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ABSTRACT

STORY IN CONTEXT:
A STUDY IN THE FORM AND FUNCTION OF TEACHERS'
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE NARRATIVES

By

Stephen A. Swidler

Educational research is presently beset by a fascination with things narrative. The study
of teachers and teaching seems to be a locus of narrative’s allure. In the effort to better
access and more authentically represent the of teachers’ work and life experiences,
educational researchers have found story a resonant object of study and storytelling a
comforting method. Unfortunately much of this interest in story has failed to take into
account the rich theoretical and empirical traditions of inquiry in folkloric studies. This
study draws upon the intellectual tradition of folklore and story as performance.
Through three detailed case studies of personal experience narratives told in a group of
critical democratic educators, the author provides an ethnographic framework for
studying these conversational personal narratives as performances. This performance
perspective sees even the everyday conversational narrative as a form of verbal art
that, despite its discrete and portable form, is inexorably bound to context. This study is
concerned with the expressive narrative form, the culturally defined scene in which it
is enacted, and the unique renderings of narrative in performance. Here, these are,
respectively, the personal experience narrative, the context of the group life of like-
minded educators centering on critical democracy and intimate conversation, and
personal experience narration or storytelling. As a form of verbal art that occurs in
context, the personal experience narrative performance functions as a form of

persuasion that seeks dually to maintain the cohesion of the group and to stay the course
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of meeting its goals. Thus personal experience narrative is not merely the expression of
the interior experience of a teacher, but the artful effort at rhetoric. This study implies
that educational researchers avoid viewing narrative as unproblematic mimesis of

experience or cognition and see it as an artful and artificial device used to persuade.
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ABSTRACT

STORY IN CONTEXT:
A STUDY IN THE FORM AND FUNCTION OF TEACHERS'
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE NARRATIVES

By

Stephen A. Swidler

Educational research is presently beset by a fascination with things narrative. The study
of teachers and teaching seems to be a locus of narrative’s allure. In the effort to better
access and more authentically represent the of teachers’ work and life experiences,
educational researchers have found story a resonant object of study and storytelling a
comforting method. Unfortunately much of this interest in story has failed to take into
account the rich theoretical and empirical traditions of inquiry in folkloric studies. This
study draws upon the intellectual tradition of folklore and story as performance.
Through three detailed case studies of personal experience narratives told in a group of
critical democratic educators, the author provides an ethnographic framework for
studying these conversational personal narratives as performances. This performance
perspective sees even the everyday conversational narrative as a form of verbal art
that, despite its discrete and portable form, is inexorably bound to context. This study is
concerned with the expressive narrative form, the culturally defined scene in which it
is enacted, and the unique renderings of narrative in performance. Here, these are,
respectively, the personal experience narrative, the context of the group life of like-
minded educators centering on critical democracy and intimate conversation, and
personal experience narration or storytelling. As a form of verbal art that occurs in
context, the personal experience narrative performance functions as a form of

persuasion that seeks dually to maintain the cohesion of the group and to stay the course



of meeting 1S 3
the intenior ex:c
that educanonap

gxperience or ¢




Stephen A. Swilder

of meeting its goals. Thus personal experience narrative is not merely the expression of
the interior experience of a teacher, but the artful effort at rhetoric. This study implies
that educational researchers avoid viewing narrative as unproblematic mimesis of

experience or cognition and see it as an artful and artificial device used to persuade.
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CHAPTERI|
INTRODUCTION

ART OF PERSUASION:
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE NARRATIVE
AS RHETORICAL PERFORMANCE IN GROUP LIFE

No one can experience another's experience. All that we have to account for
another’s experience is what she tells us. What a person tells us of a given experience is
not the experience itself. Rather, it is a presentation of that experience, a text, an
artifice. Communication of experience is always a creation and presentation of artifice.
The artifice of presented experience occurs in many forms that we as cultural beings can
recognize, understand, and employ. These are shared forms to which we give validity and
license, even when we acknowledge their distortion for the sake of presentation. We give
ourselves over to these items of presentation and we feel we can sense what another
person’s experience is like. We are moved not by the experience itself, but by the
presented artifice of experience, which we take to be the experience. It is the effort to
move others through form, which is both artful and artificial, that is at the heart of the
presentation of experience. Presentation is an aesthetic effort. It seeks to persuade
others and self of the vitality and coherence of experience. It is in the vital and coherent
presentation of experience, through the available cultural forms of expression, that we
are able to connect with one another and feel we belong, even if momentarily, to
another’s life.

With these thoughts | began an inquiry into the personal experience narrative as
it emerged in a small group of educators. | spent a year and a half attending the monthly

meetings of a group | call the Teacher Forum. The fifteen or so members of the Teacher
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2
Forum meet to create and maintain an alternative conversation about the purposes of

their work. This non-traditional, or at least traditionally radical, conversation centered
around “critical democracy” and was enveloped in an ethos of intimate talk. The Teacher
Forum, at time of data collection, had become a place where a diverse group of teachers—
middle and secondary school English educators, elementary teachers, community college
instructors, and teacher educators—could come to discuss their experiences and lives as
educators. This discussion required them to do so in a critical way. The group’s meetings
became a place to convince themselves of the validity of experience, struggle and pain to
overcome the business-as-usual, functionalist, or otherwise “common” understanding

of what school is for and what teaching the young is about.

As a part-time identity affiliation for its members, the Teacher Forum is what |
call a folk frame of reference. This type of folk group serves as a frame of and for
sensibilities and dispositions. Teacher Forum members have created, or joined, and seek
to maintain a community of vital ways of speaking around these sensibilities and
dispositions. The primary ways of speaking include the critical/democratic and the
intimate, or “getting personal.” The personal experience narrative works with and
between these primary ways of speaking as a common cultural convention of expressive
utterance. Though the personal experience narrative is common, known, and used widely
in our society, it comes to life and only makes sense in context. The small group context
of the Teacher Forum, with explicit goals and purposes and tacit, emergent rules for
conversation and sociable behavior, form the cultural and communicative matrix in
which the personal narrative arises.

In this chapter | introduce my reasons for looking at the personal narrative the
way | do. | present the theoretical backdrop against which | make sense of the stories |
heard in the Teacher Forum. | attempt to present for the reader a view that casts the
personal experience narrative as a variant of the art of persuasion in small group life.

As rhetoric, the personal experience narrative must be performed since it dramatizes
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3
the life and the ideals of the group. A study of rhetorical performances calls attention to

the text's form and its parole. This calis for an ethnographic and poetic view of this most

universal of expressive utterances.

i rativ

Teachers getting together to talk about the nature of their work is not an
uncommon phenomenon. Teachers join and form groups for various reasons, though, for
the most part, groups are organized around teachers’ professional development. Such
organization can range from enhancement of teacher’s learning around subject matter,
such as mathematics (e.g., H. Featherstone, et. al., 1993) or writing. Others are formed
around thinking about children and how teachers can learn from them in order to develop
assessment and curriculum (e.g., Philadelphia Teachers’ Leaming Cooperative, 1984).
They may be university-initiated study groups (e.g., through professional development
schools). They may be district sponsored inservices seeking the professional
enhancement of its teachers. Sometimes they are part of teacher research networks (see
Among Teachers newsletter). And sometimes, as in the case of the Teacher Forum,
teachers gather away from their schools and districts and away from university agendas.

Teacher groups are not only places for professional development and leaming. A
more holistic view would encourage us to look at teachers’ membership in groups as
more than opportunities for greater learning and increased expertise in instruction. As
communities that must be created (or joined) and maintained, teacher groups can be
seen, among other things, as identity resources. In other words, group affiliation helps a
teacher to answer the question “Who am 1?” As all identities are social in origin, a
teacher draws from social groupings to which she belongs to constitute her identity as an
educator.

The view of teacher groups as identity resources is a variant of the larger notion

that we are all members in multiple groups. No one in modern American society belongs
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4
to a single group that determines identity. Though we all may belong to and associate with

a primary group (e.g., ethnic), we seem to draw differentially upon our membership in
various groups to constitute our identities (Bauman, 1972a). “An individual's sense of
identity,” notes folklorist Sandra Stahl (1989) “grows out of a variety of sources and
envelops several specific kinds of sensibilities within it” (p. 34). She has identified
eight folk group categories “that both teach and allow the individual to express the
sensibilities which collectively help form her or his identity” (p. 35). These include

the family, ethnicity, religion, place or geographic locality, age, gender, social network
(aesthetic preferences or taste), and occupation.

Stahl paints with a broad brush and fails to account for the diversity or
complexity within a given folk group category. Her division of primary (face to face)
and secondary groupings, though, implies this is possible. | want to propose that
teachers do not uniformly belong to the occupational category of “teacher” as a sufficient
defining dimension of their identities. Rather, a teacher who chooses to join a group of
teachers is choosing to expand and include a resource not only for her learming and
development, but also for her identity. If Joseph Featherstone is right and we take to
heart what many biographies and autobiographies of educators tell us, then teaching is
“a life” (1993, personal communication). We can extend the notion of the occupational
group to potentially multiple groupings for those teachers who opt for membership in
them. We can then conceive that a teacher’s identity can be significantly wrapped up in
her part-time affiliation with such groups and that she can move beyond the
institutionally inherited and stereotypical identity of “teacher.”

This view of differential identity (Bauman, 1972a) points to the importance
group membership can have for teachers. Groups take on a deeper hue as they are more
complex and grounded in their social and symbolic organization than an independent
variable in teacher learning and development. Groups are complex resources that must

be maintained if they are to act as significant resources to help answer the question
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“Who am | as an educator?” It forces us to ask What is the nature of groups that work as

identity resources for teachers? How are such groups as communities created? How do

they cohere?

Ends and Means

Whatever the specific nature of a teacher group, it is faced with at least two basic
tasks. One, the group must define its goals and purposes for existence adequately to
sustain itself. Purposes and goals for gathering are often implicit and multiple, and they
may evolve or change. Sometimes new goals emerge from the life of the group. At any
given time, the majority of a group’s members will be able to minimally articulate the
purpose of their group, even when those purposes seem self-evident, unreflective or
commonsensical. Second, groups must develop means for fulfilling their stated purposes
and meeting their goals, stated and unstated. Means must work to accommodate and
negotiate a group’s goals, which maybe internally contradictory. Sometimes the very
means become part of the goals of the group (e.g., sociable interaction, see Bauman,
1972b).

Groups that consistently meet over time inevitably create local and part-time
cultures that articulate their purposes and goals and give rise to the means of reaching
them (G. Fine, 1979). Moreover, a group creates emergent features, unique to that
group, that are beyond the personalities of any of the individual members. They
resemble what folklorists call “folk groups” by virtue of shared lore, expressive
traditions, and values embodied in their social and symbolic organization (Oring,

1986). Groups develop and employ cultural expressive practices, which entail norms
and rules for their use. Cultural or folk practices linked to group life serve to reach the
goals a groups sets for itself while at the same time serve group cohesion and

maintenance.
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Storytelling

Among such expressive practices is storytelling. As folklorists have long pointed
out (e.g., Brunvand, 1968; Dorson, 1983), story or narrative plays an important role
in folk group life. Various forms of folk narrative (e.g., folktale, legend, myth, proverb,
parable) embody a group’s values and transmit traditional wisdom and knowledge. As
folklore, stories serve the functions of folklore. In William Bascom’s (1965) classic
formulation, the basic functions include entertainment, validating culture, education,
and maintaining culture. Oring (1976) later persuasively integrated validation and
maintenance of culture. As a whole, the functions of expressive folklore, according to
Bascom, can be “grouped together under the single function of maintaining the stability
of culture” (emphasis added, p. 297). In folkloric terms, then, the expressive practice
of narrative or storytelling is implicated in the validation/maintenance of group culture

and its reason for existence (purpose), while it seeks to entertain and educate.

Narrative Inquiry

To view storytelling in the service and maintenance of group life is new to
educational research. The current wave of interest in narrative in education derives
from the quest by researchers to understand and present particular educational
experiences. More specifically, the use and study of narrative holds the potential to
gain a deeper insight and meaning of teachers’ lives and teaching phenomena that has
eluded more discrete and detached study (Witherell & Noddings, 1991). According to
Connelly and Clandinin (1990), “narrative inquiry” into teaching seeks dually to
provide a method (storytelling) and phenomena (the stories of teaching/leaming
experience). The narrative study of teaching sees “education as construction and
reconstruction of personal and social stories; teachers and learners are storytellers and
characters in their own and other lives” (Connelly and Clandinin, 1990, p. 2). For the

educational researcher, storytelling is a comforting method, and story a resonant object
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7
of inquiry, as they provide way for readers to connect with educators lives in and out of

the classroom.

Narrative inquiry in and about teaching and teachers has gone a long way to
broadening our understanding of teachers’ experience and how they make sense of
experience. Use of narrative has the advantage of making accessible and available the
experience of underrepresented, dominated, or otherwise silenced groups that may go
unnoticed by researchers (see Hollingsworth, 1994). Narrative points to the storied
nature of experience generally (Bruner, 1991), and specifically to the experiences of
teachers who spend their lives and careers organizing complex knowledges, materials,
and contexts for instruction (e.g., Goodson, 1988).1 Despite the current interest in and
proliferation of studies of narrative in education, no one has taken a close look at the role
narrative plays in community creation and maintenance. The studies of teacher narrative
seem to be focused on referential content—what stories are about—and function seems to
be limited to the assumption that narrative is a vehicle for the teacher’s “voice,” often
equated with “experience.” | am unaware of any studies that have taken into
consideration specific form or genre properties of the stories that teachers tell. Nor am
| aware of any studies in education that speak to the role or function that story plays in
the social life of teachers. In short, no one seems to have paid attention to the form-
function relationship of story and context or the poetic and situated character of story.

The study of personal narrative presented here is an attempt to locate a specific
narrative form as it arises naturally within a group of educators. It seeks to examine

how the personal narrative, as a genre of oral literature, works within the Teacher

The range of “narrative” in educational studies is vast. Nearly everything can be viewed in
one way or another as a “story.” Autobiography, life history, research reports, teacher
research, the list is endless. | am only pointing out here that within the explosion of interest
in narrative in education, | have yet to see any research that has drawn upon the traditions of
studying narrative and storytelling found in folklore and allied fields. It is not my intention,
nor would it be useful to this study, to review the vast literature that can come under the
rubric “narrative inquiry” in education or stories of experience, since this work has little or
no theoretical connection to that which | use and explore as the poetic and functional
dimensions of teachers’ stories.
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8
Forum. Further, it explores how the personal narrative form relates to its social

function and the ongoing maintenance of the Teacher Forum as an identity resource. In
short, this study ethnographically explores how the personal experience narrative
works poetically to keep the Teacher Forum coherent as its members maintain a place

for altemative conversation about critical democracy in education.

What to Make of the Personal Narrative?

How to make sense of the personal experience story? The difficulty with
exploring personal narratives is that they can be conceived in two broad, but distinct,
ways. For one, the personal narrative is a text produced by an author. While it is not a
written text, it is an oral text. And, when collected, transcribed and examined in print,
we can see that it is indeed a narrative with formal properties of a genre of oral
literature (e.g., Labov, 1967; Stahl, 1989). Secondly, the personal experience
narrative is also a discursive event. Naturally occurring personal narratives typically
arise in conversation. In the koan of folklorist Katherine Young (1987), story is an
“enclave” in conversation. As a discursive event, personal experience narrative makes
its way to and from ongoing conversation between two or more persons. At bare
minimum, story is an extended tumn at talk, where the regular rules of turn taking are
suspended (Coulthard, 1977). A narrator must frame her utterances as story and
communicate that frame to the auditors where they allow the turn (i.e., the time) to tell
a story. Furthermore, the narrator and audience are in a coordinated relationship.
Conversation and story are embedded in a context defining such a relationship.

These two views of the personal narrative may seem incompatible, requiring the
investigator to pursue either a text-centered or sociolinguistic event-centered direction
of inquiry. As text, oral stories can be regarded as items to be collected and inscribed in
transcription. They can be analyzed for their narratological structure against a standard

of what counts as narrative. Personal narratives do have a form which is recognizable
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and can be studied for their literary-ness. According to the generic properties, they need

not be examined with extensive consideration of the narrator or the context. Meaning in
this view is textual and resides (and, therefore, can be found) in the structure of a text.

But personal experience stories also occur in time and space as oral
communication. Story is told and heard during conversation in a situation inhabited by at
least two people with something in common. Personal experience narrative must mark
itself off from conversation and the auditors and narrators must have mutual
understanding of when a story begins and ends, when conversation is suspended, and
when it is to be resumed. In this way, interlocutors must agree on the definition of the
situation (Goffman, 1959). They must agree that the utterances are keyed (Goffman,
1974) to one discursive structure or another. In other words, personal experience
narratives live a sociolinguistic life and this requires a discursive analysis of story.

Like all utterances, stories as events are situated and their form and meaning are bound
to the socio-cultural spaces in which they emerge. Meaning in this view is not found in
the narrative text but in the shared understanding of what story is and what a story is
about.

Clearly each of these views has merit. Texts show story’s poetic dimensions;
story events reveal socio-cultural and local significance. Focusing on their merits
simultaneously reveals their drawbacks. The textual approach sees oral literature
having a life of its own, disconnected from cultural spaces in which they arise. Stories
are treated as discrete objects that can be detached from their socio-cultural contexts
and re-situated. Out of context, stories are but partial records of situated human
behavior. The sociolinguistic-event approach sees personal narratives as “expressions,
reflections, or support mechanisms for cultures and social structures” (Bauman,

1986, p. 2). Stories in this view are merely “icons” of social and cultural events. The

narrative, or poetic, construction of stories is subordinated to the socio-cultural
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referents and functions. The textual approach avoids the social and the vernacular; the

sociolinguistic approach avoids the poetic (Bauman, 1986).

Ethnographic Concems

As an ethnographer interested in the stories that teachers tell, | want to look
contextually at storytelling as it naturally occurred in the Teacher Forum.
Ethnographically, | assume that any organized grouping of individuals creates and
sustains some patterning of their activities, and that members of any social grouping
inscribe and attribute shared meaning to regularly occurring practices. Story and
storytelling must then fit some regular redundancy in the Teacher Forum as a frame of
reference for its members. Further, | assume that storytelling and the personal
narrative exist precisely because they serve some function, that storytelling makes
sense as a communicative and expressive device in Teacher Forum meetings. While the
personal experience narrative is a ubiquitous form in our society, it works in locally
meaningful ways.

Personal narrative is also rather idiosyncratic. The personal experience
narrative is typically a first person account of events, to which the audience was not a
party. In the Teacher Forum specifically, the members bring their experiences and
narrate them for the uninitiated. The stories told are almost always new to most others
in the group, and always new to at least one person. Personal experience stories in the
Teacher Forum are novel in their content, which lends a novel quality to the stories. Due
to their uniqueness, | do not want to reduce the stories to a common or singular voice. |
want to account for the differences in the stories and show their artistic rendering. |
want account for both the regular patteming of a conventional expressive form in a
given context but not to diminish the individuality of the stories created by authors who

are trying to elicit a reaction from an audience.
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My ethnographic concerns parallel those of the narrative text/event split. On the

one hand, | want to account for the vernacular, the very local and meaningful use and
function of the personal experience narrative as a naturally occurring expression. |
want to show how the personal experience narrative is a useful convention in the
communicative scheme of the Teacher Forum. | also want to portray how the people in
the Teacher Forum understand the personal experience narrative and why they employ it
as a medium for sharing experience to which they presumed others could connect. On the
other hand, | hope to be able to see the unique renderings of story in the Teacher Forum.
| want to examine not simply referential content, but the unique variations of the
personal narrative form, as a definable and identifiable genre. | want to be able to
examine the play upon the convention that the members of the Teacher Forum use to
present not only new content, but to create a compelling representation of experience.
Following Roger Abrahams (1972), | hope to see the relationship of individual
expression in relation to the order of Teacher Forum:
Underlying the activities of all groups is the constant potential of
communicative ordering...[a] latent order. As latency, order permits a
certain freedom of action, an experimentation that makes the final sense
of order more complex and at the same time buried more deeply in the
operating mind (p. 76).

In short, | want to be able to examine the poetics of this most ubiquitous verbal

expression.

The Performance Perspective
In order to deal with the seemingly incommensurable foci of the personal
narrative as text and event, and to follow my desire to consider the contextual grounding
of story and the poetic qualities of everyday personal narrative, | draw upon a
substantive trend found in folklore studies. Over the last thirty years anthropologically

oriented folklorists have pursued an approach to folkloric items as performance (e.qg.,
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Briggs, 1988; Bauman, 1974; Abrahams, 1968; Georges, 1969). Broadly speaking,

Abrahams (1972) calls performance

a demonstration of culture, one of the products of men getting together

with other men and working out expressive means of operating together.

To do this, the group stylizes their interactions, often by introducing

symbolic objects and movements into their encounters so they may

economically coordinate their activities (p. 75).

The performance-centered approach seeks a re-evaluation of the folkloric text.
The text is still retained as an important record of communicative events. However, as
an expressive item of communication, the text is “the product of artistic communication
in small groups” (Ben-Amos, 1972). No longer the static signification of some set of
social or cultural happenings, they are expressive items, symbolically ordered to work
for a group of people. Texts are different than other modes of experience in that they are
expressive utterances that “come to life only through the special organized and habitual
action called performance” (Abrahams, 1968, p. 145). Texts are seen as expressive
items that are “enacted” in culturally defined scenes (contexts) by a performer for and
with an audience (Bauman, 1974). Texts in this way are emergent within group social
life, not merely “out there” to be “discovered.”
More specifically, Bauman (1986) defines performance implicated in oral

literature, as

a mode of communication, a way of speaking, the essence of which resides

in the assumption of responsibility to an audience for a display of

communicative skill, highlighting the way in which communication is

carried out, above and beyond its referential content (p. 3).
As a form of expressive communication, the item that is performed draws attention to
itself. Because a text in performance is stylized, it draws attention to itself not simply
because of its content (i.e., some reported experience); it draws attention to its form,

its artifice. In folklore, these are items of various ilk (e.g., the tall tale, riddles,

ballads, even gossip). A narrator or performer is in a coordinated relationship with an
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audience, which forms some sort of group existence. The performer of a text indicates

with and to the audience that she has assumed responsibility for enacting a text.
Performances are thus “framed” as stylized communication (Bauman, 1974; Goffman,
1971). Texts are enacted not only to deliver their referential content(s), but to display
the effectiveness of the textual form and a narrator's acumen. Therefore, a performance
is “offered for the enhancement of experience, through the present appreciation of the
intrinsic qualities of the act of expression itself;” Oral performance of a text “may be
understood as the enactment of the poetic function, the essence of spoken artistry”

(Bauman, 1986, p. 3).

nographic Framework: Three-Fol
A performance perspective views narrative texts as forms of verbal art, and
provides a “concretely empirical framework for the comprehension of oral literature as
social action by directing attention to the actual conduct of artistic verbal performance
in social life” (Bauman, 1986, p. 3). Because of the situated nature of expressive acts,
performance-centered inquiry provides a three-part ethnographic framework for

examining texts as artistic communication. Attention is afforded to:
1) textual form
2) context in which a text is enacted involving an audience and a performer

3) performance itself, where the expressive utterance is understood and
“framed” as performance (i.e., emergence of the text in an enacted
communicative event).

For this study, these dimensions are:
A) personal narrative as a genre of oral literature

B) part-time small group as bounded context for communicative action,
interpretation and evaluation



s

Whenthe sig-

how’ questic
f

ramework pr:

octine beiow 1

personal narral

lorient the rea

The pe
s agenre of
ention 1o s
Bree featyreg
el-same of ¢
iness (Stah
®Mmunicatiq
Hentfy i ag ;
Megrateq wit
erienceg (
Dersong) h
T Eventg
Bsertion
Dfesemed as

Saally ney K



14
C) storytelling or personal experience narration as performance as enactment
of text.

When the significant dimensions of form and context are established, then the “why” and
“how” questions about emergence in performance can be addressed. This three part
framework provides the questions that structure the inquiry of this dissertation. |

outline below how these questions can be used as tools for exploring the emergence of
personal narrative in a group of educators struggling with their non-traditionality, and

| orient the reader to the analysis of the stories.

Personal Narrative Form

The personal narrative as textual object is constrained by our ability to define it
as a genre of oral literature. As artifice, the personal experience narrative calls
attention to itself as a distinctive discursive form. As such, it has been defined as having
three features: 1) implied truthfulness, 2) dramatic narrative structure, and 3) the
self-same of the story’s narrator and the story’s main character and/or its chief
witness (Stahl, 1989). Though the personal narrative is a ubiquitous form of
communication, with a seemingly unplanned quality, it retains generic features that
identify it as personal narrative. Indeed, personal narrative can be subsumed or
integrated within a number of other forms of narrative (e.g., stories of supernatural
experiences or UFO abduction). But the following underlying features mark the telling of
a personal narrative.

Implied Truthfulness. First, the personal experience narrative must be about
“true” events. The narrator must maintain truthfulness or credibility of the implied
assertion that the events recounted in the story “really” did occur. The story is also
presented as idiosyncratic, in that it has more or less novel content and the events are

usually not known to the audience or to at least some members of the audience. Since
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auditors do not have direct access to the events (unless they were there), and never to

the narrator's experience of events (i.e., they cannot have the same experience of the
events as the narrator), the narrator must use those narrative or literary devices
which imply truthfuiness (e.g., reported speech).

Dramatic Narrative Structure, Second, the personal experience narrative is a
narrative and therefore must entail a minimal dramatic structure. Stories differ from
broad reflections on experience in that the latter do not address action or event sequence.
Reflection on experience is not necessarily the same as narration of an experience (see
Dewey, 1934a). Though it can be argued that all story is a reflection on experience, not
all reflection on experience is story. Story must have something resembling: a
beginning, middle, and end; conflict or complicating action; inclusion of, or pointing to, a
resolution. With regard to the conversational personal experience narrative, these are
typically single episode anecdotes. Though there are competing definitions of what counts
as essential components of a narrative (see Robinson, 1981), they at least agree that
stories are a specific order of discourse that has complicating action of some concrete
events.

Self-Same, Third, the personal experience narrative is distinct from other
narratives in that the narrator is usually the chief character in the story (Stahl,

1989). To this feature | add the qualifier that if the narrator is not the chief character,

she is at least a credible witness to the events. In order to claim authority for
truthfulness of the story and that the events in it unfolded in a minimally dramatic way,
the storyteller offers herself as intimately involved (who better to know the events than

a person involved?). The personal experience narrative would seem to hinge on this
attribute in that truthfulness and drama can be applied to several narrative forms (e.g.,
legends). Personal involvement is what makes a personal narrative personal. A personal
narrative is “keyed” (Goffman, 1974) to real events that bear storyworthy

significance because of the narrator’s involvement.
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Context
Narrative performance happens in observable and definable contexts. Personal
experience narratives are no exception. Bauman (1986) reminds:
Oral performance, like all human activity, is situated, its form, meaning,
and functions rooted in culturally defined scenes or events—bounded
segments of the flow of behavior and experience that constitute
meaningful contexts for action, interpretation, and evaluation (p. 3).
Context is vital not only for the performance perspective, but to further
articulate the meaningfulness of the personal narrative. As noted, the personal narrative
is probably a universal communicative form in our society. Like conversation, it is easy
to talk about the personal experience story with little or no reference to context. “l
heard this story the other day...” often requires little explanation of when and where. A
story is a discrete thing that pops up all over the place. Paradoxically, this make the
issue of context essential to the study of personal narrative. Story performances and
story forms are only coherent with a sufficient understanding of the context in which
they emerge. They are situated events that take place, in Bauman’s words, in culturally
defined scenes. Context determines when and whether a story can count as an native form
of performance, and not a mere reflection of the analyst’s desire to see all narrative as
performance.
When is a context? In order to deal with context, | invoke a definition of what
context is not. | follow the maxim of folklorist Katherine Young (1987) that context is
not the “surround.” Context consists of that which is relevant to the object under study.
Context is not only contiguous to an item or event, but relevant to it. Not everything in
the surround is relevant, and not all that is context is in the surround. A mere listing of
environmental features does not a context make. Establishment of context is as much an
analytic task of the researcher seeking to explain a given phenomenon as it is part of the

world in which the item emerges en parole.
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To account for a context that addresses relevant features of personal narrative

emergence, | have chosen look to the level of the social and symbolic organization of the
Teacher Forum. | call the Teacher Forum a “folk frame of reference.” It is difficult to
conceive of the Teacher Forum as a full blown folk group due to the long intervals
between the group’s meetings and the lack of sustained communication among members
outside the meetings. But the Teacher Forum does manifest features of a folk group all
the same in that it brings members together and allows them a minimal amount of shared
lore as it relates to their values and shared communicative forms like the personal
experience narrative. The Teacher Forum acts as an identity resource for its members.
As educators have multiple perceived identities in our society (by parents, students,
school administrators, politicians, etc.), the Teacher Forum becomes a meaningful

identity resource for its members as it publicly pursues a altemnative view of teaching

and schooling.

FEraming the Teacher Forum, In order to conceive the most relevant features of a
frame of reference, | cast the Teacher Forum as composed of “primary frames.”
Primary frames make up what Goffman (1974) calls a “primary framework.”
Primary frames help us organize social phenomena we encounter and which we employ.
Primary frames allow “the user to locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly
infinite number of concrete occurrences” (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). Primary frames
involve explicit and implicit rules. They are broad and make up a primary framework
since it “is chiefly relevant and provides the first answer to the question ‘What is going
on here?’ " (ibid., p. 25). In terms of oral communication, primary frames are frames
of utterances, and frames for utterances. In other words, frames-of serve interpretation
of utterances; frames-for guide the practice of utterances.

| characterize the Teacher Forum as having two primary frames that govern
utterances. These frames are the context in and against which all talk occurs. First, the

Teacher Forum is primarily framed by its ideological definition. That is, the group has a
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publicly defined set of goals and purposes that center around the promotion of critical

democracy (see Goodman, 1992). The group is understood as a forum for fostering a
discourse about educational practices and policies in a critical vein with an eye on
democracy. Critical democracy has its roots in the philosophy of John Dewey and critical
educational theorists (e.g., Paulo Freire, 1971). This discourse has a rather radical

tone as it takes a critical stance to conventional views of schooling as a functionalist
endeavor, serving the ends of a market economy. A critical stand sees society and the
market economy as inherently unfair (i.e., racist, sexist, and classist). Schooling, in

the critical-democratic view, is for raising consciousness about the social world and for
promoting a healthy habit of critique of a society which students will eventually inhabit
and lead.

The second primary frame is more implicit or emergent within the life of the
group. This frame carries the implicit rules goveming sociable interaction during the
Teacher Forum’'s meetings. The talk in the Teacher Forum is often intimate and very
personal. In such talk members speak personally about their lives as teachers and often
reveal their failure and foibles. One member characterized this as “getting personal.”

As a primary frame, the personal requires members to regard utterances as personal

and to speak personally. This leaves the impression that when one speaks in the Teacher
Forum, the personal might make her/him vulnerable and open to criticism. As a

primary frame, this becomes enshrined as a rule for verbal participation in the group
where one must speak personally and intimately.

Talk in the Teacher Forum can, therefore, be characterized as necessarily
conforming to the primary frames of both critical democracy and required intimacy (the
personal). The purpose of the group is to provide a place to discuss critical democracy in
educational practices. Through the frame of required intimacy, members are encouraged
to speak of personal experience. Members cannot choose simply one or the other

primary frames, but must respond to both. As members speak of their personal
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experience, as educators or otherwise, the talk must come around, and be connected in

some way, to critical issues that are related to education. And when they speak critically
of educational issues, their speech also be framed personally. Stories, therefore, must
conform to both primary frames to be considered acceptable in the group.

Story is a prime medium for discussing personal issues. The personal experience
narrative is personal and the narrator is involved in narrated events in some way as
character or witness. This situates the personal narrative within the context of the
Teacher Forum as a potentially perform-able. In other words, by virtue and design as
personal, it already conforms in a minimal way to the demands of the primary frame of

“getting personal” and conveys the required intimacy demanded by this frame.

Performance

Performance happens when the expressive form is made compelling in a viable
context. The performer assumes responsibility for the oral presentation of a text that is
by definition stylized and therefore calls attention to itself. Textual performances are
patterned and conventionalized as a part of the communication system of the group in
which they emerge. They are, therefore, susceptible to ethnographic description. A given
text, though, is not reducible to another, and “one wants to be able to appreciate the
individuality of each as well as the generalized structures common to all” (Bauman,
1986, p. 4). Each text performed will have unique aspects as it is part of a known item
(genre) and general patterned scene (context) in which it emerges. Here we are
concemned with the personal experience storytelling as enactment of text.

Performance is again a question of framing and the performance frame. The
concept of the frame originates in Gregory Bateson's (1951) profound insight that
communications send not only their contents, they simultaneously send instructions on
how to interpret the contents. He calls this “meta-communication,” or communication

about communication (p. 209). When, for example, two or more people are in a
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conversation, they are in the midst of taking tums and alternatively assuming the floor.

In order to accomplish this, interlocutors send not only the contents of their utterances,
but also the message “this is a conversation.” When one of these interlocutors decides to
tell a story, she must seek the flioor for an extended turn at talk. For her to become the
narrator and the other the audience, they both must move from the conversation frame to
the story frame; they must communicate with each other and agree that “this is now a
story.” Oral narrative works in this manner. The potential narrator must make an

effort to shift frame and key the audience to story. The narrator closes down the
conversation and opens a story.

But is telling a personal experience narrative always a performance? Bauman
(1972b) has clearly shown in his study of talk in a Nova Scotia speech community that
not all narration is necessarily understood as performance. Some forms of story are
viewed by members of a speech community as just talking, not stylizations that draw
attention to themselves. More generally, the personal narrative hardly seems to be a
special mode of communication which highlights the form or the storyteller. Their
everyday quality would seem not to warrant featuring the personal narrative as an item
to be performed.

Again, we must consider the item being performed and the context of
performance. Mastery over an expressive narrative form means little out of context. A
good story on paper may have meant little to the people to which it was originally
narrated. Conversely, “| guess you had to be there” is a common way to apologize for a
story that fails to recreate the emotive experience of an original tale. Mastery of oral
literature must be mastery in context in relation to an audience. In a group like the
Teacher Forum where the personal is a primary frame of/ffor expressive utterance, the
personal experience narrative is a high form of this primary frame. That is, the
personal experience narrative is a highlighted and amplified version of the personal. it

holds deep symbolic value; it is at the core of the group’s nature. Moreover, stories in
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the Teacher Forum must not just be mere personal stories, they must be framed

critically in response to the primary frame of critical democracy that comprises the

other half of the context. Competent storytelling in the Teacher Forum means a minimal
mastery over the personal experience narrative genre and being able to render the story
sufficiently intimate and critical. In order to “breakthrough into full performance,” as
Hymes (1970) puts it, the narrator must be able to make good stories sufficiently
personal and sufficiently critical. Personal experience narration is the strategic use of a

common form that must be crafted to work within a definable context called the Teacher

Forum.

The performance perspective outlined above is an ethnographic one which points
to questions of not only what (item, context) and how (performance), but also why. This
is a question of function that personal narrative plays within the social space in which it
emerges.

It is very difficult to point out just what the personal narrative, as genre, is for.

In other words, it is difficult to point to its generic function in social life. Unlike, say, a
proverb, which carries the function of social control through wise witticisms (e.g.,

don't bite off more than you can chew), or riddles which are forms of controlled
antisocial behavior (e.g., How many ethnics does it take to put in a light bulb?), the
personal narrative seems to carry no such general social function. Sandra Stahl

(1989), who has most comprehensively studied the personal narrative in her book
Literary Folkloristics and the Personal Narrative, argues that the personal narrative is

a vehicle for demonstration of an individual's values, what she calls the “hidden agenda”
of personal experience narration (p. 21). Furthermore, she notes that the personal
narrative is a way to meet and understand the identity of the teller. While all values and

identities are social in origin, Stahl does not use the personal narrative to explore the
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social through the personal. Rather, she focuses on the individual creation and reception

of story. Her argument does seem valid, but incomplete; social function of the personal
narrative remains unaddressed. Can we ask anything more of what the personal
narrative serves other than a sociable function and a way for people to get to know one

another?

Persuasion

Closely tied to the concept of performance is that of rhetoric, the art of
persuasion (Abrahams, 1968). Persuasion is a matter of aesthetics; we are moved by an
expressive item or work of art. Viewing oral literature as a form of verbal art reminds
us that performances of texts are aesthetic endeavors. Performances seek to move
through presentation of a coherent and vital item of expression. Accomplishment of
textual performance is to have the form cohere e.g., to tell a good story. A performance
seeks to move and this movement is a form of persuasion, just as it seems to be
entertaining or informing. “Each item of expressive culture,” reminds Abrahams
(1968), “is an implement of argument, a tool of persuasion,” and “the essence of
persuasion resides in effective form and compelling performance” (p. 146-147).
Textual performances are inherently rhetorical. In other words, they serve a rhetorical
function.

Strategies, The rhetorical view of expressive items—like stories—finds its
beginnings in the work of Kenneth Burke (1950). In dealing with literature and
literary issues, Burke outlined a framework that has proven useful to folklorists dealing
with the artistic dimensions of their materials. Roger Abrahams (1968), borrowing
from Burke, introduced and enshrined the notion of rhetoric implicit in all cultural and
artistic performances in his now classic essay “Introductory Remarks on a Rhetorical
Theory or Folklore.” Burke (1950/1989) viewed all literature, as well as ordinary

expressions, as originating in some social sphere. In that sphere a speaker or writer
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must adopt a strategy in order to reach the listener or reader. Burke (1941/1989)

notes,

Critical and imaginative works are answers to questions posed by the

situation in which they arose. They are not merely answers, they are

strategic answers, stylized answers (emphasis in original, p. 77).
Burke was speaking specifically about literary works, but his theory can be extended to
artistic performances in general “as the adopting of strategies for the encompassing of
situations” (ibid.). In communicative situations, a speaker has a concemn, a message that
he or she wants to get across. She wishes to impose an interpretation on a situation.
Burke calls this the “name” the speaker would like to impose on the situation. This
interpretation occurs in the face of possible opposition from others and the speaker
adopts a strategy to anticipate this possibility. The speaker evaluates the setting in order
to present her/his message in the most acceptable form, that is, the form most likely to
succeed in getting a message across. How that speaker evaluates the setting will suggest
an attitude, which in turn will suggest a “genre” that will least likely impede the
message she wants to get across and which will be most acceptable to the receiver(s) of
the message. Performed oral narratives, then, can be seen as strategically stylized,
expressive answers, and the personal narrative a particular variation or genre.

In folkloric terms, the selection of genre involves the use of “traditional” forms

to address traditional problems and situations. Similarly, in the Teacher Forum the use
of the personal narrative can be viewed as a traditional and locally relevant strategy. The
aesthetic, or stylization, of the personal narrative is used to express effectively within
the group as it responds to the primary frames. The personal-ness of the personal
narrative makes it commensurate with the primary frame of the personal. It becomes a
vehicle for critically framing experiences and events. It is an expected and relevant
strategy in the context of the Teacher Forum. The use of the personal narrative indicates

that it not only imposes an interpretation on the situation in which it emerges (that the
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speaker evaluates the setting as amenable to telling a story), but also a strategy for

presenting experience. An important purpose of oral literature, long a central focus of
folklorists, is thus to argue and persuade, “and argue [the narrator] does, even when he
seems to be entertaining” (Abrahams, 1968, p. 146).

Bhetoric and Group Life, But of what does the personal narrative persuade? Why
do the members employ the personal narrative as an aesthetic form that is inherently
rhetorical? Is the function of the personal narrative merely rhetorical? Or does
rhetoric itself have a function? As Abrahams insightfully notes, the essence of artistic
expression is to evoke sympathy, to move the audience who encounters it toward
acceptance of the version of life or experience it presents. “For the strategy of a piece to
succeed,” he states, “sympathy of the audience must be elicited” (p. 147). This
elicitation is done through the selection and strategic use of relevant forms where, in
Burke’s (1941/1989) terms, the audience can “identify” with (or against) various
symbolic materials of the form (e.g., a story’s hero). According to Abrahams (1968),

An utterance asks for some kind of sympathetic reaction on the part of the

hearer—a reaction induced by manipulation of materials in combination

with technique by which the speaker relates to his audience (p. 146).
Expressive performances are aesthetic endeavors in that they seek to present coherent
visions or versions of experience in appropriate forms. They need to hang together,
connect (or seek to) with others, who can say “Ah, | am moved by what you say and how
you say it.” The use of story seeks to elicit this sympathetic reaction for identification
with (or against) what the story presents.

While all verbal art can be seen as rhetorical, in the folkloric terms 1 use here it
is necessary to see persuasion connected to group life. Folklorists have long been
concemed with marginalized and dominated groups (Briggs, 1994). These groups are
typically aware of and highly concerned with threats to their existence. Structurally,

members of groups live with some amount of implied threat to their well being.
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Expressive folklore, in Burke's terms, are strategies employed to deal with recurrent

problems that threaten the life of the group. These threats are as much internal to the
group as they are external to it. Social cohesion of a group becomes paramount and “is
most fully sensed in terms of antagonism felt within the group” (Abrahams, 1968. p.
148). A group must fight internal friction and strife in order to maintain itself in the

face of extinction from domination. Folk groups use “traditional” (folk) expressive

forms to deal with recurrent problems that threaten the maintenance of the group. This
means that members are involved in a rhetorical effort to convince themselves and each
other that their effort and their cohesion is worthwhile, that staying together can be a
way to deal with anxiety and perceived threats to their well being.

Members of a group argue for solidarity. Argument is embodied in expressive
forms that are aesthetically acceptable and appropriate. The employment of these forms
seeks to persuade members of a group of a version and vision of experience that is viable
and vital. Telling stories, and the personal narrative specifically, is an accessible and
acceptable form of argument, where the narrator seeks to persuade others that “What |
have to say is vital for us..” Story, in this way, is an artful device used to remind and
convince members of a group that their existence and their purposes are worthwhile.
Narrative as rhetoric in group life serves the function of group cohesion and stability,
not just persuasion for persuasion’s sake, nor simply to realize the rhetorical intent of
the narrator. In the Teacher Forum, the personal narrative is a strategy of
communication. The rhetoric of the personal narrative, in the group, serves the role of
getting personal and for framing experience in a critical light. It serves to persuade
members that an ideologically critical perspective is vital to the group and that the
critical can be achieved by remaining a member of the group and keeping the group

together, and this can be achieved by getting personal.
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Framework of the Dissertation
This chapter has introduced the ideas that structure the organization of this
inquiry. The dissertation takes a performance perspective on personal experience
narratives as they relate to group life and their rhetorical dimensions. The ensuing
chapters address these issues of item, context, performance, function and rhetoric.
| have divided this study into two parts. Part | (Chapters 1 through 3) presents
the theoretical backdrop against which | strive to consider the personal experience
narrative a form of performance in group life. Chapter 2 focuses on the issue of context
of the Teacher Forum. In this chapter, | also give a brief history of the Teacher Forum.
Chapter 3 describes the personal narrative as a genre of oral literature. There | explore
the components of the personal experience narrative and consider the idea of story as an
enclave in conversation. After defining the personal experience narrative as literary
genre and oral communicative events | present an outline of the methodology | employed
to make sense out of this definition. As this study is ethnographic, | outline the
ethnographic methodology | used to investigate the personal narrative in the group life of
the Teacher Forum.

Part || (Chapters 4 through 7) is an exploration of performances of personal
narratives | gathered in the Teacher Forum. In order to address this | have chosen three
stories that exemplify what it means to perform a personal experience narrative. The
analysis of each of these stories is used to address an issue pertinent to personal
narrative generally and specifically in the context of the Teacher Forum.

By way of conclusion | present concluding remarks reflecting on the larger
implications of this study. | reflect on the issue of artifice (the artful and artificial
nature of the personal experience narrative), rhetoric, and the form-function
relationship of the personal experience narrative in the Teacher Forum. | note further

the function of storytelling in the Teacher Forum specifically, and reflect on overcoming
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“text positivism” (Rosaldo, 1986) and romantic readings of teacher narrative and

narration. Further, | offer encouragement to resist what | call the “mimetic fallacy.”
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CHAPTER 2
THE CONTEXT OF THE TEACHER FORUM

In this place, however, we are not so much
concentrating our attention to the text of the narratives, as
on their sociological reference. The text, of course, is
extremely important, but without the context it remains
lifeless. As we have seen, the interest of the story is vastly
enhanced and it is given its proper character by the
manner in which it is told....the sociologist should take his
cue from the natives. The performance, again, has to be
placed in its proper time setting—the hour of the day, and
the season, with the background of sprouting gardens
awaiting future work, and slightly influenced by the magic
of fairy tales. We must also bear in mind the sociological
context of private ownership, the sociable function and the
cultural role of amusing fiction. All these elements are
equally relevant; all must be studied as well as text. The
stories live in native life and not on paper, and when the
scholar jots them down without being able to evoke the
atmosphere in which they flourish he has given us but a
mutilated bit of reality.

Bronislaw Malinowski,
Myth in Primitive Psychology

This chapter sets out a theoretical framework for understanding small group life
that makes up the context of the Teacher Forum. Section one provides a brief history of
the Teacher Forum. This history informs the reader not only of the general background
of the group, but also the theoretical description of the Teacher Forum as a part time

Culture or frame of reference for its members in section two.

28
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SECTION 1:

A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE TEACHER FORUM!

When | joined the group in the Fall of 1992, the Teacher Forum was five years
old. In its current incarmnation, the group meets the moming of the second Saturday of
every month during the school year.2 They meet for approximately two hours on the
campus of what | call Midwestern University, where Teacher Forum member Clare is a
faculty member. Though they meet on campus, this group is not part of any university
initiated project. Clare has the means to provide in-kind support in the form of a
seminar room in the building where she teaches. In this section, | briefly describe the
history of this group. | also give an introduction to the members whose utterances
emerge in the data presented here. This oral history provides only the briefest of
overviews and is not intended to describe in detail any or all Teacher Forum constituents.
| intend only to provide a background for understanding this as a group of and for
conversation and story. As the units of analysis in this study are story and storytelling,
not storytellers, this oral history is about the group as a whole. The holistic theoretical
description of the group as a super-organic context will be taken up in greater length in

section two of this chapter.

Getting Started
The origins of the Teacher Forum reach back to the fall semester of 1987 and the
English department of Midwestern University. Two motivated graduate students, who

were practicing teachers, and an university English educator formed the core of the first

1This section is essentially an oral history of the group. The data here has been primarily
drawn from a long interview (5-9-93) and several unrecorded conversations with Clare.
Numerous conversations and interviews with Fatimah, Lana (esp. 4-19-93), and Zoe were
also valuable contributors to this oral history.

2] use the ethnographic present to describe the 1992-93 school year, the time that | collected
data from for this study.
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iteration Teacher Forum. The teachers, Zoe and Cass (who was no longer a member when

| collected my data), were masters degree students enrolled in an English Education
course called Education, Excellence and Equity. Clare, the course instructor, arrived as a
new faculty member of the English education program. She had come to the university
with experience and interest in democratic education and critical theory, as well as a
keen interest in teachers.

Zoe and Cass were deeply affected by the course. For them, the course readings
and conversations touched upon persistent concems they held as practitioners. The
course helped them to frame explanations of their concemns as a social, not merely
personal. Zoe notes that she came see better that schooling difficulties are not
necessarily the fault of individual teachers, but can also be viewed as local expression of
historically situated tensions among competing purposes of education in a liberal
democracy.

Among the course readings critiquing schooling were Sizer's Horace'’s
Compromise (1984), a research report, in essay form, on secondary education. It
outlines the dilemmas of schooling in a democracy, which have left us with a public
education system that satisfies no one and highlights the drastic consequences this has
had for teaching practice. They also read and discussed works on tracking (e.g., Oakes,
1985), a key issue for democratic educators, since tracking is inherently unfair and
advances unequal educational experiences among students. And they read Dewey’s
Democracy and Education (1916). These readings seemed to set an early tone for the
subsequent formation of the Teacher Forum group. Teacher Forum members note that it
helped them to take a larger view of education and teaching as something more than just a
technical endeavor for improving “learning.” It helped them to see teaching as a vocation
endowed with social purpose in a democracy and a set of ideas that help frame educational

problems that seem to promote a social vision of equity in education.
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At the end of that semester, Zoe and Cass wanted to continue to meet and discuss

the issues raised in the course. With Clare they agreed to meet one Saturday moming a
month for critical conversation with anyone else who cared to attend. The first meetings

in the winter and spring 1988 did not center around readings, but were an extended
conversation about the issues raised in the course as they relate to teacher practices.
Moreover, Zoe and Cass were to continue conversation as a way, in Clare’s words, “to

fill in the gaps of teachers’ isolation.” That is, not only were these meetings about
continuing conversation of critical democratic issues, they were to establish
conversations to deal with teachers’ isolation from one another and to encourage a sense
of common purpose about their work. Thus, at the outset, the Teacher Forum centered on
having both a critical conversation about educational school practices and an inherent

desire to be personal and deal with isolation.

Clare and Critical Democracy

In the second year of the Teacher Forum Clare proposed that the group become
officially affiliated with the Center for Education and Democracy (a pseudonym). The
Center for Education and Democracy, heretofore known as CED, is a small but national
organization that has affiliates throughout the country, mainly in the middle west. Clare
had known CED’s directors since her graduate school days and was in regular contact
with many of its members. As Clare already had a relationship CED, she found the
Literacy and Democracy group an opportunity to open a new branch “office” and a way to

further organize and identify the group as a democratic teacher group.

Center for Education and Democracy
CED is an organization of regional offices, often affiliated with a university or
college, with a faculty member as a sponsor. These offices act as resources for teachers

interested in “democratic education” and the “democratic movement.” CED’s statement
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of purpose provides perspective on its philosophy and demonstrates what the Teacher

Forum is connected to:

CED is a partnership of all participants in the educational

process—teachers administrators, parents and students—

who believe that democratic school change must come from

the heart of education.

CED promotes educational practices that provide students

with experiences through which they can develop

democratic attitudes and values. Only by living them can

students develop the democratic ideals of equality, liberty

and community.

CED works to provide teachers committed to democratic

education with a forum for sharing ideas, with support of

people holding similar values, and with opportunities for

professional development.

These principles, while not directly attributed, are essentially Deweyan. The key

words are equality, liberty, and community. Equality harbors the notion that education
is for everybody and should not be the mechanism that distributes children unequally
(i.e., by race and class) in school systems according to ability. Liberty implies the sort
of critical consciousness advocated in taking a critical perspective and is often connected
to a Freirean (e.g., 1971) liberatory pedagogy. And community is central to a vision of
participatory democracy. To become part of community, one must be able to leamn by
living and participating in one. Taken together, these principles advocate that schools be
places for achieving educational and social equality. A more just society can be
accomplished though developing a sense of liberty in a critical consciousness about one’s
position in society. This can be achieved through democratic participation in learning
communities, like classrooms and schools. As Clare puts it, “to able to see that
understanding and thinking about the kind of society that we're going to live in is a

focus” (emphasis in original, interview, 5-5-93). Moreover, Clare saw that her role

was to not impose an agenda, but to ask the teachers what they wanted to accomplish. She
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saw her role, in her capacity as an English education professor, to help them develop

that agenda apropos the commitment to CED.

In the third year of the Teacher Forum three of the Teacher Forum participants—
Zoe, Olivia, and Lana—were students in Clare’s master’s level course for English
educators. These three were still members when | joined the group. In this course Clare
made the focus critical literacy (see Lankshear & McClaren, 1993). This course was
entirely different from the technical rational approach that Tom put forward in the
Literacy and Democracy group the year before. Zoe, Olivia, and Lana were therefore not
only members of the Teacher Forum, but also Clare’s students. They were experiencing
not only Clare’s theoretical approach and her teaching praxis in her class, but also her
practice as sponsor of the Teacher Forum. At this time that Clare was able to advocate for
and maintain the critical democratic focus of the group while simuitaneously trying to
relinquish her role as agenda-setter. As we shall see in the next section of this chapter
and throughout the story analyses in Part Il of this dissertation, this tension between
staying the critical democratic course and maintaining a voluntary, lived agenda is a
defining feature of the group.

That summer of 1989, Lana, Zoe, Olivia, and Clare went to CED’s annual summer
conference. CED attempts to practice its purpose every summer through a relatively
small conference. It brings together mainly teachers, but also university teacher
educators, administrators, and students, to exchange ideas and have conversations around
making democratic education work. This is done through workshops and presentations,
and many informal conversations. When Zoe, Olivia, and Lana retumed, they were
enthusiastic about being part of a national movement and about their ability to meet
other educators struggling with similar ideas and practices. This trip, undertaken as an
“office,” seemed to crystallize the Teacher Forum’s identification with democratic
education and its relationship with the CED main office. Moreover, it solidified the overt

purpose of the Teacher Forum as a forum for democratic educators.
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0 ing Alienati | Isolati
Members of the Teacher Forum consistently refer to the Teacher Forum as a
place and an effort to overcome key problems in teaching: alienation and isolation. A/l the
teacher members with whom | spoke noted that the Teacher Forum is a place where they
could “connect” with other practitioners and engage in conversation that was absent in
their professional workspaces. All members mentioned that they come to the meetings
for conversation and camaraderie of communal membership and a minimal mutual
adherence, in theory if not practice, to democratic education. In other words, they
participate to overcome isolation. As Clare puts it, “The thing [the members)
particularly keyed into was the fact that teachers seemed to work in isolation and in
groups that continue to meet...outside of the school are groups that help close the gaps on
some of that isolation that teachers feel” (interview, ibid.).

Many of the Teacher Forum members have found that they are already somewhat
isolated because of their political and pedagogical commitments, that they are perceived
as progressive or non-technical educators. They tend to ask the larger questions of the
aims and ends of education in a democratic society. This orientation alone makes these
teachers seem as though they are different from their colleagues and that they might be
troublemakers since they ask “Better teaching and learming to what end?” They have a
lot in common, at least in terms of interest, in democratic education (those who don’t
leave the group). The Teacher Forum then provides a type of refuge for like-minded
outsiders. As educators who often act upon the principles like those set out in CED’s
statement of purpose, Teacher Forum has the paradoxical effect of further alienating
some of its members in their schools. The Teacher Forum has become a support for the
alienation some members have already felt by virtue of their own pedagogical

commitments. Lana, who has poignantly felt the need for a support group (see Chapter

6), puts it this way:
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A lot of us, because of the way we teach and our political beliefs and our

attitudes tend not to have a lot of support among our colleagues, and you
feel isolated. So it's kind of good to come together with people that
understand your struggle, understand the isolation, experience some of
the frustrations. So it's a good support group and sounding board
(Interview, 4-19-93).

Thus, there is a shared understanding among Teacher Forum members that in
addition to belonging to a group about supporting democratic education, it is also a
support group for dealing with isolation and alienation in teachers’ work lives.

“Teachers supporting other teachers,” notes Clare, “who are trying to do things that end
up getting them in trouble in schools was a big thing and a big reason for coming

together” (Clare interview, ibid.).

Key Events in the Teacher F. Hist
There seem to be two keys events in the history of the Teacher Forum that

further defined who they are. The first is reactive, the second more proactive.

The Doctoral Seminar

In the winter of 1991, Clare was teaching a doctoral seminar in English
education. This seminar incorporated the critical and democratic perspective that is part
of her intellectual repertoire. That year, she had felt that the Teacher Forum had grown
sluggish and had not found a focus or a purpose for their meetings. Clare’s seminar met
Saturday mornings, before Teacher Forum Saturday meetings. She used the last hour of
the seminar for her students to be part of the Teacher Forum meetings. Clare felt there
was a gulf between the university and teachers, even between those from each
community who share similar educational values like a critical or democratic
perspective. She was hoping to both bridge that gap and reinvigorate the Teacher Forum.

The integration was a failure. It was organized around three conversation groups:

feminist pedagogy, Foxfire curriculum methods (see Wigginton, 1985 and section two of
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this chapter), and teacher research. Clare hoped that these would be a places for

networking among educators from both the university and the public schools who share
common interests and pursuits. The Teacher Forum (members) resisted. They found it
an imposition of agendas not of their making. Moreover, they seemed to see this
imposition in terms of a hierarchy of university over schools, academics over teachers.
The divisions were among doctoral students (some of whom have been teachers) who did
much more work in the seminar (e.g., reading and writing assignments) and were almost
required to participate in the meetings. This aggravated Teacher Forum members in that
the Teacher Forum had not involved any required work, only mutually agreed upon
readings and tasks. And it was a group formed of their own volition. Any reading and work
that was done was from their own interest and commitment to the group, not to a
university seminar.

The group almost disbanded that year and the integration attempt did not continue
the following fall. This event signaled for Clare and the other members that this was a
teachers’ group, made up of members who set an agenda according to the goals and desires
of practitioners who do the journey work of schooling. This did not result in the
exclusion of university affiliated educators, but it spoke to the desire that the Teacher
Forum be a group of practicing educators who have as their core concems the lives and

practices of teachers, not about or abstractions about “what works.”

Lana’s Ordeal

The second major event in the life of the Teacher Forum involved Lana and a
struggle with her middle school and district in 1990. Lana joined the Teacher Forum the
year following its inception. She also served as the group’s “facilitator” as part of her
practicum for her English education master's degree program. Her ordeal is taken up
length at Chapter 6, so | will only outline this event. After having received a death threat

from a student in her eighth grade class, Lana asked her school's administration to
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remove the student for her own safety. The school was unresponsive to her concem and

even accused her of bringing the threat upon herself. She then filed a grievance with the
school district. Though she eventually was successful and later promoted to head of her
English department, this was a traumatic school year for Lana. The Teacher Forum
played a major role in emotionally supporting her. Though some members grew
frustrated with the therapeutic feel to the Teacher Forum meetings (some even left the
group), the group seemed to more clearly declare itself as a place to support its
members who are in crisis situations (in their professional lives) and not just to talk
about democratic education. Since one of their own was under attack for her work, and
was experiencing aggravating alienation from her colleagues, they felt a powerful, tacit
understanding that the Teacher Forum is about personal support as much as it is about
professional support.

Teacher Forum Members

By the time | joined the group in the fall of 1992, and formally collected data
that following winter and spring, there were fifteen different members (including me)
who attended the year's meetings. | will briefly name them (pseudonyms) and describe
their teaching background.

Clare is an English professor, specializing in English education. She acts as
sponsor of the Teacher Forum in that she provides in-kind support such as finding
meeting space at her university. She also acts as the regional office coordinator of
Teacher Forum as a member of the CED.

Darlene is a high school English teacher in a predominately black high school in a
middle-sized city. She is also a doctoral student in English education at the university
and Clare’s student.

Donna is a an humanities professor who teaches writing in an honors

undergraduate program at Midwestern University.
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Eatimah is a doctoral student in English education at Midwestern University. She

teaches English teacher education undergraduates courses. A Muslim, she is the only

African American in the group. She is also Clare’s student.

Hannah is a 4th grade teacher in a school district in the vicinity of Midwestern

University. She is the sister in-law of Zoe.

Harry is a curriculum developer in Darlene’s school district. He specializes in

reading and language arts and does not teach.

Iris teaches at a youth detention center. She teaches adolescent males who are

being held for criminal activity. She teaches social studies, writing, and literacy.
Kathy Sue is a former co-director of the CED. She makes the monthly trip to
attend the Teacher Forum meetings. Having worked at the university as an instructor

where CED is located, she now teaches at a progressive public school in lllinois.

Kathy had been an active member of the Teacher Forum, but attended sporadically
during the time of my data collection. She teaches middle school in a suburban district in

which the Midwestern University of located.

Lana is a middle school English educator and teaches in the same district as

Louise. Lana’s story of her death threat is examined at length in Chapter 6.

Laura is a doctoral student in English education. She also teaches English at a

community college and is involved with secondary English teacher education.

Louise is also an long-term member of the Teacher Forum. She teaches middle

school English and social studies in Lana’s school district.

Qlivia is a high school English teacher. She teaches in the same district as Lana

and Louise.

Bobin is a returning undergraduate student. She is completing her teacher

education and hopes to teach English and psychology in secondary school.

Valerie is a community college English instructor. She is also a doctoral student

in English education under Clare’s tutelage.
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Zoe teaches at a Catholic, grade K through eight school in a small town,

approximately 30 miles from the university. She teaches eighth grade literacy
(language arts) and social studies. One of Zoe’s stories analyzed in Chapter 5. She is one

of the original members of the group.

Not all of these Teacher Forum member participated in every Teacher Forum
meeting over the year | attended and tape recorded. Some came only once. All of them do,
however, emerge in my data (see Appendix A). Zoe, Lana and Clare have stories that |
examine at length in the second part of the dissertation. Others appear the discourse and

narrative examples | use.
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SECTION 2:

CONTEXT AS A FOLK FRAME OF REFERENCE

How is the Teacher Forum a context? How do we account for it? How do we know
when sufficient context has been described? In this study of storytelling that | claim is
contextual, where the story is narrative event as well as narrative object, it is
incumbent upon me to delineate that which | mean by “context.” A contextual analysis is
two-folded. On the one hand, | am delineating a social and cultural space which envelops
storytelling. On the other hand, | am also analytically providing a context for the reader
in which to interpret stories and storytelling events. In other words, by pointing out the
context where story happens, | am simultaneously providing a context for context and
working toward an interpretive frame. Context, therefore, frames my world as it is of
my research subjects. This section begins to outline the contextuality of storytelling in
the Teacher Forum. | find it helpful to start from the most general level, or layering, of
context as the social organization of the Teacher Forum as a sort of folk group or frame
of reference. | will address the general features that are beyond any one member of the
group. It is this “primary framework™ that provides the “frame-of” and the “frame-
for” understanding and interpretation of communicative acts, specifically personal
experience narratives. This begins a description of the context of the culture of the
Teacher Forum as a sub-universe of meaning for conversations and stories of education

and personal experience.

What is Context?
Context vs, Surround
It would seem to go without saying that context and audience influence the form
and content of social interactions. But what is meant when the term context is invoked?

To stan, it is helpful to clarify what context is not. Katherine Young (1987) has made a
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keen distinction between the “surround” and “context.” She notes that too often in

folkloric research the surround is confused with the context and ultimately blurs

analysis. She explains it this way:
A surround is whatever is contiguous whether it bears in the event or not;
a context is whatever bears on an event whether it is contiguous or not.
Not only is not all of the surround context, but also not all of the contexts
are in the surround(p. 70).

Surround amounts to just about anything that is in the immediate environment of
the social event. The confusion between context and the surround can readily be extended
to the study of most social phenomenon and indeed much qualitative research in
education. The confusion between context and surround, where context is
indiscriminately presumed to be everything in the surround, is perilous. It leads to an
objectivist illusion that a cataloguing of features of the surround will yield context. In
addressing conversational, personal narrative, for example, we can note many contexts:
the content of the stories; previous stories told in the same conversation; concurrent
events or events from days, weeks, or years previous; life history of the narrator; the
institutional setting; audience and speaker(s) present; conversation topics; the general
tone of the conversation; relationships among speakers; types of story being told (e.g.,
humorous, informational); the psychological state of the narrator; the stylistic
competence of the narrator; the weather; and so on. The list is seemingly infinite.

As Young (1987) tells us, “Context is matter of relevance, not proximity” (p.
70). Context is defined by its relevance to the event or social phenomenon selected for
study:
What is necessary is that in invoking a context, its bearing on an event is
specified. Contextual analysis properly addresses relations between
contexts and events not collections of contexts (Young, 1987, p. 71).

Since contexts bearing on an event are multiple, it is part of the analyst’s task to

identify that which is contextually relevant, that which is important to the insiders’
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(members’) shared, and usually tacit, understanding and accomplishment of utterances.

Possible contexts are limitless; relevant contexts are limited. What is relevant may or
may not be in the surround. Establishment of context is, therefore, an analytic task of
the researcher, an attempt to show the connection or relation between the object of
analysis (e.g., stories and storytelling) and context. Contexts, then, are part of the
worlds of both the researcher and the researched, only the researcher has an obligation
to unveil his/her criteria for selection of relevant contexts.

| begin my discussion of context with that which seems to inform and account for
storytelling as not only text, but also social event. With story and storytelling that arise
naturally in conversation within a group of like minded educators, | find it helpful to
start with the broadest level of symbolic organization(s) that make up context. in other
words, this is an effort to conceive of multiple and layered contexting of stories in terms
of the social and symbolic organization of the Teacher Forum as a coordinated group of
individuals with negotiated and agreed upon purposes, goals and traditions. in, short, it

is helpful to think of the Teacher Forum as a form of folk group.

Group Life as Context

As folklorists have pointed out (e.g., Bauman, 1972), people are living less and
less in homogeneous communities and are unlikely to hold single identifying roles. It is
increasingly difficult in our industrial/post-industrial society to find someone who
lives completely within a single, homogeneous group. By virtue of a constellation of
factors of occupation, family, ethnicity, communal affiliation, social class, and so on, a
person in modem American society does not harbor one, single role which completely
defines her or his identity (Abrahams, 1972). We live a fragmented existence. In what
Bauman (1972) has referred to as “differential identity,” persons often have more

than one social sphere from which they draw to constitute an identity. People do, in
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varying degrees, identify with a main or primary social group (e.g., ethnic, religious),

but they are also members of other constituencies with which they associate and from
which they draw to make an identity.

The fragmentation of modem American life necessitates viewing group
memberships as significant sources for identity formation and a sense of self. It is not a
whimsical sort of participation in groups; people desire and seek out participation in
groups of like-minded and sympathetic others. Our identities are hardly the creation of

free roaming egos. As Mark Workman (1993) has eloquently said about the self in

relation to similarly-disposed others:
Like the garden flower that inclines this way or that in its desire for
sunshine, the poses we strike or the attitudes we assume are never purely
internally motivated, but are always environmentally determined
responses to the cultural world around us....all but the most cynical
among us yearn for membership in folk groups... (p. 172).
A differential view of identity allows for the exploration of particular social
groups which contribute partially to members’ identity. Folklorists have attended to this
in accounting for existence of folklore in modern society. Jan Brunvand (1968) notes
briefly in his introductory folklore textbook that there are four broad kinds of folk
groups—occupational, regional, age, national or ethnic—but he is not restrictive to this.
Bauman (1972) has pointed out the necessity of viewing a person’s full or part-time
participation in folk groups. This (re)orientation of the membership of “the folk” from
a homogeneous (often rural or pastoral) conception now emphasizes an individual's
membership at any given time in more than one social group, or “folk group” (see
Dundes, 1965). According to Stahl (1989), following Dundes (1968), the folk group is
now better understood as “the identity shared by any two members of a group, which in

turn becomes sufficient to support a body of shared lore” (p. 34).
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Small Group Culture
Sociologist and folklorist Gary Alan Fine (1979) further asserts that small

group experience is central to the experience of culture generally. Culture is essentially

a function of small group experiences and the outcome of the communicative interaction

in small groups:
Most culture elements are experienced as part of a communication system
of a small group, even though they may be known widely. The experience
of knowing and using culture is inevitably tied to [the] contexts of group
life (p. 734).
Fine (1979; 1987) coined the term “idio-culture” in order to denote small group
formation and maintenance. Though groups, like Little League Baseball teams, are not
full-time cultures, they do manifest certain cultural features. Fine (1979) defines the
idio-culture as “a system of knowledge, beliefs, behaviors, and customs shared by
members of an interacting group to which members can refer and employ as the basis of
further interaction” (p. 734). If meaning derives from interaction, and if culture is the
content of that interaction, then small group life is not only an identity resource for the
participants; it is also a place where cultural resources, meaning, and content are
created, maintained and transmitted for identity.

As a part-time association of educators, the Teacher Forum can be seen as a
variety of “folk group.” It has a discemible set of “traditions” and identity features—
sensibilities and dispositions—in its values (Stahl, 1989). The focus of the Teacher
Forum as a group with its own cultural features makes this an exploration not of any one
or more of the Teacher Forum members qua individuals (and their individual identities)
as they are formed apropos their membership over the period of time during which |
collected data. Rather, my focus is on the shared identity features of the group. Shared
features of identity tums the question of membership and participation in a group of
critical democratic educators from a psychological/individual orientation to a socio-

culturalfolk one. This is, therefore, an exploration of how the group contributes to
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identity features of the members and the structure of the meaning they make of their

teaching experiences, specifically as these are revisited and reconstituted in personal
experience stories.

Storytelling, in this view, becomes the experience of other experiences, events
re-made, enacted representations of experience, in the conversation of the group.
“Groups negotiate meanings, and this ongoing negotiation structures the culture of the
[group]” (Fine, 1979, p. 737). The Teacher Forum mediates members’ experiences and
their meaning. Things happen outside the group and are symbolically brought into the
group by individual members. The Teacher Forum provides a sub-universe of meaning,
where recounted experiences are re-made, in relation to the context of the group, goals
and purposes, in conversation and story. As a mediator for external events, the group is
a place where the meaning of external events is revisited by members in their stories
(re-) made apropos its values in its frame of reference. This, in tum, helps the
differentiation of the Teacher Forum group from others (other educators, other teacher

groups, subscribers of other educational philosophies, etc.).

Erames of Reference and Primary Frameworks

As systems of shared meanings and symbols, groups like the Teacher Forum are
what Sandra Stahl (1989) terms folk “frames of reference” (p. 89). As spheres for
part-time participation and identity affiliation, they are places where “human beings
form alliances with other humans and develop frames of reference within those alliances
that determine to a great extent their view of the world and often their behavior in it”
(Stahl, p. 33). Frames of reference are pedagogical, for they are “identifiable groups
that serve to teach individuals patterns of interaction peculiar to that group” (Stahl, p.
34). Stahl notes at least eight categories of perceived identity features, including
family, ethnicity, religion, place, age, sex, social network, and occupation. Stahl is

interested in exploring the ways in which individual storytellers integrate and draw
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upon shared folklore to accomplish storytelling and how this can be developed into a

method of interpretation. In borrowing Stahl's notion, though, | want to focus not so
much on individual storytellers and their identities, but on how the shared identity of

the Teacher Forum provides a frame of reference for its members, a frame of reference
for telling stories and of interpretation of stories. Just as Stahl describes folk groups as
resources for individual identity formation and as holding certain sensibilities within

them, the frame of reference is the manifestation of those sensibilities.

Primary Frameworks
Frames of references give rise to what Erving Goffman (1974) calls “primary
frameworks.” Primary frameworks help us to answer the question “What is going on
here?” when we encounter social phenomena. They are primary in that they are the
“chiefly relevant first answer” to our questions and orient our understanding to the
events we encounter (p. 24). “We tend,” according to Goffman, “to perceive events in
terms of primary frameworks, and the type of framework we employ provides a way of
describing the event to which it is applied” (ibid.). We frame our understandings of
them in certain, primary ways and communicate those understandings to others with
whom we are in relation. As Goffman (1974) explains:
When the individual in our Western society recognizes a particular event,
he tends, whatever else he does, to imply in this response (and in effect
employ) one or more frameworks or schemata of interpretations of a kind
that can be called primary....indeed a primary framework is one that is
seen as rendering what would be otherwise be a meaningless aspect of the
scene into something that is meaningful...Whatever the degree of
organization, however, each primary framework allows its user to locate,
perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infinite number of concrete
occurrences defined in its terms (p. 21).
Primary frameworks are composed of multiple primary “frames” since they

“distinguish between the content of a current perception and the reality status we give

what is thus enclosed or bracketed within perception” (Goffman, 1974, p. 3). Gregory
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Bateson (1951) first described frames as “meta-communication,” or communication

about communication. Frames, Bateson held, have two characteristics, they are
“exchanged cues and propositions about (a) codification and (b) the relationship
between the communicators” (p. 209). In other words, frames “codify” utterances and
communication as conversation, or as story, etc. They also invite or reveal an attitude
toward the utterance in the relationship between interlocutors.

It is important to distinguish the primary frame from the specific frame of
communication. The primary frame is broad and bends heavily toward the generic
understanding—the shared, invited or revealed attitude—toward most, if not all,
utterances in a given situation. The specific frame distinguishes between types of
utterances, (e.g., the conversation frame vs. story frame). Primary frames, then, are
the first guides brought to bear on a social event, the attitude toward the communicative
action or utterance. Such attitudes reveal the relationship between interlocutors since
they are the shared (“exchanged”); people together agree on the “definition of the
situation,” for they agree on what counts as valid or acceptable discourse and interaction
in a group. Primary frameworks are generally tacit, where “application of such a
framework or perspective is seen by those who apply it as not depending on or harking
back to some prior or original interpretation” (Goffman, 1974, p. 21). Primary

frames help us install general, fundamental assumptions about our utterances in a given

social sphere.

Primary Frames of the Teacher Forum
The Teacher Forum produces and is composed of two primary frames, one which
is more or less external to the group and the other emergent from within the group. The
ideological frame refers to the idea structure of the group, the publicly stated purposes
and goals of the group as it relates to a set of ideas and ideals. The interactional frame

includes those lived rules or norms for sociable interaction in the group. This takes the
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form of the “required intimacy” in verbal participation. The former takes the form of

“Critical democracy,” a set of ideals as they are related to educational practices and

policies. The latter is a form of required intimate or personal discussion.

Since this is not a study of Critical democracy it does not contain an exegesis of
the philosophy and theory of Critical democracy. Nor is this an evaluation of how a group
lives up to an ideal of understanding, promoting, and enacting critical democratic values.
Rather, as ethnographic, this study seeks to examine from the point of view of the
members of the Teacher Forum the meanings they negotiate in their conversations of
Critical democracy and their stories. Apropos this concem, it is important to understand
some of the origins of Critical democracy related to education as it is focus for the goals
of and purposes of the Teacher Forum. In other words, how does Critical democracy
support a primary frame here?

Democracy in critical democracy, Jesse Goodman (1992) notes that “Critical
democracy” finds its roots in the works of John Dewey. Recent biographies of Dewey
have noted that the key, consistent intellectual thread through all his work is democracy
(Featherstone, 1993). Dewey (1927) severely criticized the dominant understanding
(at the time) of American democracy as a republican form of government that maintains
a state structure. In this reified view, “Democracy as practiced in the U.S. is seen as
inherently good and has something to do with choosing representatives, having faith in
the will of the majority, providing certain checks and balances, protecting the right to
express minority viewpoints” (Goodman, p. 3). Dewey made clear in Public and Its
Problems (1927), and somewhat less clear in writings like Democracy and Education
(1916), that this is an unquestioned, common understanding of democracy. The state,
according to Dewey, is really a modem, historical invention—a human construction.

Though we have created institutions and social arrangements which are representative,
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he asked, are they truly democratic? Dewey calls this idea of democracy a mere

“political” one that conflates democracy with some idea of the state. This view is
ultimately attached to maintenance of the economic interests of a few and it effectively
narrows participation of citizens in the public debate over those interests (1927).
Moreover, it encourages citizens to fear democratic government as an unnatural
apparatus that controls individual and economic liberties:

Thus fear of government and desire to limit its operations, because they
were hostile to the development of new agencies of production and
distribution of services and commodities, received powerful

reinforcement. The economic movement was perhaps the more influential
because it operated, not in the name the individual and his inherent

rights, but in the name of Nature. Economic “laws,” that of labor

springing up from natural wants and leading to creation of capital

effective in piling up still more wealth, the free play of competitive
exchange, designated the law of supply and demand, were “natural” laws.
They were set in opposition to political laws as artificial, man-made
affairs. The inherited tradition which remained least questioned was a
conception of Nature which made Nature something to conjure with.
...laws of nature, implanted in human nature, regulated the production and
exchange of good and services, and in such a way that when they were kept
free from artificial, that is political meddling, they resulted in the

maximum possible social prosperity and progress. Popular opinion is
troubled by questions of logical consistency. The economic theory of
laissez-faire, based upon belief in beneficent natural laws which brought
about harmony of personal profit and social benefit, was readily fused
with the doctrine of natural rights. (Dewey, 1927, pp. 90-91)

This is a radical Dewey, hostile to the status quo. Dewey claimed that this
economic and so-called “natural” view has limited our sense of democracy. It is a form
of political institutionalizing where citizens have been removed from participatory
(democratic) processes. “For most [today],” Goodman writes, “democracy has become
viewed as an artifact (governmental agencies) or a set of cultural rituals (passively
voting in elections) rather than a dynamic process in which the public actively
participates on a daily basis and which involves face to face contact” (p. 4). For Dewey,
democracy is about living in relation to others, participation in the spheres of social
life, and a recognition of common interests. Of the “democratic ideal,” Dewey writes in

Democracy and Education (1916):
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[Tlhere is a deeper explanation. A democracy is more than a form of
government; it is primarily a mode of associated living, of conjoint
communicated experience. The extension in space of the number of
individuals who participate in an interest so that each has to refer his
own action to that of others...is equivalent to the breaking down of those
barriers of class, race, and national territory which kept men from
perceiving the full import of their activity (p. 101, emphasis added).
“Democracy,” according to Dewey, “is the idea of community itself” (1927, p.
148). It is not difficult to see why Dewey spent energy and thought on the process of
schooling and education, which include his emphases on knowledge, learming, and
experience (see Experience and Education, 1938). If democracy is the very idea of
community, then persons should not spend their time /learning about “political”
democracy. Rather, they should be /eaming from the active participatory experience of
democratic communities. The terms common, community, and communication are hardly
linguistically coincidental for Dewey (1916): If “Men live in a community in virtue of
the things which they have in common...[then] communication is the way they come to
possess things in common” (p. 5). Consequently, Dewey insisted on a connection between

education and democracy. As Joseph Featherstone (1993) notes, Dewey asked himself

where this experience could happen for the young and answered, “Why not a school?”

(p. 23).
Critical in critical democracy. Democracy is but one-half of Critical democracy.

The term “critical” emanates from critical theory as it is manifested through the broad
category of critical studies in education. Nominally, these have their origins in the new
sociology of education (e.g., Bernstein, 1979) and in radical curriculum theories in the
United States (e.g., Apple, 1979; Giroux, 1981). These strands of thought are concerned
with theories of social reproduction and of meaning production, which encompass a
critical analysis of society and the social order. That is, these theories have been

concemed with the reproduction of the social order of capitalist societies—social class,
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gender, race, etc.— and the production of the meaning of those class identities through

their relation to, and resistance to, imposed knowledges and practices (Weiler, 1988).

Critical theories arose in opposition to traditional theories of educational
processes, what | refer to as “functionalist” or “efficiency” oriented educational
theory. “In general,” writes Kathleen Weiler (1988), “traditional educational theory
has taken the existing arrangement of society as a given, not changeable in any serious
way, and desirable” (p. 4). Schools are “the means of rationally distributing
individuals in what is conceived as a basically just society” (ibid., p. 5). Schools
functionally serve to maintain the existing order by dividing and placing students within
that order.3 Educational change, in the functionalist view, is the adjustment of
fundamentally sound systems, to have them function more efficiently in the “rational”
distribution and allocation of personnel within the system, ultimately in the economy.
Even when, in this view, there are screams for educational change, the problem is not
really seen in the rationality of the system, but in making it function more efficiently in
relation to social and economic distribution.

This functionalist orientation to schools has a decidedly economic, business
flavor. Schools in this view are regarded as the places for rational sorting of people for
their prospective places in the economy. Calls for bureaucracy elimination, better
training for workers, and higher test scores are all functions, in one way or another, of
the functionalist-efficiency view of schooling. When schools fail, they fail to fulfill
their assumed function of reproduction of American society. When working efficiently,
schools offer the appearance of equality: they are institutions of equal opportunity for
social mobility through the accrual of credentials and the knowledge these credentials

supposedly represent (Labaree, 1988). This is dyed with the ideology of natural

3see Tyler (1950) and Dreeben (1968) for examples of a standard functionalist view of
education.






52
meritocracy where “the inadequate fail and the deserving and talented rise to their

merit” (Weiler, p. 5).
Critical theories in education start with a critique of existing society as both
inherently unfair and oppressive. Sexism, racism, and class division are seen as
manifestations of a historically and structurally unfair society. Schools are understood
to be implicated in the reproduction of existing social structures, which go unchallenged
in the functionalist-efficiency view; they contribute to the ongoing reproduction of
social order (social class) and culture (knowledge, identities) through school and
educational policies and practices4. The critical perspective challenges this and calls for
a certain amount of consciousness in understanding the roles that schools play as
mechanisms for the system and its perpetuation (Greene, 1993; Brunner, 1994).
Critical theories are themselves often criticized, sometimes by critical
theorists. Critiques have noted how they, explicitly or implicitly, disallow individual
agency and consciousness of the social order. They often conclude that we are helplessly
determined economically and our own understanding of it can do little to change it.
Erickson (1987) notes that these economic determinist arguments presume
...an organic or mechanical view of society in which there are tight and
invariant causal connections across subsystems so that the general social
structure drives the actions, perceptions, and sentiments of particular
actors in local scenes of action. in such a view, there is not room for
human agency (p. 343).

Giroux (1988) has similarly criticized other critical theorists for not only ignoring

(or annulling) agency, but more specifically denying the capacity for critical

consciousness and therefore any hope for change.

41t should be noted that the use of the term “culture” in the critical theoretical vein is very
different from that which is employed by cultural anthropologists and folklorists, and is far
removed from the sense of folk group culture | am using in this study. This is one of the most
neglected concepts in critical educational studies. The ignorance of the historical use and
development of the theory of culture ultimately undermines the critical theorists’ use of the
term, for it has come to mean little more than a generalized clump of “knowledges” or
“identities” set in opposition to social structure.
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Critical theory as praxis, The abstract nature and determinist flavor of critical

educational theory leads one to ask about what can one do to deal with an unfair and
oppressive society. Two theorists, Antonio Gramsci and Paulo Freire, are often regarded
as having demonstrated the importance, connection and realization of a critical
theoretical perspective in educational practices (e.g., Giroux, 1988). They have

asserted that the critical perspective is not merely for understanding dominating
structures and institutional processes. It can also function in attaining consciousness of
them, of individuals’ relationships to them, and in understanding how they might be
changed—how theory might be pedagogical.

Gramsci. As a social theorist and activist in the 1930'’s in Italy, Gramsci was
imprisoned for his activities on behalf of the ltalian working class. His Selections from
the Prison Notebooks, published in 1971 (in English), brought attention to him as a
radical, Marxist social theorist as well as a concrete social activist. Like other critical
theorists, he was concermed with power and how ideology is constructed in individual
consciousness, and how consciousness is capable of critique and transformation. Gramsci
brought to the fore the term and concept “hegemony.” And like critical theorists in
general, Gramsci was concerned with the imposition of a certain view of reality which
helped maintain the existing social structure and the power and privilege of the dominant
classes. This view of reality, for Gramsci, is regarded as legitimate, official and
intentionally employed to subjugate others (Brunner, 1994).

For Gramsci, schools and curricula could be spaces in which to understand the
historical forces of domination. Hegemony is not simply the imposition of control by the
dominant (bourgeois) classes, but something more like control of one’s consciousness
that historical forces have left us, a world view diffused into everyday life. Weiler
(1988) notes:

The complex consciousness, which Gramsci terms common sense, contains

not only hegemonic ideas and residual and historically generated concepts,
but also contains self-critique or the possibility of self-critique and
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hence the possibility of historical change through thought and action (p.

16, emphasis added).
People, in a Gramscian view, have the capacity for action and change. Gramsci was
consequently concemed with education and schools as counter-hegemonic institutions:
“The common school...shall aim to insert young men and women into social activity after
bringing them to a certain level of maturity, of capacity for intellectual and practical

activity” (Gramsci, quoted in Weiler, p. 14).

Ereire. Similarly, the influential Brazilian educator Paulo Freire held a vision
of the critical dedicated to pedagogical practice. Schooling and schools become spheres
where theory and practice are not divided. His book, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1971),
is often considered a manifesto for critical educational practice and has had far reaching
implications beyond his native Brazil. As Giroux (1988) succinctly states,

[Freire] links the process of educational struggle to the particularities of
people’s lives while simultaneously arguing for a faith in the power of the
oppressed to struggle in the interests of their own liberation(p. 110).

As a theorist Freire is concerned with experience and cultural production—where
people make their worlds. Schools, for Freire, are but one educational site where
students can learn about the structures of oppression and cultural power in society, and
how they live in relation to them as they accomplish schooling and “naming” the world.
Social movements should be more pedagogical, concemned with education and leaming.
And, conversely, education must be viewed as a political process that either contributes
to the organization of an oppressive society or engages those forms of oppression of
society, be they subjective or objective. Like Dewey’s concern with communication and
common concems, Freire (1971) saw the engagement between agents as a process of
dialogue to achieve critical understanding (in) their lived conditions: “Only dialogue,

which requires critical thinking, is capable of generating critical thinking. Without
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dialogue, there is not communication, and without communication there can be no true

education” (p. 81).

In his own work with illiterate peasants in Latin America, Freire held that one
must not simply learn to read the word of a text, but also to critique the received version
of reality. In Gramscian terms, this is counter-hegemonic; in Freire’s famous phrase,
literacy (and education more generally) is a process of reading the word and reading the
world: “To exist, humanly, is to name the world, to change it” (p. 76). In this
educational and social vision, teachers with their students must seek to understand the
contemporary and local workings of hegemony that are inscribed in their consciousness
and the structural-historical situations into which they have been thrown. Freire’s
work is, thus, both theoretical and practical. It argues for operating with the
understanding that persons and groups live in a dialectical circumstance between their
specific, lived realities and larger cultural, historical, and structural constraints of
society. This directs “the need for a passionate commitment by educators to make the
political more pedagogical...[and] a deep and abiding faith in the struggles to humanize
life itself” (Giroux, 1988, p.110). Freire, like Gramsci, is a conduit of critical theory
to teaching practice; he is a theoretical signpost for educational change in a critical vein.

A Critical democracy. A Deweyan vision of democracy is certainly congruent with
the critical educational perspective. Dewey's idea of living and leaming in communities
implies a form of critique of the social order. For, as Dewey has clearly addressed or
intimated in nearly all his works that deal directly and indirectly with education, we
cannot have a vision of the school or of the education we would like our children to have
without a vision of the society we want to have. If democracy is the very idea of
community, this would necessitate some reflection on what kind of community is desired
by its inhabitants. Moreover, in order to envision the desired society, those inhabitants
would need to understand what kind of society currently exists, and what it would take to

change it. Though Dewey did not use Marxist language, employing the terms “critical” or
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“consciousness,” his concern with communication—“of conjoint communicated

experience”—between citizens, in order that they may participate in the control of the
institutions that structure our lives, is conceptually compatible with critical
educational theory.

The ideas of critical educational theory and a Deweyan democratic concept are not
mere intellectual exercises. They are both concerned with concrete practices. Dewey
started his own school around his principles of learning, community, hands-on
activities and scientific projects for young people (see Mayhew & Edwards, 1936).
Gramsci was involved in creating counter-hegemonic schools, the formal intellectual
spaces where thinkers gain legitimacy (Entwistle, 1979). Freire, of course, is widely
known for his adult literacy praxis. In effect, a critical democratic perspective is not
merely about thought, it is also about action. This itself poses an interesting dilemma for
a group of educators, like those of Teacher Forum, who meet to discuss their work and
alternative teaching ideas and practices; though it is a site of communicative action, it is
not teaching practice itself.

Foxfire as an Example of Critical Democratic Practice, In the Teacher Forum,
then, there is much discussion of teaching practices. How might the ideas of Critical
democracy look? For example, some members variously employ “Foxfire” principles
and techniques. Foxfire is the name of a school magazine project originated by
Appalachian teacher Eliot Wigginton and chronicled in his book, Sometimes a Shining
Moment: The Foxfire Experience (1985). This pedagogy involves students in the design
and production of a magazine. The project typically has students in do journalism and
collect local history and folklore. It is a pedagogy in which the students are involved in
understanding their worlds through their activities of collecting and creating (writing)
stories for publication in the magazine. They leamn, ideally, about their worlds as they
learn English composition skills and social-historical research skills. The students, by

necessity of the activity, work together in what Dewey would call a leaming community.
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One of the Teacher Forum members, Iris, employs what she terms “the Foxfire method.”

Iris teaches adolescent male youth offenders in an county detention center. She has her
students (often short-term enroliees, e.g., three months) collect and document local
history through interviews, county record research, and photography of local geography
and architecture. This work is then written up and “published” as a bound magazine.

Foxfire is often considered an altemative reading/writing/English pedagogy.
Foxfire maintains a center in Appalachian Georgia (where it originated) for training and
dissemination of its ideas and ongoing works of Foxfire educators. There are large
networks across the country, some over 100 members, of teachers who identify
themselves as Foxfire educators. These networks are outside of district and state teacher
in-service and development; they see themselves in opposition to the mainstream
reading/writing practices and official curricula that focus on skill attainment and
standardized test improvement. For Foxfire educators, mainstream practices are often
de-contextualized from students’ lives; too often lack purpose; are geared toward
discrete skills or narrow understanding rather than connections with students’
realities; based upon a set of assumptions about students as passive and incapable of any
sort of consciousness of their worlds; and often boring.5

The example of Foxfire is one that, in practice, can easily be viewed as a critical
democratic enterprise: students work and learn together in communities with their
peers (co-citizens, if you will); their work is geared toward not only leaming the
imposed subject matter, but toward engagement in a process where they are asked to
direct their attentions and activities in a project (a great Deweyan idea) in which they
learn about their social spheres as they learn reading, writing, English and conduct local

historical inquiry. This leaves open the possibility for students and teachers of what

5These observations of assumptions and beliefs come from several informal discussions | had
with Foxfire educators at the Center for Education and Democracy's annual summer
conference (Fieldnotes June 26-28, 1993).
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Gramsci would have called a counter-hegemonic activity, to challenge the official

curriculum, to challenge the official version of reality, and discover, in communitas,
their reality.

Vis & vis functionalist or efficiency theories and educational practices, a critical
democratic understanding is more idealistic (or utopian) and realistic (critical). As
Goodman (1992) notes, “It presents both a vision of an ideal (and hence never
completely realized) society and a process by which this vision can be pursued” (p.

7). Education, in this way, is not merely a means to a functional-efficient economic

end; school is not simply preparing students for some future economic participation.

That is, education is more than skill and knowledge acquisition for some presumed future
experiences that a child will have. Rather, in a Deweyan sense, schooling is leaming and
living in the here and now. If democracy is the very idea of community, then that
communal form of living and participation must be experienced and learned as a student.

This is but the briefest and broadest sketch of critical democracy. It is, though,
an accurate rendering of what supports one of the two primary frames of the Teacher
Forum, its “ideological” frame. The overt or expressed purpose of the group is to
maintain a forum for democratic teachers. Moreover, as noted in the brief history of the
group, the Teacher Forum is a regional chapter of the Center for Education and
Democracy. The Teacher Forum is thus publicly identified with what the members often
call the “democratic movement.” This public identification with the CED serves to
reinforce the overt commitment of the group to what is variously termed democratic
principles, practices, ideas, techniques and methods.

Ideologically Framed Utterances. During time of data collection, the group showed
no sign of moving away from CED nor from expressed democratic principles. Critical
democracy, or critical democratic ideas, revealed themselves often in the talk of the
members. In terms of the purposes and goals of the group, not only do members have the

right to speak in a critical democratic way, but Teacher Forum members must allow
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such talk to be expressed. That is, they have the duty to listen. While not all members

equally express a commitment to critical democracy in their talk, it is the primary

frame of the Teacher Forum that allows for, even requires, discussion of education,

schooling and educationally related issues in a critical democratic manner. For example,

this extended turn at talk by Clare is representative of critical talk:

Clare:

Moments later,

If they [students] don't know how to conform in the business world, then
they're not going to be valued. Because in the business world, they don't
want a lot of thinkers. They just want, you know, they want a few upper
level management people, and the rest of the people to be
service...workers and service people and technical support staff, and they
don't want those people making decisions....They want them to feel like
they have more ownership in their jobs, but they want them to do that all
without remuneration...for having ownership in their jobs. They just

still want them to be satisfied with, you know, the pay of the technical
support person, while they support the people at upper level, who are
going to make more money and more money and more money, but yet, you
know, they raise Cain all the time about attrition rates, you know, that

sort of thing, among personnel. | don't think that the business world
appreciates what we're doing with critical literacy. | don't think they do

at all. | mean, ‘cause they really just want people who can read and write
and spell, and do the way they want them to do, and most of those people,
which is all the big push, you know, between school and business
partnerships. Most of those people say that they [businesses] should be
the ones in here educating people how to work in the work force anyway,
‘cause we're not doing a very good job. | mean, to me it's pretty telling
when...William Raspberry writes an editorial that suggests that people in
big business should be the ones coming into our classrooms and telling,
you know, and teaching students how they want them to work for them,
you know. In their classrooms! And that, that makes it all very sad, and
feel very, feel very hopeless in some ways...that's why | think probably
the best we can do for kids is what we're doing when we try to, we try to
give them what, you know, give them opportunity to voice their, their,
understandings, and we teach them more of the sort of social skills that,
that will aliow them to get along with people in communities all over.
(Teacher Forum Transcript, 4-24-93)

during the same exchange Clare continues:

But | do believe that if we teach kids to see possibilities for a different

kind of world and the ways in which they learn to think, that will aliow

them to have that kind of social imagination. Those, those kids who have a
social imagination are also likely to be those same kids who, who
communicate well. So, while at the same time they may...figure out how
they have to fit into...() perhaps it won't close off the chance that there’s

a possibility for the world to be other than it is. And so | don't see my, |
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mean, I'm never satisfied to teach kids to perform in the world the way it
is, because the way that it is just stinks.
(ibid.)

This critical talk in the Teacher Forum carries a direct critique of the
functionalist-efficiency views of schooling. In such views children are not encouraged to
think or have “social imagination,” but to conform to the demands of business and
industry. Clare’s objections to business involvement with schooling is not that business
would do a less efficient job. Hers are ideological objections to the hidden, and not so
hidden, purposes and goals of business and industry with regard to schooling. These are
indeed critical comments about the world and social order at large and how this is
filtered down through the schools’ and teachers’ work.

Wihile it is worth noting that Clare is a university professor, an academic used to
extended utterances such as these containing some sophisticated critical commentary, it
is not only her personality or individual stance that accounts for these and other
statements. Rather, it is the context of the group that contributes to the structure of the
group’s purposes and goals that allows Clare to access the right to speak this way without
communal refute or sanction. In other words, the ideological frame established by the
group in its overt commitment to democratic and critical practices permits such
commentary to exist as a cultural feature. Expressions like Clare’s, then, reflexively
return to maintain and further allow for and constrain discussion in a critical
democratic manner.

The content of this interaction, in G. Fine's (1979) terms, provides cultural
features of a group. It speaks to critical democratic discourse, not as an ideal against
which the Teacher Forum should be evaluated (in terms of its adherence or faithfulness
thereto), but as a contextual demand feature which should be viewed culturally as a
primary frame. It is an identifiable right of members to speak this way by the very
nature of being a democratic teacher group. This is not to say that this primary frame

causes individuals to speak this way. Rather, such talk is a manifestation of the defining
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and structuring feature of the a primary frame—which acts as a resource and a

constraint upon appropriate talk and expressed ideas in the Teacher Forum.

The ideological is but one half of the primary framework of the Teacher Forum.
In addition to the overt, or official, purposes and goals of the group, there are the
accommodated and lived features of the group. The interactional frame constitutes the
ways in which the members have come to deal with each other, the meaning they impute
to the rules for their interaction in the group. This second primary frame directs the
Teacher Forum to conduct itself in what may be characterized as a very personal,
intimate manner. The norms for full discursive participation in the group include at
least a minimal amount of personal, self-disclosure. That is, in order to speak as a fully
participating member of the group, one must reveal something that could be considered
“personal.”

This required intimacy for participation can be seen in opposition to a purely
intellectual way of speaking. As one member said, “We get personal in there”
(interview, Iris, 2-16-93). Members have referred to the group as personal,
intimate, empathic, “getting to know someone,” or where “someone lets you know who
they are.” “Getting personal” is the second primary frame the defines and constitutes
the Teacher Forum as a frame of reference.

Intimately Framed Utterances. Getting personal is the activity of verbally
conveying that which appears intimate in nature. As educators, this often takes the form
of telling about experiences of frustrations with students, fellow teachers, or
administrators. These frustrations always hold out the possibility to be discussed as
cases of the speaker’s pedagogical failings. They can also come in the form of speaking of
one’s life (family or home) as they might relate to schooling and education. For example,

one may speak of her/his own experiences as a student, of one’s children’s school lives,



62
or of one’s parenting. Whatever the content of the intimate utterance, it holds out the

potential to be sensitive and threatening, therefore, making the speaker appear

vulnerable. It is as if someone were risking humiliation by such disclosure. For

example, Hannah stated her feeling that she does not give enough attention to kids:
Hannah: Not just because one kid is talking or one kid is, or I'm talking to, it's not

because one kid is talking that other kids are missing out, it's because |
need to be focused somewhere else. | feel like some kids lose out (Teacher

Forum, transcript 3-20-93).
Similarly, Iris expressed a sense of dissatisfaction with herself in dealing with African-

American students:

Iris: | do start feeling like “I'M WALKING ON EGGS, IRIS."... I'm always
starting to feel like I'm walking down this little fence. Am | going to offend
them? Am | going to be okay? And it's, | feel really awkward, because
when | start feeling that way, | feel like, you know, it's because I'm not
very comfortable...but there's something with me that's not real
comfortable with it obviously, or | wouldn't feel so awkward about the
whole area. And I've only had with the Blacks, I've never had any other
culture in the class that...you know, that have come out that noticeably, |
guess (Teacher Forum, transcript 2-20-93).

Both these statements hold out the possibility for a harsh critique of the teachers who
uttered them. Hannah could be said to not be acting in the best interest of her students,
not being child-centered enough. Iris could be said to act or speak prejudicially or even
in a racist manner. They are utterances that are quite personal and seem to reveal
intimate fears about their respective practices.

While this may seem to have the flavor of a support group or therapy, there is a
substantial difference by virtue of the fact that this is a group of educators. For one, it is
uncommon for teachers to relate what may be perceived as failure (Little, 1982).
Failure may seem unprofessional. One member, Zoe, contrasted her experience in the
Teacher Forum with that in a women’s group which also meets monthly. In this group of
“professional” women, she is the only teacher. Though she enjoys being part of a
“women’s group,” she says she would not reveal to that group her teaching struggles.

She notes she can count on an “empathic,” “uncritical” and “supportive” response
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from Teacher Forum members. In her women'’s group, she did not want to be perceived

as “whining” or a “kid-basher,” and of generally appearing unprofessional; “they
would just not understand” (interview, 8-12-93).

Zoe's experience with another group points up two things about Teacher Forum.
One, there is a sense of security in intimate or self-disclosing talk in the meetings.
Second, it indicates what could be called a rule—a primary frame. Just as there is a right
to express critical democratic talk, there is a similar right to disclose difficulties and
troubles. And just as there is the duty to allow critical democratic talk to be heard, there
is the similar duty to be a sympathetic (or empathic) and supportive listener. Part of
this, of course, is due to the fact that all the members are educators and can minimally
empathize with the dilemmas of teaching. But more importantly, it is due to the idio-

cultural rule of being an empathic and accepting audience.

Pri E Guid Rul
“Critical democracy” and “required intimacy” or “getting personal” make up

the ideological and interactional primary frames, respectively, of the Teacher Forum.

The primary frames of the critical and the personal are not only frames-of

interpretation and understanding utterances in the group, but also frames-for making

utterances (e.g., conversation and story). That is, they provide not only ways of

understanding that which is uttered, but also implicit rules or guidelines for making

utterances. They are not a set of hard and fast propositions to which members must refer

for each utterance. As part of a small culture frames are generally tacit; the

participants are

likely to be unaware of such organized features as the framework has and
unable to describe the framework with any completeness if asked, yet
these handicaps are no bar to [his or her] easily and fully applying it
(Goffman, 1974 , p. 21, emphasis added).



64
Members of the Teacher Forum must have a sense of these rules or guides provided by

the primary frames in order to participate competently as discursive members of the
group. As implicit rules for discursive conduct in the group, we can aimost literally

think of them as frames that bound utterances (see Figure 2.1).

utterance utterance
Critical-Democracy "Getting Personal”
Frame Frame
(ideological) (interactional)
Figure 2.1

Primary frames of the Teacher Forum

Since these frames are dual, they are more accurately rendered as overlapping and
interpenetrating since most utterances must conform to the demands of both frames (see
Figure 2.2). The frames are not reducible to each other, but are part of the same system
of organization for talk; together they are a primary framework. Interlocutors in the
context of the Teacher Forum are almost literally within the frames as they speak and
listen. Once immersed in the frames it is not easy, nor necessary, for members to refer
formally to them, like one would to a dictionary for the precise spelling of a word or its

exact definition.



Critical-Democracy

"Getting Personal”

utterance

Figure 2.2

Dual primary frames of the Teacher Forum

Immersion in the frames does not make the members unconscious of them.
Implicit understanding, or half-consciousness, of the rules-of and rules-for (frames)
does not reduce the interlocutors to unthinking automatons. In order to deal with and
work within the primary frames, a member of the Teacher Forum must have a certain
amount of competence to do so. This competence is akin to what Terry Eagleton (1983)
has noted in a competent reader who can apply to text certain rules for reading. Like
reading, the competent recognition and use of a rule bound to a frame of reference

Seems to indicate to us the way to go, like a pointing finger; but your
finger only “points” within a certain interpretation | make of what you

are doing, one which leads me to look at the object indicated rather than
up your arm. Pointing is not an “obvious” activity, and neither do rules
carry the application on their faces: they would not be “rules” at all if
they inexorably determined the way we were to apply them. Rule
following involves creative interpretation, and it is often not at all easy to
say whether | am applying a rule in the way that you are, or whether we
are applying the same rule at all. The way you apply a rule is not just a
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technical affair: it is bound up with wider interpretations of reality, with

commitments and predilections which are not themselves reducible to
conformity to a rule (Eagleton, 1983, p. 126).
Members of the Teacher Forum must have a sense of the rules or guides provided by the
primary framework. Primary frames and the implicit rules point the way, but, as
Eagleton notes, they still requires some active, interpretive work on the part of the
uttering party. And since frames, rules, and guides are never perfect, and sometimes

contradictory, the interpretation in the interaction reveals the ongoing effort needed to

maintain the structure of context.

These primary frames of the critical and the personal indicate that verbal
participation in the Teacher Forum requires individual members to conform their
utterances to the demands of the context. The primary frames of the Teacher Forum are
the context against which verbal utterances occur and how they are interpreted and
performed by members. They are the structural, relevant features of the organization of
talk in the Teacher Forum. Though the primary frames are distinguishable, to the
members they are immediately experienced as undivided. As a new participant in the
Teacher Forum, | was first struck by the personal-ness of the majority of the talk of the
members. Given the public definition of the group, | was expecting discussion of
democracy and democratic practices in a somewhat objective, critical manner. | thought
the members would be critiquing school and advocating for certain preferred practices.
What | encountered was an overwhelming sense of personal talk of school and life
experience; “getting personal” ruled the day. It was only after being in the
conversations that | realized that this talk also included critique of their experience in

schools. This left the impression of a harmonious coexistence of the two primary frames.
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Contradicti | Tensi

The dual primary frames of “getting personal” and critical democracy, while
seemingly compatible and mutually supportive of the goals of the Teacher Forum, do
include structural tensions and contradictions. The fully participating members of the
Teacher Forum must be able to deal with the competing dimensions of the frames and
reconcile them into a more or less apparently integrated whole. They need to conform
their utterances (including personal experience narrative) to the dual primary
frameworks and attempt (or appear) to move beyond the tensions in order to maintain
the group as a lived and interactional group of interlocutors, and also as a group adhering
to its goals as a forum for democratic educators.

One of the clearest tensions built into the dual primary framework is that in
order to be critical, to level a critique of schooling, educational practices, and society,
one must enjoy a certain amount of distance and perceived objectivity. That is, to
critique a thing, one must stand at a distance to it, and claim to see it from a stance from
which one is not likely to incur a loss from such a critique. One must work to appear to
be above and beyond the troubles of schooling and teaching, at least in the critique. One is
then in a position to not support the inherently unfair system one may be a part of. Such
a stance cannot involve a personal or intimate investment. Further, criticism or
critique, such as Clare’s comments earlier, requires a non-personal stance. In other
words, to critique an object which is close, personal, or intimate might seem to criticize
or undermine one’s own position in relation to the object. For a Teacher Forum member
to criticize, say, a teaching practice, she might seem to criticize her own practice, or
worse, to personally attack those of some other group members.

The personal carries with it a different kind of burden. If one discloses one’s
troubles, frustrations, or even outright failings as a teacher, the critical democratic
frame would allow for criticism of those troubles, frustrations, and failings. For

example, while member A may be speaking very personally about her frustration in
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trying to teach, member B may not see the problem in terms of a personal frustration.

Member B may see it as a failure in A’s teaching practices which may be efficiency or
functionalist oriented. For example, if member A was expressing her difficulty in

teaching and/or getting her students to use “standard” English, member B may see this

as a teaching goal as inherently biased against those students whose home language is not
English or is non-standard English. Member B might view this teacher as perpetuating a
bias toward standard language instruction. This, in turn, may be connected to the
standardization of teaching and learning in schools in order that they become more
efficient. In this case, member B may perceive standard English, and member A’s

teaching, as oppressive. Due to the personal frame, however, the speaking teacher has

the right to expect to be heard and even empathized with; to critique her standard English

practice would violate the frame.

Of course, it is never quite so simple as in the scenario described above. But it
points out a built in tension between the two primary frames. Speaking participants
must conform the majority of their talk about schooling and education related issues to a
critical frame and they must also conform their talk to a personal mode. It is not the
mere fact that this tension or contradiction exists between the primary frames that is of
interest. Rather, culturally speaking, it is how understanding the tensions and
contradictions of two frames, tacitly held and consciously perceived as one configuration,
get played out in the talk of the group.
The following exchange highlights the tension between the frames. At this Teacher
Forum meeting (2-20-93), Lana was discussing her frustration about what seemed to
her to be a group of African American students who were polarizing her school in their

intimidating self-segregation.
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Lana: ...But I'm just thinking about, on our team this year, of kids, we have a
hundred and thirty-three kids there. There's a decent segment of Black
kids who, for the first semester, were pretty well accepted. | know it
changes once they get to high school, the kids talk about it, and it becomes
more expected to stay among their own kind, as they say. But, they're
pretty, they were pretty well integrated into the () groups in school. And
then at the semester time, we got two new Black kids. Girls. One from an
inner city. And all of a sudden, the Black girls are their group, and they
have nothing to do with any other of the kids. But they themselves now are
the threat...the two new Black girls came in, took over, and scooped up the
rest of them. And they control, the two control the others through fear and
intimidation. And now this group, intimidates, and threatens the other
kids. So | don't know what to do about it. | don't know if you, | mean, it's
almost like you can see it happen, unfolding in front of your eyes.

Iris: Well those girls, they may have come from, they're obviously scared too.
When they came in new, but they may also come from a place where that's
the way you did it.

Lana: Then again, it's a, it's a symptom of operating out of their anger. But it's
not a constructive response to their anger.

Fatimah: When | went to high school, | went to basically a white high school in
Detroit, downtown Detroit Cass Technical High School. It was an elitist
institution that you had to pass tests to get into. And there was just a few
black kids there, ah, the first year, the first year and a half. And we all
just kind of clustered together, as ah, protection. Ah just, that THIS IS
YOUR HOME. This is your only, you're isolated here amongst all these
other people and this is the only place you could feel comfortable is with
the same few people that came from junior high with you. So it was like
ten or fifteen of us. But then as more students, black students came in, we
chose the people that, you know, had the same interest that we had, and we
stayed with them. Others we considered elitist or something. We ditched
them (hehe). But | mean it became, | think the thing is at first they only
have, we only had each other. There was like ten of us that came from the
junior high school together. And as our as our high school interests
developed we all, you know, stayed (in) the same kind of interest level.
Some went to science some went to, and the way Cass Technical was set up
you had, you had majors just like you have in college. And so my major
was not the same as some of the others. So we just kind of like split off.

John: Drifted apart?
Fatimah: We drifted apart.

(Teacher Forum transcript, 2-20-93)

This exchange is part of a general discussion of problems of racial-ethnic tension

in schools. More specifically, it is also part of a discussion of the expressed “anger” of
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these students in classrooms and schools. Lana enters the personal frame with “But, I'm

just thinking about” to introduce what she says is a trouble with self-segregation and

the alleged antagonism of a group of African-American girls at her middle school. She
uses her personal experience to make a point about her disdain for these groups of girls
in her school. She expresses a concem for “the other kids” who are threatened and
intimidated by this group of “Black girls.” After Iris’s response (“they’re obviously
scared”), Lana says that she sees their actions as a function of anger, but “not a
constructive response to their anger.”

Lana’s report of personal experience is also a type of critique of what has
happened in her school with regard to these Black students. In a sense, she seems to be
making an effort at critical commentary about the situation, a form of racial
divisiveness that is not “constructive” (though constructive of what is left unsaid).

What came through in her comments, which | witnessed as a participant-observer
(fieldnotes, 2-20-93), was her very emotional response to this issue that was
personally troubling to her. Lana maintains the personal frame with statement “| don’t
know what to do about it,” implying a burden she is facing in trying to deal with it.

But Lana seemed to want to focus on the students for this difficulty, or to blame
them (at least the two new Black girls). This child-directed critique rubs up against a
critical perspective that focuses on social and institutional structures that allow for
certain actions, however undesirable, to occur. In other words, a critical response to the
events would have included commentary on this incident as a function of racism and
inequality in society at large and how the school is left to deal with them. This focus on
the kids as the source of the problem actually works against a critical perspective. This
is not to say the situation for Lana is not real and her anxiety is unfounded. Rather, the
way she framed the incident was through a critique of the children, not of the racist and
unfair society in which they live. She only framed the incident personally, not

critically; she used the personal to convey the non-critical.
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This, as we see, calls for a response by another member. As | witnessed this

conversation, | was concerned that Lana’s comments may have had an unintentional
racist tone (fieldnotes, 2-20-93). Further, | was interested to see the response from

the group’s only African American member, Fatimah. The primary frame of the critical
would allow for some member to access the right to challenge the statement. However,
that same respondent must take into consideration the personal frame that Lana invoked.
How does one respond to one frame without violating the sanctity of the other?

Fatimah enters the personal frame with “When | went to high school, | went to a
basically all white high school....” This utterance of personal experiences cannot be
challenged in the Teacher Forum. She tells of the loneliness an African-American student
can feel and the comfort received from being with friends from similar backgrounds. In
this case, her friends happened to have been African-American. In the personal frame,
her comments have moral weight and validity. It gives an insider's account of what it is
like to be a minority of color and the sense of “home” she felt when she was with others
of the same “interest.”

There is symmetry to this exchange: Lana used the personal to convey a non-
critical, or anti-critical point; Fatimah used the personal to respond and succeeded in
putting forward a possible alternative interpretation that might account for the actions
of the Black girls at Lana’s school. In other words, she accessed the personal frame and
the critical frame to respond to a statement framed personally but not critically.

Fatimah did not argue with Lana’s experience; she did not directly challenge the events
or Lana’s apparent interpretation of the events. To do so would violate the personal and
the duty of a listening participant. Rather, Fatimah responded in kind.

Fatimah seems to have a heightened awareness of the frames at work. She even

catches herself moving from her personal experience to a criticism of Lana, when she

says:
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“I think the thing is at first they only have, we only had each other.”

To invoke “they,” in the present tense, would refer to the girls Lana has been criticizing

in her account. Fatimah adroitly moves to the past tense “we,” referring to her own
personal experience, not the presumed experience of the girls at Lana’s school. To do so
would directly challenge Lana’s interpretation and squeeze the personal frame.

In this exchange, Lana’s personal experience is not invalidated by Fatimah.
Fatimah deftly uses the personal frame, referring to her own experience as a student to
counter what might otherwise be a racist comment. In an interview later with Fatimah
(3-23-93), | asked her why she did not respond argumentatively to Lana’s comments.

As we are friends, | have witnessed Fatimah argue stridently in racial matters. | told her

| thought the door was open (the frame was available) for her to take Lana’s comments to
task. She told me that since Lana was talking about personal experience she did not want
to seem to negate this experience, for that is what continually happens to African
Americans in this American society. Furthermore, Fatimah said that it is hard for her to
respond as the spokesperson for “all African-Americans;” “Who am | to say what is

right from the Black point of view?” she asked. She remarked that while she may not be
able to speak for all Blacks, she can “tell a story” from her personal experience.
Technically, this is not a story (see Chapter 3), but it is a personal reflection on the
experience of being an African-American high school student. This experience happened
to conform to the critical frame demanded by the primary framework. In effect, her
frames were aligned to respond in kind and in the right, not from any metaphysical
position on racial matters, but according to the primary frames and norms of the
Teacher Forum. Lana did not “lose face,” for her personal frame was not violated; it was
implicitly challenged in the personal frame accompanied with an appropriately framed

critical response. After Fatimah’s reflection, no one took up the discussion on this point,
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to either challenge or concur. As | wrote in my fieldnotes after this meeting, “...it was as

if Fatimah had the last word.”

This is one example of how the inherent tensions between the personal and the
critical primary frames are played out in the ongoing negotiation of utterances. In this
instance, Fatimah does the work of integrating the two, which makes these primary
frames appear as a whole view or perspective. The frames are more or less like guides
that hover around Teacher Forum members in the ongoing flow of talk. What Lana’s
account of, and Fatimah’s response to, her experience with the Black girls points out,
though, is that the primary framework is made up of two frames that both must be
accommodated in order to speak as a fully aligned member of the Teacher Forum. The

personal becomes a way to convey the critical, and the critical comes to life through the

personal.

The Personal Narrative and the Primary Frames

The personal experience narrative is a quotidian expressive form. However, in
the Teacher Forum it takes on a different signification. The form of the personal
experience narrative is by definition a vehicle for speaking intimately about oneself; it
is personal narrative. If “getting personal” is a major contextual dimension of the
Teacher Forum, a primary frame, the use of the personal experience narrative form
carries symbolic meaning in/of the culture of the Teacher Forum. As a major
communicative device, the personal experience narrative is performed in a way that
seeks to support the critical democratic while holding itself in tension with the personal.
It leaves a Levi-Straussian question to be explored: is the personal experience narrative
the container or the contained? In other words, does the personal carry critical
democratic values, the “tradition” of the Teacher Forum? Or do the values and purposes

of the group, found in the primary framework, allow for personal experience
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narrative? The answer is, of course, yes to both. The story analyses in Part Il are

explorations of how this happens.



CHAPTER 3
WHAT PERSONAL NARRATIVE IS
AND HOW I STUDIED IT

The juice expressed by the wine press is what it is because
of a prior act, and it is something new and distinctive. It
does not merely represent other things. Yet it has
something in common with other objects and it is made to
appeal to the other persons than the one who produced it.
John Dewey,
The Expressive Object

In this chapter | conceptualize the personal experience narrative in the
performance perspective. In the first section, | outline and describe theoretically the
personal narrative as a textual item and as a communicative event. In the second section,
| provide the methodology | used to study the personal experience narrative as text and

the event in which it occurs as narrative performance.

SECTION 1:

PERSONAL EXPERIENCE NARRATIVE: ORAL LITERATURE?

As noted in the introduction, the personal experience narrative is both a creative
text and a discursive event. As text, the personal experience narrative is contiguous with
the idea of narrative generally in which it retains, to the outside analyst, features of a
genre. The personal narrative is also oral communication. As an “enclave” (Young,
1987) in conversation, the personal experience narrative in face to face communicative
situations represents a discursive act. Taken together, the personal experience

narrative can be viewed as a form of oral literature.
75
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The difficulty with genre identification is that the notion of genre is that of the
researcher. It appears to be the work of an outsider imposing definitions on what may
otherwise be disparate phenomena. The idea of genre originates in the world of the
academic and is part of a language that academics use to communicate with each another.
To call something a literary or cultural genre means bringing in definitions that natives,
or insiders, may consider irrelevant distortions of certain utterances. The discussion of
forms, such as stories, would seem to be part of that endeavor.

However, the notion of genre becomes slippery when we are speaking of cultural
expressions like the personal narrative. Telling stories, and talking about them, is
hardly a closely guarded commodity of academics; an academic does not need to tell us
when a story is being told. When we tell each other stories we know that we are telling
stories and we share the proposition “this is a story.” Further, we, as cultural beings,
know what stories are and that there are multiple varieties of them; we make
distinctions between types of stories (e.g., those stories that are new and come as
“news,” repeated family stories, or local legends, etc.). In short, we do have native
notions of story.

Our native notions, holds Roger Abrahams (1985), are those broad ideas that
seem generally to characterize American ideas of storytelling. These are distinctions
natives make between kinds of story, a form of categorization. Abrahams delineates the
personal story, tale, and myth. He sees these in ascending order of abstraction and

cultural embodiment:

In our native system of storytelling we have at least three levels of
storying: 1) the informal and the ongoing personal storytelling in which

the ending and the meaning are negotiable (or still under negotiation); 2)
the well-made story, one capable of being retold because of its sense of
the beginning-middle-end and implicit message or point, and, 3) those
stories which are so well-known and so central to the existence of a group
that they need only be referred to and not necessarily retold for their
points to be made. The first of these is just a story, the second an
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exemplary tale or case in point, the third approaches being a myth. (p.

43, emphasis in original)
My starting point is this native classification Abrahams identifies. | focus on the
informal personal storytelling that has the sense of just a story, those stories that are
closer to everyday life and interactional use. These just stories are the personal
experience narratives that have an everyday quality in their emergence within the
Teacher Forum.

This classification of native notions of story indicates that genre starts
somewhere in the real world. Though speaking of genre is the work of the researcher, it
is the researcher’'s work on an the occurrence of narrative utterances in time and space,
that interlocutors themselves can identify. Native interlocutors may not explicitly call
something a story, and they may not make distinctions between story types. When
examined though, just stories are so regularly patterned and so widely used that we can
see that they do have features that make them generically identifiable. That is, such
utterances have features which make them personal experience narratives.
Identification of the genre features of a cultural-folk item or expression is not simply
the imposition of a predefined definition, but rather a working up from those generic
features that have been identified within the personal experience narrative. Like any

ethnographic endeavor, genre is part of the world of the researcher and the researched

Sandra Stahl (1989) has most comprehensively studied the personal narrative
as a form of oral literature from a folkloric point of view. She has expounded that the
single episode anecdote (Abraham’s native just story) has literary qualities that make it
narrative. This is important since not all personal accounts are stories. In other words,
we can see that an utterance can be called personal narrative because it exhibits those

elements that make it not only a representation of personal experience, but make it a
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presentation of experience through narrative artifice. My own emphasis is on the

clearly distinguishable narrative form in the single episode, personal experience story.
This is, if Abrahams’ intuition is correct, the personal narrative genre in American
culture at large. This does not mean that | am advocating for pure analytic separation of
the personal experience narrative from family stories, communal tales, life histories,
local history events, and so on. Rather, | am pointing to the idea that there are those
elements that can be addressed as making up the genre of the personal narrative.

Stahl identifies the personal narrative as having three components that comprise
it as a genre: 1) dramatic narrative structure, 2) implied truthfulness, and 3) the
self-same of the narrator and the narrative’s protagonist. To this third component | add
the qualifier that if the narrator is not the story’s main character she is at least a chief
witness to the story's events. Though it is possible to find this definition of the personal
narrative in other forms of story, these components are the basics of the personal
narrative. Since the life history, some legends and myths, and other forms of story can
have any or all three of these components, my concem is with the conversational, single

episode, anecdotal variety.

Dramatic Narrative Structure

A personal experience narrative is a narrative. As such, personal narrative must
have a minimal amount of dramatic narrative structure. It is this structure which we
recognize when we hear or read a story. It is the form that announces itself “this is a
story,” and which insiders and outsiders recognize as the discursive form that orders
events and experience into meaningful wholes and creates a “taleworld” that others can
enter (Young, 1987).

The demand of the narrative form is in effect an imposition of drama. The sense of
dramatic movement means taking a sequence of events and formulating some sort of plot.

Without this sense of drama and plot, a narrative is little more than a report of events.
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Though such reports themselves are susceptible to artistic manipulation, it is the

demands of the narrative from which constrain the personal experience narrative to
make a drama. It is drama that makes events compelling, where we are convinced they
are storyworthy. The emplotment of events into dramatic narrative has us recognize the
expressive utterances as story.

The characterization of dramatic structure is hard to pin down. Stories take
diverse forms and employ numerous literary or poetic devices. We can at least note that
a narrative drama involves a minimal amount of complicating action (Labov, 1972;
Robinson, 1981; Stahl, 1989). This complicating action involves the narmrative
arrangement of concrete actions, involving characters, a point of view, and some conflict
leading or pointing to some form of resolution (that may or may not be known to the
teller or listeners).

The necessity of drama is important for thinking about teacher narratives and
stories of experience. It is important to distinguish the personal narrative from other
personal accounts. Often personal accounts are reflections upon experience, not the
narrative constitution of an experience (Dewey, 1934a). Very often, what we take to be
stories of personal experience are little more than broad reflections on experience. A
reflection on experience may be about specific experiences and specific events, but tend
to be more abstract and lack the arrangement or sequencing of events into a plot. Though
stories are a forms of personal refection on experience, not all personal experience
reflection is narration or narrative construction. A story entails the artistic
manipulation of the components of a narrative into a more or less coherent, narrative
whole. In other words, there is a form of emplotment in the personal experience
narrative that marks itself off from other forms of personal reflection.

To highlight this distinction between the personal narrative and what | variously
call personal reflection or personal account, and to discuss further the presence of

dramatic narrative structure in even the shortest of conversational, personal
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narratives, the examples below provide contrastive cases in point. These tellings are by

the same person, Fatimah, during the same Teacher Forum meeting. They are told only
moments apart, with the personal account preceding the personal narrative. (The
personal account has already been examined in Chapter 2 as in instance of a

contextualized Teacher Forum utterance.)
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“When | Went to High School”

Fatimah: When | went to high school?

Harry:
F:

| went to basically a white high school

in Detroit-downtown Detroit Cass Technical High School.

It was a elitist institution that you had to pass tests to get into.

And there was just a few black kids there

ah

the first year -the first year and a half

and we all just kind of clustered together

as ah

protection

ah just

that THIS IS YOUR HOME.

This is your only -you're isolated here amongst all these other
people and this is the only place you could feel comfortable is
with the same few people that came from junior high

with you.

So it was like ten or fifteen of us.

But then as more students -black students came in

we chose the people that

you know

had the same interest that we had

and we stayed with them.

Others we considered elitist or something.

We ditched them (hehe).

But | mean it became

-1 think the thing is

at first they only have

-we only had each other.

There was like ten of us that came from the junior high school
together.

And did as our -as our high school interests developed

we all

you know

stayed (in) the same kind of interest level.

Some went to science some went to

-and the way Cass Technical was set up you had -you had majors

just like you have in college.

And so my major was not the same as some of the others

So we just kind of like split off.

[ Drifted apart.

We drifted apart.

(Teacher Forum transcript, 2-20-93)

1see Appendix B for transcription devices.
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“Kwame Touré”

Fatimah: Waell there's no doubt that their anger is really there.

Kwa -Kwame Touré was on campus

the other night.

| was there for his presentation.

Kwame Touré was a kind of ( ) of the Black Panther Party

back in the sixties.

Um

And so | was there

cause | was the one to announce the winner of the Malcolm X essay
contest

so -which we have every year this time.

And so that person was going read the essay

and then he was going to (give a) speech.

And all -and these all young people in the -in the audience and
everything.

And he says

he'll say something like

“You know sometime you had to just shake someone's hand and then
pull out a gun and shoot them”

or something.

AND THE KIDS WERE EATING THIS UP.

AND IT WAS INCREDIBLE.

That man scared me.

Because he was talking out of a time that was not even

-| didn't think he was

[And they loved it.

They loved it.
(story 1:16)
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The account | titled “When | Went to High School” is, indeed, personal. As |

described in Chapter 2, this account was told in response to an ongoing Teacher Forum
conversation in which the topic of self segregation of African-American students was
starting to take on a potentially racist tone in blaming students for their own isolation.
Self-segregation is a complex and difficult issue for teachers to talk about, as evidenced
by this very conversation. Fatimah’s use of the personal account is clearly strategic and
embodies a form of argument based upon personal experience. As | witnessed this
exchange, Fatimah's taking the floor with her reflection on experience was indeed
powerful. This offering of her reflection struck a chord about what it might be like to be

a minority in white school, to endure loneliness and to seek out companionship of others
who help you say “This is your home” (line 12).

But “When | Went to High School” is not a story. It involves no concrete actions
of any characters. It is Fatimah's broad and abstract reflection upon experience in high
school. Non-concrete discussion of personal experience (not events) is perfectly
acceptable in the Teacher Forum context. This account, though, does not invoive the
sequencing plot with dramatic movement that would make it narrative.

This is not to say that the listener will not infer dramatic experience from such
reflections. There is a sense of drama, of moral weight, in the recounting of the general
experience of being an ethnic-minority in high school. As listeners, we regularly make
inferences about other's experience (especially those of us who have a penchant for
seeing experience as storied). This is the work of the listener who imposes upon the
utterances of the speaker a sense of drama. While drama may be felt by the audience in
hearing personal reflection upon experience, and drama may very well be intended by
the speaker, it is not necessarily textually narrative. When there is no emplotment of
experience in narrative form, it is not a narrative text.

The account about Kwame Touré, by contrast, is a narrative. Like “When | Went

to High School,” it is partly a strategic response to the ongoing conversation. After
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discussing the self-segregation of African American students, the discussion tumed on

the “anger” of minority students and the manifestations of this anger teachers

encounter. This is a particularly poignant issue for critical democrats in that, in a

critical view, expressions of anger among students of color is ultimately explained as a
justified, or at least an understandable, response to a racist society. This response,
though, is an immediate and concrete phenomenon with which teachers must cope as they
try to teach. Explaining it away as a sociological phenomenon doesn’t provide pragmatic
help for the teacher, nor does it directly empathize with the experience of a teacher

faced with angry students. Acknowledgment of this as a pedagogical problem whose
origins reside in socially inherited inequities requires a certain amount of critical

empathy for the teacher. One needs to avoid letting the conversation slip into blaming the
students for this social inheritance in a world not of their making. Fatimah's Kwame
Touré is a personal reflection, but one which is a personal narrative that dramatizes an
experience.

Wae see in the text of Kwame Touré that the story involves a specific episode.
Fatimah introduces the characters (herself, Kwame Touré, and a generalized group of
“students”) and introduces time and place. The story has a plot, a sense of dramatic
build up and movement, even in such a short story that seems little more than a replay
of events. Fatimah casts herself as an intimate and bewildered witness to what she sees as
a somewhat lamentable message by a famous black activist and the embrace of that
message by a group of university students. We can see how after introducing the

situation, complicating action and conflict ensue?:

2| have borrowed this technique from Sandra Stahl who has used it to great effect in
demonstrating the dramatic plot of some longer and more developed personal narratives. |
am using it here with an even shorter, conversational personal narrative to highlight
dramatic plot.
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Initial situation (lines 1 -10)

a) Kwame Touré (the African name taken by Stokely Carmichael), a
famous figure in the Black Panther Party in the 1960s and 70s,
comes to a university campus to speak.

b) The Malcolm X essay contest, an African-American student event.

c) Fatimah present to announce essay contest winner.

Complication (11-13)

a) Fatimah explains what the event is and how it is to proceed by
foreshadowing the order of events, i.e., announce winner, winner
reads essay, invited speaker Kwame Touré gives speech (implies
orderly without disruption or surprise).

b) Many “young people” present (implies impressionable).

Climax (16-17)
a) Kwame Touré says that shooting someone may be necessary. Fatimah
reports his speech to indicate that this is what Kwame Touré did
indeed say about explicit use of violence.

Crisis (18-19)
a) Students respond enthusiastically, devouring his words (“eating this
up”).
b) Fatimah registering shock and fear.

The story closes with Fatimah'’s dismay that the students did not contextualize
what Kwame Touré was saying, that they had a misunderstanding of the historical and
symbolic significance of his words and instead might be taking them more literally as an
example and glorification of duplicitous violence.

Dénouement (21-24)

a) Fatimah asserts that Kwame Touré was referring to a time and an ethos
of Black activism, (Black Panthers in the sixties, lines 5 -6).

b) Implied: shared agreement (with Iris) that students enjoy hearing
about the violent expression of anger and that this is troublesome.
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This story is a complicated response to a complicated and conflicted issue—how to

think about student anger and expressions of that anger. This is exceedingly difficult for
an African American who, by her own admission, is rather radical in her political stance
on issues of race and racism in American society. But Fatimah is also a teacher educator
and a member of the Teacher Forum. She is pulled between her own obvious political
commitments and activism within the African American community and among African
American students and her connections to the Teacher Forum and to the plight of teachers
more generally. How can an African American woman convey her sense of camaraderie
with white teachers about dealing with angry black students in classrooms? In this case,
Fatimabh tells a story of her own personal outrage of a prominent Black activist
describing violent acts as acceptable, even laudable. Fatimah makes dramatic her
witnessing student enthusiasm for apparent glorification of violence.

At first glance, the dramatic structure of narrative is not easily seen in this
story. The events themselves do not necessarily demand a dramatic structure. To someone
other than Fatimah, Kwame Touré’s words and the audience response together might not
warrant dramatic rendition of events. A student attending the presentation might have
seen it as highly entertaining and see the violence as peripheral to the content of Kwame
Touré’s speech. In the Teacher Forum meeting and the conversation about student anger
Fatimah uses the “the genre of the personal narrative as a directing literary strategy”
(Stahl, p. 15) in order to simultaneously indicate her affiliation with African American
activism and her disdain of a potentially violent dimension arising from legitimate
student anger. In the story, Fatimah reduces and exaggerates Kwame Touré’s words, and
the students’ response to them, and she symbolically condemns their implications.
Fatimah provides a short story of events in which she was indirectly involved (and

directly witnessed) and creates a drama where there were merely events.
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Implied Truthfulness
This notion of dramatic exaggeration of events leads to consideration of the second
aspect of the personal experience narrative genre, that these stories are about real
events. Stahl succinctly notes:
For the personal narrative to function properly in any storytelling
situation, both the teller and the listener must understand that the story—
no matter how rhetorically enhanced—is to be accepted as true (p. 18).
In other words, the personal experience narrative needs to be understood as not fiction.
Other forms of story, like tall tales or jokes, rely on the mutual agreement of the
narrator and audience that what is being told is not true. While it is very difficult (or
impossible) for the listener to verify that the narrated events in a personal experience
narrative actually happened, s/he must make the leap of faith required when hearing a
personal narrative. In other words, the narrator must present a plausible account that
can be accepted as true.
The question, then, is not whether a narrator can tell a story accurately, in
every detail, in order to mimic the events that happened. Rather, this becomes a question
of whether one can tell a story convincingly. Since the listeners have no way to check out
the accuracy of the events, and it would be an ungracious listener who challenges the
narrator’s credibility, the listener must look to that which is presented in the story’s
text. This, and the necessary leap of faith in the narrator, is all that the listener has as a
check for a story’s veracity. Stories, then, seek verisimilitude, that the events narrated
ring true. Just as the narrator must use literary devices to render a sense of drama
necessary for a narrative, so must she attend to those elements that maintain the implied
truthfulness, the credibility of the story.
In the story “Kwame Touré,” we can see a number of these elements that work
toward the implied truthfulness. First, Fatimah designates a supposedly real person

arriving to speak, Kwame Touré, formerly known as Stokely Carmichael (lines 2-3).
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She identifies him as a former member of the Black Panther Party, indicating Touré’s

existence in real historical time (line 5), pointing to a real political space. She then
indicates that she was “there” (line 8) the “other night” (line 3) to announce the

winner of an essay contest that is named after Malcolm X, “which we have every year at
this time” (line 10). These orient the listener to not only the literary time and place,

but to a real time and a real place, rather than fictive.

What lends the story not only its most dramatic moment but its greatest sense of
verisimilitude, is when she directly quotes Kwame Touré (lines 16-17). This is the
purported speech of another, not the narrator. It is what literary critics call “direct
speech” in that it is a direct mimic of the speech of another (see Chapter 5). The
reported words “ ‘You know sometimes you had to just shake someone's hand and then
pull out a gun and shoot them’ ” is different than had Fatimah reported indirectly his
speech, such as “He said that sometimes you shake someone’s hand and. . .". In other
words, Fatimah'’s replay of Kwame Touré words is a literary attempt to lend credibility
to this story, that a real person said these real words. We are uncertain of the accuracy
of these words (i.e., that these were the exact words of Kwame Touré). The listeners are
implored to hear these as Kwame Touré said <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>