
Exposing Power Dynamics in Ascertaining Funds of Knowledge Through Mentoring

Introduction & Literature Overview
Outside of the traditional classroom setting students have been educated through

observation, role play, and parental assistance.  Such knowledge can be linguistic, cultural,
and/or historical, and is a reflection of a person’s family and community, and the knowledge it
has passed down from generation to generation.  Termed, “funds of knowledge,” this knowledge
is “wide ranging and abundant [… and is] central to home life and to the relationship of the
families to others in their community” (Moll & Greenberg, 1990, p. 323).  For nearly 20 years a
funds of knowledge approach has been taken into consideration by numerous researchers and
practitioners when discussing, and designing curriculum for, the education of traditionally
underrepresented populations (Basu & Barton, 2007; McIntyre, Rosebury, & Gonzalez, 2001;
Moll & Gonzalez, 2004).  Valuing the knowledge students have amassed within their families
and communities, and helping to provide linkages between what they have learned at home and
in the academic classroom, works to ameliorate the chasm that separates home and school for
students.

Funds of knowledge is an asset-based approach to education.  Acknowledging a student’s
funds of knowledge, an approach most often discussed in relation to the education of
traditionally underrepresented populations (Moll et al, in press), places value on what students
bring to the classroom. Such an approach is antithetical to a deficit framework, which relies on
theories of genetic, familial and/or cultural deficits to predict low educational attainment for
Latinos and other students of color (Moll et al., in press; Valencia & Black, 2002).   While a
funds of knowledge theoretical approach has most often been utilized in classroom pedagogical
design and teacher education programs, it has also begun to be discussed as a theoretical
framework in relation to college access (Kiyama, 2008).  This study aims to contribute to this
area of research as it examines the ways in which undergraduate students enrolled in a service-
learning mentoring program use a funds of knowledge approach in their mentoring of middle
school students.  It explores how such funds of knowledge are recognized and utilized, and the
power dynamics in play during this process.

Methodology & Data Collection
The purpose of this study was to examine how undergraduate students enrolled in a

service-learning course on issues of access in higher education, after engaging in readings and
discussions about funds of knowledge, operationalize this approach when working with their
middle school mentees.  This qualitative case study (Yin, 2008), relies upon the essays of 90
undergraduates in which they define funds of knowledge, discuss uncovering their mentees’
funds of knowledge, and explain how they have either used or will use these funds of knowledge
in their college outreach mentoring sessions.

While funds of knowledge have traditionally been assessed through qualitative,
anthropological studies of households which involve interviews with household members and
extensive observations of the household in action (Moll et al., 1992; Moll & Gonzales, 2004),
recent research has produced additional designs for identifying funds of knowledge, including
quantitative surveys (Rios-Aguilar, in press), and a “neighborhood study assignment” (Buck &
Sylvester, 2005, p. 216).  In the present study, the undergraduates attempted to gain an
understanding of their mentees’ funds of knowledge through in-school observations and



extensive conversations with these students during their weekly, hour-long, mentoring sessions
in the middle schools.

The service-learning course in which these students participated was a three-unit course
about issues of access and equity in higher education.  The service component of the course
required that students serve as mentors at under-resourced middle schools.  These schools
included four public schools and two charter schools.  Four of these schools were located
approximately 10 miles south of the university, while two of the schools (one traditional public,
and one charter school) were within walking distance (1.5 miles) of campus.  A majority of the
students attending these schools (63.4%) were Latino, and qualified for free and reduced lunch
(65.9%).  The university is a large, public institution in the Southwest, centrally located in an
urban area.

Data gathered for this study were gleaned from students’ essays, which asked them to
reflect upon what they believed their mentee’(s) funds of knowledge to be and how they planned
to incorporate their mentees’ funds of knowledge in their weekly interactions for the rest of the
semester.  Ninety students enrolled in the fall semester turned in this assignment.  Once the data
were collated, they were input into NVivo.  Analytic induction was used to identify the tree
nodes and the essays were coded for emerging themes based on an initial read, which were then
refined and modified upon the reading of subsequent essays and the rereading and rethinking of
the data (Bogden & Bilken, 2003; Goetz & LeCompt, 1984; Marshall & Rossman, 1999).

Overview of Findings
Student-identified funds of knowledge could be placed in 15 distinct categories.  The

most common funds of knowledge identified were culinary (12 instances), artistic (10 instances),
financial/accounting (10 instances), administration (eight instances), childrearing (seven
instances), and automotive (six instances).  With the exception of the arts and linguistic funds of
knowledge (three instances), the funds of knowledge could be placed in the two hierarchical
categories of household management and material and scientific knowledge as defined by Rios-
Aguilar (in press) in her work with a Puerto Rican majority population.  Additionally, these 15
areas of knowledge were also consistent with those identified by Moll et al. (1992) in their study
of working-class, Latino households in the Southwest.  Some students could easily identify their
students’ funds of knowledge through conversation and observation:

My mentee Kimmy, who is in 8th grade, told me about how she was making her own
Halloween costume this year. […]  She said she had made and sewn it all by herself and
that her mom had taught her to sew a few years ago. […] Being able to make your own
costume and clothes can be a very valuable asset. […] Sewing can teach you about
measurement, patterns, how to follow instructions, precision, and also about geometry
and the different shapes you use to create different types of clothes. This is a ‘funds of
knowledge’ because the skill of sewing was taught to her by her mother and can be
applied in school with the underlying math principles needed or acquired in order to sew.

Others experienced more difficulty in getting to know their mentees:
I believe the reason for my little knowledge [of her funds of knowledge] is because I have
learned her real interest [computer programming] and so have skipped the process of
really getting to know her as she lives her daily life, which I feel is a little of a mistake
but one I hope to amend.

Additionally, while most students were able to demonstrate that they understood the theoretical
underpinnings of funds of knowledge (as demonstrated above in the sewing example), others



were unable to convey such an understanding.  In this example, the undergraduate identified her
mentee’s interest in basketball as his funds of knowledge, “Josh likes to play basketball and there
are several ways of integrating academics with his fondness of the sport. If allowed, we could go
outside and play games that include mathematics or spelling.”   However, while basketball is an
interest of the student, it is hard to argue that this is one of his funds of knowledge, because there
is no explicit connection between basketball and his family and/or community.

In their capacity as mentors, most of the students had the responsibility of academic
tutoring, while others strictly worked with the mentees to explore the process of applying to and
attending college.  While the use of funds of knowledge has been extensively documented
regarding lesson planning (see McIntyre, Rosebery, & Gonzalez, 2001), there are few examples
of application of funds of knowledge approaches in college outreach.   In most of their essays the
students discussed how they would use their mentees’ funds of knowledge to meet the immediate
academic needs of their students.  However, under the guise of utilizing a funds of knowledge
approach to explore various types of colleges and programs, this excerpt demonstrates how this
undergraduate’s misapplication of funds of knowledge has the potential to unintentionally track
these students into specific majors or vocational programs,

I also plan to develop their talents and allow them to see how pursuing college can
incorporate their funds of knowledge.  For example, I will show Jerry that he could attend
business school and open his own car repair shop.  I could introduce Margarita to the idea
of culinary school, and the many doors that can open from becoming a chef.  My main
goal is to open their minds and be able to take their talents and passions into new
directions that they haven’t considered before.

Rather than breaking down the various academically transferable skills inherent to these funds of
knowledge, the student relied on the basic household tasks of the students [Jerry works on
engines with his father, Margarita cooks with her mother] to determine post high school pursuits.
Such assumptions highlight the power dynamics in recognizing funds of knowledge, and forces
us to consider that the very act of identifying funds of knowledge, and deciding which to draw
from when connecting academics to students’ lives, has the potential to perpetuate inequalities in
power.

Such power dynamics also surfaced in some of the students’ essays, where, unprompted,
they disclosed that while they recognized their mentees’ funds of knowledge, they chose not to
use this knowledge, because they did not see it as an asset.  One mentor wrote,

I believe these traits that she has acquired over the years will be useful to her as she gets
older. However, I believe this is not useful as far as encouraging her to follow her dream
[…].   Staying home cleaning house, cooking, and watching over the children are the
stereotypical expectations of women. I choose to instead, encourage my mentee to break
this stereotype. To go against the norm and create a legacy about herself that does not fit
into a category, but instead creates a new one.

In this case, the undergraduate recognizes the funds of knowledge related to household
management, but intentionally has decided not to engage with these funds for fear of reinforcing
stereotypes.  As another student explained,

Programs such as the mentor-to-mentee allow students to broaden their perspective,
which rids barriers between being informed and not being informed.  […] Showing
students that there is so much more outside the circle of friends and family and how they
go about the way of life will give better insight on what to look for in the future.



In this case, it seems that this undergraduate hopes that the mentee will separate from his family
and culture, which is a complete rejection of the funds of knowledge approach.  These vignettes
serve as a reminder that even when exposed to funds of knowledge as a theory, we cannot be
confident that protégés will embrace the concept and use it effectively.

Discussion and Significance of Study
This paper explores an alternative method for assessing a student’s funds of knowledge,

but more importantly it addresses power dynamics in not only identifying which household and
community experiences are funds of knowledge, but also in determining which funds will be
tapped into for both academic enhancement and college outreach.  This study highlights positive
funds of knowledge approaches taken by the undergraduates, but also exposes actions taken
under the guise of funds of knowledge that were not empowering to students, and only reinforced
deficit models of education.   It is hoped that this paper will contribute to the greater body of
funds of knowledge research, and also prompt further discussions about issues of power in
recognizing and misrecognizing, utilizing and misutilizing funds of knowledge approaches in K-
16 education and outreach.
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