you think of a book club, 

what comes to mind?” They are asking for your frame of reference. What is it? Is it a course on 

diversity and equity at the collegiate level? It was in such a course that the writers provided 

students with a different frame of reference for learning: discussing social issues in small book 

club groups by reading different multicultural texts. The path to enabling critical discussions 

about race and culture can change our lens and understandings if we are brave enough to enter 

different learning terrains and change our frames of reference for teaching and learning. 

In our final article, third graders’ frames of reference are expanded by learning about 

different cultures and customs through literature discussions, writing activities and presentations. 

Huang and Rohmer use eight multicultural books to build an understanding that “Diversity is the 

one true thing we all have in common.” The writers tell us how they went about creating book 

talks, building vocabulary and developing their students’ writing skills. They outline some of the 

strategies that they used such as story taco, Fishies in the Sea and W questions to integrate 

reading and writing skills and develop multicultural understandings.   

In all our articles, rich learning is occurring by expanding the instructor’s and/or the 

learners’ frames of reference. We were moved by the pains of incarceration to writing poetry 

(Henze); from mis-education of science to positive associations and transformations through the 

incorporation of art, imagination and inspiration (Seiki); promoting critical learning about others 
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through book clubs (Sennette and Isbell); and finally learning about cultures and customs (Huang 

and Rohmer). 

I am pleased with the approaches used in this edition to expose our frailties and how we 

can work to transform and expand our frames of reference for the greater good. Let us continue 

to challenge our limited frames and to teach all those in our circle of influence to do likewise. 

Many thanks to all our reviewers! Happy Reading! 

 

Gertrude Tinker Sachs 

Editor 

Praxis 
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